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Thanks to profuse diversities and their unrelenting transmutations along with what 
is commonly and vaguely known as ‘changing times’, India is fathomlessly boun-
tiful with myriad sociocultural varieties, issues, phenomena, controversies, and 
dilemmas as veritable food for intuitive and perceptive minds. No surprise, there 
has been luxuriant growth of reflective and critical essays and commentaries, with 
not a single ‘drought’ having ever touched the country’s immeasurable treasure 
of contradictions, confusions, conflicts, muddles, puzzles, and blunders. This has 
bred into hordes of skillful essayists, columnists, and commentators, with a per-
petually plentiful supply of subject-matters to reflect on and to show off their vary-
ing levels of writing skill and mastery. The whole country is virtually an eternal 
bonanza not only to social scientists, but indeed to anybody with literary skill, wit, 
humour, keen observations, and of course, with a strong motivation and passion 
for writing reflective non-fictional pieces. Indeed, India’s attraction on this count is 
doubly attested by a substantial, and indeed growing, number of foreign (Western 
in particular) authors who happen to write about Indian society, culture, economy, 
and history, and also by the corresponding fewness of the Indian counterparts who 
choose to write about notoriously homogeneous and hence ominously monotonous 
western sociocultural milieus.

To be honest, my motivation for writing reflective essays on various aspects of 
our own people, society, and culture has not been entirely free of a consciousness 
of such opportunities offered by a colossal miscellany of issues, dilemmas, conun-
drums that hold India enduringly interesting and perhaps indeed an infinite source 
of mysticisms and myths. Since my personal urge for authoring reflective, criti-
cal, and informed essays had long back fizzled out from a chance, if at all, of my 
becoming one of the seasoned professional essayists, mere fulfilment of a creative 
proclivity has, of course, not been the lone or perhaps even the prime purpose of 
my writing them up. Indeed a dogged desire and commitment deep in my heart 
toward getting ourselves, our own people and society more reasoning, reasonable, 
rational, and practical than what I think they intrinsically are, cannot but have been 
the mainspring of most of these essays that I have penned over the last one and a 
half decades.

To stretch a little further on my personal note, I am possessed of a virtually 
pathological (and even perhaps tormenting to some at times) argumentative zeal 
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for extracting and evaluating—often through incessant questions—the (logi-
cal) consistency and/or the essential meaning, ideas, arguments, and perceptions 
underlying even the most ordinary, mundane, petty decisions, actions, and con-
versations which I happen to encounter. As a result, I frequently appear bitterly 
unpleasant, or perhaps even torturous on occasions, in my countless encounters, 
dealings, and interactions with commoners, officialdom, technocrats, colleagues, 
friends, and of course with my own family, kith and kin. The various reactions to 
my obdurate habit of questioning and arguing can be classified into two broad gen-
res. One—which generally brings in a strategic silence on my part—is essentially 
an infuriation over my supposedly unseasoned and patently counter-conventional 
prescriptions or proscriptions. I have kept on surviving such occasional onslaughts 
with a convenient consolation derived by alleging and pitying on—of course mut-
edly—other’s innate lack of receptivity and maturity in grasping the analytical 
subtlety of what, I typically believe, flows out of my impeccable reasoning skill. 
The other category of reactions is one of resolute ambivalence on the part of those 
who happen to listen to my salvo. This, understandably, plunges me quickly into 
a sense of sheer dejection, a feasible escape route from which lies in my taking 
resort to the desk and writing off ‘biting’ essays. Thus, most of my present essays 
could be seen as an incarnation of a spirit which is tired, failed, and sometimes 
even vanquished by incessant disappointments in day-to-day ‘activist’ bids to 
purge, albeit by merely arguing, what I have found to be irrational remnants in the 
popular perceptions pervasive across our country’s major sociocultural and politi-
cal strands, chores, habits, and milieu.

Many of the essays have appeared earlier in somewhat different—either shorter 
or longer versions—in some place or other. However, quite a few are written 
newly. The case for bringing these essays together in a single book form is two-
fold: first, it would call for a useful but fairly formidable job of arranging—often 
through updating, editing, and sometimes even rewriting—the seemingly discrete 
pieces within the confines of thematic orderliness and coherence; second, a large 
part of my original motivation for writing up the essays could be better fulfilled by 
transcending their hitherto limited reach, exposure, and chances of penetration into 
the minds of many more concerned people across social science academic com-
munity and of course beyond.

This collection of essays of diverse size and depth has been arranged the-
matically into three broad parts. Part I focuses on the deformities and distortions 
embedded typically in Indian perceptions at various walks of life. Many unrea-
soned and uniformed perceptions and related lines of thoughts in our land are 
seemingly inextricably rooted into its deep-seated sociocultural traditions and 
milieus. It is not only myself alone, but there appear to be many others who often 
happen to be at an utter unease with several commonly held, popular, and some-
times even dominant perceptions, which are blatantly obstinate and illogical/
irrational with potentially adverse ramifications for our country’s modernization, 
secularization, and development aspirations and initiatives. The first part of the 
book highlights and illustrates, mostly with ordinary day-to-day life experiences, 
quite a few such perceptual oddities specific to the archetypal Indian attitude and 
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outlook. Admittedly, India’s perennially hazy perspicacity, if unreformed and 
unsharpened, is bound to invigorate complications and generate upsetting boo-
merangs in the present age of so-called liberalization, globalization, and orthodox 
glorification of free market forces mechanism and their narrow money-centered 
visions and views.

Chapter 1 sets out with the essential tone of Part 1 of this book, elaborated and 
illustrated in the chapter itself and across many others. For example, the practice 
and/or convention of declaring public holidays as a longstanding form of trib-
ute/homage to the national leaders and such other public figures in the event of 
their demise has been going on for long, with its underlying rationale hitherto 
never clearly known or questioned (Chap. 2). The death of a political leader or 
a minister could certainly and deservingly be felt at heart and should also be for-
mally observed by the nation in no less better way than through courting a sud-
den closure of state sector activities for a day or two, and hence through bearing 
with a concomitant material loss to our national output. This arguably calls for 
a reformation of our perceptual fixation, namely, that in an event of demise of a 
national leader or a high-ranking minister or a public figure there has to be a tan-
gible—even though proxy—quantified amount of reverence/respect (in this case, 
the number of state holidays declared and corresponding loss of national produc-
tive activity) that deserves to be bestowed on the deceased. In a somewhat simi-
lar vein, our mental makeup is characteristically deferential about the faculty of 
holding ‘dreams’ per se as a sign of motivation and inspiration toward construc-
tive initiatives. Consequently, we often remain oblivious of our deep-seated affin-
ity for grasping on wishful and/or impractical hopes and desires deceptively 
deemed as avowed dreams, albeit never accompanied by commensurately practical 
actions and zeal for their achievements (Chap. 3). An intense power of hoping or 
dreaming for that matter, though it might provide a protection against the possible 
insanity or breakdown that could otherwise pervade amid sustained failures and 
frustrations, could help to infuse a mental immunity to the traumas of unceasing 
adversities and hence eventually impair our intrinsic capacity and urge for over-
coming them.

On the other hand, we often find ourselves somewhat trapped and torpid within 
our own seemingly hopeless torments generated mostly by our own popular, often 
dominant, but flawed, perceptions. For example, it is an overwhelmingly common 
perception that high degrees of truancy, lethargy, and shirking at workplaces of 
the state-owned sector—so-called depraved work-culture—are rooted in our social 
and cultural ethos. But we often appear unaware that our same country’s work-
ers, when hired in private enterprises, are rarely found negligent or shirking, and 
they often indeed work so hard that its scenario almost resembles what one could 
call ‘excessive work-culture’. Thus our misperception about the genesis of unpro-
ductive ‘work culture’ has been eluding us for long, with a ‘much-can’t-be-done’ 
attitude and consequent relative inaction in remedying this widely recognized 
menace in the public sector. Indeed there are strong reasons why this visibly sloth 
work habits among ordinary employees are ultimately attributable to the lack of 
disciplines, organizing skills, and sense of commitment and accountability on the 
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part of those in power and high positions in the state sector; and hence its remedy 
seems to lie largely in reforming and amending what Gunnar Myrdal long back 
called the ‘soft state’ (Chaps. 5 and 6).

One major perceptual deficiency or deformity in our typical mental makeup 
belongs to the question of the relationship between individual and society. It is 
plain enough that individuals generally care for their respective own interests and 
pursuits; but this cannot preclude them from being duly careful and responsible 
to the larger society as well. Nor it is viable—in the long-run—for an individual 
to continue lending only little attention, notice, and concerns for larger public and 
society on a flawed perception that such elusion to the latter by one individual can 
cause only an imperceptible difference at the societal level (Chap. 4). A collective 
tragedy can be in the offing if most of the individuals perceive alike—albeit erro-
neously—that the effect of only one individual’s shirking or selfish behavior/act 
cannot produce a perceptible reflection in the societal outcome.

That such deformed or hazy perceptions of ours in the day-to-day life and deal-
ings are not just accidental or incidental but deeply intrinsic to us find discernible 
reflections in the strange tradition-laden sense of priorities and causalities which 
often serve as the basis of various public and social policies framed and sought 
to be implemented by political leaders, thinkers, administrators. For example, 
there has been distinct evidence of a rather marked mismatch between the stated 
goals or targets of India’s family planning programme and resources/expenditures 
allocated to it, latter being far short of the former (Chap. 8). On the one hand, 
the importance of population control is eloquently and elaborately written in the 
policy statement. On the other hand, not only disproportionately meagre amount 
of expenditures are persistently budgeted for family planning programmes, but 
latter’s consequently limited impact on population growth rate has for long been 
lousily seen as signs of its ineffectiveness, unacceptability, or unpopularity among 
masses.

No less disconcerting was the costly ambivalence that was bestowed by the 
then Indian leadership and academic community alike upon Gunner Myrdal’s 
painstakingly and passionately researched insights into effective policy formu-
lation as back as the 1960s (Chap. 9). Some of Myrdal’s illuminating and hon-
est ideas such as ‘folklore of corruption’ and ‘soft state’ were not heeded by the 
Indian leaders in the right objective spirit, with an immensely compounded 
price—as has been increasingly manifest in engulfing incidence and implica-
tions of corruption—paid by our entire nation over the subsequent decades. What 
really prevented our former leaderships from taking Myrdal’s thoughts and sug-
gestions seriously enough in the 1970s and 1980s should have had something to 
do with the perceptual fixations and irrational subjectivity. Similarly meagre and 
indifferent has been the societal and governmental attention and encouragement to 
Rabindranath Tagore’s down-to-earth ideas and activism toward rural upliftment, 
reawakening, and reconstruction at a limited scale (Chap. 7). It is not very difficult 
to demonstrate how scantily the people and the state, with a strange perceptual 
fixation and unimaginative outlook, responded to the activism and constructive 
social initiatives of the genuinely concerned Tagore. A brief review of Tagore’s 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-1017-7_5
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pioneering—albeit small scale—endeavors and leadership in the spheres of rural 
development through his Santiniketan and Sriniketan projects exposes both poten-
tials and perils of social activism in our polity. The state and bureaucracy alike 
appear to have shown little seriousness and prudence not only in encouraging and 
supporting Tagore’s small-scale laboratory type experiments in rural upliftment 
when he was alive, but also in entailing Tagore’s passionate ideas and actions in 
the rural development policy and programmes at a larger scale.

With the above backdrop of India’s own hazy and dodgy world of perceptions 
and their myriad baneful fallouts, Part II of the book turns to the deep and indeed 
dire ramifications of the historic advent and dramatic advance of the neoliberal 
market ideology and its campaign and communication across the globe since the 
late 1970s. Chapter 10 sketches briefly a historical outline of the process of grow-
ing sway and domination of the neoliberal ideas over the short-lived vibrancy of 
the state-oriented development thinking and planning across the newly independ-
ent excolonies like India during a couple of post-war decades. The neoliberal 
capture of development economics has neither been an accident of historic cir-
cumstances, nor a proof of ideological and civilizational superiority of free market 
principles, but largely a historic conclusion of a protracted and well maneuvered 
cold war fought for gaining global domination.

In its sequel, a dramatic ideational transformation of the role, functions, and 
responsibilities of education in the overall context of thickening plot of cold-war 
has led us to a state of utter bewilderment and chaos especially at the levels of 
higher education and research (Chap. 11). One major upshot of the protracted dol-
drums and rapid transformation in the sphere of education is alarmingly percepti-
ble depletion of critical and analytical faculties and values of the ‘educated’. We 
are learning—through radically diluted and deformed curricula—to parrot and pat-
ronise a misty catch-all notion, namely, ‘changing times’, and by using its façade 
we have been getting designed to practically grab and gulp whatever is being 
newly offered by commercial scientists, innovators, and market-mongers. Ever 
increasing forces in the aftermath of the cold-war—particularly fuelled by ever 
pervasive free market ideology, media, and privatisation—toward obliterating the 
boundaries between ‘information’ and ‘knowledge’ are landing us increasingly in 
a nearly civilizational crisis, which cannot just be wished away by our unthinking 
and mindless hanging on with a captivating embrace of the directionless ‘changing 
times’ (Chaps. 12, 13, and 14).

In the similar vein, lopsided and unequal economic and demographic develop-
ment across Indian states is already evincing fairly grim ramifications for regional 
balance, equity, and harmony in the country. For instance, relatively acute dearth 
of educated, skilled, and better quality personnel and professionals—largely 
because of the former’s persistent exodus into relatively prosperous regions—
has been making its presence felt in the poorer states (Chap. 15). On the other 
hand, the more rapidly growing and urbanizing regions accompanied often by a 
faster pace of motorization have been paying comparatively higher price in terms 
of very large and escalating number of human deaths in road traffic crashes/acci-
dents (Chap. 16). Perhaps more sadly, the fact of people in the prime adulthood 
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ages getting killed by road traffic crashes disproportionately more than in other 
ages tends to neutralize (at least partly) the potential economic gains generally 
expected of a growing proportion of adults in population in the course of fertility 
declines, the so-called ‘demographic bonus’. No less disquieting are the emerging 
signs of demographic backlash particularly manifest in a slowdown of the pace 
of population stabilization in the face of endemic ethnic conflicts, insurgency, 
and protracted illegal cross-border migration and population movements in parts 
of north-east India (Chap. 17). These are all illustrative of the issues that need to 
be typically addressed while envisaging the country’s all-round viable and durable 
growth and development.

Part III of this book consists of essays that deal largely with the foundations 
and predicaments in India’s sociocultural spheres in the contemporary times. 
It begins with an essay (Chap. 18), which peeps into some brighter elements or 
remnants of India’s primitive culture, ideology, and ethos still ingrained among 
many tribal inhabitations and communities, despite longstanding neglect to, and 
harsh onslaughts on, them from the modernizing mainstream. What emerges—
at least indirectly—from the essay is that India, in its bid to cleanse some of its 
widely known awkward sociocultural aberrations, would do well by inculcating 
the universally admirable elements often deeply embedded—albeit increasingly 
endangered—in India’s tribal traditions of communities, culture, ideology, and 
values. This is even more imperative in the context of India’s unsettling flux of 
social stratification and conflicts, of which genesis ostensibly lies in a long-last-
ing incongruity between the constitutionally avowed goal of withering away of 
caste structure/division on the one hand and the constitutional provisions, elabo-
rate arrangements, and organized politics for making caste/tribe division increas-
ingly explicit, official, and concrete on the other (Chap. 19). It is almost tragic that 
Indian society has been turning increasingly incapable of judging the sources of 
its inner secular strength and hence of freeing itself of conservative ritualistic and 
sometimes even rustic cultural and perceptual oddities (Chap. 20). In the last chap-
ter we recapitulate the major insights into the shaping of modern Hindu mind that 
come out from the late Ashok Rudra’s penetrative reading of our ancient mytho-
logical literatures and epics (Chap. 21). Distinct underpinnings of an innately 
indecisive, malleable, and dual frame of mind of the majority Indians appear 
arguably traceable to many of the confusions, contradictions, and dilemmas that 
characterize what Rudra calls the Brahminical lines of thoughts long percolated 
through scriptural texts and related narratives. There are select—albeit power-
ful—exemplifications pointing to the urgent and imperative need for ‘reformation’ 
and ‘repeal’ not so much exactly in the field of industrial, agricultural, and trade 
policies as in the spheres of India’s long dominant (Brahminical) lines of think-
ing, perceptions, and societal stratification and statics (Chap. 21). This thus seems 
to boil down to the importance of reviving a spirit of what one could boldly call a 
‘renaissance’ over the content and contention of education or, more specifically, of 
basic education.

Unlike most authors, I cannot remember of having received much explicit, 
let alone formal, support, praise, encouragement on such writings of mine from 
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my peers, colleagues, and friends, and prominent sponsoring agencies. While 
this happens to vindicate (at least partly) the sub-title of the present book, this 
also provides a reaffirmation of my subtle and perhaps feeble grievance against 
an overriding and overarching passivity and ideational subservience of the con-
temporary intellectual fraternity, who could perhaps be best described in Mark 
Twain’s words—albeit originally referred to Americans of his times—as those 
having ‘freedom of speech and the freedom of thought and the good sense never 
to use either’. However it would be utterly unfair if I do not put on record the 
constant support and encouragement afforded by a few individuals including 
Anup Maharatna, Murali M. Krishna, N. Krishnaji, Jean Drèze, Tim Dyson, Sumit 
Chakravartty, and Sagarika Ghosh, who happened to read the discreet parts that 
have come to constitute the manuscript of this book. All this is, of course, apart 
from the enduring contribution of my having been soaked since my childhood 
days into profound enlightenment of my (the late) father to whose memory I like 
this book dedicated.

This book is meant for wide general readership which includes entire academia, 
articulate professionals, and non-professionals alike who are particularly prone to 
feeling kindled by new critical thinking, insights, and genuine societal concerns 
beyond their own selves, views, convictions, and perceptions.
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There are always some people born with an innate proclivity for forging an 
uncommon, or indeed often just the opposite, stance on nearly all debates, dis-
cussions, and conversations in life—mundane or otherwise. Barring such select 
characters with pathological passion for dissenting, nobody would dare to deny 
that the British colonial rule has been largely (and directly to a substantial extent) 
responsible for India’s protracted socio-economic retrogression relative to many 
Western nations since the Industrial Revolution. Indeed, injecting this perception 
among Indian masses was instrumental not only to the awakening of a staunch 
nationalist sentiment for freedom movement and independence from the colonial 
clutches, but this was perhaps the single slogan that could hold the nation virtually 
mesmerised. Consequently, there was practically (or rather tactically) no time left 
for pondering over the uneasy, albeit deep, question as to why or how it was the 
way the history had rolled, not the other way round. Eventually, however, colonists 
had to quit the country, and home rule was established. But the long suspended 
question of why many Western countries succeeded in colonising a large chunk 
of the world, not the vice versa, did not die. The time finally has come when this 
question could no longer remain dumped in a perpetual hibernation and it does 
often surface both in ordinary and in scholarly discussions and conversations, 
particularly after the country began stumbling on its way to speedy and balanced 
economic transformation. It continues to be the land where devastating floods 
and droughts recur as surely and vigorously as the mass seasonal festivities like 
Diwali, no matter about a third of the population live sub-human lives in poverty, 
squalor, disease, and ignorance.

Notwithstanding major structural infirmities inflicted by the past colonial rule 
and their myriad hangovers, the need to have impassionate (and comparative) look 
into our own intrinsic traits, customs, and habits has increasingly become imper-
ative. Indeed, what we—for example Indians—think and do now cannot but be 
metamorphoses of our own cultural and social traditions confronted increasingly 
by external (mostly Western) values, technology, and world view carried through 
numerous effective communicative channels. The moot question is whether we 
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4 1 Quarrelling with Indian Perceptions

Indians have been doing well enough in moulding and adapting our traditional 
sociocultural, political, and religious idiosyncrasies and perceptions and preju-
dices to the predominantly rational tunes and patterns of Western societies—the 
ones which did succeed much early (or earlier than us) in bringing about indus-
trial revolution to be followed by relentless flow of inventions, innovations, and 
new technology. A case in point could be the question as to whether the changing 
incarnations and/or complex metamorphoses of India’s traditional caste and joint 
family systems along with modern material and technological developments are 
consistent or/and conductive to further sustained economic development towards a 
stage of ‘mass consumption and prosperity’.

In seeking insightful honest answers to such questions, it is virtually impossible 
to gloss over innate differences in the notion of rationality between Western and 
our cultures and continue blaming the colonial rule for our contemporary obsta-
cles, predicaments, and inefficiencies. Indeed, talking about such differences does 
not necessarily invoke a scene of a criminal court, wherein a final judgement about 
the person found guilty must be announced. Comparing two societies could take a 
form and spirit of two sisters’ quarrel, wherein detailed traits of each are dissected 
and debated and hence get known through their (probably heated) arguments—
but without a protocol of passing a final verdict on any. In similar vein, one could 
‘quarrel’ with much of one’s own society, culture, and perceptions. It is hard to 
deny our imperative need for looking dispassionately into ourselves—including 
our own intrinsic/cultural attributes and ambiguities/oddities of our perceptions—
in a comparative light with a view to resolving our own dilemmas and impasses 
that stand on the way towards all round improvements and progress.

Let me illustrate the point that I am trying to make. In Europe—even in the 
seventeenth century for which fairly accurate quantitative evidence is available—a 
young adult postpones (as a matter of sociocultural norm/practice) marrying until 
he has accumulated a threshold amount of resources (most often out of his own 
earned income) necessary to set up his own independent family. In rather sharp 
contrast, many Indian parents do not hesitate to marry off even a jobless or non-
earning young son. Such a decision is propelled by two deep-rooted perceptions 
of the parents: first, that their adult son, while remaining unmarried, could bring 
shame or stigma to the family by indulging in pre-marital sexual relations/acts out 
of sheer biological urges of adulthood; second, that the son, if burdened with the 
responsibility of his own family, cannot afford any longer to remain unproduc-
tive, and hence, once married, he sooner or later would be forced to start earning. 
But, as the son’s joblessness is largely involuntary and is typically dependent on 
circumstances external to the family, the marriage could well initiate a downward 
economic mobility. Indeed, I have met in my life not very few married men who—
being grinded by a large family amid poverty—keep on lamenting over what they 
call ‘a blunder’ they had committed by agreeing to forgo bachelorhood in the first 
place, especially in the face of meagre and uncertain income.

Conversely, a poor peasant would scarcely spare a second thought before sell-
ing off his only tiny asset, a small piece of land, with the sole purpose of marrying 
off his daughter against a hefty dowry and observance of all rituals and customs 
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including a public feast, despite a lurking peril of economic downturn not only of 
his own but of his very daughter’s as well. Interestingly, this scenario of marriage-
initiated economic stagnation or downfall can be made even gloomier by dint of 
a fresh dose of muddled perceptions and hence of (potentially) failed course of 
action and behaviour. For example, after marrying on such shaky material base, 
this couple could unhesitatingly go ahead in begetting many children, courting 
even deeper familial poverty and distress. While such hazy perceptions and under-
standing about one’s own immediate reality and broader circumstances could drag 
a family down, a lot of academic/scholarly ‘folklore’ and luminous theoretical ali-
bis (read models) have been created just to uphold a credible façade of ‘economic 
rationality’ in the couple’s high fertility behaviour. The latter models generally uti-
lise the widely evident phenomena that children in poor households perform vari-
ous useful (and sometimes productive) activities from a very early age, and that 
children, when grown up, are practically the only old-age security for the parents. 
This entire body of argument, however, amounts to little more than a sheer attri-
bution of so-called economic rationality/calculations on the parents’ perceptions, 
especially when children in poor households are almost always compelled to take 
part in household chores under their precarious circumstances with little other 
leverages. This pretty obvious consideration has often been underplayed by many 
high-browse economists, who are generally trained only to discern as to whether 
economics textbook sort of rationality has been embodied in the decision for a 
large family, with all elegant calculations and precisions worked out and (plausi-
ble) perceptual oddities of the poor couple arrogantly ignored.

What strangely lies outside the parents’ reckoning is the phenomenon of sur-
plus labour and involuntary unemployment at the society level. Of course, if an 
individual couple restricts its family size, it can have no perceptible influence on 
the magnitude of societal unemployment, as withdrawing a few drops of water 
leaves an ocean utterly unaffected. These impeccably imperceptible effects of an 
individual’s fertility decision/behaviour on the societal outcomes have, arguably, 
almost blinded many (influential) economists to the blatant untruth of its converse. 
For instance, if societal unemployment is large and/or rises, there are almost obvi-
ous reasons why it could pinch an individual through the suffered difficulties and 
agonies of not finding jobs for a considerable span of the year. To stretch on above 
analogy, although addition or subtraction of a few drops of water from a river can-
not succeed in provoking the latter’s fury, not a single household, let alone a few, 
could remain free of adversities or the upheaval if an excessive monsoon causes 
the river overflowing and hence submerging villages. Thus, an individual, though 
she alone cannot influence societal outcome, can hardly remain insulated from the 
impact of the latter.

However, a large majority appear to be stuck at the barren (or perhaps indeed 
bizarre) thought that since one petty individual cannot have a perceptible influ-
ence on the societal outcomes, there is no point in hesitating to act in a way of 
which (supposedly) small inconvenient effects trespass beyond one’s own private 
domain. No wonder this flawed perception breeds, in turn, a widespread ambiva-
lence towards potential accumulation of adversity collectively contributed and 
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magnified by similar line of thinking or perception, action, and behaviour of 
many other individuals. It is not hard to see that this compounded adverse soci-
etal outcome out of collective misperceptions and related actions bounces back to 
themselves, with much heavier intensity/severity. But people, while enduring the 
collective adversity, could appear incapable of coming out of the mess on their 
own and could remain bogged down even by further round of murky fatalistic per-
ception about what actually had originated in their own irresponsibly self-caring 
thoughts and actions in the first place.

Likewise, an individual household may well perceive that if he throws out on 
the street its daily bit of garbage and trash, it cannot cause any perceptible increase 
in the societal hazards of sanitation and cleanliness. Consequently, the aggregate 
outcome can soon become a huge pile of stinking garbage that may slow down 
traffic movement, pollute environment, and turn into a major source of health haz-
ards of sorts. Being soaked with the same flawed perceptions, an individual motor-
ist feels no qualms while parking his private car on the side of a crowded street for 
a while (perhaps to quickly buy things from a specific shop of his choice), thereby 
causing inconvenience to others. His instinctive perception keeps him insensitive 
to the distinctly adverse potential impact on the traffic flow of the street or even on 
someone’s life due to an accident which could happen even within a fraction of a 
minute after parking of the car.

It is pretty plain that the net impact of this common (individualist) thought and 
perception could rather soon snowball into an enormous chaos and traffic jam on the 
street. Thus, what turns to be typically peculiar about the perception is not exactly 
its element of narrow self-centredness (self-seeking per se is not pernicious in the 
Western philosophy and rationality), but it lies squarely in the distinct ingredient of 
frivolity towards its own potential (and rather self-defeating) perils. And such idi-
osyncratic and unreasoned perception is admittedly at the root of many grim, albeit 
otherwise avoidable, consequences at the society level. More strikingly, this poverty 
of perceptions inflicts not only common civilians, but even the high-chaired admin-
istrators and politicians often appear quite short of having practical far-sights and 
understanding necessary for keeping up the standard/quality of our collective well-
being. This is, to a large extent, why the whole society appears virtually reeling 
under unending and almost stifling mess and mismanagement in many walks of life. 
Such casual, muddled, and hazy features of thoughts and perceptions, which are at 
the root of many counterproductive and self-suffocating consequences, characterise 
not only the ordinary majority of Indian society but, by the same token, also our 
politicians, ministers, officials, and administers too.

Take, for another example, the case of primary education. Whether to universal-
ise basic education or not with immediate priority, had been a very important 
question that our national leaders must have faced just after the country’s inde-
pendence. (Literacy rate was awfully low being not even a quarter of population 
aged 7 years and above.) The resolution—though largely camouflaged, albeit stub-
born—has proved itself to be the one not favourable to universal literacy, as about 
forty percent of India’s population of school-going ages and above are still 
recorded as illiterate, notwithstanding thousands of written pages on the 
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importance of primary education and various plans, programmes, and targets 
pompously set to achieve the avowed goal of its rapid expansion. The haziness or 
rather sloppiness of the perceptions and policy on primary education can be, and 
has of course often been, illustrated plentifully by citing the wide enduring gaps 
between governmental rhetoric, goals, and achievements. For example, in the 
beginning of the 1950s, the Article 45 of the Constitution of India had resolved as 
follows: ‘The State shall endeavour to provide, within a period of 10 years from 
the commencement of this Constitution, for free and compulsory education for all 
children’. About one and half decades later, not only the proportion of illiterate to 
the total population aged 7 years and above was a staggering 75 %, but the official 
perceptions and perspectives had continued to be highly rhetorical, politically 
profitable, but abundantly muddled in terms of genuine priorities and programmes. 
To illustrate, the following remarks of the then Education Minister in his address 
to the Central Advisory Board of Education in 1964 do reflect an inherent confu-
sion at the policy level: ‘Our Constitution fathers did not intend when they enacted 
Article 45 that we just set up hovels, put students there, give untrained teachers, 
give them bad textbooks, no playground and say we have complied with Article 45 
and primary education is expanding. The compliance intended by our Constitution 
fathers, was a substantial compliance. They meant that real education should be 
given to our children’ (italics added).1 To any clear-headed person, it would be 
hard not to find ridiculous the Minister’s emphasis on the standard/quality of edu-
cational infrastructure vis-à-vis its reach and expansion at a time when three-
fourth of population were still officially illiterate and the amount of total state 
expenditure on elementary education was practically negligible (indeed much less 
than even 1 % of GDP).

Even today—more than 60 years later—primary education could not be made 
‘compulsory’ and about a third of children are still illiterate as per official records. 
It is important to note that this persistent shortfall from the routinely pledged uni-
versal primary education is distinct and should not be confused with sustained fail-
ures in stamping out racist elements and attitudes in the US, the seat of Abraham 
Lincoln’s dreams and values, or caste discriminations and social inequity in inde-
pendent India, the land of Mahatma Gandhi’s ideals, precepts, and noble passions.

The traditional standard reasons adduced for not forcefully making basic 
education compulsory in India (e.g. familial poverty needs child labour for sur-
vival; Indians have enough and even more wisdom and rationality than mere lit-
eracy can offer) have appeared of late to be of highly doubtful merit and validity. 
Indeed, it is difficult to point to any country of the world that has been able to 
make sustained economic growth without achieving universal literacy and pri-
mary education. Our national leaders have been for long seemingly oblivious or 
perhaps sometimes even opposed to this requirement, with their own shallow and 

1 Quoted in Praveen Jha and Pooja Parvati, ‘The Twisted Tryst: Some Reflections on Inclusion 
and Quality in the Public Provisioning of Elementary Education in India’, Indian Journal of 
Human Development, vol. 2, no. 2, 2008, p. 339.
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short-sighted visions and arguments. However, the pressure and publicity of the 
influential international agencies and influential academic personalities have made 
the government more proactive in educational front, with recent promulgation of 
basic education as citizens’ right. In any case, it has now been crystal clear that it 
was largely because of the frivolous perceptions, soaked often with vested inter-
ests, on the part of our leaders, politicians, and policy makers that a low effective 
priority has been accorded for such a long period since the independence towards 
the achievement of universal literacy and basic education.

In the similar vein, short-sightedness, ad hocism, deficiency in organising 
and coordinating skills, and deformed perceptions of priorities, many imprints 
of which abound in most of the plans and programmes and their implementation 
at various levels, seem to be the hallmarks of the Indian style of governance and 
functioning. For example, the need for repairing a depleted bridge or a broken 
road is rarely felt urgent unless a real mishap has taken place, ‘preferably’ costing 
as many human lives as to make the mainstream media find it worth printing in the 
newspapers. Apart from such a killer, or what one could call ‘man-made’ accidents 
on roads, there are, however, some windfall routes to propelling an expedient 
administrative action towards the repair of the bridge. For example, if some min-
ister or such other VIP suddenly happens to have to travel along the dilapidated 
road/bridge, the latter will surely witness its windfall fate of being repaired with 
utmost exigency. Ironically, the reason why people apparently remain unfazed and 
keep patience over persistently erratic and ad hoc approach held by the adminis-
tration/management is their pervasive unexamined perception that a poor country 
like ours has perennial shortfall of resources from the minimum required level for 
smooth functioning at almost all levels including, of course, our present example 
of repair of a run-down bridge. This popular perception is flippant, as it paradoxi-
cally happens to be in clash—albeit often implicit—with an otherwise very com-
monsensical wisdom, namely that it is because of the very resource scarcity that 
the notions of organisational/managerial planning, efficiency, skill, and commit-
ment become meaningful. The right question thus is not whether/how acute is the 
resource scarcity, but whether there are good organisational/managerial and plan-
ning skills to effectively cope with the existing resource shortage.

No country on earth has been ever heard of having had ‘unlimited’ resources 
and wealth. It is the meticulous planning, organising skills, and efficient admin-
istration and commitment that generally contribute greatly to converting a sce-
nario of resource scarcity into prosperity, but not the other way round. Thus, the 
question essentially boils down to the one of priorities, planning, and effective 
implementation of programmes. Therefore, if a major road is in very bad shape, 
it almost tautologically implies either relative neglect, that is, low priority pro-
vided to it in the envisaged scheme of activities detailed in budget or administra-
tive/managerial inefficiency/failure of the department concerned, or both, but not 
exactly the shortage of funds per se. The above point is important, because people 
at large remain conditioned by the sloppy perception that the main culprit behind 
acute dearth in the provisions of road, public health provisions, electricity, schools, 
etc. is the shortage of public funds. In fact it takes rather little clear thinking to 
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see that the deformities/deficiencies in perceptions, sense of priorities, and the zeal 
and commitment for organisational innovativeness on the part of public adminis-
trations are often the key to these malfunctions, not exactly the shortage of funds 
as such.

Indeed, one glaring handicap of the Indian style of administration relates to 
the lack of coordination (let alone cooperation) among various state agencies and 
organs. And this again reflects largely gross deformities of both perception and the 
sense of commitment to performance and perfection, combined together with the 
characteristic inertia of administrators in respect of innovativeness. Let me illus-
trate the point with an example, which would have normally escaped the major-
ity’s notice. I was once struck by witnessing in an Indian metropolitan city a wide, 
busy, and major road, half the width of which is concretised and hence off-white 
cement-coloured, while the other half being pitch black-coloured and made of 
metal chips and black tar. Apart from its almost devastating effect from the aes-
thetic standpoint, the unmatched levels along the merging line of two parts leave 
the road potentially dangerous and hazardous. The genesis of this glaring physical 
(and visual) deformity of the road, as I was told by a taxi-driver, lies in the fact 
that half of the width of the road falls in the jurisdiction of the port authorities 
which wanted and could afford the relatively expensive concretisation along its 
width portion of the road and the other half belongs to the municipal corporation, 
which wanted to stick apparently to austerity and refused to shoulder the financial 
burden above what would be entailed in constructing its portion of the road with 
relatively inexpensive tar and chips. In similar vein, it is not too rare a scene that 
the construction of a flyover over a railway track is left incomplete even for years 
together due to tacit tussle between the railways and public works departments, 
causing untold inconvenience and misery to commuters and local residents. The 
main clue to such delays and bottlenecks has nothing to do with fund shortage per 
se, but it lies mostly in the lack of coordination (and in many cases rather coopera-
tion) between railway authorities and public works department.

On a different plane, take, for example, a railway station with two ticket coun-
ters—respectively, for second- and first-class berth reservations. (Of course, I am 
referring to the pre-computerisation era.) While the ticket counter earmarked for 
the former category tickets had to deal with an enormous, chaotic, and nearly 
unmanageable queue, the clerk at the next window for the latter category tickets 
used to be mostly relaxed for obvious reasons and was often sitting almost idle. 
If we could organise more balanced distribution of workload between these two 
employees, we could ensure not only greater fairness among employees but, more 
importantly, a higher standard of efficiency and consumer service.

It is of course not very hard to adduce many examples of state policy, plans, 
and programmes seeming utterly ill-conceived, inefficient, and even irrational 
from the productivity point of view. In fact, there often exists a large scope for 
improvements in the functioning of many state organisations and enterprises, even 
without substantial extra cost. I am not unaware that these observations are not 
purely new, nor are they unheard of before. In fact, such observations and com-
mentaries on innumerable revelations of state’s perennially confused policy 
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statements, executions, and actions constitute the bulk of the printed texts of the 
commissioned columnists of the most popular sections of the press or print media 
at large. But these relatively banal professional press clippings often appear shal-
low and hasty—presumably due to inflexible pressure on the columnists for econ-
omising both on space and on time chiefly from the standpoint of profit—with 
too strong conclusions or verdicts, which often sound pretty akin to ‘throwing the 
baby out of the bathtub’ (e.g. advocating the abolition of public enterprises and 
state organisation themselves, not the means and ways for removing their inef-
ficiencies). To the eyes of social and political activists and practitioners, these 
apparently trivial inefficiencies and misperceptions in the day-to-day functioning 
in public/state organisations remain generally overshadowed by a ceaseless whirl-
pool of mobilisation-driven adversarial activities, protests, oppositions, and con-
flicts relating to such larger issues as caste, religion, and region.

Relatedly, the majority people, by looking at the day-to-day functioning and 
work culture in public offices and state organisations, get readily inclined to main-
tain that we Indians are almost by definition lazy and lethargic. This dominant 
self-image—which got, partially, conditioned by the colonial rulers’ unsurpris-
ingly incessant accusations and aspersions on the natives—cannot but be much 
too superficial. Take, for instance, an extremely common sight in India’s state/
public sector organisations, namely that the staff of salary/accounts section (where 
monthly salaries are calculated and disbursed) work, in particular, with distinctly 
greater degree of diligence and sincerity hardly ever matched by other sections/
departments of the same organisation. Almost obviously, the clue lies not in the 
staff of salary/accounts section being pathologically or telepathically honest and 
hard working; rather, its explanation lies largely in the nature and priority of the 
task of all employees’ salary calculations, which can by no means afford to be ill-
organised, inefficient, and untimely.

However, our many such apparently trivial irrationalities and perverse percep-
tions in various walks of life often get compounded into an invisible giant of inef-
ficiencies and lethargies choking off our entire society. They persist partly because 
of some of our obstinate but popular perceptions which are mostly resistant to 
amendments, improvements, and innovations, leaving ourselves with inefficient 
or suboptimal levels of functioning. A distinct lack of innovative impulse and/or 
urge on the part of our administrators, officials, and politicians towards reaching 
out higher levels of efficiency is like a stubborn curse clamped upon the country’s 
long chequered history. The recent neoliberal encouragement to the mushrooming 
of management courses and schools, with hugely animated pomp and ‘smartness’, 
can probably be seen (at least partly) as an acknowledgement—albeit implicit—
of relatively unquestioning and unthinking features of Indian perceptions vis-à-vis 
those which, in essence, are hardly above ‘common sense’ from the standpoint of a 
reasoned and rationalist mental makeup.

All this may sound somewhat puzzling in face of the outstanding achievements 
of hordes of Indian scholars, scientists, and philosophers both within the country 
and abroad. But this apparent anomaly is not very hard to grapple with. What is 
at issue is not that we are not intrinsically incapable of innovating in pursuits of a 
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better world, greater efficiency, and productivity. But it is a pervasive lack of inter-
est and conviction about deeper utility, significance, and usefulness of innovations 
and research that constitutes the core worrying feature of our perception, which 
remains at the root of vividly sub-optimal outcomes persistent in almost every 
sphere of performance, administration, and management. It is almost a tragedy 
that the people responsible for administration, leadership, and management of our 
society appear pathologically oblivious about making effective use of social sci-
ence research output being generated at huge expense at the many places of higher 
learning and knowledge. (It is perhaps not very rare that an Indian minister or her 
administrative delegation goes abroad and learns about the existence of the domes-
tic intellectual expertise of highest order on a concerned matter.)

Zeal for innovation and modernisation towards better efficiency, organisation, 
performance, and functioning at various levels—day-to-day life or large units of 
production and administration—demands a lot of thinking and perseverance and 
hence the related pain, which we Indians characteristically tend to eschew. Our 
people, politicians, and bureaucrats seem neither ready nor very open to grasp a 
simple truth, namely that the immediate relief afforded by the least of patient and 
painstaking thinking and planning is bound to be short-lived. As an upshot of this 
indolent and short-sighted mental makeup, we often find ourselves in a protracted 
state of displeasure and agony associated with ubiquitous and encompassing 
chaos, inefficiencies, imperfections, and irrationalities in functioning, adminis-
tration, and management of our society and polity. It is becoming unmistakably 
clear that technological modernisation and economic development in the narrow 
sense of newer commodities, comforts, amenities, and higher technology are by 
themselves not able to free the country from our inherently hazy and selfish per-
ceptions, long-adapted irrationalities in society and politics, and confounded com-
plexities surrounding caste, religion, kinship, and gender. For instance, a large part 
of the recent escalation of caste-based politics and violence across the country is 
traceable to deeply dilemmatic mind of our past political leadership, who pledged 
abolition of caste on the one hand (especially during the election campaigns) 
and on the other hand, by their own logic of politics, got themselves increasingly 
engaged in building up elaborate arrangements for sanctifying and solidifying vir-
tually innumerable castes and sub-castes.

It is not far to see that this entrenched duality or contradiction within politi-
cal leadership and correspondingly unrelenting aberrations surrounding the caste 
question over the entire post-independence period is essentially manifestation of 
major ambiguities and deformities of the perceptions that dominated both caste 
discourse and policy. For example, the basic idea of ‘protective discrimination’ 
and its evolving incarnations, as have been practiced and preached in our country, 
is founded squarely on two fallacious perceptions. First, eradicating absolute dep-
rivation of basic human needs (irrespective of caste and creed) cannot by itself go 
very far towards eliminating deep-rooted social (caste-based) inequities. Second, 
the similar mistiness of perception keep our people placed at the helm of affairs 
far removed from the fundamental truth that chief source of absolute deprivation 
of economic and related basic human needs (irrespective of caste and creed) lies, 

1 Quarrelling with Indian Perceptions
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ultimately, in the institution of unequal ownership of resources and property, not 
in caste hierarchy or social inequality as such. It is hard not to attribute to many of 
our stubborn and unsharpened perceptions some of the long-standing social and 
political menaces that do not die down or have perhaps even escalated of late. For 
example, growth of economic prosperity and relative material abundance espe-
cially over the recent past in many a pocket is almost going hand in hand with 
the swelling of forces which are in effect undoing many hard-earned progresses 
achieved since long back in the front of social reforms. Going by much of the 
recent reality, reports, and evidence, it appears as if we Indians on the whole are 
getting increasingly inclined to resurrect, and harp on, our old—albeit half-dead—
evils of dowry, gender discrimination, child marriage custom, and ‘honour killing 
and feeling’ on cast and clan lines.

Therefore, it would not sound too cynical if our present pervasive readiness to 
‘surrender’ to the foreign countries and Western powers in almost all walks of gov-
ernance—of course in various impressive camouflaging captions, ‘liberalisation’, 
and ‘globalisation’—is viewed as a broad response to our self-defeat to the chal-
lenge of reforming our minds, myriad deformities, and deficiencies of perceptions, 
notions of rationality, and reasonableness. Thus, the current gestures of giving in 
to the west are distinct from the earlier historic one, which we did not allow to 
materialise without protracted hard battles fought against the colonialists since the 
eighteenth century or even earlier. Needless to add, no amount of macroeconomic 
prescriptions and policies that have been flowing of late from the multinational 
agencies and organisations in various catchy names of ‘structural adjustment and 
reforms’ and ‘globalisation’ can efface the imperative need and sincere efforts 
for reforming our deep-seated sociocultural, religious, and political idiosyncra-
sies, deformities, and irrational narrowness. That a major part for bringing these 
reforms has to be played by changes in the quality and content of basic education 
is, as it has ever been, obvious enough.
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Raising questions can, in most situations, be a very effective starting point for 
a change towards a better state of affairs. But we Indians are generally of rather 
unquestioning type. Of course, the ability to raise critical questions is partly 
shaped and sharpened by education and social development, and modernisation of 
mind. With a large chunk of the population being simply illiterate, the unquestion-
ing character is probably not surprising. When even the fortunate sections—the so 
called educated and apparently alert—appear to take these things for granted, it 
becomes more a matter of cultural norms, ethos, and temperament, and it deserves 
deeper scrutiny and honest explanation.

Despite there being innumerable examples of this, let us concentrate here on 
one—the Indian style of paying tribute to the politicians and national leaders at 
their demise of course posthumously in the form of holidays declared by the state. 
This brings in closure to the state offices, schools, and banks for stipulated num-
ber of hours or even days. Since all of them dead are not of the same stature and 
importance to the eyes of the leaders of the ruling government, there is also a vari-
ation in the magnitude of tribute proxied by the number of holidays announced. 
The larger is the number of holidays declared by the union or state governments, 
the greater presumably has been the importance or status of, and/or tribute to, the 
departed leaders.

If the death occurs in the middle of a working day, work for the rest of the day 
especially in government organisations is postponed. The minimum tribute paid 
is a condolence meeting that could range from a few minutes to hours or so. Even 
half a day’s holiday may be thought to be due to some deceased as per his past 
positions in the hierarchy. The highest tribute offered is in terms of full holidays, 
and here, the possibility is almost boundless.

It is strange no one has questioned this long-standing habit of granting holidays 
by the government, nor the criteria by which the number of holidays sanctioned 
is determined. Calling of condolence meetings to recapitulate the contributions of 
the deceased person to society can still be justified. But why should holidays be 
declared?

Chapter 2
Dear Departed Ones
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One reason could be the assumption that the death had left citizens so bereaved 
as to make it impossible for them to continue with normal life. Closing down the 
large organised state sector could also be a means to making the illiterate section 
and unorganised sector population mostly inaccessible to the media conscious of 
the news about the demise of a national leader. An emotional or formal exercise 
in the form of a condolence meeting is probably considered too small a tribute, as 
it cannot be easily comprehended without being gauged in terms of some mate-
rial loss. Hence, a greater or more sumptuous tribute, it could be deduced, is paid 
through an economic sacrifice caused by voluntary closure of all state sector activ-
ities for a day or for a few days. This is the nation’s monetary tribute to the leader. 
The higher is the number of announced holidays, the larger is the income loss, and 
the greater becomes the amount of tribute.

An indirect fallout in terms of monetary consequence and dimension of an 
essentially emotional matter is best illustrated by a recent trend observed among 
shop owners and petty traders to mourn the death of a fellow businessman by keep-
ing shops in the locality closed for a day. While this sounds as a variant of well-
known Sanskritisation process (i.e. emulating higher caste/rank/status norms and 
practices by lower social groups), this voluntary forgoing a day’s productive activ-
ity (and hence earning) should normally entail a substantial burden or hardship on 
the part of poor day-labourers or vendors, who earn their ‘bread’ almost on a daily 
basis. The question still remains as to whether voluntary and temporary closure—
often in addition to a formal condolence meeting—of productive activities is the 
best way of paying tribute to our departed leader, or a member of some unions.

Among all these logically deducible/plausible justifications for tribute pay-
ing either through holidays or through voluntary closure, none is evidently state/
official version. This simply means that the state authorities have never felt the 
need to provide justifications for closure/holidays or to make the rationale behind 
the criteria to determine the duration of mourning holidays for leaders of vary-
ing stature. This once again implies that both the government and people do not 
need to care much for providing the rationale behind this practice. This question 
in fact has rarely, if at all, been raised either. But, as shown by our foregoing—
albeit brief—dissection of the practice, the question does not appear impertinent. 
The unquestioning trait of our mind prevents people from looking for an answer 
as well. This, of course, goes quite a bit in illustrating how never-questioned prac-
tices can perpetuate with a false virtue of being ‘unquestionable’.
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A remarkable intimacy between Bengalis and dreams is widely known, so much 
so that the region is globally known as much for its ferocious Royal Bengal tigers 
as for people’s pervasive predilection for dreaming. I was once struck in the early 
1990s by a British academician’s casual, but astute, remark in the cafeteria of a 
premier college of London: ‘dreaming Bengal’. It immediately occurred to me 
that if one had to capture the differentia specifica of Bengalis in a single word, 
‘dreams’ would be one of the fittest: dreamy Bengalis, dream-soaked Bengalis, 
dream-loving Bengalis, dream-worshipping Bengalis, and so on. While such 
a remark would hardly mean to the humanity outside Bengal to entail any sense 
of admiration, the Bengalis would, I am sure, extract from this a distinct reason 
for gratification and self-esteem. Indeed, questions as to how and when did such 
pervasive dominance of ‘dreams’ originate in the Bengali mindset could well be a 
subject of serious academic investigation. Presently, however, our focus would be 
on the nature and implications of such a ‘dream-centred’ mental make-up.

Let us first try to be on a firmer ground about the validity of the phenomenon 
itself, namely that a philosophy of ‘dreaming’ does occupy a central place in the 
Bengali mindset. First, it is not that this has never drawn attention of thinkers 
before, but its wider practical significance has curiously remained neglected for 
pretty long. For instance, Paul Greenough in his celebrated study on Bengal of the 
1940s has argued, among other things, that almost proverbial description, Sonar 
Bangla [golden Bengal], is largely a Bengali construct made mostly of their 
dreams, desires, and deep complacency, rather than real economic prosperity.1 
Indeed, its possible legacy is worth keeping in mind in contemporary popular 
assessments of agricultural growth too. Even a cursory review of Bengali modern 
[adhunik] literature over last several decades would be amply suggestive of 
‘dreams’—no matter whether achievable or achieved or unachieved—as being the 
life blood of the Bengali structure of emotions. In typical Bengali cinemas too, a 
mental faculty of dreaming ‘rosy’ days ahead is often used as a major safety valve 

1 Greenhough, P. (1982), Prosperity and Misery in Modern Bengal: The Famine of 1943–1944 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press).
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for families beset otherwise with monumental adversities of life and circum-
stances. Similarly, the word, dream, finds a sure place in the lyrics of overwhelm-
ing majority of modern Bengali songs written and composed so far. These modern 
popular Bengali artistic creations reflect thought, emotions, and mental angulari-
ties not only of common masses, but also of urbane Bengali middle class and pro-
fessionals, who hold key positions in business, administration, and politics. And 
herein lies the source of its wider implication and significance. There is no deny-
ing that expression of emotional extravaganza is universally present in music, 
songs, and poetry, but this is somewhat different from the predominantly ‘dream-
loving’ ethos at the heart of Bengali mental universe.

What exactly is the notion of ‘dream’ if one goes by its verbal/linguistic mean-
ing and connotations? A dream is distinct from pure imagination and vision, as 
the latter two, even though they, like the former, may entail some desires, but not 
entirely without reference to means of achieving them. In contrast, a ‘dream’ is 
something very near to a remote desire, which, almost by its intrinsic definition, is 
unachievable; thus, it embodies neither any programme of actions nor promises as 
such. While ‘dream’ is not necessarily impossible to come true, but its happening 
is intrinsically unrelated to any planned and deliberate action for it. Conversely, 
once someone undertakes deliberate action towards achieving a distinct desire, the 
latter loses its status of a dream and is transformed into a goal or mission.

The trouble arises when someone’s action hardly transcends beyond the act of 
dreaming. Added to this is a pervasive value judgement, which conjures up a popu-
lace to hold on to ‘dreams’. One could detect in ‘modern’ Bengali songs, poems, and 
popular films a key message that even if one remains at the same wretched material 
condition or even getting worse, let his capacity to ‘dream’ never die. I often find this 
also strongly endorsed in general conversations with people at large. I am aware that 
a dreaming mind is better designed for withstanding traumas out of incessant frustra-
tions and failures, especially when constraints are imposed externally. But, by the 
same token, this leaves a scope for an apprehension whether a philosophy of dream-
ing, being preached as a source of solace (and complacency) when necessary, could 
dampen people’s urge, aspirations, ambitions, and actions. It would be difficult to 
prove this link directly, but it could perhaps be gleaned from careful observations of 
its seemingly trivial manifestations.

For example, a pervasive love and celebration of poems in Bengal indisputably 
signifies a tremendous societal value for a mental make-up, in which proneness 
to ‘dreaming’ or ‘looking without eyes’ (and hence looking beyond existing real 
problems around) is central. Consequently, it is not surprising that in practical 
work and businesses, the goals that are set by such a mind-frame often prove dis-
proportionate to ground-level realities and constraints. In turn, goals often remain 
unachieved, but more importantly, this failure easily and quickly dissolves into 
oblivion by virtue of habitual, inherited (and pampered) faculty of wishing (i.e. 
‘dreaming’) even amidst incessant ‘denials’. Strengths and merits notwithstanding, 
poems relatively rarely contain ingredients of inspiration for hard work and mate-
rial aspirations. While poetry’s mind-broadening effects cannot be downplayed, 
a counterproductive potential of mass-scale conscious nurturing of poetic skill, 
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‘dream-loving’ attitude, and temperament also deserves due attention. If someone 
gets substantial joy out of sheer wishing the fulfilment of one’s remote desires, it 
would not be surprising if urge for achieving them evaporates, meanwhile. Indeed, 
this could obstruct development of an attitudinal climate where one’s role and 
value in society are measured mostly in terms of actual performance and achieve-
ments, rather than potentialities and promises.

One illustration of this could perhaps be the nearly wild euphoria over the annual 
announcement of ‘toppers’ in secondary and higher secondary examinations in West 
Bengal. The scale of publicity, excitement, garlanding, and finally broadcasting of 
topper kids’ messages virtually to the ‘nation’ can hardly find parallels elsewhere 
in India, let alone other countries. Even after discounting for the media factor, this 
annual festivity seems to be a good pointer to Bengal’s bias for sheer ‘dreams’, 
not performance. The link that I can see is simple enough. Keeping aside esoteric 
issues relating to the differentiability of intrinsic ability between ‘first’ and ‘second’ 
in terms of total marks obtained, the wide societal recognition bestowed on a few 
highest-scoring school-leavers reflects its perceived significance from standpoint 
of whole society. But top-scoring school-leaving students can at the most prove at 
this stage of their life that they are potentially highly capable individuals for their 
prospective contributions in various spheres of society later. Proving one’s skill and 
capability (e.g. swimming, batting centuries) and thereby generating fun, surprise, 
and entertainment—but not any tangible lasting ‘good’ for society (e.g. scientific 
discoveries, development plans)—does fetch prizes and laurels in sports (and now-
adays beauty contests too). Indeed, the fun, excitement, attention, and recognition 
shown over the highest marks obtained by secondary ‘toppers’ seem intrinsically 
similar to societal responses to displays of enormous skill of sportspersons. While 
display of skill in sports and associated fun and excitement is the end product itself, 
this is not so for school-leaving toppers. The marks or scores obtained in secondary 
examinations are mere markers of potential merit or meritoriousness, with proven 
possibilities for further breakthroughs in learning and knowledge, but not something 
deeply valuable achieved already for society’s good. To celebrate over high scores 
in various subjects at secondary level is to celebrate over monumental ‘dreams’ and 
‘promises’ they have implanted. I am sceptical whether matching felicitations of 
those who are already reaching heights in actual performance and achievements for 
Bengal’s real prosperity (not just fame) are also held. Rather, extravagant euphoria 
over ‘possibilities of achievements’ leaves little scope for the former.

