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A Setback for Data Privacy Rights
10  The union government’s withdrawal of the Personal Data Protection Bill, 

2019 is an unmitigated disaster for all Indians. — Alok Prasanna Kumar

Vulnerability as an Ex Ante Measure of Poverty
13  Using both rounds of the India Human Development Survey, this article 

measured vulnerability as an ex ante measure of poverty for Indian 
households. — Sutirtha Bandyopadhyay, Joysankar Bhattacharya

Assessing the Recent Indian Economic Growth
17  Although the headline growth in 2021–22 and the projections for 2022–23 

following the disastrous COVID-19 pandemic are impressive, this is not the 
hoped-for V-shaped recovery as the output loss is far from being recouped. 
— Alok Sheel

A Comedown: Kerala Town and Country Planning Act
21  This article discusses how there has been a dilution of important provisions 

of the Kerala Town and Country Planning Act alongside other major changes 
to Kerala’s planning system. — Jacob Easow

B D Chattopadhyaya (1939–2022)
25  An overview of the intellectual trajectory and contributions of 

B D Chattopadhyaya, the departed historian and thinker, underscores his 
role as a crusader against the homogenised representation of Indic pasts. 
— Suchandra Ghosh

Machine Learning Techniques and Macroeconomic Forecasts
34 Machine learning techniques are now very common in many spheres, and 

there is a growing popularity of these approaches in macroeconomic forecasting 
as well. Are these techniques really useful in the prediction of macroeconomic 
outcomes? — Sabyasachi Kar, Amaani Bashir & Mayank Jain

A Feminist Foreign Policy for India?
42  In terms of representation, India has made signifi cant strides towards gender 

parity in its political, diplomatic, and military institutions but performs 
worse than other countries with similar developmental profi les. While India 
has several gender-sensitive foreign aid programmes, they need to be 
diversifi ed. — Akshaya Jose Devasia

To Write Was to Cense
48  The paper argues that kāvyaśāstra in ancient India functioned like a 

conditioning mechanism and persuaded the writer to voluntarily confi ne 
themself within the hegemonic limits set by the prevalent ethical and moral 
codes, making external controls redundant. — Sreenath V S, Mini Chandran

Indian Railway Health Service
55  If the railway health model is redeveloped and recreated to achieve the goal 

of universal health coverage, it can not only continue to provide robust 
healthcare facilities but also deliver quality people-centred integrated care. 
— Feroz Ikbal, Rudrani Ghosh & Praveen Bhide

A New Economics Awaits Us
61  The major motivation for the initiation of this article came after 

reading Dipankar Gupta’s review titled “A New Sociology Awaits Us” 
(EPW, 26 December 2020), which mainly concentrated on urban affairs. 
— Sankar Varma
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Atrocities amid Celebrations 
of Independence

The judicious, just, and fair applica-
tion of the law by the institutions of 

the state is the hallmark of a functioning 
progressive, constitutional democracy. The 
promotion of a law-based behaviour is a 
constitutional obligation in order to avoid 
old structures putting its tentacles back 
over the institutions of justice. Without 
this, the caste, religious, patriarchal, and 
homophobic cultural bigots get a free run 
to twist the democratic working of the 
state. Sadly, when looked at from the 
margins, the Indian state, in the best-
case scenario, is and has been paralysed 
by these bigots and, in the worst case, 
has terribly failed in its endeavour in 
protecting the democratic rights and 
dignity of the lower castes in India. The 
treatment of the lower castes, tribals, 
Muslims, women, daily wage labourers 
and, recently, even the farmers has been a 
testament to that.

The weeks leading to independence 
give no break to the daily reports of 
caste and religious violence and atroci-
ties. Two brutal caste atrocities occurred 
in Maharashtra in August and Septem-
ber 2021 raising questions about the real 
face of the government in the state. The 
denial of democratic rights of lower castes 
and the normalisation of caste-based 
violence and its validation by the state 
machinery are not new in India. The fi rst 
case occurred in Malewadi village of 
Solapur district whose member of the 
legislative assembly (MLA) and member 
of Parliament (MP) both are from Dalit 
communities. Here, the upper-caste man 
from whose farm a road to the village 
cremation ground passes denied pas-
sage to the funeral procession of a visu-
ally impaired Dalit man. This visually 
impaired man was also the brother of 
the Dalit sarpanch (elected village head) 
in a majoritarian upper-caste-dominated 
village. He was elected to the sarpanch 
post because the seat was reserved for 
Scheduled Caste (SC) candidates. This SC 
sarpanch had dared to lodge an atrocity 
case against this upper-caste man when 
the latter had beaten up a Dalit family in 
the village earlier. The election of a Dalit 

sarpanch in a majoritarian upper-caste 
village through political reservation is 
a real setback to the socially dominant 
castes in the village. This incident took 
a new turn when Dashrath Sathe (the 
sarpanch) decided to burn his brother’s 
body in front of the village panchayat 
offi ce after he was denied passage to 
the cremation ground. Sathe refused to 
bow down to the upper castes’ pressure 
who demanded dropping of those old 
atrocity charges in return to allow the 
passage of his brother’s dead body to the 
cremation ground. He refused this con-
dition and instead chose to burn the 
dead body of his brother in front of the 
panchayat offi ce. 

The second instance occurred in Sep-
tember 2021. Seven senior citizens from 
two Dalit families were brutally thrashed 
and beaten up by upper-caste villagers 
on suspicion of “black magic.” Three of 
the victims were tied to wooden poles, 
punched, and brutally beaten with sticks. 
In 2020, we witnessed the Hathras case 
where the state police burnt the body of 
a Dalit rape victim in the middle of the 
night against the wishes of her family 
members. All these instances happened 
when India was getting ready to step 
into its 75th year of independence. Such 
caste-based humiliation, violence against 
the lower castes, and systemic ignorance 
of these instances by the Indian state are 
not only well-documented but these also 
seriously implicate the upper-caste-domi-
nated civil society, which B R Ambedkar 
had rightly diagnosed. 

Caste relations in India are a social 
impediment that hinders the growth of a 
democratic conscience among the people. 
Castes are mutually exclusive and repul-
sive towards other caste groups in general 
and the lower castes in particular. Castes 
are an anathema to fraternity and associ-
ational life. The mutual repulsion of caste 
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creates mutual antagonism. This irrecon-
cilable antagonism and hatred of the 
upper castes towards the lower castes in 
India squeezes even the corporeal appear-
ance of its already shrinking democracy.

The caste system in Indian society is 
a de facto juror and has always been 
attempting to preserve the traditional 
social superiority of the upper castes. 
The easiest way to achieve this is to tar-
get the weak. Thus, domination over 
Dalits becomes the essential component 
of a caste society. Through political res-
ervation and representation, even if Dal-
its become sarpanches, MLAs, or MPs, the 
institution of caste swings into a retalia-
tory mode repressing and subverting the 
very democratic structure of the country 
enshrined in its Constitution.

Apart from the everyday atrocities 
that the lower castes suffer at the hands 
of the upper castes, the police not regis-
tering their complaints, blocking entry 
to the victim’s villages and houses, and 
the judiciary using atrocity law against 
the victims themselves are all signs of 
the Indian state having been overcome 
by the dominant castes’ interests. Demo-
cratic ideals of the Indian state look 
aghast when it participates in the de-
struction of the dignity and democratic 
rights of the lower castes.

We are witness to the everyday in-
stances of the denial of human dignity to 
millions of Dalits, Adivasis, Muslims, and 
women; what we need to choose is which 
state we wish to become—de jure a re-
public where every marginalised person 
is protected and is able to live the life of 
dignity or a de facto caste state that will 
keep murdering democratic aspirations 
of the majority of the marginalised social 
groups in India. The choice remains ours.
Suraj Telange
London

Siddharth Kamble
Mumbai

Need for a Data Privacy Law

Five years after the Supreme Court’s 
judgment in the Puttaswamy case 

recognising the fundamental right to 
privacy; four years after the Justice 
Srikrishna Committee report; two and a 
half years after the introduction of the 

Personal Data Protection Bill, 2019; and 
over half a year after the presentation of 
the report of the joint committee, the 
union minister for electronics and infor-
mation technology abruptly withdrew 
the Personal Data Protection Bill, 2019 
from the Lok Sabha on 3 August 2022. 
The minister stated that the government 
is working on a “comprehensive legal 
framework” and will present a new bill 
in this regard. Importantly, no timeline 
was even hinted at for the framing and 
introduction of this new bill. This with-
drawal is abrupt because, in February 
2022, the union minister had stated that 
there were no plans to scrap the existing 
bill and that the government was hope-
ful of getting the bill passed “defi nitely, 
by the monsoon session.” 

The fi rst signs of changes in India’s 
information technology law were sig-
nalled by the minister of state for elec-
tronics and information technology 
Rajeev Chandrasekhar in April 2022, 
when he mentioned the need for a digi-
tal India act to replace the Information 
Technology Act, 2000. Subsequently, in 
an answer before the Rajya Sabha, the 
minister stated that the government con-
tinues to have discussions with relevant 
stakeholders, but there are no plans to 
form an expert committee. On the point 
of the Personal Data Protection Bill, the 
minister had said that the report of the 
joint committee and the bill were under 
examination. The withdrawal of a bill 
from Parliament is not unprecedented, 
and one or two bills are withdrawn from 
the Lok Sabha every year. The with-
drawal of a bill from Parliament is pre-
ceded by a cabinet decision, but there 
is no press release concerning a cabinet 
decision on the withdrawal of the Per-
sonal Data Protection Bill, 2019. 

The movement of having a law for the 
protection of privacy of Indians was en-
visaged by the Justice A P Shah Commit-
tee report in 2012. Twelve years later, 
the government has failed to frame a 
law to protect citizens’ privacy but was 
quick to introduce the Criminal Proce-
dure (Identifi cation) Bill, 2022—a law 
that has implications on privacy but was 
passed by both the houses within 10 
days. Similarly, the bill to connect the 
electoral roll data with Aadhaar was 

passed by both the houses within two 
days. Why is the process to protect pri-
vacy unending, while legislations taking it 
away are prompt?

A comprehensive data protection law 
is not only relevant to protecting privacy 
but also has economic benefi ts. The Gen-
eral Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 
in Europe is considered to be one of the 
most comprehensive data protection laws 
in the world. The European Commission 
awards an adequacy decision to coun-
tries with a similar level of data protec-
tion as the European Union that facili-
tates the commercial exchange of data, 
thus reaping economic benefi ts. The Per-
sonal Data Protection Bill, which was 
modelled on the GDPR, could have 
achieved this status if it had incorporat-
ed the necessary changes on the exemp-
tion to state agencies that were suggest-
ed by the joint committee.

One of the factors in the ease of doing 
business is legal stability. India has seen 
piecemeal action in the technology law 
space for the last few years, such as the 
intermediary guidelines, the Draft India 
Data Accessibility and Use Policy, and 
the Indian Computer Emergency Re-
sponse Team directions. It is well known 
that the big-tech companies were against 
the Personal Data Protection Bill, and 
this withdrawal will further extend the 
laissez-faire regime they are enjoying. It 
is now incumbent on the union govern-
ment to not let the effort of the last 12 
years go to waste and present a compre-
hensive law in a time-bound manner. 
Gaurav Pathak
New Delhi

 Note to ReadersI

Dear Readers,

We have made some changes to our online 
access policy.

Starting 2 January 2021, the full text of the 
content published in the Economic & Political 
Weekly will be available to read on the 
website only for paid subscribers. However, 
the editorials and “From the Editor’s Desk” 
column in the latest issue each week, and all 
content on Engage will continue to be free 
for all to access. 

We hope that you will support the Economic 
& Political Weekly by purchasing a 
subscription plan. Details can be found here: 
https://www.epw.in/subscribe.html
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 Only Inclusive Policies Can Strengthen the Nation
Dichotomy is the hallmark of India’s development gains over the last 75 years.

As the nation celebrates its 75th year of independence, it 
is only appropriate to sum up its achievements and the 
setbacks. Nothing would adequately sum up these mark-

ers better than the observation made by the great Cambridge 
economist Joan Robinson. Decades back, she is quoted to have 
said that “what is frustrating about India is that whatever you 
can rightly say of India, the opposite is also true.” The veracity 
of this statement resonates even today as evident from the vocif-
erous reaction to the monologue on “Two Indias” that went viral 
last year. 

Sadly, nowhere is the concept of Two Indias more visible than 
in the economic sphere. Even as the nation made surprising 
gains over the last 75 years, with its gross domestic product 
(GDP) rising to be among the top fi ve in the global rankings, the 
poverty levels remain intolerably high. The multidimensional 
poverty index developed by the Niti Aayog indicates that around 
a quarter of the population continues to be poor, and rural pov-
erty is as high as one-third. This is despite the fact that the 
country has moved 273 million people out of poverty in the 
decade between 2005–06 and 2015–16.

Moreover, the increasing concentration of income and wealth 
has pushed the majority of the population to the margins. Their 
relative share of income and wealth has declined and weakened 
domestic consumption and demand even while the rich and the 
powerful accumulate endlessly. Over the last three decades, the 
income share of the top 1% of the population has doubled at the 
expense of those in the lower half whose real incomes shrunk 
by a third during the period. Similarly, the concentration of 
wealth of the Indian oligarchs rivals their counterparts in the 
United States, Russia, and South Africa as they climb up the 
ranks of the global rich. 

Equally distressing is the increasingly visible social divide. 
Today, fi ve out of the six people living in poverty are from the 
disadvantaged castes and tribes. A quarter of the Other Back-
ward Classes, a third of the Scheduled Castes, and around half 
of the Scheduled Tribes live in multidimensional poverty. In 
contrast, less than a fi fth of the general category suffer such 
distress. To add to the misery, the distribution of wealth among 
the social classes is even more skewed. And then there are the 
huge regional inequalities. The per capita GDP in Bihar is just 
one-tenth of that in Goa. And the average per person output in 
the richest fi ve states is more than four times larger than that of 
their counterparts in the fi ve poorest states.

Another major setback that robs the achievements of the last 
75 years most of its appeal is the unacceptably large gender divide.  

Most recent reports show that India has one of the worst gender 
gaps, which is rivalled only by nations like Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, 
and Egypt. The cause of this huge gender discrimination is the 
pervasive patriarchy that disempowers women and prevents 
them from seeking employment.  Female work participation in 
India has slipped from around a quarter to just about one-fi fth 
in the last two decades. 

The huge chasm between the haves and the have-nots is 
mainly due to the overt dependence on market-oriented supply-
side economic policies to spur growth. However, the continued 
inability of the major political parties to secure a minimum basic 
income to the poor and the disadvantaged groups, even as the 
number of billionaires steadily grow, has eroded the credibility 
of the political institutions. The general response of many political 
parties is to drum up divisive sentiments that affect people’s 
lives and shift the focus away from the livelihood issues. 

The result has been a major boost to majoritarian forces and 
an increasing concentration of power in the top echelons. Despite 
the growing threat to the minorities and other marginal groups, 
the political parties, especially the main opposition, shy away 
from directly confronting the religious bigots. The judiciary has 
also generally failed to adequately respond to try and reassure 
the citizens even as the mainstream media continues to largely 
ignore the growing menace. 

On top of all these, the union government has steadily gnawed 
away at the already emasculated powers of the states and also 
starved them of resources even as it swears by cooperative fed-
eralism. The steady infringements on the state functions in ag-
riculture, education, and health are some pointers. The absence 
of a proper institutional forum for the regular interactions be-
tween the states and the union government has severely dented 
the federal structure. 

Things have deteriorated so badly that today the very surviv-
al of the states is now dependent on the whims of the union 
government. The scrapping of the statehood of Jammu and 
Kashmir and the almost complete disenfranchising of the Gov-
ernment of Delhi are only some of the most recent develop-
ments. To add to this, the ruling dispensation continues to 
destabilise state governments to notch up petty gains.

Similarly, the state fi nances have been badly weakened by the 
fi scal policies of the union government. The demonetisation 
drive, the poorly designed goods and services tax, and the pan-
demic that sent the economy into a tailspin have hobbled state 
fi nances. In addition, the union government has reduced the 
share of taxes devolving to the states by steadily shifting resource 
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Now or Never in Bihar?

The challenge before the new government is to deliver on the ideological and policy promises of the Mahagathbandhan.

Awanish Kumar writes:

Of late, it has become relatively easier to get cynical about 
politics. There is no dearth of instances to demonstrate 
brazen and brutal display of money or muscle power 

from the highest echelons as the country has witnessed multiple 
re-enactments of “Operation Kamal.” There were rumours of an 
ongoing effort in Jharkhand when Bihar struck on 9 August 2022. 

Nine years ago, in June 2013, Nitish Kumar had left the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP)-led National Democratic Alliance (NDA). After 
the electoral debacle in Lok Sabha elections, in a press conference 
on 18 May 2014, Kumar announced his resignation and justifi ed 
his breaking away from the NDA on ideological grounds. Later, 
in June 2015, he formed the Mahagathbandhan (grand alliance) 
along with the Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) and the Congress 
party. The Mahagathbandhan, expectedly, performed exceeding-
ly well in the assembly elections, and a new government with 
Kumar as the chief minister and Tejashwi Yadav as his deputy 
took oath. Within two years, Kumar listened to his “inner voice” 
and resigned again. Within hours, the BJP had submitted its letter 
of support to the governor and a new government under his 
leadership was in place the very next day. The NDA contested the 
Lok Sabha elections in 2019 together and formed a government 
in Bihar after the closely fought assembly elections in 2020. In an 
eerily similar turn of events, Kumar resigned again on 9 August 
2022. The very next day, the Mahagathbandhan was back in 
power. What do the informed and politically oriented citizens 
make of this series of events over the last few years?

Even at the level of real-world politicking, a few clarifi cations 
are in order. Mainstream coverage has put too much focus on 
individual opportunism and various caste calculations. How-
ever, anyone observing Bihar politics closely knew that ever 
since the assembly elections in 2020, things were not going well 
between the Janata Dal (United) (JD[U]) and BJP. Kumar felt, 
with valid reasons, that the Chirag Paswan-led revolt within the 
NDA selectively and conveniently targeted only the JD(U) and 
brought them down to 43 seats—a historic low. Despite this, 
Kumar was made the chief minister but with two deputies. The 
state-level leadership of the BJP was hostile to him from the very 
beginning and often antagonised him with public criticisms. 
The chief minister himself indulged in repeated verbal confron-
tations with the speaker of the Bihar assembly. It was only a 
matter of time that the BJP, now a senior partner, dumped JD(U) 
as they did in Maharashtra. To be fair to Kumar, this time 
around, he did provide a series of clues to political observers 
about his impending decision to break away from the NDA. The 
separation of the JD(U) and BJP was long in the making.

