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ABSTRACT: The work of Amartya Sen and his collaborators on Indian economic
development compares three Indian states so as to demonstrate the superior per-
formance of interventionist, left-wing governments in West Bengal and Kerala
compared to the more typical state of Uttar Pradesh.A careful analysis of the ev-
idence, however, shows that Sen et al. ignore the anti-interventionist implications
of their own evidence of corruption in the state of Uttar Pradesh; dramatically
overstate the success of leftist governments in West Bengal; and overlook the role
of Kerala’s culture and its private education system in accounting for its famously
high levels of literacy and female independence.

Amartya Sen, the Indian-born economist, was awarded the 
Nobel prize in economics. In the citation for the award, the Royal
Swedish Academy of Sciences () stated that the award was given
for Professor Sen’s contributions to welfare economics in the fields of
social choice, welfare distribution, and poverty. The Swedish Acad-
emy summarized his contributions in this manner:

Amartya Sen has made several key contributions to the research in
fundamental problems in welfare economics. His contributions range
from axiomatic theories of social choice, over definitions of welfare
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and poverty indexes, to empirical studies of famine. A general interest
in distributional issues and a particular interest in the most impover-
ished members of society tie them closely together. Sen has clarified
the conditions which permit aggregation of individual values into col-
lective decisions, and the conditions which permit rules of collective
decision making that are consistent with a sphere of rights for the in-
dividual. By analyzing the available information about different indi-
viduals’ welfare when collective decisions are made, he has improved
the theoretical foundations for comparing different distributions of so-
ciety’s welfare and defined new and more satisfactory indexes of
poverty. In empirical studies, Sen’s applications of his theoretical ap-
proach have enhanced our understanding of the economic mecha-
nisms underlying famines.

Clearly, Professor Sen’s contributions have covered a wide canvas.
This paper will limit itself to critically examining Sen’s work in the
area of development economics pertaining to the Indian experience.
Even though such an assessment should ideally cover Sen’s seminal
contributions to the economic analysis of famines, that would require
a separate full-length treatment.

My topic, then, is one specific aspect of Sen’s work on Indian eco-
nomic development, as contained in the volume he edited in collabo-
ration with Jean Drèze: Indian Development: Selected Regional Perspec-
tives (Oxford University Press, ), hereafter abbreviated as IDSRP.
An examination of this book raises a number of questions about the
work of Sen and his collaborators, and whether it merits all the praise
it has received from academics and policy makers. IDSRP will be
used as a jumping-off point, then, for assessing the contributions of
Professor Sen and his collaborators to the economics of poverty and
development.

In order to contrast the successes and failures of Indian develop-
ment policy in the post-independence era, IDSRP brings together a
series of papers that contrast the developmental records of three
major Indian states that have had divergent development paths. These
three states are Uttar Pradesh (the “failed” state), West Bengal (the
“transforming” state), and Kerala (the “success story” state). Questions
of mortality, fertility, and gender bias are taken up in a separate chap-
ter. The authors of these four separate chapters are all development
economists or social scientists (Drèze is a coauthor of two of the four
regional-perspective chapters); an opening chapter entitled “Radical
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Needs and Moderate Reforms” by Sen lays out an agenda of positive
government intervention for creating “participatory” growth.

In general, IDSRP attempts to demonstrate the effectiveness of
government expenditure and involvement in the provision of services
such as education, health care, nutrition, and so on. This contrasts
with the view of most observers of the Indian development record,
who tend to agree that since its independence from Great Britain in
, excessive government intervention in the economy has retarded
the country’s economic development. It is not at all clear, in this
view, that the interventionist Indian state could have done a better
job with regard to these social sectors.

The perspective on economic development advocated by Sen and
his collaborators can be boiled down to the following arguments:

. Countries such as China, Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore, and
Hong Kong focused on the provision of their citizens’ basic needs—
the prerequisites of their freedom to achieve their goals in life—
either as a precursor to, or simultaneously with, the process of eco-
nomic liberalization and growth.

. Within India, states such as Kerala and West Bengal were able to
achieve significant progress, outstripping (in the former case) even
China and some of the Asian Tigers in terms of indicators of equal
basic-needs provision.

. In each case, government played the crucial role providing essen-
tial services to their citizens.

The Failure of Politics in Uttar Pradesh

IDSRP begins with an analysis of the Indian state that has been exco-
riated by many as a development failure. This is the state of Uttar
Pradesh (UP), the largest and most populous jurisdiction in India, and
also one of the poorest.

Drèze and Haris Gazdar portray Uttar Pradesh as a case study of
retarded development. As a methodological device, they benchmark
UP against the region of “South India”—consisting of Andhra
Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, and Tamil Nadu—as well as against the
whole of India.