One corollary of such premature celebration finds expression in the selection and 
promotion of teachers and researchers in academic institutions. Let a ‘good boy’ 
stamp given by secondary boards and for that matter by university not fetch him a 
prize in the form of lifelong salary and recognition in academic places. Nor should 
only reaching the workplace on time after three hours travel be a major reason for 
one’s entitlement to a salary either. A huge loss has been historically incurred by 
valuing unduly the ‘marks’ and ‘ranks’ in secondary examinations, instead of per-
formances and achievements in the profession. I hope that there would be very few 
now, who would still refuse to recognise the significance of a performance-oriented 
attitude and value system in our overall endeavour for achieving a better Bengal.

3 Dreaming Bengal
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The question as to why some states in post-independent India have lagged far 
behind many others in terms of key socio-economic indicators has posed a chal-
lenge to the social science profession, administrators, and policy makers alike. 
It has become increasingly clear that a deeper understanding of these differen-
tials calls for looking beyond typical economic parameters. In this context, West 
Bengal offers a fertile land for trying out intuitive ideas and critical insights: Its 
relative position has slipped down from the highest ranking zone at the time of 
independence to the below-average neighbourhood; it has, meanwhile, been a 
stronghold of leftist mobilisation with a stable Left Front rule for a long time; it 
has historically been a breeding ground for relatively large pool of educated intel-
ligentsia. Why could not the state then make at least as much economic progress 
as has been made by its south Indian counterparts like Kerala and Tamil Nadu or 
those of the western India say Gujarat and Maharashtra, not to mention Punjab and 
Haryana of the deep north? Answering this question quickly within a format of a 
myriad list of factors—geophysical, economic, political, and cultural—cannot take 
us far enough. A quest for the essence buried beneath innumerable press editorials’ 
‘ready-made’ explanations is imperative enough.

From a long historical standpoint, development—or more precisely, economic 
development—is best seen as an outcome or even an outburst of a process pro-
pelled by collective agency of aroused aspirations, drives, passions, and values at 
the societal level. A societal spirit and aspirations for development seem to be its 
best fuel. This could emerge, of course, under inspirations of a collective goal like 
country’s liberation or a socialist revolution. But take-off to development process 
could also materialise in an atmosphere of rugged individualism and selfish pur-
suits, albeit tamed judiciously by public consensus over the boundaries and inter-
dependencies between the two. While a special Marxist variant of the first route 
has shown fairly disappointing, if not disastrous, results in West Bengal over the 
last three decades, an exploration into the constraints and prospects of the latter 
could be illuminating and useful.

Chapter 4
Reforming Babu’s World View
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A faithful kinship between private interests and public imperatives lies at the 
foundation of a society’s conduciveness to economic development. Individual aspi-
rations are realised through actions or activities that generally transcend one’s own 
private orbit. It is a conducive and efficient public domain that private aspirations 
look for. But, at the same time, an individual’s perception and spirit of interaction 
with the domain outside one’s own private ambit have direct bearing on the texture 
and quality of the public sphere itself. An individual, while pursuing his own inter-
ests cannot, ideally, remain oblivious to his share of responsibility—however intan-
gible or immeasurable—towards upholding the standard and efficiency in public 
institutions. This could sometimes call for compromises on individual personal com-
forts or conveniences. This perception of a dual soul of each individual—one in the 
domain of one’s own private self and the other in the collective realm—makes for 
the basis of a symbiotic reciprocity between private aspirations and social support, 
which is a key to the happening of economic development.

What has been crippling Bengali social fabric for long is its all-encompassing 
failure in implanting a distinct awareness of a functional reciprocity between indi-
vidual aspirations and public prerequisites. The pervasive practices of negligence, 
shirking, truancy, and casualness among entire public officialdom in Bengal can-
not but reflect, at least in part, a common attitudinal failure in recognising pri-
vate interest as something to be ideally embedded by a cohesive and vibrant set 
of public prerogatives. The iniquitous perception of private self in exclusion of 
public domain often manifests itself in utter arrogance displayed typically against 
those who point to irresponsible behaviour and performance in public places and 
spheres. Likewise, people trying to board bus by dashing each other and thereby 
not caring to let the alighting passengers get off first—an exceedingly common 
sight of chaos and clamour in roads of West Bengal—testify to a firm hold of the 
untamed notion of one’s own well-being which is completely detached from the 
collective ambit and remnants. In the same vein, a fellow passenger would stand 
up suddenly straight from his seat at the bus stop of his destination and would 
try to make his way across the person seated next without even looking at the lat-
ter, not to mention about any gesture of requesting for cooperation or cognisance. 
This signifies a hold of an impractical view of one’s private being entirely bereft 
of the presence of a public. An inner feeling of envy and despair, instead of praise 
and pride, at the neighbour’s success, however hard-earned it may be, is much too 
commonly noted trait of Bengali psyche to deserve much elucidation here.

What is ironic about characteristically talkative Bengali babu’s persona is his 
decided ambivalence towards his own inescapable stake—though not readily 
quantifiable—on the extent to which he cares for the society. It is almost a mystery 
as to how a Bengali babu can so easily ignore and keep quiet on encountering a 
big pothole in the street presumably on a callous assumption that he would always 
escape being its victim. Is not it hard to believe that a Bengali bhadralok, once 
a high school topper and perhaps felicitated pompously at local functions too, is 
finally grown up and groomed to typically discount the potential hazards and risks 
of the pothole to the point of being negligible as compared to the hassle of giving 
a call to the Public Works Department office for its quick repair?
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It is indeed intriguing to see that Bengali babus’ unique world view misses 
a very basic point, namely that caring for one’s own well-being can scarcely be 
devoid of one’s caring for the society and surrounding public as well. It takes a 
very simple intuition to see how each individual’s care and active concern for soci-
etal/public order and functioning get paid off back in the form of care and security 
for private interest and well-being of each. But Bengali middle class, long distin-
guished for passion and admiration for looking down upon material and practical 
mental orientations, presumably takes this basic perspective as too text-bookish to 
deserve its precious cognisance. Ironically, villagers reportedly often appear over 
conscious about this (sometimes to the point of having lost the senses) when they 
beat an unlucky thief or burglar by chance trapped or caught even to death on the 
spot itself.

That remaining to be concerned and alert towards one’s public surroundings is 
far from becoming a pathological protestor, or clinically critic, or a full-time social 
activist is a notion that seems lacking in many people’s minds. For example, par-
ents registering complaints about teachers’ truancy and irresponsibility in schools 
or people filling up of complaint register in case of deficient public services/util-
ities such as railways and health care testify to the sway of the perception that 
individual interest/well-being is inextricably entrenched within basic contours of 
the wider public domain. Much of south India, and Kerala in particular, is known 
for a pervasive hold of such broader outlook of individual well-being, which has 
often acted as a catalyst or sometimes as a watchdog towards inducing an alert, 
responsive, and responsible public actions and provisions. Although scholars 
and researchers have often attributed this feature to Kerala’s lead in spreading 
basic education, the lack of this trait particularly among West Bengal’s educated 
classes clearly points to the key centrality of sociocultural traditions, history, and 
local ethos. The latter indeed provide a clue as to why Kerala did experience an 
exceptionally early spread of school education vis-à-vis West Bengal’s contrived 
educational glory confined to a tiny middle class and elite populace.

Bengali babus typically choose a stance of indifference and/or non-interference 
amid myriad irrationalities, irresponsibilities, and irregularities in public offices 
and similar arenas. Following recent research on such concepts as social capital 
(meaning mutual trust and degree of social bond and concerns), this pervasive 
indifference and apathy on the part of individual civilians towards societal inef-
ficiency, irresponsibility, and public malfunctioning are more of cultural and idea-
tional phenomena than anything else. On this count, Bengal, however, has much 
potential for a cultural reawakening towards a deeper symbiosis between individu-
als and public, as it has had a glorious past in art, cinema, drama, and literature. 
One starting point of this revival could be to try to get the Bengali babus learned 
enough to consider themselves a little less clever than what they have perenni-
ally thought, so that they can no longer derive fun by belittling, to their own peril, 
some of very basic precepts for human society, social organisation, and all-round 
material development.

4 Reforming Babu’s World View
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Of late—especially after so many decades since independence—we all are 
probably settling down on an important wisdom: while the British colonial rule 
was surely instrumental to bringing our relative retrogression, the role of our own 
intrinsic sociocultural and other features somewhat (and often) inimical to modern 
material aspirations was not negligible. This relatively new realisation has perhaps 
fed into our growing readiness to subject ourselves again to the Western interven-
tions (explicit and implicit under broad brand name, globalisation). Indeed, we 
have at long last woken up to the truth that our own politicians, administrators, and 
officialdom are surely lacking in ingenuity, innovativeness, and clear vision essen-
tial for ensuring a reasonable level of efficiency and productivity. Substantiating 
all this in terms of numerous examples drawn from various organisations and insti-
tutions could be unduly repetitive and tiring. Therefore, I would presently concen-
trate on the functioning of one national organisation, namely the National Library, 
Calcutta (now called Kolkata)—a place which I could not help mingling with at 
the beginning of my academic career in the late 1970s.

As soon as one gets inside the National Library, one cannot help feeling as if 
this mammoth scale of activity all around is purposeless. There are so much hustle 
and incessant movements of people all over the buildings as if the whole purpose 
behind this imposing organisation gets lost—nobody seems sure why is this gigan-
tic library (at least in terms of campus and buildings) is being kept open. Truly, 
priorities seem misplaced. The readers/users of the library constitute (at least 
visibly) a very small size in comparison with hordes of employees, staff, and secu-
rity contingent—all very immediately seeming and volatile thoroughly.

Even among readers, the proportion of academicians and researchers appear 
distressingly small. Rather, young undergraduate students—who are mostly 
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This essay was originally written in the mid-1990s, that is, much before a comprehensive refur-
bishment of the pre-existing structure and a large-scale construction of new buildings were 
undertaken more lately. However, the anecdotal value and relevance as for illustrations of some 
general points are, I think, not lost as yet. Also, I would be happy, not dampened, if most of my 
criticisms turn currently invalid especially after its subsequent overhaul and modernization.
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concerned with textbooks and apparently also with the fun out of being in the 
majestic reading room with ample opportunities for various extra-academic ado-
lescent satisfactions—seem to flock in and help make the main building of the 
National Library more lively than desirable. Does this accord well with the princi-
ples and priorities of the library? I do not know. Nor can I readily offer reasons for 
this particular pattern of reader composition; but I can only try to help ourselves 
guess on this. First, after my repeated failures in finding several recent (even not 
too recent) titles in various fields of social sciences, I, as a rule, refrain from con-
sulting catalogues of the National Library for books which have been published 
within the preceding decade or so, and more so if they are foreign publications. 
Indeed, the National Library finally deserved almost exclusion from my agenda, 
except when I needed to refer to books of historical substance—but not exactly 
relating to contemporary period. I have little doubt that this would be echoed in 
the minds of many other users of the library too. In this way, our National Library 
perhaps tends to wear the costume of an archive. Is this consistent with the pri-
orities and broad objectives of this library? Policy changes are not beyond the pre-
rogatives of the library administration, but the public must be made aware of them 
and, if required, also of their rationale.

Indeed, the archive in the annexed building of the library is simply a great store 
of treasure, which houses enormous wealth of historical documents and official 
publications. But there seems to be a huge gap between the amount of old his-
torical materials that the library possesses and the amount that the library can offer 
to the researchers. The reason behind this gap is primarily because much of the 
documents have so long been allowed to become brittle beyond use. And strik-
ingly enough, the library staff seem to take a pride (power as well?) in announcing 
that the document you want is ‘too brittle’ for use, as if it is a testimony to their 
sense of sincerity and seriousness in preserving those admittedly ‘valuable’ and 
old documents. Herein lies an irony: preservation of those historical materials has 
hardly any value if they cannot be used by researchers. For example, most of the 
older census volumes could not so far deserve appropriate and modern methods of 
protection from their natural decay except, of course, the cruel and wasteful pre-
vention of scholars’ use. Most people seem oblivious to the fact that having enor-
mous amount of materials displayed on the catalogues but beyond readers’ access 
is a misplaced source of glory. This reminds one of pre-industrial wealthy people 
who used to keep gold coins buried beneath the house floor—utilising them not 
even for enhancing their life styles but enjoying the sheer thought of their posses-
sions. Ironically, many researchers of West Bengal presumably tend to consider 
the National Library as their last option, and they often try to go even abroad to 
consult historical materials on India! Those who fail to go outside languish and 
roam around in despair and agony.

The most readily available explanation for huge amount of historical materi-
als being kept in an unusable state is a chronic shortage of financial resources. In 
fact, this has by now assumed almost the status of a conviction among all sec-
tions including readers, and nobody seems prepared even to imagine that there 
could still be some scope for further meaningful thinking over this problem. But 
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curiously enough, we all know that running of the National Library entails a huge 
expenditure on the part of the union government. Considering the annual expendi-
ture for National Library, the lack of fund may sound ridiculous a cause for letting 
old census volumes become brittle and eventually beyond usability. It is quite a 
commonplace that resources are never unlimited anywhere, and limited resources 
are to be spent in accordance with priorities. Therefore, we should not be made to 
think that old official documents are getting brittle and unusable just because we 
have not necessary fund, but it rather reflects relatively low priority for it in the 
library management.

Relatively low priority for effective preservation and use of old historical docu-
ments in turn reflects basically attitudes, ideas, and perceptions. There does not 
seem to be a proper awareness even among the officials that denial of use of a 
document by a researcher is a potential loss to the nation. On the contrary, it is 
generally viewed as individual researcher’s loss in the sense of his added hurdle 
and hardship towards his aspiring for career advancement. But this could well be 
interpreted as a national loss in form of foregone potential knowledge. Spending 
a few hours in the reading room of the annexed building and talking to the staff 
there, one can easily get the impression that the noblest role of the library is to 
possess and perhaps preserve old historical documents and official publications, 
and serving these to the eager researchers probably comes next. But this percep-
tion seems almost certainly fallacious.

However, all these problems do seem surmountable even without a fabulous 
financial aid from IMF or World Bank. Indeed, many of the ills of the National 
Library have much to do with the lack of clarity in vision and purpose and also 
of course with inefficient and unimaginative management. As things stand now, 
even a huge financial flow to the library may well be wasted away if an intelli-
gent and judicious planning does not follow. To illustrate my point that a consid-
erable improvements could be made mainly through the officials’ imaginative, 
innovative, and rational outlook, let me mention one apparently very trivial mat-
ter. Finding no soap for my hand wash after using extremely dusty materials, I 
approached the officer who was in charge of the reading room. And I was asked 
just to note that the library does not provide any soap for readers’ hand wash, and 
it provides soap for only staff who keep it in their safe custody after use, and I was 
advised to tell this problem directly to the Director when I requested him to con-
vey this requirement at the appropriate level of administration in future. However, 
it is worth noting that this seemingly simple story reveals a lot: first, it implies 
the perception on the part of the administration that readers should be ready to 
suffer this much deficiency and as a corollary, arrangements for readers’ physi-
cal well-being in the reading room should be kept to a bare minimum. Indeed, 
despite several possible problems that the officers would readily like to adduce 
(theft of soap being the most pet one) against this provision I am almost sure that 
providing soaps for readers’ hand wash should not be a financial burden which 
is really beyond the means of the library budget. That it has not been provided 
for so long is primarily because readers have not ever expressed this requirement 
strongly enough, and conversely, the administration seems incapable of feeling 
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this requirement on readers’ behalf. Thus, the whole question boils down to the 
one of deficient perceptions and attitudes—both on the part of the library adminis-
tration and the users. The very simple truth that the National Library (for that mat-
ter any library) has little purpose to exist but to serve readers/researchers, needs to 
be resurrected and re-established.
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Having figured itself as one of the regions branded for poor work efficiency and 
rusty administrative machinery over past several decades, India of late (especially 
in the wake of globalisation and privatisation waves) has waken up to the need for 
removing this stigma by being more serious and stringent than before towards the 
phenomenon of ‘work culture’. Indeed, the term ‘work culture’—especially after 
it had received a propagandised priority of the ruling governments—has gained a 
fair amount of currency in public discussions and debates across a broad spectrum 
of our society. A petty shopkeeper, a high-nosed corporate executive and even the 
self-styled Marxist babus all alike presently appear to single out the lack of ‘work 
culture’ as a key factor in their seemingly well-meaning analysis of the country’s 
relative backwardness. Since the term work culture is commonly used as a catch-
all category, and since much imprecision surrounds this notion, it may be useful 
to examine the extent of validity of this increasingly pervasive perception and the 
implied remedies.

What is the core content entailed by this popular notion of ‘work culture’? 
A pervasive apathy, laxity and laziness towards work and job responsibilities 
are widely held to define the prevailing state of ‘work culture’. People are com-
monly believed to have become negligent towards punctuality; they are seen typi-
cally with a slackening diligence towards their job responsibilities and duties. 
The majority of the working population is allegedly habitually late in coming in 
and early in leaving the work place; they appear to spend a lot of time gossiping 
and even socialising within prime duty hours; there is also a common complaint 
regarding their intermittent disappearance from the office desk on various private 
and non-official pursuits. Since all this is popularly perceived as manifestations 
of a poor ‘work culture’, the evil is thus diagnosed to lie in the cultural sphere. 
According to this popular understanding, it is the broad cultural milieu of the soci-
ety that breeds such a low standard of work efficiency and motivation. Hence, the 
policy prescription is to bring about—either by means of moral persuasions or by 
stricter enforcement of work rules or perhaps by both—cultural change favour-
able to motivating working masses for better work performance and more job 
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responsibilities. However, this rather casual, albeit popular, diagnosis and policy 
suggestion, as I argue here, deserves careful scrutiny and is largely misleading.

First, if we admit that the lack of so-called work culture is a big evil of our 
society, we must note in the same breath that this is almost entirely restricted to 
the state and state-controlled sectors, which constitute only a part of our society 
and economy. A poor work culture in this popular sense is indeed a sort of axi-
omatic impossibility in the large domain of private sector. The reason is fairly 
obvious. Recall that even the feudal organisation of production, which turned quite 
inefficient and irrational from the standpoint of capitalist philosophy of accumula-
tion and growth, used to entail what one could call ‘excessive work culture’, since 
serfs and slaves under feudal lords laboured most diligently not only on the jobs 
for which they were given the bare subsistence, but also on many unpaid work. In 
the capitalist organisation too, although ‘extra-economic’ exploitation of workers 
disappears, the payment of salaries and wages cannot, as a rule, exceed the returns 
that accrue to the entrepreneur. Who can dare say that the way millions of work-
ers are found working in the numerous occupations of vast informal sector resem-
bles—even remotely—to what is casually meant by a poor ‘work culture’? Blatant 
exploitation and overwork leave this mass of unskilled and semi-skilled workers 
of private informal units almost grinded. Thus, two important points appear clear 
enough: first, that a typical shirking of work and responsibilities by employees is 
an impossibility in purely private organisations. (Trade unionism of course can 
influence the determination of wages/salaries and work hours, but it cannot—par-
ticularly in private sector organisations—be thought to openly encourage workers 
to shirk work and duties.) Second, and quite relatedly, employees’ diligence, punc-
tuality, dutifulness (i.e. the attributes of so-called work culture) essentially fall 
within the purview of employers’ conscious calculations and management, rather 
than in the cultural ethos of the larger society in question.

In contrast, the state organisations and institutions (including the public sector 
units) appear to be the main breeding place for the slack behaviour of the employ-
ees. This brings us to the crucial question of how this typical neglect of work in 
the state sector can be termed ‘cultural’, if the vast private sector—which is also 
very much a part of the same society and culture—presents quite a different (if 
not an opposite) scenario. I argue that viewing this entire issue of work culture in 
terms of cultural parameters of society is a fundamentally misconceived approach 
and is likely to point to wrong remedies.

Indeed, there are fairly strong reasons why a low standard of work culture 
afflicting most of the public/state sector organisations has little to do with cultural 
ethos of a society. Rather, economic and political factors that are—albeit not so 
overtly—germane in this context often get overlooked in popular discussions. Let 
us first take the case of surplus workers that typically exist in most state-run and 
public sector organisations, the reason of which could be political favouritism to 
cadres even in form of over-employment, and perhaps partly due to callous and 
irresponsible planning on the part of management and executive personnel. This 
is precisely why the much publicised programme of ‘privatisation’ of the pub-
lic sector organisations essentially consists of substantial retrenchment of labour 
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force, not for scaling down the level of production but rather for augmenting it. 
Therefore, while surplus human power—the number of employees in excess over 
what is justified on the full efficiency consideration—is inimical to achieving high 
work efficiency and productive utilisation of labour, a large part of what is casu-
ally branded as a poor ‘work culture’ in state organisations is a reflection of such 
over-recruitment of employees—a fact which we all know is not ‘cultural’, but 
largely political and partly managerial in origin.

When the number of hands recruited exceeds that required on full efficiency 
considerations, it generally takes somewhat hidden forms of lower than normal/
standard level of work efficiency and work hours per employee—a consequence 
which resembles fairly closely what is popularly described as ‘low work culture’. 
But we often seem to forget that it is the over-recruitment, but neither cultural 
characteristics of the society nor the workers themselves, which is at the root of 
this sub-optimal state of affairs. For example, despite an apparently deplorable 
overall state of so-called work culture within any state-run organisation, we often 
see some specific sections or departments (e.g. salary section, provident fund unit, 
public relations office or director’s secretariat) where the staff of all cadres—in 
sharp contrast to leisurely and visibly gossiping lot in the rest of the organisation—
appear not only punctual, extremely dutiful and busy with work activities, but are 
also often seen working beyond office hours without extra remuneration. This 
anomaly is often explained—quite superficially—in terms of interpersonal differ-
ences of the employees’ sense of morality, dutifulness and responsibilities. But 
this better ‘work culture’ in these busy and important departments within the same 
organisation is basically, I believe, both due to greater pressure of work and better 
organisation and management, rather than a limited availability of ‘good and dedi-
cated people’. It is indeed a fairly common sight that some members of the staff 
in a state sector organisation are working hard, while quite a few others are seen 
gossiping and wandering around. This is not just as simple as a situation of ‘good 
and bad boys’, but is rather a reflection of the fact that the overall number of hands 
hired is considerably larger than what the total volume of work can fully engage.

In fact, motivation for work is crucially related to the work itself. This is con-
firmed by the fact that an employee once seen as notoriously truant in a relatively 
dull and overcrowded office typically turns to be quite dutiful, busy and efficient 
worker in a very busy, dynamic and vibrant work environment. Somewhat relat-
edly and no less importantly, a lot of irrationality in framed administrative proce-
dures and methods of functioning is often responsible for slow and sloth progress 
of work. Such irrational, inefficient and cumbersome administrative methods, with 
the consequent delays and sloth progress of work, often get camouflaged in the 
form of ordinary employees’ lack of work motivation and efficiency, while it is 
basically the result of mediocrity of administrative authorities and officials, who 
frame those rules and take and implement decisions.

As for an illustration, I would cite an example drawn from a typical university 
administration with which I happen to be more familiar. A faculty member’s appli-
cation for withdrawing money or advance for expenditure on her research project 
funded by some agency has to be—by framed rules—first approved by the highest 
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executive of the university, namely the vice-chancellor, while the research grant is 
to be monitored and actually disbursed, respectively, by the development officer 
and by the finance officer. Thus, this application first has to reach the office of 
vice-chancellor, who in turn would ask (not over telephone of course, but by send-
ing the file through proper channel and peons) the development and finance offices 
for advice both on the availability of fund and viability of the application. After 
getting studded with elaborate notes and advices from the finance and develop-
ment departments, the same application would have to be sent back again to the 
vice-chancellor’s office, and then it would, if approved, come down again to the 
finance department for numerous further steps towards the release of the fund 
through the cash office. It is important to note here that every movement up and 
down of this single file involves quite a number of employees of different cadres 
(e.g. officers, office superintendent, clerks, peons) and it consequently compounds 
the complexity of the entire process and hence slows down the speed of delivery 
of the ultimate outcome. In fact, the age-old administrative norm that all deci-
sions—however, petty and routinised they may be—have to be always ratified by 
the highest executive like vice-chancellor seems to conform more to a traditional 
patriarchal power structure, rather than any rationally justified administrative 
necessity. The inordinate delay that results from such cumbersome and unimagina-
tive administrative procedures is often carelessly attributed to poor ‘work culture’, 
whereas the paucity of rational thought and urge for expediency and innovative-
ness on the part of administrative authorities is the real culprit, not the inadequate 
volume of work performed by the employees.

Thus, the popular or dominant perception on the work culture appears oblivious 
of the centrality of an irresponsible, uninnovative, unintelligent administration and 
management, rather than just ordinary workers’ alleged apathy to work and job 
responsibilities. To elaborate further on this basic point, I like to cite the reform 
measures having been attempted to bring about ‘work culture’ among college/
university community. In an effort to arrest ongoing deterioration of the overall 
academic standard in colleges and universities, perhaps the first step in the reform 
programme chosen is one of enforcing regularity of physical presence of the 
teachers in their office. This is indeed a typical example of how an ill-perceived 
notion of work culture can lead to a potentially barren policy response. It is often 
wrongly thought that once teachers are made to be bodily present regularly in the 
office, it would set in a chain of desired changes in other fronts, namely enhance-
ment of student attendance and number of classes held and also quality of teaching 
and learning. But this very perception of achieving the goal through a sequence of 
steps, as opposed to a ‘package’ of simultaneous inputs, is fundamentally flawed. 
Devoid of a package concept, it sounds as if physical presence of the teachers in 
the college/university premise for five hours every weekday is the goal in itself.

Without overhauling the academic curriculums and programmes, work condi-
tions including infrastructure, teachers’ physical presence within the university 
campus for the entire five days a week cannot produce the desired result if the pur-
pose is anything deeper and more useful than just ensuring teachers’ regular physi-
cal attendance per se. While it is much of a plain common sense that measuring 
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the employees’ work culture should be focused on the output or services produced 
by each, not on the timely attendance per se, the work culture reforms in the state 
sector organisations very often stop only at the latter.

To utilise teachers’ skill, expertise and capabilities, many more conditions 
other than their physical presence have to be met up. The idea that if the teach-
ers first start coming to the office regularly, then other conditions will follow in 
due course is naïve and highly impractical, since those ‘other conditions’ (e.g. pro-
vision of infrastructure, work equipment, food) are a must for ensuring teachers’ 
regular attendance in the first place. Indeed, a sporadic step like enforcing teach-
ers’ regular presence in the campus cannot succeed in bearing fruits if a compre-
hensive package of other necessary changes is not forthcoming simultaneously or 
even earlier. For success, we need something like ‘package programme’, which 
was introduced in the mid-1960s in Indian agriculture and culminated in so-called 
green revolution of which essence lied in the simultaneous application of several 
key modern inputs (e.g. HYV seeds, fertilisers, water and pesticides).

The irony is that the desired outcome itself is quite often far from clear before 
the eyes of those who are at the helm of state-run organisations. If there is distinct 
confusion over duties and responsibilities and if the provision of physical instru-
ments of work is pitifully inadequate, it would be partly unfair to blame ordinary 
employees/workers, even when they appear truant and inefficient. The notion 
of team work as well as the concept of a package of inputs is frequently found 
missing in the hazy perceptions of executive authorities of the state-run sectors. 
It is dangerous to lose sight of the fact that the so-called work culture is not an 
end in itself, but it is itself a means to achieving something more valuable. Thus, 
attempting a reform of employees’ work behaviour/culture would not be meaning-
ful unless they are put to work with all necessary instruments and proper work 
conditions. Much like the players of a football team every worker has to be fully 
and meaningfully involved with a specific assigned position and role, but not as 
a subordinate in a patriarchal hierarchy of power. The view of ‘work culture’ as 
something encompassing only workers’ punctuality and attendance at the work 
place is misleadingly narrow and myopic; it should be construed in more compre-
hensive terms, with due considerations for organisational efficiency, management 
and work conditions. The reforming of work culture should fundamentally begin 
with the rationalising of management and authorities who are ultimately responsi-
ble and accountable for running an organisation.

6 An Anatomy of ‘Work Culture’
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I am not oblivious of one’s enough guts required to call the giant poet and writer 
Rabindranath Tagore, a social activist, especially while celebrating the occasion of 
the anniversary of his birth at the completion of one and half centuries. But it is my 
confident conviction that it would be no small a tribute to him if we recall, recog-
nise, and evaluate Tagore more adequately and comprehensively than ever before as 
an activist who had remained in his entire creative life immensely concerned, tire-
lessly active, and deeply thoughtful about rural material poverty, ignorance, illiter-
acy, superstitions, and such other social evils in our country, and also about the 
ideals and notions of development and their environmental ramifications and reme-
dies. As I argue here, it is important not to get Tagore’s ideas, thoughts, visions, and 
actions in various spheres of socio-economic transformation (especially among the 
poor insecure rural masses) overshadowed by our overwhelming appreciation and 
recognition of his colossal literary and philosophical contributions and creations in 
the forms of poetry, songs, novels, stories, drama, and art.1

It is not only a pity, but also somewhat strange too, that a large part of Tagore’s 
thinking, entrepreneurships, and activism towards socio-economic transforma-
tion of Bengal and our country at large has still remained relatively unheeded and 
perhaps unknown in wider academic and official circles (for example, they were 
confined to relatively small pockets in rural Bengal, and many of his speeches 
and essays on these issues are yet to be translated from original Bengali into other 
languages including English). Ironically, the potential—hitherto almost entirely 
untapped—social benefit derivable from our more adequate attention and appre-
ciation of Tagore as a socio-economic and educational reformist and social activist 
would arguably not compare unfavourably with the actual social gains that we have 
reaped so far from our overwhelming affinity towards him merely as a cultural, lit-
erary, and spiritual grandee. Compared to the mammoth magnitude of tributes, cel-
ebrations, admirations, enthusiasms on Tagore’s poetry, songs, drama, and stories, 

1 Tagore of course has not been left similarly unheeded in the academic discussions/discourses 
pertaining to the ideas, ideals, and principles of education and philosophy. In any case, we would 
not presently dwell on Tagore’s thoughts and actions in these two broad areas.
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there has always been a relative ambivalence towards Tagore’s down-to-earth 
practical and activist persona and his concrete efforts and ideas in the spheres of 
socio-economic development, educational expansion, and health and environmental 
improvements. This is not only partly prejudicial, but it is partly costly too to the 
society and country at large. It is doubtful as to whether Tagore’s grassroot-level 
experiments (e.g. at Santiniketan and Sriniketan), his considerable amount of writ-
ings and speeches, his visions, and his ideas pertaining to quality and expansion 
of education, rural development, and reconstruction have ever been involved and 
considered seriously in our post-independence development aspirations, initiatives, 
policy formulation, and various programmes for socio-economic development 
of the country. Many of Mahatma Gandhi’s views and ideas have been discussed 
and evaluated in wider and more specialist circles alike and then, perhaps, in some 
cases been found impracticable towards the formulation and implementation of 
strategy and policy for the modernisation and socio-economic development of our 
country. In contrast, Rabindranath Tagore’s thoughts, energy, and efforts in under-
standing and addressing major socio-economic problems have hardly been ever 
mentioned, let alone recognised, examined, acceded, or disagreed, in India’s post-
colonial social science discourses and public policy initiatives.

But Tagore was so intensely concerned and committed to serving the helpless, 
illiterate, and ignorant people of village India that he did not hesitate even for a 
moment to take to an activist’s role in reaching out to the rural common masses 
through many innovative schemes and experiments in rural development and edu-
cational improvements. Tagore once wrote plainly enough that ‘[m]y thoughts on 
motherland which permeated my mind ever since my boyhood days have not been 
expressed merely in the rhythm of metres. I always tried to translate them into 
practice. And for this I staked everything. Not that I owned much, but whatever I 
possessed was devoted to this cause’.2 Unlike his numerous peers globally, Tagore, 
while performing in his role of a zamindar of his large family estates in parts of 
east Bengal (now in Bangladesh) during some spells of his youth, was so shaken 
by witnessing ‘the sorrow and poverty of the villages’ that he, in his own words, 
‘became restless to do something about it’, instead of spending his days ‘as a land-
lord, concerned only with money-making’ and with his ‘own profit and loss’.3 
Besides, Tagore continued writing essays and commentaries almost persistently on 
various social, economic, and political problems and their possible remedies. 
There would regrettably be not many who are aware that Tagore in his numerous 
writings, speeches, and lectures published mostly in Bengali (many of which are 
yet to be translated into English and other languages), already touched upon many 
of our contemporary (and widely publicised) concerns and prominent perceptions 

2 Quoted in Sen, Sudhir (1943), Rabindranath Tagore on Rural Reconstruction, Visva Bharati, 
Santiniketan, p. 91.
3 Quoted in Das Gupta, Uma (1978), ‘Rabindranath Tagore on Rural Reconstruction: The 
Sriniketan Programme, 1921–1941’, The Indian Historical Review, 4(2):354–378, p. 354.
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about the major socio-economic and environmental problems and predicaments.4 
In our present essay, we attempt at illustrating some of such major areas and issues 
where Tagore’s concerns, visions, and thinking, though they have hitherto 
remained lamentably unutilised or perhaps even unheeded, do still appear almost 
as a precursor to many of our contemporary thoughts and policy formulations. 
This reflects not only how keenly practical Tagore’s ideas and activisms pertaining 
to the means and experiments for our rural socio-economic uplift have had been, 
but it also points to how costly might have been our persistent ambivalence and 
indifference towards the former.

Although Tagore was educated and brought up in an urban aristocratic and elite 
family environment in Kolkata, the moment he happened to come—even though 
as a Zamindar (landlord)—into close contact with the fragments of Bengal’s mate-
rial village economy, society, and life, he got immediately struck and shocked by 
discovering the gulf of difference between these two segments of our society. Just 
a few months before his death in 1941, he mentioned lamentingly that our villages 
were left living still in the medieval age, while the towns have already reached the 
twentieth century.5 This difference obviously does not refer only to the material 
levels of living, but also to the spheres of perceptions, consciousness, worldview, 
education, and attitudes.

He remained, indeed, rather disturbed by the relative neglect and disrespect 
generally shown to the villages by the urbanite powerful and influential sections—
an ugly fact which, he argued, can disappear only through introduction and expan-
sion of enlightening education in villages just at par, in terms of standard and 
quality, with those in towns and cities. It is not that Tagore was not aware of the 
substantial financial burden involved in spreading good quality education in all vil-
lages, but unlike many of his times, he consistently appeared uncompromising, 
emphatic, and resolute about its absolute urgency.6 This probably distinguishes 
Tagore not only from many other nationalist thinkers and leaders of his times, who 
appeared relatively ready to make compromises on the programme for universal 
basic education on the grounds of financial burden and others, but also from the 
actual educational policy and programmes that have been pursued by majority 
governments in India till perhaps very recently.7 It is ironic to note in this context 

4 See e.g. Rabindra Rachanabali (Bengali) vol. 13.
5 Rabindra Rachanabali (Bengali) vol. 13, p. 791.
6 Rabindra Rachanabali (Bengaki), vol. 13:792.
7 Even as late as the late 1980s the official and non-official circles alike appeared somewhat 
hesitant and unsure as to the priority and urgency of compulsory primary education and universal 
literacy. For instance, India’s former Prime Minister, the Late Rajiv Gandhi, when faced with 
a student’s somewhat awkward question over the possible contradiction and stigma attached 
with the persisting mass illiteracy in the context of India’s record of uninterrupted democracy, 
remarked during his speech at the Harvard University in 1987 thus: ‘I don’t think literacy is the 
key to democracy …Wisdom is much more important. We have seen—and I’m not now limiting 
myself to India, I’m going beyond to other countries—literacy sometimes narrows the vision, 
does not broaden it’; quoted in Weiner, M. (1991), The Child and the State in India, Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, p. 101).
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that much of what Tagore wrote, tried, and spoke in his own life on several major 
socio-economic evils of our country sounds like a distant—albeit distinct—echo 
of the dominant contemporary ideas, research, and remedies, most of which hap-
pen to call for a clear recognition of the agency role of basic education, especially 
in rural India.8 Arguably thus, we must have missed somewhat (at least) ideation-
ally to the extent to which we have failed to recognise and appropriately heed 
Tagore’s thoughts, insights, ideas, and understanding for material and social uplift 
of our country’s vastly backward rural tracts. For example, Tagore appeared vehe-
mently opposed to the then official and dominant argument that the villagers did 
not feel the need for educating their children and that the money spent for primary 
education would be mostly wasted.9

Tagore’s conviction in the importance of reviving and reconstructing rural 
Bengal (and rural India at large) was amply matched by his intense urge to act and 
do something for the villagers, which eventually led him to set up two major 
experiments in rural transformation and education, namely Santiniketan and 
Sriniketan. Unfortunately, these two experiments in Tagore’s social activism nei-
ther received the appropriate amount of state support, patronage, and formal rec-
ognition by the time he died in 1941, nor did they receive serious academic, 
scholarly, and bureaucratic attention, appreciation, and recognition (except very 
few historical narratives and accounts).10 Ironically, while Tagore’s social activism 
and experiments at Santiniketan and Sriniketan have hardly ever been evaluated 
seriously in academic and bureaucratic circles for deeper insights and policy guid-
ance, it has recently been somewhat popular (and perhaps rather fashionable) 
among the social science community across the globe to examine select successful 
(or otherwise) local-level economic and social experiments undertaken usually by 
NGOs or trusts, with a view to discovering insights, lessons, principles, and poli-
cies of more general nature and applicability in the larger-scale development and 
policies. But Tagore’s these two major rural experiments—and their underlying 
ideas, practicalities, programmes—have hardly ever been taken into account by 

8 See e.g. Drèze, J. and Sen, A. (1995), India: Economic Development and Social Opportunity, 
New Delhi: Oxford University Press; Drèze, J. and Sen, A. (2002), India: Development and 
Participation, New Delhi: Oxford University Press.
9 Interestingly, as late as the 1990s, this mythical view held for long by Indian officialdom and 
political leadership continued to prevail, despite scattered evidence and arguments to the con-
trary, perhaps until the former received a much hyped jolt from the key findings of a large-scale 
educational survey undertaken by Probe Team in 1999, which reported, inter alias, about an 
overwhelming majority of parents from the educationally backward pockets, who, even when 
they did not send their children to schools because of the latter’s poor quality and infrastructure, 
did not fail to attach a good deal of importance to the need and value of their children’s edu-
cation (PROBE Team (1999), Public Report on Basic Education in India, New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press; see also Drèze, J. and Sen, A. (2002), India: Development and Participation, 
New Delhi: Oxford University Press, Chap. 5).
10 I have probably never come across any academic piece/writing wherein Tagore’s experiments 
in rural socio-economic transformation and their achievements or failures, his practical ideas, and 
his visions have been evaluated and assessed from the standpoints of mainstream economic and 
social theory and thinking.
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social scientists in their research and output both before and after his death. No 
less lamentably, Tagore’s one extremely useful and practical insight, namely, that 
mere securing independence (swaraj) from the British colonial rule would not 
automatically bring about the necessary correctives to our nearly inherent and dan-
gerous attitudes of neglect and bias against villages and peoples of the lowest 
socio-economic stratum has hardly been taken into consideration in academic or 
official circles both before and after independence. For instance, in his famous let-
ters of Russia, Tagore once wrote about the deformity of thoughts, attitudes, and 
perceptions of our own political leadership:

At the end of the Pabna conference, I told some influential political leader that if we were 
really earnest about our political progress, then we must, first of all, develop the manhood 
of those who now live in the lowest layers of the society. He laughed away this idea so 
easily that I could not help feeling that our leaders had their conception of the country 
borrowed from some foreign school. At heart they did not feel for the poor. The advantage 
of such a mentality is that you can indulge in excitement and yet continue to shirk 
responsibility.11

It seems amazing to see how keenly perceptive and practical a prolific poet like 
Tagore used to become when it came to the question of social, political, and eco-
nomic uplift of our already hugely impoverished country. For example, one cannot 
but be struck by the fact that the ideas of agricultural extension services and sus-
tained innovations for land productivity improvements that constituted the core of 
Indian Government’s new agricultural strategy launched in the early 1960s— 
so-called package programme or green revolution—were envisaged and sought to 
be implemented long back—albeit at a much smaller scale—in Tagore’s Sriniketan 
project in the 1920s and 1930s. The latter included inter alias the introduction of 
chemical fertilisers, growing newer crops like fibre crops and fruits, trying out 
with new variety of seeds, emphasis on research and innovations for augmentation 
of land productivity, dairy and animal husbandry development and innovations, 
periodic socio-economic surveys of surrounding villages and dissemination of use-
ful knowledge and innovations through, for example, publication/print, seminar, 
village fairs, etc., setting up of cooperative credit societies, prevention of the debil-
itation of villagers’ health and physique by controlling such endemic diseases as 
malaria and cholera through communication and village health clinics, apart from 
some attempt at land redistribution among Santals and others in conjunction with 
the Bengal government.12 It is perhaps not an exaggeration to find a close resem-
blance of the core ideas and programme elements of the lately launched National 
Rural Health Mission with several health and sanitation programmes and activities 
envisaged and undertaken—of course at a more rudimentary scale—in quite a 
number of villages under the vicinity of Tagore’s Sriniketan project.

11 Quoted in Sen, Sudhir (1943), Rabindranath Tagore on Rural Reconstruction, Visva Bharati, 
Santiniketan, pp. 91–92.
12 Das Gupta 1978, op.cit.; Ray, P., Biswas, B. And B. K. Sen (2005), ‘Knowledge Communication 
in Tagore’s Model of Rural Reconstruction: An Overview’, Annals of Library and Information 
Studies, 52(3):94–102.
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At his own personal-level efforts, Tagore had approached and brought many 
inspired and dedicated experts in various fields from within the country and abroad 
with a view to initiating rural transformation with new, scientific, and efficient meth-
ods in community health, agriculture, and rural non-farm activities (handicrafts and 
cottage industries) and spreading out their training, among others, along with cooper-
ative credit. As one of the chief architects of Sriniketan during its formative period 
wrote, it had sought in a unique way to combine ‘Indian philosophy, British enter-
prise and American finance’.13 In fact, it is difficult not to find a close resemblance of 
Tagore’s such initiatives with what our contemporary governments have been doing 
much lately—albeit on a larger scale—under various cultural exchange programmes. 
In fact, Tagore’s ideas and efforts towards eradication of malaria in the villages sur-
rounding Sriniketan—chiefly through communication, information, diffusion, and 
distribution of preventive and curative medicines and other resources almost wholly 
on a charitable basis—did succeed in reducing the number of malarial deaths by 
27 % between 1928 and 1948.14 It is doubtful as to how many among us are aware of 
this achievement, and I am doubtless that this historical fact deserves a lot more 
trumpeting and publicity even today not only among those who are involved in social 
work, but also among the entire social science community and government official 
and administration circles alike. This is important because we should care to avoid 
courting ourselves to a self-defeating repetition of such lament as the one voiced 
once by an eminent historian in the context of Tagore’s Sriniketan experiment: ‘His 
[Tagore’s] ideas of rural reconstruction never received a fair trial’.15,16

Similarly practical and innovative had been Tagore’s ideas and emphasis on the 
spirit of self-help backed by the principles of cooperation among the poor peasants 
and artisans who were perennially shackled by poverty, poor health, and indebted-
ness. Unlike typical notion of cooperative movement involving members of widely 
varying wealth and resources, Tagore’s ideas of cooperation resemble what has of 
late become prominent and popular in our country and some other parts of Asia in 
the genre of so-called self-help groups. In the words of Humayun Kabir, Tagore 
used to hold that ‘the individual villager may be poor, but if many villagers pool 
their resources, they can accomplish tasks which are individually beyond their 
competence’.17 Many weak individuals, if they pull together their small resources, 

13 Sen 1943, op. cit. p. 109.
14 Das Gupta 1978, op. cit. p. 377.
15 See footnote 14.
16 To illustrate how meagre had been the state support and patronage for Tagore’s social ini-
tiatives and activism meant for rural reconstruction and village uplift including health and envi-
ronment: while ‘Sriniketan was entirely dependent on donations’, the contributions from two 
Departments of Bengal Government (e.g. Health and Industry) did not constitute even 10 % of 
its total annual budget as per the estimates made as late as 1936–1937 (Das Gupta, Uma (1978), 
‘Rabindranath Tagore on Rural Reconstruction: The Sriniketan Programme, 1921–1941’, The 
Indian Historical Review, 4(2):354–378, p. 371, fn.6).
17 Kabir, H. (1961), ‘Introduction’ in Rabindranath Tagore, Towards Universal Man, Bombay: 
Asia Publishing House, p. 16.
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can become strong and dynamic. Related to this was his distinct support for self-
governance and decentralisation of authority among the local civil communities 
and organisations. As Tagore used to hold, ‘the State should deal only with those 
aspects of social life which cannot be administered by the individual or the 
group’.18

Somewhat relatedly, Tagore’s persistent emphasis on the importance of impart-
ing spirits of cooperation, self-confidence (atma shakti), and secular views about 
life among the weak and meek rural folks sounds fairly akin to what is of late 
being much discussed and thought as a key socio-cultural feature, so-called social 
capital, meaning collective mutual trust and a sense of social responsibility, which 
usually plays a highly catalyst and facilitating role in the process of sustained 
growth and development with persistent improvements in technology and produc-
tivity. This implies that our post-independence social and economic policy formu-
lation would have benefitted greatly if a much larger amount of attention and 
cognisance were given to Tagore’s such insightful ideas and socio-economic 
thoughts than have actually been so far. How costly has been our hitherto relative 
inattention to Tagore’s social thoughts and practical ideas (as they evolved through 
his role as a social activist) can be gauged from the fact that he was among the rel-
atively few public intellectuals and visionaries of pre-independence period, who 
were persistently sceptical about the real gains and fruitful changes that could be 
made possible in our society and economy after country’s independence by our 
nationalist leadership if the latter and also the larger society had remained unre-
formed and unenlightened as they were. For example, Tagore wrote that ‘[a]t heart 
they [our leaders] did not feel for the people. The advantage of such a mentality is 
that you can indulge in excitement and yet continue to shirk responsibility’.19 It is 
amazing to see that Tagore’s such practical and incisive concerns and observations 
can go quite a long way in explaining and understanding a large part of socio-
political malice, including lack of social accountability and public corruption of 
even today.

In this connection, it seems also important to stress that the contemporary con-
cerns and clamour over the sustainability of modern economic growth with relent-
lessly rising levels of consumption and continuous technological innovations in 
face of increasingly degraded natural environment conform perfectly to what 
Tagore used to worry about from the beginning of his experiments at rural recon-
struction and rejuvenation of the village economy and social life. In fact, 
‘[c]onservation of the natural balance and preservation of nature lay at the root of 
his [Tagore’s] rural development programme’.20

18 Ibid 1961:19.
19 Quoted in Sen, Sudhir (1943), Rabindranath Tagore on Rural Reconstruction, Visva Bharati, 
Santiniketan, p. 92.
20 Raha, B. (2011), ‘Rabindranath Tagore and Sriniketan: Experiments with Village Welfare’, 
Muse India, Issues 39, September–October, p. 13.
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As already noted, Tagore had been one among rather few nationalist thinkers 
of the pre-independence period who was not ready to get swayed by the eupho-
ria of independence to the point of losing sight of the urgent and perhaps almost 
instantaneous needs for educational, social, and cultural reforms and uplift of the 
people of our country. Many of the contemporary social evils and even aberra-
tions (e.g. communalism, honour killing, caste atrocities, and caste dowry infla-
tion, tribal displacement, etc.) that are currently inflicting our polity, its pace, and 
pattern of progress were apprehended long back by Tagore before our independ-
ence. An appropriate awakening of people’s minds to scientific and secular views 
and ideas through education and village development has been no less important 
in Tagore’s agenda than the achievement of swaraj itself. It is increasingly getting 
clear that so-called reforms of the political and economic regimes and structures 
cannot bring us the desired fruits, so long as grassroot-level reforms in action and 
behaviour and mass-scale ideational transformation in Indian minds and world-
views—as enunciated and sought to be inculcated so keenly by Tagore’s ideas and 
activism—remain unfinished.

In a way, Tagore has come increasingly true and alive with his lifelong 
urges and activism towards reaping the mutual benefits—albeit at a very lim-
ited scales of Santiniketan and Sriniketan—of increasing globalisation, interna-
tional intermingling, and universal fraternity based on the principle of humanism. 
International cooperation and exchange of ideas, arts, and culture have always 
been a hallmark of Tagore’s philosophy and activism—a fact which brings him 
back amidst our present times as a key guiding force in our ongoing initiatives 
for expanding globalisation and internationalism. We should never lose sight of 
the fact it was perhaps Tagore alone who made an earnest attempt to the best of 
his individual capacity and initiatives to recreate and reinstate an atmosphere, 
ambience, and ideals at the new context of his Visva Bharati (consisting chiefly 
of Santiniketan and Sriniketan schools and colleges), which in spirit resemble 
some of the glorious remnants and traditions of our ancient Nalanda, the illustri-
ous Indian seat of learning. For example, the name Visva Bharati connotes the 
place where the whole world would come, meet, and interact with our Indian ideas 
and thoughts and in turn would produce finer gems of thoughts and knowledge of 
universal value and significance. Likewise, Tagore’s notions and ideals of nation-
alism were never allowed to rest on the narrow or parochial patriotic sentiments 
devoid of the universal humanism and brotherhood founded firmly on the spirit 
of cooperation, rather than conflict and competition. There would be a great loss 
on our part if we fail, while shaping and managing the current euphoria over the 
so-called globalisation, to resurrect and consult Tagore’s practical insights, ideas, 
ideals, and visions on the goals and means of increasing global integration and 
fraternity. That the no less costly might turn out to be our relative inattention to 
the insights and intuitions of Tagore as a social activist relates to his awareness 
and actions about the conservation of the natural environment. He in his numer-
ous lectures and essays used to harp on the fact that for the continuity of human 
civilisation, we must return (at least partially) to the nature back in some form or 
other what we borrow and expend of nature for our current material production 
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and gratification.21 While it is only rather lately that we have woken up to the 
needs and acts of reforestation on relatively large scale as a response to environ-
mental degradation, Tagore spearheaded the initiation of an annual tree plantation 
ceremony in the sites of his two major experiments at Santiniketan and Sriniketan 
as back as the early 1930s.

To conclude somewhat rhetorically, our country (for that matter whole world) 
has so far not adequately heeded Tagore as a social activist and social reformer 
probably on account of the common conviction that Plato’s famous notion, 
namely, ‘philosopher king’ cannot but remain a mere wishful dream on the real 
world. It is high time we begin to get ready to increasingly recognise to our own 
immeasurable benefit that Tagore really epitomises a gigantic persona typical of a 
‘the king’ who was a ‘philosopher’ too.