While several commentators have pointed out the compulsion 
behind Kumar’s decision, it is also important to note his eventual 
indispensability in Bihar’s politics because of his careful stitching 
and sustenance of a “coalition of extremes,” starting with, in his 
own words, Annexure I politics. This term comes from Annexure I 
of the Mungeri Lal Commission that defi ned the Extremely 
Backward Castes (EBCs). Added to this coalition were a section 
of the upper castes and the newly created category of Mahadal-
its. Interestingly, the new Mahagathbandhan cabinet seems to 
have taken the question of Pasmanda Muslim representation 
seriously. Kumar’s strength lies in his unique ability to manage 
this internally contradictory coalition, and this is what makes 
him enduringly relevant in Bihar despite his numerous fl ip-fl ops 
over the years and the subsequent decline in his image and 
quality of governance.

It is also useful to go back to the origins of the Mahagathbandhan 
in 2015. The Mahagathbandhan electoral campaign was crea-
tive in its retelling of the Hindu nationalist project not only as 
communal but also casteist while, at the same time, keeping 
their focus on a special status for Bihar and youth employment 
and courageous in its willingness to engage with diffi cult con-
temporary ideological questions such as about the issue of cow 
protection and beef-eating. This was surely not just Mandal-II 
as many have labelled it uncritically. Added to this was the fact 
that in the run-up to the assembly elections in 2020, Tejashwi 
Yadav was the fi rst to raise the question of jobs. In the din of 
contemporary media that exoticises Bihar as completely con-
sumed by caste politics and in the age of neo-liberal common 
sense about economic growth, it is easy to forget that he promised 
naukri (jobs) and not rojgar (employment) to the youth of Bihar. 
This was in late July 2020 when the ruling NDA coalition was 
still trying to ferment emotions. His slogan of “padhai, dawai, 
kamai, and sinchai” was a hit among the youth across castes.

The challenge in 2022 for both Kumar and Yadav is to deliver on 
the ideological and policy promises of the Mahagathbandhan. This 
time around, once again, they will have to manage the ever-vindic-
tive BJP and its central government along with a hostile media. In 
their own ways, for both Kumar and Yadav, it is a now-or-never 
situation. Kumar needs to regain his credibility and image as a 
man of principle, whereas for Yadav, it is his chance to come out of 
the shadow of his father and revisit his social justice agenda while 
the BJP now is raring to come on its own in Bihar politics. 

Awanish Kumar (awanishkumar86@gmail.com) is a British Academy 
Newton International Fellow, University of Edinburgh and a consulting 
editor (Book Reviews) with the Economic & Political Weekly, Mumbai.

mobilisation efforts to cesses and surcharges that are not shar-
able. They ignore the fact that only strong states can make a 
stronger nation.  

As the nation celebrates its 75th anniversary, the immediate 
task now is to erase these not-so-laudable legacies and rebuild a 
compassionate nation. 
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 FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK

Nation as an Anticipatory Space 

It is needless to mention that the national fl ag, indeed, is the 
symbol of freedom and sovereignty or the marker of inde-
pendence from colonial rule. It has been the usual cultural 

experience that people from different countries choose, per-
haps spontaneously on their own, a national fl ag as the medium 
to relate themselves to their particular nation. In India, the cur-
rent union government made an appeal to its people that the 
latter should celebrate the platinum jubilee of India’s independ-
ence on an even wider scale by hoisting the national fl ag on the 
top of their individual homes. However, prior to this govern-
mental appeal, people in the country have been hoisting the na-
tional fl ag in their houses. This would mean that the identifi ca-
tion with the nation does involve a cultural initiative that dis-
plays an unconditional respect for the nation.

The national fl ag as the most powerful national symbol enjoys 
sovereignty against external domination as well as against internal 
competititors; for example, the political party or any cultural, reli-
gious organisation’s fl ags that are displayed within the country. It 
is in this sense that the national fl ag may appear to be a symbol 
that is apolitical. It is also above competitive politics as it seeks to 
morally empower every nationalist without distinction. In anoth-
er sense, the national fl ag is above parochial political intentions.

Within the totality of sovereign meaning bound by the sense of 
freedom and peace that is symbolically refl ected in the national 
fl ag, however, people do attach different but generally positive 
meaning to the symbolism associated with it. This actually reso-
nates with the multiple but affi rmative meaning that the modern 
Indian political thinkers attached to the national fl ag, which was 
evolving and acquired its fi nal shape in 1947. The national fl ag, in 
its totality of meaning, symbolises the sense of people being free 
from foreign domination as well as the structures of domination 
within the country of which they are the citizens constitutionally. 

However, at the level of people’s cultural reception, the colour, 
texture, and Ashoka Chakra that form the constitutive part of the 
national fl ag do suggest the affi rmative meaning for every citizen of 
the country. For example, for common people, the three colours of 
saffron, white, and green suggest the notions of freedom with peace 
and the Ashoka Chakra in the middle symbolises progress—both 
moral as well as material. And yet, some of them may see a symbol 
of triumphalism in the national fl ag. The platinum jubilee celebra-
tion of India’s independence by different sections of society does in-
dicate the fact that the national fl ag carries a meaning that could be 
commonly shared. Thus, freedom, peace, and decent social rela-
tionships are the common contents that can be associated with the 

national fl ag. This inclusive reading of symbols could be found in 
the celebration of the 75 years of India’s independence, particu-
larly by the members from Dalit and minority communities.

On the spectrum of celebration, some of the enlightened Dalits 
seek to look at the Ashoka Chakra as the symbol of equality and justice. 
Dalits fi nd the blue chakra as the symbol that indicates the dynam-
ics of moving up or forward. Thus, unfurling the national fl ag by a 
Dalit panchayat president or the sarpanch of a village panchayat 
symbolises the democratisation of cultural spaces in which Dalits 
can also participate. The nationalist act of unfurling the fl ag by a 
Dalit sarpanch, a minister, or a panchayat president does develop 
within the former an ascending sense of respect for the self and rev-
erence for the nation. This enactment of self-respect becomes an in-
tegral part of the moment when they pull, with their heads held 
high, the cord that takes the national fl ag to the top of the fl agpole.

However, such a symbolic act that defi nes respect for the self 
and the nation does not seem to go well with some of the upper-
caste people. The social rage of the high castes simultaneously 
goes up, culminating in violently denying the act of fl ag hoisting 
to a Dalit. The descending sense of recognition of the upper castes 
that emanates from the Dalit enactment of their national duty 
continues to happen even today. As social media reveals that 
Dalits have to unfurl the national fl ag under the state protection. 
The Dalit predicament points out two observations: fi rst, the 
upper-caste opposition to a Dalit unfurling the national fl ag sug-
gests that after the state, it is the upper castes who have the power 
to decide who can hoist the fl ag. Second, it is not an appeal to indi-
vidualise and hence democratise the privilege to hoist the fl ag in 
everyone’s homes that is a necessary condition, but allowing the 
Dalits to unfurl the national fl ag at the nationally designated insti-
tutional spaces such as offi ce of the gram panchayat.

For Dalits, a nation needs to be fi lled with the normative con-
tent of equality and justice that is textually provided within the 
Indian Constitution. Put differently, they anticipate to form a 
nation where its civil society does not relegate them to the sub-
human level. Arguably, one could be a nationalist by adhering to 
and practising the constitutional principles such as equality, 
justice, and fraternity. Thus, the notion of the nationalist appeal 
has to broaden so as to include in its thrust a message for those 
who have been hostile to democratic assertion and the existence 
of the deprived and decimated. 

From 50 Years Ago
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Ferozabad: Anatomy of a Riot
Suneet Chopra, N K Singh
According to reports, specifi c allegations have 
been registered about police excesses in Ferozabad 

riots and the Criminal Investigation Department 
has been asked to investigate these. This step 
was taken after UP’s Inspector General of Police 
had made an on-the-spot offi cial inquiry. Lead-
ers of most political parties who visited Fero-
zabad, including Congress’s Subhadra Joshi, are 
said to have corroborated this viewpoint and 
blamed the Provincial Armed Constabulary and 
the state police for having fanned the riots. […]

Even a short visit to the town, however, con-
fi rms one thing: viz, that while the attack was 

on the minority community as a whole, it was 
directed with special vengeance at the crafts-
man and the worker[s]. The former, especially 
in Ahmadnagar area, had their tools looted. As 
for the workers, the Glass Workers’ Union offi ce 
was attacked, for no obvious reason other than 
that the union president was a Muslim. The 
other reason, and probably a more genuine one, 
was that the workers were proposing to go on 
strike for higher wages. 
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A Setback for 
Data Privacy Rights

Alok Prasanna Kumar

Views expressed here are personal and not that 
of the organisation. 

Alok Prasanna Kumar (alok.prasanna@
vidhilegalpolicy.in) is a co-founder of the 
Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy. 
Vidhi Centre for Legal Policy assisted the 
B N Srikrishna Committee in the preparation 
of the report “A Free and Fair Digital Economy: 
Protecting Privacy, Empowering Indians” 
in 2018. 

The pullback of the Personal Data 
Protection Bill, 2019 has nullifi ed 
the multi-year efforts put in by 
various stakeholders that have 
gone into shaping the bill. The 
promise of a “comprehensive legal 
framework” to protect the 
citizens’ data is a hollow one, 
coming with no clear deadlines or 
underlying principles. 

The union government’s withdrawal 
of the Personal Data Protection Bill, 
2019 (hereafter the PDP Bill) from 

Parliament during the 2022 monsoon 
session (Singh 2022) is a loss for the Indian 
citizens and an admission of defeat on 
the part of the government in its attempt 
to bring “big tech” (meaning the handful 
of dominant, the United States (US)-based 
tech multinationals) to heel. The last 
version to be withdrawn by the union 
government is the third iteration of the 
PDP Bill (Bhandari 2022), starting with the 
one proposed by the Justice B N Srikrishna 
Committee back in 2018.1

The justifi cation offered by the union 
minister for electronics and information 
technology on the fl oor of Parliament, 
that in light of the recommendations made 
by the Joint Parliamentary Committee 
(JPC) a comprehensive legal framework 
is being worked on (Singh 2022), does 
not hold much water. On the contrary, 
given the consistent pressure against the 
PDP Bill from the multinational digital 
technologies or “big tech,” backed by the 
US government (Barik and Aryan 2022), it 
is entirely conceivable that the withdrawal 
of the PDP Bill was the result of the 
pressure from outside the country. 

In this article, I will look at why the 
union government’s justifi cation does not 
seem to be borne out by the facts emerging 
from the PDP Bill and the JPC report and 
why the government chose a complete 
withdrawal of the bill. 

The JPC Report

The PDP Bill that was referred to the JPC 
was not the fi rst version of a data protec-
tion law for India. It was based on the 
draft law proposed by the B N Srikrishna 
Committee in its report. The changes 
made to the draft proposed by the com-
mittee were criticised by the commenta-
tors, including Justice B N Srikrishna 

himself (Mandavia 2019). The criticism 
had to do with the way in which the law 
seemed to give a free pass to government 
agencies in the context of data protection. 
While the B N Srikrishna report had 
attempted to give a limite d exception to 
certain government agencies, it did not 
concern itself with the reform of surveil-
lance laws in India. However, the PDP Bill, 
as modifi ed by the government, seemed 
to have expanded the scope of such expan-
sion giving potential to create what Justice 
Srikrishna called “an Orwellian state.”

The pushback against the bill also came 
from “big tech” specifi cally against the re -
quirement of data localisation. The US gov-
ernment even described it as a “barrier to 
trade” (Dasgupta 2022a). This has been a 
bone of contention not only in the context 
of data protection but also in the payments 
ecosystem where the Reserve Bank of 
India’s rules on data localisation have hit 
the global credit card companies hard (ENS 
Economic Bureau 2022). Indian businesses 
themselves were divided on this require-
ment with some anticipating increased co -
sts for start-ups and others arguing that 
this would give a boost to Indian business-
 es with minimal costs to the ones in a nas-
cent stage (Dasgupta 2022b; Oriel 2022).

To address the various issues and sug-
gest a way forward, the PDP Bill was ref-
erred to the JPC, which submitted its report 
in December 2021.2 Among the many 
issues it covered, perhaps the biggest 
change proposed was to increase the 
scope of the law to include “non-personal 
data.” The committee recommended this 
because of the apparent diffi culty in dis-
tinguishing between the two and the 
need to prevent the duplication of the 
work done by the Data Protection Autho-
rity (DPA). There are 12 general recom-
mendations and several specifi c changes 
proposed to the PDP Bill ranging from the 
renaming of the bill to bigger changes 
necessary to include non-personal data. 
Crucially, the JPC also recommends that 
the PDP Bill may be passed after the 
specifi c modifi cations are made and the 
general recommendations made may be 
“implemented in due course.”3 

Some of the recommendations of the 
JPC are debatable, perhaps the most 
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controversial one being the confl ation of 
personal and non-personal data in the 
same legislation. As others have pointed 
out (Gupta and Naithani 2022), personal 
data is required to be protected by virtue 
of an individual’s fundamental right to 
privacy and non-personal data use is 
regulated in the interests of economic 
development. While it may not always 
be possible to draw a hard-and-fast dis-
tinction between the two categories of 
data, the overall dichotomy in purpose 
would make the exercise of regulatory 
powers by the DPA incoherent. 

Another source of discontent with the 
JPC report has been the overarching 
powers given to the union government 
to exempt agencies from the rigour of 
the law. This is refl ected in the dissent 
notes appended to the report by multiple 
members of the JPC who have argued 
that such power, unchecked by parlia-
mentary oversight, would amount to a 
signifi cant dilution of the fundamental 
right to privacy (Wire 2021). 

Whatever the merits of the suggestions 
of the JPC, at no point does it require a 
wholesale redrafting of the PDP Bill, start-
ing once again from scratch. All the sug-
gestions it proposed, whether acceptable 
or not, could have been incorporated into 
the existing draft. It did not per se disagree 
with the approach or the objectives of 
the legislation. Its annexure even included 
a complete draft of the modifi ed PDP 
Bill to show how the changes could be 
included in the existing bill itself. 

It is, therefore, even more mystifying 
that the union government cited the 
report of the JPC as a reason to withdraw 
the PDP Bill. The withdrawal of the PDP 
Bill goes against the JPC’s own recom-
mendations that the bill, in its present 
form with modifi cations, be passed in 
Parliament. It would have been under-
standable if the older version of the PDP 
Bill was withdrawn and immediately 
replaced with the redrafted version as 
suggested by the JPC. However, no such 
draft has been forthcoming at the time 
of the publication of this article. 

Conclusions 

Given its background, the detailed inputs 
of stakeholders already taken into account 
and the place where the discourse was at, 

the suggestion that the PDP Bill needed 
to be withdrawn and the effort started 
afresh based on the JPC recommendations 
does not make much sense. The changes 
suggested could have been easily incor-
porated if the government so willed. It 
was even open to the government to dis-
agree with the JPC on such changes that 
it felt would not be in keeping with the 
larger ethos of the PDP Bill. The state-
ment of the minister suggests as though 
the number of changes is the primary 
reason for the rethink when, as a perusal 
of the report shows that a large number 
of them are fairly minor and could have 
been undertaken without fundamentally 
altering the PDP Bill. 

The loss from the withdrawal of the 
bill will be borne by the Indian citizens. 
For one, a national effort that involved 
multiple stakeholders, and a detailed 
discussion and debate starting with the 
Supreme Court judgment in Justice (Retd) 
K Puttaswamy v Union of India (2017) has 
been rendered nought. As other commen-
tators have pointed out, whatever its fl aws, 
a PDP Bill would have still provided a 
modicum of protection to Indian citizens’ 
data, much better than the limited frame-
work available under the Information 
Technology Act, 2000 (Bhandari 2022). 
Setting up a DPA would have kick-started 
a process that was always going to take 
years to mature. However, with the 
withdrawal of the bill, the entire process 
has gone back to square one. 

Outside a few authoritarian countries, 
the internet is the playground of big tech. 
Their dominance is nearly unchallengea-
ble given their access to resources, the 
support of the US government and the 
access of vast quantities of data. For all its 
fl aws, the PDP Bill would have presented 
a pushback from the global South to 
challenge the power of big tech. By with-
drawing the PDP Bill, India has, to para-
phrase Israeli diplomat Abba Eban, taken 
the opportunity to miss an opportunity.
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the%20Personal%20Data%20Protection%20
Bill,%202019/17_Joint_Committee_on_the_
Personal_Data_Protection_Bill_2019_1.pdf. 

3   Report of the Joint Committee of Parliament 
on the Personal Data Protection Bill, 2019, 
viewed on 17 August 2022, http://164.100.47.193/
lsscommittee/Joint%20Committee%20on%20
the%20Personal%20Data%20Protection%20
Bill,%202019/17_Joint_Committee_on_the_
Personal_Data_Protection_Bill_2019_1.pdf, p 188. 
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Vulnerability as an Ex Ante 
Measure of Poverty
An Empirical Investigation for India

Sutirtha Bandyopadhyay, JOYSANKAR BHATTACHARYA

Using both rounds of the India 
Human Development Survey, 
vulnerability is measured as 
an ex ante measure of poverty 
for the Indian households. This 
article highlights the importance 
of measuring vulnerability in 
the overall poverty calculation 
and found it to be a signifi cant 
predictor of the future poverty.

Sutirtha Bandyopadhyay (sutirthab@
iimidr.ac.in) and Joysankar Bhattacharya 
(joysankar@iimidr.ac.in) teach economics 
at the Indian Institute of Management-Indore. 