A dismal picture emerges from Drèze and Gazdar’s examination of
the aggregate secondary data. UP is found to be severely wanting in
terms of every “social” variable in which Sen, Drèze, and their collab-
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orators are interested—infant mortality and survival, child nutrition,
fertility decline, basic education, gender inequality, and related aspects
of well-being. However, Drèze and Gazdar take great pains to point
out that these dismal achievements are not the result of poverty per
se, which is no worse in UP than elsewhere in India. “The causes of
Uttar Pradesh’s extraordinary backwardness in terms of basic social
achievements (such as child survival and elementary education),” they
write (), “have to be sought elsewhere.” Similarly, they argue that
material poverty could not be the cause of UP’s social failures be-
cause of the significantly different poverty levels experienced by the
western and eastern parts of the state, which have similar social indi-
cators.

Drèze and Gazdar pinpoint the primary cause of “social” failure in
UP as insufficient government provision of public services. By com-
paring the levels and growth of government provision of health, edu-
cation, infrastructure, etc., among UP, South India, and Kerala, they
conclude that “Uttar Pradesh stands out as a case of resilient govern-
ment inertia as far as public provisioning is concerned. Here again,
the contrast with Kerala is particularly striking, but even the contrast
with South India is quite startling” (). There is, however, a caveat,
since the levels and proportions of government expenditure allotted
to health and education in UP and South India are found to be simi-
lar. The authors therefore blame UP’s social failures on  “distorted”
patterns of social spending as well as on the “defective” functioning of
the services in question.

What started out as an argument for inadequate levels of govern-
ment involvement therefore becomes an argument for socially harm-
ful behavior on the part of government officials. While the authors
invoke caste, class, and gender inequalities; the apathy of the state; tra-
dition; and a lack of social awareness as causes of the lack of social
change, in the end they focus on perverse incentives of all levels of
government to be corrupt, ineffective, or both.

Drèze and Gazdar’s fieldwork in UP is provided as evidence of
perverse incentives in the provision of the education, health and in-
frastructure. In education, for example, they document misdirected
school building monies, teacher absenteeism, student absenteeism,
lack of accountability by school officials, and even the superior per-
formance of the meager private schooling system. Yet they never
consider the implications of the latter point. Instead, they assume that
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the political system can and must be changed through popular agita-
tion if the needs of the disadvantaged are to be met.

The experience of southeast Asian development, however (see
Rabushka ; James, Naya, and Meier ; Lau ; World Bank
; and Dorn ), indicates that it was largely market-oriented
economic policy, such as state action enforcing property rights and
market institutions, that produced the economic “miracles” in these
hitherto poor and backward nations. Meanwhile, a number of studies
suggest the intractability of the political problems in places such as
UP. Robert Wade (, a, b, ) has described corruption
in the Indian public sector in terms of a “transfer model” that maxi-
mizes the (corruption) revenue that can flow from holding a public-
sector position while minimizing the number of complaints. This is
accomplished by requiring applicants for state employment to buy
“transfers.” Wade uses official reports and unofficial sources to show
the amounts paid to obtain a variety of posts in institutions that pro-
vide irrigation, agriculture, and soil conservation at the state- and
central-government levels and in public-sector corporations. Salim
Rashid () provides a fascinating account of how telephone oper-
ators in India arrange for international calls on a priority basis after
receiving regular payoffs. N. Vijay Jagannathan () has further de-
tailed the nature of rent-seeking activities in India and other coun-
tries. Kreuger  and Kamath  have estimated that the rents
generated by various Indian government policies are very large.

If  years of democratic politics in India have led to the domina-
tion of government by special interests and if state action has been so
sorely wanting, one could argue that more reliance on nonpolitical
and market forces would have been more likely to help the disadvan-
taged. This has been the case in the developed Western economies,
the Four Tigers, the NICs, and nations such as Chile and Mauritius
that have achieved both significant economic development and polit-
ical and economic freedom.

Drèze and Gazdar, by contrast, blame the failure of public services,
and more generally of development interventions, in UP on the
state’s low commitment to social equity and development, and the
failure of civil society to generate a politics that challenges the status
quo and more generally promotes the needs of disadvantaged groups.
They indict political factionalism based on caste and class as the rea-
son that public action has not been forthcoming in UP, unlike Kerala,
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West Bengal, Karnataka, Maharashtra, Nagaland, and the south Indian
states. In UP, the main failures are:

aborted land reforms, the displacement of health care services by fam-
ily-planning programmes, the decay of the public schooling system,
the wide-spread corruption of poverty alleviation programmes, the
suppression of informed women’s agency in society, and the fragile
basis of local democracy. Underlying these diverse problems is a basic
failure of public action—whether of a collaborative or adversarial
type—to focus on the promotion of social needs, particularly those of
disadvantaged sections of the population. . . . In Uttar Pradesh, ex-
treme inequalities of political power have severely distorted the priori-
ties of state intervention and the implementation of most development
programs. The low participation of disadvantaged groups in the politi-
cal process, in turn, reflects the continuing influence of sharp inequali-
ties relating not only to class but also to caste and gender.