21 Rabindra Rachanbali (Bengali) vol. 13.
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‘Family planning’ in the sense of an individual couple’s conscious thought and 
actions regarding regulation of family size and reproductive behaviour has perhaps 
always existed in the history of human civilisation. But ‘family planning pro-
gramme’ (hereafter FPP for short) as a state-level initiative and policy intervention 
towards lowering a country’s overall birth rate is relatively new, and it is indeed a 
post-World War phenomenon restricted mainly to the developing world. Within a 
fairly large literature on the question of contemporary population and family plan-
ning, two broad (but distinct) perspectives can be identified. The first—which I 
call the ‘functional approach’—highlights the importance and large potential of an 
effective and well-organised FPP in reducing fertility and population growth rates. 
The functional value of FPP is considered even more substantial under circum-
stances of relatively stagnant socio-economic conditions (e.g. slow expansion of 
employment opportunities and education particularly among female population, 
and very limited improvement in the fields of health infrastructure and poverty 
reduction).1 The argument for ‘functional approach’ derives its major strength 
from two facts: There exists a large ‘unmet need’ for contraception (as broadly 
measured by the proportion of eligible women who do want to regulate fertility 
but are still found non-users of any contraceptive method),2 which an effective 

1 See Freedman, R. (1990), ‘Family planning programs in the third world’, Special issue of 
The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, vol.510; Phillips, J. and 
Ross, J.A. (eds) (1992), Family Planning Programmes and Fertility, Oxford: Clarendon Press; 
Bongaarts, J. (1993), ‘The Fertility Impact of Family Planning Programs’, Working Paper No.47, 
New York: The Population Council; Bongaarts, J. (1994), ‘Population Policy options in the devel-
oping world’, Science, 263,5,148:771-776p; Bongaarts, J. (1995), ‘The Role of Family Planning 
Programs in Contemporary Fertility Transitions’, Research Division Working Paper No. 71, The 
Population Council; Bongaarts, J. (1997), ‘The role of family planning programmes in contem-
porary fertility transitions’, in Jones, G.W., Caldwell, J. Douglas, R.M., and D'Souza, R.M. (eds): 
The Continuing Demographic Transition, Oxford: Oxford University Press, among others.
2 Reasons for not using contraception include a false fear of side effects of modern methods, 
inability to afford the cost of contraception, or even general ignorance and inaccessibility of the 
contraceptive methods.
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FPP per se could eliminate; second, there is a considerable potential of FPP  
(especially its motivational efforts) to bring about ideational/motivational change 
in favour of a small-family norm, particularly in the context of large-scale illiter-
acy and ignorance. In this functional approach to FPP, the spreading of informa-
tion and knowledge about the benefits and methods of fertility control is no less (if 
not more) important than providing access to these methods at an affordable rates 
as well as legitimising their use.3

The other strand of thought, in contrast, views FPP—if pursued somewhat vig-
orously in the context of very slow or negligible social and (equitable) economic 
development—as being neither capable of achieving the goal as fast as intended, 
nor politically desirable, since under such circumstances a FPP would need, for its 
‘success’, to apply considerable degree of coercion.4 This line of argument—what 
I would prefer calling an ‘auxiliary approach’ to FPP—relies on the mounting evi-
dence that expansion of basic education, enhancement of female status and power, 
and infant and child mortality improvement are generally found to be correlated 
with lower fertility levels.5  The role of FPP under this perspective should be more 
of an auxiliary nature as if it should only provide people with the means and infra-
structure to achieve their own goal of fertility regulation, but not to oblige FPP 
officials whose concern often is to achieve the macroobjective of country’s birth-
rate reduction. This perspective sees in the FPP a sort of encroachment upon 

3 It is important not to equate this 'functional approach' with what Amartya Sen calls ‘override’ 
approach, which advocates not only an overriding priority to FPP essentially at the immedi-
ate neglect of other important social commitments (e.g. education, health and social security), 
but it often tends to recommend the use of some form of force (e.g. depriving those with large 
family of various state benefits and civil rights) and coercion (e.g. China's one child policy) if 
necessary for a drastic reduction of population growth; see Sen, A. 1994, ‘Population: Delusion 
and Reality’, New York Review of Books, September, pp. 63-65. This ‘functional approach’ dif-
fers also from what is sometimes branded as ‘conventional wisdom on family planning pro-
grams’, which in Paul Kennedy's words is that 'the only practical way to ensure a decrease in 
fertility rates and thus in population growth, is to introduce cheap and reliable forms of birth 
control' (quoted in Pritchett, L.H. (1994), ‘Desired Fertility and Impact of Population Policies’, 
Population and Development Review, 20(1), p 39).
4 See e.g. Sen, A. (1995), ‘Population Policy: Authoritarian Versus Cooperation’, Development 
Economics Discussion Paper No. 63, STICERD, London School of Economics; Sen, A. 
1994, op.cit.; Pritchett 1994, op.cit.; Drèze, J. and Murthi, M. 2000, ‘Fertility, Education and 
Development’, The Development Economics Discussion Paper Series, No.20, STICERD, 
London School of Economics.
5 See e.g. Drèze, J. and Murthi, M. 2000, ‘Fertility, Education and Development’, The 
Development Economics Discussion Paper Series, No.20, STICERD, London School of 
Economics; Drèze, J. and Sen, A. (1995), India: Economic Development and Social Opportunity, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press; Bulato , R. A. and Lee, R.D. (1983), ‘An overview of fertility 
determinants in developing countries’ in Bulato, R.A. and Lee, R.D. (eds) 1983, Determinants of 
Fertility in Developing Countries, New York: Academic Press; Schultz, T.P. 1997, ‘Demand for 
Children in Low Income Countries’, in Rosenzweig, M.R. and Stark, O. (eds) 1997, Handbook of 
Population and Family Economics, Amsterdam: Elsevier Science B.V.; and Caldwell, J. (1980), 
‘Mass education as determinant of the timing of fertility decline’, Population and Development 
Review, 6(2):225-255.
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individual freedom, especially if FPP workers try to induce and motivate eligible 
couples (through various incentives and disincentives schemes) to accept family 
planning. This is because the general masses—mostly illiterate and inarticulate—
are not truly made able to make their own informed choices about fertility and 
family planning. However, this line of argument seems to downplay a substantial 
role of educative messages and informative campaigns (e.g. those relating to 
reproductive and child health, information about modern contraceptives) as a part 
of FPP. Indeed, these FPP messages if effective can effectively help bring in an 
‘ideational change’ and its diffusion, and thus, it can enhance the range of fertility 
choices, with a direct bearing on individual couples’ well-being and interest, and 
without infringing upon their freedom and liberty.

While none of these two perspectives denies the role of rapid socio-economic 
development in bringing about fertility transition, the question at issue is what 
should be done in its absence over a fairly long period of time. In this case, the 
functional approach has a distinct advantage in providing a clear verdict in favour 
of an ‘effective’ FPP, not because this approach is insensitive to the possibility of 
coercion, but because it finds a great deal of potential in FPP—especially its infor-
mation–education–communication (popularly known as IEC) component—partic-
ularly towards informing and motivating a large section of the uninformed or 
ill-informed or uninitiated couples towards regulating fertility by some modern 
contraceptive method.6  Bangladesh is known to have embraced this functional 
approach to FPP and has indeed experienced a commendable success in reducing 
fertility levels over last two decades.7

However, the ‘auxiliary’ perspective presumably faces a dilemma as to what 
could be its suggestion about the role of FPP under overwhelmingly stagnant 
socio-economic conditions. This dilemma arises chiefly because a FPP to be effec-
tive under such sloth human development conditions is thought to be essentially 
coercive. This, in turn, is deeply related to the avowed scepticism and predilec-
tion against the possible agency role of FPP vis-à-vis the role played by education, 
employment, and empowerment. The reflection of such a dilemma is perhaps best 
illustrated both by the vicissitudes in the career of India’s family planning strat-
egy and by its performance. While none can really doubt the desirability of socio-
economic changes favourable to bringing a spontaneous acceptance of FPP, this, 

6 Under such stagnating socioeconomic conditions, together with growing landlessness and 
population densities following overall mortality improvement, a broad-based FPP can contribute sub-
stantially to meeting up poor peoples' 'poverty induced' demand for fertility reduction (e.g. Basu, A. 
1986, ‘Birth Control by Assetless Workers in Kerala: On the possibility of a poverty induced fer-
tility transition’, Development and Change, 17:263-282; and Kabeer, N. 1994, ‘Re-Examining 
the ‘Demand for Children’ Hypothesis in the Context of Fertility Decline in Bangladesh’, 
Working Paper No. 94.6, Centre For Development Research, Copenhagen, Denmark.
7 There have been some sporadic attempts at casting doubt on this widely acclaimed success 
story of Bangladesh’s FPP in a somewhat ‘challenging environment’; see e.g. Das Gupta, M. and 
Narayana, D. (1997), ‘Bangladesh’s Fertility Decline from A Regional Perspective’, Genus, no. 
3-4:101-128; Caldwell, J., Barkat-E-Khuda, Caldwell, B., Pieris, I., and Caldwell, P. (1999), ‘The 
Bangladesh Fertility Decline: An Interpretation’, Population and Development Review, 25(1).
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however, does not necessarily call for a relative neglect of FPP as one independent 
(and possibly effective) route to motivating and enabling people to better regulate 
their fertility with modern methods of contraception. The dilemma typically arises 
in a situation where the pace of socio-economic changes appears to fall consider-
ably short of the levels deemed consistent with the desired pace of fertility transi-
tion. It is arguably a matter of detailed and careful calculations to settle down on 
the relative importance in terms of resource allocation between social and directly 
developmental sectors and the FPP. Indeed, the fact that the pattern of population 
growth itself can influence the pattern and pace of socio-economic development 
compounds the complexity of the issue.

The family planning experiences of two neighbouring south Asian countries, 
Bangladesh and India, having broadly corresponded to the ‘functional’ and ‘auxil-
iary’ perspectives on FPP, respectively, provide a good opportunity for a useful 
introspection and evaluation of these two perspectives. Putting aside intra-country 
diversities in the performance of FPP, there are indeed some strong reasons why a 
comparative assessment of FPP in these two adjacent countries can throw useful 
light and lessons both on theoretical and on practical aspects of FPP. First, both the 
countries have experienced broadly similar progress in socio-economic indicators 
(especially when compared to other developing countries) over last three decades,8 
while the pace of fertility decline has been much faster in Bangladesh (Cleland  
et al. 1994). However, India (partly due to her long colonial links with UK and 
hence with the Malthusian ideas about population problem)9 has a much-publicised 
distinction of being the first developing country to have adopted a national FPP (as 
back as 1952). While India, thus, became a pioneer of what had later become a pop-
ulation control movement across the entire developing world, this has been largely 
belied by a record of a relatively unimpressive (and perhaps unsatisfactory) perfor-
mance of her own FPP, at least till rather recently.10 Indian planners and ruling poli-
ticians appear to have remained for a long time afflicted by an ideological confusion 
as to whether fairly rapid (and equitable) economic development by itself would take 
care of the population problem or the population control programme for its success 
deserves a high national priority on its own right—especially in terms of its share in 

8 In fact Bangladesh has experienced somewhat less social development, especially in educa-
tion and health, than India between 1970 and 1995 (see Das Gupta and Narayana 1997, op.cit. 
112-14).
9 See Caldwell, J. (1998), ‘Malthus and the Less Developed World: The Pivotal Role of India’, 
Population and Development Review, 24(4):675-696; and Krishnaji, N. (1998), ‘Population 
Policy’ in T. Byres (ed): The Indian Economy: Major Debates Since Independence, Delhi: 
Oxford University Press for discussions on Malthusian influences on Indian population thought 
and policy.
10 One can hardly come across a single piece of published article on India's FPP or population 
policy that has not cared to mention about India’s distinction of being the first country in adopt-
ing a state-run FPP. It would not be totally unjustified to apprehend that this immensely repeated 
mention of India’s this distinction (as a first-comer in population control movement) might have 
produced a complacency of a magnitude which has ultimately helped prevent an adequately criti-
cal and objective assessments of India’s performance in the front of population control.
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aggregate public expenditure.11 Also, sheer political dilemmas and debates seem to 
have often swayed over crucial public actions so that piles of well-meaning official 
pronouncements and discourses, much of which, being unaccompanied by effective 
and appropriate actions and priorities, proved themselves to be mere rhetoric.

In fact, a chronic mismatch between expressions of priority and actual outlays 
of expenditure on FPP has characterised India’s population control policy and pro-
grammes for a long time. Ever since the adoption of official FPP, the fund alloca-
tion has never reached even 2 percentage of the total public expenditure outlays, 
despite voluminous and virtually routinised statements expressing concerns and 
urgency for slowing down of population growth both in official and in academic 
circles. This can largely be attributed to a confused understanding and muddled 
perceptions about the real reasons and ramifications of rapid population growth and 
also of course about the real potential of FPP—a weakness that has continued to 
infect official thinking and policy formulations on population control from its very 
inception.12 For example, the hitherto dominant official perception has been that 
the majority of Indian masses were not keen to practice family planning. Indian 
policy makers have long been inflicted by the confusion as to whether people can 
be motivated enough to accept family planning in the context of mass poverty and 
apparently heavy incidence of child labour. This dilemma clouded the thinking 
about the appropriate policy instruments for FPP too. Consequently, the role of 
IEC and motivational and demand creation efforts have been downplayed all 
through—typically in actual activities and programmes, but not necessarily in rhet-
oric and proposals. As back as early 1960s, the Third Plan document recognised 
the importance of extension and educational approach vis-a-vis ‘clinic-based’ 
approach, and such alleged priority for such extension approach persisted mostly 
on ‘paper’ as evidenced by the fact that the proportion of total family welfare 
expenditure on IEC and training was not even 3 per cent as late as the 1990s. This 
defect of India’s FPP appears more glaring when contrasted with the remarkable 
success of Bangladesh’s FPP with a huge emphasis on IEC activities and demand 
creation efforts almost from the beginning, along with considerable involvement of 

11 The persistence of a divided mind on the population question among official circles can 
be testified even by a few following sentences from Visaria and Chari‘s 1998 paper: 1) ‘The 
Planning Commission that was bold enough to make India a pioneer in the field of population 
policy in 1951 was hesitant in its approach’ (p.58); 2) ‘Prime Minister Nehru himself felt confi-
dent about supporting an even bigger population, provided production increased. Yet, he wanted 
population growth to be “restricted”’ (p.58) (e.g. Krishnaji 1998 op.cit, and Visaria, P. and 
Chari, V. (1998), India’s Population Policy and Family Planning Programme: Yesterday, Today 
and Tomorrow. In: A. Jain (ed) (1998), Do Population Policies Matter?, New York: Population 
Council).
12 For instance, faced with official record of relatively meagre spontaneous/voluntary accept-
ance of FPP in combination with a stubborn angularity of assuming perfect rationality and self-
maximising perception even among illiterate masses, the official view and strategy could at best 
oscillate between coercion and meagre allocation for FPP, until recently when these faulty offi-
cial perceptions and dominant myths have begun to crumble against the mounting attack and crit-
icism - both from outside and within the country.
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the NGOs.13 While in the 1990s and 2000s, India’s outlays on family welfare  
programme were a little more than one percentage of total development budget, 
and the corresponding figure for Bangladesh was about 5 percentage, with a much 
larger spending per head on family planning in the latter.14

That there was practically no decline in the birth rate during the early plan 
period (i.e. until late 1960s or early 1970s) together with persistent shortfalls in 
the pace of population control fed into nurturing this kind of hesitant and ambiva-
lent moves with regard to the fund allocation to FPP. But this simplistic and per-
haps ill-founded (or a priori) scepticism (based as it were on the scattered record 
of limited numbers of voluntary visitors/acceptors at the family planning clinics) 
about the acceptability of family planning methods has unfortunately left the plan-
ners and policy makers almost blind to the possibility that a much greater budget-
ary allocation of fund for FPP—especially on IEC, publicity, and motivational 
efforts at demand creation in the context of mass illiteracy and large-scale igno-
rance—could well be an effective option as a strategy for achieving much wider 
acceptability of family planning. Somewhat relatedly, officials’ typical ambiva-
lence and half-hearted recognition of the crucial importance of IEC and other 
motivational efforts—especially in the context of mass poverty and illiteracy—
were matched by a bureaucratic zeal and remarkable predilections towards 
records, targets, and lump-sum incentives bereft of the key intuition that motiva-
tional and demand creation efforts (e.g. IEC, media, and publicity activities) 
should precede the promotion of so-called cafeteria approach.15

All this stands in considerable contrast with the dominant perceptions and pri-
ority about FPP and policy in neighbouring Bangladesh. Since Bangladesh has 
broadly pursued the ‘functional perspective’ to FPP almost from the beginning, her 
FPP strategy and policy, unlike India’s, did not suffer from dilemma and half-
heartedness. Consequently, Bangladesh not only made much larger fund allocation 
than India did, but it also laid great emphasis on the IEC activities from quite early 
stage. While in the early 1990s, India’s annual outlays on family welfare pro-
gramme were even below 2 percentage of total development budget, the corre-
sponding figure for Bangladesh was about 5 percentage, with much larger 

13 See, for a useful discussion on the evolution of Bangladesh’s FPP vis-a-vis India's, Kamal, 
Nahid (1999), Population Trajectories of West and East Bengal During the Twentieth Century, 
(Ph.D. dissertation in progress) at the London School of Economics and Political Science, 
London.
14 See Kamal 1999, op.cit. 24.
15 In fact several recent studies have shown that motivational programmes (e.g. health work-
ers visiting households on a regular basis and making contacts and discussing about contracep-
tive use) appear quite (and indeed more than the cash incentive schemes) effective in promoting 
contraceptive use, especially temporary and spacing methods among rural illiterate women (e.g. 
Sunil, T.S., Pillai, V.K., and Pandey, A. (1999), ‘Do incentives matter? Evaluation of a Family 
Programme in India’, Population Research and Policy Review, 18:563–577). It should be noted 
here that Bangladesh’s success story on FPP seems to have followed precisely from this kind of 
practical perception that assigns crucial importance to motivational efforts in a context of mass 
illiteracy and ignorance.
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spending per head on family planning in the latter.16 Beneath this differential FPP 
priorities and strategies between India and Bangladesh lie one major difference in 
respect of the role and involvement of foreign countries in terms of both financial 
and intellectual inputs in formulation and implementation of FPP. Bangladesh 
from the very beginning has been (till very recently) much more open and recep-
tive than India has been towards global intervention, expertise, and ideas regarding 
the formulation of population control programmes. Of late, however, India’s FPP 
has been tilted heavily towards target-free, community-centred, child and maternal 
heath oriented, and non-terminal spacing methods of contraception-reliant 
approach, of which efficiency and effectiveness in fertility control have always 
been much less. All this has begun manifesting itself in a slowdown in the pace of 
fertility reduction or even sometimes in fertility rises.17

16 see footnote 14
17 See Chaurasia A. R. (2006), ‘Fertility Transition in India 1985-2003’, (mimeo), Institute of 
Economic Growth, New Delhi.

8 India’s Family Planning Programme:  A Muddle Extraordinary
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Indisputably enough, India on many a count was a distinguished colony of the 
British Empire. While finally courting colonial subjugation after a fairly long span 
of resistance, India—unlike its many peers (e.g. African countries)—happened to 
have an illustrious heritage of long-settled civilisation, with complex social struc-
ture and organisation, culture, and religion. Ironically, India’s distinction on this 
score proved eventually more of a curse as it turned, in the course of a long indi-
rect and indifferent rule by the British colonial administration, into a complex 
metamorphosis pervading almost all walks of life. For example, a messy trajectory 
of India’s independence movement bears glaring illustrations of such metamor-
phosed and dilemmatic minds of the indigenous leadership and people at large. No 
less muddled have often been the thoughts, understanding, and policy perceptions 
of many influential Indian leaders, thinkers, scholars, and administrators. Its one 
illuminating case in point is a conscious (and perhaps indeed concerted) neglect 
of Gunner Myrdal’s masterpiece, Asian Drama, which consists of many pas-
sionately researched insights and policy prescriptions on India’s (and a few other 
South Asian countries’) aspirations for and predicaments of independent economic 
development in the context of newly emerging international order over the post-
War decades.

In fact, the career of Gunnar Myrdal’s Asian Drama—a well-neigh epic in the 
history of social science literature—has been somewhat strangely anomalous. On 
the one hand, it was born with a bang which turned subsequently into much glam-
our and was deservingly crowned with the Nobel Prize; on the other hand, it was 
received in the influential academic and intellectual sphere with a discernible dis-
may, neglect and perhaps a concerted (and conspired?) indifference. Indeed, the 
book sooner or later was turned into a ‘sleeping giant’, not really unnoticed, but 
untouched and undisturbed by most. This historic episode, I believe, is not exactly 
very trivial in the global academic annals of social sciences, and it does call for 
serious thought—even after more than three decades of its first appearance. I will 
make here only a plea for its resurrection as it has deep relevance to several con-
temporary problems and predicaments faced generally by the developing world 
and particularly by India.

In Resurrection of Gunnar Myrdal’s Asian 
Drama
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Indeed, it is of much interest as to why Asian Drama not only failed to gar-
ner an effective clout at its first appearance in the late 1960s and 1970s both at 
national and at international forums, but it remained conspicuously ignored by 
much of the most influential circles even after it was crowned with the Nobel prize 
in economics. International politics and its far-reaching influences arguably have 
had much to do with this relatively unpublicised puzzle in world’s intellectual his-
tory—a puzzle of which full reckoning could take a serious academic venture yet 
to be undertaken. However, the latter’s case and urgency are worth trumpeting—as 
I intend to do presently—by alluding to the profound relevance and significance 
latent in some of Gunner Myrdal’s incisive ideas and insights into development 
predicaments specific to south Asian history, society, and culture in general and to 
those of India in particular.

For example, while the post-Cold War period of raging neoliberal ideas and 
ideology has unleashed stark antipathy towards the role of state in economic 
development as if the state used to be blindly and indeed wrongly accorded a 
rather sacrosanct position previously, this argument when judged in the light of 
the notion of ‘soft state’ that Myrdal had floated as back as the 1960s crumbles 
down. Indeed, the idea of ‘soft state’—the state which is inherently bountiful in 
leniency towards enacting and enforcing secularist policies, rules, and regulations 
in a hugely heterogeneous polity—occupies the centre stage in the whole argu-
ment of Myrdal’s Asian Drama. This particular notion is a powerful pointer that 
recognising the key role of the state is not tantamount—as is often made out to 
be the case in the neoliberal literature—to being blind to the potential difficulties 
and dangers associated with the character of state in many developing countries. 
It is, arguably, a misfortune that the notion of ‘soft state’ as pioneered by Gunnar 
Myrdal had received at its advent unduly harsh and certainly very hasty criticisms 
from some of the then influential scholars and political leaders of India and else-
where. Consequently, profusely insightful and useful suggestions and advices 
emanating from the Asian Drama, particularly towards more effective functioning 
of the state, had been summarily ignored by the then dominant leaderships and 
governments—albeit at a colossal peril of many countries’ subsequent develop-
ment trajectories.

Similarly costly should have been the callous neglect and indifference on the 
part of academics and political leaders alike towards Myrdal’s incisive analy-
sis and understanding of the growing phenomenon of corruption in many newly 
independent countries in Asia. For example, Myrdal’s discovery of what he termed 
‘folklore of corruption’ as back as the 1960s was intuitively novel and immensely 
practical as an explanation of rapid spread of corruption. Since corruption as 
a generic phenomenon happens to be mentioned almost incessantly in India’s 
common people’s ordinary talk, gossip, and day-to-day conversations, as runs 
Myrdal’s argument, the entire population increasingly get conditioned and hence 
become lax to pervasive phenomenon of corruption even to the point of readily 
becoming a party to petty corruption themselves in the face of its slightest oppor-
tunities. While this highly reflective and ingenious sociological insight into the 
contagiousness of corruption in many Asian countries and particularly in India was 
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offered by Myrdal about four decades back, the state and society at large seem 
to have consistently ignored its great potential as a guide to effective policy and 
action.

On the contrary, there had been since the early 1970s the rise of purely nar-
row economic approaches to the analysis of corruption in the neoclassical tradition 
that viewed it as a normal fallout of the rational economic behaviour of the people 
in what is branded as a ‘rent-seeking society’ like ours. In its sequel as well as 
under growing bewilderment over the fast spreading menace of corruption, there 
followed almost flurry of academic studies and research labouring sometimes 
over the quantification of the depth of corruption and sometimes suggesting opti-
mum policy instruments derivable for containing corruption or bribery within the 
neoclassical rules and premises of a free market. For example, such calculations 
from a narrow economic perspective sometimes turn up to even suggest that if 
bribe giving is not considered illegal, the chances of bribe takers being caught can 
multiply so much that the overall incidence of bribery falls. But such economic 
approach misses completely the fundamental point of the need to build on a con-
scientious and morally strong public and citizens in the polity. It is a pity that fast 
growing literature on corruption in the contemporary times takes a narrow view of 
it as an act of misuse of official power or influence to one’s private interests, ignor-
ing altogether the fact that it is the loose moral fabric of the society which pro-
vides the sustenance of the former. Myrdal’s concept of folklore of corruption as a 
major vehicle for its spread seems to have a great potential relevance to the similar 
menace of caste oppression and discrimination. Social scientists have hardly both-
ered to wonder whether caste hierarchy and social differentiation in the day-to-day 
life has been fuelled more by folklores about them than anything else, especially 
when the caste differentiation has long been constitutionally derecognised in our 
country.

In a similar vein, an inadequate or sometimes even deformed reading of 
Myrdal’s incisively penetrative analysis of the role and limitations of the state 
in Asian countries like India became almost irremediable in the wake of vigor-
ous intellectual and academic efforts at propagating anti-state (pro-market neo-
liberal) ideology of the western camp in the Cold War. Alas, it was, ironically, 
Gunnar Myrdal who was perhaps one of the foremost to have objectively exposed 
uniquely weak character of many Asian states in meeting up to its effective role 
and requirements for promoting sustained, independent and equitable economic 
development. No less ironically, while the vivaciousness of Myrdal’s origi-
nal notion of the ‘soft state’ and its wide insidious ramifications is of late being 
increasingly felt and getting manifest, his name is fast fading away from the glow-
ing and glittering economic literature and analyses reeling under increasingly 
dominant neoliberal ideology and its camouflaged variants.

While Myrdal’s ‘soft state’ in several developing countries had long called 
for—albeit in vain—committed ‘reformation’ of the character of state since as 
early as the 1960s, the subsequent intellectual history, bubbling with buzzwords, 
‘structural reforms’ or ‘liberalisation’, left, instead, his precious insight and richly 
derived wisdom thwarted, grinded, and sometimes even twisted towards chopping 
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off the wings of the state itself. The soft state notion, even when it is given cogni-
sance by the dominant mainstream, was conveniently posited as if it was more of 
a plea for withering the state than for making it ‘stronger’. Ironically, post-inde-
pendent India’s political trajectory is amply eloquent of a perennially ‘soft state’ 
plunging itself, by its own irresistible logic, deeper and deeper into the pre-exist-
ing dilemmas, confusions, and chaos (e.g. caste conflict, communal riots, perva-
sive corruptions, and scams) bred admittedly of insufficient ‘enlightenment’. It 
is, it seems reasonable to think, a cruel joke in the entire intellectual history that 
Gunnar Myrdal’s Asian Drama was converted—so quickly and prematurely—into 
an incapacitated ‘statue’ of a giant widely treated too sacrosanct to be opened and 
read carefully, let alone as passionately as it was too evidently written by Gunnar 
Myrdal.



Market, Media, and Development
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It is perhaps not entirely surprising that economic realities of the colonies and ex-
colonies in Asia, Africa, and Latin America hardly found a place in the discipline 
of economics at least until the end of the Second World War. This is a fact that 
Gunnar Myrdal described as the ‘pre-war unawareness’. It was only around the 
end of formal imperial/colonial era in the 1940s that a distinct branch of econom-
ics emerged to address development issues and strategies in the newly independ-
ent countries, of which adequate understanding admittedly called for trespassing 
beyond the boundaries of economics discipline.

Development economics in its formative period addressed itself to such broader 
issues as poverty, misery, unemployment, and fulfilment of basic human needs. 
‘They had taken up the cultivation of development economics in the wake of 
World War not as narrow specialists, but impelled by the vision of a better world’, 
wrote Albert Hirschman, one of the foremost formative period development econ-
omists.1 But it could not but be vulnerable to the heat and hazards of ideological 
warfare unleashed by the Cold War, especially the American and British foreign 
policy committed both to confining the spread of communism and to expanding 
the trade and thereby shaping the new expressions of nationalism into democratic 
pro-Western forms.

Since development strategy from the beginning has been at the centre of devel-
opment thinking, the key role of the state and public policies could easily become 
its hallmark. Indeed, over the post-war quarter century, development econom-
ics grew fairly fast by producing strategies and models of development for the 
economies typically encompassed by structural rigidities and market imperfec-
tions. Some authors have called the entire output of this period as ‘Golden Age 
Economics’. Although initially the concept of development was narrow with its 
exclusive concentration on GDP per head and its growth, forceful criticisms both 
from within and from outside against this bias led, by mid-1970s, to a broadened 

1 Quoted in Yergin, D. and J. Stanislaw (1998), ‘Development Economics after World War II’ in 
Commanding Height: The Battle of the World Economy, New York: Touchstone.
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notion of development as a means (not just goal) to the fulfilment of basic human 
needs, say, poverty elimination, minimum provisions of education, nutrition, 
health, employment, sanitation. A stark antipathy against this independent dis-
course, though not entirely absent, was not fully felt as yet. By the late 1970s, the 
shock inflicted by the oil crisis of 1973 precipitated in the developing world an 
economic downturn and debt crisis, which got compounded greatly by industrial 
stagnation in developed countries and by latter’s growing scepticism about aid, its 
rationale, and efficacy. All this had set in an unwarranted choking effect on the 
fountains of development theory. By as early as 1981, development economists 
already began discerning the puzzling signs of retreat of their hitherto dominant 
lines of thinking. Thus, it was, it can be said, only the ‘unlikely’ or ‘abnormal’ 
historical times of the 1950s and 1960s, a special interlude in the history of the 
worldwide expansion of capitalism, that the development economics could be born 
and could flourish through rather unlikely conjunction of ideological currents—
albeit not very long. First, the profound heterogeneity of developing countries 
always carried seeds of opportunity for the neoclassical/neoliberal school to high-
jack the development discourse.

Second, the prominence given to the organising role of state in rapid industriali-
sation and self-reliant growth in developing countries turned increasingly at vari-
ance with the ideology of capitalist bloc in the Cold War. As Meghnad Desai wrote 
eloquently, ‘(t)he free-market radicals were working hard in the 1950s and 1960s, 
thinking not the “unthinkable” but the “unthought of”… They were ruthless in 
their self-criticism, as well as in examining their rivals’ arguments. The battles 
were fought in learned journals, conference volumes, books. No blood was split, 
but a most profound change in economists’ thinking—a veritable revolution was 
brought about’.2

This was, of course, supplemented by a close networking between the US 
Department of Defence, corporate giants and academia over about a quarter cen-
tury following the Second World War, with its adverse ramifications for academic 
‘independence’ and ‘self-image’. The American neoliberal school made it plain 
that the programme of economic aid to the underdeveloped countries would be 
inextricably linked to the prospect of friendship and alliance, which was strategi-
cally, politically, and psychologically valuable to the United States in the cold war. 
For example, the President of the Brookings Institute wrote in his Forward to a 
Ford Foundation-sponsored book on India published in 1962 that ‘Americans have 
a vital stake in India’s attempt to achieve radical economic transformation by con-
stitutional procedures’.3

At the same time, the multilateral agencies like World Bank and many corpo-
rate foundations in the United States had begun financing ‘modelling exercises’ at 
universities, with a view to making political use of model results to modify 

2 Desai, M. (2002), Marx’s Revenge: Resurgence of Capitalism and the Death of Statist Socialism, 
London: Verso.
3 See Lewis, J.P. (1962), Quiet Crisis in India: Economic Development and American Policy, 
Bombay: Asia Publishing House.
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policies of developing countries that were modelled. Research programmes were 
launched in the 1960s to establish infallibility and universality of the neoclassical 
laws of rationality—even in the poorest economies of the world. The researchers 
were hard at work in the late 1960s, under the umbrellas of either the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) or the World Bank project 
or both to challenge what they called ‘myths’ of development thinking, namely 
protectionist policies, infant industry argument, import substitution industrialisa-
tion (ISI) , worsening terms of trade. This was largely because of the ‘hard work’ 
in the 1960s and 1970s that nearly the whole world had witnessed by the 1980s a 
shift towards neoliberal policies that emphasised privatisation and liberalisation. 
There emerged an informal—or what H. Chang has called ‘unholy’—alliance 
between the neoclassical economics with its analytical tools and the Austrian-
libertarian tradition with its political and moral philosophy.4

In the late 1960s, the advanced countries resolved at the OECD Convention in 
Paris to contribute to the expansion of world trade on a multilateral, non-discrimi-
natory basis in accordance with international obligations. Accordingly, a new para-
digm was to be evolved for the articulation across developing world about 
potential benefits of opening up of foreign trade, and particularly of augmenting 
exports to pay for increasing imports. For example, in 1954, the Foreign 
Operations Administration established an Institute on Economic Development at 
Vanderbilt University to apprise the returning foreign trainees from across the 
developing world of the development problems from a general perspective, which 
was, understandably, the US’s official one. In fact, three years later, the 
International Cooperation Administration of the United States had commissioned 
the Vanderbilt University to inaugurate a comprehensive, year-round programme 
to cater to the training needs of officials in developing countries who were with 
the charge of creating and/or implementing development plans. This programme 
was subsequently supported for many years by Agency for International 
Development (USAID), Ford Foundation, and Rockefeller Foundation.5

In the late 1950s, Washington was looking for a country which would adopt 
outward-oriented policies in exchange for initial assistance to be provided by the 
former. Accordingly, Taiwan turned to be a good choice of the USAID for such 
experimental aid in exchange for a country’s commitment to the manufacturing 
for exports. In the same vein, South Korea’s readiness to adopt a policy of export-
led industrialisation in the 1960s could fetch her massive economic assistance and 
extensive technical support provided by USAID, apart from sumptuous US mil-
itary aid and foreign assistance received for improvements in health, education, 
and agriculture. Almost overflowing US aid since the 1960s towards ensuring the 
intended effects (e.g. boost to export-led industrialisation) affected much of the 
south–east Asia, particularly those, which were soon to be portrayed as ‘tigers’ 

4 Chang, H. (2002), ‘Breaking the mould: an institutionalist political economy alternative to the 
neo-liberal theory of the market and the state’, Cambridge Journal of Economics, 26.
5 Worley, J.S. (1988), ‘Preface’, Economic Development and Cultural Change, 36(3), Supplement.
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in the developing world and thereafter as ‘poster boys’ of market-based outward-
looking development strategy.

In the mid-1960s and 1970s, the OECD countries had launched a massively 
funded, centrally designed and monitored, multi-country research project which, 
unsurprisingly, arrived at neoliberal recommendations such as withdrawal of 
import substitution strategy followed hitherto, opening up of foreign trade with 
particular boost to exports, liberalisation of industrial policies and administrative 
controls to create larger free space for private market and capital. On the similar 
count, research studies sponsored by the World Bank, IMF, and other multina-
tional agencies often face criticisms from outside and sometimes even from 
within.6

On the other hand, an increasingly adverse economic impact since the oil crisis 
of the 1970s on the heavily indebted developing countries amid, as it were, ris-
ing world rates of interest and international climate shifting towards ‘monetarism’, 
was hastily interpreted as a failure of the hitherto dominant development thinking. 
This, in turn, was often used as an opportune backdrop for projecting and trumpet-
ing the rapid growth of four southeast Asian countries in the 1970s and 1980s as 
an ‘acid-test’ of the superiority of the neoliberal development paradigm. By the 
mid-1980s, even the dividing line between developing and developed countries 
began to be questioned, the former being seen merely as a pressure group at the 
United Nations and other international bodies. To some, the rise of South Korea, 
Taiwan, and others marked even the end of the Third World.

Also, the 1980s had not only witnessed declines in the flow of concessional 
funds, but there had indeed been increases in reverse flows of resources (i.e. from 
developing to developed economies). By the mid-1980s, the world at large began 
witnessing the replacement of the full-blooded Ministry of Planning by the mild-
mannered Office of Project Evaluation, together with the domineering new view of 
development as opening up of trade. There was strikingly feeble resistance from 
the development economics pioneers to such neoliberal intrusions into develop-
ment thoughts.

Although this passivity in defending against the onslaught is often attributed 
to the so-called government failures (e.g. corruption, and vested interests, rent-
seeking) across the developing world, it is unclear and debatable as to how far the 
development experience up to the 1970s is justly labelled as a failure of hitherto 
influential development thinking. Indeed, the latter has neither been blind to, nor 
dismissive of, the difficulties—practical and potential—with typical character 
and weaknesses of the state in developing world. Many pioneers of development 

6 Wade, R. (1996), ‘Japan, the World Bank, and the Art of Paradigm Maintenance: The 
East Asian Miracle in Political Perspective’, New Left Review, 217:3-37; Stiglitz, J. (2002), 
Globalization and Its Discontents, New York: W.W. Norton and Company; Dreher, A., J. Sturm 
and J.R. Vreeland (2009), ‘Development Aid and International Politics: Does Membership on the 
UN Security Council Influence World Bank Decisions?’, Journal of Development Economics, 
88(1); Van Waeyenberge, E. (2006), ‘From Washington to Post-Washington Consensus: Illusions 
of Development’, In: Fine, B. and K.S. Jomo (eds) (2006), The New Development Economics: 
After the Washington Consensus: New Delhi: Tulika; London: Zed Books.
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economics were indeed much worried and unsure about the extent to which their 
suggestions and insights offered by the painstaking research would be actually 
implemented by the governments of developing countries. Meanwhile, there was a 
growing academic voice focusing more directly on the immediate needs of human 
development, which culminated into the first Human Development Report in 1990.

However, despite considerable legitimacy gained by the human development 
perspective over the years, it could never take on the domineering neoliberal argu-
ments and programmes. Indeed, the former, by not challenging the latter’s basic 
premises, could never free itself from its deep contradiction between denouncing 
what one urges and practicing what one regards as unacceptable. Although the 
East Asian crisis of the late 1990s did occasion a (temporal) ‘showdown’ of the 
neoliberal ideological ‘imperialism’, its tendency to dismiss its own predictive 
failures or to explain them away in circular fashion has bred a new scholasticism 
‘where facts are made to fit the theory rather than vice versa’.7

In a backdrop of growing triumph since the 1980s of the neoliberal paradigm 
vis-à-vis formative period development thinking along with the concomitant 
retreat of the Keynesianism, the World Bank could not help changing its ‘identity’. 
In fact, it increasingly took over the task of promoting neoliberal ideological agen-
das in the wake of what is popularly known as the Washington Consensus. To 
quote from a recent book on the World Bank and IMF: ‘(w)here the World Bank 
was used, its work became inextricably linked to the geopolitical imperatives of 
the Cold War’.8

Although the role of the Bank as a source of development theory was neither 
anticipated by its founders, nor a part of its original charter, it has always had—by 
dint of ‘its financial clout’—tremendous powers to popularise ideas that it clings 
on to. By the 1970s, the Bank had launched several innovative initiatives towards 
establishing academic leadership in development thinking. First, the World Bank 
had inaugurated in 1978 what its ‘insiders’ retrospectively describe as the birth of 
a ‘star’, namely the World Development Report.9 Second, the Bank’s centrally 
administered Research Support Budget (RSB) is one of the major avenues through 
which non-Bank researchers get involved in the Bank research. One basic require-
ment for a project under RSB is that it must be rooted within the Bank. By the 
mid-1980s, the Bank had also commissioned a major research project covering 21 
developing countries, with a view to carrying forward its intellectual/ideological 
agendas through centrally monitoring, managing, and funding the entire project.

7 Portes, A. (1997), ‘Neo-liberalism and the Sociology of Development: Emerging Trends and 
Unanticipated Facts’, Population and Development Review, 23(2), p. 254.
8 Woods, Ngaire (2006), The Globalizers: The IMF, the World Bank, and their Borrowers, New 
York:Cornell University Press, pp.33; see also Wade, R. (1996), ‘Japan, the World Bank, and the 
Art of Paradigm Maintenance: The East Asian Miracle in Political Perspective’, New Left Review, 
217:3–37.
9 Yusuf, S. and others (2009), Development Economics Through the Decades, Washington D.C.: 
World Bank.
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Meanwhile, the World Bank had launched in 1984 a series of conference 
involving the first generation development economists, with the purported aim of 
building up an informed consensus on the superiority of lately domineering neo-
liberal/neoclassical paradigms to the hitherto development thinking. In its sequel, 
an ‘intergenerational’ symposium involving both the first and second generations 
development economists was organised in 1999 by the World Bank, with the view 
to bolstering more recent neoliberal/neoclassical thrusts among the ‘next genera-
tion’ development economists.

In 1989, the World Bank had embarked on an annual series of World Bank 
Conference in Development Economics, with the major aim of bringing ‘research-
ers from the Bank’s member countries together with Bank staff to stimulate inter-
action and exchange of ideas and information’.10 While all this could fetch the 
Bank its recognition as ‘intellectual actor’, the usurpation of its role as ‘intellec-
tual leader’ in development thinking remains more subtle. For example, there have 
been multichannelled professional-intellectual intercourses between the Bank and 
other institutions, and innovative ideas can change shape between conception and 
ultimate application. Thus, it is nearly impossible to ascertain how much of the 
Bank’s development ‘philosophy’ was original and how much of it was due the 
influence of new ideas generated ‘outside’.

Even development textbooks began to be written at the behest of ‘stimulating 
environment’ provided by powerful multinational agencies such as IMF known 
for inadequate academic freedom and freehand of the research staff. Thus, almost 
exponential expansion of readings and textbooks in Development Economics 
could hardly be beyond the ideational and ideological shadows of the Bretton 
Woods institutions. It cannot but be hugely ironic if development economics as 
a sub-branch, which used to be seen, by the post-war neoliberal camp of the Cold 
War, as a ‘pressure group’ in the UN and other multilateral offshoots, is trans-
formed into the latter’s ‘flagship’ itself.

As noted already, the need for effacing the distinctiveness of formative period 
development thinking has long been on the agenda of the neoliberal camp in 
the Cold War. In the aftermath of the Keynesian revolution, this seemed almost 
impossible without distinct conceptual renovation of the neoclassical/neoliberal 
approach. Therefore, the case for the re-absorption of development economics into 
general economics became urgent. An overhaul of the neoclassical mode and reach 
of argumentation began to be felt necessary to ensure that development economics 
could flourish within the same broad neoliberal framework as that of the main-
stream economics as a whole.

For example, while economics over preceding centuries virtually never treated 
human beings as embodiment of ‘capital goods’, this was done effectively for 
the first time through introduction of the notion of ‘human capital’ in the early 
1960s. The newly invented notion of human capital sooner or later inspired 
‘endogenous growth models’ which could by a few strokes of elegant deductions 

10 Fischer, S. and D. de Tray (1990), ‘Introduction’ In: World Bank (1990), Proceedings of the 
World Bank Conference on Development Economics, 1989, Washington: World Bank; p. 1.
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bring development issues to forefront of mainstream economics/theory. Treating 
development of developing countries within a general dynamics framework thus 
bypassed deep historical, institutional, and organisational issues less amenable to 
neat formalisation, reinstating the long-despised bias for income growth per capita 
as the essential measure of development. Many ripples that had already been made 
in the new horizons of development thinking, namely human development and 
capabilities remained fending for themselves within the domineering mainstream 
development economics.

Putting developed and developing countries into a single theory of endogenous 
growth provides an intellectual blueprint of the new scheme of globalisation in the 
post-colonial era. This, however, calls for recasting of the Anglo-America-centric 
history of economic thought—a task which is partly addressed by the ‘new/
neoclassical institutional economics’, the essence of which is to explain cross-
country economic differences in terms of the differential efficacy of promoting 
‘economic institutions’ conducive to market capitalism. This induced a subtle—
but firm—move away from the earlier relatively humane and practical questions 
as to how developing countries could be made free of poverty, to the question of 
why some countries have remained poor, while others have not. This question cir-
cumscribes the inquiry into why ‘institutions’, which historically had evolved in 
advanced countries, did not (and/or do not) similarly emerge in developing coun-
tries. Rhetorically speaking, only about half a dozen comparatively slim (but 
widely regarded as seminal) books and/or articles could reinterpret—in terms of 
neoclassical optimising behavioural universalism—entire global economic history 
spanning more than half of the preceding millennium. In one variant of this new 
neoclassical perspective, the role of geography and geophysical features in the pat-
terns of economic development through complex interactions with institutions, 
politics, and culture is also highlighted.

There is an increasing air of uncertainty as to what presently constitutes devel-
opment thinking. It is often considered so ‘very frustrating’ subject that ‘two 
scholars can with equal justification write two completely different textbooks’.11 
Faltering on the notion of development and hence about the ideal yardsticks for 
assessing achieved development is still germane as before. Neoclassical perspec-
tives founded on market-based growth, capital accumulation, productivity and 
technical progress exist alongside broader multidisciplinary perspectives on qual-
ity of wellbeing, functioning, freedom, rights, governance, and ethics of develop-
ment. This coexistence reflects not mutual regard, but rather indifference. For 
example, out of 62 chapters published so far in 13 parts of the Handbook of 
Development Economics series, there are hardly any chapters on human develop-
ment, capabilities and freedom perspectives. On the other hand, a fairly vigorous 
growth of initiatives, such as setting up of Human Development and Capability 
Association, multiplying the number of journals and research centres on human 
development studies is simultaneously a reality.

11 Meier, Gerald and J. E. Rauch (2000), Leading Issues in Economic Development, New York: 
Oxford University Press, p. xvii.
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Development economics is often alleged now to have grown to a point of ‘the 
embarrassment of riches’ in terms of the variety of models. The latter’s value 
admittedly lies in testifying to researchers’ high levels of mathematical skill, intui-
tive ingenuity, productivity in producing elegant algebraic ‘mechanics’ between 
impersonalised economic categories such as incentives, resources, prices, and 
compensation, pay-off. This growing academic output seems particularly useful 
in announcing further development of development economics. Ironically, there 
would surely not be many who can dare deny that development economics while 
remaining open to newer ideas and methods evolved both in its own area and in 
the subject of economics in general, must keep alive the foundational motivation 
of its own.
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Being a land of stark social divisions, India has perennially suffered deep dilemmas. 
While, for example, the overwhelming chunk of humanity has had little difficulty 
in recognising a very straightforward and fundamental necessity of universal basic 
education, India has for long nurtured a muddled thought and ambivalent standpoint 
on such a basic issue. The piles of assertions, arguments, discourses, and delibera-
tions—both within official and non-official circles—in support of universal education 
have coexisted rather curiously with equally persistent apathy, hesitation, inaction, 
and hence of course with mass illiteracy. Of late, however, India has appeared more 
resolute in recognising the importance and stake attached with universal elementary 
education—thanks to the concerted pressure from the high-profiled international 
agencies spearheading the current grand ‘globalisation’, backed intellectually by 
‘smart’ research. Alas, this initiation is so belated and at such a supra-modern his-
torical juncture that the whole gamut of issues relating to the notion, content, and 
purpose of ‘education’ itself has come to deserve a thorough overhaul and rethinking.

The resolution of the question as to ‘what education’ should clearly be a part—
if not precede—a programme of ‘education for all’. The job of tackling these 
twin tasks was pretty well done globally—albeit over a protracted period after 
Industrial revolution—by a distinct historic wisdom of keeping education within 
state’s direct concern and purview insulated from the reach of the ‘market’ and 
private profitability. The prudence entailed in the decision of protecting state’s 
domination over the delivery and expansion of education had just not been a fluke; 
it came about through intellectually rich and protracted deliberations, discussions, 
public debate, and reasoning across the western world and its colonial offshoots. 
Indeed, education and cultivation of basic knowledge—much like national defence 
and military—had long been perceived much too fundamental and societal to be 
left to the vagaries, risks, and petty manipulations of profit-driven market forces. 
But this historic wisdom is now increasingly rendered useless. The free private 
enterprise system, being vigorously propagated and publicised as the only sacro-
sanct route to humanity’s journey forward, has progressively made inroads into 
educational arena.

What Education?
Chapter 11

A. Maharatna, India’s Perception, Society, and Development,  
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The ideational swing beginning in the post-war period in favour of intrusion 
of private business interests into public education has been far from a historical 
accident; it has resulted from rather carefully nurtured intellectual and academic 
energy and other resources since the beginning of Cold War. A conceptual ground-
work had been laid down by a spurt of research beginning around early 1960s 
in the US mainstream economics profession that sought to propagate a new eco-
nomic essence of education lying chiefly in its functional role to augment what it 
called ‘human capital’. While economics discipline over centuries had never devi-
ated from the classical binary distinction between human labour and non-human 
capital as two major categories of inputs in production processes, the human 
beings have come—virtually for the first time in intellectual history—to be treated 
as ‘capital goods’, which are, by definition, devoid of any meaning beyond their 
mechanical/engineering use in material production of commodities. While Marx 
apprehended eloquently about the intensifying human alienation as a sequel to 
deepening mechanisation/automation imbibed in the dynamics of capitalist accu-
mulation, the ideologues of neo-liberal economics—in the wake of Cold War—
began enjoying historically opportune ‘license’ to define human beings as ‘capital 
goods’, thereby attempting to knock down such itchy notions as alienation and 
exploitation in the mainstream economic discourse! If a worker with some pro-
ductive skill (which is nil for a menial worker with only labour power) could be 
interpreted as ‘capitalist’ because of her possession of ‘human capital’ acquired 
largely through private investment in education and training, the worker’s income 
could then well be seen as a ‘profit’ (i.e. return to the investment in education), 
rather than salary/wage, with the corollary that the phenomenon of ‘class conflict’, 
the nerve-centre of long-standing ideological clash, could be put to an eternal rest.

The humankind took several centuries since the renaissance to resolve firmly 
on the essence, role, and functions of education as a public/social good. But it 
was only within a couple of decades since the Cold War that a new definition of 
education, founded squarely on the notion of ‘human capital’, managed to become 
nearly universal—thanks to the zeal of free market ideologues to explain all 
human phenomena in terms of ‘rational’ self-maximising motivation, behaviour, 
incentives, and related economic calculus—a phenomenon which some main-
stream economics professionals, ever gripped by a first-year graduate student’s 
nebulous romantic fervour for the economic science, called ‘economics imperi-
alism’ around the entire universe of social sciences. A rapid propagation of this 
stark neo-liberal economic philosophy has of course been helped greatly, inter 
alia, by galloping advances in information and mass communication technology, 
apart from its support stemming from new international order with pervasive geo-
political ramifications that had began to unfold after the World War II. For exam-
ple, the age-old name, ‘ministry of education’ in many a parliament around the 
globe, had been deserted even within a few years in the wake of a rush for its new 
name, ‘ministry of human resources development’.

This dramatic rise to dominance of the ‘new economic view’, which chooses 
to posit education chiefly as a factory of human capital formation, has triggered 
profound philosophical, ideational, and ideological ramifications that the present 
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humanity can hardly afford to ignore, except at its own peril. Once the reach of 
education remains circumscribed only to its functional role in the formation of 
human capital, which, by definition, has little significance beyond its instrumental-
ity in production for market and profit, it could thus come under the direct purview 
and concerns of manufacturers, producers, and corporate houses. Thus, a rising 
trend of privatisation of educational sector should follow as its sacrosanct corol-
lary—albeit, as it has often been the case, on the pretext of fiscal infeasibility on 
the part of the state. In its obvious sequel, a drift towards escalating encroachment 
into academies by market lords and business managers has been in place, precipi-
tating arguably one of the gravest casualties of post-Cold War supremacy of mar-
ket ideology. The ghastly winds of privatisation in educational spheres, especially 
since the end of the Cold War, seem to be already calling aloud for the necessity 
of revisiting and indeed resurrecting the perennial issues, dilemmas, and concerns 
surrounding the fundamentals of education.

The age-old concepts of knowledge, information, and education are fast getting 
metamorphosed into the one tinged terribly with free market ideology and values. 
In currently domineering perspective, the chief role of ‘education’ is to transform 
human beings each born with a bundle of potential skills into ‘human capital’, 
that is, a living pack of acquired features and services akin to those of man-made 
capital goods and machines. An educated human being is now typically seen as 
one with virtually no more than a specific bundle of ‘knowledge’ and related skills 
acquired through previous private investment expenditures. This is how the old 
worn out name, ‘market economy’, could be afforded a newer incarnation or an 
attractive facelift, namely ‘knowledge economy’. Alas, the notion of ‘knowledge’ 
in so-called knowledge society entails deep dilemmas, which often escape public 
attention amidst pampered glamour, pomp, publicity in the market-driven media. 
What could be a greater violence to truth than saying that knowledge was not a 
key to modern economic growth since as back as the Industrial Revolution and 
even much before the post-World War II boom based on microchips? If an average 
college student with history as a subject in his curriculum does not find bizarre the 
branding of present economy as ‘knowledge-based’ in comparison with what was 
going on over preceding two centuries, this is indicative of a deep malice crippling 
the curriculum itself.

While quest for the quintessence of ‘knowledge’ had engaged thinkers, scien-
tists, and philosophers of highest order for hundreds of centuries, the people, who 
are positioned far away from this rich intellectual and philosophical traditions, 
nowadays so easily dare, in the capacity of self-styled visionaries in their privately 
owned mass media, call our present times as an age of ‘knowledge’. If knowledge 
is indeed one of the most powerful instruments of material progress, this could 
have never been more eloquent than it had been during last two and half centu-
ries. The subtle processes of belittling and perhaps indeed of burying the classical 
insights into education, knowledge, its role in society has proceeded apace, cul-
minating into a pervasive sway of the philosophy that ‘the market is the measure 
of all things’. This, upon careful reflection, cannot but appear pretty similar—at 
least in spirit—to the means often followed by the fundamentalist groups, namely 
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selective and biased interpretation of religious scripts as well as twisting of history 
geared chiefly to mobilising masses on religious fundamentalist lines.

Thanks to pervasive marketing and vigorous sales promotion techniques made 
possible by unprecedented advances in media and communication, the content 
and curriculum of basic education is witnessing a paradigm shift along with per-
vasive instigations and interventions of private business interests equipped with 
wide network of mass media and its own shallow material worldview. Education, 
which has been so long thought as the key to cultivating, instilling, and ensuring 
the reach of reason and rationality, is fast getting reoriented towards bringing a 
‘heaven’ of choice by conditioning common people to newer and more com-
modities and comforts of human life—a life which, under this paradigm, is of the 
market, for the market, and by the market. Consequently, the ideal image of the 
brightest school student, if we go by current mainstream media advertisements and 
dominant perceptions, is no longer one of the bookworm lost amidst library racks 
of books, but of an apparently alert, sharp-looking, neatly dressed one, with cor-
porate manager-like shrugs and gestures that typically fill the air of posh corpo-
rate evening parties. The currently popular notion of a ‘good’ student is more of 
one who has demonstrated great potential and zeal for making huge private wealth 
than the one who is thoughtful, critical, analytical, and imaginative. This transfor-
mation has a clear consonance with the mushroom growth of so-called manage-
ment schools, which seem to percolate an air as if ‘the management is the father of 
all sciences and knowledge’. Consequently, the present-day engineers, computer 
scientists, probably even medical professionals, when bereft of a training in ‘man-
agement’, seemingly suffer a sense of incompleteness. While the streets surround-
ing a university or college, till recently, used to be crowded, unsurprisingly, by 
busy bookstores, they are fast getting littered by the shops briskly selling fashion 
garments, expensive gift items, and creamy cuisine.

School education of late—particularly since the opening of floodgates of pri-
vate business aspirations to the arena of education—is increasingly shaped by 
market-mongers and their paid professionals almost parroting what seems support-
ive of the mainspring of private educational enterprises. Teaching programmes, 
while run or indeed marketed as a priced commodity or service, cannot help 
tending to be a matter more of commodities, consumptions, comforts, commis-
sions, and concessions than of fundamental ingredients of real education, namely 
thoughtfulness, imagination, reflection, scholarship, and human values. Thus, 
the school teaching has emerged to consist more of glossy cover of books with 
beautiful and attractive labels and of lavish use of colourful marker pens for high-
lighting the text than of thoughtful reading and cultivation of critical/analytical 
faculties necessary for delving deep into the essence of a book. Recall what Lord 
Chesterfield wrote in one of the hundreds of famous letters to his young son study-
ing away home in a public school in the eighteenth century England: ‘Due atten-
tion to the inside of books, and due contempt for the outside, is the proper relation 
between a man of sense and his books’.