Over the last three decades, India’s 
economy has grown rapidly and 
the incidence of poverty has de-

clined drastically in the post-liberalisa-
tion period. As long as poverty reduction 
is a major goal, measuring poverty accu-
rately is also of paramount importance. 
Several committees were established 
after independence that proposed alter-
native methodologies in order to accu-
rately compute the poverty line for the 
country. The Alagh Committee (1979) 
and Lakdawala Committee (1993), pri-
marily, focused on nutritional and calo-
rie-based poverty thresholds, while the 
Tendulkar Committee (Planning Com-
mission 2009), chaired by Suresh Ten-
dulkar, instead, used spatial and tempo-
ral variations to monitor the prices 
across regions and time. The Tendulkar 
Committee also incorporated private 
expenditures on health and education, 
while estimating poverty. On the other 
hand, the Rangarajan Committee (2014) 
provided an alternative method for iden-
tifying poverty levels by examining the 
divergence in the consumption data 
provided by the National Sample Survey 
Offi ce (NSSO) and the national accounts 
aggregates. However, the poverty ap-
proaches used by these committees con-
ceptualise poverty as an ex post phe-
nomenon and ignore the notion of vul-
nerability as an ex ante measure of pov-
erty. The present article highlights this 
unexplored notion.

We can distinguish vulnerability as an 
ex ante measure of poverty from an ex 
post measure, as there are households or 
individuals who are currently non-poor 
but can become poor in the near future 
due to a variety of shocks, such as changes 
in macro-level policies, weather events, 
or the illness or death of the head of the 

household (Imai et al 2011). Ex ante vul-
nerability to poverty is a dynamic con-
cept that refl ects the stochastic nature of 
poverty and the fl uctuating levels of 
household earnings; today’s poor may or 
may not be tomorrow’s poor. On the 
contrary, currently non-poor households 
who face a high probability of large ad-
verse shocks may, upon experiencing such 
shocks, become poor tomorrow. The 
dynamic nature of poverty in the Indian 
context has also been highlighted by the 
Department for International Develop-
ment (Loughhead 2001). 

In the last two decades, several stud-
ies have measured vulnerabilities to 
poverty across the developing countries. 
The scope of this literature, which esti-
mated the vulnerability of households, 
was pioneered by Townsend (1994) and 
Udry (1996). Several subsequent studies 
analysed the consumption fl uctuations 
over time, including those by Jalan and 
Ravallion (2001), Christiaensen and 
Boisvert (2000), and Skoufi as and Qui-
sumbing (2005). Drawing upon data 
from the Vietnam Household Living 
Standards Survey (VHLSS), which cov-
ered the whole of Vietnam in 2002 and 
2004, Imai et al (2011) drafted measures 
of vulnerability and estimated their 
ramifi cations. Guillaumont (2009) sought 
to develop an economic vulnerability in-
dex that would comprise the risk of a 
(poor) country seeing its development 
interrupted by natural or external shocks. 

Another strand of literature has ex-
amined several types of shocks that make 
a household vulnerable. In their work 
on Madagascar, Günther and Harttgen 
(2009) proposed a simple method to 
empirically assess the impact of idio-
syncratic (for example, illness, crop 
pests) and covariate (for example, a 
poor rainy season) shocks on house-
holds’ vulnerability. Échevin (2011) 
showed that idiosyncratic shocks, par-
ticularly health-related ones, have a 
larger impact on the vulnerability to 
poverty than do covariate shocks in 
Haiti. Mina and Imai (2017) measured 
household vulnerability for the Philip-
pines and deconstructed it into idiosyn-
cratic and covariate components. 
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However, there is a dearth of empiri-
cal work measuring vulnerability in the 
Indian context. A probable reason behind 
this is the absence of panel data for long 
periods at the household level. However, 
the role of vulnerability should not be 
ignored in poverty calculation that con-
siders the dynamic aspect of poverty in 
the Indian context. In this article, we at-
tempt to measure the extent of vulnera-
bility as an ex ante measure of poverty, 
and to assess poverty-vulnerability dy-
namics in the Indian scenario. 

Vulnerability as an ex ante poverty 
measure and an ex post poverty measure 
is highly correlated but far from identi-
cal. For example, a reasonable propor-
tion of households are vulnerable but 
non-poor. This justifi es the measurement 
of vulnerability as an ex ante indication 
of poverty and including it in the pover-
ty calculation. Indeed, we fi nd that an 
estimation of current vulnerability sig-
nifi cantly raises the probability of be-
coming poor in the future for a house-
hold even if they are currently non-poor. 
Underprivileged social groups in the 
Indian society, such as Scheduled Castes 
(SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs), as well 
as non-Hindus, are more vulnerable 
than other groups.

Our fi ndings suggest that Indian policy-
makers should not only focus on meas-
uring present poverty; they must place 
equal emphasis on forecasting future 
poverty by understanding its dynamic 
nature. If the extent of vulnerability is 
also considered, with traditional poverty 
measurements, the risk aspect will be 
considered in the poverty calculation, 
policy goals will be broadened, and more 
people will be targeted in poverty reduc-
tion schemes. Such revision will help to 
control poverty in a more sustainable 
and stable manner. 

Data

We use both rounds of the India Human 
Development Survey (IHDS-I and II) for 
our analysis. The IHDS is a nationally rep-
resentative multitopic household survey, 
conducted jointly by the National Council 
of Applied Economic Research in New 
Delhi and the University of Maryland in 
the United States (US). It was designed to 
complement existing household surveys 

by bringing together a wide range of 
topics into a single survey. The sample 
was drawn using stratifi ed random 
sampling. The IHDS provides panel data 
at the household level; more than 
40,000 households are interviewed in 
1,420 villages and 1,402 urban neigh-
bourhoods across India. 

Analytical Framework and 
Methodology

Following the methodology proposed 
by Chaudhuri et al (2002), Chaudhuri 
(2003), and Imai et al (2011), and using 
IHDS-I (2004–05) and IHDS-II (2011–12) 
data, we measured “vulnerability as 
expected poverty” (VEP), as an ex ante 
measure of poverty. Vulnerability is simply 
defi ned as the probability that a house-
hold will fall into poverty in the future:

VEPit ≡  Vit = Pr (Ci,t+1  z) … (1)

where vulnerability of household i at time 
t, Vit  is the probability that the ith house-
hold’s level of consumption at time t+1, 
Ci,t+1 will be below the poverty line (BPL) z. 

Our measure of vulnerability suffers 
from a few limitations. First, we use a 
consumption threshold of poverty in our 
analysis; hence, our measure refl ects 
consumption vulnerability. Second, our 
measure of vulnerability in terms of the 
probability of a household’s consump-
tion falling below the poverty thresh-
old in the future is subject to (i) the 
choice of a threshold and (ii) the speci-
fi cation of “future”—that is, the next 
period for which the prediction is appli-
cable. We use the state-wide rural and 
urban poverty line computed by the 
Tendulkar Committee (Planning Com-
mission 2009) for both IHDS rounds 
(2004–05 and 2011–12) in our analysis. 
The poverty threshold computed by the 
Tendulkar Committee is widely used 
and accepted for conducting empirical 
analyses on poverty in the context of 
India. We also address the issue of 
specifying “future” by linking the pov-
erty in 2011–12 with the vulnerability 
computed in 2004–05. 

The estimated vulnerability for any 
household i at any given time period is 
expressed as VEP V = Pr(lnC z|X )  … (2)

We estimate this probability for any 
household from the IHDS data by com-
puting the mean and variance of con-
sumption conditional on a set of char-
acteristics for that household explained 
by the vector X. The advantage of the 
method used in this article is that it 
requires only a cross-sectional data set. 
Therefore, for any household, we meas-
ure vulnerability separately for 2004–
05 and 2011–12. The fi rst step in meas-
uring vulnerability is to estimate the 
consumption function using the follow-
ing regression equation: 

lnCi = Xi β + εi … (3)

where Ci is the per capita consumption 
of the ith household. Xi represents a 
vector of observable household charac-
teristics and other determinants of con-
sumption. Following Imai et al (2011), 
we control (as a part of the vector X) 
the age of the household head, land-
holding, household size, proportion of 
female members in the household, 
number of elderly members of the 
household, number of children in the 
household, educational attainment of 
the household head (in years), dummy 
for the marital status of the household 
head, and a dummy for urban area 
(that is, whether the household is lo-
cated in an urban area). The vector X 
also includes state-fi xed effects. β is 
a vector of coeffi cients of household 
characteristics, and εi is a mean-zero 
disturbance term that captures idiosyn-
cratic shocks to per capita consumption. 
The structure of the economy (captured 
by the coeffi cient vector β) is assumed 
to be stable over time. Therefore, we 
assume that the uncertainty about fu-
ture consumption stems solely from the 
uncertainty about idiosyncratic shock εi 
that the household will experience in 
the future. We also assume that the 
variance of the disturbance term de-
pends on the household characteristics, 
and represent this as:

σ 2 
e,i = Xiα … (4)

The estimates of β and α are obtained 
using a three-stage feasible generalised 
least square (GLS) method proposed 
by Amemiya (1977) and applied by 
Chaudhuri et al (2002), Chaudhuri (2003), 
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and Imai et al (2011). Using the estimates 
β^ and α̂, the mean and variance of 
log consumption of each household is 
computed as follows: 

E[lnCi|Xi] = Xi β
 
 ̂ … (5)

V[lnCi|Xi] = Xi α  ̂ … (6)

We further assume that lnCi is nor-
mally distributed. The estimated proba-
bility that a household will be poor in 
the future is given byVEP V = Pr(lnC z|X )= lnz XX   … (7)

where θ stands for the cumulative density 
function of the standard normal distri-
bution. A household is deemed vulnera-
ble if the estimated probability from 
equation (7) is 0.5 or above. Based on 
the estimated vulnerability from (7) and 
the identifi cation of a household as vul-
nerable or non-vulnerable, we conduct 
two further empirical analysis. 

In the fi rst analysis, we estimate the 
determinants of vulnerability by running 
the following regression:

vulni = γWi + ei … (8)

where the dependent variable vulni is a 
binary variable indicating whether a 
household is vulnerable or non-vulnera-
ble. Wi is a vector of household charac-
teristics and other possible determinants 
of vulnerability, and ei is the error term 
of the regression equation (8). We esti-
mate equation (8) separately for IHDS-I 
(2004–05) and IHDS-II (2011–12) house-
holds by using a probit model. The ordi-
nary least squares (OLS) method is used 
as an alternative specifi cation to check 
the robustness of the fi ndings.

In the next empirical analysis, we esti-
mate the predictive power of vulnerability 
in 2004–05 to determine transitory pov-
erty in 2011–12. A household is termed 
as transitory poor if it was non-poor in 
2004–05 but went BPL in 2011–12. Follow-
ing probit as well as OLS, we estimate 
the following regression specifi cation:

trans_poori = δVEPi,2004–05 + ρZi + φi … (9)

where trans_poori is a binary variable that 
takes the value 1 for transitory poor 
households and 0 otherwise. VEPi,2004–05 
stands for the estimated vulnerability 
to poverty for the ith household in 
2004–05. The vector Zi includes a host of 
control variables and φi is the error term 
corresponding to the regression equation 
(9). The coeffi cient of interest in equa-
tion (9) is δ and estimates the strength 
of vulnerability in the initial period (that 
is, 2004–05) as a predictor of the proba-
bility of becoming poor in the later period 
(that is, 2011–12) for households who 
moved BPL from above the poverty line 
between these two periods.

Empirical Findings 

The consumption vulnerability com-
puted from equation (7) shows that the 
percentage of vulnerable households 
declined substantially between 2004–05 
and 2011–12, from 32.8% to 11.76%. High 
economic growth and the implementa-
tion of several government welfare pro-
grammes, including the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Act, might have played a major role in 
reducing vulnerability during the period 
of our analysis. 

The extent of poverty and vulnerability 
(an ex ante measure of poverty) varies 

across population subgroups. For both 
periods of analysis, the subgroups with a 
higher proportion of poor households are 
also those with a larger share of vulnerable 
households. This suggests that poverty 
and vulnerability are highly correlated. 
Figures 1 and 2 show the poverty rate and 
rate of vulnerability/VEP across several 
social groups. We fi nd that the share of 
poor households is larger for the back-
ward social groups and castes, such as SCs, 
STs, and Other Backward Classes (OBC), 
relative to the upper castes (Others and 
Brahmin). The proportion of vulnerable 
households is also higher for the back-
ward caste groups. 

Although current poverty and vulner-
ability rates are highly correlated, the 
association is never close to one. That is, 
for both periods we fi nd a large percent-
age of vulnerable households who are 
non-poor (Table 1). These households 
are non-poor during the respective peri-
ods of analysis, but they have a high 
probability of becoming poor in the future 
because of their existing vulnerability. 

For both periods, we examined the 
determinants of vulnerability by re-
gressing vulnerability (a binary variable 
equal to 1 for a vulnerable household 
and 0 otherwise) on a host of factors. The 
results are reported in Tables 2 and 3. 
Among the host of independent varia-
bles used in the regression, we only re-
port coeffi cients of the factors that are 
shown to be important and signifi cant 
predictors of vulnerability. 

Table 2 (p 16) reports the regression 
results corresponding to equation (8) for 
2004–05. Table 3 (p 16) reports the same 
for 2011–12. The fi rst two columns in 
each table show the results of a probit 
regression, and the fi nal two columns 
represent the results of an OLS regression. 
Results reported in columns 2 and 4 
include state-fi xed effects in the regres-
sion, while columns 1 and 3 exclude the 
state dummies. 

Table 1: Mapping between Poverty and 
Vulnerability  (%)

2004–05 2011–12

Vulnerable poor 56.45 43.03
Vulnerable non-poor 43.55 56.97
Each column shows the percentage of vulnerable 
households who are poor/non-poor for the respective 
years of analysis.
Source: Based on the authors’ calculations using the IHDS 
2004–05 and IHDS 2011–12 data.

Figure 1: Poverty and Vulnerability (%) by Social 
Groups in 2004–05

Figure 2: Poverty and Vulnerability (%) by Social 
Groups in 2011–12

The x- axis measures the percentage of poor and 
vulnerable households. 
Source: The figure is based on the authors’ calculations 
using the IHDS 2004–05 data.

The x- axis measures the percentage of poor and 
vulnerable households. 
Source: The figure is based on the authors’ calculations 
using the IHDS 2011–12 data.

10.68 

33.48 
40.37 

55.69 

23.83 

10.93 

30.05 

37.66 

56.31 

18.7 

0 

15 

30 

45 

60 

Brahmin OBC SC ST Others 

4.33 

12.15 12.99 
17.01 

9.78 
6.02 

13.66 

20.42 

31.5 

8.25 

0 

7 

14 

21 

28 

35 

Brahmin OBC SC ST Others 

Poor PoorVulnerable

Vulnerable



COMMENTARY

august 20, 2022 vol lVii no 34 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly16

For both periods, having more chil-
dren signifi cantly raises the probability 
of being vulnerable (signifi cant at the 1% 
level across all specifi cations). As reported 
in Tables 2 and 3, urban households are 
shown to be less vulnerable compared to 
their rural counterparts. The coeffi cient 
of the urban dummy variable is negative 
and statistically signifi cant at the 1% 
level for both periods and across all 
specifi cations. The backward caste (SC, 
ST, or OBC) households are signifi cantly 
more vulnerable (at the 1% level) for 
both periods and across all regression 
specifi cations. The probability of being 
vulnerable is also signifi cantly less (at 
the 1% level) for Hindu households (that 

is, it is signifi cantly higher for non-Hindu 
households). The backward caste and 
the non-Hindu households are usually 
deprived in Indian society across various 
dimensions, and are found to be more 
vulnerable.

Landholding is a negative and statisti-
cally signifi cant (at the 1% level) correlate 
of vulnerability for 2004–05. The corre-
lation is found to be much weaker in 
2011–12. On the other hand, we fi nd the 
number of elderly members to be a posi-
tive and signifi cant correlate of vulnera-
bility in 2011–12. However, the same re-
sult does not hold for 2004–05.

The coeffi cients of the independent 
variables in the probit regression show 

the partial effect, that is, 
they tell us about the di-
rection of the change in 
probability of being vul-
nerable. However, the es-
timated coeffi cients in 
Tables 2 and 3 do not 
measure the actual change 
in probability. We com-
pute the marginal effect 
of the independent varia-
bles (actual change in 
the probability of being 
vulnerable) in the probit 
specifi cations, and these 
marginal effects are com-
parable to the coeffi cients 
of the OLS regressions. 
This shows the robust-
ness of our fi ndings. We 
run the regressions by 
changing the threshold 
level of probability (that 
identifi es someone as 
vulnerable) to 0.4 and 

0.6 also. The number of vulnerable 
households increases with the threshold 
probability of 0.4 and decreases with the 
threshold probability of 0.6. The same 
independent variables are also major de-
terminants with alternative thresholds.1

As mentioned above, the mapping be-
tween vulnerable households and those 
BPL are never one-to-one. We fi nd many 
non-poor vulnerable households in the 
sample for each of the periods of our 
analysis; they are currently non-poor 
but might be exposed to poverty in the 
future. Therefore, a natural next step is 
to examine the impact of present con-
sumption vulnerability on future pover-
ty status. In order to investigate this, we 
consider both periods of our analysis 
and evaluate the impact of the level of 
vulnerability in 2004–05 on the proba-
bility of becoming transitory poor in 
2011–12. The group of transitory poor is 
chosen because these are the households 
who were non-poor in 2004–05 but be-
came poor in 2011–12, and their poverty 
in 2011–12 was likely infl uenced by their 
vulnerability in the earlier period. 

The regression results are reported in 
Table 4 (estimation of regression equa-
tion 9). The fi rst three columns of the 
table report the probit regressions, and 
the last three report the OLS regressions. 
In the fi rst and fourth columns, we do 
not include a control variable. The sec-
ond and fi fth columns control for a host 
of factors/independent variables.2 The 
regression results reported in columns 3 
and 6 also include state-fi xed effects. 
The vulnerability in 2004–05 is found to 
be a positive and statistically signifi cant 
(at 1% level) predictor of being transitory 
poor3 in 2011–12 across all specifi cations.

Table 2: Determinants of Vulnerability in 2004–05

 Variables
Probit Probit OLS OLS

Vulnerable Vulnerable Vulnerable Vulnerable
Landholding -0.000754*** -0.00141*** -9.48e-05*** -0.000110***

(0.000137) (0.000209) (9.73e-06) (1.30e-05)
Number of 
elderly

-0.0212 -0.0197 -0.00129 -0.000207
(0.0158) (0.0172) (0.00381) (0.00364)

Number of 
children

0.481*** 0.540*** 0.132*** 0.128***
(0.00839) (0.00921) (0.00194) (0.00189)

Urban -0.665*** -0.758*** -0.153*** -0.156***
(0.0172) (0.0192) (0.00381) (0.00381)

Backward 
caste

0.522*** 0.456*** 0.115*** 0.0881***
(0.0181) (0.0202) (0.00386) (0.00395)

Hindu -0.278*** -0.363*** -0.0638*** -0.0771***
(0.0199) (0.0227) (0.00487) (0.00496)

Observations 41,363 41,363 41,363 41,363
R-squared 0.358 0.422
State-fixed 
effects

No Yes No Yes

The dependent variable ”vulnerability” takes the value 1 for a vulnerable 
household and 0 otherwise. The probability of 0.5 is used as a threshold to 
identify a vulnerable household (that is, a household is vulnerable if the estimated 
vulnerability is at least 0.5). The unit of analysis is a household. The first two 
columns represent the probit regression results, and the last two columns show 
the OLS regression results. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. ***, **, 
and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
Source: The authors’ estimation.