The remainder of IDSRP is mainly devoted to showing that the rela-
tively good development record of the Indian states of West Bengal
and Kerala can be attributed to class-based politics, leading to con-
certed state intervention of a sort that, unlike in Uttar Pradesh, pro-
duces significant social development.

Democratic Mobilization as a Path to Prosperity

Thus, according to the chapter by Sengupta Sunil and Haris Gazdar
on West Bengal, the commitment of successive caste-based left-wing
governments since  to improving the position of the rural poor
led to a sustained period of agricultural growth and rural transforma-
tion between  and . The authors document these claims by
using both primary and secondary data. The primary data set is based
on World Institute for Development Economics Research (WIDER)
socioeconomic surveys of six villages in different agro-climatic zones
of West Bengal. The secondary sources are national census and sam-
ple survey data, data from the left-wing West Bengal government,
data from the private Centre for Monitoring the Indian Economy,
and other academic research studies, mostly by left-wing economists.

There is, however, a substantial critical literature that examines the
veracity of the claims made by the West Bengal government and by
sympathetic academic and other commentators. In order to focus on
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the specific issues considered by Sengupta and Gazdar, I will limit my
examination of their claims to the major critiques and to an exami-
nation of secondary data, while footnoting other pertinent literature
that questions the validity of the claims that they make.1

The most comprehensive critique of West Bengal’s development
policy since  has been provided by Ross Mallick, a Marxist who
questions the claims of the Left Front government and sympathetic
commentators such as Sengupta and Gazdar. In a series of books and
articles, Mallick (, , and ) has examined the record of
the Left Front government in West Bengal and finds its claimed suc-
cesses to be seriously wanting. Other authors also question these
“successes.” Let us compare Sengupta and Gazdar’s principal claims
with the findings of such critics as Mallick.

One of Sengupta and Gazdar’s major conclusions is that post-
Left Front coalition governments were successfully able to redistrib-
ute almost . million acres of land to landless and land-poor house-
holds, so that “nearly  percent of the landless . . . received some
land” (). However, the authors’ own data show that the number of
households that benefitted from land redistribution from  to 
only marginally exceeded the number of households that were bene-
ficiaries between  and . They also present data that show
that cultivated land redistributed under the Left Front was less than
half that distributed by the previous, non-leftist governments. In ad-
dition, land distributed per beneficiary was less than half during
– as during –.

According to Mallick ( and ), agrarian reform under the
West Bengali Left Front government has been minimal and similar to
reforms in other states during the same period. Thus,

when compared with the other states the Bengal achievement is aver-
age at best and often well below the national average, though a com-
munist government would have been expected to surpass all other
states in reform implementation. A visit to the most backward district
in Maharashtra confirmed this impression. One Maharashtra govern-
ment official mentioned that while the West Bengal government pub-
licized all their achievements, in his own state they had achieved better
results without the fanfare. (Mallick , )

Sengupta and Gazdar argue, however, that the redistributive results
before  were due to the critical role of the leftist United Front
government of –. But as Mallick points out, the land redistrib-

Kamath • Indian Development and Poverty 



ution data used by Sengupta and Gazdar include redistribution fig-
ures from the Estates Acquisition Act, which are incorrectly com-
bined with data from the Land Reforms Act. According to Mallick,
only the latter can be compared with the land reforms in other states,
the former being part of the zamindari abolition program adopted na-
tionwide. Mallick () presents comparable data (Table .) that
show that West Bengal actually ranked th out of  states. Even
comparing the  states on the basis of area distributed as a percent-
age of cultivable land, West Bengal still ranked seventh, at . per-
cent, clearly a minuscule amount. Second, Mallick shows that during
the  months of United Front rule by left-wing parties in  and
– alluded to by Sengupta and Gazdar, , of the acres
supposedly redistributed were actually lands seized by tenants without
waiting for the administration. Even these seizures accounted for a
mere . percent of all cultivable land.