Should our present times really dare disown the classical essence of education 
which is, in Lord Halifax George Savile’s words, ‘what remains when we have 
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forgotten all that we have been taught’? Should we choose to refrain from pon-
dering over the momentous implications of such classic civilisational notions and 
values overturned, as if these transformations are entirely extraneous, unquestion-
able, and inevitably good for humanity’s future? Should society take no notice of 
a neatly dressed smart-looking adult having a bagful of educational certificates 
makes incessant spelling and grammatical mistakes and is found typically incapa-
ble of forming one’s own independent common sense-based decisions and opin-
ions, just because the job of spellcheck can be shifted to machines/computers, and 
since tips on all aspects of life are abundantly available even in cheap newspa-
pers and glossy magazines? How long can we sustain a celebration of mediocrity 
wrapped up with affluence, gloss, pomp, galore, publicity, comforts, and com-
modities? Alas, it was the quality, perfection, standard of education that was cru-
cial to humankind’s success in bringing machines to the job of spellcheck. We can 
hardly afford to dispense with the very ladder (read ‘education’) by which we have 
climbed atop the tree of sweet and ripe fruits (read computers), lest the tree itself 
dies without our watering of the ground and soil.

Being educated, especially with one’s private expenditure, is now being posited 
as almost analogous to buying services of a consumer durable or a capital good, for 
example, refrigerator or washing machines. In turn, prospective students and their 
parents are now often seen to do a lot of ‘shopping’ with prominent ‘brands’ of 
what is now apologetically (or arrogantly?) dubbed as ‘edu-care’. People are con-
stantly reminded and invited by media publicity to strike the best ‘deal’ or ‘bargain’ 
from a ‘rational’ buyer’s standpoint, which implicitly or explicitly means identify-
ing the organisation where certificates could be acquired with less pain and pangs 
on the part of students. The spells of frantic publicity by providers of ‘edu-care’ 
along with anxious market surveys by its potential buyers have become a regular 
feature of late. Not surprisingly, the customers of education are mostly led by a 
craving for landing on the ‘optimum’ choice of an education provider judged pre-
dominantly in terms of numbers of technologically sophisticated auditoriums, air-
conditioned class rooms, relatively lavish students’ halls, and passed-out students 
fetching jobs of more than 10 lakhs per annum.

Most prominent magazines—as part of their sale promotion strategy, albeit 
at the expense of wealthy and wealth-seeking edu-care enterprises—of late have 
launched publishing an annual special feature announcing the ‘ranks’ of edu-
cational enterprises in terms of above criteria. Accordingly, the students now 
can demand various provisions like air-conditioned library halls, entertainment 
and games facilities, better and state-of-the-art quality of classrooms and ambi-
ence—not as a matter of social rights and social responsibilities, but largely in a 
perceived role of a buyer of a product/service found falling short of what is war-
ranted by its advertised/publicised features. In effect, what is getting best taken 
care of is the ‘health’ of the market for educational products (degrees, diplomas, 
certificates) and many related commodities, with commensurately scant atten-
tion to its content, cognitive quality, and essence of education itself. The business 
house of some ‘management school’, by charging a hefty fee as a provider of edu-
care, could train its clients inter alia how to fix bow tie, arrange and serve morning 
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breakfast and dinner at the dinning hall of a posh hotel, and then could, in a  
pursuance of business diversification, act as the provider of jobs for many of those 
‘management’ trainees in its own hotels—making complete a circle of buyers and 
sellers of edu-care, but all being under the name and cover of ‘education’ of which 
essence in the process remains lost amidst the pomp, glamour, and publicity of the  
burgeoning so-called management schools.

Once free market forces pervade directly the educational universe, the merit and 
marks increasingly get metamorphosed, leaving us fighting with our own shad-
ows. We—both academic as well as civic community—appear consciously pas-
sive and plead too often our helplessness by attributing all these current trends and 
their ramifications to a mammoth extraneous phenomenon called by a catch-all and 
vague term, ‘the changing times’. But it seems imperative now that we squarely 
tear off this ‘changing times’ façade of various active instigations and invitations 
away from objective thinking, reasoning and reflection, especially on the pre-
Cold War human history, and realise that it is not the ‘time’ as such, but only we 
ourselves, who are choosing lazily for these imposed changes. We seem to have 
reached such a pass that a decided pause to this arguably rash rush and market race 
in the educational universe is fairly urgent to allow for an inspired soul-searching 
and stock-taking on the changing philosophy of ‘education’ spanning over several 
preceding centuries.
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‘Times’ have been changing—of late rather fast. This is so much of a commonplace 
that anybody’s doubt about it could easily evoke an alarm of one’s possible infliction 
with insanity. However, even at a risk of being so stigmatised, I would propose that 
a thoughtful dissection of this pervasive perception is worth undertaking. In fact, 
the evocation of ‘changing times’ too often serves as a non-violent instrument for  
putting a quick full stop or sometimes even ‘cold water’ to many seemingly intrac-
table and inconclusive debates/discussions pertaining to many important social/
cultural issues. For example, a mundane dilemma faced typically by not-so-modern 
parents as to whether their daughter’s plea for taking to jean trousers and t-shirt top 
as a day-to-day attire vis-à-vis sari or salwar kameez should be approved could be 
summarily resolved by resorting to the apparently emphatic maxim that the ‘times’ 
have changed; likewise, for the adult members of the family, a bike or scooter is 
considered a must on the ground that the ‘times’ have changed by paving the way 
for India’s ‘naya [new] transport system’ marked by growing preponderance of  
private two wheelers; again, a disturbing indecision as to whether to go for watching 
a fashion parade this weekend, instead of a musical theatre, could quickly get settled 
in favour of the former rendered almost sacrosanct by the cliché of changing ‘times’. 
Indeed, the widely believed impeccability of ‘changing times’ often appears pretty 
handy for readily overcoming many ideational, ideological, and sociocultural dilem-
mas in the day-to-day life, which otherwise would have caused a painfully deep 
pondering and prudent hesitation.

This ubiquitous maxim of ‘changing times’ often has far deeper and wider 
reach beyond household and individual domains and behaviour than is commonly 
thought. For instance, the fee hike in public schools, a wealth-seeking business 
house opening a degree college or even a ‘deemed’ university in the neighbour-
hood, and the lay-off of workers in public undertakings in the garb of efficiency-
boosting, all of which, while unthinkable even two decades back, appear fairly 
palatable quite readily now on the ground of ‘changing times’ as an extraneous 
irresistible force. However, ironically, there are not many who would turn to be 
sure of what ‘changes’ they exactly meant while pointing to ‘changing times’.

What is Meant by ‘Changing Times’ After 
All?

Chapter 12
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Is really the time, which by itself is invisible and intangible, changing? This is 
pretty old question that rather belongs to the purview of theoretical physics. The 
concept of time and particularly its own imperceptible imprint and/or movement 
are squarely contingent on a discernible physical/tangible change: If absolutely 
nothing of the tangible world had undergone any change or transformation at all, 
the notion of time and its movement could have hardly been comprehended. Let 
me not pretend to be dealing with this abstract and difficult question of physical 
or even metaphysical discourse. But, what tangible/physical changes do we usu-
ally refer to while pointing to ‘changing times’? It is abundantly obvious that 
our physical and material being is constantly surrounded by a multitude of vis-
ible/tangible changes in almost every sphere: newer and better commodities, food, 
cloth, transport, perfumes, and so on. No less obvious is the centrality of relent-
less technological improvement being the mainspring of diverse changes pervad-
ing almost all aspects of human life and society. But this incessant flow of newer 
commodities and comforts of life is not the whole; distinct political, sociocultural, 
and ideational shifts and trends too seem sure ingredients of the underlying notion 
of ‘changing times’.

Understanding the chief driving force behind the relentless technological inno-
vations along with unending flow of newer commodities and comforts of human 
life is, of course, of much interest. But the question as to whether they per se are 
intrinsically such that they must irresistibly invade our ideational, ideological, 
and sociocultural domains seems more pertinent to our present issue. For exam-
ple, there are many Islamic and some other Asian countries which, while enjoy-
ing much of the benefits of technological changes and newer commodities and 
comforts of modern living, appear relatively unchanging in terms of traditional 
religious, and sociocultural practices, values, and norms. The most orthodox 
and fundamentalist fanatics possibly never feel shy in utilising high-tech mobile 
phones, e-mails, and microwaves while promoting even the cause of sociocultural 
conservatism and fundamentalism. On the other hand, there is clear evidence of 
many distinctly poor and technologically least advanced countries appearing far 
readily adaptive to ‘modern’ Western culture, lifestyle, values, and related prac-
tices. This suggests that the oft-proclaimed maxim of ‘changing times’ in the 
form of irresistible extraneous technological changes is not something which per 
se must invariably (and/or eventually) incite ideational domain, ideology, mind-
set, and sociocultural values. Indeed, the ceaseless technological innovations and 
related flow of commodities and comforts on the one side and ideational, cultural, 
and ideological values and practices on the other could well be two distinct—
albeit not always unrelated—domains and not as much symbiotically intertwined 
as if the former cannot but accompany the latter. Contrary to a presumed inevi-
tability of shifts in ideological, ideational, and cultural values along with techno-
logical advances, an ideological volition on the part of dominant ideologues and 
rulers does remain—often subtly—involved. While ideological and sociocultural 
transformation of majority middle-class people in tune with alluring liberalisa-
tion of private markets, media, and publicity occurs not without conscious knowl-
edge, the call of deeper conscience is often readily resolved by using the maxim 
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of ‘changing times’ meant as exogenously geared technological and material opu-
lence—a facade which happens to be convenient and handy for avoiding what oth-
erwise would invite critical thinking with social responsibility.

As illustrated plentifully by historical evidence of Western countries, it was not 
particularly a free market ideology per se that was exactly the key to a series of 
epoch-making scientific discoveries and technological innovations. Rather, it is the 
specific directions and compositions of technological innovations (e.g. favouring 
stark consumerism) that seem to have been distinctly shaped by the logic of mar-
ket-driven forces of a liberal socio-political and ideological reign. No amount of 
instigated pomp, publicity, consumerist galore, and related world view can distract 
the humanity from the fact that major landmark developments in science and tech-
nology in modern human history had occurred precisely at the times marked by 
the presence of a tremendously responsible state being supportive of, and condu-
cive to, the flourishing of enlightenment, public action, and reasoning. Thus, what 
seems to have been germane enough underneath the façade popularly captioned as 
‘changing times’ is a stronghold of pro-liberal political and ideological agenda and 
propaganda for allegedly sacrosanct propinquity between markets and galloping 
development of technology.

We commonly choose to pose as if we are all passive recipients of relentless 
market-driven innovations in technology, marketing, and publicity. Of course, 
this mindset has been conditioned not just abruptly. Over a fairly long preceding 
period, the sustained technological progress and raging consumerism have fed into 
on our popular assumption that it is unquestionably wise to be led by the market 
and its retinue of technocrats and marketing specialists, rather than by anybody 
else. Despite this, the humanity’s historic wisdom of reckoning highly with the 
domains of intellectual creativity, intuition, and insights was never so far put into 
serious doubt and disrespect until recently. But of late, the ‘market’—mostly on 
the pretext of ‘changing times’ cliché—is increasingly allowed to pervade human-
ity’s profound pillars, namely objective reasoning, rationality, humane sensibili-
ties, and philosophy. The distinctiveness and distance that evolved historically 
between ‘market’ and ‘merit’ have never been blurred as thoroughly and compre-
hensively in human civilisation as is being vigorously sought in the present times 
of post-Cold War era. It has become almost imperative now to wake up to rather 
historic lesson that it is dangerous for a large part of creative and capable human-
ity to remain retired at the back seat and have long ‘rides’ of the ‘changing times’ 
steered chiefly by the market and private profit. The need for withering away virtu-
ally suicidal passivity of the intellectuals and statesmen in steering the ‘changing 
times’ has hardly been so acute in the post-Enlightenment era as it has been pres-
ently. It would indeed be a great irony of human history if the present mankind 
needs to be warned of the tendency of loosing its own mainspring, namely that 
‘man is the measure of all things’—not the ‘market’, nor the ‘changing times’. Let 
us not be careless and irresponsible by being swayed by a Frankenstein born out of 
‘changing times’ let loose.

12 What is Meant by ‘Changing Times’ After All?
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Despite a high risk of being ridiculed or even frowned upon by others, I just cannot 
help putting across distinct scepticism against the incessant flow of technical innova-
tions for newer and newer consumer goods and gadgets in our contemporary times. 
While saying this, I do not, of course, refer to the pure, fundamental, and sometimes 
even epoch-making scientific inventions and technological progress. In fact, I am 
perfectly alert and appreciative of profound benefits to modern civilisation of the 
major scientific inventions and technical innovations that have been, and can still be, 
made in such important domains as industry, medicines, health, energy, agronomy. 
What, however, I cannot help worrying about of late is the market-driven indiscrimi-
nate innovations—electrical, electronic, digital, and so on—which are mostly geared 
to, and sometimes propelled by, an urge for ruthless consumerism and mindless 
and even illusory comforts. I am aware that I am not the first, nor the lone, to put 
forth such a perturbed outlook about so-called hi-tech civilisation of our times. Still,  
people of such view, at least apparently, are relatively few, and there is clearly 
much scope and need for delving deep and wide into these issues of contemporary  
concerns and predicaments.

One key element of the above process relates to people’s unquestioning accept-
ance and allurement towards newer and newer commodities ostensibly capable 
of augmenting comforts and satisfaction in one way or other. The new consumer 
durables, commodities, or services, once innovated by entrepreneurs, are publi-
cised through smart advertisements in various forms of media and standard mar-
keting networks. The mushrooming of private television channels as well as daily 
newspapers getting increasingly fattened by marketing advertisements is fairly 
eloquent of the rapidity with which new consumer goods and services are being 
innovated. Majority people, ever soaked with the information on these newer con-
sumer durables/services via advertisements, rush—somewhat mechanically and 
hence thoughtlessly—to buy them, once they happen to acquire some extra means 
and/or surplus income. This reflexive behaviour, of course, stems from people’s 
unsuspecting mindset and blind confidence about the prudence, utility, and useful-
ness of these commodities in life. But the dynamics of this pervading conviction 
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about the defining import of newer and newer consumer goods and services is 
something which deserves serious introspection.

Many consumer durables can be, or often indeed are, put into productive use as 
inputs or instruments in various production processes and enterprises, but our pre-
sent concern is with their use only for pure consumption, or satisfaction, or com-
forts of individuals. For instance, a mobile phone could be useful as a capital or 
productive good in a commercial enterprise, but we restrict our attention to possi-
ble ramifications of its use as consumption good only in the day-to-day life of the 
general public.

One major source of complexities of the basic issue is the fact that a new con-
sumer durable good, innovated and designed to augment comfort, satisfaction, or 
even efficiency in some specific domains, can turn to be in conflict—often cov-
ertly—with other and often broader priorities and values of life. For example, by 
enabling us to keep in touch even every moment with our friends, colleagues, and 
families, a tiny pocket-size cell phone certainly promises us with many advantages 
and liberty in various circumstances. But its ingrained potential for offering what 
one could call ‘over-freedom’ of having telephonic conversations or even argu-
ments with someone abroad while driving a vehicle exposes us to an added risk 
of road traffic accident and injury. One could perhaps argue that such conscious 
and risky use of a consumer good by adult individuals cannot justify a policy of 
its repeal from the market, just as the consumption of tobacco, though hazardous 
to human health, is not disallowed allegedly in reverence for twistable notion of 
human freedom. Rather, the market is welcome to make additional business out of 
such potential ill effects of cell phones by introducing insurance policy against this 
specific risk and/or by improvising some technical features of the cars to accom-
modate this provision. Alas, such market-based innovations of the correctives 
against the risk and vulnerability can either be far too short of what we cherish 
(no amount of money can be substitute for life) or give rise to further rounds of 
conflicts with some other basic values of life, and so on. While buying a newly 
launched gadget or consumer durable, people are generally not thoughtful or care-
ful enough about its deeper ramifications for the quality of life from the standpoint 
of its possible/potential clash with its other or even more valuable imperatives and 
components of a decent human life.

Think, for instance, of a typical secondary school or college student of our pre-
sent times. She normally carries a mobile phone on hand with two headphones 
tucked in her ears, listening either to some rocking music or to some friend’s 
trivialities while going to the respective places of learning. This inevitably keeps 
students distracted from the right frame of mind and mood required of the pro-
cess and environment of academic studies and learning. Indeed, this new (or post- 
modern?) behaviour of student folk conditions their minds not only towards 
becoming insensitive to the immediate surroundings and people, but it also preju-
dices them towards behaving so mechanically as to switch attention almost instan-
taneously to studies or music or games, just like the way television channels crop 
up on the screen immediately with the clicks of a remote. Indeed, many television 
serials meant for teenagers are often consciously produced to portray students’ 
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animated behavioural patterns and gestures impelled by the newly launched 
gadgets. The students who watch regularly television would rather unknowingly 
imbibe behavioural norms, styles, and values portrayed vividly in these serials on 
contemporary the notion of ideal school-goers stuffed by dazzling, glittering, and 
efficiency-enhancing commodities or gadgets. It is highly presumable that persis-
tent exposure (or addiction?) to these tasty television serials help—directly, indi-
rectly, or rather subtly—to inject an unquestioned legitimacy and acceptability of 
such consumerist orientations in behaviour, attitude, and outlook. Can there be a 
doubt that such mechanical conditioning of the young minds under the overrid-
ing influences of newer and newer comfort-enhancing consumer goods would 
often be derogatory to the universally avowed purpose of the classroom educa-
tion, namely cultivation of students’ imaginativeness, sensitiveness, curiosity, and 
thoughtfulness?

All these considerations tragically remain buried by a highly contiguous per-
ception of human progress as monotonically increasing human dependence on 
more and more manufactured commodities rather than nature. Just because of 
being stuffed with a big shoulder bag, digital wrist watch, cell phone with cam-
era, and iPod among others, a student today is often being judged unquestioningly 
and, of course mistakably, better or more advanced in qualitative terms than her 
counterpart in an earlier age when these commodities could not even be dreamt 
of. In the same vein, of late, there has been rapid replacement of blackboard-based 
lectures by PowerPoint presentations even in the long-celebrated places of learn-
ing; but the moot question remains as to whether this change has been an outcome 
more of marketing and salesmanship than real net societal benefit or anything 
else. How many educationists or teachers cared (dared?) to ponder whether using 
the PowerPoint, which is best suited for a salesperson’s presentation before the 
potential clients about a newly launched product, could be intrinsically odd in the 
academic/classroom lectures held in the places of learning? How can the notion 
of efficiency in industrial or material world be equally applicable in the domains 
of learning and teaching? A paradigm shift in the emphasis from the content and 
essence of education to its efficiency and productivity measured in terms of some 
crude measures is its inevitable corollary.

It is somewhat disturbing that the academic community at large appears always 
readily convinced about the alleged or publicised usefulness—chiefly from the 
standpoint of efficiency or productivity—of many newly innovated commodities 
as an aid to teaching and learning activities. Nobody can deny that a calculator 
or computer, for example, can reduce lengthy mathematical operations to a mat-
ter of few seconds and hence can be useful in many professions and productive 
activities, but this may not necessarily be so for a school student learning math-
ematics itself. It is dangerous to lose sight of the fact that painstaking training 
and exercises in mathematical operations prior to the age of calculator/computer 
were crucial for the innovation of calculator or computer itself in the first place. 
It is important to keep alive the basic point that gaining comfort or convenience 
through hi-tech consumer goods or gadgets cannot make redundant or waste all 
painstaking work and thought that went into their creation. Otherwise, innovations 
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of mindless comforts—mostly under the zeal for market and profit—could end up 
trapping us in a large pit of bliss and gold, but without the option of exit from it 
or the capacity of reproducing it. Consequently, a silent shift of the job of settling 
such deep issues as the philosophy, methods, and purposes of education from the 
hands of educationists/educators to those of corporate giants and their retinue of 
technocrats, bankers, and marketing management personnel could ultimately stifle 
the millennium-old mainspring of human progress and thus could turn to be one of 
the greatest casualties of the ongoing process of market-led, albeit often mindless, 
innovations or multiplication of commodities which chiefly feed into a choking 
and chaotic consumerism.



79

It is somewhat amazing to see how readily and greedily middle class and the  
intelligentsia are getting themselves drenched and soaked by the ideology of ‘mar-
ket mechanism’, the mainspring of which flows from allegedly universal human 
motive for private profit and gain. No less astonishingly, market-worshipping argu-
ments are being applauded as if they offer panacea for economic backwardness of 
large chunk of humanity, as if ‘market mechanism’ is the only time-tested route 
to newer and newer heights of human comfort and bliss. However, debates over 
efficacy of market mechanism for growth, productivity, and social welfare/equity 
originated quite early to eventually occupy almost centre stage of economic dis-
course by the mid-nineteenth century. In this analytically rich discourse, the ver-
dict—even in the laissez-faire heyday—had hardly been unqualified praise for 
unfettered market. This literature is fast fading away from the ‘mainstream’ aca-
demic panorama. Media’s cursory analysis on this takes generally diluted, dis-
torted, and at times virtually vulgarised versions. Thanks to the swelling technical 
advances in communication, the market lords have grabbed a sizeable chunk of 
mass media for using it as a powerful tool—not only towards amassing private 
profit, but also for protecting and projecting the premise on which profit thrives 
best, namely free market ideology. At esoteric intellectual plane too, they have 
ensured a steady support from relatively self-seeking section of academia.

Among all clever means of pushing market-oriented agenda, one of the most 
damaging—from humanity’s standpoint—is probably one of ‘slow-poison-
ing’ peoples’ minds to the point of being blunt to human history. Sarcastically 
speaking, people are being made—through various informal and (some for-
mal) means—to believe in the futility of peeping into past, especially into long 
period between the extinction of dinosaurs and the emergence of ‘Washington 
consensus’. [Even the study of dinosaurs age is sometimes better entrusted with 
Hollywood directors!]. No less dangerous are recent attempts of some economic 
historians—prompted partly by felt threat of extinction of the profession and 
partly by relative readiness to show strong allegiance to the Social Darwinism—
at reshaping, realigning, and reinterpreting historiography so as to make it appear 
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accommodative of current (historically) opportune advances of market agenda. For 
instance, if colonialism could be shown—by selective and clever reinterpretation 
of past records—to have offered boon of dynamism almost equally for colonis-
ers and the colonised, this (renewed?) historiography (and associated historians) 
could fetch, for supplying intellectual backing to current globalisation agenda, a 
new lease of long sumptuous life.

While presently pervasive ‘liberalisation’ connotes almost only the freeing of 
market from normative state regulations, there exists enormously rich historical 
discourse, which emerged along with the rise of capitalism, on this issue and oth-
ers such as freedom, liberty, and social justice. A calculated neglect or convenient 
twisting of this insightful historical scholarship seems—consequentially—analo-
gous to religious fanatics’ harping on crude and ritualistic versions of a religion 
vis-à-vis its tolerant and humanistic core. A tendency for ignoring rich histori-
cal discourse on judicious delineation of state’s purview on the criteria of social 
welfare and equity has gained strength in the wake of post-Cold War euphoria 
over media-hyped victory of market ideology. But it may turn highly imprudent 
to overlook that it was the market, which itself had to make expanding room for 
state. It could turn too hasty and costly to tear off all ties with the piles of debates, 
discussions, dialogues, and dilemmas of preceding epochs just for the sake of 
obsessive surrender to market mechanism.

The trouble is, of course, multifaceted. First, market champions often tend to 
marshal a dashing domination over an ever-arching mass media, which, in turn, 
is doing literally havoc by inculcating, dangerously fast, a market-oriented fixa-
tion in peoples’ perceptions. This snowballs into ever-deepening grip of market-
centred ideology, as these people are, and/or would be, holding key positions in 
administration, politics, and decision making. An orientation geared to injecting 
market ideology as sacrosanct ideational system is amply evident in media-borne 
news and commercial captions. For instance, a billboard of a giant private electri-
cal company posted in inner wall of city public buses plying in a seat of post-Cold 
War capitalism includes a printed portrait of Lenin with a footer that reads like 
this: No empire lasts for ever, especially one where you have to wait 8 h for repair-
men to come. While such personal abuse of Lenin in public domain seems clearly 
indecent, this caption, more importantly, trespasses (not inadvertently), through 
its subtle reverence for market mechanism, into a realm, which has historically 
engaged social thinkers, intellectuals, and statesmen of highest order.

Being exposed to—but not absorbed by—market media, a perceptive mind can-
not help feeling as if a parallel, albeit ‘invisible’, educational system is in opera-
tion, percolating constantly an ‘alternative education’ hardly harmonious with 
age-old formal classroom education. Advertisements in newspapers, magazines, 
radio, and television teach us incessantly—often in shape of innocent informa-
tion—of what is best for a life’s philosophies, values, lifestyles, marital relation-
ships, transport systems, political system, clothes, profession and career, ways of 
spending holidays and what not. How can we come to terms with stacks of schol-
arly books by hitherto-regarded great thinkers and philosophers? Let me illus-
trate how academic quality is already getting diluted by overarching influence 
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of market–media nexus. The sketch of a seemingly ordinary elderly man, whose 
bewildered look at day-to-day revelations of politicians’ mischief and mockery 
is routinely appended in the cartoon of a prominent English daily for last sev-
eral decades, has been idolised in form of his big sculpture erected at the main 
entrance of a private educational ‘enterprise’ of international repute. Apart from 
its daily dose of campaign against state, this exemplifies, fairly eloquently, the 
inroads of sanctity that market–media has silently carved out for itself within 
‘academic’ universe. This constitutes—albeit tacitly—no less than a paradigm 
shift, namely a sway of media cartoonist’s iconic ‘common man’ over Bacon, 
Radhakrishnan, Max Mueller, Tagore, Gandhi, Tyon Bee, Newton, Einstein, the 
long-revered stalwarts of great imagination, scholarship, justice, and reason, 
whose statures and statues have historically adorned premises of universities, col-
leges, and similar places of learning. Likewise, pre-existing values and percep-
tions on female bodies, modelling, sexuality, and fashion are getting profoundly 
reshaped through capture of mass media by business houses. The issue is far from 
trivial. The tactical use of mass media by big business houses is shattering—just 
for market and wealth—historically evolved social perceptions on such innate 
matters as gender and labour and is imposing a shallow market- and commodity-
centred interpretations and instigations, of course, by utilising masses’ insulation 
from more objective and unbiased debates hosted by relatively small section of 
less publicised, isolated, but committed media circles.

The mechanisms of market-led media’s pervasive penetration into society and 
social psyche are often pretty subtle. For instance, the spread of female fashion 
and expensive clothes is defended and legitimised by media through repeated 
hammering on the former’s (allegedly) catalyst role in expansion of female free-
dom, empowerment, and creativity. But it is too understandable that all this per-
vasive display and glorification of fashion are directly linked to the interests of 
garments and cosmetic manufacturers. Given the mounting evidence of dowry 
deaths, domestic violence, female foeticide, women’s subjugation in much of 
Asia, this oft-glorified role of fashion fad turns to be a hoax, as its chief motive 
is expansion of market and profit, not real reform of intrinsic gender imbalances. 
Thus, much of the media-hype with a careful neglect of its adverse implications 
for gender relations, female status, and family must contribute to growing social 
complexity and aberrations.

Nobody can deny that media often disseminates useful practical information 
pertaining almost all spheres of life, but there is a great potential danger if they 
take some ‘ideological’ side for material/market ‘gains’. So-called liberalisation 
has possibly escalated a propensity of mainstream media to care less about profes-
sional values and ethics than about profit and incentives. It sometimes even crosses 
boundaries of decency while trumpeting the market ideology. Although there exists 
a more balanced and committed section within media, its overall influence remains 
dwarfed by glare and pomp set free by stark market driven dominant media. While 
India’s relatively independent media and press have been instrumental to its lasting 
democracy, but this should not blind us to the existence of forces that could make it 
increasingly fettered by market lords’ narrow and demoralising agenda.

14 Market, Media, and Mediocrity
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Let me illustrate how deeply the corporate zeal for capturing market can meta-
morphose public perceptions on such an important issue as the one of ideal pub-
lic–private composition of an economy. A leading two-wheeler manufacturer’s 
tele-advertisement shows—with a banging name of ‘India’s new transport sys-
tem’—that common people are suddenly rushing for buying and riding two-wheel-
ers, leaving state-run public buses virtually empty (eventually ‘extinct’), leading 
to the erstwhile ‘bus terminus’ converted into (public?) parking space for hun-
dreds of bikes. In a quick sequel, the man, who was a proud conductor managing 
a passenger-full lively public bus, has quickly become a sedentary watchman for 
the lifeless two-wheelers parked in countless rows. Bike is not a new invention, 
but emergence of public transport system in human history was not a fluke either, 
which must have evolved through sustained public debates and expenditure. In 
its keenness for capturing market, this advertisement not only turns a blind eye to 
human history, but it also instigates the ordinary public to be devotional to rugged 
individualism with one’s owned private transport vis-à-vis cooperation and collec-
tivism of public transport. In contrast, the demand for larger public expenditure 
for strengthening public transport system is gaining firmer ground in the Western 
countries. This elucidates a distinct duality of media’s role in social development 
between them and so-called Third World. While relatively mature and articulate 
civil society of the former has countervailing forces to such mindless march of 
market, the latter remain vulnerable to contamination of media-borne misdirected 
perceptions.

‘Hottest’ entertainment personalities’ comments (of course with respective 
photographs) on such national events as budget or Independence Day appearing 
as major captions in some most popular dailies, admittedly, testify to a commit-
ment towards engulfing the whole society with a philosophy of ‘delusion’. Isn’t an 
invitation to view serious public issues as lightly as an entertainment stuff? Such 
glowing shallowness results largely from increasing liberalisation of private busi-
nesses and profiteering pervading nearly every sphere of civil society. This thus 
calls for conscientious public debate and thinking for evolving policies and pro-
grammes for thwarting media-mediated pervasive celebration of mediocrity, which 
is, arguably, helpful for legitimating, only for the sake market, even socially dan-
gerous postures.

While wide network of mass media facilitates fast dissemination of infor-
mation, this by same token could, if not properly monitored, muddle and dilute 
academic spirit, rigour, and purpose. For example, a university student of social 
science/humanities—having been soaked by media-borne information of diverse 
nature since childhood—may typically lack necessary curiosity, thirst, and recep-
tivity for new ideas/theories to be presented in classrooms. In a market-oriented 
interpretation of the role and value of education as field of private investment, 
a sheer joy of learning and delving deep into knowledge per se could carry lit-
tle sense. This has potentially damaging ramifications for the human civilisation 
itself.

The media–market nexus is bringing monstrous effects on society’s moral fab-
ric and value structure too. A corporate advertisement talks not only about the 



83

product/service it purports to sell, but it also often aims for generating its ‘taste’ 
even by shaking long-held values and ideology. A swelling grip of business over 
media is contributing to almost supplanting of social inhibitions against female 
professions using bodily beauty or against making drinking habit a part of modern 
life. It is only recently that social recognition and value of modelling has soared 
even to a point where names (and photographs) of beauty-contest-winning female 
models are regarded by the mainstream academics in many school texts at par 
with illustrious national leaders, scientists, and social reformers. Many ordinary 
middle-class parents have already begun cherishing those dream moments when 
they could applaud, with others, at the public acclaim of their daughter’s bod-
ily ‘beauty’ on a fashion ramp. In quest for a façade of respectability and sanc-
tity, ‘beauty contests’ of late entail a personality test via a few commonsensical 
(if not silly) questions, paving the market–media’s onslaught on even intellec-
tual universe. Shaping of consumer taste by manufacturers is not new, but what 
of late seems new—and somewhat alarming—is a threat of extinction of many 
basic human values (and ideals) under the growing sway of unfettered ‘market’. 
Ironically, the basic values of life no longer originate in academies of learning, 
wisdom, scholarship, as they are coming dangerously fast under the solid grips 
and mongering of market-driven media champions.

Even though an ordinary mind can comprehend the centrality of profit motive 
in most media advertisements, yet people seem to get so readily shaped by them. 
Under present global trends, the choice before political leadership (especially in 
developing countries) seems to be only between getting lost in an inevitable wil-
derness occasioned by mindless surrender to the ‘market’ and harping on universal 
human values and objective reasoning as elucidated over long intellectual history 
of humankind. It is extremely important not to confuse between private incentives 
and profit—alleged fuels for the market mechanism—and basic human values. 
The former are essentially instincts, which like many others need to be tamed by 
the imperatives of collective conscience, reasoning, and social well-being, while 
the latter call for patient nurture, cultivation, and deeper permeation.

14 Market, Media, and Mediocrity
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Migrations and movements of human populations have always been an integral ele-
ment of the history of mankind. The evidence and imprint of incessant population 
movements from one place to other are much too germane to deserve a special men-
tion, even for those who have very limited consciousness about the vast history of 
human civilisation. Some scholars have devoted almost entire lifetime to compre-
hending this human phenomenon more deeply and more comprehensively. Indeed, 
some have arrived at quite a few general patterns and causes of migration. Recall 
that the rise of continents of America—widely regarded as a seat of contemporary 
advancements in science, technology, and material level of living—is broadly attrib-
utable to the historical quake of intercontinental migration from Western Europe, 
beginning from sixteenth century. Likewise, there is no dearth of historical evidence 
of downfalls of human civilisation in specific locations of the globe chiefly through 
large-scale emigration of people, especially those with quality and skill.

Thus, it is not just the volume of migration flow that matters for the two concerned 
regions (i.e. sending and receiving). The characteristics of those who happen to 
migrate are perhaps even more important. For example, the process of America’s 
coming into being benefited substantially from the early European emigration ven-
tured largely by young adults during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. On the 
other hand, mass emigration of entire families with children and elderly from west 
and east Pakistan around the partition in 1947 and even more recently since the early 
1970s from erstwhile east Pakistan (now Bangladesh), undoubtedly inflicted a net 
burden on India, particularly on the affected eastern states (e.g. West Bengal, Tripura, 
and Assam). When such protracted inflow of displaced and relatively distressed and 
asset-less families in a state couples with a sizeable outflow of relatively capable (and 
skilled) educated professionals and businessmen to other Indian regions and beyond, 
the situation gets doubly worse for the state concerned. This plight can perhaps be 
likened to the pain from an injury that gets greatly multiplied by addition of a pinch 
of salt to it. Indeed, there are reasons to believe that some Indian states in general and 
West Bengal in particular have been having such double adversity of interstate migra-
tion flows over the recent past. Its envisaged broad causal mechanisms are rather 
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simple and straightforward. Owing to relatively poor infrastructural base, which can 
immensely suppress the possibilities of steady economic growth and employment 
expansion, the (intrinsically) better quality segment of the educated, skilled, profes-
sional, and urbane people would tend—by dint of ‘superior’ capabilities and facul-
ties—to flee away from the state, while large pool of unskilled and asset-less people 
would flock in to become happier in a more ‘lenient’ and pro-poor institutional-polit-
ical environment consistent with an overriding political priority for common masses’ 
support from electoral standpoint.1 It is indeed a challenging task to rigorously exam-
ine this envisaged scenario sketched above.2 We would make here only a beginning 
of such an exercise by looking at aggregative census information on population 
movements captured by place of birth or place of last residence.

More specifically, we examine the patterns and implications of intra-country 
migration streams—the so-called internal migration—within India with special ref-
erence to West Bengal and its neighbouring states vis-à-vis a few south Indian states. 
It seems reasonable to hypothesise that quite a few Indian states in general and West 
Bengal and its neighbouring east Indian states in particular have been experiencing 
a sort of vicious cycle emanating from a relatively large (and indeed growing) out-
migration of qualitatively better and more capable people to faster-growing regions 
in the rest of the country (and of course beyond to some extent which is outside the 
scope of the present analysis) over several preceding decades. There is a consider-
able body of literature on the so-called ‘brain drain’ in the international plane, which 
is generally thought to follow from the large and growing emigration of the educated 
and skilled persons and intelligentsia to the developed Western countries. Since 
‘brain drain’ is a commonly used parlance in the sphere of cross-country migration 
flows, we better refrain from using this term in our present discussion on domestic 
inter-regional migration, as the ‘brain’ in this case, even though moving out, remains 
essentially (and technically) within the geographical boundaries of the country.

It is indeed very difficult to be accurate about the magnitude of interstate migra-
tion flows by the category of occupational and educational background. The decen-
nial censuses, which routinely collect information about citizens’ place of birth and 
of last residence, are almost the only source from which some rough estimates of 
the nature, direction, and magnitude of internal migration can be gleaned. More 

1 A virtually uninterrupted inflow of unskilled and semi-skilled people into West Bengal over 
past several decades, which largely accounts for a swelling slum landscape, particularly in and 
around Kolkata, is a commonplace. And this is largely attributable to the then ruling leftist par-
ties’ paramount concern for mobilisation-based electoral success for clinging to power (e.g. 
Thomas, F. C. (1999), Calcutta: The Human Face of Poverty, Delhi: Penguin; Kohli, Atul (1991), 
Democracy and Discontent: India’s Growing Crisis of Governability, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press; and Maharatna, A. (2007), ‘Population, Economy and Society in West Bengal 
since the 1970s’, Journal of Development Studies, 43(8):1381–1422).
2 This scenario is distinct in terms of its focus (namely the composition of migrants) from 
those often highlighted in the literature on differential trends of interstate migration rates across 
regions having experienced divergent levels and rates of economic growth and urbanisation (e.g. 
Kundu, A. and S. Gupta (1996), ‘Migration, Urbanisation and Regional Inequality’, Economic 
and Political Weekly, 28 December:3391–3398).
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specifically, we can examine how far the census-based information supports our 
hypothesis that West Bengal and neighbouring states have been sending (relatively) 
more of capable and skilled people than many other states. The premise of our argu-
ment is simple enough. It is highly presumable that among the various types of male 
migration flows, the migration from an urban area to another urban area (i.e. shortly 
urban-urban) consists chiefly of (or the largest proportionate number of) skilled, 
semi-skilled, and other professionals. On the same logic, the rural-rural migrants 
should largely be those who are unskilled (and many perhaps uneducated too) 

Table 1   Distribution (%) of interstate male out-migrants among four streams, selected Indian 
states, 1981–1991

Rural-rural Rural-urban Urban-rural Urban-urban Index of male 
urban-urban 
index

1981 1991 1981 1991 1981 1991 1981 1991 1981 1991

WB 23 19 23 [L] 25 [L] 11 9 44 [H] 47 [H] 1.66 1.71
Kerala 14 12 41 37 7 7 39 43 2.08 1.60
TN 22 18 27 27 12 13 39 42 1.18 1.22
Bihar 26 24 53 52 4 4 18 19 1.36 1.44
Orissa 31 29 47 47 4 4 17 19 1.44 1.42
India 21 19 43 43 6 6 30 32 1.29 1.24

Table 2  Composition of interstate male lifetime in-migrants among four streams, selected 
Indian states, 1981–1991

Rural-rural Rural-urban Urban-rural Urban-urban Index of male 
urban-urban 
influxa,b

1981 1991 1981 1991 1981 1991 1981 1991 1981 1991

WB 19 17 58 [H] 59 [H] 3 [L] 3 [L] 21 22 [L]c 0.79 0.80
Kerala 45 33 13 13 26 30 17 [L] 25 0.90 0.95
TN 11 [L] 11 28 29 10 10 52 [H] 52 [H] 1.57 1.52
Bihar 25 22 42 49 7 5 27 25 2.16 1.9
Orissa 36 32 37 37 7 7 21 25 1.78 1.86
India 21 19 43 44 6 6 31 32 1.33 1.24

Notes
aRatio of the proportion of urban-urban stream in total male interstate out-migration to propor-
tion of urban population
bRatio of the proportion of urban-urban stream in total male interstate in-migration to the propor-
tion of urban population
Source For 1981 out-migration, Sebastian, A. (1992), ‘Salient Features of Internal Migration’ In: 
Srinivasan, K. and K.B. Pathak (eds) (1992), Dynamics of Population and Family Welfare 1991, 
New Delhi: Himalaya Publishing House: Table 3; all other figures are author’s own calculation 
from respective census volumes
Original sources Census of India 1981, Series I, India, Part V, A&B(i), Migration Table D-1; and 
Census of India 1991, Series I, India, Part V-D Series, Migration Tables, Vol. 1, Table D1
cThis ranking is exclusive of north-eastern States and Himachal Pradesh
Figures are rounded off
[H] and [L] indicate, respectively, the highest and lowest figures among all the major states of India
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agricultural labourers, and rural-urban migrants would mostly be unskilled or semi-
skilled people moving out for job in urban/industrial sector both within and outside 
own state. There are, of course, inaccuracies in making such categories of migrants 
just on the basis of place of last residence or of birth. However, the broad contours 
of such process can still be discerned beyond reasonable doubt (see Tables 1 and 2).

According to the 1981 census information, such urban-urban male migration from 
West Bengal constituted the greatest share (almost 44 %, next to Tamil Nadu’s fig-
ure of about 39 %) in the total lifetime male out-migrants within the country (i.e. 
those male population who were enumerated within the country, but outside the state 
of their birth). The corresponding figures for Bihar and Orissa were only around 
17 %. By contrast, the proportion of rural-urban male lifetime out-migrants (many 
of whom presumably have left West Bengal for working in unskilled and low-paid 
professions and industries) from the latter states were around 50 %, while they were 
only about 22 % of the total male internal out-migrants from West Bengal. Thus, if 
the census information is to be believed there is distinct indication that irrespective 
of the (proportionate) magnitudes of overall lifetime male out-migrants from various 
states, West Bengal experiences much greater (indeed the largest) exodus (in propor-
tionate terms) of relatively better skilled and educated people to other Indian regions. 
Perhaps, more importantly, there is a fairly strong indication of an accentuation of 
this exodus of skilled, educated, and professional people from West Bengal over more 
recent years. For example, the proportion of urban-urban male lifetime out-migrants 
have not only remained the largest in West Bengal among all major states during 
1981–1991 decade, but it also increased to nearly 47 % (as against all-India figure 
of about 32 %) according to 1991 census. While the proportion of urban-urban male 
outflow from Kerala has also increased over the 1981–1991 decade, it is far from a 
silver-lining for West Bengal’s plight. Kerala’s pretty long tradition of sending skilled 
and specialised professionals to other states and beyond is well known, and it has 
sometimes even been viewed as a ‘vehicle’ for its economic growth in the recent past.

It is not just the proportion of urban-urban out-migration that only matters in 
a comparative evaluation of its relative magnitude between two states. The pro-
portionate share of urban-urban migration should be judged in relation to its 
relative size of urban population. For example, the proportion of urban-urban out-
migration from one state would effectively mean relatively large magnitude of 
exodus of such urban-urban migrants from a state in which aggregate proportion 
of urban population is comparatively less. For example, a share of 40 % urban-
urban male out-migrants to total male lifetime out-migration would mean different 
relative magnitudes (or indices) of exodus of (presumably) skilled and educated 
male population in accordance with the different proportionate sizes of urban male 
population in respective states. Such (relative) male exodus index, which can be 
measured by dividing the proportion of urban-urban out-migrants from a state by 
its proportion of urban population, would be higher when the level of urbanisation 
is lower and vice versa. This method of adjusting the urban-urban proportion of 
male lifetime out-migration for the relative size of urban male population in a state 
confirms that West Bengal appears to be the largest (followed by Kerala) sender 
(in relative sense) of urban-urban male lifetime migrants. Indeed, the position of 
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neighbouring states of Bihar, Orissa, and Uttar Pradesh also appears much above 
national index of the proportion of admittedly skilled and educated male out-
migrants when adjusted for by their relatively low levels of urbanisation. To illus-
trate: although the share of urban-urban male permanent out-migrants from Punjab 
is about 40 % (which is much higher than Bihar’s figure of only about 19 %), its 
relative exodus index of urban-urban male permanent out-migration—because 
of its much higher proportion of male urban population (nearly 30 % vis-à-vis 
Bihar’s mere 14 %)—turns out to be even less than that of Bihar.

The implications of the largest (proportionate) out-migration of the urbanite and 
possibly educated and skilled people from the state of West Bengal are not very read-
ily measurable, however. But it would be worth trying to comprehend about the total-
ity of its impact on the economy and society at large. First, the conventional notion of 
brain drain in the domain of international migration and related method of calculating 
loss/gain in monetary terms would not be perfectly relevant to gauging the implica-
tions of internal urban-urban male out-migration. In the former case, the loss is com-
monly thought to arise because the expenditure incurred out of the public exchequer 
in training the professionals, who subsequently emigrate outside the country, can 
hardly be recouped by their services. But the ‘loss’ in the case of interstate out-migra-
tion may not be measured so narrowly, partly because out-migrants are not leav-
ing the country, and partly because many of them were trained and educated in the 
receiving state itself. Indeed, a large number of ‘good students’ or potentially good 
students of West Bengal try for getting admission in better-known places outside the 
state where they get trained for professional careers. Thus, the loss in this latter case 
seems less obvious in pecuniary terms than it perhaps is at the international plane.

Let us now turn to what we may call ‘real loss’ (as opposed to narrowly defined 
‘monetary loss’) to the sending state of relatively large number of interstate 
urban-urban male out-migrants. It is quite reasonable to presume that many of 
the urbanites of West Bengal, who migrate out to settle in relatively fast-growing 
and dynamic Indian regions with a strong pull forces, are generally—not inevita-
bly—comparatively more capable, efficient and enterprising (i.e. qualitatively bet-
ter than) than an average person of the remaining population within the sending 
state. There, of course, can be some or handful of high quality, who do not migrate 
out of a state, but all those, who do successfully move out of the state, could rea-
sonably be presumed to be of above-average standard in general. The reasonable-
ness of this hypothesis stems largely from the fact that such ‘successful’ or settled 
out-migrants generally had to compete out their peers coming from many other 
states including the state of their final settlement. This logic is, however, somewhat 
valid for almost all types of interstate out-migrants (including those who migrate 
from rural to urban areas). This assumption, though quite plausible, is of course of 
overall nature too, ignoring a variety of circumstances and reasons for out-migra-
tion. By the same token, a large chunk of the remaining (urban) population can 
be hypothesised to be (at least) intrinsically of (relatively) mediocre calibre and 
capabilities. This would have its own adverse implications for the sending region 
like West Bengal. Because of such outflow of better quality people, most of the 
responsible and important positions in the sending states—in either administration 
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or services or manufacturing—would have to be manned by relatively mediocre 
counterparts that remain to be available around in the state. Capable people from 
outside the state would not be forthcoming simply because of very weak pull 
forces in the state in the first place. Consequently, the detailed procedures, meth-
ods, strategies, plans for action at various levels in an organisation would possi-
bly be bearing the imprint of mediocrity with concomitantly less efficiency and 
productivity than what would have been the case if the ‘better’ lot of people, who 
had left the state, had been around here. While this argument sounds rather over-
simplistic and too elegant to be valid, this, I believe, is high time that this broad 
hypothesised connection be put into empirical tests from various angles.

Since, by similar logic, the people who suffer and experience day-to-day ago-
nies arising from (relative) inefficiencies and mismanagement (in e.g. public 
offices, organisation, corporate bodies) are themselves should be qualitatively less 
capable of comprehending the nature and gravity of the basic problem, and hence 
they should lack voice and courage to ask for remedy. To this might be added the 
impact of organised control and management of peoples’ voice and grievances at 
the local level by wide and almost door-to-door network of the then ruling partie’ 
mobilisation machinery in West Bengal. Therefore, chances for public-pressure-
and-voice-led route to efficient management and good governance became bleak. 
To illustrate: the officer would misspell ‘secretariat’ in sign board posted at the 
gate either by not being able to edit clerk’s mistake or by adding (phonetically) 
most tempting ‘e’ at the end himself, while the people who could point the error 
out are either not around anymore or so minority as to have enough incentives to 
keep quiet about it. It is possible indeed to cite several examples from our day-
to-day life to fortify such argument that many states like West Bengal (and its 
neighbouring states) over past several decades have been experiencing out-migra-
tion-driven process of draining out quality people hastening a persistent deteriora-
tion in efficiency of functioning and managing almost in all walks of life.

Let us begin with very visible interstate differential in management and func-
tioning of railways, which is, however, centrally funded and controlled organisa-
tion. It would perhaps be superfluous to cite examples to demonstrate much worse 
quality of railway services and functioning in West Bengal and eastern India 
at large vis-à-vis southern and western regions. A large part of the explanation, I 
believe, has to do with the relatively limited practical intelligence, hazy and mud-
dled perceptions, and poor organising and managerial capabilities of the people, 
who man the organisation at various levels in this region. More importantly, relative 
handicap of West Bengal has been getting even worse over time because of ongoing 
(and perhaps increasing) exodus of the qualitatively more capable people. Even if 
pervasive politicisation, which is commonly thought to have been the main culprit 
in West Bengal’s relative state of backwardness, has something to do with heav-
ily compromised quality and efficiency of railway services and functioning, it is 
largely via its indirect adverse effect of creating strong push factors for the potential 
migrants and thereby ousting qualitatively better people away from the state.

Likewise, one can almost endlessly pick up instances from various other ser-
vices provided in the state. Over a recent few decades, I have seen within my own 
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limited orbit of acquaintances an ever-increasing number of people of West Bengal 
and neighbouring states, who have gone, and/or have even been going to southern 
and western India for treatment of even seemingly minor ailments. This is, accord-
ing to their own versions, not because West Bengal has just slipped back terribly in 
terms of necessary infrastructure and know-how, but more importantly because of 
a lack of trust and confidence on the medical profession at large in the state. This 
probably reflects a relatively lesser calibre, efficiency, and professional ethics of 
the personnel at various levels of the medical profession in the state. One would 
seek in vain any consolation under such frustrating environment by arguing that 
celebrities and members of royal, rich, and politicians’ families also go out—often 
even from their home country—for a better treatment of health problems!

The common people in these states appear almost oblivious to the important 
adverse implication of persistent outflow of people. It remains largely unrecog-
nised that a large part of the relative inefficiencies and mismanagement across 
much of the eastern India are linked crucially to a growing dearth of relatively 
capable people around. This relative dearth of capable professionals due to out-
migration breed inefficiencies and mismanagement, which themselves prompt in 
turn fresh round of out-migrants, who are qualitatively good enough to be able to 
curve out a berth outside the state. And this is how all this constitutes a circular 
spiral of deepening deterioration. It would be a grim mistake (perhaps with much 
heftier potential price than already being paid) on the part of those who are at the 
helm of affairs in these states to continue to ignore this vicious circular processes 
initiated by out-migration of qualitatively better people, or to misinterpret this 
away with arrogance and sentiments.

The problem could be taken at a deeper level. The phenomenal outflow of more 
creative, innovative, and intellectual people from these states can well be visual-
ised to hasten the pace of overall deterioration in the region. Indeed, the impact of 
this exodus of comparatively more intelligent, capable, and innovative people has 
been nowhere more glaring perhaps than in education and academic sectors. The 
single common aspiration that has been being imbibed for quite some time now in 
the minds of relatively good-performing students of the eastern states is to acquire 
(at least) as much capabilities as required to move out of their own state and set-
tle in relatively attractive pockets (e.g. Delhi, Mumbai or Chennai, Hyderabad, if 
not California). This has serious adverse implications—particularly from com-
parative and immediate narrow perspectives—in the form of a loss to the poten-
tial returns to public money spent in schooling these bright students who leave the 
state sooner or later. An indirect loss to the sending state is also incurred through 
the commensurate reduction in potential market for higher educational services 
(so-called ‘edu-care’) provided by private enterprises. But an expanding vacuum 
in the availability of talent, innovativeness, entrepreneurship, engineering, mana-
gerial, administrative skills perhaps is much deeper loss to the sending state than is 
measurable fully in pecuniary terms. The ongoing flight of intrinsically better stuff 
of so-called human capital from a state has certainly been making its presence felt 
(albeit not yet very vividly to the eyes of all) in West Bengal and the neighbour-
ing states: a kid of not even five years stagnated as ‘weak student’ getting school 
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certificate that reads: ‘hard work in all subjects under effective guidance and 
supervision at home is essential’; the clerks doing wrong calculations of interest 
earnings and electricity charges with horrifying regularity; the municipal sanitary 
overseer arranging for digging an ad hoc drain across a metalled road during the 
monsoon with a false hope of emptying waterlogged patches; or daily sprinkling 
of water over wide city roads (which thus remain wet for long and thereby perhaps 
get damaged) by precious municipal resources for reasons unknown to concerned 
officials other than that it used to be the practice of the city municipality during 
the late British colonial years; or universities being administered by vice-chan-
cellors with little experience, record and understanding of good quality academic 
research which according to the currently dominant perception is meant to be done 
in research institutes; the executive engineer of state electricity board pleading 
for his helplessness about rampant mechanical plunge in power transmission on 
his proverbially negative logic that any machine by definition is something which 
occasionally fails beyond human control as if the machine’s failure is not the one 
of the human beings.

It can hardly be denied that at least a part of these manifestations we have noted 
here have had something to do with the spillover effects in form of excessive polit-
icisation of dogged mobilisation zeal of the hitherto dominant political parties in 
West Bengal for clinging to power. But the problem of relatively large permanent 
outflow of professionals and skilled people from the state overrides almost all oth-
ers, since talent, skill, innovativeness, efficiency, and capability are inescapably 
needed even for a political party to win, rule, and deliver. This has perhaps been 
well vindicated by the recent defeat of a long-lasting nearly dynastic leftist rule in 
West Bengal with its overarching focus on the development and maintenance of 
disciplined and organised vote-mobilising political network and machinery.

The unkind irony of this relatively steady deterioration process, brewed around 
increasing out-migration of better quality people, lies in the fact that leverage and 
scope for moving forward under these circumstances is very limited. The people, 
politicians, and bureaucrats, who could grasp rightly the true nature and complex-
ity of the problem in its entirety, and thus could adopt practical and effective pol-
icy measures for breaking such vicious circles, are not around and live outside the 
state. The current policy pronouncements and suggested steps for arresting such 
out-migration bear enough testimony to the pervasive incapabilities, mediocrity, 
and inefficiencies on the part of the helmsmen. It is high time for West Bengal 
and other eastern states to evolve attractive sociopolitical environment towards 
arresting heavy exodus of quality selective out-migration. It is time to be reminded 
about the famous ancient mythological precept that it is preferable having an intel-
ligent enemy to being with a foolish friend or well wisher. That this precept has 
currently become of some added relevance to a state like West Bengal, which has 
always been a remarkable breeding place for so many bright and scholarly chil-
dren, kith and kin, is somewhat cruel irony.
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Among the major proximate causes of human deaths, the road traffic accident 
(RTA hereafter) constitutes a distinct category in global demographic parlance and 
statistics. However, in many developing countries including India, RTA as a cause 
of human deaths has received far less reckoning—both at the public and at the pri-
vate domains—than it clearly deserves. For instance, over 90 % of the world’s 
fatalities on the roads occur in low-income and middle-income countries, while 
the latter account for only 48 % of the world’s vehicles.1 To illustrate the gravity 
of the Indian situation in respect of RTA and related deaths: it is a country of more 
road traffic deaths than anywhere else in the world;2 it has taken, admittedly, the 
proportion of a ‘a man-made’, albeit hitherto ‘hidden’, epidemic;3 only in 2010 
about 1,34,000 human deaths have been officially recorded as RTA-related alone; 
an estimated 2,00,0000 people were seriously injured in 2006; about two million 
RTA-related hospitalisations are recorded every year, constituting 10–30 % of total 
hospital registrations; RTA claims far more victims than communicable diseases 
like AIDS, TB, and malaria combined; according to some estimates, India loses 
about 3 % of its GDP to road crashes every year. All this contrasts rather sadly 
with relatively little debate either in the parliaments or in other public forums and 
media (particularly when compared to the attention received by the events of hom-
icides and genocides).