Table 3: Determinants of Vulnerability in 2011–12

 Variables
Probit Probit OLS OLS

Vulnerable Vulnerable Vulnerable Vulnerable
Landholding -0.000159 -8.57e-05 -3.30e-05** -3.38e-05**

(0.000181) (0.000211) (1.30e-05) (1.38e-05)
Number of 
elderly

0.0837*** 0.104*** 0.00881*** 0.00968***
(0.0206) (0.0222) (0.00255) (0.00251)

Number of 
children

0.520*** 0.543*** 0.0897*** 0.0863***
(0.0120) (0.0132) (0.00172) (0.00168)

Urban -0.620*** -0.648*** -0.0574*** -0.0607***
(0.0302) (0.0337) (0.00241) (0.00252)

Backward 
caste

0.143*** 0.219*** 0.0121*** 0.00972***
(0.0279) (0.0321) (0.00260) (0.00269)

Hindu -0.106*** -0.188*** -0.0118*** -0.0201***
(0.0289) (0.0330) (0.00345) (0.00366)

Observations 42,137 41,883 42,137 42,137
R-squared 0.372 0.394
State-fixed 
effects

No Yes No Yes

The dependent variable ”vulnerability” takes the value 1 for a vulnerable 
household and 0 otherwise. The probability of 0.5 is used as a threshold to 
identify a vulnerable household (that is, a household is vulnerable if the estimated 
vulnerability is at least 0.5). The unit of analysis is a household. The first two 
columns represent the probit regression results, and the last two columns show 
the OLS regression results. Robust standard errors are in parenthesis. ***, **, 
and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
Source: The authors’ estimation.

Table 4: Vulnerability in 2004–05 as a Predictor of Transitory Poverty in 2011–12

Variables Probit Probit Probit OLS OLS OLS

Transitory 
Poor

Transitory 
Poor

Transitory 
Poor

Transitory 
Poor

Transitory 
Poor

Transitory 
Poor

Vulnerability 
in 2004–05

0.346***
(0.0498)

0.946***
(0.0830)

1.333***
(0.0988)

0.0405***
(0.00590)

0.107***
(0.00968)

0.151***
(0.0113)

Observations 39,825 39,825 39,572 39,825 39,825 39,825

R-squared 0.001 0.010 0.024

Controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes

State-fixed 
effects

No No Yes No No Yes

The dependent variable is a binary variable that takes the value 1 for a transitory poor household 
and 0 otherwise. The unit of analysis is a household. The first three columns represent the probit 
regression results and the last three columns represent the OLS regression results. Robust 
standard errors are in parenthesis. ***, **, and * indicate statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, 
and 10% levels, respectively.
Source: The authors’ estimation.
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The vulnerability computed in 2004–05 
is subject to measurement error and hence 
the estimated coeffi cients in Table 4 may 
suffer from attenuation bias, leading to 
an underestimation of the coeffi cients. 
In spite of this possibility, the coeffi cient 
is found to be positive and highly signifi -
cant, which confi rms the robustness of 
the results.

Concluding Remarks

Some observations can be made from 
our fi ndings that are relevant from a 
broad policy perspective. Although there 
is close correspondence between poverty 
and vulnerability, these are distinct con-
cepts. In both periods of our analysis, we 
fi nd a large fraction of vulnerable house-
holds who are non-poor. Our empirical 
analysis shows that vulnerable non-poor 
households are more likely to slip into 
poverty. The backward caste and non-
Hindu households are found to be more 
vulnerable. Landlessness and the num-
ber of dependents (elderly and children) 
are also found to be statistically signifi -
cant determinants of vulnerability. 

This article highlights the need for a 
broader focus on anti-poverty interven-
tions in India. These anti-poverty poli-
cies must consider vulnerable households 
along with currently poor households 
in poverty calculations, and set their 
targets accordingly, considering the dy-
namic aspect of poverty. Regarding limi-
tations, since this article focuses on con-
sumption vulnerability future work needs 
to address the association between the 
consumption vulnerability and the other 
sources of it, which may lead to a multi-
dimensional assessment of vulnerability.

Notes

1  The regression results remain almost the same 
with alternative thresholds of considering a 
household as vulnerable. Similarly, our results 
are robust for alternative poverty thresholds, 
that is, the results remain the same when we 
use the all-India poverty line instead of state-
specifi c poverty lines.

2  These include landholding, household size, 
proportion of female members in the household, 
number of elderly members of the household, 
number of children in the household, educa-
tional attainment of the household head (in 
years), dummy for the marital status of the 
household head, and dummy for urban area.

3  We fi nd vulnerability as a signifi cant correlate 
of chronical poverty as well. However, the cor-
relation becomes weaker as we control for the 
fact that the chronically poor households are 
poor in the initial period as well.
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EXPANSIO
N 

EPWRF India Time Series
(www.epwrfi ts.in)

 State-wise Agricultural Statistics 
The Economic and Political Weekly Research Foundation (EPWRF) has added State-wise 
data to the Agricultural Statistics module of its online database, India Time Series (ITS). 
State-wise time series starts from 1960–61, depending upon data availability, and covers:
● Area, Production and Yield (APY): Foodgrains, Oil seeds, Fibre crops, Spices, 

Horticulture crops, Plantation crops and Other crops
● Land-by-Use and Area under Irrigation (source-wise and crop-wise)
● Production and Use of Agricultural Inputs: Fertilisers and Electricity
● Procurement of Foodgrains
● Livestock Statistics: Production and Per Capita Availability of Milk, Eggs, Fish, 

Meat and Wool
● Livestock Population: Rural and Urban areas
● Value of Output from Agriculture and Allied Activities, with different base years

Following statistics have been added to the All-India data series:
● Minimum Support Prices (MSP) of Crops
● Livestock Population: Rural and Urban areas
The EPWRF ITS has 28 modules covering a range of macroeconomic, fi nancial and 
social sector indicators on the Indian economy.
For more details, visit www.epwrfi ts.in or e-mail to: its@epwrf.in
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Although the headline growth 
in 2021–22 and the projections 
for 2022–23 following the 
disastrous COVID-19 pandemic are 
impressive, indeed the highest 
among major economies, this 
is not the hoped-for V-shaped 
recovery as the output loss 
is far from being recouped.
India’s output loss is among the 
highest in major G20 economies. 
It may be diffi cult for the Indian 
economy to sustain an average 
growth above 5% in a 
business-as-usual scenario 
because its potential growth has 
declined through hysteresis, 
and it faces several headwinds 
going forward. 

 

Following the sharp decline of -6.6% 
in real growth in 2020–21, the 
Central Statistics Offi ce (CSO) has 

provisionally estimated that the headline 
growth in 2021–22 would recover smartly 
to 8.9%.1 Further, in its April 2022 World 
Economic Outlook (WEO), the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) projects that 
 India would grow at 8.2% in 2022–23 
and by 6.9% in 2023–24.2 (For comparison 
with other countries, the IMF’s growth 
estimates for India during 2022 and 2023 
are 8.9% and 5.2%, respectively.) The 
IMF expects India to be the fastest growing 
major economy during both these years. 
Is this the much-talked-about V-shaped 
recovery that has at long last put the fal-
tering Indian economy back on track? 

While there also appears to be a strong 
bounce back in headline growth, reve-
nue, and exports over the near term, it is 
a challenge for economists to interpret the 
headline numbers and assess the recovery 
on account of three separate base effects. 
There was, fi rst, a decli ning growth trend 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic that saw 
the annual growth fall serially from 8.2% 
in 2016–17 to 7.1% in 2017–18, 6.3% in 
2018–19, and to 3.7% in 2019–20. Second, 
this was followed by the precipitous fall 
of -6.6% in 2020–21 on account of the 
pandemic when the economy reeled under 
the twin shocks of a sudden and strin-
gent lockdown during the fi rst phase of 
COVID-19, followed by a disastrous second 
wave. Third, interpreting the growth rates 
in some economic indicators in Table 2 
(p 19) for 2021–22 cannot be taken at 
face value as these are distorted by high 
levels of underlying price infl ation. 

Measuring Output Loss

When the second base effect is factored 
in, the gross domestic product (GDP) 
numbers show that in real terms India’s 
GDP is 5.7% higher in 2021–22 than what 
it was in 2018–19, yielding an average 
annualised growth of 1.9% over the 

three-year period. A V-shaped recovery 
is usually defi ned as one that fully re-
coups the output lost during a downturn in 
the economy. The IMF’s latest projections 
for the Indian economy translate into an 
output loss of 6.7% of the GDP up to the 
fi nancial year 2022–23 and 4.9% up to 
2023–24 using the average growth rate 
of the two years preceding the COVID-19 
pandemic (that is, 2018–19 and 2019–20) 
baseline as the trend or potential growth 
rate. The World Bank’s (2022) estimates 
of 8% and 7.1%, respectively, point to a 
similar output loss. On the contrary, the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development’s more recent estimates 
of 6.9% and 6.2% would translate into a 
signifi cantly hig her output loss.3 

Calculations of output loss are sensi-
tive to the potential or trend growth 
esti mate used. This is an unobserved 
moving target and therefore diffi cult to 
determine. The baseline of 5.1% used 
above is a conservative one as it includes 
2019–20 when growth (3.7%) was well 
below the potential. India’s average 
growth during the fi ve years preceding 
the COVID-19 pandemic (2015–19) was 
6.6%. If this is taken to be India’s poten-
tial/trend GDP growth rate, the output 
loss as measured above comes to 13% 
and 12.6%, respectively. It is however 
widely beli eved that India’s GDP growth 
was overestimated under the revised 
GDP series as this is not corroborated by 
a host of alternative indicators that are 
strongly correlated with growth (Sheel 
2020). If the fi ve-year average is lowered 
from 6.6% to 6%, the estimated perma-
nent output loss comes down to 10.4% 
and 9.5%, which is still very high. How 
does India’s output loss compare with 
other major G20 economies? While out-
put loss is more accurately measured by 
working with the levels of GDP (which 
have been used in the above calculations) 
rather than GDP growth rates, the latter 
method is used in Table 1 (p 19) for the 
limited purpose of benchmarking the 
extent of output loss in G20 economies 
over four calendar years 2020–24. The 
average growth over the two preceding 
years, that is, 2018 and 2019, is used as 
the proxy for the potential/trend GDP. 
This table puts India in the top quartile 
of countries with the highest output loss. 
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Table 1: Output Loss in G20 Countries
Output Loss 2021–23 (2018 and 2019 Average Growth as Base)
Country 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 Output
       Loss

Argentina -2.6 -2.0 -9.9 10.2 4.0 3.0 16.6

Australia 2.8 2.0 -2.2 4.7 4.2 2.5 -0.4

Brazil 1.8 1.2 -3.9 4.6 0.8 1.4 -3.1

Canada 2.8 1.9 -5.2 4.6 3.9 2.8 -3.3

China 6.8 6.0 2.2 8.1 4.4 5.1 -5.6

France 1.8 1.8 -8.0 7.0 2.9 1.4 -4.1

Germany 1.1 1.1 -4.6 2.8 2.1 2.7 -1.2

India 6.5 3.7 -6.6 8.9 8.9 5.2 -3.9

Indonesia 5.2 5.0 -2.1 3.7 5.4 6.0 -7.4

Italy 0.9 0.5 -9.0 6.6 2.3 1.7 -1.3

Japan 0.6 -0.2 -4.5 1.6 2.4 2.3 1.1

Korea 2.9 2.2 -0.9 4.0 2.5 2.9 -1.7

Mexico 2.2 -0.2 -8.2 4.8 2.0 2.5 -2.9

Russia 2.8 2.2 -2.7 4.7 -8.5 -2.3 -18.8

Saudi Arabia 2.5 0.3 -4.1 3.2 7.6 3.6 4.7

South Africa 1.5 0.1 -6.4 4.9 1.9 1.4 -1.4

Turkey 3.0 0.9 1.8 11.0 2.7 3.0 10.8

United Kingdom 1.7 1.7 -9.3 7.4 3.7 1.2 -3.5

United States 2.9 2.3 -3.4 5.7 3.7 2.3 -2.2

Source: IMF database, https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/
WEO/weo-database/2022/April.

The outsized loss in output and growth 
potential in recent years is also refl ected 
in the measurements of economic activi-
ty that are strongly correlated to growth. 
While unemployment rates fl uctuate on 
a monthly basis, as people keep falling 
out or entering the labour market, a more 
robust and durable medium- to long-term 
measure of employment trends is the la-
bour force participation rate (LFPR). The 
Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy 
data show that this fell secularly from 
47.7% in January 2016 to 41.9% in March 
2020, at which point it fell sharply by 
over 500 basis points on account of the 
stringent COVID-19-related lockdown.4 
While the LFPR recovered during the next 
two months, the rate has languished over 
200 basis points below the pre-COVID-19 
level and stood at 40.19% in April 2022. 
The number of employed has not risen in 
absolute terms since January 2016 even 
as the population and consequently the 
labour force have increased. Even more 
worrisome is the rising trend in youth 
unemployment (15–24 years) that rose 
sharply and continuously from 18.6% in 
2008 to 24.9% in 2020.5 At over 30%, 
India along with South Africa currently 
has the highest percentage of youth who 
are neither employed nor in education or 
training among the G20 countries.6 This 
is  almost twice the G20 average of 17.1 
and also much higher than the BRICS 

(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 
Africa) average of 25.6 and the global 
average of 23.4. Various economic ac-
tivity indicators monitored by the CSO 
also show that except for rice produc-
tion, the external sector and metallic 
minerals, and railway freight, the aver-
age annualised growth over the last 
three years (2019–20 to 2021–22) was 
below 3% per annum. Several indices 
are still to recover to the pre-pandemic 
levels. While comparing these growth 
rates with the GDP numbers, it must be 
kept in mind that unlike GDP, some of 
these indices, such as exports, are not 
adjusted for infl ation. 

Engines of Growth

 The national income is estimated by the 
CSO by both the income and expenditure 
methods. An analysis of both trends can 
give us a good idea of the sources and 
engines of growth. The income method 
indicates that the agricultural sector 
wea thered the pandemic well, growing at 
an average annualised rate twice that of the 
GDP; other sectors did not. Trade, hotels, 
and transport commu-
nications had an aver-
age annualised nega-
tive growth of -1.9%, as 
these suffered the most 
from the COVID-19-re-
lated restrictions. Finan-
cial and real estate ser-
vices and also public 
administration and de-
fence continued to grow 
at over twice the GDP 
growth rate, but only a 
thin layer of elite at 
the top benefi t directly 
from this (Table 3). 

The expenditure me-
thod can tell us a lot 
about the engines of 
growth of the  Indian 
economy. Over the last 
three years, the gov-
ernment expenditure 
has been the chief en-
gine of growth, with 
its average annualised 
growth being twice that 
of the GDP. Private con-
sumption, investment, 

and exports grew at roughly the rate of 
the economy as a whole. However, both 
investment and exports staged a smart re-
covery in 2021–22, but this was after sev-
eral years of stagnation and  decline that 
precede the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 
effect of high infl ation over the near term 
needs to be factored in (Table 4, p 20). 

Based on the average long-term trends 
and the averages that factor in base ef-
fects, the current upturn in growth is not 
V-shaped. Several years of declining 
growth appear to have reduced India’s 
growth potential through hysteresis. It 
may therefore be diffi cult for the Indian 
economy to grow at an average signifi -
cantly above 5%—the average rate at 
which it grew during the two years pre-
ceding the COVID-19 pandemic—in the 
foreseeable future unless the green 
shoots visible in investment and exports 
in 2021–22 can be sustained and private 
consumption bounces back. Over the 
last three years, the fi scal policy shoul-
dered the burden of sustaining growth 
on acc ount of the declining private de-
mand. But this came at a great fi scal 

Table 2: Average Annualised Growth, 2019–20, 2020–21 and 2021–22 
Indicator 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 2021–22 A G 

Rice production 100 100.7 103.922 110.573 3.5

Production of coal 100 99.6 97.7 106.0 2.0

Production of crude oil 100 94.1 89.2 86.9 -4.4

Production of cement 100 99.1 88.4 106.8 2.3

Consumption of steel 100 98.5 93.3 103.6 1.2

Sales of commercial vehicles 100 71.2 56.4 71.1 -9.6

Purchase of private vehicles 100 82.2 72.6 67.3 -10.9

Cargo handled at major ports 100 100.9 96.3 103.2 1.1

Cargo handled at airports 100 91 69.2 89.1 -3.6

Passengers handled at airports 100 98.9 33.4 54.7 -15.1

Railways net tonne kms 100 95.5 96.6 116.8 5.6

Railways passenger kms 100 90 19.8 51.1 -16.3

Exports of goods and services 100 99.2 97.6 133.4 11.1

Index of Industrial Production mining 100 101.6 93.7 105.1 1.7

IIP manufacturing 100 98.6 89.1 104.3 1.4

IIP electricity 100 100.9 100.4 108.4 2.8

IIP metallic minerals 100 113.9 94.9 118.3 6.1

Combined tax collection 100 98.6 96.9 116.8 5.6

Real GDP 100 103.8 97 105.7 1.9

Source: CSO (various press notes),  RBI (2022).