Sengupta and Gazdar also maintain that the Left Front’s Operation
Barga recorded the tenancy leases of almost . million sharecrop-
pers. They claim that this has resulted in greater security of tenure as
well as higher crop shares going to the tenants (even though the
WIDER surveys on this latter score are mixed). The authors admit that
based on economic theory and the available evidence,“the efficiency
effects” of the Barga system “are not likely to have been unambigu-
ously positive” (). Nevertheless, they claim that the political impact
of the tenancy-rights campaign was extremely significant because it
signalled to both supporters and opponents of the Left Front that the
government was serious about implementing agrarian reforms.

But Mallick () shows that under Operation Barga, legitimate
sharecroppers suffered many injustices while the Left Front’s influen-
tial sharecropper supporters were rewarded. He points out that less
than half the eligible bargardars were ever recorded, and that the pro-
gram was stalled and then ended by Communist politicians in defer-
ence to their “elite-base interests” (Mallick , ). In an exhaustive
analysis, he shows that the Left Front government chose not to give
priority to the growing class of landless agricultural laborers; that the
claimed support for the bargardars was grossly overestimated even as
their number were in steep decline; that large numbers of bargardars
were being evicted even as the government claimed success; and that
the three-quarters crop share ensured by the operation was shown to
be violated in a large number of case studies. He concludes that
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in short, the landed classes have not disappeared, but what has hap-
pened is that elite classes have consolidated their position in the Com-
munist movement and prevented further land reform moves, as inter-
views with government program administrators confirm. Operation
Barga was ended not by a lack of deserving bargardars, but because the
Left Front’s influential sharecropper supporters were already recorded
and further work would threaten those supporters already in posses-
sion of land. (Ibid., )

A major achievement of the Left Front agrarian program, accord-
ing to Sengupta and Gazdar, is the revitalization of the Pachayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs). According to them, the efficacy of these institu-
tions can be gauged by the “success” and the “efficient operation” of
the Integrated Rural Development Program (IRDP), a subsidized an-
tipoverty credit scheme that is implemented by the various states on
behalf of the Indian government. In addition, they claim that the
PRIs have been significant participants in the “successful” implemen-
tation of the land reforms and Operation Barga. They suggest that
the West Bengal experience with PRIs has been made the model for
other states by the Indian government because the success of Left
Front candidates in the PRI elections has been overwhelming, with
their share of the popular vote consistently remaining around  per-
cent.

A number of studies have questioned the Left Front claims that
PRIs were successful in achieving radical agricultural and economic
transformation in West Bengal, especially with regard to the IRDP
program. Mallick (), in particular, documents how the PRIs be-
came the predominant source of political patronage in rural areas
under successive Left Front governments, and how the priorities of
the Panchayats were often misconceived or aimed at benefiting the
richer sections. His data on the educational and economic character-
istics of PRI members show that they were predominantly from well-
educated and land-holding backgrounds, contradicting the Left Front
government’s claims that the majority were impoverished villagers.

Mallick (, –) also cites extensive evidence to show that
the West Bengal administration of IRDP was unexceptional. A
World-Bank commissioned study, for example, severely criticized the
implementation of IRDP in the state and noted that, for a number of
reasons, there was “poor performance of the state in IRDP” (Institute
for Financial Management and Research ). The study compared
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the implementation of the IRDP in four states, including West Ben-
gal, and concluded that in West Bengal the achievement rate was the
lowest. Other Indian-government commissioned studies reached sim-
ilar findings.

Sengupta and Gazdar contend that the election of the Left Front
broke the trend of stagnation in agricultural growth between 
and . However, the authors concede that the “agricultural take-
off ” during – was similar to that experienced by other states
(such as Bihar and Orissa) that did not have leftist governments and
“radical” agrarian programs. Therefore they can only arrive at the un-
derwhelming conclusion that “the recent growth record of West
Bengal dispels any possible apprehensions that redistributive reforms
might have had negative effects on efficiency” ().

Other observers agree. Hanumantha Rao () presents data that
show that while West Bengal’s . percent annual increase in grain
output from – to – was much higher than the . per-
cent growth rate from – to –, the higher rate was
matched or exceeded by other Indian states with none of the institu-
tional changes that were introduced in West Bengal. Grain output
grew by . percent annually in Uttar Pradesh from – to
–, by . percent in Punjab, and by . percent in Madhya
Pradesh. Comparing triennial average grain production over three
periods, Utsa Patnaik () shows that the share of the Eastern re-
gion, including West Bengal, actually declined in the s compared
to the Northern and West-Central regions.