Strikingly enough, the academic research—especially in social science disci-
plines—is no exception in respect of a discernible (relative) neglect towards the 
growing graveness of RTA-related casualties. Although there are a few statistical 
research on the epidemiological/clinical/public health aspects and issues relating 

1 World Health Organization, (2009) GLOBAL STATUS REPORT ON ROAD SAFETY: TIME 
FOR ACTION, Geneva; pp. vii.
2 BBC News 9 June 2008; The Times of India, 17 August 2009.
3 Gururaj, G (2006), ‘Road Traffic Injury Prevention’, WHO India Country Office and Government 
of India.
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to RTA injuries and deaths, based usually on select hospital records/cases4, but 
comprehensive systematic or penetrative studies by social scientists on the key 
demographic and geographical dimensions and trends of RTA mortality across the 
country and their social, economic, and political underpinnings are extremely rare. 
Just for a few simple illustrations: scanning all the major international/national 
journals of demography or population studies, not even a single scholarly paper on 
demographic dimensions of RTA mortality or morbidity in India could be traced. 
Even the Economic and Political Weekly, which is widely known to be the largest 
academic repository and a critical mirror of almost all aspects of India’s social, 
political, economic life, could offer little more than only couple of writings of 
India’s RTA deaths and injuries. Although there do exist a few data-studded and 
overwhelmingly descriptive project reports, which are routinely appended by a 
long list of recommendations about what should be done to mitigate RTA deaths, 
they generally fail to make an appropriate dent both in the spheres of public action 
and in the extent of their intended outcomes. But such protracted public neglect 
towards the RTA phenomenon, while not readily explicable, has become increas-
ingly costly over the recent past, which has witnessed meteoric rises in traffic inju-
ries and deaths, so much so that they are being variously branded as ‘man-made 
epidemic’ ‘hidden epidemic’ or ‘disease of development’.

All this is matched well with the relatively little priority shown by the 
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare of the Union and State Governments of 
India. The present chapter seeks to present an overview of the major issues and 
features of trends in RTA mortality and injuries across India, its related demo-
graphic and other dimensions, and the social, cultural, political, and geographical 
underpinnings.

It is obvious enough that the potential of RTA for assuming a phenomenal pro-
portion is largely dependent on the pace of urbanisation, industrialisation, and more 
generally, the overall growth of an economy, especially when they are incommen-
surately accompanied by the emergence of effective road safety measures and their 
enforcement. From one standpoint, it seems analogous to the unwanted side effects 
of modern development and growth, as if RTA are a ‘necessary evil’ of develop-
ment, and hence they are rarely considered as a public health issue.

However, it is seen worldwide that the absolute number of RTA in a country 
increases with increase in its income per head. This is hardly a surprise. In a typi-
cally agrarian economy where the majority of population are engaged in the pri-
mary sector doing mostly unskilled jobs in the overall context characterised by 
relatively tiny secondary and tertiary sectors and poorly developed transport sys-
tem, the chances for RTA and related deaths would be comparatively low.

Empirical studies with long time series data in industrial countries show that 
RTA fatalities increase with rises in income, but only until a critical threshold of 

4 See for review of literature e.g. Garg, N. and A.A. Hyder (2006), ‘Road Traffic injuries in 
India: a review of literature’, Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 34:100–109; Gururaj, 
G. (2008), ‘Road traffic injuries, deaths, and disabilities in India: current scenario’, National 
Medical Journal of India, 20(1).
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income is reached, beyond which growing ‘prosperity’ becomes ‘protective’ 
against RTA mortality. RTA fatality rates eventually decline with further increases 
in income, largely through enhanced measures of injury control and road safety. 
Thus, the long-term relationship between RTA deaths rates and economic growth 
is often postulated to be of the form of an inverted U.5

Given that road traffic fatalities are a part and parcel of modern economic 
development, the situation of developing countries could resemble two alternative 
scenarios. First, the rising numbers of traffic fatalities in developing countries may 
be regarded as ‘expected’ or ‘necessary evil’ to be borne along with economic 
development. In other words, the increasing number of deaths on road represents a 
‘price’ paid for economic development—a price which would eventually be 
reduced in due course of time as it happened in the case of developed countries. 
Other perspective, however, could be that the developing countries are to be 
viewed differently, as their sociocultural environment, political setting, govern-
ance, and institutions are often less rational and efficient. Consequently, the death 
toll on the roads of developing countries may not move downwards in a fashion it 
did historically in their developed (western) counterparts.6 In this essay, we seek to 
throw some light—in terms of some stylised facts based on Indian official statis-
tics—on whether or how far these hypothesised scenarios and trends fit in into the 
Indian context.

In India, as anywhere else, the information pertaining to road traffic accidents 
is generally collected by police agencies. In India, there are two different agen-
cies that collect data on RTA and related information from the police records of 
individual states. One, the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) of Ministry of 
Home Affairs, Government of India is the agency that collects data through police 
records of the states, and it publishes annual reports under the title Accidental 
Deaths and Suicides in India. There is another agency, namely Transport Research 
Wing of Ministry of Road Transport and Highways, Government of India that also 
collects data on road traffic accidents and injuries from police records and com-
piles them to bring out its annual organ titled Road Accidents in India.

Surprisingly, the number of RTA deaths reported by these two agencies has 
been diverging—albeit not widely—in the course of 30 years since the early 
1970s, leaving a lack of perfect concurrence in the registered numbers of RTA 
deaths between these two agencies. It is only in the recent years that the two fig-
ures seem to be converging. However, there are several reasons why these data 
collected from state-level police records represent under-registration of actual RTA 
cases and related deaths.

5 Kopits, Elizabeth and M. Cropper (2005), ‘Why have Traffic fatalities declined in industrial-
ized countries? Implications for pedestrians and vehicle occupants’, World Bank Policy Research 
Working Paper No. 3678.
6 Mohan, D. and G. Tiwari (2000), Road Safety in Less Motorised Countries: Relevance of 
International Vehicle and Highway Safety Standards, Proceedings of International conference on 
vehicle safety, paper no. C567/008/2000, London, Institution of Mechanical Engineers.
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First, there is a good deal of likelihood that many RTA events remain unre-
corded in the police register—for example, those occurring in the middle of night 
or in remote areas lacking a police station in its wide vicinity or deliberately not 
reporting to the police to avoid possible harassment and hassles, or in locations 
with extremely poor road connectivity and other communication network, etc. 
Even if one puts aside the possibility of under-registration of RTA on the above 
counts, a substantial magnitude of under-registration of RTA deaths can occur 
because of its narrow operational coverage or definition. For example, if only 
instantaneous or on-spot deaths following a RTA are reckoned with as RTA deaths, 
keeping no track of the seriously injured for about a week or even a month which 
some might have taken to die, the latter deaths are included only in the number 
of the injured. Thus, a part of the number of injured could ideally come under the 
number of deaths. In fact, in many countries, the system of information collection 
is so meticulous and elaborate that registered RTA deaths include those that occur 
even within a month after the accident. Relatedly, there is a lack of uniformity or 
standardisation in the quality of recording and coverage of RTA deaths across the 
states of India, with degree of governance and law enforcement.

Second, the publications/reports as mentioned above take relatively long to 
be brought out as printed/hard copies. So, the latest data on traffic accidents are 
hardly ever up to the date, with at least a gap of two to three years. Such delays in 
reporting or compiling of relevant information can assume particular significance 
in the context of rapid increases in the numbers of motor vehicles and traffic acci-
dents. Of late, however, such delays have been reduced due to wider use of com-
puterisation and digitisation technology.

Third, the quality and coverage of reporting or registration of RTA cases are 
relatively low when compared to those in developed countries. Due to legal has-
sles and related administrative paraphernalia, people (victims or perpetrators) 
sometimes tend to avoid reporting of the traffic accident cases unless there are 
some casualties or there are possibilities of insurance claims. The latter is particu-
larly important, as vast number of India’s population are not covered under life/
health/medical insurance plan, leaving a distinct possibility of sizeable under-
reporting of actual RTA cases and fatalities.7 In any case, we utilise mostly the 
NCRB data here, keeping in view the above-noted caveats.

Long-Term Trends in Road Traffic Accident Mortality,  
All-India

Table 16.1 presents the basic summary statistics relating to the long-term trends in 
RTA and related measures of mortality. As can be seen, the RTA mortality increased 
from 2.23 deaths per lakh population in 1972 to about 11.3 deaths in 2007—that is, 

7 Shami, S. (2005) ‘Road Traffic Safety’ Economic and Political Weekly, XL(16).
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more than fivefold increase in nearly 40 years. Even if an absolute rate of deaths 
due to RTA alone may not appear horrifyingly large when compared to many other 
causes of death, its pace of increase—especially of late—appears utterly worrisome. 
Over the span of about 40 years since the early 1972, the recorded number of RTA 
cases in India has increased by about 7 % per annum, while the registered number of 
RTA deaths rose by nearly 25 % annually, and the number of registered RTA injuries 
has gone up by more than 13 % per annum. This clearly reflects rapid rises in the 
case fatality of RTA. Thus, the country faces double devils on the roads, namely ris-
ing number of RTA deaths [and injuries] per unit of population and the rising case 
fatality per unit of RTA, that is, increasing average number of deaths [and injuries] 
per unit of RTA. While the former reflects an increasing numbers of both motor 
vehicles and people brought under the risk of RTA, the latter points to the changing 
quality and nature/fatality of RTA cases linked possibly, inter alias, to the average 
speed with which vehicles move on roads. As for illustration, there were about 11 
deaths per 100 RTA cases registered in 1972. In 1991, this figure rose to about 15. 
Between 1991 and 2001, the number of RTA deaths has increased by 29 % and has 
become 20 per 100 registered cases, and between 2001 and 2010, it has increased at 
a further accelerated pace, touching the figure of 31 in 2010. What is quite glaring—
and of course worrying—from these statistics is a steady transformation of India’s 
vehicular accidents in the direction of becoming increasingly ‘killer’ and fatal.

However, the rate of increase in the number of registered vehicles has—perhaps 
unsurprisingly—increased fastest and, of course, faster than those of the RTA cases 

Table 16.1  Long-term trends in road traffic fatalities [injuries] in India, 1972–2010

Years No. of  
road  
accidents 
(‘000)

No. of  
traffic 
fatalities

No. of  
motor  
vehicles 
(‘000)

Traffic fatality rate Traffic  
fatality 
indexa

Per  
1,000,000 
population

Per  
1,000 motor 
vehicles

Per 100 
unnatural 
deaths

1972 122.3 12,891 2,045 2.2 [13.2] 6.3 [37.4] 12.3 10.5 [62.5]
1981 161.2 20,578 5,391 2.9 [16.2] 3.8 [21.2] 17.0 12.8 [70.7]
1991 293.4 44,930 21,374 5.4 [29.0] 2.5 [11.9] 25.2 15.3 [86.9]
2001 405.6 80,262 54,991 7.9 [33.6] 1.5 [6.4] 33.9 19.8 [109.1]
2005 390.4 98,254 66,289 8.9 [40.6] 1.5 [6.2] 33.4 25.2 [114.7]
2010 430.6 133,938 114,953 11.3 [38.9] 1.2 [4.1] 37.2 31.1 [109.3]

Notes All figures are three-year averages
‘Unnatural’ causes of death include RTA, electrocution, falls, causes not known, natural causes 
like flood, earthquake, avalanche, etc. sudden deaths, fire, drowning, poisoning, rail-road and 
other rail accident, and other unnatural causes
The figures in [ ] brackets are respective rates/ratios of RTA injuries.  
aTraffic fatality index = (RTA deaths*)100/RTA
Source Accidental deaths and suicides in India (National Crime Records Bureau, Ministry of 
Home Affairs, Government of India, New Delhi); Motor transport statistics of India (Transport 
Research Wing, Ministry of Road Transport and Highways, Government of India)

16 Long-Term Trends in Road Traffic Accident Mortality, All-India
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and RTA-related deaths. Consequently, the number of RTA deaths [as well as inju-
ries] per unit of vehicle has steadily declined over the entire period under consider-
ation.8 The fact that there have been declines in number of RTA deaths per unit of 
vehicle, however, hardly serves as a silver lining to the otherwise gloomy picture of 
rapid increases in RTA deaths per unit of population. This is reaffirmed by nearly 
dramatic increases both in the proportionate share of RTA to total ‘unnatural’ 
deaths registered and in the fatality index measured as the number of RTA deaths 
per 100 RTA cases (see Table 16.1). The share of RTA deaths in the total number of 
unnatural deaths (denoted here by POUD) rose somewhat exponentially over time 
(denoted by t) from about 12 % to more than 31 % between 1972 and 2010, with 
its following estimated polynomial equation fitted to the respective time series: 
POUD = 12.408 + 0.178 t + 0.0417 t2 − 0.0008 t3; R2 = 0.976. Likewise, the 
proportion of RTA deaths in the total number of registered deaths in India has 
increased steadily—from 1.8 % in 1972 to 3.1 in 1991 to 4.1 in 2006.

While all this makes clear enough that India’s RTA mortality has been increas-
ing at an alarming pace, a more horrifying aspect of this trend lies in galloping rises 
in the fatality index, the number of deaths per 100 RTA cases. For example, the 
number of fatalities per 100 RTA cases was 10.5 in the early 1970s, it has touched 
as many as 31 deaths per 100 RTA incidents in 2010—a threefold increase in the 
index of fatality of an RTA. The quantum of increase in the fatality has been high-
est in the preceding six years or so. In 2010, Nagaland registered the highest rate 
of deaths per 100 cases of road accidents (100.0), followed by Punjab (87.5) and 
Meghalaya (71.6) compared to 31.1 at the national level. These levels of fatality 
index in Indian regions appear horrifyingly large when contrasted with the corre-
sponding figures of the developed countries such as the United States (1.8 % in 
1994) and Japan (1.5 % in 1994). The steady pace at which these indicators of RTA 
mortality have been escalating with the passage of time clearly raises a key ques-
tion as to whether/how far the road accident deaths are really ‘accidental’. And all 
this certainly calls rather urgently for serious attention of both researchers and pol-
icy makers. Let us turn now to the pattern of regional differentials, with a view to 
gaining further insights into this overpowering social menace in the country.

Regional Variation

Table 16.2 presents information on RTA deaths for four major Indian regions, 
namely east, west, south, and north. A steady rising trend of RTA-related mortality, 
measured per 100,000 population, appears impeccably common across all regions 
over about four decades since the early 1970s. However, RTA mortality level has 
been far from uniform across the regions (and states). For example, the highest RTA 

8 The following are the estimated equations of a polynomial fitted to the time-series data respec-
tively on RTA deaths per 1,00,000 population (D1) and RTA deaths per 1,000 registered motor 
vehicles (D2): D1 = 20.0438 + 0.0583 t + 0.0054 t2, R2 = 0.9811; D2 = 6.9666 − 0.3617 
t + 0.0063 t2, R2 = 0.9876.
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mortality rates and of course higher than national average prevail in the western 
and southern regions, both of which are comparatively advanced in terms of such 
economic parameters as income, industrialisation, and urbanisation. The average 
RTA-related mortality in the northern region, which consists of both economically 
developed states like Punjab and Haryana (where RTA mortality rates are pretty 
close to those in the southern and western regions) and less developed states like 
UP and Uttarakhand, hovers around the all-India average figure (Table 16.3).

Eastern region—including Bihar, West Bengal, Orissa, Assam, and 
Jharkhand—shows comparatively low rate of RTA mortality, although its temporal 
rise is shared by the whole region and of course by its all the states. For example, 
Orissa, one of the poorest states of India, has experienced nearly fourfold increase 
in RTA deaths per population from 2.59 in 1991 to 9.5 in 2010.

That the relatively developed states like Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, and Gujarat 
have recorded much larger magnitudes of increase in the number of RTA deaths 
per 100,000 in the 1990s and 2000s than those in the states of Bihar, Uttar 
Pradesh, and West Bengal is consistent with the rising overall RTA mortality for 
the country as a whole. All this is suggestive of India being still far away from 
the levels of development and governance at which its RTA mortality could be 
expected to begin falling.

Apropos RTA fatalities per 1,000 motor vehicles registered, no clear classifi-
cation seems possible with respect to the levels of economic development of the 
regions. Unlike in the case of RTA mortality per unit of population, the western 

Table 16.2  Road traffic fatalities per one lakh population, India and its regions, 1971–2010

1971 1981 1991 2001 2005 2010

South 2.7 3.8 [31.4] 8.1 [70.5] 11.9 [86.3] 14.9 18.0 [98.3]
East 1.5 1.6 [6.8] 3.1 [9.5] 3.7 [9.0] 4.5 5.7 [15.3]
West 2.2 3.4 [38.5] 4.1 [60.7] 8.9 [37.6] 9.6 12.5 [65.5]
North 2.2 2.8 [7.6] 4.4 [15.8] 6.9 [16.5] 7.5 9.9 [22.8]
INDIA 2.1 3.0 [19.7] 5.2 [33.1] 7.8 [32.0] 8.9 11.3 [38.9]

Source Accidental deaths and suicides in India, NCRB; Government of India
The figures in [ ] brackets are respective rates/ratios for RTA injuries

Table 16.3  Road traffic fatalities Per 1,000 motor vehicles, 1986–2007, India and its broad 
regions

1986 1990 1994 1998 2002 2005 2009

South 5.4 [21.6] 3.6 [22.6] 2.8 [22.9] 2.4 [15.7] 1.8 [10.7] 1.8 [9.6] 1.3 [7.3]
East 4.0 [15.2] 2.6 [6.8] 2.0 [5.4] 2.2 [17.4] 1.8 [5.2] 1.9 [3.7] 1.7 [3.7]
West 1.6 [17.2] 1.3 [9.7] 1.3 [8.5] 1.6 [4.8] 1.2 [6.7] 1.2 [3.1] 0.9 [5.2]
North 3.3 [7.1] 2.3 [4.9] 1.8 [4.7] 1.9 [3.2] 1.4 [3.5] 1.5 [2.6] 1.3 [2.5]
INDIA 3.1 [12.4] 2.2 [10.9] 1.9 [10.3] 1.9 [6.9] 1.4 [6.1] 1.5 [5.3] 1.2 [4.5]

The figures in [ ] brackets are respective rates/ratios for RTA injuries
Source Accidental deaths and suicides in India, NCRB; Motor transport statistics of India, 
Ministry of Road Transport and Highways, Government of India

16 Regional Variation
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region for almost entire period and the northern region for some years show their 
RTA fatalities per unit of registered vehicles having been lower than the national 
average. For the other regions of India, it hovers well above the national aver-
age. Second, the number of RTA fatalities per unit of vehicles has declined fairly 
steadily over the period considered (at least up to 2006/2007) in nearly all the 
regions and the country as a whole (with a few exceptions in northern and east-
ern regions). Southern states have shown consistent declines in RTA fatalities per 
unit of vehicles. The figures for western region show least variation presumably 
because it has the two states with the largest fleet of motor vehicles in the country, 
viz. Maharashtra and Gujarat.

As noted already, the secular decline in the number of fatalities per registered 
vehicle is hardly a pointer to temporal abatement of RTA-related mortality in India. 
On the contrary, this only reflects that the pace at which the number of vehicles 
increased during this period has far exceeded the rate at which the number of RTA 
deaths has risen. This is intuitively not surprising, since the rapid rises of vehicular 
fleet (especially in the context of relatively sluggish expansion of road space) should 
normally cause—given all other things unchanged—a slowing down of the average 
vehicular speed on the road (which is a major factor shaping the degree of RTA 
fatality) and hence could turn somewhat inimical to RTA-related casualties.

As noted already for the country as a whole, the secular declines in RTA mor-
tality per unit of vehicles by no means provide any source of complacency, since, 
barring the western region states, the others have witnessed almost galloping 
increases in the proportion of RTA deaths in total ‘unnatural deaths’ especially 
during the 1980s and 1990s. In states, as distinct as Uttar Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, 
the RTA deaths have accounted for nearly half of the total respective numbers of 
registered ‘unnatural deaths’ in 2001 (Table 16.4).

Also, there are distinct indications that a clearly rising (relative) dominance 
of RTA-related casualties in the total number of ‘unnatural deaths’ in India has 
been taking shape through fairly rapid spatial diffusion of RTA across the entire 
country. For example, the share of metropolitan cities in the total RTA-related 
deaths has declined—dramatically in some cases—over the recent past. The case 
of Maharashtra is particularly worth noting. In 1990, the three metros (Mumbai, 
Pune, and Nagpur) together accounted for as much as 60 % of the total RTA 
deaths in entire Maharashtra, reflecting heavy concentration of RTA deaths in 
the urban/metro locale. However, within only about five years in 1995, this share 

Table 16.4  RTA fatalities per 100 ‘unnatural’ deaths

1971 1981 1991 2001 2003 2005 2006 2007

South 17.3 22.6 32.3 44.2 44.9 47.9 43.6 43.8
East 10.1 17.0 23.0 36.3 36.1 37.1 36.6 32.5
West 7.1 10.2 9.6 22.5 20.9 20.9 21.5 22.6
North 15.0 25.9 25.1 41.9 32.4 39.7 42.0 42.0
INDIA 11.5 17.4 21.2 34.2 18.8 33.4 33.6 33.6

Source Accidental deaths and suicides in India, NCRB; Government of India
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dipped dramatically to just a quarter and has indeed further declined to only about 
15 % in 2007. In Karnataka, only about 11 % of all RTA deaths in 2007 had 
occurred in the city of Bangalore which, however, hosts as much as 46 % entire 
fleet of motor vehicles in the state!

This clearly implies that the instances of RTA-related deaths have risen at a 
much faster pace in the areas outside major cities. This in turn, understandably, 
reflects a much higher degree of fatality of RTA cases on the highways and long-
distance roads running through many smaller towns and villages, thanks to the 
expanding road connectivity, urbanisation, rurbanisation. Thus, the latter processes 
are clearly bringing more and more human lives under the widening clutches of 
RTA with a greater potential for being fatal than it is within congested big cities. 
It is not that the share of metro cities in total RTA deaths has declined everywhere; 
MP, Tamil Nadu, and Gujarat are opposite cases in point. This calls for various 
anti-RTA measures like mass transit system, traffic calming measures, larger 
roads, and parking facilities to control increasing deaths in their respective cities.

It is of interest to examine the nature and extent of statistical association—
namely correlation coefficient—between some of the relevant variables with the 
state-level cross-sectional data at the different points of time. This could provide 
pretty reasonable indications as to whether the processes envisaged above are of 
high degree of plausibility and truism or not. Table 16.5 presents selected relevant 
figures from a correlation coefficient matrix based on the state-level cross-sectional 
data at four points of time starting from 1984. First, while in the early 1980s the 
relatively richer states in terms of per capita state domestic product used to expe-
rience somewhat lower RTA deaths per unit of population, this got completely 
reversed sooner or later, that is, in the 1990s with a highly significant positive cor-
relation between them ever since. This is suggestive of gradual uncoupling between 
the comparatively rapid expansion of aggregate fleet of motor vehicles in the rela-
tively prosperous/prospering states and the commensurate simultaneous develop-
ments in the effective provision of road safety and anti-accident measures. This 
thus constitutes one more illustration of typically uneven and scattered nature of 
India’s development marked both by the signs of progress such as expansion of 
motor vehicle population and also by the lack of it as reflected in lagging provi-
sions of road safety and anti-accident measures and rapid escalation of RTA deaths.

16 Regional Variation

Table 16.5  Correlation coefficient with the state-level cross-sectional data

Years

SDP per 
capita and RTA 
deaths per lakh 
population

RTA deaths per 
1,000 vehicles 
and RT deaths per 
lakh population

RTA deaths per 
lakh population 
and  % of urban 
population

RTA deaths per 
1,000 vehicles and 
RTA deaths per 100 
unnatural deaths

RTA fatality 
index and  % 
of urban 
population

1984 −0.35 0.59* −0.43 0.53* −
1992 0.38 0.23 0.32 0.87** −0.18
2000 0.74** 0.00 0.65** 0.56** −0.24
2010 0.71** −0.39 0.60** 0.74 0.57*

* 0.05 level of significance; ** 0.01 level
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India’s dilemmatic processes and outcomes in the sphere of road traffic devel-
opment get reaffirmed by the reversal of an inverse association found in the 
1980s between the state-level RTA deaths per lakh population and the propor-
tion of urban population to a significantly positive relationship between them in 
the 1990s and thereafter (see Table 16.5). That the temporal declines in the RTA 
deaths per 1,000 vehicles are no real indications of receding RTA mortality in the 
country is testified by the finding of a highly significant positive association of 
the former with the state-level percentage share of RTA deaths to total unnatural 
deaths throughout the period. This makes clear that even though the pace of RTA 
deaths has not surpassed the high speed with which the number of vehicles has 
been increasing, the increases in RTA deaths have been beating all other kinds of  
accidental or unnatural deaths in the country.

Age–Sex Differentials of RTA Deaths, India, 1971–2001

Not surprisingly, the brunt of RTA mortality is borne disproportionately by the 
male population all over the world. This is perhaps more clearly so in India. 
The ratio of total male to female fatalities from RTA has remained roughly con-
stant over the period of 30 years at around a little more than 5:1, notwithstand-
ing minor inter-decadal fluctuations. This is in broad tune with the fact that male 
population are far more prone than their female counterparts to being subjected 
to RTA and associated deaths and injuries, as the latter generally spend much less 
time on roads and vehicles either as a pedestrian or rider/passenger or as a driver. 
However, there have been some distinct changes in the age composition of RTA 
deaths, especially of female population in consonance with overall economic 
development and social transformation (see Fig 16.1a and b).

First, it is expected that the majority of RTA deaths would occur in the prime 
adult ages and proportionately lesser numbers would die of RTA in the childhood 
and older ages. While this has been found more or less true for the male population 
throughout, the female children and female elderly had been most vulnerable, in 
proportionate terms, to RTA deaths particularly in the 1980s and to a lesser extent 
in the 1990s. This revelation seems to have been consistent with major tenets of tra-
ditional patriarchal society and culture, wherein relatively few adult females take 
part in directly income-earning activities, especially outside home. Interestingly, by 
2000, the age composition of female RTA deaths has appeared, like that for males, 
to take the shape of nearly perfect inverted U, depicting a rising proportion of RTA 
deaths from a low level in the childhood years and peaking at 30–44 years age 
group, and then tapering off with the growing ages. This broadly reflects the chang-
ing role, mobility, and activities of females outside home at least within limited seg-
ment of population (who are more urbanite, educated, well-to-do). For example, 
there has been even visibly rapid rise and popularity of two-wheeler and bikes as a 
mode of transport over the last several decades, with a growing accessibility and 
usage among country’s women population who can afford it. For example, in 2003 
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alone, while two-wheelers constituted only 2 % of total registered vehicles in the 
US and Canada, India’s corresponding figure was a whopping 71 %.9

Thus, it is somewhat ironic that the age pattern of RTA mortality, tilted towards 
the prime adult age groups, provides somewhat a (in-built) countervailing force 
to the oft-publicised ‘demographic dividend’ (in the form of enhanced economic 
growth) that arises supposedly from a shifting age structure of population towards 
adult and prime productive ages in a sequel to fairly rapid declines of fertility.

No less notable is the fact that RTA deaths occur mostly to pedestrians, pas-
sengers of public vehicles, cyclists, and motorcyclists—as opposed to the driv-
ers on whom falls the major brunt of RTA fatalities in the developed world. This 
implies that the RTI victims are disproportionately represented by the relatively 
poorer sections (e.g. labourer and working classes) of population in countries like 
India—a fact which adds to the scepticism both as to how far road traffic crashes 
and fatalities are ‘accidental’ and/or ‘class-neutral’ and how far the issue would be 

9 Gururaj 2006, op. cit.

Fig. 16.1  Age–Sex Composition of RTA deaths. a 1983. b 2010

16 Age–Sex Differentials of RTA Deaths, India, 1971–2001
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able to draw the attention of appropriate agency if run and managed by the elitist 
and well-to-do sections of the populace.

Destination of the Road?

It is doubtlessly evident that both state and public at large in our country have not 
woken up as yet (at least properly and adequately) to the growing menace and 
grave potential (social) harm of the RTA deaths and injuries. In fact, the relative 
meagreness of the seriousness hitherto devoted to the latter is shaped largely by 
the perceptions and priority of state and its citizens. India’s imbedded fatalis-
tic mindset has an innate aversion to viewing the RTA mortality and injuries as 
a deterministic phenomenon which could be shaped much by humanly devised 
actions, rules, and precautionary expenditure. If it were not the case, the major-
ity of taxi and bus drivers would not have been found preferring driving without 
seat belt on; citizens in some places are often found launching even organised 
protest against civic authorities’ rule making helmet mandatory for bike riders. 
People would not mind welcoming such road safety projects as widening of a 
road or constructing pavement at a great public expenditure, especially if there is 
no corresponding rise in road tax or income tax. But they do not welcome—or 
even resist—the move of making helmets mandatory for bike riders chiefly on the 
underlying two fuzzy grounds: First, it is irksome to wear a helmet while riding a 
two-wheeler, so much so that people would like even risking life for enjoying the 
perceived pleasure out of its absence; and second, and relatedly the discomfort of 
wearing helmet is not worth bearing with because of a deep-rooted perception that 
accident cannot occur to a person whose fate has pre-forbidden it, no matter how 
infinitely carelessly one drives on roads. Conversely, by the same perception, no 
amount of precautions can save a life from RTA death if it is preordained by one’s 
fate. In contrast, many countries of the world do not even use the term ‘accident’ at 
all while referring to deaths or injuries that involve moving vehicles on roads.

On the contrary, India’s overwhelming perception that RTA deaths/injuries are, 
to a great extent, ‘acts of God’ seems to lie beneath the pronounced (relative) apa-
thy and passivity in responding to increasing RTA mortality that takes even the 
form (if not the scale) of an epidemic. As is clearly implied by the foregoing, the 
RTA mortality is neither really ‘accidental’ at large nor quite ‘a necessary evil’ of 
economic development. The existence of quite distinct trends and patterns of RTA 
deaths and injuries does point to the working of discernible cause-and-effect rela-
tions behind the phenomenon. A large part of this scattered premature human mor-
tality could well be averted by effective, timely, and appropriate enforcement of 
an optimum mix of anti-accident and road safety measures and policies, of course, 
backed commensurately by the public expenditure and investment on them. For 
instance, when a fairly rapid expansion of metalled road length is made possible 
by the multilateral foreign aid or loan or even otherwise internal sources (perhaps 
often with an eye inter alias on the motor vehicle manufacturers’ brighter prospect 
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for profits), there is often an overall silent apathy and ambivalence to the needs 
and requirements for apposite provisions and planning for pedestrians, cyclists, 
and other smaller vehicles such as bikes or even animal-drawn carts that happen 
to share the same road space. Therefore, there are reasons to be doubtful if the 
concerns for, and requirements of, these provisions towards preventing RTA deaths 
and injuries are raised and debated in the Indian Parliament sessions and legisla-
tive assemblies as frequently and seriously as they clearly deserve. It would be 
hard not to agree that the Indian deep-seated and widespread conviction that road 
traffic fatality is ultimately a matter of fate calls for its urgent revision and perhaps 
immediate replacement.

16 Age–Sex Differentials of RTA Deaths, India, 1971–2001
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India’s north-eastern region (NER hereafter) is extraordinarily diverse, distinct, 
or rather distinguished on several counts. Apart from bordering itself with a few 
neighbouring countries, entire land is a mixture of disparate races, civilisations, 
culture, and languages. Until independence, NER had consisted of Assam prov-
ince and the princely states of Manipur and Tripura. Heralded by Nagaland’s offi-
cial separation from the erstwhile Assam in 1963, Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, 
and Mizoram have been subsequently carved out of Assam between 1971 and 
1987 by dint of the North-Eastern Re-Organization Act 1971. Together with 
Sikkim, the present-day NER thus consists of eight states.

Topographically, the region consists of both hills and plains, with abundance of 
rainfall, wide biodiversities, and varied climatic conditions. Arunachal Pradesh, 
Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, and Sikkim are almost entirely hilly, while pre-
sent-day Assam is largely a plain. The hills, spread over as much as 70 % of the 
entire landscape of NER, accommodate only about 30 % of its total population. 
There are more than 160 scheduled tribes in the region, with an estimated number 
of 220 spoken dialects belonging to Indo-Aryan, Sino-Tibetan, and Austric lan-
guage families. While, among many aspects of NER, demographic dimensions are 
admittedly central, demographic research on this region is conspicuously thin. 
Although a few recent studies have analysed select demographic issues and indica-
tors (e.g. fertility, mortality, status of women, and migration) in the context of spe-
cific locations and/or tribes, systematic research on the long-term demographic 
trends and transition and their wider ramifications both for the entire region and 
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for intra-regional variation and diversity is pitifully rare.1 With a relative absence 
of meticulous research on the historical demography of NER, the region has long 
remained virtually obscure and almost aside India’s mainstream society, culture, 
and politics. The present chapter seeks to illuminate major features of the long-
term demographic changes in NER starting from 1901, with a view to delineating 
their wider ramifications for the economy, society, and people of the region and its 
constituent states and probably beyond.

Pre-Independence Period

Trend of Population Growth in NER, 1901–1941: A Comparative 
Perspective

Table 17.1 contains information on population of NER, its constituent states, and 
British India for about 50 years preceding independence. As can be seen, the rates 
of population growth of NER during 1901–1941 were much higher—albeit with 
intra-regional variation—than all-India levels (which were well below even 1 % 
per annum). Indeed, prior to the 1920s, the average population growth rate at all-
India level was negligible (the decadal growth rate hardly ever exceeded 6 %) as 
this period was marked by frequent occurrence of natural calamities, epidemics, 
diseases, and wars that kept mortality rates very high. In 1871–1881, there 
occurred the great Indian famine of 1876–1878; in the 1890s, two major famines 
occurred, respectively, in 1896–1997 and 1898–1999 in quick succession; again in 
the 1911–1921 decade, the great influenza epidemic of 1918 struck large parts of 
India.2

In contrast, NER had experienced comparatively lesser volatility of population 
growth, reflecting, and/or resulting from a relatively lesser infliction of natural calam-
ities and crises, epidemics, and wars than the other Indian regions.3 A particularly 
high rate of population growth during this period was recorded in the Hills 

1 Deb, B. J. (ed.) (2010) Population and Development in North East India, Concept Publishing 
Company: New Delhi; Nayak, P. (ed.) (2010) Growth and Human Development in North East 
India, Oxford University Press: New Delhi; Saikia, U.S. (2005) High fertility in Khasi Tribe 
of Northeast India—a repercussion of the fear of identity loss?, international union for the 
scientific study of population (IUSSP) XXV International Population Conference, pp. 1–40; 
Tyagi, D. (2000), The Pnar of Jaintia Hills: a bio-demographic profile, International Journal of 
Anthropology, Vol. 15, No. 1, pp. 125–136; Dass, S,K (1980) Immigration and Demographic 
Transformation of Assam, 1891–1981, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 15 no. 19, May, pp. 
850–859; and Mishra, U. (1999) ‘Immigration and Identity Transformation in Assam’, Economic 
and Political Weekly, Vol. 34, No. 21, May, pp. 1264–1271.
2 For details of the demographic dimensions of the famines of this period, Maharatna, A. (1996), 
The Demography of Famines: An Indian Historical Perspective, New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press.
3 Census of India, 1921, Vol. III, Assam Part I Report, pp. 4.
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(comprising the present-day states of Mizoram, Meghalaya, Nagaland, and Manipur). 
Although a part of this increase in enumerated population in NER might have been 
an artefact of the improvements in census coverage over 1901–1911 decade, NER’s 
higher rate of natural increase in population vis-à-vis all-India prior to the 1920s can 
hardly be doubted.4 In fact, NER’s distinction on account of its comparatively high 
population growth became more pronounced in 1911–1921 decade, within which had 
occurred the great influenza pandemic of 1918, with its relatively smaller death toll in 
NER. That the pandemic did not take a very severe proportion in the eastern prov-
inces including Assam was noted by the then Sanitary Commissioner of India thus:

“[t]he epidemic reached its greatest intensity in the central, northern and western parts of 
the Indian empire. In comparison with these regions the provinces of Bengal, Burma, 
Bihar and Orissa, Madras and Assam were only slightly attacked. There was a gradual 
diminution of intensity toward the east.”5

Since 1921–1931, the differential in population growth between NER and all-
India had begun narrowing along with a growing control over major communicable 
and non-communicable diseases across the Indian subcontinent in the following 
decades.6 But the indisputable fact of higher population growth rate in NER vis-à-
vis all-India average over pretty long period prior to India’s independence is of 
interest and does deserve deeper investigation and a fuller explanation.

Fertility and Mortality Trends in North-East India, 1901–1941

Population change is a result of interplay between fertility and mortality when the 
concerned region is closed to migration or movements of people across boundaries 
(national or international). Since migration has not been unimportant in shaping 
population growth of NER during much of the pre-Independence period, we may 
begin by looking at the rates of natural increase (RNI) of population in Assam as 
a proxy for NER during 1901–1931 (see Table 17.2). [Assam’s population consti-
tuted nearly 80 % of the total of NER. However, one should still take appropriate 
cautions, as these statistics relate only to Assam Plains, leaving out the predomi-
nantly tribal population of the Assam Hills].

The lower registered birth rates of Assam vis-à-vis all-India during the first half 
of the 20th century could be a reflection of higher birth under-registration in the 
former, apart from possible data biases introduced by migration flows in erstwhile 

4 See Assam Census Report, 1911, pp. 22.
5 Public Health Reports (1896–1970), Vol. 34, No. 30, pp. 1624. The Assam Manipur and 
Tripura Report of 1951 Census also noted that in the 1921–1931 decade there was no violent 
epidemic in the region, and the population growth in Assam, while the highest recorded till then, 
was chiefly due to its natural increase.
6 See Visaria, P. and L. Visaria (1994) ‘Demographic Transition: Accelerating Fertility Decline 
in 1980s’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 29 no. 51/52, December, pp. 3281–3292.
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Assam in this period. [Kingsley Davis’ estimates of registration coverage of births 
in Assam and all-India during 1926–1930 were, respectively, about 54 and 74.7 %.] 
Also, there were intermittent deteriorations of the registration coverage in the pre-
Independence period. The volume of academic research on estimation of the vital 
rates in Assam during pre-Independence period is extremely thin, with perhaps only 
one exception, namely a study by A. Ghosh,7 who reported Assam’s estimated birth 
rate being higher (50.3 per thousand) than the all-India level (45.5) in 1911–1920.8

While different birth rates between two regions could signify differential age 
distribution of women, not necessarily differential reproductive performance or 
fertility, the higher birth rates in NER in the pre-Independence decades seem to 
have vindicated its superior reproductive performance or higher fertility rates. For 
instance, in 1921–1941, the proportion of females in their reproductive ages, 
15–49 years, had not only been lower in Assam than that in the all-India level, it 
had in fact declined in the former.9 Second, while the General Marital Fertility 
Rate (GMFR)10 had declined from 237 per thousand in 1911–1921 to 228 in 
1931–1941 at the all-India level (a decline by nearly 4 %), it recorded an increase 
(from 284 per thousand to 334) in Assam (an increase of around 18 per cent) (see 
Table 17.2). Thus, the higher (and rising) GMFR, coupled with a lower (and fall-
ing) proportion of women in reproductive age groups, reaffirms a higher fertility 
in Assam (i.e. in NER at large) vis-à-vis all-India during the first half of the 20th 
century.11 There are at least three plausible reasons (not mutually exclusive) for 
this upshot. First, there had been sustained and substantial inflows of relatively 
prolific Muslims and ‘low caste’ peoples mostly as ‘coolies’ in Assam’s flourishing 
tea estates.12 Second, large-scale conversion of tribes of the region into Hindu reli-
gion of which many marriage practices and customs are conducive to a higher fer-
tility vis-à-vis tribal groups.13 Third, differences in levels and trends of IMR 

7 Ghosh, A. (1956), ‘The Trend of Birth Rate in India 1911–50’, Population Studies, vol. 10 no. 
1, pp. 53–68. The estimates by Ghosh can be considered relatively reliable, as his estimates of 
birth under-registration appear close to those arrived at by Kingsley Davis for the period 1926–
1930. The details of the methodology are contained in the notes to Table 17.2 In Maharatna, A. 
and A. Sinha (2011), Long-Term Demographic Trends in North-east India and their wider signifi-
cance, Occasional Paper No. 26, Institute of Development Studies Kolkata..
8 This finding happens to have had corroboration in the estimates made by the Census 
Commissioner of Assam, J. McSwiney, in the 1911 Census of Assam Report.
9 Chaudhuri, T.K. (1982), Demographic Trends in Assam, 1921–1971, B.R. Publishing House: 
Delhi.
10 General marital fertility rate (GMFR) is the number of births per thousand married women 
aged 15–50 years. It is somewhat immune to the effects of differential age–sex compositions of 
population and had indeed been higher than the all-India levels during 1911–1920 to 1941–1950.
11 This conclusion is derived on the basis of information for Assam Plains (i.e. exclusive of 
Assam Hill areas).
12 Davis, K. (1951), The Population of India and Pakistan, Princeton University Press: New 
Jersey.Davis, 1951, pp. 121.
13 For a detailed discussion on this, see Maharatna, A. (2005), Demographic Perspectives on 
India’s Tribes, New Delhi: Oxford University Press.
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between all-India and Assam could have had usual bearings on fertility differences 
too14 (Table 17.2).

Turning to the temporal trends of mortality (see Table 17.2), the crude death 
rate (CDR) of India, as estimated by Davis, shows secular decline during 1901–
1951, except for an increase in 1911–1921 owing to a mammoth excess mortality 
associated with the great influenza pandemic of 1918. A fall in CDR by nearly 11 
points between 1911–21 and 1921–1931 could be seen as a precursor to India’s 
entering into the so-called second phase of demographic transition. The onset of 
secular mortality decline had been discernible in Assam too (Table 17.2) under the 
assumption of unchanging level of under-registration over the period concerned. 
For example, the registered CDR in Assam recorded a decline from about 31 per 
thousand to 17 between 1911–1921 and 1931–1941, and it continued falling, 
albeit at somewhat slower pace, along with a declining trend in the infant mortal-
ity rate during this period. Thus, Assam or NER had not been any exception to the 
overall mortality transition that had set in at the all-India level by the late 1940s.

The various pieces of evidence examined above point clearly to a strong plausi-
bility of a higher rate of natural increase in NER vis-à-vis all-India in the pre-Inde-
pendence decades. While birth rates in Assam/NER had been higher than in all-India 
throughout this period, it is difficult to be sure about exact differentials in the death 
rates. However, with the evidence of much lesser inflictions of diseases, wars, and 
epidemics in NER during this period, it seems clear that mortality levels of this 
region were no higher, or perhaps indeed lower, than the respective all-India levels. 
Furthermore, the GMFR estimates during 1901–1941 are suggestive of NER’s higher 
fertility rate vis-à-vis India as a whole. Let us now examine the role of migration in 
shaping higher rate of population growth in NER in pre-Independence period.

Migration into North-East India, 1901–1941

Population movements and migration flows have been important components of the 
population dynamics of NER in the entire pre-Independence period under consider-
ation. The plains of the Assam province accounted for overwhelming proportion of 
total in-migration into NER during this period. However, Tripura experienced in-
migration of considerable magnitude in a few decades preceding independence, 
constituting as much as around 36 % of its total population in 1951.15

Initially, the influx of people into fertile and sparsely populated Assam had been 
encouraged by the British colonial administration in an effort to exploit untapped pos-
sibilities of augmenting agricultural production and revenue in general and supply of 

14 Secular declines in mortality, particularly in the infancy and childhood, generally serve as 
a precursor to the onset of fertility decline, as the former lead—often with a lag—to sustained 
increases in average family size beyond the desired level; see Dyson, T (2001), ‘A partial theory 
of world development: the neglected role of the demographic transition in shaping of modern 
society’, International Journal of Population Geography, vol. 7 no. 2, pp. 67-90.
15 Assam, Manipur, Tripura Census Report, 1951.

Pre-Independence Period
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migrant labour in the tea estates in particular. Since the commencement of Labour 
Laws around the early 1860s, which allowed the importation of ‘coolies’ on contract 
from other parts of the continent, the immigration into Assam province had been a 
steady and uninterrupted process. While a considerable inflow into Assam has been 
pointed out in the 1891 Census Report of Assam,16 it had commenced much earlier, 
particularly since the establishment of its tea estates in the early 1840s, constituting 
more than one-tenth of the population during 1891–1901 decade.

In fact, Assam historically had experienced four categories of immigration 
flows prior to independence.17 First, the growth of tea industry since the middle of 
nineteenth century had brought large number of labourers from Benares, Ghazipur, 
Chhota Nagpur, and Bihar. In 1901, about 654,000 tea garden in-migrant labourers 
constituted one-tenth of the population of Assam. The second flow of immigration 
consisted chiefly of farm labourers from East Bengal (now Bangladesh) from 
around 1900 onwards. The third group of immigrants was from Nepal, of which 
number, though low initially, swelled to 125,320 in 1951. The last group of immi-
grants consisted of people coming from the rest of the Indian subcontinent.

Whatever might have been the initial trigger to large influx into Assam, large-scale 
migration of voluntary nature became well underway by the end of 1901–1911 dec-
ade.18 This went hand in hand with the reduction in the number of indentured labour-
ers into the Brahmaputra valley in subsequent decades. There was a major influx of 
tea garden labourers into Assam during 1901–1911 and 1911–1921 decades, with its 
tapering off by 1931 followed by its almost complete stoppage by 1941.19 The influx 
of tea garden labourers had, however, slowed down. Nevertheless, the inflow of 
migrants continued—albeit with declining magnitude—from East Bengal and Nepal, 
together with the importation of tea garden labourers well into the 1950s.

The census data for pre-Independence decades do indicate the swelling of popula-
tion size of Assam (and hence NER) as a consequence, in large part, of the volume of 
in-migration being persistently in excess of out-migration (Table 17.3). In fact, the 
proportion of immigrants to the total population increased from about 16 % to nearly 
23 % between 1901 and 1931, followed by its decline to 15 % by 1941. While in-
migration had played a major role in the extraordinary growth of NER’s population in 
the pre-Independence decades,20 the relatively high rate of natural increase (RNI) 

16 Assam Report, Part 1, Vol. 4, Census of India, 1901, pp. 13.
17 Devi, M. (2007), ‘Economic History of Nepali Migration and Settlement in Assam’, 
Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 42 no. 29, July, pp. 3005–3007.
18 Census 1921 Report.
19 Chaudhuri 1982, op.cit.
20 Immigration can affect population growth in the receiving region in (at least) two ways. First 
and rather obvious one is through direct increase in the number of people inhabiting the region. 
Second, and rather indirect, if immigrants happen to have higher (lower) fertility than that of 
the native people, this would, over a period, tend to pull the natural growth rates upward (down-
ward), given an imperceptible difference in mortality rates between these groups. In case of 
immigrant population of Assam, there are indications of somewhat higher fertility vis-à-vis that 
of non-migrant population.
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(i.e. the difference between birth and death rates) in the region played its part too. The 
population growth rates even after subtracting the net in-migration during this period 
appear positive and substantially higher than those of India. Thus, apart from the 
effect of positive and high net in-migration, the higher RNI had also contributed to 
the record of higher population growth rates in NER vis-à-vis all-India in the pre-
Independence period. In fact, the relative contribution of immigration to the compara-
tively higher population growth in NER was growing during 1901–1931 and then 
tapered off over the 1931–1941 decade. With these broad demographic trends and dif-
ferentials in the pre-Independence period as background, we now turn to the period 
following independence.

The Post-Independence Period

Population Growth in NER, 1951–2001

Table 17.4 presents information on decadal population growth in NER and its 
constituent states since 1951. Notably, the growth rate of population jumped dur-
ing the decade following independence (around 4.1 % per annum). This was con-
tributed by a surge of population influx into NER from the newly formed East 
Pakistan in the wake of the partition of India in 1947. Indeed, population growth 
rates have been comparatively higher in NER vis-à-vis those of all-India during 
the entire post-Independence period. In fact, rates of population increase had been 

Table 17.3  Immigration and population growth, NER, India, 1901–1941

Years Population Immigrants 
[emigrants]

Net  
immigrants =  
immigrants minus 
emigrants [% of 
population]

Population growth rate (decadal) (%)

Net of migration 
(NER)a

NER total India total

1901 4,272,830 667,704 
[51,323]

616,381 [14.4] – –

1911 5,058,699 792,552 
[79,193]

713,359 [14.1] 18.8 18.4 5.7

1921 6,048,393 1,211,212 
[75,896]

1,135,316 [18.8] 13.1 18.2 –0.3

1931 7,231,005 1,644,861 
[73,223]

1,571,638 [21.7] 15.2 19.6 11.0

Note aGrowth rate of population net of net immigrants. Data of immigrants are taken from the 
census-based calculations in Bandyopadhyay and Chakraborty 1999. Data on emigrants are 
taken from Census of Assam, 1901, 1911, 1921, and Census of India 1951, Assam, Manipur and 
Tripura Report
Source Bandyopadhyay, S. and D. Chakraborty (1999), ‘Migration in the north-eastern region 
of India during 1901–1991: size, trends, reasons and impact’, Demography India, vol. 28 no. 1, 
pp 75–97; Assam, Manipur and Tripura Report Census of India 1951; Census of Assam Reports, 
1901, 1911, 1921

Pre-Independence Period
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higher than national average in nearly all the states of NER. In so far as the trend 
in population growth in NER is concerned, it has begun—like India as a whole—
declining (except perhaps a marginal increase in 1981–1991 decade). However, 
while a downward trend in population growth has been discernible in the three 
relatively larger states, namely Assam, Manipur, and Tripura, it has not been so 
clear as yet in the lately created smaller tribal-dominated states of NER.

The pace of decline of population growth has been faster in NER vis-à-vis all-
India during 1961–2001. However, this aggregative feature has not been shared 
uniformly by the constituent states of NER. For example, between 1961 and 2001, 
there have been increases in growth rates of population in Mizoram, Nagaland, 
and Sikkim, with Meghalaya showing a relative stability, whereas Tripura, Assam, 
and Manipur in that order have experienced largest pace of decline of popula-
tion growth. Notwithstanding data-related deficiencies or distortions, a higher 
growth rate of population in NER (at least until 1991) vis-à-vis those in all-
India is of interest and deserves a deeper investigation. In the following two sec-
tions, we examine consecutively the role and/or relative contribution of the two 
major demographic components of population growth, namely the rate of natural 
increase (RNI) and net migration in the post-Independence period.

Trends in Birth Rate and Death Rate in NER, 1971–2001

There are two primary sources of vital registration data for India and its states, 
namely the civil registration system (CRS) and the sample registration system 
(SRS). Of these, the latter is generally considered ‘superior’, as the former is 
inflicted particularly by under-registration and incompleteness of coverage. [In 
fact, CRS data have not been published since 1994.] We rely on SRS data in our 
present analysis.21

Even when SRS data are not perfect (they are particularly inflicted by incom-
pleteness of registration and also by the outdated sampling frame in most of the 
states), there has been distinct deterioration in the accuracy of SRS-based 

21 SRS, a dual record system, consists of continuous enumeration of births and deaths in a sam-
ple of villages/urban blocks by resident part-time enumerators, and an independent six monthly 
retrospective survey by a full-time supervisor. The data obtained through these two sources are 
then matched. The unmatched and partially matched events are re-verified in the field to arrive 
at an unduplicated count of actual events. The revision of SRS sampling frame is undertaken 
every ten years with the results of a new census. The sample design adopted for SRS is a uni-
stage stratified simple random sample without replacement (except in stratum II, larger villages) 
of rural areas. In urban areas, the categories of towns/cities are divided into four strata based on 
the size classes. The Office of the Registrar General, Government of India initiated the scheme 
of sample registration of births and deaths under the SRS on a pilot basis during 1964–1965 and 
on a regular basis in all Indian states (except smaller states of NER) since 1970, with a view to 
providing reliable fertility and mortality indicators. Since then, the SRS is virtually the official 
source on vital statistics for India and states on an annual basis.
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estimates since the early 1990s.22 According to various evaluative studies on the 
relative levels of under-registration across different Indian states, the problem has 
been found particularly prominent in NER.23 P.N. Mari Bhat (1994) made (indi-
rect) estimates of CBR for NER states, which turned out to be generally higher 
than the unadjusted SRS-based estimates, with the difference being as high as 
41 % (in case of Nagaland in 1981) and around 12 % in the remaining states. The 
differential, however, narrowed in almost all states of NER along with possible 
improvements in the quality/coverage of SRS data by the late 1980s.24

Table 17.5 presents estimated birth and death rates and their changes for the 
states of NER. The figures for birth rates are the respective averages of two esti-
mates—one on the basis of SRS information and other based on indirect tech-
nique applied to the census data (using reverse survival method) for a comparable 
period of 20 years from 1977 to 1997. NER on the whole experienced pretty simi-
lar magnitudes of the birth rate declines as they have been at the all-India level. 
However, there has been some notable intra-regional variation within NER. A 
number of states, namely Assam, Meghalaya, and Arunachal, experienced even 
some increases in the birth rate between 1977 and 1987, with almost status quo 
witnessed by Tripura. Assuming away any possibility of data errors, this could be 
inter alias a reflection of the pre-transition fertility rise in the wake of somewhat 
late beginning of the modernisation and development processes in parts of NER. 
In the following decade 1987–1997, however, the birth rate declines in some of 
these states of NER (such as Tripura, Mizoram, Sikkim, Manipur) outpaced the 
all-India level decline of birth rate.