Table 3: Sources of Growth—Income Method (%)
 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 2021–22 A G

Agri, forestry, fishing 100 104.3 107.7 111.0 3.7

Mining quarrying 100 97.5 89.1 9.4-0 -0. 2

Manufacturing 100 97.6 97.0 106.6 2.2

Electricity, gas water other utilities 100 102.1 98.4 105.8 1.9

Construction 100 101.0 93.6 104.4 1.5

Trade, hotels, transport, communication 100 106.4 84.9 94.3 -1.9

Finance real estate professional services 100 107.3 109.7 114.3 4.8

Public administration and defence 100 108.3 102.3 115.2 5.1

Source: CSO (various press notes).
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Table 4: Engines of Growth—Expenditure
Method (%)
 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 2021–22 A G

GDP 100.0 103.8 97.0 105.7 1.9

PFE 100.0 104.8 98.5 106.0 2.0

GFE 100.0 103.9 107.6 112.8 4.3

GFCF 100.0 102.8 92.1 105.5 1.8

XGS 100.0 96.2 87.4 105.8 1.9

Source: CSO (various press notes).

Table 5: Fiscal Impact
 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 2021–22 AG (%)

Net tax revenue 100 98 98 120 7

Total expenditure 100 116 149 164 21

Gross fiscal deficit 100 145% 282% 238% 46

Public debt 100 113% 132% 148% 16

Source: Controller General of Accounts (cga.nic.in).

cost, as the central government expendi-
ture grew at three times the rate of 
growth of tax revenue. The fi scal conse-
quence of this was that the centre’s fi scal 
defi cit grew by an annualised average of 
46% and its public debt by 16% during 
the last three years. This is unsustaina-
ble going forward from the macroeco-
nomic perspective. The burden for growth 
would need to shift back quickly from the 
government to the private demand and 
government fi nance should be put back 
on track (Table 5).

 If the current levels of high headline 
growth are the lagged effect of two suc-
cessive years of low growth, the base 
 effect can work in the reverse direction 
as well. It might be diffi cult to sustain 
high headline growth following two 
 successive years (2021–22 as actual and 
2022–23 as forecast) of outsized growth. 
Going forward, growth also faces head-
winds from high oil prices and monetary 
policy tightening by the United States 
(US) Federal Reserve, worsening public 
fi nances, and stagfl ationary trends that 
have no monetary policy solution. 

In Conclusion

The question that needs to be asked is, 
why is the Indian output loss so high rel-
ative to other major economies? India’s 
potential growth was falling sharply in 
the pre-COVID-19 period. It grew at an 
average of 7.7% over 14 years bet ween 
2003–04 and 2016–17 as all three engi nes 
of growth, namely exports, inve stment, 
and consumption were fi ring. Its growth 
started to decline as the export and in-
vestment engines started stuttering.  As 
a result, its annual growth fell serially 
and sharply from 8.3% in 2016–17 to 

6.8% in 2017–18, 6.5% in 2018–19, and to 
3.7% in 2019–20. The third engine, pri-
vate consumption, also started stutter-
ing over the last three years with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

The declining trend prior to that is at-
tributed by observers to the tardiness in 
addressing the long pending issue of 
stranded banking assets and policy mis-
steps such as the demonetisation of the 
economy and a hastily implemented 
transition to a complex goods and ser-
vice tax that had an adverse fallout on 
India’s buoyant informal economy that 
accounts for a major share of economic 
activity, including both exports and in-
vestment. The decline in consumption is 
more recent. Beyond this, there is now 
some confusion in the minds of private 
corporate investors on the economic pol-
icy road map laid out in the early 1990s, 
following which the Indian economic 
growth moved into a higher gear. The 
absence of predictability, including re-
versals in the road map, and the percep-
tions that there is no longer a level play-
ing fi eld, may have sapped the animal 
spirits of the private investors. India has 
kept out of regional free trade agree-
ments, and there is a lack of clarity on 
whether the Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhi-
yaan is meant to incentivise domestic 
production or as a return to self-reliant 
growth as both customs tariffs have in-
creased and the share of exports in the 
economy has shrunk. The extraordinary 
decline in economic activity in 2020–21 
is ascribed to the suddenness and strin-
gency of the COVID-19-related lockdown 
in an economy overly dependent on the 
informal and the micro, small and me-
dium enterprises sectors. 

W hat has happened to the India story 
and what are its prospects going for-
ward? The Indian economy sustained an 
average real growth of almost 8% for 
close to a decade and a half. The WEO 
projections continue to show India as the 
fastest growing major economy. Over the 
medium to long term, India’s relative 
growth potential remains high. It has 
several inherent strengths, not the least 
of which are its economic size, its large 
domestic market, high savings, young 
population, a fast-growing middle class, 
cheap and abundant labour, strong private 

entrepreneurship, capacity to absorb large 
investments in infrastructure, and well-
known strengths in the sunrise informa-
tion age and pharma-linked economic 
activities.  India’s investment needs are 
high in a demand-constrained world with 
a savings glut. With good economic man-
age ment, it can be a major growth driver 
for the global economy. 

While India’s medium-term growth 
potential/trend has declined through 
hysteresis, its long-term prospects for 
raising the current growth remain intact 
and are waiting to be unlocked. The 
overall ease of doing business, low lab-
our productivity, continuing large infra-
structural gaps, addressing perceptions 
regarding governance and social order, 
and assurances of a level playing fi eld 
also need to be addressed to the satisfac-
tion of private investors. The return of 
animal spirits, and with it its private 
inve stment, can be considered as the 
proverbial canary in the gold mine that 
would herald the return to a high 
growth trajectory. The reversal of the US 
Fed monetary policy and the rising infl a-
tion and oil prices, a negative environ-
ment for exports and a weak fi scal posi-
tion are likely to be the major challenges 
for the Indian policymakers going for-
ward, apart from reassuring private in-
vestors about a stable and even-handed 
policy environment. 

Notes

1  https://mospi.gov.in/documents/213904/416359/
Press%20Note_PE%20FY22m1653998874449.
pdf/9616eef9-71b9-7522-808a-5fd438857454.

2  https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/
Issues/2022/04/19/world-economic-outlook-
april-2022.

3  https://www.oecd.org/economic-outlook/ 
#gdp-growth.

4  https://unemploymentinindia.cmie.com/
5  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/

SL.UEM.1524.ZS?locations=IN.
6  https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/youth/.
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A Comedown 
Kerala Town and Country Planning Act

 Jacob Easow

The Kerala Town and Country 
Planning Act, 2016 was 
considered a pioneering act 
that aligned with the 74th 
constitutional amendment. 
However, in October 2021, this 
act was amended. This article 
analytically examines the 
amendments made with respect 
to the provisions of the principal 
act. It discusses how there has 
been a dilution of important 
provisions of the act alongside 
major changes to Kerala’s 
planning system.  

Before 2016, there was no single 
unifi ed state law that gover ned 
spatial planning activities in Kerala. 

There were several erstwhile British laws 
in force for administering town and 
country planning activities in the state 
that were a century old, namely the 
“Town Planning Act, 1108” and  the 
“Travancore Town and Country Planning 
Act, 1120” in the erstwhile Travancore–
Cochin area, while the Malabar area of 
the state was under the “Madras Town 
Planning Act, 1920.” Only the provisions 
for the preparation of master plans (gen-
eral town planning schemes) and de-
tailed town planning schemes, both at 
the local level, were included in these 
legislations. The Kerala High Court had 
dire cted the government to bring in an 
integrated legislation on town and coun-
try planning in a time-bound manner, 
which in turn led to an act getting passed 
on 17 March 2016 (Easow 2016).

A Landmark Act 

The editorial of an urban planning jour-
nal, the Spatio-economic Development 
Record (SDR Editorial 2016), congratulat-
ing those behind the introduction of the 
Kerala Town and Country Planning Act, 
2016, stated, 

It can be termed as a pioneering Act for 
planned development of local planning 
 areas comprising boundary of various muni-
cipalities, town panchayats and village 
panchayats. Provision has been made for 
preparation of Master Plan, Execution Plan, 
Land Pooling Schemes and Town Planning 
Schemes. Chapter VI provides for Joint 
Planning Committee and planning for the 
joint planning area. It is a unique provision, 
which enable rural and urban local bodies 
to come together and join hands in planning 
and development of their area in an integ-
rated and mutually benefi cial manner. It en-
sures rural urban continuum and opens up 
immense opportunities for the periphery of 
large cities and corridors along major high-
ways or waterways. It also provides legal 
support to rurban clusters and other clusters 

around industries or tourist centres or such 
other activity centres.   

 The Kerala Town and Country Plan-
ning Act envisages plans for the state, 
metropolitan areas, districts, local areas, 
and micro-level areas. The act provides 
for the formation of a state town and 
country planning board with its main 
function to be the  preparation of a state 
perspective plan. Besides, the board can 
prepare regional plans for  areas tran-
scending district boundaries and also 
subject plans.

In conformity with the Constitution 
(74th Amendment) Act (CAA), the Kerala 
Town and Country Planning Act, 2016 de-
tails the process of preparation and statu-
tory processing of “the draft development 
plan for the district as a whole” by the dis-
trict planning committee (DPC) on a spa-
tial planning platform. The district devel-
opment plan envi saged in the Kerala Town 
and Country Planning Act comprises a 
long-term (20-year) pers pective plan and 
midterm (fi ve-year) execution plans.  

In accordance with the CAA, the prepa-
ration of plans of the local area (master 
plan and execution plan) is entrusted with 
local governments under this act. In addi-
tion to the urban local governments like 
municipal corporations, municipal coun-
cils, and town panchayats, each village 
panchayat can also prepare a master plan 
and an execution plan for its jurisdictional 
area. Nevertheless, considering that the 
characteristics of the “urban” are not lim-
ited to municipal boundaries, there is a 
need for planning for wider areas outside 
muni cipal limits. In such cases, the con-
ventional approach for planning for these 
areas is through the constitution of a dev-
elopment authority, which, however, con-
travenes the spirit of decentrali sation. 
However, this act put forth a  solution for 
this issue by providing for the creation of a 
joint planning committee (JPC), conceptu-
alised by borrowing the spirit of metro-
politan planning committee (MPC) in the 
CAA. The democratic principle is kept 
intact by insisting that two-thirds of the 
members of the JPC shall be elected mem-
bers of the local goverments of the joint 
planning area (proviso to Section 41 of the 
act). In such joint planning areas, “devel-
opmental” plans, like the execution plan, 
are to be prepared and implemented by 

Jacob Easow ( jacobeasow@gmail.com) is a 
former additional chief town planner in the 
Department of Town and Country Planning, 
Government of Kerala.
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 Levels Regulatory component Developmental component

Figure 1: The Planning System Envisaged as per the Kerala Town and 
Country Planning Act, 2016
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Figure 2: The Reverted Planning System as per the Kerala Town and Country 
Planning Act, 2021
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local goverments only.  Other novel pro-
visions include setting a time frame for 
legal process, int erim development or-
der, purchase notice, etc, along with the 
provision for the constitution of the 
Kerala urban art commission for pre-
serving, developing and maintaining 
the local assets of value within the state 
(Easow 2016).

The Kerala Town and Country 
Planning (Amendment) Act, 2021

Tracing the origins of the Kerala Town 
and Country Planning (Amendment) 
Act, 2021, there is no clarity on why the 
principal act was amended. Starting with 
achieving decentralised planning as an 
expressed key concern of the then gov-
ernor,1 this then led to a workshop2 fol-
lowed by the constitution of a sub-com-
mittee,3 interestingly later refer red to as 
Vijayanand subcommittee4 to bring out 
draft proposals for the amendment based 
on the suggestions made in the work-
shop. Nevertheless, the sub-committee 
function ed in an unfair manner and 
added many new suggestions that un-
dermined the power of DPC and MPC and 
the spirit of decentralisation as under:
(i) It is proposed to tag the plans under 
this act for the state/district/metropoli-
tan area with a prefi x of “spatial” exam-
ple spatial perspective plan instead of 
perspective plan for the state/district/
metropolitan area. 
(ii) Rename the Execution Plan (EP) as 
“Priority Action Plan.”
(iii) Rename “State Town and Country 
Planning Board” as “State Town and 
Country Planning Committee.”

(iv) Rename “Kerala Urban Art Commis-
sion” as “Kerala Art and Heritage Com-
mission.”
(v) In addition, a few defi nitional changes 
were also proposed.

Later, after the devastating fl oods in 
Kerala in 2018, the state government deci-
ded to revise the Kerala Town and Coun-
try Planning Act through a government 
order5 as part of the “Rebuild Kerala Initi-
ative” with a view to enable better plan-
ning of urban areas so that they with-
stand the impact of sudden high-intensity 
fl oods and other natural disasters. Based 
on the above order, the government in 
principle approved the amendment to the 
Kerala Town and Country Planning Act, 
2016.6 It was recommended to modify the 
content of the various plans in the act by 
adding risk-informed plans. Other rec-
ommendations in  the  order include:
(1) The provision for execution plan to 
be omitted and the provision to include 
priority action plan in the master plan by 
the local self-government concerned to 
be incorporated in the act.7 The cited 
reason is that the  legal procedures for the 
sanction of the execution plan are long. 
(2) Enabling provisions for the newly sanc-
tioned master plan to suspend the propos-
als of the detailed town planning schemes.  
(3) To regulate developments until the 
date of publishing of a master plan in 
full. In the principal act, the sanctioning 
date marks the start of operation of the 
master plan and interim development 
order is applicable for regulating the 
sanction period of the plan.  
(4) Enabling DPC for publication and 
processing of the master plan.

(5) Enabling the government for publi-
cation, processing and sanctioning the 
master plan.
(6) As per the principal act, if any land is 
earmarked for compulsory acquisition in a 
plan and if the authority is not acquiring 
after two years from the date of coming 
into operation of the plan, the affected 
person can serve a purchase notice to the 
concerned authority for compulsory ac-
quisition. The concerned authority can 
then either choose to acquire the land 
within the next two years (it means that 
the authorities will get four years altogeth-
er) from the date of purchase notice for the 
said land or may release it from compulso-
ry acquisition by modifying the plan. The 
cited government order also recommend-
ed deleting this provision. However, this 
amendment was  deleted at a later stage. 

Clearly, the above six recommendations 
are not about addressing the

Rebuild Kerala initiative’s disaster resilience 
planning concerns that set in  motion the call 
for revision of the Kerala town and country 
planning  act. Yet these were craftily inserted 
in the government order through, what can 
be called  an act of administrative smuggling.

The Kerala assembly enacted the  Kerala 
Town and Country Planning Act, 2016 
after promulgating seven ordina nces. 
The Kerala Town and Country Planning 
(Amendment) Act, 2021 is regressive 
on several counts that are briefl y dis-
cussed here.

Planning System 
The Kerala Town and Country Planning 
Act, 2016 had traced a new planning sys-
tem for Kerala. The act defi  nes “spatial 
planning” in a classic manner stating that
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spatial planning means a scientifi c discipline 
adopted for town and country planning, 
with a comprehensive approach, for the 
physical org anisation of space according to 
an overall strategy, directed towards pro-
moting sustainable and inclusive develop-
ment of urban and rural areas providing ge-
ographical expression to developmental, 
economic, social, cultural, environmental 
and ecological policies of society.

It then goes further by introducing the 
 medium-term (fi ve-year) execution plan 
at regional as well as local levels. Thus, 
the principal act identifi es spatial plan-
ning as a key instrument for establishing 
long-term sustainable frameworks for 
development both within and between 
planning areas and a platform for inte-
gration between sectors as well (United 
Nations 2008). Figures 1 and 2 (p 22) de-
pict the planning system before and af-
ter the amendment to the Kerala Town 
and Country Planning Act. 

Clearly, there is a wide gap between 
the master plans, which are spatial and 
economic plans (fi ve-year plans/annual 
plans/people planning campaign plans) 
in the reverted planning system. In order 
to link the spatial and the economic plans 
effectively, there is a need to introduce a 
spatial medium-term (fi ve-year) plan. In 
other words, the spatial platform of the 
medium-term plan, which was seen as a 
key necessity to help bri dge the fi ve-year 
plans (fi nancial plans) and the long-term 
plans (master plans of regulatory nature), 
needs to be reintroduced under the new 
planning system.

The shorter-term fi ve-year medium-
term plan (execution plan, in the princi-
pal act) is a spatial plan that helps priori-
tise projects as against the master/per-
spective/long-term 20-year plans. Though 
the medium-term plan is for a shorter 
duration, long-term objectives are con-
sidered as it is formulated within the 
ambit of the master plan of the city/
region. Such a spatial plan will act as a 
platform for integration between sectors 
for our local governments as it will be a 
key instrument for solving our chal len ges 
within sustainability frameworks. Five-
year medium-term plans will be more 
effective, will appropriately fi t within 
our democratic process, and are particu-
larly relevant for people’s parti cipatory 
planning. Such an execution plan, within 

the Kerala Town and Planning Act, was 
envisaged to provide the perfect opportu-
nity for our local bodies to act as local self-
governments and ena ble good governance. 
Each subsequent local self-government 
elected after every fi ve years will have a 
right to review this execution plan pre-
pared by their predecessors and modify 
or prepare it anew according to their 
own priorities and development agenda. 
The provisions of the principal act of the 
execution plan are seen as a separate 
entity from the execution plan. The exe-
cution plan has to be sanctioned (see 
Section 37 of the principal act) by the 
DPC only. This procedure has been fol-
lowed in the peoples’ planning cam-
paign for the sanctio ning of plans and 
projects of local governments. Clearly, 
the sanctioning procedure of the exe cu-
tion plan is extremely simple and easy. 
In short, the provision for an execu tion 
plan is essential for a dyn amic and fl exi-
ble spatial planning system in Kerala.  In 
the absence of such a medium-range 
plan, the master plan will be reduced to 
only a paper plan. (This is also a key rea-
son why our present master plans are 
not successful in the implementation of 
deve lopment projects.) 

The Kerala Town and Country Plan-
ning Act, 2016 (the principal act) lists 
the following matters to be dealt with in 
the execution plan:
(i) Development issues and consolida-
tion of suggestions of grama sabha/ward 
sabha/ward committee.
(ii) Development strategies for integrat-
ed  development. 
(iii) Sectoral development policies, strate-
gies, and proposals.
(iv) Implementation mechanism.
(v) Fiscal requirements and resource 
mobilisation proposals.

Therefore, it was meant to integrate 
the master plans and the fi ve-year plans/
annual plans/local plans of the local 
governments and enable locally elected 
governments to effectively spatialise their 
projects in the short term while working 
within the larger master plan framework. 
Various key national urban development 
guidelines,8 including the recommenda-
tions of the recent state report of Rebuild 
Kerala Development Programme (RKPD) 
(Government of Kerala and Rebuild 

Kerala 2019), emphasise the need for a 
medium-term plan on a spatial platform 
in between the master plan and the fi -
nancial plan. Thus, the amended plan-
ning system will, in fact, be a step down 
to an unrealistic development scenario. 