Sengupta and Gazdar also claim that there was a significant decline
in the West Bengali Head-Count Ratio (HCR), which measures the
proportion of the population with incomes (or expenditures) below
the poverty line. After examining NSS data compiled by Suresh Ten-
dulkar, K. Sundaram and L. R. Jain (), they conclude that even
though West Bengal had the highest HCR of all Indian states when
the Left Front government came to office in , it experienced the
highest proportional rate of decline of all the major states between
 and , enabling it to leave the two other poorest states, Bihar
and Orissa, behind. However, their analysis of consumption studies
shows that there was only “marginal improvement” in overall con-
sumption levels, though they contend that there might have been
some significant distributional improvement.

Mallick’s and others’ criticisms of the Left Front governments’
poverty-alleviation and redistribution programs brings into serious
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question the success alleged in these areas. They show that Left Front
efforts to desegregate untouchables, improve literacy, reform educa-
tion, improve employment, redistribute consumption, reduce poverty,
and reform public health and taxation were either unsuccessful or
woefully inadequate. According to Mallick (, ):

In fact, neither the West Bengal health or literacy programs have been
particularly impressive when compared with other states. Though both
programs have provided rural employment for party supporters, stan-
dards have often been poor. An interstate comparison of health expen-
diture indicates West Bengal is not exceptional in its outlay. . . . As for
education, enrollment under the Left Front increased at the same rate
as under the previous Congress government, although as one of nine
“educationally backward” states it has a lot of catching up to do. With
little growth in Untouchable and Tribal enrollment, however, the gap
between the education of lower and higher castes has widened.

According to another commentator, Myron Weiner (, ), “the
Communist government of West Bengal is no more committed to
the enforcement of child-labor laws or compulsory-education laws
than the Congress-dominated conservative state of Bihar next door.”
According to the Government of India’s Ministry of Education and
Culture, West Bengal was one of the nine states “educationally back-
ward in elementary education which together comprise[d] three
quarters of the non-enrolled children” in India (Planning Commis-
sion of India , ). Similarly, Mallick () shows that the Left
Front government has been deficient in the provision of nonformal
and adult education. Indeed, he shows that, under the Left Front, ex-
penditure on secondary education has exceeded primary-level
education.

Mallick (, ) and others, such as Bruno Jobert (, ) have
shown that the Left Front government in West Bengal has not made
health financing a priority when health expenditure is compared
with the national average; and, in fact, that, just as in education, these
programs have been used predominantly for distributing political pa-
tronage. Similarly, with regard to agricultural taxation, Mallick (,
–) shows that the West Bengal state government was unwilling
and unable to implement a progressive taxation system, due to the in-
fluence of its landed agricultural interest base.

Mallick (, –) also shows that the Left Front government’s
program for rural credit and input provision, which it touted as an
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important component of its agrarian reforms, was quite arguably the
least successful of its agrarian reform programs. He shows empirically
that the Left Front’s minimum-wage and other policies were statisti-
cally no different than those of other non-Communist regimes. In
fact, he argues that the performance of the Left Front governments
was worse than that under previous Congress regimes.

Mallick’s criticisms are backed by a substantial body of evidence, as
reflected in the work of Ashok Rudra (), Roy Chaudhury (),
Bikram Sarkar (), and Avrild Ruud (). Ruud, for example,
using primary data from the Communist stronghold of Burdwan,
shows that the United Front’s achievements in all the areas discussed
above were limited, if not nonexistent, and that the Communists and
their Left Front partners were able to obtain the moral and electoral
support of voters in this district because of political patronage similar
to that of previous noncommunist regimes.

What about Sengupta and Gazdar’s claim that there was a substan-
tial improvement in the distribution of consumption, in that the con-
sumption of the poor rose proportionately more than that of the
nonpoor after ? They base this conclusion on the increase in the
daily wage rates of male agricultural laborers in the six villages that
WIDER surveyed. In addition, they claim that in West Bengal the
growth of wages outstripped the growth in output compared to the
neighboring states of Bihar and Orissa, leading to a significant im-
provement in the distribution of consumption in West Bengal relative
to the other states. Yet the authors themselves note that this uptick
was hardly unique: after , neighboring states—and the rest of
India—experienced similar improvement.

However, Mallick (,  and –) shows that due to the fail-
ure of the Left Front government’s employment, wage, and food-
pricing policies, the consumption of the poorest sections of society
could not have been improved. He argues that the Communists’ de-
mand for higher procurement prices for agricultural output during
these years should be seen as an attempt to gain patronage with the
landlords and rich and middle-income peasants who controlled the
land.

Similarly, a substantial body of evidence shows that the public-
choice incentives facing the Left Front governments of West Bengal
were no different from those that corrupted earlier noncommunist
regimes. Robert Wade (, a, b, and ) has extensively
documented the payoffs and patronage that permeate governmental
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administration in India, mainly in the southern states but also in West
Bengal, due to these incentives. And N. Vijay Jagannathan ( and
) documents the nature of corruption and delivery systems in
West Bengal and other Indian states under various regimes, including
the communists.