Although SRS information on the death rate is unavailable for 1971–1981 dec-
ade for many states of NER, the overall death rate in NER in this period could still 
be derived on the basis of information available for the larger states of Assam, 
Manipur, and Tripura, which together constitute nearly 85 % of its population. 
That the death rate in NER as a whole had been higher in 1971 than the all-India 
average by about two persons is worth noting, as it might signify the adverse 
health/mortality effects of the protracted turmoil, population movement, and social 
unrest and insurgency-related disruptions that had gripped the large part of NER. 
However, the death rate of NER as a whole became pretty close to the all-India 
level since 1981, with the larger states of NER, namely Assam and Tripura, having 
experienced fastest decline in mortality. It is also notable that most of the smaller 
and newly carved out states of NER have evinced comparatively low death rate 
throughout. No less noteworthy is the comparatively low death rate recorded in 

22 Mahapatra, P. (2010), Sample Registration System in India-An Overview, paper presented at 
Prince Mahidol Award Conference, Bangkok, 27–30 January.
23 Narasimhan et al (1997) ‘Comparison of fertility estimates from India Sample Registration 
System and National Family Health Survey’, National Family Health Survey Subject Report, No. 
4, International Institute of Population Sciences, Mumbai; and Mari Bhat, P.N. (1994), ‘Levels 
and Trends in Indian Fertility: A Reassessment’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 29 no. 
51/52, December, pp. 3273–3274 and 3277–3280.
24 Mari Bhat 1994 ibid.
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predominantly tribal states of NER such as Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, and 
Sikkim. Putting aside the possibility of larger degree of death under-registration in 
these states, this appears in lines with the hypothesis of historical advantage in 
tribal mortality, as has been noted recently by some scholars.25

Overall, available birth rate and death rate estimates suggest that a higher 
population growth rate of NER vis-à-vis India since independence can hardly be 
accounted for by higher natural rate of increase in the former. This in turn is indic-
ative of the special significance of the migration flows across this region during 
entire post-Independence period—a subject to which we would turn now.

Migration into North-East India, 1961–2001

Census data on migration pertaining to the states of NER are considerably flawed 
because of substantial (and continuing) ‘illegal’ in-migration into the region. 
Illegal migration by its very nature is difficult to measure with a reasonable degree 
of reliability. According to Myron Weiner, who made a pioneering study in the 

25 See Maharatna, A. (2011) ‘How can “beautiful” be “backward”? Economic and Political 
Weekly, vol. XLVI no. 4, pp. 42–52.
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Table 17.5  Birth and death rates, north-eastern states, 1977–2001

Crude Death Rate Crude Birth Rate

1977 1987 1997
% change 
1977–1997 1971 1981 1991 2001

Arunachal 36.4 37.2 26.6 −26.9 – 15.9 13.5 5.5
Assam 32.9 33.0 27.6 −16.1 17.8 12.6 11.5 9.5
Manipur 29.4 26.1 20.3 −31.0 6.9 6.6 5.4 5.1
Meghalaya 34.9 36.9 31.5 −9.7 – 8.2 8.8 9
Mizoram 34.1 31.5a 21.7 −36.4 – – – 4.4
Nagaland 26.6 25.6 20.1 −24.4 – 6.3 3.3 2.3
Sikkim 36.9a 32.1 22.7 −38.5 – 8.9 7.5 5.1
Tripura 30.6 29.0 19.9 −35.0 15.3 8 7.6 5.6
NERb 34.1 31.8 26.0 −23.8 16.9 11.5 10.3 8.2
India 34.4 31.8 26.6 −22.7 14.9 12.5 9.8 8.4

Note All crude birth rates are the average of two CBRs derived respectively by SRS-based direct 
and census-based indirect methods
acensus-based only
bweighted average of the individual states, weights being respective proportions of population to 
total NER
Source Mari Bhat, P.N. (1994), ‘Levels and Trends in Indian Fertility: A Reassessment’, 
Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 29 no. 51/52, December, pp. 3273-3274 and 3277-3280; 
Guilmoto, C.Z. and S.I. Rajan (2002), ‘District Level Estimates of Fertility from India’s 2001 
census’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 37 no. 7, pp. 665-672; Registrar General (1999) 
SRS Compendium of India’s Fertility and Mortality Indicators, 1971 to 1997, Office of the 
Registrar General: New Delhi
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early 1980s on the migration in NER, there has been a continuing in-migration, 
primarily of an illegal nature, from Bangladesh into Assam.26 In particular, in 
1971, the census-enumerated Muslim population in Assam were approximately 
424,000 persons estimated to have been in excess over what could be accounted 
for by the natural population increase, thereby indicating the possible extent of 
illegal migration. Based on the SRS data which are known to be reasonably accu-
rate indicator of the natural rate of population increase in Assam, Weiner estimated 
that between 1971 and 1981 the in-migration, mostly of illegal nature, was of the 
order of 1.8 million. The other states in the region had also been receiving in-
migrants in varying degrees in the post-Independence period.27 Hence, the ‘illegal’ 
immigration into NER has been a rather continuous process, unlike a few other 
Indian states where considerable migration took place only during certain specific 
periods such as during the partition of India and hence of Bengal. Many of these 
illegal migrants have been moving out from Assam (afflicted by strong anti-immi-
grant movements) to neighbouring states in NER, viz. Nagaland, Mizoram, 
Arunachal Pradesh, and Manipur.

In the post-Independence period, the immigrants into NER have come from 
neighbouring Bangladesh, Bhutan, Burma, and Nepal and to some extent from 
China and Pakistan, apart from in-migration from other states of India. In fact, the 
magnitude of in-migration into NER has been, at least up to 1991, larger from bor-
dering nations when compared to the number of in-migrants coming from other 
states within India. Among the states of NER, Assam and Tripura have experienced 
immigration mostly from Bangladesh (Pakistan prior to 1971). In fact, Bangladesh 
and Nepal ranked highest as senders of immigrants into NER during 1961–1991.28

As is revealed by the census data, net in-migration into NER showed a rising trend 
in many of its states till 1981.29 Net in-migration increased in Arunachal Pradesh, 
Nagaland, Meghalaya, Mizoram, and Sikkim till 1981 and declined thereafter, while 
it started declining in Manipur and Tripura since an earlier decade. With migration 
data being unavailable for Assam for 1981, net in-migration in this state experienced 
a fall between 1971 and 1991. However, the ranking of the states within NER accord-
ing to the magnitude of in-migrants showed practically no change between 1961 and 
1991 (that is, the states that had attracted the largest number of in-migrants in 1961 
also attracted the largest numbers in 1991). The volume of net in-migration has been 
largest in Assam and Tripura throughout the period.

26 Weiner, M. (1983), ‘The Political Demography of Assam’s Anti-Immigrant Movement’, 
Population and Development Review, vol. 9 no. 2, pp. 279–292.
27 Singh, M A (2009), A Study of Illegal Immigration into North-East India: The Case of 
Nagaland, IDSA Occasional Paper No. 8, November.
28 See Bandyopadhyay, S. and D. Chakraborty (1999), ‘Migration in the north-eastern region of 
India during 1901–1991: size, trends, reasons and impact’, Demography India, vol. 28 no. 1, pp 
75–97
29 See Maharatna, A. and A. Sinha (2011), ‘Long Term Demographic Trends in North-East India 
and their wider Significance, 1901-2001, Occasional Paper 26, Institute of Development Studies 
Kolkata.
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Although, as per census information, the net in-migration into NER has shown 
a declining trend after the 1980s, it is difficult to appear conclusive in view of the 
‘illegal migration’ that has been (admittedly) continuing in this region. The higher 
population growth rates in NER than in all-India, however, suggest that the former 
has been experiencing considerable in-migration. This said, the pace of declines 
in birth and death rates has been somewhat identical between all-India and NER 
during this period. This seems consistent with a significant reduction in net in-
migration flows into NER during post-Independence period, and this should have 
contributed to a comparatively faster pace of decline in NER’s population growth 
rate vis-à-vis the country as a whole.

Implications for Tribal Populations and Gender Relations

It should be illuminating to examine the ramifications of above-noted long-term 
trends in population movements and increase in NER for both ethnic and sex com-
position in the population. That the sustained influx of non-tribal people into NER 
as well as ‘internal displacement’ of ethnic communities within NER contributed 
to the protracted (and even continuing) ethnic conflicts and tensions across the 
region is pretty well known now.30 Major problems and difficulties in using census 
enumerations of India’s overall tribal people for examining the trends during the 
colonial period have been discussed in detail by Kingsley Davis. However, since 
the first census of independent India in 1951, the enumeration of tribes has been 
based on official schedules of tribes—so-called scheduled tribes or ST—prepared 
by an independent commission and legislated in the Indian Parliament.

Putting aside regional problems of tribal enumeration, Table 17.6 presents tribal 
proportion from 1901 to 2001. As can be seen, the percentage of tribal population 
in NER had been more than sixfold larger than that at the all-India level prior to 
the 1951 census. The tribal proportion shot up—both in NER and in all-India—in 
1951 in the wake of the introduction of official schedules for identifying and enu-
merating tribes across the country.31 For example, the proportion of tribal popula-
tion in Assam swelled to one-third in 1951—partly because of the introduction of 
official schedules for tribal enumeration and partly due to the truncation of the 
state following the partition. However, owing to subsequent truncation of Assam 
into a few small tribal-majority states, namely Meghalaya, Nagaland, Mizoram, 
the tribal proportion to the population in Assam declined to a little more than 12 % 
by 2001.

That the overall proportion of tribal population of NER declined dramatically 
over a couple of decades following 1951 census corroborates the above noted 
increases in in-migration of non-tribal people into NER from the neighbouring 

30 See, for example, Goswami, U. (2007), ‘Internal Displacement, Migration, and Policy in 
North-Eastern India’, Working Paper No.8, East-West Centre Washington, Washington.
31 See Maharatna 2005 op. cit.; Maharatna 2011, op. cit.
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regions including East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). Of late, however, the tribal 
proportion in NER has recovered quite a bit (albeit not fully) towards catching up 
the 1951 level, signifying inter alias the effects of increasing conflicts, consoli-
dation, and resistance against protracted infiltration of non-tribal people into the 
region. In any case, the broad patterns of changes in the proportion of tribal popu-
lation across NER seem to have accorded with the major regional patterns of pop-
ulation growth shaped, as elucidated above, inter alias by population movements 
and particularly in-migration into NER.

Let us now turn to the patterns/directions of changes in the population sex 
ratio in NER over about 100 years since 1901 (Table 17.7). The sex ratio of a 
population is widely known to reflect complex interactions between various sets 
of forces—biological, social, and demographic. For example, the sex differen-
tial in mortality, which largely shapes population sex ratio, is influenced both by 
intrinsic physiological/biological differences between sexes and by such social/

Table 17.6  Proportion (%) of tribal population, NER, its states, and India, 1901–2001

State 1901a 1911a 1921a 1931 1941 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001

Arunachalc – – – – – – 88.59 79.02 69.82 63.66 64.2
Assam 17.43 17.56 15.72 10.73 – 33.9 17.47 12.84b – 12.82 12.4
Manipur 36.31 37.58 34.32 34.74 – 29.8 31.93 31.18 27.30 34.41 34.2
Meghalayae – – – – – – 83.07 80.48 80.58 85.53 85.9
Mizoramd – – – – – – 98.10 – 93.55 94.75 94.5
Nagaland – – – – – – 93.09 88.61 83.99 87.70 89.1
Sikkim – – – – – – – – 23.27 22.36 20.6
Tripura 15.4 0.18 – – – 30.1 31.53 28.95 28.44 30.95 31.1
NERf 17.34 16.65 – – – 33.6 25.80 21.96 – 26.02 26.9
India@, g 2.88 3.17 2.97 2.26 2.26 5.29 6.87 6.94 7.83 8.08 8.2

Notes For 1901–1951: (1) Assam includes Manipur state and Hill Tippera; (2) Prior to 1931, the 
religion of tribal population was classified under the heading, ‘Animists’. From 1931, they were 
classified under ‘tribal’ religion. Tribals were under-represented by these figures to the extent of 
their conversion to other religions
aCalculated from the proportions of tribals per ten thousand populations given in the respective 
census tables
bAssam includes Mizoram
cIn 1961, Arunachal Pradesh was named as North East Frontier Agency
dreferred to as the Mizo Hills in 1961 Census
eproportion of scheduled tribes for Meghalaya has been arrived at by adding the figures for Garo 
Hills and United Khasi and Jaintia Hills for 1961
fNER excludes Sikkim from 1961 to 1981. Assam includes Mizoram for 1961 and 1971 Excludes 
Assam in 1981 where Census was not conducted for that year @ Excludes Jammu & Kashmir in 
1991
gexcludes Mao Maram, Paomata, and Purul subdivisions of Senapati District of Manipur
Source Census of India 1961 Demographic and socio-economic profiles of the hill areas of North 
East India New Delhi, 1970; Census of India 1971 Series I Part II A (1) Union Primary Census 
Abstract; Census of India 1981 Series I Part II B (2) Primary Census Abstract Scheduled Tribes; 
Census of India 1991 India Vol. 1 Part II B (3) Primary Census Abstract General Population PCA 
2001 (Census CD); Maharatna, A. (2005), Demographic Perspectives on India’s Tribes, New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, Table 1.1
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cultural forces as gender biases and discrimination. Indeed, the population sex 
ratio (females per thousand males, f/m) is widely viewed as a summary measure 
of gender bias and discrimination in a society, with a low f/m ratio reflecting an 
anti-female discrimination in the distribution of food, nutrition, and health care 
expenditures. On this count, India has earned an unenviable (or rather shameful) 
distinction of having a low (and falling) f/m ratio and hence a large (and growing) 
deficit of females—particularly in childhood ages.

More importantly, India has evinced a secular decline in f/m ratio of total popu-
lation since the beginning of the twentieth century,32 with a few sporadic rises 
such as those in 1981 and 2001.33 Going by the fairly large volume of existing 
research, there appear to be various presumable and some indeed tenable causes 
for this, namely higher (and growing) undercounting of females, anti-female bias 
in the allocation of food and medical facilities at the household level leading to 
relatively higher female mortality, and more recently, sex-selective abortions of 
female foetuses on the basis of prenatal sex determination technology). However, 
the anti-female sociocultural practices of gender bias/discrimination, especially in 
infancy and childhood ages, in a predominantly patriarchal setting stand out and 
are widely agreed upon, as being at its root (given that India has not experienced 

32 In fact, India’s population sex ratio had been unfavourable to females ever since the census 
was first conducted for the country in 1871 (see Mayer, P. (1999), India’s Falling Sex Ratios’, 
Population and Development Review, 25).
33 A slight increase in f/m ratio in 1981 was arguably due to a better census enumeration of 
females in that particular census as compared to the previous ones; see, for instance, Dyson, T 
(1994), ‘On the Demography of the 1991 Census’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 29 no. 
51/52, December, pp. 3235–3239; and Srinivasan, K (1994) ‘Sex Ratios: What they Hide and 
What they Reveal’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 29 no. 51/52, December, pp. 3233–3234.

Table 17.7  Sex ratio (females per 1,000 males), NER, its states, and India, 1901–2001

State 1901 1911 1921 1931 1941 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991 2001

Arunachala – – – – – – 894 861 862 859 893
Assam 919 915 896 874 875 868 869 896 910 923 935
Manipur 1037 1029 1041 1065 1055 1036 1015 980 971 958 978
Meghalaya 1036 1013 1000 971 966 949 937 942 954 955 972
Mizoram 1113 1120 1109 1102 1069 1041 1009 946 919 921 935
Nagaland 973 993 992 997 1021 999 933 871 863 886 900
Sikkim 916 951 970 967 920 907 904 863 835 878 875
Tripura 874 885 885 885 886 904 932 943 946 945 948
NER 939 935 919 901 899 891 890 906 915 925 937
India 979 975 970 966 965 965 963 930 934 927 933

Notes The sex ratio of NER has been calculated as weighted average of the sex ratios of the 
individual states of the region. The weights assigned are the respective proportions of population 
of each state to total population of NER in the respective census years
aArunachal Pradesh was censused for the first time in 1961
Source Various census reports
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international male-selective labour migration at a cognisable proportion during 
this span of 100 years). However, the same cannot be mechanically said of particu-
lar regions of the country like NER, where migration has played very important 
part in shaping its broad demographic scene over more than a century now, and 
where some states are (socioculturally) distinct on account of overwhelming 
majority of tribal population.

For example, it appears somewhat striking that f/m ratio in NER has not only 
been lower than that for the whole of India since the early twentieth century (per-
haps until early 1990s), but it has also evinced, like the rest of the subcontinent, a 
declining trend since 1901 (at least up to 1961), with somewhat widening differ-
ence between them until about 1981. It was only from 1971 that a distinct reversal 
of falling f/m began to take shape in NER, but there has never been a clear sign of 
such sustained reversal at all-India level as yet. In explaining these differences, the 
role of immigration into NER should have been substantial. Among the states of 
the region, the lowest sex ratios during the pre-Independence period were recorded 
in Assam, Sikkim, and Tripura, the states that constituted more than 80 % of the 
population of the entire NER. As noted earlier, two of them, namely Assam and 
Tripura were the states that had witnessed protracted flows of immigration (of 
mostly non-tribal people) during pre-Independence period, with its commensurate 
reflection also in the declining share of tribal population. It is highly plausible that 
immigration flows of labourers into these two major states of NER consisted dis-
proportionately of males, with its concomitant influence in lowering f/m ratio in 
these states and hence NER as a whole. Additionally, these states comprised of 
non-tribal majority, and it could be responsible for lower sex ratio (than the hill 
states), a point to which we turn now.

Interestingly, during pre-Independence period, comparatively higher f/m ratios 
had been recorded in the Hills and Manipur (which comprise the present-day 
tribal-majority states of Meghalaya, Mizoram, and Nagaland and partly Manipur, 
and which precludes to a large extent settled agriculture and colonial plantations) 
where there had practically been no immigration, with a relative dominance/
prevalence of tribal sociocultural practices historically less discriminatory against 
females, particularly female infants and girls. Indeed, NER’s tribes-majority hill 
states vis-à-vis others of the region provide a good opportunity for verifying the 
robustness of a commonly hypothesised connection between gender relations and 
kinship on the one hand and sex ratios as reflections of gender biases and discrimi-
nation on the other.

Gender bias, insofar as it is captured by imbalances of population sex ratio, 
seems to have been virtually absent in the hilly tribes-majority states of NER. This 
is on the whole true of the aggregate tribal population of India as well.34 For 
example, the Report to the 1931 Census writes that “[t]he general conclusion as to 
the sex ratios of India proper is therefore that in the aboriginal tribes the number 
of the two sexes is approximately equal, whereas in the rest of the community 

34 See Maharatna, A. Demographic Perspectives on India’s Tribes
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males exceed females”.35 Relatively more balanced sex ratio in tribal population 
are broadly attributable to a lesser anti-female discriminatory social environment, 
lesser degree patriarchal kinship and generally higher levels of female autonomy 
and status with respect to access and distribution of resources within households 
and communities.36

In the post-Independence period, there have been two opposite trends in the 
f/m ratio between non-tribal-majority larger states of Assam and Tripura on the 
one hand and most of the remaining tribal-dominated states including Manipur on 
the other hand. Among the latter, sex ratios began turning distinctly unfavourable 
to females rather soon after independence (particularly since 1961/1971 onwards 
in many cases), with a sign of this trend somewhat arrested in 2001. In case of 
non-tribal-majority states, the sex ratio started improving since independence (e.g. 
in Assam around 1961 or even earlier; in Tripura from 1951). This could largely 
be attributed to the declining immigration (which is often male selective) into 
these states. Although information on migration is far from accurate or complete 
because of the protracted mediation of ‘illegal’ (i.e. unregistered) inflows of peo-
ple, one could still say with a reasonable level of confidence that declines in f/m 
ratio in the latter group of states have had much to do with the sex-selective migra-
tion flows. For example, while during pre-Independence period, the hill states had 
higher sex ratio than the all-India average, during post-Independence period the 
sex ratio in all states of NER except Manipur and Mizoram turned increasingly 
unfavourable to females—often even by greater extent than at the all-India level.

Continuing Saga of Perilous Pluralism

NER has distinction on account of its geophysical, geopolitical, ecological, ethnic, 
historical, cultural, racial, and linguistic diversities. As elucidated in this chapter, 
NER has also had somewhat unique experience in the realms of its demography 
and related long-term trends and processes (including migration), which are well 
neigh central to a deeper understanding of the region’s dynamics and attendant 
problems—social, economic, and political.

For example, both internal and international influx has played a significant part 
in shaping the distinct patterns of population growth and other important demo-
graphic characteristics and processes, notwithstanding intra-regional variations. 
Indeed, there have been significant, if not dramatic, changes in the volume, pat-
tern, and directions of migration flows into NER during past hundred years. More 
specifically, during the colonial rule, immigration had been largely a feature of the 
plains, with importation and employment of ‘coolies’ in the tea estates of Assam 

35 Quoted in Maharatna, A (2000), ‘Fertility, mortality and gender-bias among tribal population: 
an Indian perspective’, Social Science and Medicine, vol. 50, no. 10, pp. 200.
36 See Maharatna 2005 op. cit. and the literature cited therein for further details.

The Post-Independence Period
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province and voluntary movement of agriculturists from neighbouring overpopu-
lated areas of Bengal province. The post-Independence period has witnessed wide 
extension of the areas affected by almost relentless influx and immigration, and 
this has included much of the hills region (i.e. Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, 
Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim). Indeed, intra-regional migration and mobility have 
become a significant trait within NER. Although of late there have been clear indi-
cations of slowdown of immigration into NER from outside, the porous nature of 
the borders of the region with its neighbouring nations has great potential of com-
pounding the problems of population movements particularly through substantial 
and persistent ‘illegal’ immigration till date. This has contributed to a potentially 
volatile situation particularly in some states of the region. Indeed, a lot of damage 
to human lives and property has already taken place as the fallout, to a large 
extent, of the shifts of ‘demographic balance’ due to protracted phenomenon of in-
migration of people with varied social, cultural, and religious background.37 The 
sociopolitical volatility, contributed by persistent and substantial population 
inflows should have had adverse ramifications for demographic behaviour and pro-
cesses in the region. For instance, a slowdown or even reversal of fertility declines 
has of late been prominent in many parts of NER. This would not only make the 
process of regional population stabilisation increasingly thorny, but it could help 
sustain the forces of insurgency and ethnic turmoil and conflicts across the region.

No less significant are the effects of such demographic trends on sociocultural 
mores of the original inhabitants, particularly the tribal population, in NER. It is 
notable enough that the high proportion of tribal population in a few states, though 
absolute population-wise much smaller than the population of the major tribes put 
together outside NER, seem to have brought in some quite serious dilemmas. For 
example, a nagging apprehension of being outnumbered or secluded without secu-
rity even in their own land could induce some tribes or communities to identify 
themselves with the dominant sociocultural/ethnic groups in search of social secu-
rity and peaceful survival. However, there might be others who would tend to cling 
rather strongly to their own traditional sociocultural practices and life styles, so 
that with a stark identity of their own individuality and independence, they could 
not get undermined. Both forms of adjustments and responses should have ramifi-
cations in turn on the demographic variables and processes, that is, fertility, mor-
tality, and nuptiality.

For instance, the long-lasting and slow process of infusion of tribes within the 
mainstream results generally in former’s increasing and complex adaption to the lat-
ter’s sociocultural practices and values, leading inter alias to some unwelcome con-
sequences, say, in the form of percolation of gender biases and inequalities typical of 
the latter.38 On the other hand, the tribal groups that wish to maintain their distinct 
identities tend to resort to pro-fertility proclivities, lest they lose their own separate 

37 See for example Nag, S. (2002), Contesting Marginality: Ethnicity, Insurgency and Subnationalism 
in North-East India, New Delhi: Manohar; see also Bandyopadhyay snd Chakraborty 1999 op.cit.
38 For detailed discussion on these issues, see Maharatna, 2000 op. cit.; Maharatna 2005, op. cit.
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culture, ethos, and mode of existence (these trends are manifest in the recent slow-
down in the pace of fertility decline in some states of NER, apart from insurgent and 
secessionist activities).39 However, the exact mechanisms through which the envis-
aged symbiosis between demographic and sociocultural forces thickens and takes 
shape are indeed complex and do deserve meticulous research.

39 See Sinha, A. and A. Maharatna (2012), ‘Features and Determinants of Fertility Stall among 
the North-Eastern States of India, 1990-92 to 2003-05’—the paper presented at the Second Asian 
Population Association Conference held at Bangkok, Thailand during 26–29 August, 2012.

Continuing Saga of Perilous Pluralism
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There can be little dispute that the sociocultural norms, practices, and rituals in 
the mainstream Hindu tradition subsume a deep ideological repugnance towards 
gender equality. But this contrasts—rather sharply—with the overall features of 
tribal culture and society of the country. Indeed, the latter, which has ever been 
exterior to patently patriarchal and caste-hierarchical Hindu sociocultural orbit, is 
traditionally characterised by high degree of gender equity with its many admira-
ble demographic concomitants (e.g. lower infant and child mortality and fertility, 
balanced sex composition of the population). However, India’s tribal people have 
not entirely been insulated from the mainstream society and culture, and they have 
indeed been absorbing since long many of the mainstream sociocultural features 
and values, particularly kinship patterns including gender inequities and biases. 
None can possibly dare to doubt that this is a disturbing trend contrary to the oft-
proclaimed goal of effacing India’s ‘infamous’ distinction of being a land of deep-
rooted anti-female biases and discriminations. Ironically, as I would argue here, it 
is some of the basic values and ideology imbibed in the traditional tribal sociocul-
tural milieus that could have been emulated and promoted for the better among the 
non-tribal mainstream, not, as has been going on, the other way round.

The term ‘tribe’, as is widely known, subsumes enormous complexities—both 
anthropological and historical. However, the British India’s censuses used to enu-
merate tribes as animists until the 1931 census, in which they were categorised as 
those practicing ‘Tribal Religion’. Thus, up to the 1941 census, the criterion of 
primitive or tribal religion enabled the British census authorities to bypass many 
complex anthropological issues surrounding the notion of ‘tribe’ or ‘tribal’.

Kingsley Davis, a celebrated authority on India’s demography, who pioneered 
the imaginative and meticulous use of British India’s census information, calcu-
lated the number of children aged 0–4 years per 1,000 women (this is called child–
woman ratio, CWR for short) as a rough measure of human fertility, which turned 
out to be the highest for the aggregate tribal people among all major religious 
groups in the early twentieth century. In explaining the fertility of overall tribes, 
whom Davis called ‘most prolific’, he invokes a notion of aboriginals’ ‘naturally 
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high fertility’, coupled with Indian tribes’ permissiveness of widow remarriage 
prohibited among the Hindus.

However, whether fertility of ‘aboriginal’ people is (and/or had been histori-
cally) particularly high in the global context is far from conclusive.1 For example, 
there have been for long some fertility-suppressing features of traditional tribal 
marriage system. Indeed, India’s tribal females used to get married traditionally 
much later than their Hindu counterparts, apart from the former’s higher rate of 
celibacy. Besides, a higher CWR in a population could also obtain if the relative 
mortality of children vis-à-vis adults was comparatively low in comparison with 
other population and/or if vice versa. For instance, if tribal maternal mortality 
was sufficiently high, a higher CWR in tribal population could go hand in hand 
with a lower average number of children born per tribal woman. Indeed, the 
Report of the Census of 1911 on Central Provinces and Berar reported ‘more than 
proportionate death-rate of women in child-birth’ (Census of India 1911, vol. 10, 
Part I, p. 118). In the same vein, the Census of 1931 information shows that 
‘while the proportion of aged people is comparatively small among the tribal peo-
ple, that of children 0–5 years is decidedly higher than it is among the higher 
castes; among Hindus it is 15 % but among the tribal it is 19 %’. This is what 
researchers have sometimes called ‘phenomenal absence of aged people among 
the tribal people’.2

Thus, relatively low infant and child mortality (vis-à-vis adults) in tribal popu-
lation, if true, could provide a clue simultaneously to their relatively high CWR on 
the one hand and a stability of their relative population size vis-à-vis a secular 
decline for the Hindus over the first half of the twentieth century. In fact, our own 
demographic estimates (based on an ‘indirect demographic technique’) show 
lower levels of both mortality and fertility among aggregate tribal people than 
those of the Hindus’ in the early last-century India, reinforcing further doubts on 
the Davis hypothesis of highest tribal fertility.3 A brief overall portrayal of an 
admirable demographic regime (i.e. relatively low fertility and mortality) among 
India’s tribes sounds pretty vivid in the following remarks made as late as 1985 by 
C. von Fürer-Haimendorf, a celebrated authority on Indian tribes over the large 
part of the twentieth century:

….only one or two generations ago many tribal communities enjoyed the advantages of a 
well balanced ecology fully in tune with the natural resources of their environment and 
boast an overall quality of life superior in many ways to that of large sections of the Indian 
rural population. Adequate food-supplies, non-exploitative social structure, freedom from 

1 See, for e.g. Carr-Saunders, A. M. (1922), The Population Problem (Oxford: Clarendon Press), 
Krzwicki, L. (1934), Primitive Society and Its Vital Statistics, London, and Lorimer, Frank 
(1954), Culture and Human Fertility (Paris: UNESCO); and also Nag, Moni (1962), Factors 
Affecting Human Fertility in Non-industrial Societies: A Cross-Cultural Study (Yale University 
Publications in Anthropology), No. 66.
2 Mamoria, C. B. (1958), Tribal Demography in India (Allahabad: Kitab Mahal), pp. 111.
3 Maharatna, Arup (2005), Demographic Perspectives on India’s Tribes (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press), Chap. 3.
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indebtedness and other forms of dependence on non-tribal outsiders, equality of the sexes 
and a remarkable tolerance in all interpersonal relations were outstanding characteristics 
of such tribal societies. Moreover, there seems to be no reason to assume that their way of 
life could not have continued for the foreseeable future without requiring any aid from 
outside sources, particularly as in most tribal areas there was no excessive population 
growth threatening the ecological balance.4

Notably, the existing—albeit scattered—survey findings on diverse individual 
tribes across India do not also posit tribal fertility being essentially higher than 
that of their non-tribal counterparts.5 For instance, in the 1921 census, the Gonds 
of Central Provinces and Berar registered the lowest average number of children 
ever born (and also the highest proportion surviving) to the couples who had com-
pleted respective reproductive career (i.e. who have remained in married state up 
to the age 44–49 years).6 Likewise, India’s historical anthropological evidence 
also generally vindicates the lower levels of mortality among tribal infants and 
children—a fact which could have at least partly contributed to relatively high 
CWR observed for the tribal population in the early twentieth century. A low-fer-
tility-mortality regime has continued to be evident among the tribe people of the 
region in the 1950s and even later through the 1980s.7 Apart from global literature 
on historical anthropology portraying a (comparatively) low-fertility-mortality 
regime among tribal communities,8 it is not very far to find plausible reasons for a 
similar scenario to have been germane among many major tribes of India particu-
larly in the historical past.

First, several leading anthropologists of the British India had noted about (rel-
atively) low fertility as well as about the use of indigenous methods of birth con-
trol (including abortion) in some major tribal communities such as the Baiga, the 
Gonds of central India.9 Also, the traditional tribal custom of relatively late entry 

4 Fürer-Haimendorf, C. (1985), Tribal Population and Cultures of the Indian Subcontinent 
(Leiden-Koln: E. J. Brill).
5 See Nag, Moni (1973), ‘Tribal Non-Tribal Fertility Differential in India’, Demography India, 
vol. 2, no. 1.
6 See Maharatna, Arup (2005) op.cit, ; Chap. 3; Maharatna, A. (2000), ‘Fertility, Mortality and 
Gender Bias among Tribal Population: An Indian Perspective’, Social Science and Medicine, 
50:1333–51.
7 Driver, E. D. (1963), Differential Fertility in Central India (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press), Table 96:108; and Pandey G. D. (1989), ‘A Study of Couple Fertility in a Tribal 
Population of Madhya Pradesh’, in: Singh S. N., M. K. Premi, P. S. Bhatia and A. Bose (eds), 
Population Transition in India, Vol. 2 (New Delhi: B. R. Publishing Corporation); Pandey, G. D. 
and R. S. Tiwary, (1996), ‘Fertility in Hill Korwas, a Primitive Tribe of Madhya Pradesh’, Man 
In India, 76(4):325–329.
8 Wirsing, R. L. (1985), ‘The Health of Traditional Societies and Effects on Acculturation’, 
Current Anthropology, 26(3): 303–322.
9 Elwin, Verrier (1939), The Baiga (London: John Murray), pp. 218–222; and Furer-Haimendorf, 
Christopher (1979), The Gonds of Andhra Pradesh: Tradition and Change in an Indian Tribe 
(London: George Allen and Unwin): 287–288.
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into the marital union (vis-à-vis the Hindus) should also have been a contributory 
factor towards a lower tribal fertility. In the early twentieth-century India, about 
50 % Hindu females aged 10–14 years were found ‘married’ as against only 20 % 
among tribal counterparts. While 90 % of Hindu females in 15–19-year age group 
were enumerated as married in Madras presidency in 1921, about half of the 
tribal counterparts were found in the ‘never-married’ status (e.g. Central 
Provinces and Berar). The proportion of ‘unmarried’ women aged 20–24 years 
used to be about three times as large in tribal population as compared to that of 
the Hindu counterparts. Similarly, the average age at marriage of tribal females in 
Mysore was 18.1 years in 1901 census, while it was as low as only 14 years 
among the Hindu counterparts.10 A typical tribal girl has traditionally been far 
more ‘liberated’ than her Hindu counterpart insofar as the choice of the prospec-
tive groom through premarital love affairs and somewhat free mixing with the 
prospective spouses is concerned.11

H.H. Risley, India’s Census Commissioner in the early twentieth century, wrote 
that Santali girls married as adults mostly to men of their own choice, while the 
high-caste Hindus married their daughters between ‘the ages eight and twelve’.12 
Even in case of some tribes like Bondos, ‘girls prefer to marry younger boys’.13 
Added to this was a much higher celibacy rate among the tribal females. 
According to the census information for 1911 and 1921 in locations such as Bihar, 
Orissa, Bombay, the proportion of never-married tribal women in their forties—
though it was smaller than in historical Europe—has been much larger than (e.g. 
3–4 times) the figures for the Hindu counterparts.14 This presumably have exerted 
negative influence on the fertility of tribal population (vis-à-vis that of the 
Hindus). However, the proportion of widow women has generally been much less 
among tribals—a fact which should have put an upward pressure on the tribal fer-
tility (vis-à-vis that of Hindus). But fertility-suppressing effects of traditional tribal 
nuptial features (e.g. relatively late marriage and high celibacy) seem to have been, 
on balance, no less—indeed somewhat greater—than those resulting from the 
Hindus’ social sanction against widow remarriage (see footnote 6). This—in the 
absence of direct information on past fertility levels by social group—provides  

10 Mandelbaum, D. G. (1954), ‘Fertility of Earlier Years of Marriage in India’, in K. M. Kapadia 
(ed.), Professor Ghurye Felicitation Volume (Bombay: Popular Book Depot).
11 See Elwin, Verrier (1943), ‘Conception, Pregnancy and Birth among the Tribesmen of the 
Maikal Hills’, Journal of Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, 9(4); Fuchs, S. (1973), The Aboriginal 
Tribes of India (New Delhi: Macmillan); Furer-Haimendorf, C. (1943), The Chenchus: Jungle 
Folk of the Deccan (London: Macmillan).
12 Census of India 1901, volume I, Ethnographic Appendices, Calcutta 1903: 145.
13 Garg, B. M. (1960), ‘Status of Women in Tribal Communities in India’, Indian Journal of 
Social Work, 21(2): 195.
14 For more recent evidence on relatively larger incidence of celibacy among tribal women in 
north-eastern region, see e.g. Dey, S. K. (1969), ‘Fertility in Hill Districts of Assam’, Social 
Welfare, 8–10.
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(at least) some indirect evidence of a lower—or (at least) not higher—tribal fertil-
ity than that of the Hindus as back as early last century.15

Tribal traditional custom of marrying females not before the ages of their ado-
lescence or adulthood resembles the typical European marriage pattern, wherein 
the male has to work and wait for marriage until he has been adult and has accu-
mulated enough saving necessary for setting up his independent household.16 It 
was not really rare for a tribal girl in the Hos community of Chota-Nagpur to wait 
till her mid-thirties only when her prospective/chosen groom could have saved at 
least as much as to pay for the bride-price.17 Thus like the large part of historical 
Europe where fertility had been comparatively low owing to delayed marriage and 
high incidence of spinsterhood, Indian tribes, too, historically used to marry rela-
tively late with the result of their relatively low fertility.18 Even more recently, past 
researchers have found (comparatively) low tribal fertility in various Indian loca-
tions, which seems (partly) attributable to their traditional marriage patterns 
resembling those of the historical Europe (i.e. relatively delayed marriage and high 
proportion never married).19

15 In Africa too, fertility differentials between ethnic groups are often found to be associated 
with differential marriage patterns (e.g. monogamy being conducive to relatively large number 
of currently unmarried women, contributing to lower fertility); see Randall, Sara (1996), ‘Whose 
Reality? Local Perceptions of Fertility versus Demographic Analysis’, Population Studies, 50(2): 
221–34. For evidence on differential fertility levels associated with differences in marriage pat-
terns, breastfeeding practices, and social organisation between diverse ethnic groups, see Hill, 
A. G. (1985), ‘The Resent Demographic Surveys in Mali and their main Findings’, in his edited 
volume, Population, Health and Nutrition in the Sahel: Issues in the Welfare of Selected West 
African Communities (London: KPI). As Hill concludes, 'the very different life style of the differ-
ent ethnic groups comprising the national population of any Sahelian country are likely to have 
characteristic patterns of mortality and fertility even though the physical environment may be 
roughly comparable between the groups' (Ibid: 62–63).
16 See e.g. Majumdar, D. N. (1947), The Matrix of Indian Culture, Nagpur University :81.
17 Roy Burman, (1987), ‘Development and Tribal Women in India’, Mainstream, 19/20, 
November 25; and Majumdar, D. N. (1950), Affairs of a Tribe, Lucknow: Lucknow Universal. In 
Africa too, there is evidence of delayed female marriage among nomadic tribes, contributing to 
their relatively low fertility as compared to women of settled tribes, who generally marry earlier. 
Henin, R. A. (1969), ‘The Patterns and Census of Fertility Differentials in the Sudan’, Population 
Studies, 23(2):171–98.
18 Like historical Europe where ‘men marry late because they cannot ‘afford’ to marry young’ 
Hajnal, J. (1965), Marriage Patterns in Perspective’, in: Glass, D. V. D. E. C. Eversly (eds), 
Population in History (Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company) 133. Marriage in India’s tribal 
society is ‘usually late’ as young men cannot afford to pay bride-price ‘till late in life’; see 
Majumdar, D. N. (1947), The Matrix of Indian Culture, Nagpur University :81. As Mazumdar 
writes: ‘Girls seldom marry before 18 and 20, and men seldom below 25 or even 30’ (Ibid: 81). 
There is also scattered evidence of a higher proportion of ‘never married’ females among tribal 
societies as compared to the mainstream counterparts; see e.g. Dey, S. K. (1969), op. cit., De, 
D. C. (1970), ‘A demographic Study of Onges of Little Andaman’, Bulletin of Anthropological 
Survey of India, 19(2), 111–26.
19 Dey, S. K. (1969), ibid.
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It is rather easy to see that the above-noted traditional features of tribal marriage 
reflect, and/or partly stem from, a greater female autonomy and status that have his-
torically been the hallmarks of overall tribal culture and society in India. For exam-
ple, the Report of the Census of India 1901 wrote about Santali girls that ‘they 
generally married men of their own choice [and] sexual intercourse before marriage 
is tacitly recognised’.20 Indeed, the evidence—albeit scattered—of higher female 
status/autonomy in almost all walks of life (e.g. decision-making, freedom of move-
ment) in tribal societies abounds in the Indian anthropological literature. These tradi-
tional tribal features of marriage, consistent with and/or founded on a high degree of 
female autonomy and gender equity, reflect in turn a sociocultural framework/struc-
ture which is conducive to producing (relatively) ‘superior’ demographic outcomes 
(e.g. low fertility and infant and child mortality). The above argument is reaffirmed 
by a considerable contemporary evidence for the mainstream population showing a 
close inverse association between various indicators of female status/autonomy and 
major demographic outcomes such as fertility and infant and child mortality.21

Historically, the more patriarchal Hindu society—pretty distinct from the over-
all tribal traditional kinship features—has had inherent fertility-raising forces. 
First, in the former, the control over fertility decisions typically rests with the 
older members, who can often derive disproportionately large benefits from a large 
family.22 Second, woman’s insecurity arising from her economic and social 
dependence on men breeds a strong desire in her to produce as many sons as, and 
as soon as, possible as an insurance against the risk of events which threaten her 
well-being (such as loss of husband’s support). Various restrictions on female 
autonomy are often likely to suppress innovative behaviours favourable to repro-
ductive regulation and control. Since a large part of the cost of childbearing/rear-
ing is borne by women (e.g. captivity during pregnancy, risk of maternal 
complications, and death), women’s inherent disincentives against frequent child-
birth remain greatly suppressed by stark patriarchal subjugation.

20 Census of India 1901, Vol 1, 145.
21 See e.g. Caldwell, John (1978), ‘A Theory of Fertility: From High Plateau to Destabilization’, 
Population and Development Review, 4(4); and Cain, Mead (1982), ‘Perspectives on Family and 
Fertility in Developing Countries’, Population Studies, 57(2): 198–215; and Dyson, Tim and 
Moore, Mike (1983), ‘On Kinship Structure, Female Autonomy and Demographic Behaviour 
in India’, Population and Development Review, 9; Basu A. M. (1992), Culture, the Status of 
Women and Demographic Behaviour, (Oxford: Clarendon Press); Morgan, P. S. and Niraula, B. 
B. (1995), ‘Gender Inequality and Fertility in Two Nepali Villages’, Population and Development 
Review; 21(3):541–62; Malhotra, A., Vanneman, and S. Kishor (1995), Fertility, Dimensions of 
Petriarchy, and Development in India’, Population and Development Review; 21(2):281–306; 
Desai, S. (1994), India: Gender Inequalities and demographic Behaviour (New York: Population 
Council) among others.
22 For a review of major perspectives on the relationship between patriarchy/related gender ine-
qualities and fertility, see Koenig, M. A. and G. H. C. Foo (1992), ‘Patriarchy, Women’s Status, 
and Reproductive Behaviour in North India’, Demography India, 21(2):145–66; also Desai, 
S. (1994), India: Gender Inequalities and Demographic Behaviour (New York: Population 
Council).
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Higher levels of population sex ratio [i.e. number of females per 1,000 males] 
and women’s participation in directly productive work are generally held to mir-
ror higher degrees of gender equality and female autonomy. Historically, more 
balanced gender relations in tribal communities (vis-à-vis Hindu population) are 
amply testified by former’s far more balanced sex ratio. For instance, the Report of 
the Census of India 1931 reads as follows: ‘[t]he general conclusion as to the sex 
ratios of India proper is therefore that in the aboriginal tribes the numbers of two 
sexes are approximately equal, whereas in the rest of the community males exceed 
females’ (Census of India 1931:200). Notwithstanding inter-regional and inter-
tribal variations in sex ratios, a higher level of gender equality among the overall 
tribal population has historically been borne out—albeit somewhat indirectly—by 
the latter’s much higher proportion of females in the total population than ever 
found for the mainstream Hindu population.

Also, relatively high productive participation of tribal females is fairly well 
known.23 In fact, post-Independence census data clearly testify to this, and there can 
hardly be any reason why this should not have been the case in the early twentieth 
century and even before.24 India’s historical ethnography and related other evidence 
indicate a high degree of tribal female work participation (or sharing)—a fact which 
reflects and perhaps even reinforces comparatively high levels of autonomy, equality, 
and social position of tribal women. As noted already, the latter should have had bear-
ings favourable to relatively low fertility of tribal women as compared to the Hindu 
counterparts. Indeed, contemporary statistical exercises—though undertaken gener-
ally for communities belonging to the non-tribal mainstream—show often a strong 
negative association between female labour force participation and fertility level.25

Such overall tribal sociocultural features have historically been favourable not 
only to relatively lower fertility, but to a comparatively lower mortality too, partic-
ularly among infants and children. First, relatively long birth interval and low fer-
tility—which are traditionally known features of tribal community—are conducive 
to better survival chances of infants and children. Second, lesser gender biases in 
tribal societies should also be partly instrumental to better survival outcomes, 
health, and well-being of infants and children.26 Moreover, tribal habitations gen-
erally have some healthy features such as less crowding and more intimate relation 
with nature, apart from some of their traditional practices favourable to infant and 

23 See Bhasin, V. (2007), ‘Status of Tribal Women in India’Stud. Hom. Com. Sci, 1(1):1–16.
24 As per 1961 Census, about 52 % of India's tribal women participated in economically 'gainful' 
activity, whereas the corresponding proportion was slightly less than 12 % for the general popu-
lation; see Raza, Moonis and Aijazuddin Ahmed, (1990), An Atlas of Tribal India (New Delhi: 
Concept Publishing Company), 370.
25 See e.g. Murthi, N., A. Guio, and J. Dreze (1995), ‘Mortality, Fertility and Gender Bias in 
India: A District-Level Analysis’, Population and Development Review; 21: 199–210.
26 See Murthi et al. (1995), ibid. For some recent evidence on a lesser extent of anti-female 
biases in childhood mortality in tribal societies; see also Bajkhaif Mohammed Omes and  
K. Mahadevan (1993), Infant Mortality of Indian Mulims: Determinants and Implications (Delhi: 
B. R. Publications):10–12; also Maharatna (2000), op.cit.
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child health, namely prolonged breastfeeding and early food supplementation. 
Even in more recent period, the evidence of relatively longer breastfeeding and 
lower risk of conception has often been found among tribal women (vis-à-vis non-
tribal counterparts), who give ‘solid food to their infants after 6 months post-par-
tum and most of them continue with breast feeding’.27 A relative mortality 
advantage of tribal children is often discernible in more recent periods—albeit in 
an increasingly subdued form with time (see footnote 6).

A few other good features of infant and childcare practices among tribes 
include holding infants and children vertically during most of waking time and a 
closer physical contact with mothers.28 This contrasts with many customs and 
practices during childbirth and afterwards in non-tribal mainstream population, 
which are often reported to be inimical to the survival chances of the infant. In 
this context, an illuminating excerpt from the Bengal Report of the Census of 
1881 on the mortality advantage of tribal children vis-à-vis Hindus is worth 
quoting (p. 120):

For the years of infant life from the beginning of the first to the end of the fourth complete 
year the percentage of living children to the whole population is higher among the aborig-
inal tribes [18.20] than among the followers of any other religion [14.03 for Hindus; 15.77 
for Muslims]. …and the fact affords a fresh illustration of the well-known law that the 
productive powers of man are in inverse proportion to the standard of luxury which has 
reached; and that given a sufficient quantity of food without excessive hardships of cli-
mate, the off-spring of the primitive tribes is more numerous and more healthy than that of 
their more civilised neighbours. More particularly is this case in India, for it is impossible 
to conceive customs more prejudicial to the chances of survival than those which prevail 
both among Hindus and Mohamedans at the birth of a child [e.g. suffocating atmosphere 
created by closed windows, smoke and overcrowd (italics added)].

The absence of child (and/or early) marriage practice among the majority of 
tribes particularly in the past was probably instrumental (partly) to a mortality 
advantage in infancy, as the risk of death is often higher among infants of very 
young mothers. The lower tribal fertility itself—to the extent it results from longer 
birth spacing and prolonged breastfeeding—could contribute to a lower infant and 
childhood mortality. Relatedly, a somewhat better nutritional level of tribal chil-
dren could also arise—in line with recent empirical studies of poorer house-
holds—from a greater female autonomy/command over resources in tribal 
households.29

27 See, for e.g. Pakrasi, Kanti and Samita Manna (1989), ‘Socio-Economic Factors Influencing 
Breast-Feeding and Weaning of Infants by Tribal Mothers in West Bengal’, Indian Journal of 
Physical Anthropology and Human Genetics, 15(182); see also Chandrasekhar, S. (1972), Infant 
Mortality, Population Growth and Family Planning in India (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press):228–238.
28 Konner, Melvin (1976), ‘Maternal Care, Infant Behaviour and Development among the 
Kong’, in Lee, Richard B. and Irven De Vore, (1976), (eds), Kalahari Hunter- Gatherers: Studies 
of the Kung San and Their Neighbours (Cambridge: MA: Harward University Press).
29 Agarwal, B. (1994), A field of One’s Own: Gender and Land Rights in South Asia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press):29–30
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Tribes, who generally inhabit relatively less crowded settlements and in close 
intimacy with natural environments, for example, forest and hill, are globally 
known to have fared better in mortality terms in the past (see footnote 8). Insofar 
as this has been particularly true prior to the age of mass-scale use of antibiotics/
antibodies and vaccines, this should have been a veritable scenario for the majority 
of Indian tribes too in the past, with indigenous healing methods and herbal medi-
cines having been relatively effective in these societies ever more close to 
nature.30 Besides, tribal people—partly because of these healthy aspects of their 
habitation and partly due to their isolation from mainstream population—were 
probably relatively less inflicted by epidemics. Although evidence in support of 
this hypothesis in Indian context is hard to find, there is some evidence elsewhere 
(e.g. the mortality effect of the great Influenza Pandemic of 1918 being relatively 
less pronounced among Pygmies and Bushmen of the Kalahari desert).31 
Furthermore, the spread and transmission of disease and associated elevation of 
mortality among aggregate tribal population has often been viewed as one of the 
many negative fallouts of their increasing contact/assimilation with the main-
stream (non-tribal) population.32

A few more plausible hypotheses in explaining the relative mortality advantage 
among India’s tribal population in the past can also be adduced. For example, the 
malaria, which had remained almost the largest killer particularly during the 
period considered here, might have been less prevalent in tribal habitations in high 
altitude with greater dryness. Besides, the incidence of diarrhoeal and respiratory 
diseases might have been relatively less among tribal people because of their 
greater dependence on spring waters and lesser density and crowding. One emi-
nent anthropologist has noted that ‘foraging societies experience relatively low 
levels of infant and child mortality due to synergistic effects of nutritional patterns 
yielding adequate growing and maintenance requirements and a relatively low 
incidence of infectious disease’.33 Apart from historical advantage in the mortality 
of Indian tribes as a whole, there are other good reasons (relating to, e.g., mar-
riage, gender relations, and social organisation) to expect tribal fertility to have 
been lower than that among the Hindus in the historical past. Also, as noted 
already, tribal people were familiar with some indigenous medicines (e.g. herbal) 

30 See e.g. Elwin, Verrier (1943), op. cit.; Mamoria, C. B. (1958), Tribal Demography in India, 
(Allahabad: Kitab Mahal) :112–115; for more contemporary evidence, see e.g. Mutharayappa, 
R. (1998), Fertility and Family Planning among Jenu Koruba and Kadu Koruba Tribes of 
Karnataka’, Man in India, 78(1–2), pp. 123.
31 Dornan, S. S. (1975), Pygmies & Bushmen of the Kalahari (Cape Town: C. Struik (PTY) 
Ltd.):141.
32 Mamoria, C. B. (1958), Tribal Demography in India, (Allahabad: Kitab Mahal), p. 48; for 
other lamentable effects in socio-cultural fronts, see Sikdar, M. (2009), ‘Continuity and Change 
in Matrilineal Marriage System: A case study among the Garos of Pschim Bosti, Assam’, Studies 
of Tribes and Tribals, 7(2):125–130.
33 Handwerker, W. (1983), ‘The First Demographic Transition: An Analysis of Subsistence 
Choices and Reproductive Consequences’, American Anthropologist, 85; p. 15.
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and methods of prevention of conceptions (including abortion), apart from pro-
longed breastfeeding, longer birth interval, and perhaps somewhat greater inci-
dence of sterility and infertility—both primary and secondary—in tribal 
communities.34

The historical regime of (comparatively) low fertility and mortality among the 
aggregate tribal population continued to be echoed—albeit greatly subdued—in 
the contemporary periods too. Alas, more lately much of this historic superiority in 
terms of demographic outcomes and commensurately admirable many sociocul-
tural characteristics of aggregate tribal world in India has withered away.35 This 
reversal, ironically, is not because the mainstream society has increasingly taken to 
admittedly admirable traditional sociocultural/kinship/nuptial features of the tribes 
(e.g. greater gender equity and female autonomy). On the contrary, increasing 
material benefits and sociocultural spin-offs of the relentless flows of modern tech-
nology, comfort-enhancing commodities, and faster communications, which are 
all overwhelmingly confined to the non-tribal mainstream, have placed the present 
tribal communities in a stark material and demographic disadvantage. More dis-
turbingly, many tribes currently appear in an increasingly poor light in terms of 
their many sociocultural parameters, which are otherwise just the metamorphosed 
outcomes of the longstanding infusion of the non-tribal mainstream ideology, soci-
ety, and culture. Thus, it is well-nigh a ‘tragedy’, surely one among many others in 
our ‘land of tamashas’, that ‘tribals are identified by non-tribal caste-structured 
society as culturally inferior and are referred to by pejoratives such as jungli 
(rowdy, jungle-man) and karparaj (nigger)’.36

34 See, for e.g. Howell, Nancy (1976), ‘The Population of the Dobe Area Kung’, in: Lee and 
De Vore (1976), op. cit.; Howell, Nancy (1979), Demography of the Dobe Kung (New York: 
Academic Press); and White, C. M. N. (1959), A Preliminary survey of Luvale Rural Economy, 
The Rhodes-Livingstone Papers Series No. 29 (Manchester University Press) for relevant evi-
dence in Africa and elsewhere. The finding of relatively low fertility of Kung! women is often 
attributed partly to their relatively less fat responsible for making them take longer to ovulate, 
and partly to the incidence of venereal diseases (Howell 1979, ibid: Chaps. 7–10). Indeed, nutri-
tional deficiency, excessive physical work, and relatively harsh livelihood patterns might have 
played a role among Indian tribes too. But separating out these effects on fertility from those of 
sociocultural characteristics (including mobility patterns) is extremely difficult. For example, the 
question of how different is the energy expenditure pattern between tribal and non-tribal women 
has hardly been addressed systematically as yet. For discussions on the role of nutrition and 
physical work in fertility, see, for e.g. Frisch, Rose (1997), ‘Body Fat, Menarche, and Fertility’, 
in: Encyclopaedia of Human Biology, second edition vol. 2 (New York: Academic Press), and 
Garenne, M. L., and Rose Frisch (1994), ‘Natural Fertility’, Study Design and Statistics for 
Infertility Research, 5(2): 259–81; also Krishnaji, N. (1992), Pauperising Agriculture: Studies in 
Agrarian Change and Demographic Structure (Bombay: Oxford University Press for Sameeksha 
Trust) especially Chap. 7.
35 See, for example, Pandey P. L., D. C. Jain, G. D. Panday, R. Chouley, and R. S. Tiwari (2000), 
‘Some Aspects of Social Factors Affecting Fertility Behaviour of Gond Women’, Man in India 
80(3/4), among many other similar studies.
36 Jones, S. (1978), ‘Tribal Underdevelopment in India’, Development and Change, 9(1), p. 45; 
italics added.
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Social stratification as a specific configuration of distinct social groups identified on 
some criterion or other has been almost inextricably linked to the post-primordial 
human history and civilisation. Notwithstanding ominous haziness about the role 
played by social inequality per se in humanity’s progress, it is clear enough by now 
that social stratification, in an ultimate analysis, is an ideological, and/or ascription-
based, construct. Despite physiological (e.g. genetic/racial) differentials being held 
by some quarters to be the key to racial stratifications, the latter inescapably boil 
down to socially formed constructs and/or social ascriptions.1 It is of interest to 
note that social stratification based, as they generally are, on humanly devised 
ascriptions can have perceptible influence on, and/or it can be itself influenced by, 
demographic processes and behaviours. In the present chapter, the patterns and 
trends in demographic underpinnings of India’s broad social stratification are delin-
eated, with a view to identifying the former’s ramifications for latter’s dynamics 
and dilemmas for days ahead.