Constitutional Violation 

Article 243ZD(1) of the Constitution lays 
down that

there shall be constituted in every state at 
the district level a district planning commit-
tee to consolidate the plans prepared by the 
panchayats and the municipalities in the dis-
trict and to prepare a draft development 
plan for the district as a whole.

Further, Article 243ZD(3)(a) of the Con-
stitution  outlines the scope of the plan 
as including

(i) matters of common interest bet ween the 
panchayats and the municipalities, includ-
ing spatial planning, sharing of water and 
other physical and natural resources, the in-
tegrated development of infrastructure and 
environmental conservation, (ii) the extent 
and type of available resources whether 
fi nancial or otherwise.

Further, the “Expert Commi ttee on Lever-
aging Panchayats for  Effi  cient Delivery 
of Public Goods and Services” (Mani 
Shankar Aiyar Committee Report 2013) 
while commenting on Article 243ZD(3)
(a) lists “planning in a spatial platform” 
as one of six aspects9 as part of the dis-
trict planning methodology envisaged 
in the Constitution. Therefore, it is obvi-
ous that the draft dev elopment plan has 
to be enacted in the town and country 
planning act. The amendment resulted in 
the omission of Section 13 of the princi-
pal act and tagged the plan in the act as 
“spatial perspective plan” for the district 
and considered as the spatial component 
of the draft development plan for the dis-
trict. This state act limits the power of the 
DPC to prepare only a spatial plan, while 
the Constitution entrusts DPC with the 
responsibility of preparing a comprehen-
sive plan (Easow 2019). Therefore, adding 
the term “spatial” before the plan goes 
against the constitutional provisions of 
Article 243ZD. 

One of the core principles of the dec e-
ntralisation is the convergence or integra-
tion along with avoiding multiplicity of 
plans and agencies.10 But in the amend-
ment, all the plans under this act are pre-
fi xed with the term “spatial” (for example, 
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spatial perspective plan for the district in-
stead of perspective plan for the district) 
reducing them to just one among many 
sectoral district plans, as against the pro-
vision in the act for an unifi ed single “per-
spective plan for the district.” Thus, the 
amendment is in violation of decentralisa-
tion principles and will lead to greater 
fragmentation of integrated district plan-
ning, and effectively defeats both the ob-
jectives of forming the DPC and the CAA.

Technically, there is also no stand-alone 
spatial plan since spatial planning is a 
platform for plan preparation.11 Now here 
in any town and country planning act is 
the word “spatial” added  before a plan. 
Therefore, the amendment to prefi x the 
term “spatial” before the plan is constitu-
tionally (legally) and scientifi cally fl awed.

Belittling the Town and Country 
Planning Profession

The amendment to rename the “State 
Town and Country Planning Board” as the 
“State Town and Country Planning Com-
mittee” can have no justifi cation since the 
former is an apex body in Kerala for spatial 
planning/town planning. Similarly, there 
can be no justifi cation for the amendment 
to delete the existing independent De-
partment of Town and Country Planning 
in Kerala and relegating it to a planning 
wing of the local self-government depart-
ment. The basic fun ction of the chief town 
planner (CTP) and their subordinates is of 
the plans of the local self-governments for 
the state government as per the amend-
ment act. Since the CTP is dealing with the 
Government of Space (Ravetz 1986) for 
the state government, the CTP shall have 
to be attached to the state government 
only and shall have to enjoy full inde-
pendent freedom considering the very 
technical nature of the subject of town 
planning. This freedom can only come 
via a separate department as guaranteed 
by the Constitution of India. Both the 
amendment provisions can only be con-
sidered as an atte mpt to disgrace the 
town and country planning profession. 

There is a need to review the amend-
ments and restore the original provi-
sions of the principal act of 2016.  Fur-
ther, both academicians and practition-
ers need to brainstorm the recent devel-
opments in Kerala Town and Country 

Planning Act and address how the urban 
planning profession can regain its power 
and attain its true potential.

Notes

 1 Addressing the Kerala legislative assembly on 24 
June 2016, Justice P Sathasivam, the then gover-
nor of Kerala said, “My government proposes to 
restructure the present Kerala Town and Country 
Planning Act, 2016 to fully refl ect the spirit of de-
centralised planning as relevant to the State.”  

 2 The government arranged a well-attended 
workshop at the Institute of Management in 
Government, Thiruvananthapuram on 28 De-
cember 2016.

 3 Extract of the minutes of the workshop: “A sub-
committee is constituted, to discuss the above 
suggestions and bring out draft proposals for 
amendments to the Act, with the following mem-
bers: P K Ravindran, A Kasturi Rangan, former 
Chief Town Planner,  K Remanan, Chief Town 
Planner,  Shaji Joseph Chief Town Planner (Plan-
ning), T M Sudha, Former Chief Town Planner, 
Jacob Easow, former additional Chief Town Plan-
ner,  Prasannakumari, Chief (in/charge), Decen-
tralised Planning  Division, State Planning Board; 
and J B Rajan, assistant professor, KILA.”

 4 This committee is referred to as the Vijayanand 
Committee in the GO(MS) No 63/2020/LSGD 
dated 13 April 2020, perhaps in an attempt to 
grant greater sanctity to the suggestions of the 
sub-committee.

 5 Vide GO (MS) No 48/2019/LSGD dated 7 May 
2019.

 6 Vide the GO(MS) No 63/2020/LSGD dated 13 
April 2020.

 7 As per item six of the Annexure 1 of the GO 
(MS) No 63/2020/LSGD dated 13 April 2020.

 8 Government of India’s Model Town and Coun-
try Planning Law (Model Regional, Town Plan-
ning and Development Law—Revised), the 
Nati onal Commission on Urbanisation, the 
Draft National Land Utilisation Policy 2013. 

 9 The other fi ve are: the development needs of the 
rural and urban areas should be dealt with in an 

integrated manner; assessment of physical and 
natural resources of the district and sharing pro-
posals; need of integrated app roach in the devel-
opment of infrastructure; environmental con-
servation; and fi nancial investment plans.

10  Refer to the report of the Second Administra-
tive Reforms Commission (2007), https://dar-
pg.gov.in/arc-reports. 

11  Refer to the “Towards Holistic Panchayat Raj” re-
port by the Mani Shankar Aiyar Committee Re-
port, Vols 1 and 2, 2013, http://www.nrcddp.org/
reports_view.aspx?R_id=National%20Level. 
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B D Chattopadhyaya (1939–2022)

Suchandra Ghosh

An overview of the intellectual 
trajectory and contributions 
of B D Chattopadhyaya, the 
departed historian and thinker, 
underscores his role as a crusader 
against the homogenised 
representation of Indic pasts.

Brajadulal Chattopadhyaya, a his-
torian par excellence, passed away 
on 13 July 2022. The discipline of 

the early Indian history lost one of its 
strong exponents who never budged to 
any kind of fundamentalism. 

I never sat in his class and came to 
know him personally much later in my 
life in 2001 during the Indian History 
Congress Session in Calcutta University. 
Occasional visits to Jawaharlal Nehru 
University (JNU) fl owered our relation-
ship, which further strengthened when 
he came back to settle in Kolkata post 
retirement. Our conversations would me-
ander across many themes, academic/non-
academic, and I always came back home 
with a sense of fulfi lment and happiness. 
Thus, my intellectual debt to him is im-
mense. Osmund Bopearachchi and I tried 
to pay our tribute to him through a fest-
schrift, Early Indian History and Beyond: 
Essays in Honour of B D  Chattopadhyaya, 
a bouquet of 26 essays written by his col-
leagues, students, and friends. During 
the book launch by Romila Thapar at the 
India International Centre, New Delhi, 
BDC (as he was called), in his inimitable, 
quiet way accepted the honour and spoke 
a few words, worthy of many. There was 
no expression of exuberance, but the twin-
kle in his eyes and the smile said it all. 

His schooling partly was in a village 
in Bardhaman and later in the Uttarpara 
Government School, West Bengal. On 
completion of his intermediate from the 
Government Sanskrit College, Kolkata, 
Chattopadhyaya joined the Presidency 
College, Kolkata for studying history 
honours, where late historians D N Jha 
and Sabyasachi Bhattacharyya were 
his classmates. He earned his master’s 
degree with specialisation in epigraphy 
and numismatics from the Department 
of Ancient Indian History and Culture, 
University of Calcutta. His initiation 
into the world of epigraphy was under 
D C Sircar, the doyen of Indian epigraphy. 
He was a research scholar in the Depart-
ment of Archaeology till he joined the 

Department of History, University of Bur-
dwan in 1963. Chattopadhyaya became 
a Commonwealth Research Scholar in 
1966 and pursued PhD at the Corpus 
Christi College, Cambridge University 
under the supervision of F R Allchin. He 
joined the Centre for Historical Studies, 
JNU as assistant professor in 1971 after 
the completion of his doctoral research 
in 1970 and retired as professor in Decem-
ber 2004. In between he taught at Visva-
Bharati, Santiniketan from 1978–80 as a 
professor and head of the Department 
of Ancient Indian History, Culture and 
Archaeology and was a visiting profes-
sor to several universities abroad like 
Heidelberg, Leipzig, and Chicago, and 
was the recipient of the German Aca-
demic Exchange Service (DAAD) grant 
and an Indo–US fellowship.

From Epigraphy to the History 
of Polity

Chattopadhyaya stood out for his out-
standing ability to combine empirical 
soundness and critical acumen with a 
deep understanding of the methods used 
in the social science disciplines. The di-
versity of themes addressed by him be-
trays the range of his scholarship and 
shifting areas of interests. His seminal 
writings have added substantially to our 
understanding of early Indian history and, 
in many cases, transformed it. If one fol-
lows his trajectory of publications, the shift 
in his choice of themes pertaining to dif-
ferent branches of historical studies be-
comes evident. I shall try to address some 
of his major contributions and concerns.

The publication of his doctoral disser-
tation as a book titled Coins and Currency 
Systems in South India, c AD 225–1300 in 
1977 saw the beginning of his scholarly 
oeuvre. For this book, he was awarded 
the Prix Duchalais by the Académie des 
Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, Institut De 
France, in 1978. He provided a fresh and 
detailed enquiry into the question of 
the attribution and chronology of South 
Indian coins along with the currency 
system. He situated monetary trends 
within their economic and commercial 
contexts. It was not an easy task for a 
student trained in Bengal to get a per-
fect grip of the South Indian historical 
scenario as it is so meagrely represented 
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in the syllabus. No book could replace 
this seminal work till today. Chattopad-
hyaya continued to have his occasional 
foray into the world of coins when he 
wrote a brilliant analytical introduction, 
to D D Kosambi’s Indian Numismatics with 
a thrust on Kosambi’s methodology, pub-
lished in 1981 or a chapter on “Coinage 
of South India,” in A Comprehensive 
History of India, Volume IV, Part II edit-
ed by R S Sharma and K M Shrimali, 
published in 2008. In the same year, he 
also wrote “D D Kosambi and the Study 
of Early Indian Coins” for a special issue 
of Economic & Political Weekly dedicated 
to him.

However, the wider world of economic 
and social history attracted his attention. 
Perhaps after joining JNU, his interac-
tions with senior colleagues like Thapar 
and S Gopal broadened his vision. His 
stint at the Indian Institute of Advanced 
Studies, Shimla, as a fellow, could also 
be instrumental in this change of direction.

Regional studies became central to his 
work since the early 1970s, and he chose 
Rajasthan as a case study. Several essays 
on irrigation, hero stones, markets, and 
merchants of Rajasthan were published. 
For irrigation and markets and mer-
chants, his main database came from 
his deft use of inscriptions. He drew 
our attention to the role of araghatṭạs, 
the irrigation device, which, apart from 
being an important landmark in the 
rural space of Rajasthan, was linked with 
economic and social power. The statis-
tical analysis of his inscriptional data-
base helped him to show how an extreme 
arid region like Marwar in Rajasthan 
experienced change in demography with 
the introduction of induced irrigation. 
One has to learn from him the method-
ology to use epigraphy as an explanatory 
tool for understanding historical pro-
cesses. The case in point could be the way 
he demonstrated the transformation of 
Naddula grama (Nadole in Rajasthan) 
from a middle-category market centre 
(mandapika) to a centre of power of the 
Chahamanas on the basis of a close 
reading of epigraphic records.

Chattopadhyaya was more and more 
drawn into understanding political pro-
cesses during the mid-1970s, and his 
path-breaking essay on the “Origin of 

Rajputs” was one in that direction. He 
argued for Rajput networks through the 
expansion of dynastic relations towards 
a wider arena of social relations. Thus, 
according to Chattopadhyaya, the emer-
gence of the Rajputs was initially a po-
litical process, which in the later stage 
became a comprehensive social phenome-
non. Then comes the phenomenal Indian 
History Congress Sectional Presidential 
Address (Ancient) in 1983, entitled “Po-
litical Processes and Structure of Polity 
in Early Medieval India.” It is remarkable 
that when the general trend of history 
writing in the 1980s revolved around 
society and economy, he chose polity as 
the theme of his presidential address. 

Chattopadhyaya made signifi cant in-
terventions in the feudalism debate hold-
ing high the fl ag of those historians who 
did not conform to the concept of Indian 
feudalism. As a response to the idea of 
feudalism, which posits a fragmentation 
of authority after the sixth century, 
Chattopadhyaya talks about the integra-
tive process that led to the making of a 
new political and social formation. Here, 
he was joined by Hermann Kulke. He 
laid the conceptual contour of a state 
society. His notion that political process 
should be seen in terms of correspond-
ing economic, social, and religious pro-
cesses opened up avenues for further 
research. His major interventions were in 
the domains of trade, markets, and urban-
isation. The notion of “third urbanisa-
tion” rooted to its regional context in the 
early medieval India was Chattopad-
hyaya’s foremost contribution to our un-
derstanding of the process of urbanisa-
tion. He urged to view the urban centres 
as cultural spaces too where convergence, 
cacophony, and heterogeneity were the 
key elements. While looking at the “ur-
ban,” he was concurrently examining the 
“rural.” In 1985, he delivered the De-
uskar memorial lectures at the Centre 
for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta, 
on the changing social and spatial pro-
fi les of early medieval rural settlements 
belonging to three different regions: 
Bengal, Rajasthan, and Karnataka. This 
was later published as a monograph titled 
Aspects of Rural Settlements and Rural 
Society in Early Medieval India, in 1990 
(reprinted by Primus Publications in 2017). 

He was against understanding the com-
plex and stratifi ed rural society from ap-
proaches that provide a simple binary 
picture. Chattopadhyaya, for the fi rst 
time, took note of the supra-village social 
relationship of peasants in the Gupta 
period and referred to the changes in 
the early medieval period, especially the 
rise of local magnates. Emmanuel Le 
Roy Ladurie’s Montaillou, Cathars and 
Catholics in a French village, 1294–1324 
was one of his favourites and he wished 
we had such records.

Though Chattopadhyaya is celebrated 
as a historian of the early medieval India, 
he had given us certain path-breaking 
essays in relation to early historical 
India which forced us to have a critical 
look at the period. Studying Early India: 
Archaeology, Texts and Historical Issues 
was published in 2003. In his own words, 
the articles in this book suggested “ways 
of looking” at various facets of early In-
dia. Historical issues combined with ar-
chaeology and text played a central role 
in two of the sections of the book. The 
third section was devoted to historiogra-
phy. He voiced his concerns against all 
sorts of fundamentalism, textual and ar-
chaeological, and felt that this could not 
be a deterrent to the dynamism of the 
discipline of history. 

Underscoring Heterogeneity

From the mid-1990s, one could see in 
Chattopadhyaya’s writings a trend in 
foregrounding social and cultural as-
pects of early India where he under-
scored diversity/plurality/heterogeneity. 
He cautions us against ignoring diverse 
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sources, diversity of opinions and posi-
tions on social issues in his compelling 
introduction to A Social History of Early 
India, written in 2009. Taking varna as a 
key term, he eloquently discussed the 
complexities of Indian society and also 
emphasised the fact that, for a nuanced 
understanding of society, we have to take 
into consideration the so-called “others” 
who are considered to be beyond the 
varna–jati system. In the context of the 
“other,” I would like to bring here his 
Representing the Other? Sanskrit Sourc-
es and the Muslims (1998) where Chat-
topadhyaya examines how the “other” 
in Indian history, particularly Muslims, 
have been perceived and represented by 
historians as well as their readings of 
sources. The question mark after “other” 
is noteworthy. He argued after sifting 
through a wide range of epigraphic re-
cords that “Muslims,” known through a 
set of names like Tajikas, Turushkas, 
and Mlechchhas were not always repre-
sented as the “other”; the main marker of 
identity is not religion but ethnic and re-
gional identities. This slim but dense 
book is also a serious critique of Sheldon 
Pollock’s “Ramayana and Political Im-
agination in India,” as Chattopadhyaya 
dissected each category of Pollock’s evi-
dence for the invention of the king as 
Rama and the growth of devotion towards 
Rama. The time when Pollock wrote his 
essay is signifi cant, as it was published 
in 1993, just after the demolition of the 
Babri mosque.

Among his edited volumes, Combined 
Methods in Indology and Other Writings: 
D D Kosambi was compiled, edited, and 
introduced by him in 2002. It is no mean 
task to write an introduction to a selection 
of 53 essays by a savant like Kosambi. 
The introduction offers a perfect window 
to read and comprehend Kosambi’s works, 
which are indeed complex. One needs to 
have an idea of the persona of Kosambi 
and his concerns and preferences to really 
get to the bottom of his writings. 

Chattopadhyaya’s last major publica-
tion, The Concept of Bharatavarsha and 
Other Essays, challenges the dominant 
historiography in one way or other. It is 
an anthology of eight essays and I shall 
take up the fi rst and the last essay here. 
The essays in the book refl ect, as always, 

the critical use of a variety of sources and 
its perfect meshing with the context, his 
hallmark. In his essay on the Concept of 
Bharatavarsha and Other Essays, he em-
phasises that the idea of Bharatavarsha 
was not static but underwent contradic-
tory development stages. To him “the 
many meanings embedded in our sourc-
es” need interrogation. He questions the 
way Bharatavarsha is depicted as a ho-
mogenised land completely ignoring the 
multiplicity of people and spaces.