Sengupta and Gazdar () verge on recognizing the tendency of
the Left Front toward not only corruption but demagoguery when
they explain why West Bengal’s performance on key socioeconomic
indicators, such as infant-mortality reduction and improvement in
child nutrition and literacy, are not very impressive—worse, in fact,
than in a number of other Indian states:

The overriding concern with the agrarian-reform agenda, however, has
also been, at least partially, responsible for the almost complete neglect
of claims which might arise from other sources of social and economic
equity. . . . Indeed, the near exclusive concern of the Left Front organi-
zations with agrarian politics, and the establishment and redistribution
of property rights in land, is an important factor in their neglect of in-
dividual rights to a minimal level of education and health care. ()

This assessment is consistent with the following summary of the
evidence regarding the failure of radical democratic politics in West
Bengal. First of all, the Left Front government succumbed to interest-
group politics and political-patronage incentives—as well as the need
to mobilize support through high-minded but unfounded claims of
redistributive success—that were no different from those demon-
strated by other non-communist governments in West Bengal and
other Indian states. This is to be expected in an economy dominated
by extensive government regulation and intervention and limited re-
course to markets. And second, given the entrenchment of the caste
system and other social institutions such as untouchability, the con-
trols and dependence on administrative fiat and regulations perversely
strengthened the privileges of politicians, bureaucrats, and the
wealthy, and created even greater scope for rent seeking and patron-
age.2 

Sengupta and Gazdar admit many caveats to their claims, the net
effect of which (along with the claims contradicted by other evi-
dence) is to render the West Bengal experience with “radical grass-
roots” change more illusion than reality, failing to provide much sup-
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port for Sen and Drèze’s hypothesis that broad-based “participatory
development” is conducive to individual well-being.

A Requiem for the “Kerala Model”

V. K. Ramachandran’s essay in IDSRP examines the “Kerala Model”
of development, which, he contends, “shows that the well-being of
the people can be improved, and social, political and cultural condi-
tions transformed, even at low levels of income, when there is appro-
priate public action” (). Ramachandran attempts to demonstrate
that Kerala’s substantial improvements in life expectancy, infant mor-
tality, literacy, education, public health, women’s “agency,” and living
standards in general have been due to concerted public action by
nineteenth- and twentieth-century governments in Kerala, especially
by the Communist-led governments since the s. Kerala, then, is
presented as another case study in the efficacy of participatory demo-
cratic politics in achieving well-being for the poor.

Ramachandran first chronicles the dismal performance (absolutely
and relatively) of Kerala in the post-independence period with regard
to production, productivity, employment, agriculture, proportion of
population below the poverty line (i.e., the head-count ratio), capital
investment, net value-added, entrepreneurship, and other “conven-
tional” indicators of economic performance. In suggesting that future
advancement in these areas can be achieved only by “public interven-
tion . . . of governments and intervention by political parties and mass
organizations” (), he neglects the possibility that such interven-
tion—which he takes to be the source of Kerala’s substantial gains in
less conventional measures of well-being—might be responsible for
the state’s utter failure to alleviate poverty as conventionally under-
stood. It is as if a contemporary economist argued that the alleged
achievements of the Soviet Union in literacy, education, public
health, and so forth were the results of government intervention,
while the USSR’s dismal economic performance was due to some
extraneous cause—not the very same intervention.

But is it even true that responsibility for Kerala’s famous achieve-
ments in nutrition, literacy and education, public distribution,
women’s agency, and agricultural and land reform are due to left-
wing political participation?3

Ramachandran acknowledges the achievements of private efforts
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and pre-independence governments in these areas, but insists that
these improvements must be mainly attributed to the efforts of the
communists and their governments:

Kerala is one part of India where the Communist party assimilated the
most progressive features of diverse socio-political movements and
gave them a new philosophical and political direction. . . . Commu-
nists were among the early organizers of mass political organization of
women in the state. Communists played a leading part in the literacy
movement and in the cultural movement (including the theater move-
ment) in Kerala. Schoolteachers were key activists and mass organizers
of the national movement and the Communist party; they were the
first organizers of the granthashala (library) movement and the move-
ment for literacy in Malabar. In the nineteen-seventies and eighties,
Communists were the main activists . . . in the Total Literacy 
Campaign. . . . The first government of (post-independence) Kerala
was a Communist government, and the major features of its agenda
and of later communist ministries in the state were, among other
things, land reform, health, education, and strengthening the system of
public distribution of food and other essential commodities. (–)

Ramachandran identifies government policy as playing a key role in
land reform, health, education, public distribution, and demographic
change. He concludes that “in the conditions of contemporary India,
it is worth remembering that public action, and not policies of glob-
alization and liberalization, was the locomotive of Kerala’s progress”
().