Three Broad Social Categories

While social stratification can, simplistically, be viewed as a purely social phe-
nomenon that entails social differentiations distinct from economic, religious, 
racial, or ethnic stratifications, India is well-known as a land of deeply divisive 
social structure founded on its enormously complex ‘caste system’. The latter is 
widely agreed to be ‘most peculiar’ in comparison with the globally common cri-
teria of social stratifications such as race, ethnicity, or even religiosity. Indeed the 
term ethnicity is eminently inapplicable in the context of India’s caste system.

1 See Saenz, R. and Morales, M.C (2005), ‘Demography of Race and Ethnicity’, In: D. Poston 
and M. Micklin (eds): Handbook of Population, Part1, Springer US.
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‘Caste’ subsumes two kinds of social categorisation in India. One derives 
directly from the Hindu religious principle (or precept?) of varna, according to 
which the Hindus are divided into four (interior) caste groups, together with a fifth 
group, the untouchables, that is exterior to the caste system.2 The other categorisa-
tion is based on what is called jati, the endogamous (i.e. in-marrying) birth group-
ing that determines a person’s social position or rank. Thousands of jatis exist, 
often with highly contested and changing rankings by varna (and even within a 
specific varna). Thus, to quote from Dumont’s [1970:21] succinct characterisation 
of the essence of the Indian caste system:

[T]he caste system divides the whole society into large number of hereditary groups, dis-
tinguished from one another and connected together by three characteristics: separation in 
matters of marriage and contact, whether direct or indirect (food); division of labour, each 
group having, in theory or by tradition, a profession from which their members can depart 
only within certain limits; and finally, hierarchy, which ranks the groups as relatively 
superior or inferior to one another .3

Since social descent, not physical or skin colour characteristics, is the single 
most important criterion for caste identification, the notion of race, though it has 
sometimes been invoked in discussions pertaining to the genesis of caste system, 
has remained somewhat suspended or perhaps overshadowed in the context of 
caste-based modes of social order and behaviour. Consequently, unlike black–white 
compartmental societies in the US or South Africa, ‘castes are not self-sufficient 
but interdependent; caste unites while it divides’.4 In a similarly paradoxical vein, 
the ‘untouchables’ in traditional Hindu society are excluded doctrinally from the 
Chaturvarna scheme developed by Brahminical jurists, but they are existentially 
indispensable in local society.5

The major preoccupation of Indian anthropology has long been with tribes, 
who, unlike castes, have been both doctrinally and existentially outside the 
varna social system. While tribes are globally viewed as distinct groups of peo-
ple who remain outside the mainstream civilisation, the rising civilisation in India 
(unlike most other parts of the world) neither eliminated nor quite absorbed these 

2 Varna system – more precisely chaturvarna scheme - includes the four caste groups as fol-
lows: Brahmins, whose duties are confined to religious scholarship and priest-craft; Kshatriyas; 
Vaishyas, the agriculturists, cattle herders, and traders; and Sudras, who must serve the other 
three classes. Beyond these four castes are the ‘outcastes’, lowest of the low, who along with 
Sudras are generally considered as ‘untouchable’. In Dharmashastra, the vast Hindu religio-legal 
texts, the unequal rights and duties of these four varnas are spelt out in detail, with those of the 
‘untouchables’, Chanadalas, who are, of course, ‘the object of extreme stigmatization’ Fuller, C. 
(2003), ‘Caste’ In: Das, V. (ed) (2003), The Oxford India Companion to Sociology and Social 
Anthropology, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, pp.479.
3 Dumont, L. (1970), Homo Hierarchicus: The caste system and its implications, Delhi: Vikas 
Publications.Louis; pp.21
4 See Galanter, M. (1984), Competing Equalities: Law and the Backward Classes in India, 
Delhi: Oxford University Press; pp.9
5 See Béteille, A. (1969), Castes: Old and New, Essays in Social Structure and Stratification, 
Bombay: Asia Publishing House; pp. 92
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primitive inhabitants. Thus, long-standing processes of tribal transformation and 
assimilation within mainstream caste society—so-called tribe-caste continuum—
constitute another major facet which has been a subject of protracted controver-
sies, debates, and discussions.

How far and/or whether India’s tribes are the indigenous and autochthonous 
people of the land has been a subject of much academic debate.6 Indeed the rela-
tionship between Hindu and tribal societies entails some ostensible paradoxes. 
For instance, despite traditional tribal society being far more homogenous and 
less stratified than a typical Hindu society, both share certain homology in their 
strikingly similar ways of perpetuating respective collective identities. To use 
Andre Béteille’s words, ‘[i] t is no accident that observers down the ages have so 
persistently mistaken castes for tribes, and tribes for castes’.7 This signifies inter-
penetration, rather than unidirectional/mechanical adaptation of one by the other. 
In fact, while many individual tribes appear similar, at least on some counts, to 
the Hindu caste segments, they at once turn quite different in terms of lifestyles, 
modes of livelihood, habitations, values, and cultural practices. As D.D. Kosambi, 
an eminent Indian historian writes, ‘[t]he entire course of Indian History shows 
tribal elements being fused into a general society’.8 In any case, the prolonged 
fusion of tribal elements could hardly prevent the collective identities from ‘out-
living the conversion of tribe into caste’.9

On the long-standing (and slow) process of assimilation or absorption of 
diverse tribes within the mainstream society, one received explanation—so-called 
‘Hindu method’—harps on a symbiotic, albeit unequal, relationship between tribes 
and the larger caste society.10 On the occasions when the tribal economic base had 
become precarious (due to population expansion or for other reasons), they or a 
section sought economic security through closer attachment to the wider Hindu 
society and were usually given the lowest position in the caste hierarchy.11 
Because of a very gradual nature of the shift of tribes into jati society with an 
inherent permeability, there have always been borderline cases with ‘very little 

6 See e.g. Xaxa, V. (2003), ‘Tribes in India’, In: V. Das (ed) (2003), The Oxford India 
Companion: Social Science and Social Anthropology, New Delhi: Oxford University Press; 
Xaxa, V. (1999), ‘Transformation of Tribes in India’, Economic and Political Weekly, 12 June; 
Béteille, André (1998), 'The Idea of Indigenous People', Current Anthropology, 39(2); Guha, 
S.(1999), Environment and Ethnicity in India 1200-1991, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. Guha 1999:1-9 among others.
7 Béteille, A. (1986),’ The Concept of Tribe with Special Reference to India’, European Journal 
of Sociology, 27, pp. 311.
8 quoted in Béteille 1986, ibid, pp.312)
9 Béteille, A. 1986 ibid.
10 Bose, N.K.(1941), `The Hindu method of tribal absorption', Science and Culture, VII:188-
194; Bose, N.K. (1975), The Structure of Hindu Society, New York: Orient Longman.
11 There are a few instances of richer and more powerful sections of tribal groups laying claim to 
being Kashatriyas [warrior caste]; see Srinivas, M.N. (1977), `The Changing Position of Indian 
Women', Man, 12, pp.227.
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difference between a group that considers itself a tribe and one that claims to be a 
jati’.12 This contrasts sharply with the American attempt at complete assimilation 
of aboriginal tribes into mainstream society in a shortest possible time—an 
attempt which (almost inevitably) failed and culminated into tribal identity/exist-
ence only as ‘deviant groups’.

Notwithstanding a symbiotic relationship between tribal and caste societies, the 
latter has had an exploitative character, inter alias, pushing off tribes to the fringes 
with relatively precarious economic base.13 This process has been continuing in 
varying degrees even today.14 However, the tribes—whether pushed out or pulled 
in—have hardly ever been entirely free of the influences of the dominant currents 
of Hindu society.15 Yet, the former at large never lost completely its own distinc-
tive existence and identity. There even exist some converse instances, namely of a 
caste adapting itself to the tribal sociocultural milieu, either because of a specific/
local caste group having been surrounded by tribal communities (e.g. the Badagas 
in Nilgiri of Tamil Nadu; see Hockings 1999), or due to the former’s political 
defeat/surrender to some dominant tribes.16 In some regions (e.g. in Dravidian 
south and central India), many tribal groups, while dependent on the Indo-Aryan 
caste structure, continue to maintain some of their own sociocultural distinctions, 
for example, clan-tribal social organisation, and gender equities.17 This persisting 
co-existence of ‘the old and the new and consequent ethnic heterogeneity is attrib-
utable, as Fürer-Haimendorf (1985:1)18 observed, to ‘an attitude basic to Indian 
ideology which accepted the variety of cultural forms as natural and immutable, 
and did not consider their assimilation to a single pattern in any way desirable’.

Thus, it has never been anomalous to regard Indian tribal world as a large 
assortment of communities, which, though different in size, mode of livelihood, 

12 Mandelbaum, D.G. (1970), Society in India, Two Volumes, Berkley: University of California 
Press, pp. 574; see also Béteille 1986 op. cit., pp.317.
13 Roy-Burman, B.K. (1993), 'Tribal Population: Interface of Historical Ecology and Political 
Economy', in Miri, M. (ed) (1993), Continuity and Change in Tribal Society, Shimla: Indian 
Institute of Advanced Study.
14 Fürer-Haimendorf, C. (1989), `The Struggle For Survival', in Singh, S.N., M.K. Premi, 
P.S. Bhatia and A. Bose (1989) (eds), Population Transition in India, Delhi: B.R. Publishing 
Corporation, two volumes; see also some relevant papers in Chaudhuri, B. (ed) (1992), Tribal 
Transformation in India, Volume III, Delhi: Inter-India Publications.
15 Mandelbaum 1970 op. cit. pp. 576; and also Jay, E.J. (1968), `The Anthropologists and Tribal 
Welfare', in Vidyarthi, L.P. (ed) (1968), Applied Anthropology in India, Allahabad: Kitab Mahal.
16 e.g. Bhils and Girasia of Rajasthan; see Chauhan, A. (1978), ‘Tribalization’ in Vyas, N.N., 
R.S. Mann, and N.D. Chaudhary (eds) (1978), Rajasthan Bhils, Udaipur: Manikyalal Verma 
Tribal Research and Training Institute; and also Unnithan-Kumar, M. (1997), Identity, Gender 
and Poverty: New Perspectives on Caste and Tribe in Rajasthan, Providence and Oxford: 
Berghahn Books.
17 e.g. Volchok, B.Y. (1964), `The Interaction of Caste and Tribal Communities in Central India', 
Journal of Social Research,7 (1/2).
18 Fürer-Haimendorf, C. (1985), Tribal Populations and Cultures of the Indian Subcontinent, 
Leiden-Koln: E.J. Brill, pp.1.
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and social organisation, all stood somewhat outside the Hindu civilisation. Indeed, 
sociocultural differences between numerous tribal groups across Indian regions 
could hardly obliterate the core common features of the aggregate tribal popula-
tion. In this context, the present chapter seeks to throw light on the key demo-
graphic differences and their sociocultural underpinnings between tribes as a 
whole, lower-caste people, and the mainstream caste society.

Since the British colonial times, there has been a coexistence of two distinct 
discourses on the question of identity/notion/status of castes and tribes: ‘academic’ 
(involving anthropology, history, sociology) and ‘administrative’ or ‘operational’. 
While each has drawn on the other, a peaceful separation has not perished. As one 
British sociologist once remarked, ‘[w]hile it might be necessary for the adminis-
tration, in the process of distributing benefits and privileges, to consider a particu-
lar societies as either tribes or elements in a caste system, there is no reason why 
we, as sociologists, should do this’.19 We now turn to a closer look at the notion, 
classification, and inner contradictions involved in enumerations of tribes and 
castes in Indian censuses and related official discourses.

Castes and Tribes in the Indian Censuses: Digging Up 
Muddles?

Castes

The onset of decennial population censuses in the early 1870s heralded what we 
could call the administrative/official domain or discourse of caste, distinct and 
somewhat insulated from its unofficial reality, existence, and functioning in the 
day-to-day life of the society. While the first Indian census in 1871–1872 came up 
with ‘twenty-odd identities’ in terms of ‘an elaborate classification of peoples 
based on racial, religious, and caste criteria’, the number grew to several hundred 
by the fourth decennial census of 1901.20 Since censuses, though neutral per se, 
have forged new relationships among constituent groups by fixing explicit identi-
ties onto shifting collective representations, they could not help affecting the con-
sciousness and politics of real social life both through the possibilities of complex 
social transformations and innovations and also by brewing social conflicts/move-
ments. The British authorities’ elaborate arrangements for enumerating diverse 
castes and/or sub-castes could not but have been instrumental to fuelling socially 
divisive forces latent in the caste system and hence to jeopardising nationalists’ 
reformist ideals of eradicating caste-based social hierarchy/stratification 

19 Bailey, F.G. (1961), '``Tribe'' and ``Caste''in India', Contributions to Indian Sociology, Vol.5, 
pp.15.
20 Kreager, P. (1997), ‘Population and Identity’, In: D. I. Kertzer and T. Fricke (eds): Anthropological 
Demography: Toward a New Synthesis, Chicago: University of Chicago, pp.165.
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and inequities. As one eminent British anthropologist writes, ‘British rule did not 
create the hierarchical caste system and the Brahmanical ideology that legitimated 
it, but it did give the system a centrality and inflexibility which it had not had 
before’.21 This said, the colonial administration and its census enumerations by 
caste, tribes, and communities sowed the seeds of key ingredients necessary for 
constructing the demography of social stratification and its underpinnings. 
Interestingly, all these efforts on the part of colonial rule helped concretise the 
caste system which was, in principle and on paper, despised and sought to be 
destroyed. This in effect contributed to plunging India’s social stratification into 
deeper flux. After independence, the entire scheme of caste-wise census enumera-
tion of population was resolutely scrapped on the ground of its perceived (poten-
tial) dissonance with the broader goals of achieving social harmony, justice, and 
equality.

In 1901 census (which marks the last attempt at a complete tabulation of all 
castes), the number of ‘main’ castes and tribes was 2,378—some of which ran into 
millions and others had a mere handful. In any case, the British census authorities’ 
efforts and attempts at caste enumeration fed chiefly into the anthropological and 
sociological research reports written mostly by distinguished British administra-
tors such as E.A. Gait, H. Risley, D. Ibbetson, R.V. Russell, R.E. Enthoven, 
E.A.H. Blunt, and J. H. Hutton. As Kingsley Davis, the doyen of India’s historical 
demography, stated in his celebrated book published around the time of the coun-
try’s Independence: ‘much of what is known about caste in India during modern 
times comes from the census’.22 Thus, India’s official perspective or perception 
departs markedly from the chief motif behind the collection of census information 
on ethnic groups and races in UK and USA, namely the exploration into the rela-
tive material disadvantage, not religious or cultural differences.

In an effort to derive sense out of the maze of innumerable castes and sub-
castes, some grouping is imperative enough. One prominent line of division 
has been between ‘clean castes’, who are interior to the Hindu society, and the 
‘unclean’ or ‘outcaste’ or ‘untouchable’ or ‘exterior’ castes, whom the British 
clubbed together under the portmanteau term, ‘depressed classes’. Although 
British censuses used to apply several criteria for the membership in the depressed 
castes, an extremely wide variation in its degree and form made it too difficult to 
count the number of persons belonging to ‘depressed castes’ with reasonable level 
of consistency.

Over several decades preceding independence, organised social and political 
movements of the ‘depressed’ classes had gathered momentum along with, or as 
an offshoot of, the escalating Hindu–Muslim communal politics. By the 1930s, it 
became almost imperative for the government to evolve a suitable term for the 
‘untouchable’ because of the growing resentment against the odium attached to it. 

21 Fuller, C. (2003), ‘Caste’ In: Das (2003) op.cit. pp.481.
22 Davis, K. (1951), The Population and India and Pakistan, Princeton: University Press,  
pp. 162.
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The Government of India Act 1935 introduced a single term ‘Scheduled Castes’ to 
refer to a cluster of groups variously called ‘untouchables’, or ‘depressed castes’, 
or ‘exterior castes’, of whom a country-wide list was prepared in 1936 as a sepa-
rate Schedule in the Act. The preparation, modification, and official approval of 
this list (or rather Schedule) became increasingly the responsibility of the 
Government of India as was eventually enshrined in the Indian Constitution in 
1950. President is empowered to specify, after consulting with the Governor of a 
state, those castes or groups who, for the purposes of the Constitution, would be 
deemed to be Scheduled Castes (SC) in relation to the state. Once thus promul-
gated, this schedule can be changed only by Act of Parliament. The first President 
of independent India did promulgate a SC Order in 1950, which basically re-
enacted the 1936 list, with only few additions.23 In 1951, there were a few 
changes, ‘but these were in the nature of adjustments and elimination of anoma-
lies, rather than any basic change in policy’.24

In fact, the Constituent Assembly, which drew up the Indian Constitution after 
protracted deliberations between 1946 and 1949, set out with the ideal of abol-
ishing the pre-existing caste-based social order. This was amply reflected in the 
constitutional provisions for equality of status and opportunity. Ironically enough, 
despite much publicised ideals and popular rhetoric mostly visible in political 
manifestos and official documents and reformist discourses, the Constitution of 
India, adopted in 1950, appears unclear or uncertain about the position of caste 
groups in Indian social life. The ambivalence of the Constitution on this key ques-
tion took the form of a distinct dilemma in giving full official cognisance to the 
social order of caste while simultaneously aiming at its complete abolition. While 
Article 17 of the 1950 Constitution bans ‘untouchability’ and its practice in any 
form, its Article 46 vows to ‘promote with special care the educational and eco-
nomic interests of the weaker sections of the people, and in particular, of the SC 
and the Scheduled Tribes (ST)’ who have to be ‘identified’ in the first place to be 
protected ‘from social injustice and all forms of exploitation’.

The provision of protective or compensatory discrimination impelled the delim-
itation of the three social categories of recipients clubbed under a label, Backward 
Classes (BC), on the ground of the age-old caste-based social inequities and 

23 In this list, Christians, Muslims and the hill and forest tribes, with tribal religion were cat-
egorically excluded. From that point onwards, SC began to be redefined on the basis of reli-
gious criteria, leaving out from the net of reservation and from protection under the Prevention 
of Atrocities Act those lower social status people who converted out of Hinduism. Later SC 
was enlarged to include Sikh and Buddhist backward people, but official discrimination against 
Muslim and Christian lower classes has remained. Some conflicting claims of the aborigines 
were settled by Government of India (Provincial Legislative Assembly) Order 1936 with a sep-
arate list of backward tribes. For a useful discussion on the origin and evolution of scheduled 
castes people, see Gupta, S.K. (1985), The Scheduled Castes in Modern Indian Politics: The 
Emergence as a Political Power, New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers especially chap-
ters 1 and 2.
24 Galanter 1984, op.cit. pp.132.
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disabilities experienced by them. The two major groups, namely the SC and ST, 
the recipients of the largest proportion of special government funds and expendi-
tures on the welfare of the BC, are accorded with special constitutional provisions 
for reservation of seats in parliament and state legislatures, and of posts in govern-
ment services. The Other Backward Classes (OBC) was neither defined clearly nor 
offered any specified provisions.25 A permanent office of the Commissioner for 
SC and ST, to act as a watchdog of the progress and welfare of these sections, is 
also provided for by the Constitution.

The sumptuous state gestures undertaken towards the official delineation of 
diverse castes and tribes to be provided with special protection and benefits stood 
clearly incongruous with the Constitutional pledge for the total eradication of 
caste division and discrimination (including ‘untouchability’). Little wonder this 
fundamental contradiction or confusion could easily bring in anomalous out-
comes. For example, even the official programme for abolition of ‘untouchability’ 
in the provision of drinking water did not dare to ensure that upper castes and 
untouchables drank or drew water from the same well in a village, but instead, it 
only ventured up to providing for a separate well for the untouchables and thereby 
gave a glaring implied approval to the social reality of untouchability.26 In its pro-
tracted sequel, it should not sound surprising to hear about such recent report—
after 60 years of the promulgation of Constitution—that the mid-day meals in 
schools are being served in two separate rows for the lower- and upper-caste stu-
dents,27 apart from the piling up of evidence on manifest discriminatory treatment 
of the low-caste and tribal students even in the classrooms in various forms and 
guises.28

No less expectedly, over the decades following independence, there has been a 
steady rise of ascription-based identity politics on caste lines mostly at the 
regional level. The politics of castes derived its major sustenance from the affirma-
tive action policies including protective/special benefits for scheduled groups, 
potential vote banks. In fact such caste-based politics flourished to the point where 
the voice for revival of caste enumeration in census emerged pretty pressing since 
the 1990s. After a somewhat heated controversy and debates, the government in 
power did accede in 2010 to the caste enumeration as the part of 2011 census 

25 The OBC is a heterogeneous category, varying widely from state to state, composed mostly of 
castes (and some non-Hindu communities) who are low, but not as low as SC, in the traditional 
social hierarchy. A few tribal and nomadic groups, as well as converts to non-Hindu religions 
from the SC, and in some areas the Denotified Tribes, formerly called ‘criminal tribes’ by an Act 
of 1924 and subsequently ‘ex-criminal’ tribes by another Act of 1952, are also included in the 
OBC.
26 Roy-Burman, B.K. (1974), ‘The Problem of Untouchable’, Seminar (New Delhi) (177), May.
27 Mukul, A. (2012), ‘Caste, gender biases blight mid-day meal scheme in four states’, The 
Times of India, 4 August 2012.
28 Nambissan, G.B. (2009), Exclusion and Discrimination in Schools: Experiences of Dalit 
Children, Working Paper Series, vol.1, No.1, Indian Institute of Dalit Studies and UNICEF, New 
Delhi.
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operations in the country.29 As noted already, while demography is a key element 
in the construction and continuity of social stratifications, the revival of caste enu-
meration and the data thereby generated is likely to exert confounding influences 
that help perpetuate—with ever brewing dilemmas, muddles, and complexities—
India’s hugely intricate social stratification on caste lines.

Tribes

Around the time of India’s independence, a serious rethinking on the notion of 
tribal identity was initiated by political leaders who wanted to bring up tribal and 
other backward sections to the level of the mainstream through ‘affection’, ‘friend-
liness’, and some special protections and provisions. The Constitution of India 
empowered the President to declare any tribal community or part thereof as 
‘Scheduled Tribe’ to be eligible for special provisions and benefits. With the adop-
tion of the Constitution in 1950 the President promulgated in the same year, a list 
of Scheduled Tribes (ST thereafter) and scheduled areas, which was based, in a 
large measure, on the list of Backward Tribes promulgated in 1936 by the British 
colonial administration. At the first census of independent India in 1951, the num-
ber of scheduled tribal communities or part thereof was 212, with specific areas 
being earmarked for each. The Constitutional provisions—bolstered by the tradi-
tion of census operations—‘sealed the boundaries between tribe and non-tribe’ and 
gave to the tribal identity ‘a kind of definiteness it lacked in the past’.30 Thus, 
since the 1950s, there emerged not only a definite tribal identity with legal sanc-
tion, but also a distinct political interest forging that identity.

The Indian Constitution has empowered the President of the country to appoint 
a BC Commission, with three major tasks: to evaluate conditions of socially BC; 
to recommend policy for amelioration of their hardships and deprivations; and to 
re-examine existing list of STs for suggesting its revision, if necessary. The first 
such Backward Classes Commission was appointed in 1953, which came up with 
a recommendation for declaring some additional communities as ‘scheduled’. 
Accordingly, a modified (and enlarged) list of ST was notified by the President in 
1956. By 1961, the number of scheduled tribe rose to 427 (which was an increase 
by more than twice the number identified and enumerated in the 1951 census) and 
to 432 by the census of 1971.

29 Gupta, D. (2010), ‘And now they want a caste census’, India Today, 4 May; Vijayanunni, M. 
And others (2010), ‘Caste Census: senseless separation’, The Hindu, 13 September; Béteille, André 
(1998a), ‘Casting out Caste: Looking Back in Dismay’, Times of India, 11 June; Sundar, N. (1999), 
‘The Indian Census, Identity and Inequality’, In Guha, R. And J. P. Parry (eds) (1999), Institutions 
and Inequalities, New Delhi: Oxford University Press; Srinivas, M.N. (1998), ‘Divide and Rule: 
Counting on Caste Census’, Times of India, 7 May.
30 Béteille, A. 1986, op. cit, pp. 318.
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Owing to various problems and complaints, the Removal of Area Restrictions 
(Amendment) Act of 1976 was passed and hence it delinked tribal identity from 
the specification of areas. Consequently, STs began to mean, for all practical pur-
poses, ‘tribal population’ of the country. Difficulties, of course, remained due inter 
alias to ‘the varying definition of a tribe, by changes to the list of officially recog-
nised tribes, by qualitative deficiencies in demographic data, administrative 
changes to India’s regions and by the reclassification of tribes as castes’.31 But 
these potential defects of the census data have not been so serious as to obliterate 
the discernable distinctions in demographic features and parameters between the 
tribal and mainstream caste populations.

The preparations of schedules for tribes (ST) and lower-caste (SC) people had 
gone simultaneously. There might have been some anomalies in the official 
recording of these two social identities, but this cannot preclude fruitful and imagi-
native use of relevant census information for specific purposes. In fact, census data 
do often depict contrasting (demographic) patterns between these two social 
groups and their changes over time. While these two groups do not seem to have 
been historically at vastly different levels of overall economic footing, they have 
been pretty distinct socioculturally. Indeed, the early Backward Classes 
Commission reports used to distinguish between the STs and the SCs not exactly 
on the criterion of economic conditions and related variables, but in terms of the 
differentials in lifestyle and other sociocultural characteristics. In fact, the SC 
communities, unlike overall STs, have not been free of ‘the influence of the ethi-
cally loaded, partly puritanical theology and world view of literate upper-caste 
Hindus, whose messages they receive through verbal communication, and through 
cultural performances, such as dance, drama etc.’32 We now turn to examining 
castes and tribes from the standpoint of their demographic trends, structure, 
behaviour, and outcomes, with a view to gaining deeper insights into dynamics of 
India’s broad social stratification, particularly for the days ahead.

Demographic Underpinnings

The post-independence period has witnessed positive rates of growth of enumer-
ated population for all three major social categories considered here (Table 19.1), 
although it has been much higher among the ST and SC groups than that of the 
non-SC/ST (OC). The proportions of SC and ST in total population have both 

31 Sinha S. (1957),'Tribal Cultures of Peninsular India as a dimension of little transition in the 
study of Indian civilisation: A Preliminary statement', Man in India, 37 (2), pp.116. Wiercinski, 
M. (1996), ‘Some Problems in the Demography of the Tribal Population in India’, Mankind 
Quarterly, 36(3/4); and Sundar 1999, op. cit.104-114.
32 Sinha S. (1957),'Tribal Cultures of Peninsular India as a dimension of little transition in the 
study of Indian civilisation: A Preliminary statement', Man in India, 37 (2), pp.116.
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risen—respectively, by about 2 and 3 % points—between 1951 and 2001, along 
with a drop of about 5 % point from the initial share of the OC population at 
around 80 %. The explanation for the rises in the proportion of SC population 
since independence is broadly twofold. First, there have been repeated expansions 
of the list of SCs and corresponding ‘infiltrations’ into its enumerated size particu-
larly till the 1980s. This expanding list of SCs has been propelled to a large extent 
by rapid rise of mobilisation politics since the 1960s intertwined with special state 
provisions and benefits for the scheduled classes. Thus, the extent to which the rise 
of the proportionate share of SC population is contributed by the enlargement of 
its list amounts essentially to reshuffling of the existing population.

However, ‘real’ demographic processes, namely differential rates of fertility, 
mortality, and natural increase, have played no negligible part in pushing up the 
proportion of SC in total population in the post-independence period (at least) up 
to 1991. For example, as we would discuss shortly, the human fertility levels of 
overall SC population have been always higher than those of the two other groups 
throughout the entire post-independence period till the early 2000s.

Indeed in the 1991–2001 decade, the SC population have witnessed the largest 
absolute decline in its growth rate vis-à-vis ST and others at the national level and 
in the majority of the regions and states. This reflects (at least partly) a relatively 
rapid pace of fertility transition among the aggregate SC community of the coun-
try. Notably, in Kerala, the SC community had begun reducing fertility the earliest 
among all the major social groups, and they have also evinced the lowest fertility 
rate over the several preceding decades.

In the first census of independent India in 1951, the enumerated size of tribal 
population turned more than twice as large in the preceding census, despite the 
geographic truncation following the partition in 1947 of the erstwhile India. This 
might have been partly because the regions (e.g. north-western parts and eastern 
Bengal) that were carved out from erstwhile India were historically of low tribal 
concentration. However, this can hardly be a full explanation, especially when total 
population of the truncated country declined by about 7 % between 1941 and 1951. 
For example, just after declaration of Independence and partition in August of 
1947, the newly formed Government of India published in September of that year a 
handbook on population by communities and states, basing itself on the 1941 cen-
sus. Notably, this official publication reported the total tribal population of inde-
pendent (i.e. divided) India as being twice as large as the size of enumerated tribal 
population for undivided India.33 The clue lies largely in the fact that enumeration 
of tribal (STs) and lower-caste (SCs) people was made for the first time on the 
basis of respective statutory schedules prepared and approved by government. 
Many persons not considered as ‘tribal’ on the criterion of their religious affiliation 
and/or otherwise before Independence could find themselves so identified in the 
1951 census. Thus, with the decadal growth of enumerated tribal population being 

33 Government of India (1947), Statistical Handbook No.1 (Revised), The Population of India 
according to communities, 2nd Edition, New Delhi: Manager of Govt Press.



153

higher than that of the total population in the post-independence period, the for-
mer’s proportion rose from 5 % in 1951 to more than 8 % in 2001 (see Table 19.1). 
Note, however, that the gap in these two recorded growth rates has been highest 
during the 1951–1961 decade, and it narrowed down over the following decades 
(perhaps with the exception for 1971–1981 decade). This relative surge of ST pop-
ulation in the post-independence period does partly reflect expansion of the ST list. 
To quote Andre Béteille, ‘[p]aradoxically, the number of communities deemed to 
be tribes has increased with the modernisation of India between 1950 and 1976’.34

Thus, the surges of enumerated tribal population through enlargement of the ST 
schedule especially up to the early 1980s as well as removal of area restriction in 
1976 effectively meant only reclassification or redistribution of the existing popula-
tion. But there is reasonably strong evidence suggesting a higher real or natural 
growth of tribal population, which in the newly independent country could have been 
propelled by the new development and modernisation initiatives, its concomitant 
influence on traditional customs, values, and consequent rises in fertility (so-called 
pre-transition rise of fertility, i.e., rises of fertility just prior to the beginning of its sec-
ular decline).35 In fact such pre-transition fertility rise has probably been delayed, pro-
longed, and pronounced among the ST population vis-à-vis SCs, as the former have 
generally lagged behind the latter in the processes of modernisation/Sanskritisation.

What emerges, on the whole, is a picture of tribal population having grown at 
much higher rates since the independence. This has been the fallout both of the 
expansion of tribal identities and of a late onset of modernisation among tribes. 
Notwithstanding modest, if not weak, indications of the onset of a declining trend in 
the growth of tribal population in more recent decades, it is far from certain as to 
what demographic trends are going to take shape among tribal population in the near 
future. Such uncertainty arises from a multiplicity of factors: including acute poverty 
and material deprivation in the tribal pockets situated amid non-tribal majority, com-
paratively high and sometimes even rising levels of morality and under-nutrition 
among tribal infants and children, political instability and turmoil in the tribe-con-
centrated areas of the north-eastern India, distinct signs of stalling fertility decline or 
even of fertility rises among the tribes in mid-transitional societies in many regions.36

Perhaps most glaring—albeit hitherto underplayed—difference between tribal and 
general populations lies in the sex ratio, that is, female–male ratio (FMR hereafter) 

34 Béteille, A. (1986), op. cit.
35 Four standard changes in the early phase of modernisation process generally contribute to a 
pre-transition fertility increase: a reduction in breastfeeding intensity and duration, a reduction in 
postpartum abstinence, a reduction in widowhood, and reduction in sterility due to improvement 
of public health services. To these might also be added the erosion of traditional and indigenous 
methods of fertility control among tribal communities as a contributory factor to a temporary 
'fertility rise'.
36 World Bank (2011), Poverty and Social Exclusion in India, Washington D.C; Das, M. B., G. 
Hall, S. Kapoor, D. Nikitin (2010), Indigenous Peoples, Poverty and Development, India, World 
Bank (Draft Manuscript, accessed from siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTINDPEOPLE; Sinha, 
A. (2011), Doctoral dissertation in progress on the demography of north-east India, Gokhale 
Institute of Politics and Economics, Pune.
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(see Table 19.1). In distinct contrast to India’s overall FMR being unfavourable to 
females, it has been relatively balanced among the tribes. In fact, females outnumber 
males in the entire western world and in many developing countries outside Asia and 
North Africa—both because of females’ biological edge over males in natural sur-
vival chances as well as from their relative mortality advantage in wars, accidents, 
and lifestyles. Thus, India’s large deficiency of females with low FMR in general 
population reflects (albeit indirectly) social discrimination outweighing females’ 
intrinsic (biological) advantage in survival chances. There have been several attempts 
at estimating what Amartya Sen famously called ‘missing women’ in countries with 
lower than a ‘benchmark’ FMR expected in the absence of anti-female social envi-
ronment.37 The estimated figure of about 37 million missing women in India on the 
basis of sub-Saharan FMR of 1.022 as a benchmark provides a broad sense of how 
many more females could have remained alive now if anti-female social environment 
had been absent.

Against these disquieting (and even perhaps growing) imbalances in FMR 
of India’s general population, the tribal record and history of a more balanced 
sex ratio is of considerable significance (see Table 19.1). While this per se only 
implies a lesser degree of anti-female discrimination in tribal society vis-à-vis 
mainstream, this is often vindicated by more directly relevant evidence such as sex 
differentials in mortality and under-nutrition. Besides, there also exists substan-
tial anthropological evidence elucidating relatively little (or perhaps almost total 
absence of) gender biases in traditional tribal society and culture. In this context, a 
ten-point drop of tribal FMR from 983 to 972 during 1981–1991 decade is particu-
larly noteworthy, pointing strongly to the plausibility of tribal trends in the direc-
tion of the mainstream pattern of growing deficit of females. Although there have 
been some improvements in FMR across all social groups in the following decade 
1991–2001, the extent of improvement for ST has been far less than that for SC.

Let us have a closer look at the available information on the trends in fertility, 
mortality, and health indicators for three broad social groups in India over a span 
of about three decades beginning from the late 1970s (Table 19.2). Fertility level 
of non-ST/SC group has unsurprisingly been the lowest. But it is of interest that 
the tribal fertility has been lower than that of the SC group throughout until the 
late 1990s. Recent research attributes the historically lower tribal fertility largely 
to their traditional sociocultural characteristics, many of which have had net fertil-
ity-inhibiting effects (e.g. relatively high age at female marriage, comparatively 
high female status and autonomy, prolonged breastfeeding and abstinence, and use 
of traditional contraceptives).38

37 See Sen, A. (1999), Development as Freedom, Delhi: Oxford University Press, pp.105–106. 
There has been, over the recent past, a considerable discussion relating to various issues (includ-
ing methods of estimation) and implications surrounding the notion of missing women in the 
wider Asian context.
38 Maharatna, A.(2000a), ‘Fertility, mortality and gender bias among tribal population: an Indian 
perspective’, Social Science and Medicine, 50:1333-1351.
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However, more lately, the tribal fertility regime has become more complex and 
varied owing to mounting complexities and vulnerabilities of their livelihood pat-
terns, survival, and environment. For example, the availability of modern medi-
cines, together with weakening of traditional fertility-suppressing sociocultural 
practices (e.g. reductions in traditionally long durations of breastfeeding and post-
partum abstinence, and lowering of average female age at marriage in the lines of 
traditional Hindu sociocultural norms such as child marriage) should have induced 
a delayed pre-transition fertility rise or have stalled fertility decline if already 
underway.

For example, since the 1990s, the tribal-majority states of north-eastern India 
have experienced overall stalling of fertility decline accompanied by stagnation, or 

Table 19.2  Fertility and mortality differentials among board social groups: All-India

SC ST OTHERS

TFR (CF)
1978** 4.8 – 4.1 – 4.5 –
1984 5.2 (4.7) 5.2 (4.5) 4.4 (4.6)
1990–1992 3.9 (5.4) 3.6 (4.8) 3.3 (4.8)
1995–1998 3.2 (4.9) 3.2 (4.7) 2.7 (4.2)
2003–2005 2.9 (4.5) 3.1 (4.6) 2.6 (3. 5)
IMR (mortality under 5)
1978**@ 152.0 120.0 NA
1984@ 126.5 (51.6) 101.1 (45.0) 99.2 (36.0)
NFHS-1 1981–1991+ 107.3 (149.1) 90.5 (135.2) 82.2 (111.5)
NFHS-2 1987–1997+ 83.0 (119.3) 84.2 (126.6) 61.8 (82.6)#
NFHS-3 2001–2005+ 66.4 (88.1) 62.1 (95.7) 48.9 (59.2)#
Predicted probability of mortality per 1,000 persons, 2004–2005^:
Before age 1 year 30.9 {33.5} 38.0 4.2
1–5 years 4.0 {4.1} 7.4 1.8
45–64 years 8.7 {9.6} 6.9 7.7
CDR
1984 16.2 14.7 11.7
1994** 13.0 9.0 11.0
Odds ratio of mortality, 

2004–2005$
1.72 {1.47} 1.37 1.00

Malnutrition of women 14–49 years (%), 2005–2006
BMI 41.3 {35.7} 46.6 29.2
Anemia (moderate/severe) 19.0 {16.2} 23.7 14.2

CDR Crude death rate; IMR Infant mortality rate; 0–4 M Estimated death rate for age group 0–4; CF 
Completed fertility expressed as the average number of children ever born to women in the age group 
40–49; +Probability of dying per live 1,000 births before the relevant number of birthday; ^ Predicted 
probability of mortality per 1,000 persons given the individual is a male living in the city who belongs 
to the high caste and living in the top quartile of household income, assets, ownership, and monthly 
consumption per capita; $Taken from Po, JYT and S.V. Subramanian (2011), ‘Mortality Burden and 
Socioeconomic Status in India’, PLos ONE, 6(2) which is based on the data from the Indian Human 
Development Survey, 2004–2005, NCAER. NA Not Available; **: Rural; #excludes OBC; @esti-
mated death rate in relevant age groups; {} refers to Other Backward Classes
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in some cases even rises, in infant and child mortality.39 In fact, except for the 
western and southern regions, the fertility rate of ST has either risen or stagnated 
in the first decade of the present century. This is in distinct contrast with continu-
ing declines—albeit marginal—in the SC fertility across Indian regions. 
Consequently, for the first time, the National Family and Health Survey in 2005–
2006 has posited SC fertility level as being lower than that of ST across India. 
While this might partly reflect—at least in some regions—a late infusion of the 
predominantly patriarchal Hindu mainstream patterns into tribal societies, there 
cannot but be some deeper issues involved in such reversals of tribal fertility 
decline. For example, acute material deprivation, hunger, under-nutrition, 
involuntary displacement, social unrest, and insurgency mostly in tribal pockets 
must have augmented their insecurity of livelihood and life.

Apropos social differentials in the recent trends of infant and child mortality 
levels, a similar reversal of the relative positions between ST and SC has occurred. 
For example, even up to the early 1990s, the infant mortality (and child mortality) 
rates among ST population have generally been lower than those for the SC. This 
seems consistent with former’s long-standing historical advantages emanating 
from several favourable features of tribal traditional culture and environment vis-
à-vis those of the non-tribal counterparts (SC). (Note that overall death rates or 
mortality levels of ST appear to have been markedly lower than those of SC even 
up to 2004–2005).40 But on the question of reaping benefits from overall improve-
ments in the spheres of poverty eradication, reproductive health, and related medi-
cal facilities over the recent past in the country as a whole, tribal communities 
have suffered a relative disadvantage. This is manifest in their distinctly smaller 
magnitudes of poverty reduction and mortality improvement in comparison with 
SC and others. By 2005–2006, the child mortality rates of STs have become some-
what the highest and noticeably higher than even those for the SCs across the 
entire country. Insofar as the mortality levels at the time of birth or soon thereafter 
(as indicated by IMR or neo-natal mortality levels) are concerned, the tribal babies 
hardly show any disadvantage vis-a-vis SC counterparts (Table 19.2). But as they 
grow up, tribal children die disproportionately more than their SC counterparts.41 
This clearly point to the lagging state of ST people even behind the SC counter-
parts in terms of the access to modern medical facilities.

In fact, with the exception of India’s north-eastern region (which has the largest 
tribal concentration), the infant and child mortality levels among ST had surpassed 
the respective SC figures in most regions by the late 1990s (Table 19.3). This 
clearly implies that the pace of decline in infant and under-5 mortality rates has 
been perceptively sluggish among ST vis-a-vis non-ST. This has been most glaring 
in large tribal belts of the eastern, north-eastern, and central regions of India—the 

39 Sinha, A. 2012 op. cit.
40 See Maharatna, A. (2011), ‘How can “beautiful” be “backward”?’, Economic and Political 
Weekly, 46(4):42-52.
41 See also World Bank 2011, op.cit.
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regions where fertility decline has of late somewhat commensurately been stalled 
(Table 19.3). During the first decade of the present century, the large tribal areas of 
eastern and north-eastern regions have witnessed even distinct rises in infant or 
childhood mortality rates. According to National Family and Health Survey data, 
the mortality rate of tribal children aged 1–4 years in the eastern state of Orissa 
alone has registered a sharp rise from 44 per 1,000 live births in the late 1990s to 
62.5 by 2005–2006. And the eastern region as a whole has recorded almost dra-
matic increase in the average child mortality rate during this period from 35.6 per 
1,000 live births to 56.3 (Table 19.3). A recent World Bank study report on the 
tribes of India notes succinctly on their plight in terms of health and educational 
indicators thus: ‘[t]he ST have fared the worst, locked out geographically from 
most development’.42

This relative (adverse) position of the STs in terms of infant and child mortality 
levels is broadly consistent and reaffirmed on the whole by their most sluggish 
improvements in the spheres of poverty reduction, child nutrition levels, and 
expansion of health facilities.43 For example, a recent study of the poverty trends 
by social groups in the 1990s concludes thus: ‘the poverty situation of the ST 
households worsened relative to both the SC households and the average popula-
tion in the rural and the urban areas of the country’.44 A recent systematic review 
of population health interventions among various social groups including STs has 
found that ‘[d]espite pursuing affirmative action for more than 50 years, there are 
persistent gaps in health and well-being between STs and non-STs’.45 In some 
states such as Maharashtra and Orissa, the media reports on starvation or acute 
under-nutrition-related deaths of tribal children in specific tribal pockets of the 
backward districts (e.g. Gadchirolli, Kalahandi, Koraput, and parts of north 
Bengal) over the recent past have generated some stirs and debates in academic 
and political circles alike.

No less worrying is the stalling effect of enhanced tribal vulnerabilities on the 
pace of their fertility transition and population stabilisation processes. As can be 
seen from Table 19.3, the tribal-concentrated regions of the north-east and eastern 
India have witnessed rises of fertility levels especially among the ST population 
since the 1990s, while western and central India has experienced distinct stalling 
of fertility decline among the STs vis-à-vis others by 2005–2006. Although such 
stalling or even reversals of fertility transition in general population have been 
noted by a few authors in the recent past, there can be little doubt that the 

42 Das et al 2010, op.cit. pp. 4
43 Shah, A. and D. C. Sah (2004), ‘Poverty among Tribals in South West Madhya Pradesh: has 
anything changed over time?’, Journal of Human Development 5(2):249-263.

44 Sundaram, K. and S. D. Tendulkar (2003), ‘Poverty Among Social and Economic Groups In 
India in the Nineteen Nineties’, Working Paper No.118, Centre for Development Economics, 
Delhi School of Economics, Delhi.
45 Mohindra, K.S. and R. Labonte, (2010) ‘A Systematic Review of Population Health Interventions 
and Scheduled Tribes in India’, BMC Public Health, 10:438, pp. 10
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ST communities have been the most glaringly affected social group, which has 
experienced the slowest improvements in mortality and nutritional levels espe-
cially among infants and children. For example, a stalling of fertility transition 
since the late 1990s at the country level has been noted and attributed to amply 
evident departure of the post-ICPD (Cairo) family welfare policy away from its 
earlier emphasis on the terminal methods of contraception towards spacing and 
traditional ones.46

All this sounds, indeed, ironic, since tribes historically used to enjoy a relative 
superiority in mortality (vis-à-vis non-tribal groups) even in not-too-distant past, 
when spread of modern medical science was at a rudimentary state in India, and 
adaptability with natural environment and lifestyle was comparatively important 
determinant of mortality.47 In any case, one noteworthy implication of the above-
mentioned demographic trends, if not arrested quickly, could be a corresponding 
slackening in the process of population stabilisation among India’s tribal vis-a-vis 
non-tribal populations, with further rises in the proportionate share of the former 
in total population over the recent decades to come. This, in turn, could trigger fur-
ther complex bearings on the dynamics and intensity of social stratification in 
India’s future. For example, the phenomenon of stalling fertility and mortality 
declines among tribal vis-a-vis non-tribal social groups, if it continues for long, 
could bring major shifts in the population composition in favour of tribal group, 
which, given the affirmative action and discriminating social protection policies, 
could create disturbing imbalances and adverse influences both on the pattern of 
public expenditures and on the social harmony and social equilibrium.

Implications

That the demography is one of the key levers of social stratification is perhaps 
nowhere more apparent than in India for two distinct reasons. First, Indian society 
is known to have traditionally been caste hierarchical and socially differentiated in 
myriad complex forms—a phenomenon of which persistence and sustenance has 
rested, in a large measure, on its demographic dimensions. Second, Indian census 
operations beginning from the 1870s have historically been instrumental to build-
ing up a demographic/census approach to the construction and maintenance of 
official social division and stratification. The colonial tradition of capturing statis-
tically the social and cultural differentiations as a part of census enumeration has 
not ceased to haunt the post-independence India’s society, public administration, 
and policy. It is, of course, somewhat intriguing to try to envisage the complex 
interplays between demographic facts and figures of social stratification on the one 

46 Chaurasia, Alok Ranjan (2006), ‘Fertility Transition in India: 1985-2003’, Working Paper, 
Institute of Economic Growth, New Delhi.
47 See Maharatna 2005, op.cit; Maharatna, A. (2011), op.cit.
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hand and the sociological, religious, and cultural processes on the other. This is 
particularly so when the census is not simply a matter of enumeration or counting 
of people, but it transcends to become conceptual in the sense of classifying the 
people into various social identities on the caste or race lines.

In any case, given the broad background of positive rates of growth for all 
major social categories in the entire post-independence period, the ST and SC 
groups have grown at a faster pace than that of the non-SC/ST population. While 
the higher growth rates have been consistent with corresponding increases in the 
proportionate shares of the two scheduled communities, this has been a result 
of complex interplays between demographic behaviour and processes, politics 
of caste and ethnicity, and patterns and political economy of development. For 
example, over the decades following independence, there has been a phenom-
enal expansion of the schedules both for the SC and ST categories, along with the 
provisions of protective benefits to them. Also, the SC group initially has had the 
highest fertility rates of which secular decline took longer to materialise than for 
the non-scheduled mainstream population. The SC population, of late, have shown 
rather clear signs of decline both in the growth rates and fertility levels, but the 
ST group is yet to evince a steady secular transition of fertility across the whole 
country. Despite general improvement among all children over the last decade or 
so, the child mortality rates among tribals in rural areas have almost stagnated 
even after tribal poverty is controlled for. This is matched both by the slowest 
pace of poverty reduction, much greater risk of child malnutrition, and greatest 
inaccessibility to medical and health facilities among the tribal people (with a few 
exceptions, for example, in the north-east region). As a consequence, the tribal 
population growth rates could still remain (relatively) high (or indeed the high-
est) at least for sometime in the future, pushing their proportion in the country’s 
total population even further upward. The extent to which this in turn will alter the 
dynamics of social stratification seems to depend in a large measure on the pace at 
which improvements take shape inter alias in their material levels of living, health, 
infant and child mortality, and nutritional profiles.

Over the recent past, the social science research both at the national and global 
levels has increasingly drawn focussed on comparative evaluation of the socio-
economic and demographic outcomes by broad social group in India. The results 
overwhelmingly posit scheduled groups at a distinct (relative) disadvantage partic-
ularly in terms of access and achievements in education, health facilities and 
human development and livelihood patterns, with SC and ST groups trailing at the 
worst end. All these, however, have typically brought in more questions and puz-
zles than remedies, as India’s social stratification has increasingly become a com-
plex parasitical symbiosis between statistical, official, enumerative, and political 
forces on the one hand and its sociological, perceptual, cultural, religious under-
pinnings on the other. Consequently, a stubborn obscurity (and its deeply anoma-
lous ramifications) as to whether the persistence of relative deprivation among the 
scheduled groups (e.g. ST and SC) is exactly due to inherently ingrained social 
discriminations and injustices per se, or because of the long-standing official, 
bureaucratic, and political muddles in perpetuating, legitimising, and managing 
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them in a land proclaimed as ‘casteless’ in the first place by its Constitution, does 
not seem to die down soon. Meanwhile, the ongoing processes of so-called 
reforms, globalisation and liberalisation of the economy seem, on balance, to keep 
complicating the dynamics and politics of social stratification involving castes and 
tribes, with no abatement of the naive and muddling views and politically and ide-
ologically biased speculations. For example, the currently dominant pro-reform 
enthusiasm induces scholars to offer so naïve a view of India’s caste system that it 
predicts a complete disappearance of caste hierarchy in the strokes of liberalisa-
tion and privatisation analogous with growing shopping malls in which a tradition-
ally low-caste job of sweeping (mostly with handmade/primitive brooms) becomes 
caste-neutral when performed by someone called ‘housekeeper’ with a trouser, 
shirt, cap, and shoes on.48 Alas, the basic point remains that this sort of vision that 
has guided Indian social policy for so long has been mostly belied to our great 
dismay.

48 Prasad, C.B. (2008), ‘Markets and Manu: Economic Reforms and Its Impact on Caste 
in India’, CASI Working Paper 08-01, Centre for the Advanced Study of India, University of 
Pennsylvania; World Bank 2011, op.cit., and see also Kapur, D., C.B. Prasad, L. Pritchett, and 
D.S. Babu (2010), ‘Rethinking Inequality: Dalits in Uttar Pradesh in the Market Reform Era’, 
Economic and Political Weekly, XLV(35).
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India’s enormously diverse sociocultural landscape has fed into her perennial 
quest for the core common characteristics eloquent, purportedly, of the country’s 
unity or a sort of essence. The caste system has been serving for long as one such 
unifying category in much of the Indian social science discourse and sociological 
theorising.1 To the dominant Western perceptions since the early colonial times, 
the quintessence of Indian society and culture is captured best, or perhaps 
uniquely, by its caste system, as much as slavery and racial discrimination used to 
epitomise the core of North America’s civil society (at least) up and till the begin-
ning of the twentieth century. Within such broad overarching view of Indian caste 
hierarchy and its complex social stereotypes, the spatial variations, though they are 
often noted in passing, have remained somewhat bypassed.