Chattopadhyaya alone could have 
thought to challenge the worn-out concept 
of the imagined age-old territorial and 
cultural unity of India, which does not 
recognise the presence of multiplicity in 
his essay “Interrogating ‘Unity in Di-
versity’: Voices of India’s Ancient Texts.” 
This was his general president’s ad-
dress at the Indian History Congress, 
Platinum Jubilee Session, 2014. He stated 
that the overdue question is

if “diversities” of a country (in whatever sense 
the term “diversity” is used) are seen to have 
coalesced into a structure of unity, how do 
networks of diversities function within what 
is perceived as “unity”? (p 190)

Dialogue over Dogma

His most-talked-about book The Making 
of Early Medieval India was published 
with a completely new introduction titled 
as “Passages from the Classical towards 
the Medieval: Understanding the Indian 
Experience” in the Oxford India Perennials 

series in 2012. Chattopadhyaya sincere-
ly believed that “history requires its vari-
ous trajectories of change to be studied, 
as it requires a change in the set of histo-
rians too.” For him, “history is a continu-
ous dialogue between historians them-
selves.” Chattopadhyaya stands as a per-
fect exemplar of Kulke’s category of 
“non-aligned historians.” His writings 
refl ected his critical mind, and his method 
of interrogating the sources were unique. 
To give an example, when—for studying 
land grants—historians concentrated 
mainly on the genealogy, donation, and 
the nature of the donee, he was the fi rst 
person to study the boundary markers of 
the plot of land donated and illustrate 
how one can identify the people and the 
rural landscape from them. 

 The dedication page of Representing 
the Other? epitomises Chattopadhyaya’s 
sensitive mind where he dedicated the 
book in humility to the memories of Abdul 
Karim Khan, Allauddin Khan, Bundu 
Khan, Faiyaz Khan, and Sawai Gandharva. 
He was an unassuming man walking 
down the lane always with a shoulder 
bag ( jhola in Bangla) with no air of 
scholarship. He was highly approacha-
ble and encouraged young scholars. His 
sense of humour was epic. We shall miss 
a brilliant mind, an erudite scholar, 
a fi rm and sane voice that was against 
all kinds of dogma and who preferred 
to be a lone crusader instead of joining 
the bandwagon.
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Alpasankhyataru Mattu Jaati Vyavasthe: Asmite, 
Vasahatushahi mattu Misalati (In Kannada; 
Minorities and Caste System: Identity, 
Coloniality and Reservations) by Muzaffar Assadi, 
Bengaluru: Bahurupi, 2021; pp 264, `300 (hardcover).

The Census and the Minoritisation 
of Muslims

M N Panini

This book is about the governmen-
tality of colonial India and its social 
consequences. The author does an 

impressive survey of the massive infor-
mation that the British government gen-
erated to rule over India. Proliferating 
with cultural diversities, India must have 
confounded many foreign rulers in exer-
cising the untrammelled auth ority. Ac-
counts of administrators, explo rers, sol-
diers, missionaries, and ethnographers 
provided some insights when confronted 
with local or regional issues, but for ex-
tending its territorial interests and man-
aging dissension, a macrosocietal profi le 
becomes essential. Hence, the British 
government inaugurated the institution 
of conducting an all-India dece nnial 
census in 1881. The government of inde-
pendent India has been carrying for-
ward this colonial legacy; several of the 
social issues and problems that cropped 
up during the colonial era are re-emerg-
ing, cast in the language of citizens’ 
rights and the right to equality. 

There is already an enormous body 
of scholarship demonstrating how the 
British used the census to perpetuate 
their hold on India. Historians, sociolo-
gists, and anthropologists have com-
mented extensively on the colonial 
government justifying its “civilising 
mission” by projecting India as a super-
stition-ridden, fractious land marked 
by oppressive hier archies that perpetu-
ated the social status.

Several scholars have now comment-
ed that the British rulers not only used 
the census to conform and objectify 
their prejudices about India but they 
also ins titutionalised its construction of 
the  social reality of India as the subjects’ 
own societal perception. No wonder, the 
leaders of India’s freedom struggle in 
the 20th century were suspicious of the 
censuses. They regarded the decennial 

census as a tool of the covert policy of 
divide and rule. 

Lines of Demarcation

The colonial authorities drew three sharp 
conceptual lines to sort out the dense 
cultural diversities they confronted. They 
created a conceptual template of compart-
mentalised and rigid caste system and 
imposed it on often overlapping, hazy, and 
often contesting boundaries and rank 
orders of social divisions. The word “caste” 
used loosely as a synonym for jaati became 
a dominant category of differentiation 
that overrode and blurred several other 
societal divisions mar ked by descent, sec-
tarian differences, linguistic and regional 
differences as well as interconnections 
within settled communities and between 
settled and nom adic groups, tribes, and 
forest-dwe lling communities. Communi-
ties that had the same or similar occupa-
tional and craft specialisation, but dis-
playing different customs and beliefs 
and claiming “different deferential status 
markers” were clubbed together reveal-
ing bureaucratic convenience or ineffi -
ciency. The fi tting of the diverse jatis, 
wandering and itinerant groups and com-
munities, tribes, and forest-dwellers into a 
caste system, by imposing the template of 
“fourfold varna hierarchy” of the Dharma 
shastras, the British rulers evolved a fairly 
effective way of sorting out cultural di-
versities and disparities. This bureaucratic 
exe rcise aroused widespread caste con-
sciousness and social stirrings by associ-
ations that sprang up to represent and 

push the cause of castes in the pursuit 
of  social dignity and status. Numerous 
peti tions were fi led with the British 
government to register the claims for 
reclassifi cation and nomenclatural changes 
that refl ected an anxiety to seek offi cial 
approval for the claims to superior so-
cial status. It is interesting to note that 
these stirrings indirectly confi rmed the 
hierarchy as conceived by the Brahmins. 
The authorities ignored or sidelined other 
contesting versions of varna that were 
prevalent then. This is what I glean from 
Muzaffar Assadi’s work even though I 
am not sure whe ther he would endorse 
my interpretation.

Apart from caste as the line of demar-
cation, sharp lines of religion were drawn 
across communities that rode rough-
shod over the interactive, pluri-religious 
ecosystem in which religious boundaries 
were hazy or in secular contexts, even 
unimportant. This attempt solidifi ed rel-
igious identities and aroused “commu-
nalism” that ripped apart the syncretic 
and tolerant cushion of the Indic culture 
and ultimately gave birth to the two- 
nation theory with devastating effects. 

The British rulers identifi ed “tribes” 
as separate isolated communities of 
forest-dwellers that need to be protected 
from the predatory infl uences of the 
mainstream cultures. True, there were 
instances of commercial exploitation of 
these communities but at the same time 
these communities were infl uencing and 
were in turn infl uenced by cultural and 
political exchanges with the mainstream 
communities that had given them a sense 
of self-respect, agency, and autonomy 
that provided a framework of harmony. 
Even in the context of these tribes, the 
census offi cials faced conundrums of clas-
sifi cation according to religion or caste. 
To resolve them, they used rules of thumb 
that stirred up social turbulence. 

Apart from these three lines of classi-
fi cation, there were special segments of 
society that were marked out as “criminal 
castes and tribes.” Some Muslim groups 
such as the Julahas and the Chhapar-
bands were cast as criminals and reli-
gious fanatics and accordingly marked 
out for surveillance and anticipatory 
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suppression. It is an open secret that the 
British rule was sustained by the army of 
Indian soldiers to fi ght against the local 
rulers. After 1857, what they called the 
Sepoy Mutiny, the British exercised cau-
tion by restricting recruitment to the 
army only to castes and communities 
that they identifi ed as the “martial races.” 

Muslims and Minoritisation

Assadi delineates the social consequences 
of the administrative demarcation along 
these three prominent lines over the so-
cial body of India in great detail. But I 
read his book as an attempt to trace the 
minoritisation of Muslims that began 
during the colonial regime. Being una-
ble to reconcile themselves to their loss 
of power, the Muslim elite withdrew 
from public affairs and became inward-
looking and resentful towards the new 
regime which, in any case, they regarded 
as Dar-ul-Harb (territory of war). This 
attitude handicapped the Muslims in 
comparison to the Hindus who seized 
whatever opportunities came their way 
for upward mobility, under the British 
rule, even if it be in the form of nominal 
and notional mobi lity legitimised by the 
census. Assadi points out that this Mus-
lim attitude of passive resistance was 
self-defeating as they were late in ac-
cessing the limited set of opportunities 
that the introduction of education in 
English created for the subjects of the 
British Raj. Assadi also endorses the 
Saidian view by suggesting that the 
colonial government overlooked major 

contributions to the advancement of 
knowledge and culture by the indigenes, 
especially the Muslims. 

One virtue of this book is the sheer 
weight of information that Assadi has 
culled; the information offered here 
all ows contrary interpretations. Assadi 
points out that there were caste divi-
sions among the Muslims that paral-
leled the Hindu caste system; the 
Ashrafs, Sayyids, Sheikhs, and Pathans, 
who claimed foreign descent, asserted 
superiority over the local converts, and 
pushed numerous nomadic communi-
ties, service-providing people, and com-
munities performing menial jobs to the 
margins by relegating them to the lower 
caste if not the untouchable status. 
Rules of endogamy, hypergamy, and 
discrimination that are associated with 
the Hindu castes remain quite promi-
nent among the Muslims, although Is-
lam rejects such discrimination in prin-
ciple. Assadi mentions in passing that 
low-caste converts were even denied 
entry into the upper-caste mosques and 
access to burial gro unds and treated un-
fairly. He also notes the phenomenon of 
Dalit and lower-caste Muslims adopting 
the upper-caste labels but apparently 
that nomenclatural emulation was not 
effective in attaining parity with the 
higher castes. This problem poses diffi -
culties in identifying the Dalits among 
Muslims for inclusion in the categories of 
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. 

Even as Assadi recognises caste divi-
sions among Muslims, he holds that 

caste should be relevant only in politics. 
Assadi contends that caste differences 
should not matter in everyday interac-
tions. He recounts numerous instances 
of the Muslim–Hindu cultural hybridi-
sation apparently to douse polarising 
trends that are gaining momentum to-
day. He extends his narrative to India 
after independence, to show how the 
politics of caste-based reservations is an 
extension of col onial governmentality 
into the present. He seems to hold the 
view that the reservation policy has not 
been effective in empowering Muslims, 
especially the Dalit converts because 
the entrenched benefi ciaries see a threat 
to their privileges if the scope of reser-
vations is extended. 

I chose to review this book written 
in Kannada in English to fl ag its all-
India signifi cance. I was enthused by 
the book’s all-India conspectus and 
the massive documentary evidence on 
which Assadi relies. It adds value to the 
study of the politics of social change, by 
widening the scope for regional com-
parisons. But I get the strange feeling 
that Assadi is getting drowned in the 
ocean of evidence he has gathered. A 
comparative framework is needed to 
assess the social consequences of the 
colonial rule, especially the minoritisa-
tion of Muslims, which is the need of 
the hour.

M N Panini (panini.mn@gmail.com) was 
formerly a professor at the Centre for the Study 
of Social Systems, School of Social Sciences, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi.
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The Archaeology of ‘Age’ in 
Colonial India

Rahul Sarwate

To excavate the various contours of 
the entangled nature of gender, 
sexuality, and the production of 

modern legal and political subjects in 
the diverse historical contexts has been 
a productive concern within the modern 
historical studies in recent times. One can 
quickly point to Global Women, Col onial 
Ports: Prostitution in the Interwar Middle 
East by Liat Kozma (2017), Sex, Law, and 
Sovereignty in French Algeria, 1830–1930 
by Judith Surkis (2019), and Indian Sex 
Life: Sexuality and the Colonial Origins 
of Modern Social Thought by Durba Mitra 
(2020) as examples of this excellent 
scholarship. These inq uiries engage with 
the nature of colonial power as well as 
how it was implicated in the production 
of female sexuality in different spatial-
intellectual contexts. 

Although Ishita Pande’s work Sex, 
Law and the Politics of Age: Child Mar-
riage in India, 1891–1937 shares many of 
the concerns with these recent historical 
studies, her study locates the sex/age 
complex as the pivot around which the 
discourse of modern Indian liberal subject 
was constructed. Pande considers the 
child as a site of sexual modernisation in 
late colonial India and probes into the 
use of childhood as a moral category in 
politics. “In what ways did the discours-
es of child protection give shape to the 
norms and forms of modern/ colonial 
government, national sovereignty, com-
munity identity, and individual rights?” is 
the question she seeks to address through 
this work. 

The various ways in which the Child 
Marriage Restraint Act (CMRA) of 1929 
produced childhood as a moral and po-
litical category in colonial India is at the 
heart of this ground-breaking research. 

Age as an Analytical Category

Through a close reading of the historical 
processes of production of the CMRA, the 
aut hor shows that the colonial discourses 

on sexual normativity and the sexual-
ethical concerns of the Hindu ethos 
were implicated in the production of the 
 (Hindu) national community. She argues 
that the normative understandings of 
categories like childhood, which were 
rendered through the uniform and uni-
versal idea of age, were at the heart of the 
imagination of the modern Indian nation 
in the colonial period. She demonstrates 
that as the Hindu reformist project ver-
nacularised the secular/colonial legal 
discourses on age, it also enabled the 
construction of the Indian Muslims as 
backward and regressive. By showing 
how age was neither a natural nor a 
transparent category, the study seeks to 
correct the legal and gender histories of 
colonial India by historicising age as a 
category and thereby presenting a nu-
anced and complex understanding of 
the historical processes of community 
formation in colonial India. 

The text is divided into three sections 
with two chapters each. The fi rst section 
—Provincialising Childhood—shows how 
age has functioned as a naturalised cat-
egory in the historiography of colonial 
India and how it limits our understand-
ing of gender justice and human rights. 
The question that is central here is the 
following: Why did age remain so criti-
cal in the colonial imagination despite 
the ambiguous ways in which it was recor-
ded in India? Pande answers this by 
showing that scientifi c and technolo-
gical means came to defi ne childhood 
through bodily measures and thereby 
rendered it a natural and stable catego-
ry of analysis. The medico-legal deter-
mination of age—teeth, height, and 
weight, hair and breast development, 
the extent of ossifi cation—made age a 
naturalised category. Childhood emerged 

as a natural and moral category through 
the medi cal gaze, governmental and 
forensic technologies, and liberal law.

The second section—Queering Age 
Stratifi cation—explores the ways in which 
anxieties about protecting the male 
child were signifi cant in the making of 
the legal framework of the CMRA. It ar-
gues that the CMRA made the Hindu 
reform project compatible with liberal 
and secular values which were central 
to the imagination of the modern sub-
ject in India. 

The author claims that the language 
of the universality of science was bor-
rowed by the ideologues of Hindu science 
leading to the construction of Brahminical 
reform as a developmental and modernist 
common sense. This analysis brilliantly 
explicates the construction of and the 
centrality of age as a chronological and 
naturalised temporality in the construc-
tion of the Hindu liberal subject. How-
ever, being primarily limited to the dis-
cussions around the CMRA, it does not 
take into account the heterogeneous and 
contentious nature of the very category 
Hindu in colonial India. 

The study shows the deep entangle-
ments between Hindu reformism and 
Hindu nationa lism. In particular, the dis-
cussion of Narayan Phadke’s book, Sex 
Problem in India (1927), shows how both 
the Hindu religious and the Western sci-
entifi c epistemes were invoked in the 
production of this Hindu liberal morality. 
It argues that this secularisation of the 
religious temporalities led to three inter-
twined things: (i) time itself became 
naturalised as progressive, (ii) it ground-
ed the child in the uniform and univer-
sal category of the body, and (iii) it con-
solidated the claims of Hindu universal-
ity as the foundational basis for Indian 
nationality. 

The fi nal section—Consent Otherwise—
demonstrates how this representation 
of Hindu reform as both secular and sci-
entifi c was concomitant with the repre-
sentation of Indian Muslims as back-
ward, unhygienic, and addicted to child 
marriages. Besides showing how the 
passage of the CMRA was closely tied to 
the political marginalisation of Indian 
Muslims in the 1920s and 1930s, she also 
proposes that the Muslim opposition to 

Sex, Law, and the Politics of Age: Child Marriage 
in India, 1891–1937 by Ishita Pande, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2020; pp xvi + 322, price not indicated.
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the CMRA, which has been read as an 
exp ression of communalism and reli-
gious orthodoxy—due primarily to the 
epistemic logic of age as a biological cat-
egory that dominated the historiogra-
phy—should rather be examined as “a 
contestation of liberal proceduralism 
and its political arithmetic of majorities 
and minorities.” 

Her discussion of Jawaharlal Nehru’s 
critique of religious orthodoxy is the 
case in point here. Critiquing Nehru’s 
equation between the Hindu and the 
Muslim orthodoxies, Pande asks, “Why 
was the Muslim rejection of the CMRA, 
perceived, simultaneously as identical 
to the Hindu orthodox one, and as an 
especially dangerous one?” She argues 
that the CMRA enabled an alignment of 
the Vedic body with the secular legal 
body and categorised the nation as foun-
dationally Hindu and paved the way for 
the exclusion of Muslims. 

Though the study shows an aware-
ness of the distinction between Nehru’s 
imaginations of India based on science 
and the equivalence between India and 
Hinduism in the Nehruvian vision, in 
effect, she argues for a considerable 

overlap between the two. The Hindu 
reform project of the colonial period 
thus greatly intersects and even merges 
at times with the project of Hindu na-
tionalism in Pande’s analytical frame. 

Age, Consent, and the Law

The book refl ects upon the principle of 
the option of puberty contained in Isla mic 
law to question the liberal political cat-
egory of age to interrogate its relationship 
to consent. She argues for the signifi -
cance of the categories of Islamic law for 
India’s legal history and cultural herit-
age. Her discussion of Badal Aurat’s case, 
where the child bride was accused of 
bigamy, is particularly illustrative of 
her appeal to feminist and legal histo-
rians to pay closer attention to how Is-
lamic law has historically been implic-
ated in India’s legal history. By asking 
why the regulation of child marriages 
concerning the age of puberty instead 
of the chronological age is so readily 
legible to us, Pande contends that Au-
rat’s case can provide the illiberal  basis 
for understanding the notion of consent 
which is based on the rejection of the 
epistemic contract on age. 