Let us examine Ramachandran’s claims with regard to literacy and
education first. Ramachandran treats the work of Robin Jeffrey (
and ) as supporting the primacy of state activism in the develop-
ment of literacy and education in Kerala. However, a careful reading
of Jeffrey’s work provides a very different picture from that painted by
Ramachandran. Jeffrey () shows that there was a substantial sys-
tem of indigenous schools before schools were established by govern-
ment policy. While he (like Ramachandran) contests Kathleen
Gough’s () estimate that as many as  percent of men and 
percent of women were literate during the late nineteenth century,
he does point out that there are good reasons for presuming that lit-
eracy was more widespread in Kerala than anywhere else in India.

Jeffrey () points out that from the first censuses of the s,
Cochin, Travancore, and Malabar (the three constituent areas of mod-
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ern Kerala) showed higher literacy rates than India as a whole. He
also demonstrates that by , Travancore and Cochin were the most
literate areas in India—three times more literate than all of India,
with laggard Malabar twice as literate as the rest of the country. “The
remarkably high early rates of literacy,” according to Jeffrey (, ),
“resulted from the complex interaction of old Kerala’s culture with
an expanding cash economy and princely governments intent on ‘im-
provement.’”

Contrary to Ramachandran’s interpretation, Jeffrey (, ) ar-
gues that Kerala’s culture—particularly its attitudes toward women,
and women’s attitudes about themselves—explain Keralites’ eagerness
to become literate. He argues that governments and their policies af-
fected at most the timing at which particular groups became literate.
Indeed, he shows that government involvement and regulation often
caused literacy to drop, as in the case of Cochin between  and
. During this period, government abruptly intervened in the
largely private school system, leading to a drop in enrollment of the
majority “respectable poor” but an increase in the enrollment of the
minority children of affluent families. He goes on to document the
role of private education in promoting literacy in Kerala even in the
modern period.

The way in which education spread rallied people around organisa-
tions and propagated attitudes about demands and competition. Pri-
vate management, receiving government grants, conducted most
schools, and by far the largest categories of recipients were the various
Christian sects. By the s, however, the Nair Service Society and
other private managements were also large and powerful. Education
was thus inextricably linked with ‘ethnic politics’, both in the organi-
sation it fostered and the way in which reading, writing and school-
going formalised perceptions about the identities of groups. ( Jeffrey
, )

Terrence Nossiter (, ) notes that even in –, the private
sector managed  percent of lower primary schools,  percent of
upper pr imary schools, and  percent of high schools, with 
more than half the school children in the state attending either
government-aided private schools or private independent schools.4

These schools are run by the Nair Service Society, the Muslim Edu-
cational Society, the Catholic Church, various Protestant organiza-
tions, and private businessmen.
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Jeffrey (, ) concludes that

The example of literacy in Kerala also suggests the need to modify the
emphasis sometimes placed on governments and institutions in ex-
plaining social and political events in modern India. The notion that
governments initiate and people respond—often, to be sure, in unpre-
dictable ways—is too tidy and simple. The acceleration of literacy in
Kerala resulted first from the exploitation of existing cultural strengths:
the relative freedom of women and the popular, old style schools.
Malayalis were culturally attuned to schooling of a particular, local
kind in which girls participated. . . . Governments, to be sure, influ-
enced their subjects, but rarely, I suspect, directed them down paths
they were not already inclined to go.

Similarly, Ramachandran’s arguments about women’s agency in the
post-independence period need to be tempered by Jeffrey’s work
(, , ). It shows that the roots of women’s substantial ad-
vancement, compared to other Indian states, lay in the matrilineal sys-
tem of Nayar society, which generated attitudes that were transferred
to other caste groups in Kerala society. The breakup of the matrilin-
eal system by legislation did not diminish the special roles and free-
doms accorded to women in Kerala. Jeffrey also traces the emphasis
on education and health to the critical role of women in Kerala.

In concluding his rather comprehensive and well-argued book, Pol-
itics, Women, and Well-Being, Jeffrey (, ) makes the following
startling claim contra Ramachandran:

There is no Kerala model—neither in the sense of coherent policies
that have produced specific results, nor a desirable goal that other parts
of India or the world might wish to achieve. The remarkable social
statistics that have intrigued scholars since the s stem from the way
in which public politics and the role of women took shape between
the s and s amid the dissolution of old Kerala. The outcome
in the s is a society in which most people have skills (notably lit-
eracy) and some resources (perhaps a patch of ground) to prolong life
and bandage the jagged edges of poverty.