It was around the early 1980s that a stark sociocultural contrast in the patterns 
of kinship, gender relations, female status/autonomy, and marriage practices and 
customs between India’s north/north-western regions and the large southern penin-
sula had begun receiving serious academic attention.2 The ‘north’—in this view—
is depicted as being more patriarchal with its (admittedly) adverse concomitants, 
namely lower status and autonomy of women, hefty dowry payments, intense pref-
erence for birth of a son vis-à-vis daughter and its related anti-female social rami-
fications. In contrast, the ‘south’—roughly, the entire region lying south of Satpura 
Hills—is, on the whole, known to have been historically less patriarchal, with 

1 Indeed, the relevant literature is much too vast and well known to need a list of references here 
just to show how much has been made of the caste system in the Indian social science discourses.
2 The prominence of this broad but distinct regional contrast in culture and its ramifications 
could be traced to a few seminal writings in the early 1980s (e.g. Miller, B., The Endangered 
Sex: Neglect of Female Children in Rural North India, Cornell: Cornell University Press, 1981; 
Sopher, D.E., An Exploration of India, London: Longman, 1980; Dyson, T. and M. Moore, 
‘On Kinship Structure, Female Autonomy and Demographic Behaviour in India, Population 
and Development Review, vol. 9, 1983; see also Croll, E. (2000), Endangered Daughters: 
Discrimination and Development in Asia, London: Routledge, 2000; Desai, S. (1994), India: 
Gender Inequalities and Demographic Behaviour (New York: Population Council).
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greater toleration of endogamous marriages, higher levels of female status and 
autonomy, relatively more balanced gender relations, and comparative absence of 
dowry payments in marriages. This north–south sociocultural divide has corre-
sponded to a fairly distinct ‘demographic divide’ marked by comparatively lower 
levels of fertility, infant and child mortality, and masculinity in the population of 
India’s south when compared to those of the north.3

Some scholars have tended to attribute the genesis of this north–south sociocul-
tural divide to the historic differentials in women’s productive role and economic 
worth between these two distinct geophysical/topographical settings.4 As the argu-
ment goes, the south, being the areas of wet-crop farming, has historically allowed 
for substantial scope of women’s productive participation, when compared to pre-
dominantly dry-cropped north and north-western regions. In this view, the north–
south difference in women’s status/autonomy is thus largely a cultural translation 
of the geophysically ordained difference in women’s economic value/worth. 
However, this purely economic explanation of what are squarely sociocultural phe-
nomena, such as status, gender relations, family, and kinship ideology, has, unsur-
prisingly, invited persistent doubts and scepticisms. A fairly large literature and/or 
research output on this issue has ensued, which leaves, on balance, little doubt 
about the essentially intrinsic sociocultural differences between the ‘north’ and 
‘south’ and their major ramifications on the emergence and persistence of corre-
sponding demographic divide between these regions.5 This, of course, invites fur-
ther penetrative investigations into the origins of the north–south sociocultural 
divide itself.6

In this context, my recent comparative study of the demographic behaviour and 
its sociocultural underpinnings amongst India’s aggregate tribal population (offi-
cially known as scheduled tribes or ST) has pointed to the genesis of north–south 
sociocultural divide as lying (at least plausibly and partially) in the historic (or 
even prehistoric) differences in the scale and pattern of tribal infusion into the 
evolving Hindu mainstream. To be more precise, many of the traditional sociocul-
tural features in the south, namely relatively balanced gender relations, higher 
female status/autonomy, endogamous marriages, relative absence of child 

3 See Dyson and Moore 1983 ibid.
4 See for example Bardhan, P., `On Life and Death Questions', Economic and Political Weekly, 
Special Number; Miller 1981 op.cit; and also Krishnaji, N. (2000), ‘Trends in Sex Ratio: A 
Review in Tribute to Asok Mitra”, Economic and Political Weekly, 1161-1165.
5 See e.g. Krishnaraj, M. and A. Shah (2004), Women in Agriculture, New Delhi: Academic 
Foundation:pp.47-52.
6 See e.g. Kalpana Bardhan, ‘Women’s work, welfare and status’, Economic and Political 
Weekly, 20(51/52), 21-28 December, 1985; and Sunita Kishor, ‘Gender Differentials in Child 
Mortality: A review of evidence’, In: M. Das Gupta, L. Chen, and T.N. Krishnan (eds), Women’s 
Health in India: Risk and Vulnerability, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1995; Banerjee, 
N. and D. Jain (2001), ‘Indian Sex ratio through time and space: development from women’s 
perspective’, In: Mazumdar, V. and N. Krishnaji (eds), Enduring Conundrum: India’s Sex Ratio, 
Noida: Rainbow Publishers Ltd, 2001.
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marriage and dowry payment practices, are shared abundantly (particularly in the 
past and to some extent even now) by the majority of tribal societies across the 
country.7 This, of course, invokes curiosity about the differential historical specifi-
cities and the sociocultural ramifications of the extent to which local tribal/primi-
tive culture and ideology had got infused into the historical process of societal 
transformation to a predominantly caste-based social structure and ideology.

For example, it is a commonplace—albeit not entirely uncontested—in the 
Indian historiography that indigenous (tribal) inhabitants in the northern regions of 
the subcontinent were pushed southward by the Aryan invasion beginning in the 
north, which subsequently evolved and spread the Hindu caste–based social struc-
ture across most of the country. As its highly presumable corollary and indeed in 
actuality, the peninsular south should have been the historic seat of the protracted 
infusion of the indigenous/tribal peoples’ sociocultural imprints including kinship 
ideology and social values within the emerging caste-based mainstream sociocul-
tural milieus. Indeed, the lasting presence of distinct remnants of indigenous tribal 
culture and ideology in the Hindu mainstream was underscored particularly by the 
late Damodar Kosambi, one of the keenest Indian historians.8 However, issues per-
taining to regional variation in the process and intensity of tribal infusion, particu-
larly between northern and southern India, have not been adequately addressed in 
the received sociocultural historiography of India.9 But this question, which is yet 
to receive meticulous research in multidisciplinary and comparative history of the 
south and north India, has important contemporary relevance with much potential 
for shaping our future visions and concerns.

Indeed, quite a few disquiets have crept through the long-standing social pro-
cesses of assimilation, acculturation, and integration at various levels across 
the country. For example, many inherently egalitarian tribal communities have 
happened to undergo gradual processes of assimilation or acculturation or 
Sanskritisation and found themselves in the low social position within the hier-
archical caste structure. From the standpoint of universal human values such as 
equality of human rights, dignity, and social harmony, tribal peoples’ transition 
from their more egalitarian social fabric to a stark caste-based hierarchical struc-
ture and related social inequities could clearly be seen as a sociocultural retrogres-
sion and hence could deservingly be frowned upon.

7 Maharatna, Arup (2005), Demographic Perspectives on India’s Tribes, New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press.
8 Kosambi, D.D. (1965), The Culture and Civilisation of Ancient India in Historical Outline, 
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.
9 This is particularly important as researchers often make casual interpretations of the 
Dravidians as indigenous people, but not tribals, because the former currently ‘share few attrib-
utes in common with the tribals who stand dispossessed, exploited and marginalized’; Xaxa, V. 
(1999), ‘Tribes as Indigenous People of India’, Economic and Political Weekly, 34(51), p.3592. 
But this interpretation seems to miss the fact that the Dravidian society and culture in the 
south do appear pretty akin to traditional tribal socio-cultural and demographic moorings. See 
Maharatna 2005, op.cit., especially chapters 1 and 2.
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No less lamentably, there has been a protracted process of infiltration of stark 
patriarchal outlook and practices of the Hindu kinship and marriage systems (e.g., 
dowry, early female marriage) into many tribal societies in which the traditional 
mode of a female marriage had rarely entailed either a burden of dowry expendi-
tures on the part of bride’s parents or an onset of her lifelong subservience to a hier-
archical power structure in her in-laws’ household, with her rights and autonomy 
greatly compromised. In fact, the predominant mode of marriage amongst tribal 
communities at large has been one of consensual choice/love between two prospec-
tive partners, which is pretty akin to what is practiced with admiration across the 
entire western hemisphere, its offshoots and much of Africa. In this global context, 
it cannot but be ironic that Indian tribes are steadily impelled to abandon almost 
universally admired mode of consensual marriage and take to a typical Hindu sys-
tem of marriage arranged at very early or at even pre-puberty age strictly through 
detailed negotiations and agreement between the parents of prospective spouses.

Of course, all the traditional sociocultural features of tribal societies are not 
unequivocally venerable and exemplary. But there is, on balance, quite a bit in 
the tribal sociocultural mooring and ideology which could have been selectively 
infused into the mainstream Hindu society for the better. In fact, it is far from 
obvious as to why some universally admirable sociocultural mores, values, and 
ideology germane amongst traditional tribal societies do not find a place of com-
mendation in the mainstream Indian school texts and curricula. On the contrary, 
an immutable and unquestioned domination of the mainstream caste-based social 
mores has precluded in a large measure the possibility of its assiduous reciprocity 
with many universally admirable features of the traditional tribal culture and soci-
ety and has been giving rise to some clearly annoying outcomes and trends.

For example, to a bitter bewilderment at large, the intensity of patriarchal domi-
nation, son preference, and associated gender biases and inequities in contempo-
rary India has not really waned even in the face of substantial rises in incomes, 
material and educational standards. On the contrary, there has of late been its 
growing infliction across the peninsular south marked historically for relatively 
balanced gender relations. Some authors have labelled this as ‘prosperity effect’—
of course of Indian style.10 For example, T. Scarlett Epstein, in her landmark book 
on the sociocultural transformation in south India, had vividly reported how vil-
lagers in their bid to improve their social position within ritual ranking of the 
Hindu caste society began adopting—by the early 1970s when some got richer—
the Brahminical names and rituals including dowry payments in replacement of 
pre-existing bride-wealth.11 This was set in a pervasive process whereby peasants, 
once they happened to get richer, tended to adopt the Brahminical rituals/customs 
in an effort to distinguish themselves from the rest of their caste, while their 
poorer caste fellows followed suit rather soon.

10 See Agnihotri, S. ‘Survival of the Girl Child: Tunnelling out the Chakravyuha’, Economic and 
Political Weekly, 38(41):4351–4361.
11 T. Scarlett Epstein, South India: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow, London: Macmillan, 1973.
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It turned out from this meticulous longitudinal fieldwork in the villages of 
Mysore district that only over a span of about 15 years since the early 1950s the 
age-old custom of bride-wealth got almost buried by a rapid spread of dowry pay-
ments, particularly amongst the Brahmins and richer sections of non-Brahmin caste 
groups. Thus, the growing economism, monetisation, and modernism in post-inde-
pendent India, instead of wiping out long-standing deformities, irrationalities, and 
inequities imbibed in the sociology of caste, rather fuelled new and complex social 
aberrations and anomalies centred around what essentially appeared, in some later 
incisive and refreshed analyses, as the ‘castes of mind’.12 The logic of animal-
spirit-driven capitalist economics could hardly make a dent into the illogic of caste 
divisions and related politics, and the former distastefully moved parallel to the lat-
ter. India’s modern populace, even while getting richer and more knowledgeable, 
appeared at large nearly condemned with its innate incapability of freeing itself 
from the once injected mental fixity that ‘the caste is the measure of all things’. On 
the contrary, the country had quickly began witnessing the emergence of a unique 
sociological phenomenon, so-called Sanskritisation—a tendency amongst the lower 
castes towards aping the Brahminical rituals and lifestyles, many of which are 
unenviable from the standpoint of universal enlightenment. Sociology of social 
rank and status came—along with overall economic development, urbanisation, and 
educational expansion—to absorb increasingly and/or rather strikingly pecuniary 
considerations, calculations, and material aspirations, but not the other way round 
that economists so often try to argue for with their own disciplinary ingenuity.

By the early 1990s, the practice of dowry payments across much of south India 
became almost phenomenal, so much so that this posed a formidable challenge 
before social scientists drawn from such diverse disciplines as economics, sociol-
ogy, and demography. That a fairly rapid spread of more patriarchal, hypergamous, 
and exogamous marriages along with an inflation of dowry occurred in the regions 
known for historically more balanced gender relations with predominantly patrilo-
cal, endogamous, and cross-cousin marriage practices is pretty puzzling, if not out-
right bizarre. In rather quick sequel to these trends, traditionally higher female status 
and autonomy in the south began to be eroded, ironically, with growing overall lev-
els of prosperity, communications, and integration. This, in turn, has caused the his-
toric north–south sociocultural divide to get increasingly blurred as the major forms 
of gender imbalance/discrimination along with a strong son preference have swept 
increasingly over a large part of these southern states (Tamil Nadu in particular).13

12 See Dirks, N. (2001), Castes of Mind: Colonialism and the Making of Modern India, 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.
13 Nielsen, B.B., L.J., M. Hedegaard, S.H. Thilsted, and A. Joseph (1997), ‘Reproductive pat-
tern, perinatal mortality, and sex preference in rural Tamil Nadu, South India: community-
based, cross sectional study’, British Medical Journal 314:152; Basu, A.M., ‘Fertility Decline 
and Increasing Gender Imbalance in India, Including a possible South Indian Turnaround’, 
Development and Change, 1999, vol. 30:237-63; Rajan, S.I., S. Sudha, and P. Mohanachandran 
(2000), ‘Fertility Decline and Worsening Gender Bias in India: Is Kerala no longer an 
Exception?’ Development and Change, 2000, 31:1085-95.
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All this thus has become a remarkable multiplex of demographic, economic, 
and sociological forces. For example, since the brides need to be customarily 
younger than the respective grooms by quite a few years, secular improvements in 
overall mortality level bring in a growing relative surplus of prospective brides 
over the available marriageable grooms.14 A part of the resolution of such demo-
graphically induced shortage of grooms (vis-à-vis available brides of ‘marriagea-
ble’ ages) could be sheer demographic in form of narrowing age gap between the 
prospective spouses—a phenomenon which demographers have termed ‘marriage 
squeeze’. However, such demographic crisis of relative scarcity of grooms could 
not but invoke economic and sociological responses too.

Little wonder, an intense competition amongst parents of prospective brides 
chasing for ‘a match’ amidst far more limited number of available grooms who are 
older by a culturally/customarily ideal number of years than their respective 
brides, gave rise—almost inevitably—to a premium in form of dowry to be paid to 
the families of the ‘lucrative’ grooms. This shadowy competition gets so incredibly 
intense amongst the relatively few wealthy parents of marriageable daughters fac-
ing even a tinier cohort of high-profiled and qualified grooms with bright material 
prospect and social prestige that the situation effectively turns into a sort of an 
auction, with the concomitant skyrocketing of hedonic prices of grooms in the 
guise of dowry inflation. Recent researches have shown that large and rising 
dowry payments not only subsume a hedonic price bidding or auctioneering in the 
run for a prosperous or prospective groom, but the dowry has also become a 
façade of hedonic premiums paid by brides’ parents for preventing torture, vio-
lence, or even murder attempts against the daughters after marriage.15 Although 
the economics underlying a rising trend of dowry looms large enough, this cannot 
but have far-fetched sociocultural ramifications in the spheres of kinship, social 
ideology, and related values.

A disturbingly rapid spread of patriarchal domination and values in India’s 
southern regions and communities where gender relations have traditionally (and 
historically) been more balanced and sometimes, or to an extent, even matrilineal 
should appear puzzling to social scientists and administrators alike. For example, 
one prominent line of argument—more common amongst demographers and 

14 For example, so-called 'marriage squeeze' and related dowry escalation, lowering ‘value’ 
females to the parents, has been analysed in a few recent studies: e.g. Bhat, Mari P.N. and S. 
Halli (1999), ‘Demography of Brideprice and Dowry: Causes and Consequences of the Marriage 
Squeeze’, Population Studies, 1999, 53(2); Verma, S., ‘Marriage Squeeze in India’, Demography 
India, 2003, 32(2): 181-199. Similarly, the adverse implications for female children of a grow-
ing tension that almost inevitably results from an increasing motivation for controlling family 
size along with unreformed and unrestrained preference for sons, are analysed by Monica Das 
Gupta and P.N. Mari Bhatt, P.N. 1995, 'Intensified Gender Bias in India: a consequence of fertil-
ity decline', Working Paper No. 95.02, Harvard Center For Population and Development Studies, 
Cambridge, MA, 1995.; and also Basu, A.M. (1999), op.cit.
15 See e.g. L. Suran, S. Aamin, L. Hug, and K. Chowdhury (2004), ‘Does Dowry Improve Life 
for Brides? A Test for the Bequest Theory in Rural Bangladesh’, Working Paper, Population 
Council, New York.
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economists—posits the growing material aspirations as the key to the sweeping 
motivation for fertility control and small family size, which in turn has made a 
stark son preference starker in the south where it had been comparatively invisible 
previously.16 This leaves one curious as to why rising material aspirations and its 
concomitant reduction in fertility and family size in the advanced countries and 
even many other countries did not bring in such social aberrations as son prefer-
ence, rising dowry, and growing female deficit.

The clue to such differential and complex ramifications of fertility decline in 
the Indian subcontinent cannot lie only in household economics or demography. 
Indeed, the differences in intrinsic sociocultural values, kinship, and social ideol-
ogy cannot but be the key. For instance, the rampant incidence of dowry payments 
in pre-industrial Europe had waned along with growing industrialisation and mod-
ernisation since the late eighteenth century, which essentially meant a domineering 
influence of current wealth accumulation, rather than inherited property/title, on 
the determination of current social status. In strange contrast, rising income and 
wealth along with industrialisation and modernisation across Indian regions has 
fuelled even further spread and inflation of dowry transactions in marriages. 
Contemporary researchers have forcefully argued that unlike what happened in 
historical Europe, the failures of India’s modern industrialisation and rising mate-
rial levels in abolishing dowry are attributable chiefly to the stubborn societal per-
ception of caste hierarchy as an overriding determinant of social position and 
status, especially in the rural areas.17

No less baffling or indeed bizarre is the role of India’s growing industrialism, 
modernism, and the islands of rising affluence to have made the historically less 
gender-biased kinship and marriage practices and customs of the south India trans-
form into the perennially unenviable mould of north and north-western features 
such as exogamy, use of veil and vermilion in the forehead of married females, 
and dowry transactions, but not the other way round. This almost certainly reflects 
inter alias the gradual withering or weakening of some admittedly precious rem-
nants of the historically deeper infusion of tribal sociocultural features, practices, 
and ideology across southern India. While socioculturally immune logic of eco-
nomic growth with rising incomes, and increasing (relative) dominance of com-
modities and consumption in human life has increasingly levelled materially 
northern and southern regions, such labelling in the sphere of sociocultural divide 
has, ironically, tended to be in the form of the ‘south’ aping what could rhetori-
cally be called ‘awful’ tradition of north and north-western marriage practices, 
kinship patterns, gender biases, and related social ideology.

16 Bhat, P.N. Mari and S. S. Halli (1999), ‘Demography of brideprice and dowry: Causes and 
Consequences of the Indian marriage squeeze’, Population Studies, 53(2):129-148; Rao, V. 
(1993), ‘The rising price of husbands: A hedonic analysis of dowry increases in rural India’, 
Journal of Political Economy, 101(4):666-677.
17 See Siwan Anderson (2003), ‘Why dowry payments declined with modernization in Europe 
but are rising in India’, Journal of Political Economy, 111(2):269-310.

20 Aping the ‘Awful’? Recent Trends in India’s North–South Sociocultural Divide



171

There is no dearth of people who are readily vocal, critical, and sceptical of the 
Hindu caste practices and its associated hierarchical and exclusive nature of social 
stratification. But there are not many who are perceptive, secular, and objective 
enough to see the deep adverse influences of the popular Hindu lines of think-
ing on the formation of a unique and obdurate mental make-up of the major-
ity Indians. The late Ashok Rudra, who passed away utterly untimely and quite 
unwarrantedly in 1992, was one of those few. It goes without saying that Ashok 
Rudra was not only a leading public intellectual and a first-rate social scientist and 
scholar of his times, but he was also an extraordinary human being and indeed 
a relentless crusader against economic, social, and political inequities, injustices, 
and irrationalities in our country and, of course, beyond. Many may not know that 
Ashok Rudra at the completion of a sustained study in the Indian ancient mytholo-
gies had written and published in the 1970s and early 1980s a series of articles 
in Bengali, illustrating how the ancient Hindu mythologies and popular versions 
of the major Indian epics—the core of what he called the Brahminical lines of 
thoughts—shaped the formation of a typical (and rather unique) Hindu mindset. 
Indeed, a deep objective understanding of the latter, in this perspective, is a key 
to comprehending many major contemporary sociocultural, ethical, and political 
problems and puzzles besetting our country. In a relatively large and dense intro-
ductory chapter of his book published in Bengali, namely Brahmannya Bhab 
Dhara O Adhunik Hindu Mon (Calcutta: Peoples Book Society, 1983), Ashok 
Rudra summarised and stitched together the central tenets, ideology, inner contra-
dictions, and the wider sociocultural and political significances of the Brahminical 
line of thinking, which he had elaborated across its several individual chapters 
(most of which were published separately earlier in prominent Bengali vernacular 
magazines). In the present essay, we essentially reproduce and recapitulate Ashok 
Rudra’s insights and arguments as presented in his introductory chapter of the 
above-noted Bengali book—a book that elucidates how crucial has been the role 
played historically by the Brahminical line of thinking in shaping the  contemporary 
Hindu mind.
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While the term ‘Hindu’ is enormously vague and nebulous, it has a great deal 
of relevance and significance in understanding contemporary Indians, who, barring 
the followers of Islamic religion, share a somewhat common outlook and men-
tal make-up. The latter’s genesis lies in the sustained preachings, teachings, and 
propagations carried out by ancient Brahmins at various levels with a remarkable 
degree of cohesion—high-level abstruse philosophy, middle-level scriptures, and, 
at the general level, the Ramayana, Mahabharata, and other major and subsidiary 
mythologies. Ashok Rudra aptly calls all this as the Brahminical line of thinking, 
of which understanding is the key to comprehending the essence of contempo-
rary Hindu mind pervading not only those who follow and practise the conserva-
tive Hindu rituals and rites, but also Buddhists, Christians, and Jains and even the 
uneducated or little-educated masses. This unique line of thinking and associated 
mental make-up get imbibed even among those who belong—educationally, pro-
fessionally, and culturally—to the highest echelons of the society and who claim 
or pretend to possess a ‘modern’ mind, with some of them purportedly drenched in 
Western bourgeois ideas, and some even inspired by the Marxist social and politi-
cal philosophy.

Although there do exist high-level philosophical and middle-level scriptural 
discourses, the influence of the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and other primor-
dial mythological literatures on the formation of common behavioural patterns 
and attitudes of India’s mainstream population has been far deeper. This, however, 
has never been a one-way process. As these ancient mythologies and epics had 
been created over a very long historical time span by innumerable authors, they 
influenced people’s outlook perhaps as much as people’s own values have fed into 
them. Consequently, as Rudra argues, the content of this mythological literature 
has been highly instrumental to the formation of the quintessence of the contem-
porary Hindu mind.

In the Brahminical thinking and tradition, there is a virtual obsession of judging 
between sin and piety, and between the virtuous and vicious. In no other coun-
try can one find so much of mythological and/or scriptural texts devoted solely to 
ethical and moral questions, dilemmas, and judgements. The Brahminical scrip-
tures/texts are so huge that they are studded, not surprisingly, by many (admit-
tedly) ridiculous and weird superstitions. And, the latter, strangely, cohabit with 
the profound philosophical thoughts dealing with many subtle ethical puzzles and 
dilemmas relevant even to our present times. For example, the moral dilemma 
underlying Ram’s decision of foregoing the throne of the kingdom and living in 
the forests for fourteen years evoked serious debates, argumentations, and coun-
terargumentations among the key characters of the Ramayana, namely Ram, 
Laxman, Sita, Kaikeyi, Kaushalya, and Bharat, which all culminated into a first-
rate existentialist discourse on the relativity of religions.

It is something curious as to how the ethical and moral standards had declined 
so low in the recorded history of India known for its rich ancient mythological 
literature and ancient tradition of abstract and esoteric thinking on ethics and 
morality. Many foreign tourists and adventurers, who left some historical chroni-
cles on the Mediaeval India’s culture, society, and politics, generally characterised 



173

its people as mischievous and immoral in various forms and ways. Even at the 
time of the British colonisation, the moral standard of Indians—both collectively 
and individually—had been far from high from any religious standpoint. Indeed, 
as Rudra posits, the attributes connoted by such terms as ‘manliness’, ‘prow-
ess’, or ‘character’ were found largely lacking in the native people of the country.  
A typical Indian’s perennial identity bereft of a ‘character’ could well be a clue to 
the rampant and pervasive corruption particularly in the post-independence period, 
about which we all appear aloud, albeit with no effective remedy known. As Rudra 
perceptively argues, a typical contemporary Hindu mind, having remained largely 
unshaken by the Western thoughts, has evolved in a large measure from a contra-
dictory cohabitation between esoteric thinking on ethical and moral questions on 
the one hand and their ruthless laxity and contravention in actual behaviour and 
practice on the other.

The mechanistic and/or ritualistic components, which are basically some pre-
structured norms and/or procedural imperatives towards attaining some desired 
outcomes, exist in some measure or other in the religious traditions of any 
country. But such components constitute the bulk of the Brahminical traditions. 
Understandably enough, the larger is the importance of the mechanistic and ritu-
alistic ingredients of a religion, the cruder is its quality of religious philosophy 
and thinking. In the Brahminical tradition, the unquestioned faith on many of the 
primordial mechanistic elements and rituals coexists harmoniously with its fairly 
sophisticated and subtle thinking and theorising in religious philosophy. The 
contemporary gurus or cult figures, revered even by highly placed and educated 
people of India, generally at once discuss about esoteric philosophy and perform 
diverse supernatural and quasi-magical activities and efficacy, with their followers 
virtually mesmerised. For Satya Sai of today, Ramkrishna a century ago, and Sri 
Krishna of the Mahabharata, the quasi-magical activities and skills have been of 
a major resort and medium towards propagating abstract theoretical precepts and 
ideals of the religion.

Understandably enough, the ritualistic and mechanistic components of a reli-
gion generally impede deeper philosophical thoughts both by undermining the 
ideas/ideals relating to humanity’s good and evil, welfare and misery, well-being 
and ill-being and by showing ambivalence towards the rationalistic thinking and 
outlook. As Rudra rightly argues, this is also the clue as to why a thoroughly sci-
entific, objective, reason-based, and rational mindset and outlook remains rela-
tively scarce in our country. In India’s sociocultural history, there has never been 
a revolution of a reason-based, scientific, and rationalistic thinking such as the one 
that had happened in the age of the European Renaissance. In the West, one indi-
vidual mind does not hold conviction simultaneously in scientific explanations, 
superstitions, and supernatural phenomena. In contrast, Indian scientists’ minds 
are divided. They work in scientific laboratories with one kind of mind, but the 
rest of their time and behaviour is commonly guided by a sort of mind which is 
unscientific and superstitious.

Among the simplest and most popular rituals in the Brahminical tradition are 
the worship (puja) and offer of a ‘sacrifice’ to the deity. Many Brahminical rituals 
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are too outlandish with no analogy to be found in other religions. Rudra provides 
some interesting illustrations. Take the unique Brahminical concept of ‘pollution’ 
based on racial or cast stratification. Just because someone of higher caste hap-
pens to have touched a person of a (so-called) low caste or just because the former 
has eaten food together with the latter, the former becomes polluted and hence, 
as go the Brahminical precepts, socially fallen and bereft of his social rank/caste/
position. This idea of pollution, combined with other mechanistic ideas such as 
‘rebirth’ of human beings and the idea of karma [i.e. someone’s activities in the 
present life determine the form of life in the next birth], has served not only as a 
theoretical camouflage for crude forms of economic and social differentiations, but 
it has also, by projecting these differentiations as something immutable, eternal, 
and inevitable, stifled the spontaneous awakening of humanistic and democratic 
ideals in our country.

However heinous and ghastly might be a sin perpetrated, there are always in 
Brahminical tradition some scriptural procedures for its exoneration, without 
requiring the sinner’s confession and repentance. The water of the Ganges, the 
cow dung, and the feasts for Brahmins are among the mechanistic and ritualistic 
procedures for atonement. Since a sinner can get away with impunity merely by 
fulfilling mechanically some scriptural procedures, this notion of sin is arguably 
devoid of any regard for human and social welfare and self-purification. Two other 
mechanistic instruments representing the Brahminical religion even more closely 
are the imprecation (shap) and the benison (barr).

Even most informed Indians today do not seem free of an innate belief in the 
supernatural and mystical powers (which, they believe, can be acquired by just 
fulfilling some mechanistic scriptural procedures which can bring someone a 
big boon or even the power to bring enemy’s doomsday). Pledging a sacrifice to 
be offered to a deity at the fulfilment of one’s prayer, soliciting a deity by lying 
down for long at the floor of a temple, wearing fate-boosting amulet or jeweller-
ies or stones prescribed by saints, hermits, or someone’s gurus, organising pomp-
ous events of burnt-offering, and such other activities are rampant even among the 
people highly placed in the contemporary Indian society. It is not that traces of 
such superstitious behaviour and/or practices cannot be found at all in Europe and 
America, but its incidence is extremely miniscule beyond any comparison with 
the Indian society. Even today, the pride and glory of the Indian worshippers and 
devotees depend almost solely on the severity and hardship of their self-austerity, 
but not on their attitudes and activities towards social welfare and well-being. The 
greater is the awe generated by their hardship, the higher is its esteem and glory.

Ashok Rudra argues that the ancient Brahminical idea of extorting a boon 
through asceticism finds a clear resonance in the contemporary Indian politics. 
Mahatma Gandhi’s fasting as a form of protest and demand is its one obvious 
illustration. That the British crown yielded to fasting Mahatma’s demands seems 
to be an echo from the mythological episodes in which Brahma, Vishnu, and 
other Gods and Goddesses yielded to their devotees’ asceticism and self-torture, 
no matter whether the benison asked for was rational, ethical, justifiable, and use-
ful for society’s welfare or not. The pervasiveness of fasting as a mode of protest 
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in contemporary India reflects people’s deep-seated faith and conviction in the 
undemocratic method of asceticism which was so abundantly used for fulfilment 
of desires or demands in our ancient mythologies.

While most of the austere ascetic practices, worships, and glorifications of 
a deity in the pursuit of spiritual salvation are lengthy and protracted, there is a 
class of short cut procedures often resorted to by radical and extremist breed of 
worshippers such as tantric, ascetic worshipper of the cult of Kali and also by 
those who are believed to have some occult power. The quintessence of this quick 
and radical method lies in one’s acquired control over the basic human senses 
and instincts. The more abominable are the forms of worship with five essential  
tantras (e.g. wine, meat, fish, sex, and posture), the faster is the attainment of spir-
itual salvation/bliss, with blood as an oblation which brings salvation the quickest. 
Slaughtering of animals as a form of sacrifice to deity has long been a common 
ritual, and such sacrifice of a human life is perennially believed to yield the great-
est return.

A lineage between this radical strand of the Brahminical thoughts and the con-
temporary Indian mind is particularly discernible in the realm of revolutionary 
politics. For example, as Rudra illustrates, the radical terrorist groups of freedom 
fighters imagined the country both as Durga, an epitome of motherly affection, 
and as Kali or Chandi, an icon for ferocity and cruelty. The killing of torturous 
English officials was often additionally sanctified by the extremist nationalists 
on the ground that the former served as the offering of human sacrifices to the 
Goddess of Destruction, say Kali and Bhavani. Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, who 
was a devotee of Kali, is also known to have famously said, ‘[g]ive me blood,  
I will give you freedom’. Marxist leader Charu Majumdar also said that one, 
who has never plunged the hands into the bloods of one’s class enemy, was yet to 
become a communist. These above two statements unmistakably express the same 
affinity towards bloods, of which main inspiration cannot come exactly from the 
politics per se. Blood just for the sake of blood, violence just for the sake of vio-
lence, this type of obsessive attitude is traceable neither to the classical Marxism, 
nor to the proponents of the European Revolution, namely Garibaldi and others, 
who had left distinct mark even on the minds of our country’s elite and educated 
sections. Its genesis, as Rudra discerns, is traceable to the tantric cult, a distinct 
strand in the broad Brahminical traditions.

Radical freedom fighter Aurobindo Ghosh’s fleeing to Pondicherry and his 
becoming virtually overnight the saint Shree Aurobindo, Rashbihari Bose’s 
acceptance of the invitation for being the state guest of the Japanese government, 
despite the latter’s fascist predilections, Subhash Chandra Bose’s seeking assis-
tance first from the Soviet Union and later from the fascist regime in Germany, 
and the spree of personal killings and attacks leading to historic retreat of the 
Naxalite movement—all this reaffirms, as Rudra trenchantly argues, that the awak-
ening of objective political ideas and thoughts independent of religious inspira-
tions and overtones is yet to occur in our country. Concomitantly, this has led to a 
special kind of patriotism in which love for the nation’s inhabitants has been virtu-
ally absent. Similarly strange has been our socialist thinking in which the concern 
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for welfare of the toiling masses of the country is found distinctly lacking, if not 
missing. All this is attributed by Rudra to our popular perception of the whole 
country in the image of a Goddess, not as an aggregate of countless individual 
inhabitants.

Even when the Brahminical line of thinking happened to transcend the mecha-
nistic and ritualistic orbit, it has failed to propound uniform principles of ethics 
and norms in a population divided and subdivided into diverse hierarchical social 
positions. One major division on religious lines is caste-based, with separate sets 
of religious precepts and norms for Brahmins, Kshatriyas, and Sudras. Another 
line of division is gender-based—there is a specific set of religious precepts and 
rituals for females as a distinct group of population. For the high-caste people, 
there was a third kind of religious division and it was ashram-based. For house-
holders, there was a religion of the household life, and for saints, there was a reli-
gion of ascetic mendicancy. Implicit in such social partitioning of the religion, 
as Rudra forcefully posits, there must have been a well thought out and neatly 
planned societal strategy in the thinking of the ancient authors of the Brahminical 
scripts, of which overriding aim was to give an eternal stability to a starkly hierar-
chical, divisive, and unequal social system and structure. A conscious strategy of 
instilling such immutably divisive social system not only ensures that upper-caste 
people perennially dominate the lower castes by grabbing a large part of material 
output produced by the latter, but it also makes womenfolk remain ungrudgingly 
subservient and inferior to men.

Strikingly enough, the Brahminical line of thinking appreciates neither a notion 
of aggregate and collective welfare of society over and above individual castes or 
groups, nor the possible ways and associated welfare aspects underlying the inter-
relationships and interactions between different social groups. For example, the 
duty of Sudras, the low-caste people, was to produce consumable goods and to 
serve the higher castes; the religion of kshatriyas (warrior castes) was to fight ene-
mies and provide gifts and benisons to the Brahmins; the duties of the Brahmins 
included the cultivation and consultation of the textual scriptures while presiding 
the auspicious ceremonies and worships. Among all these instructions and scrip-
tures delineating diverse duties, none was, notably enough, on doing some good or 
service or welfare for others.

Through relentless propagation and preaching of such a discriminating religion, 
two distinct tenets understandably get implanted in the minds of people. One is the 
acceptance of social inequity and inequality as something natural, and the other is 
a mentality of subservience—that is, to accede to circumstances and conditions 
unquestioningly. All this is backed by the idea of fate, along with the philosophical 
strand of karma, although such notion as prowess, which is contrary to the con-
cept of fate and fatalism, is not entirely absent. For example, on having decided 
to take to the forest life, Ram only said, ‘An animal is by natural law enslaved.  
It cannot do according to its wishes’. Laxman, however, protested fiercely against 
this stance on the ground that courageous and manly persons in a society never 
preached fatalism and were able to subjugate fate by one’s prowess. But as 
ordained by the epic, Indian mind got to be shaped, not by Laxman’s ideals, but 



177

by Ram’s fatalistic perceptions. To believe in, and to accept, fatalism and hence to 
accede readily to subordination has long remained a major characteristic feature of 
Indian mental make-up, with little encouragement to revolt, dissent, and opposi-
tion. No surprise, no God-defying character like Prometheus is found in the entire 
Brahminical thoughts and discourse.

One strand of the Brahminical thought sounds universal in spirit and is explic-
itly neutral to group- or caste-specific interests. Since it is, in principle, applica-
ble equally to all, irrespective of male or female, low or high caste, householder 
or saint, it is called ‘ultimate religion’ [param dharma] in the primeval literature. 
In this strand, there are long lists of human faculties classified by the categories 
of sin and piety. But the most striking feature of this branch of the Brahminical 
thinking, which is singularly geared to the attainment of individual salvation, is its 
silence on such notions as social welfare and social well-being. There is, interest-
ingly, nothing in this line of thinking by which an individual could get expected, 
encouraged, or inspired to do something for someone else’s pursuits of salvation. 
A devotee in the pursuits of one’s own salvation can be excused even though the 
person leaves one’s family behind and shies away from the responsibility of caring 
and thinking for own spouse and children.

In the same vein, there is hardly a trace of love for humanity in the Brahminical 
religion. While the gist of Christianity is widely known to lie in the maxim, ‘Love 
thy neighbour’, no comparable saying is found, as Rudra harps on, in the whole 
body of Brahminical scriptures. In fact, there is no counterword in the Sanskrit 
language, which conveys the particular sense in which the word ‘love’ is used 
in Christ’s messages, its closest Sanskrit words being ‘pity’, ‘mercy’, ‘compas-
sion’, ‘forgiveness’, etc. Even none of these attributes has ever been prescribed 
as a route to the attainment of eternal bliss and salvation. The notion of what is 
in English called ‘justice’, as Rudra aptly discerns, is not found in the entire body 
of the Brahminical texts and scriptures, which are incompatible not only with the 
conception of love for humanity but also with the idea of humanism itself. The 
Brahminical religion—which attributes humanity’s all grief and sorrows to the 
human life itself and sets out its ultimate motto as one of getting extinct amid eter-
nal emptiness and void and which views social differentiation and inequity as an 
immutable and inevitable scriptural prescript—cannot but be antithetic to the core 
of humanism.

A staunch self-centeredness, decisive private insensitivity to public welfare or 
well-being, and sheer ambivalence towards the notions of love and justice should 
have impaired the capability and viability of the Brahminical religion to hold 
on the society integrated. In fact, the inner inconsistency and contradiction that 
increasingly afflicted the Brahminical line of thinking led to occasional religious 
crises in the historical past. As D.D. Kosambi, one of the celebrated authorities 
of the ancient Indian civilisation and culture noted, the greatest contribution of 
Shankaracharya consists in falsifying the fundamental maxim of Western logic, 
namely that ‘A is either B or not B’. According to this logical precept, no proposi-
tion can at once be both true and false. But the typical Hindu mind, by defying this 
fundamental Western axiom, considers as true something which it itself rejects as 
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false at the same time. It simultaneously believes in science and superstitions, and 
it at once accepts modernism and conservatism. As Rudra shows, from the very 
beginning, this tendency had occupied the centre stage of the Brahminical think-
ing and traditions to which Shankaracharya only gave the scriptural and axiomatic 
forms and structure in terms of philosophical subtleties and sophistications. These 
contradictions played a most damaging role in the Brahminical religious tradition, 
since a religion devoid of internal consistency and coherence cannot hold on a 
human society. Let us now turn to Ashok Rudra’s illuminating narrative of how the 
Brahminical religion became wreaked by such internal inconsistencies.

A major source of internal contradictions in the Brahminical tradition lies in 
an inexorable antagonism between a religion founded on social divisions and 
the ultimate religion meant to be applicable equally to all, irrespective of diverse 
attributes and adjectives. This has led to an inherently antagonistic situation. For 
example, the women, who view husband as a parent, friend, mate, ally, well-
wisher, and everything, would find their ultimate destiny in the heaven, even 
though they, out of their overwhelming love for husbands, perpetrate some vice or 
sin; otherwise, they will be led to the hell after death. This creed of chastity in the 
Brahminical thinking clearly reveals its inner conflict with the spirit of ultimate 
religion, because an act of terrific sin from the standpoint of the latter could turn to 
be great virtue in the former’s reckoning. For example, even at the heinous attempt 
at pulling the clothes off Draupadi’s body in an open public court gathering in the 
Mahabharata, the chief custodians and proponents of the religion, namely Vishma, 
Durshmashan, and Duryodhana, found no religious or moral grounds to denounce 
this shamefully inhuman gesture and hence only uttered: ‘The direction in which 
the religion moves is extremely subtle’.

A protracted ethical conflict between the ultimate religion and the religion of 
the Kshatriyas lies at the core of the Mahabharata. With persistent instigations 
from the Lord Krishna, the Pandavas were often persuaded to flout the religion 
of Kshatriyas, but only cunningly in the name of the ultimate religion. As Ashok 
Rudra notes, through about one lakh couplets in the first seventieth part of the 
Mahabharata, only an uncertain—albeit tenuous—link between the religion of 
Kshatriyas and ultimate religion has been maintained. But in the eightieth part, 
the authors of the Mahabharata, by undermining the ultimate religion, had almost 
forcefully established the supremacy of the religion of Kshatriyas. Duryodhana’s 
ultimate passage to the virtuous heaven even after his commission of so many sins 
and vices must have created a great dilemma and hence have caused devastating 
delusions about the notions of vice and virtue in the eyes and understanding of 
the Indian masses. Indeed, a lasting damage has been caused by implanting these 
muddled notions of virtue and morality in the minds of general population of our 
country.

The conflict between the ultimate (universalistic) religion and the socially 
divisive religion is not the only reason for inner contradictions in the religios-
ity held by a typical Hindu mind. Another important reason is the glaring dis-
parity between the maxims of ultimate religion and the actual behaviour of 
their propounders. In tune with the ultimate religion, the firmness of wisdom 
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and continence of sensual faculties have been viewed in a great esteem in the 
Brahminical tradition. ‘Give up ego, pride, might, lust, and anger’—this maxim 
has been almost relentlessly prescribed by the authors of ancient Indian mytholo-
gies and scriptures. But what is seen in the actual behaviour of the gods and their 
many incarnations preached by the priests and saints in our mythologies does not 
tally with their own precepts. They used to lose their senses out of sheer anger 
very often; they used to hastily utter curse and malison without properly assessing 
the graveness and depth of a sin and thereby caused hefty damages not only to the 
sinners, but sometimes even to the well-being and existence of the entire universe.

The highly revered, powerful, and influential sages and hermits in our mytholo-
gies had relentlessly advocated among their disciples and general populace the 
virtue of repressing one’s sensualities, particularly the retention of men’s semen 
through sustained abstinence from sexual acts. But the former themselves used to 
succumb to their erotic, lusty, and sensuous urges and weaknesses. In fact, many 
of them, because of the momentary flickers of sensual or sexual weaknesses and 
licentiousness, had to forgo their entire benison and boon which they had earned 
through hard asceticism even for thousands of years. Krishna in Brindavana, phallic 
mythologies and Shiva of the Shiva Puranas, Parashar’s lust for the fish-smelling 
woman, and hermit Kapot’s erotic urge for Tarabati are just a few of the innumer-
able examples of promiscuous proclivities and sensual affinities and gratifications.

While the repression of ego and self-pride has been persistently propagated as a 
virtue among the common people, the conceit and self-righteousness of the mytho-
logical sages and hermits have never been posited as their vices at all. It is not 
hard to discern an abundance of greed, self-pride, and vanity in the well-known 
tussle between Vishyamitra and Vashishttha. As Rudra’s perceptive reading of the 
Ramayana brings out, the most important trait of Ram was not his truthfulness, 
but it was his absolute self-centredness and infinite ego and conceit. What actu-
ally shaped Ram’s decision of foregoing the throne of the kingdom and courting 
the forest life for fourteen years was arguably little else other than his fear of the 
stigma of irreligiousness and social ignominy. King Dasharatha had neither com-
manded Ram to live his life in forests, nor did he give any benison to Kaikeyi 
to that effect. Ram’s decision to go to the forest was entirely his own making. 
Indeed, it was virtually solely because of Ram’s arrogance in sticking to his deci-
sion that Dasharatha had courted death, Kaushalya had become like a living dead, 
Sita had to undergo endless torments, golden land of Lanka turned into ashes, and 
the King’s duty towards the inhabitants of Ayodhya remained neglected for four-
teen years. Thus, it rather easy to discern a lineage between this ancient episode 
of pampering just one person’s limitless vanity even risking all other inhabitants’ 
well-being and Mahatma Gandhi’s sudden egoistic decision (following the revela-
tion in Chauri Chowra) to extinguish abruptly the entire independence movement 
that he himself had presided.

As noted already, there is not even slightest tinge of the notion of social wel-
fare and well-being in the episodes of benison-giving in Indian mythologies.  
On the contrary, the gods in the Indian mythologies were profusely fond of being 
flattered, so much so that they, once pleased by the asceticism of demons, doled 
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out—sometimes sheer mindlessly—potentially dangerous benisons which could 
bring the entire universe at the brink of being vanquished. However, on being 
melt down by immense pestering by the other gods, the boon-giving gods used 
to infuse some escape routes within the benisons themselves, so that the demons’ 
missions could often get foiled. Indeed, the keenness of those mythological gods 
for being flattered seems to match well with the present-day Indian politicians’ 
evident craving for sycophancy.

The wide incongruence between the maxims proclaimed and the behaviour of 
the propagators themselves could be seen from multiple standpoints. From one 
angle, this represents a deviation from the avowed ideal—albeit of too high a 
level. From another perspective, all this appears as a sheer deception on the part 
of the propagators (sages and hermits), who never believed in whatever they used 
to propagate among masses. Rudra, unconvinced by both these standpoints, main-
tains that the authors of the ancient scriptures seemingly believed in the existence 
of a small section of supernatural people, who resemble the notion of superman 
in the Western thoughts. In the vein of the superman, the prominent sages, saints, 
and hermits of our ancient mythologies propagated ethical and moral norms and 
precepts, which they themselves never followed, as if the latter were not for them, 
but they were only for the common people. For example, in Puranas and ancient 
mythologies, the sages, saints, or hermits have never been denounced for their 
senseless anger and obnoxious acts in the wake of their excessive erotic lust or 
their irrational pride, vanity, and arrogance.

Since the propagators of this religion were exempt from what they prescribed 
for others, this could have been, as aptly perceived by Rudra, a source of the 
observed deficiency of a balance or stability in this religion. In some other civilisa-
tions, there has been an emphasis on a golden means or a middle path in the mat-
ters of moral dilemmas. In our religious tradition, just an opposite tendency has 
worked towards settling on an extreme position, without recognising and resolving 
as to how people could behave without ego and vanity, given the innate natural 
proclivities and propensities of an ordinary human being. This perhaps explains 
why Indians often find themselves in a dilemmatic and confused state insofar as 
ethical and moral issues are concerned. As Rudra opines, in the realm of ethical 
identity, a modern Hindu mind is afflicted by a disease akin to what is known as 
schizophrenia in psychology.

Let us illustrate. While annihilation of sexual lust in itself is posited as an ulti-
mate achievement, the excessive sexual eroticism depicted in many ancient temple 
sculptures of copulating couples and in such poetries and paintings on Radha–
Krishna love stories falls little short of aberrations or perversions. These erotic 
depictions and descriptions have a basic difference from Boccaccio’s Decameron 
or from the Arabian Nights. For example, the inexperienced adolescent sexual 
behaviours and fantasies of Krishna and his perverse erotic indulgences even with 
mature ladies—the stuff of the Brindavana tales—have been interpreted (by many 
proponents) as emblematic of abstruse theories of sentient and supreme soul. But 
the indication in all this of the former’s essentially diseased and deviant mental 
temperament and taste cannot but be highly pertinent.
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The controversy that has often erupted over the erotic Indian sculptures of 
ancient India bears testimony to the extent to which the Indian mind has been 
muddled by, and soaked with, a perverse outlook and attitude towards sexuality. 
Even most erudite modern Indian personalities often appear to fail distinguishing 
between the artistic excellence and thematic perversity entailed in those sculp-
tures. Most of them do not perceive that the sexual acts depicted in these sculp-
tures convey more than just the expressions of pure love and love-making between 
men and women. For example, while sexual acts and engagements among more 
than a couple—in English called ‘orgy’ as a form of sexual perversity—are known 
to happen among the so-called Tantrik bamachari, such acts have been oddly 
described by many as mere expressions of refined feelings or a ‘tender humanism’.

Men’s attitude towards women offers another distinct field of illustration of 
the dilemma-ridden Hindu mind. Men have deprived women in many ways and 
forms in all countries and in all epochs, but the enormity with which ancient male 
architects of the Brahminical scriptures had bestowed almost unlimited neglect 
and inferiority upon the womenfolk through codifying various anti-female social 
practices and norms has hardly parallels in the history of the world. Likewise, the 
extent to which Indian women have tolerated and endured the extreme humilia-
tion, discrimination, and dishonour is somewhat unmatched. But, ironically, the 
status and position of the goddesses to the reckoning of gods is far from marginal, 
and in some cases, the former even surpass those of the male counterparts. It was 
only the goddesses whose help and intervention had to be called upon for rescu-
ing the universe from the brink of destruction in many mythological episodes. 
The goddesses such as Durga, Kali, and Saraswati have never been depicted as 
unrestrained, erotic, illicit, or promiscuous. While the Brahminical scriptures have 
often portrayed common women as typically lustful and erogenous, as an epitome 
of eroticism and sexual passions, the male gods’ extreme permissiveness, lech-
ery, and promiscuity have been, in sharp contrast, clearly adored. Paradoxically, 
the same scriptures have posited all goddesses as being impeccably dignified and 
decent and free of such blemishes. This contrasting position in the Brahminical 
scriptures is, indeed, astonishing.

There are indications of the men’s dilemmatic outlook towards women in 
contemporary Indian society too. For example, a typically insignificant position 
accorded with the females and wives within Hindu households is well known. But 
at the same time, we also know well how domineering and biased generally are 
the mother-in-laws in these households, and how timidly and subserviently even 
grown-up sons deal with their mothers’ torturous and irrational behaviour. Rudra 
thus points to almost mirror image of this household-level picture in the country’s 
larger political arena.

In the history of the twentieth century, the Indian women leaders, who played a 
highly significant role in the political scene, have hardly had parallels in the entire 
Western world. Barring the female British prime minister in the late twentieth cen-
tury, women have hardly held the highest positions in the spheres of politics and 
administration of the countries of Europe and America. In contrast, our country, 
even long before Indira Gandhi had, found many women in very high positions of 
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leadership, which the menfolk did not have difficulty in accepting. It is thus puz-
zling that Indian males even today generally think of females as less brainy and 
meritorious and devoid of creative talents and in tune with the Brahminical scrip-
tures hold an inferior impression about their own daughters, sisters, and wives. But 
paradoxically, the same menfolk worship the goddess Saraswati in their pursuits 
of knowledge, scholarship, merit, and intellect. There is ample evidence and illus-
tration that such self-contradictory and paradoxical views about women have got 
for long injected among us over centuries through our mythological literatures and 
tradition.

As Rudra has forcefully argued, one major fallout of the internal inconsist-
encies of the Brahminical line of thinking and concomitantly dilemmatic Hindu 
mind have been a substantial inductions of ill-logic and delusions into the faculties 
of reasoning and deductive argumentations. By ill-logic, we mean what is called in 
English rationalisation. Suppose that there is an imperative need to posit an oth-
erwise irreligious or anti-religious act as if it has not violated basic religious pre-
cepts. In achieving this end, the religion itself is often so immensely twisted and/
or conveniently reinterpreted—even sometimes quite haphazardly—in so different 
directions that it becomes almost impossible to recognise as to what exactly is as 
per religion and what is not.

This twisting of religion and related hidden hypocrisy in posing specific unfair 
or immoral means and actions as if they are within the principles of religion has 
recurred prominently in the episodes involving imprecation and malison. As for 
illustration, Karna was defeated and killed in a mischievously manoeuvred battle. 
Since this act of mischief had to be garbed as justifiable in the lines of the basic 
religious precepts and principles, many episodes of imprecation got to be inno-
vated. For instance, as there was a necessity for a powerful imprecation so that the 
soil would suddenly grab and halt the wheels of Karna’s chariot in the battlefield, 
the tale of a malison thrown by Parashuram had to be invoked. Another illustration 
of mischief on the part of the Pandavas lies in the episode where Duryodhana’s 
thigh—his singularly secretive weak point—was tactfully hit by Bhima during the 
final duel between them. In order to get rid of this blemish, the episode of a mali-
son granted by the great hermit called Maitrayo was invoked. Many of the rea-
sons cited for denouncing the Kauravas and for projecting the Pandavas’ actions as 
being always in the lines with religion have resorted often to an alloyed, twisted, 
and perhaps wicked logic.

All dimensions of contradiction-ridden precepts and practices of morality have 
converged in one single epic character, namely Sri Krishna. Krishna steered two 
major responsibilities: one of keeping alive, in course of the War of Kurukshetra, 
a tussle between Kshatriya religion and ultimate religion and the other of inno-
vating or invoking wicked logic and reason, whenever needed, for evading reli-
gious precepts and norms. Judging on the basis of the role that Krishna had 
played in the Mahabharata, he could be viewed, as goes Rudra’s interpretation, 
as a villain character in the entire drama. This has indeed been how Krishna was 
described by many characters of the Mahabharata itself. Not only the violat-
ing of the Kshatriyas’ religion, almost all the maxims that Krishna enunciated 
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through the Gita have been either flouted by himself or its flouting by others has 
been connived by him. No matter whether Krishna of Brindavana and Krishna of 
Kurukshetra were the same person in history or in mythology, these two variants 
have merged into one to the historically formed Hindu mind. Whatever lust, lech-
ery, deceit, mindless infuriation (as Partha Sarathi or as the charioteer), greed (in 
favour of the Pandavas), and vanity are entailed in these two variants of Krishna, 
they are completely opposed to the core religiosity and the related maxims propa-
gated through the Gita. That Krishna has been finally elevated to the position and 
stature of the prominent gods and goddesses could well be a reason why the Hindu 
mind has become bereft of ethical rigour and moral strength. Whether in the role 
of Partha Sarathi or in the role of Gopi Ballava, it is nearly impossible, as Rudra 
powerfully fathoms, to appear ethically and morally firm, sound, and consist-
ent after having known various irreligious and unethical excesses committed by 
Krishna as a god.

How useful is the foregoing critique of the Brahminical lines of thoughts? 
Among four well-known complementary revolutions that had been instrumental to 
the modern historical process of progressive transformation of the West, namely 
industrial revolution, political revolution, scientific revolution, and cultural revolu-
tion, the last two have been least emphasised in the Indian discourse so far. Even 
the Indian Marxist thinking has appeared for long too preoccupied with its prime 
goal of coming to parliamentary power, thereby downplaying the profound impor-
tance of a sustained cultural revolution. Even though much belated now, it is 
imperative to initiate intellectually frontal attacks against the major flaws in the 
Brahminical line of thinking. We should all feel highly concerned, affectionate, 
and proud of our ancient civilisation made of extremely precious and invaluable 
resources which have also enriched the entire humanity of the world. Apart from 
the above-noted utility of building up a penetrative critique of the Brahminical 
lines of thinking, the latter, as illuminatingly suggested by Rudra, has a great 
potential as a conceptual framework for analysing the history of India, which in 
turn is crucial for shaping the progressive transformation of our society. It is hard 
indeed to deny that for the sake of capturing the essence of India’s sociocultural 
history, there is an imperative need for a distinct theoretical structure with its own 
contours and features of which foundation squarely lies in the deep-seated 
Brahminical thoughts, preaching, values, and practices. Such framework, for 
example, could help explain as to how and why in course of our nationalist move-
ment the agenda of reform had included only what some scholars often percep-
tively call ‘outer domain’ of political, scientific, and technological achievements of 
the West, leaving our ‘inner domain’ of social, cultural, moral features sovereign, 
sacrosanct, and unvitiated by the Western ideas and thoughts.1

1 Chatterjee, P. (2010), Empire and Nation: Essential Writings 1985–2005, New Delhi: Permanent 
Black, pp.26-28.
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