Meanwhile, the experience of Kerala regarding land reform has
been very similar to that of West Bengal detailed above. Ronald Her-
ring (), Mallick (), and particularly Brian Morrison () all
conclude that the land reform program in Kerala has failed in achiev-
ing its stated objectives. According to them, the half-measures that
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have been implemented as part of the land reforms have resulted in
the embourgeoisement of the Kerala farmer, with a consequent accentu-
ation of wealth and income disparities and greater opposition to
more substantial reforms. This has had the consequence of maintain-
ing the status quo in favor of the rich.

Thus, the real (as well as the merely apparent) advantages of Kerala
in terms of non-economic measures of well-being cannot be attrib-
uted to democratic politics and state action; but it is plausible, at least
hypothetically, that on the contrary, politicization and interventionism
do explain the poor economic performance of Kerala. As Jeffrey
(, ) puts it,“Keralans regard the risks in their own state as too
great: knowledge of the possibilities for dispute and loss make it more
attractive to work and invest elsewhere.”

Women’s Agency and Socioeconomic Development

In an earlier volume, Drèze and Sen () prefigure the chapter in
IDSRP arguing that gender equality and women’s “agency” is critical
for socioeconomic development. Both pieces attempt to show that
extraordinary levels of female deprivation and gender inequality are
among India’s most serious social development failures; that gender
inequality and female deprivation do not automatically decline with
economic development; that even when economic growth has a posi-
tive influence on the status of women, its influence is slow and indi-
rect; that gender inequality is not only a social failure in itself, but also
can lead to other kinds of social failure, such as illiteracy, greater child
mortality, and in fertility; and that the relationship between gender
inequality and economic development may be nonlinear, with the
relative position of women first declining and then improving as the
level of per-capita income or some other suitable economic indicator
increases.

Using cross-sectional data based on India’s  census, IDSRP es-
tablishes that rates of female literacy and labor-force participation
(variables that directly relate to female agency) have a strong and sta-
tistically significant negative effect on female disadvantage. While
there are significant methodological and statistical problems (as dis-
cussed by the authors) with such a regression analysis-based approach,
nevertheless the overall causal linkage is broadly plausible and is sup-
ported by other studies.

 Critical Review Vol. 13, Nos. 3–4



Accepting the validity of the empirical evidence, however, all that
can be claimed is that female labor-force participation and female liter-
acy have a positive relationship with the reduction of female disadvan-
tage. The evidence and the development experience of the rest of the
world cannot support the inference that such disadvantage has been re-
duced only by rapid and radical social change through public action.

Clearly, as the example of Kerala shows, women’s agency can be fa-
cilitated by cultural factors rather than by concerted public action or
political agitation. The development of women’s agency in the devel-
oped world can hardly be claimed to have been the result solely of
concerted public action or political agitation. Many countries that
have resorted to such means (for example, the Soviet Union and
Communist China) did not demonstrate the improvements in social
agency claimed by their advocates (see Eberstadt ). In addition, as
Drèze and Sen themselves point out (), economic development
can itself lead to a reduction in gender bias through the expansion of
female literacy. And with economic development and increased eco-
nomic opportunity, female labor-force participation can lead to re-
duced gender bias.

*          *          *

Amartya Sen is one of the most important political philosophers of
our time. I have not even touched on his vast and influential work in
this area. However, his theses about the sources of economic develop-
ment in the Third World may be even more influential. And, on the
basis of IDSRP, one has to conclude that these theses are question-
able, at the very least.

NOTES

. Other prominent critiques of the Left Front government’s development record
may be found in Rudra  and ; Roy Choudhury , ; Sarkar ;
and Ruud . Studies endorsing the development reforms and record of the
Left Front Government include Kohli , Rudolph and Rudolph , and
Nossiter .

. While certainly not the interpretation drawn by Marxists such as Mallick and
Rudra, this conclusion is supported by the evidence that they and others present
and is explicitly pointed out by Shenoy ; Krueger ; Rashid ; Mo-
hammed and Whalley ; Roy ; Wade a, b, and ; Jagan-
nathan  and ; and Kamath  and .
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. Even here, Ramachandran dismisses the higher prevalence of disease and mor-
bidity and the lower caloric intake and lower food consumption of Keralites ex-
tensively documented in the development literature on the basis of alleged
shortcomings of the data.

. Drèze and Sen’s contention that literacy and mass education are primarily the
result of the activities of the modern state are also brought into question by West
 and , in the case of England, and Seybolt  and ; Kaestle 

and ; High ; and High and Ellig , in the case of America.
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