In suggesting that age is a sexualised 
and intimate expression of uniform 
stan dard time, Pande’s book also dem-
onstrates the need to carefully histori-
cise the categories of age, sex, and gen-
der in the Indian context. It shows how 
regulation of childhood and adulthood, 
through a range of legal, religious, 
scientifi c, and cultural discourses, were 
implicated in the very production of 
the modern, secular, and progressive 
subjectivities in  India. In her critique of 
the presumed value neutrality of colo-
nial liberal categories, she demonstrates 
how the heterogeneous temporalities 
of the nation were formed around the 
intersection of the secular body, Vedic 
science, sexual normativity, and colo-
nial law. 

The book gives us an uncharted history 
of the  categories of age and consent. It 
further examines their translations and 
tribulations with social and legal struc-
tures of surveillance and control in 
modern India.

Rahul Sarwate (rahul.sarwate@gmail.com) 
teaches history at the Ahmedabad University, 
Ahmedabad. 

An Indian Critique of Indian 
Nationalism

Rajshree Chandra

Partha Chatterjee, in the preface 
to the book, says that the manu-
script of the book mysteriously 

and anonymously landed at his door-
step. He has no idea why he has been 
chosen to be the interlocutor and mes-
senger of this book. He wonders whether 
he has been “unwittingly drawn into 
some nefarious plot” (p ix). However, 
on reading the manuscript in its entirety, 
[he beco mes] convinced that, though it 
deals with highly controversial topics, 
it has enough serious and closely ar-
gued material to be both topical and 
thought-provoking for a wide reader-
ship today in India, and perhaps even 
elsewhere. (p viii)

“widely spoken North-Indian language” 
to English, more questions surface. Why 
was Chatterjee not disclosing the lan-
guage of the original manuscript? And 
why had he chosen to use the spelling 
“Charvak” and not “Carvaka” as is com-
monly used to refer to this tradition? 
Who was this modern-day Charvak? 

The Carvaka School

One knows that Carvaka (the reviewer 
shall continue to use this spelling when 
speaking about this tradition), unlike 
what is commonly believed, was not one 
person but could be any person belonging 
to and professing the Carvaka philo-
sophical tradition. For those uninitiated 
in Indic philosophical traditions, there are 
two aspects of it that need a brief telling in 
order that we begin to understand the 
authorial enigma and the questions 
posed earlier. At the risk of over-simpli-
fi cation, one way to classify Indic philo-
sophical tradition/s is in terms of two 
meta schools—the astika and the nastika. 

The Truths and Lies of Nationalism: As Narrated 
by Charvak edited and with annotations by Partha 
Chatterjee, Delhi: Permanent Black, 2021; pp 358, ̀ 695 
(paperback).

Even before one opens the book, one 
is besieged by myriad questions. Did the 
book cover say narrated by “Charvak”? 
As in, the same as Carvaka, the author of 
one of the nastika philosophical schools 
of Indic tradition/s? How could Carvaka, 
who could be close to 1,500 years old, be 
writing about Indian nationalism that 
was no older than 150 years? As one goes 
through the preface and reads Chatterjee’s 
apprehensions and his decisions and 
reasons for translating the book from a 



BOOK REVIEW

august 20, 2022 vol lVii no 34 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly32

Put simply, the astika tradition recognises, 
abides by, and upholds the authority of the 
Vedas, while the nastika tradition denies 
it. Carvaka, along with the sramanic tradi-
tions of Budd hism and Jainism, belongs to 
the nastika tradition. In the history of 
classical Indic philosophy, the Carvaka 
philosophy (a continuation of the Lokayata 
materialism of the pre-Common Era), 
since the eighth century CE, became a 
prominent, if not the only, representative 
of the materia list system. The Carvaka 
school rejected all metaphysical, super-
natural, and religious cla ims—notions of 
karma, moksha (salvation), rebirth, rein-
carnation, afterworld, for instance—on the 
grounds that they failed the test of valid 
knowledge, that is, evidence (pramana) 
and sense perception (anubhava). Any 
epistemological claim that could not be 
verifi ed through direct experience was 
rejected. One could say that the Carva-
kas were Indian sceptics who “devel-
oped a radical scepticism that ques-
tioned the nature of  inference and crit-
icised all attempts to establish meta-
physical principles and supernatural 
doctrines” (Schroeder 2012: 56).

The subject of the book is Indian nati on-
alism and its truths and lies. Nationalism 
becomes that epistemological and doctrinal 
claim that requires further interrogation 
and verifi cation. Who better to do that 
than a modern-day Carvaka,  deliberately 
spelt as Charvak in the book, shorn of its 
ancient markers (the diacritical marks for 
instance) and donning a modern-day pho-
netic avatar? And what better way to do 
it than by subjecting the truth claim of 
nationalism to rational scrutiny? 

Interrogating the Indian Nation

In claiming to be Charvak, the author sets 
out his/her/their (henceforth a gender-
neutral “C”) ideological position clearly. 
C is a materialist, an atheist, and someone 
who rejects the authority of the Vedic 
philosophy as also the modern practice 
of Hinduism in all its dimensions—po-
litical, religious, cultural, and historical. 
C says, for instance in Chapters 1 and 2, 
that all nations are modern and all bor-
ders are accidental. The Mauryas, the 
Guptas, the Mughals, the Marathas, and 
Vijayanagara were all empires, not na-
tions. The idea of a nation is undergirded 

by the idea of people’s sovereignty 
which, C asserts, is a modern idea that 
emerged in the late 18th century in 
western Europe and America (p 7) and 
in India much later. Therefore, if we are 
to claim this land called India as an 
“anci ent nation,” we will encounter 
problems because the modern markers 
of nationhood—commonality of geog-
raphy, race, culture, descent, history—
all remained fl uid and fl uctuating 
enough to not correspond to the nation 
called India.

C says that the only reliable marker 
of “India as a nation” is geographical. 
That is how we claim Sarnath (that spoke 
and wrote in a language and script that 
we no longer identify with) as being 
part of the territorial region we call India 
(p 10). And that is how we do not claim 
the 4,000-year-old Mohenjo-daro (as a 
surviving relic of the Indus Valley civilisa-
tion) as part of India because it lies in the 
geographical territory of Pakistan. And 
that is how, despite overwhelming evi-
dence of Vedic Aryans as immigrants, 
we regard their descendants as Indians 
because it corresponds with the modern 
geography of the Indian nation state. 

All nations are not just modern, but C 

goes on to say that they are accidental 
too. Giving many examples, C gives the 
rea der a sense of “why India’s sacred 
and inviolable borders, when tallied 
against the actual history of how those 
borders came to be defi ned, is so dubious” 
(p 38). The McMahon Line in the east, the 
 Aksai Chin border on China’s west, the 
borders of north-eastern states; the Rad-
cliffe Line dividing Punjab and Bengal; the 
plebiscite issues in Sylhet, North-West 
Frontier Provinces, and Chhit Mahals 
(mostly in the districts of Rangpur and 
Cooch Behar)1 that distributed regions to 
two different nations; the amalga mation 
of islands of Lakshadweep and Andaman, 
and the assimilation of the French and 
Portuguese territories—all these examples 
demonstrate “that the boundaries of the 
Indian nation state are neither natural 
gifts from the gods nor borders that 
Indians have themselves drawn” (p 65). 
That borders are accidental is the second 
truth of nationalism that C enunciates. 

Another truth, the fl ip side of which is 
a “lie” as revealed by C, is that India is 

not a Hindu Rashtra. C argues against 
Savarkar’s disqualifi cation of Muslims and 
Christians as loyal, patriotic, aut hentic 
citizens of India on the grounds that 
India is not their punyabhu or holy land. 
Challenging Savarkar’s criteria, C demon-
strates cultural, linguistic, and racial af-
fi nity between the members of diff erent 
religious groups (for instance, between a 
Malayali-speaking Hindu and a Malayali-
speaking Muslim) and divergences be-
tween members belonging to the same 
religious groupings but coming from 
two different regions (for instance, be-
tween a Malayali Hindu and a Kashmiri 
Hindu); or divergent food practices of 
Dalit Hindus and Savarna Hindus; or 
divergences between Vaishnava faith 
and the Shakta practice of animal sacri-
fi ce (p 116). The point simply being that 
religion is not a necessary marker of 
commonality or divergence. 

Contesting the “holy land criterion,” 
C asks: 

millions of Muslims all over South Asia con-
sider the shrines at Ajmer Sharif or Niza-
muddin in Delhi as among the holiest places 
of pilgrimage … Do not  Indian Catholics re-
gard the relics of St Francis Xavier preserved 
in Goa as  supremely holy? (p 116) 

In ignoring these facts, C writes, Savarkar 
smuggles through the back door what 
Golwalkar admits through the front door—
religion as a criterion of citizenship. Re-
ligion even today continues to sustain the 
myth of the Hindu Rashtra. “[A] sustained 
campaign through schools, textbooks, 
news magazines, and more recently so-
cial media,” C argues, spreads “the ideol-
ogy of Hindu nationalism by circulating 
its own version of Indian history and 

EPW Index

An author-title index for EPW has been 
prepared for the years from 1968 to 2012. 
The PDFs of the Index have been uploaded, 
year-wise, on the EPW website. Visitors can 
download the Index for all the years from 
the site. (The Index for a few years is yet to be 
prepared and will be uploaded when ready.)

EPW would like to acknowledge the help of 
the staff of the library of the Indira Gandhi 
Institute for Development Research, Mumbai, 
in preparing the index under a project 
supported by the RD Tata Trust.
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a method that focused on discovering 
ans wers by asking questions, the mod-
ern-day Charvak subjects the phantas-
magoria of nationalism to scrutiny and 
interrogation. Does one know who this 
Charvak is? What one does know is 
that Charvak is a heuristic device—a 
move that reveals both the author and 
the “self-framing” device as one reads 
along. In step with the Carvaka tradi-
tion, this book leaves it to the readers 
and their reasoned scrutiny to arrive at 
their own answers to the questions 
posed in this book.

Rajshree Chandra (rajshree2chandra@gmail.
com) is a professor of political science at Janki 
Devi Memorial College, University of Delhi, 
and is a senior visiting fellow at the Centre for 
Policy Research, New Delhi.

Note

1  This means scattered villages—two or more 
Indian villages surrounded by Bangladeshi 
 territory and vice versa (p 51).
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culture” (pp 126–27)—a campaign that 
systematically breeds prejudice and 
perpetuates violence against Muslims. 

For C, there is a confl ict that lies at the 
heart of India’s democracy—a confl ict 
that has not allowed Indian democracy 
to become either liberal or pluralist. 
“The confl ict is between,” C says, “the 
individual freedom of conscience and 
the collective freedom of a religious com-
munity to maintain its identity” (p 166). 
This confl ict manifests itself in several 
ways—in the expectation that proselyt-
ising reli gions will not convert a Hindu; 
that individuals, in exercise of the free-
dom of their conscience, will not convert 
to  another religion; in the aspiration 
for a uniform civil code; in protests by 
the  minority community in the Shah 
Bano case (1985–86), and of the major-
ity comm unity in the Sabarimala women’s 
temple-entry case (2018–19); or in All 
India Muslim Personal Law Board’s pro-
test against the Supreme Court ruling 
in the “personal law” matter of triple 
talaq; or in the Supreme Court verdict 
in the Ayodhya dispute (where C argues, 

“[s]ecular democracy lost its biggest 
battle in India” [p 178]).

Conclusions
This book is an attempt at deconstruc-
ting the ideology and practice of the 
Indian nationalism. But what makes this 
book clever is that it derives its method-
ological and rational bases in the Carvaka
Indic tradition. Scepticism, rationalist 
scrutiny, materialist analyses are com-
monly considered as the preserve of 
Western analytical traditions. This makes 
their application, and indeed any kind 
of critique and questioning, frequently 
open to charges of being culturally alien 
and prejudiced. In giving the Carvaka
tradition—of scepticism, questioning, 
criticism, rational inquiry—a modern 
life, Chatterjee (no prizes for guessing) 
not only offers an “internal critique” of 
Indian nationalism but also, and very 
importantly, revives a tradition and a 
methodology that can question matters 
of faith, religion, belief, and reverence 
and that can proudly claim to be “Indian.” 
In the true Carvaka tradition of scepticism, 
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Do Machine Learning 
Techniques Provide Better 
Macroeconomic Forecasts? 

Sabyasachi Kar, Amaani Bashir, Mayank Jain

Machine learning techniques 
are now very common in many 
spheres, and there is a growing 
popularity of these approaches 
in macroeconomic forecasting 
as well. Are these techniques 
really useful in the prediction of 
macroeconomic outcomes? Are 
they superior in performance 
compared to their traditional 
counterparts? We carry out a 
meta-analysis of the existing 
literature in order to answer 
these questions. Our analysis 
suggests that the answers to most 
of these questions are nuanced 
and conditional on a number of 
factors identifi ed in the study. 

The authors are grateful to Dweepobotee 
Brahma and Archana Aggarwal for their 
helpful comments and discussions.
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Bashir (amaanibashir@hotmail.com) is a junior 
professional at the New Development Bank, 
Shanghai. Mayank Jain (mayankjain1907@
gmail.com) is a senior research analyst at the 
Institute of Economic Growth, Delhi. 

Timely forecasts of key macroeco no-
mic indicators, such as the gross 
domestic product (GDP) growth and 

infl ation, are important for policymak-
ers and market participants to gauge the 
health of the economy, form future ex-
pectations, and calibrate their actions. A 
central bank’s decision on whether to in-
crease or decrease the monetary policy 
rate, a government’s expectations about 
the tax revenue it may obtain over the 
coming year, and decisions regarding in-
vestments—all require forming expecta-
tions about the infl ation or GDP growth 
in a country that rests on a foundation of 
good forecasts. 

In recent times, the use of machine 
learning (to be used interchangeably with 
the term ML in some places in this article) 
techniques is gaining popularity in various 
spheres.1 A limited but growing litera-
ture is also emerging that uses these 
new approaches for macroeconomic 
forecasts. While most of the research in 
this fi eld is conducted in the United States 
(US) and other developed countries’ 
central banks, work has been undertaken 
recently in developing countries as well. 
However, a broad-based understanding 
about these approaches is yet to emerge. 
In this article, we attempt to contribute 
to a better understanding of these is-
sues by undertaking a critical review of 
the relevant literature. 

Machine learning is the “study of 
computer algorithms that improve auto-
matically through experience” (Mitchell 
1997). Statistical techniques for predict-
ing a target variable, such as GDP 
growth or infl ation, fall within the do-
main of “supervised learning.” This do-
main of statistics is primarily concerned 
with relating observations of a set of 
inputs or predictor variables represented 

by X, to a supervising output/response/
target variable Y, through a function f—
with some associated error ε (James 
et al 2013): 

Y = f(X) + ε

For instance, if the past values of GDP or 
infl ation (X) predict their future values 
(Y) reasonably well and are related 
through a linear function f, then using 
the same function, we can predict Y as 
more data on X become available. As 
Jung et al (2018) note, machine learning 
methods do not make assumptions about 
the functional form of f. Macroeconomic 
predictions using such methods are thus 
dependent on fi rst estimating the shape 
or the “fi t” of the function f, that is, how 
does it relate X and Y (on “training” or 
in-sample data), and checking whether 
this function does a good job of relating 
X and Y in the presence of previously 
unseen data (“test” or out-of-sample data). 

In this article, we investigate the existing 
literature in macroeconomic forecasting 
on the advantages of machine learning 
approaches over traditional statistical tech-
niques. We conduct a meta-analysis of the 
literature on forecasting the GDP growth 
and infl ation using ML techniques. The 
aim is to understand whether ML tech-
niques are better than their “standard” 
or non-ML counterparts in providing 
more accurate forecasts. 

The structure of the article is as follows. 
The article begins with an introductory 
review of the ML techniques most com-
monly used in the existing literature. It 
then describes the data set constructed 
for our meta-analysis. After a discussion 
of the empirical results of the analysis, 
it concludes. 

Machine Learning Techniques

ML methods most commonly used in the 
literature on forecasting growth and 
infl ation can be broadly divided into 
three types: regularisation, tree-based, 
and neural networks. We introduce and 
des cribe each of these types below. 

Regularisation: Parameter estimation 
used in most standard linear predic–
tion methods follows the ordinary least 
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squares (OLS) procedure. Take a standard 
linear regression as an example: y = +  x  

Estimating β using OLS requires mini-
mising the sum of squared residuals 
(henceforth RSS): RSS =  (y     x )  

This estimation works well in many 
situations. However, if the number of 
predictors is close to, or greater than, the 
number of observations, then estimation 
via OLS can lead to overfi tting wherein 
the estimated parameters have low bias 
but high variance. This means that they 
might fi t the relationship between the pre-
dictors and the response variable closely 
in the available sample (low bias) but are 
sensitive and prone to vary with the 
introduction of new observations—they 
will perform well in-sample but not out-
of-sample (high variance), which is not 
good for a forecasting model. 

However, with some modifi cations to 
the OLS procedure, some bias in parameter 
estimation can be introduced in order to 
reduce their variance, thereby improving 
their predictive performance. These mod-
ifi cations are provided by “regularisation” 
or “shrinking” techniques, such as Ridge 
regression, least absolute shrinkage and 
selection operator (LASSO), and elastic net. 

Ridge regression: Ridge regression intro-
duces a penalty in the estimation of 
parameters βj. This penalty is a simple 
addition to the OLS estimation proce-
dure seen earlier: 

(y   x ) + = RSS +   

The penalty  , known as “shrinkage

penalty,” is small when β1, β2, ..., βj are 
close to zero. Therefore, minimising the 
RSS subject to the constraint imposed by 
the shrinkage penalty involves “shrinking” 
the coeffi cients towards zero. The tun-
ing parameter (or “hyperparameter”) λ 
determines the relative importance of 
the penalty term. As is evident from the 
equation, if λ = 0, this term has no effect, 
and coeffi cients are estimated using the 

standard OLS procedure. As λ tends to-
wards infi nity, the effect of the penalty 
term grows, and coeffi cient estimates βj 
shrink towards zero. A different set of 
coeffi cient estimates are produced for each 
value of λ. Therefore, it is important to 
carefully select a value for the tuning 
parameter. This can be done using cross-
validation where ridge regressions with 
varying shrinkage penalty values can be 
modelled to see where the bias-variance 
trade-off is minimised, leading to the 
lowest mean squared error (MSE). Broadly, 
cross-validation can be conducted by 
dividing the available data into k sub-
samples, parameterising the given mod-
el using k – 1 subsamples and testing its 
performance on the remaining subsam-
ple. This process is repeated until all 
subsamples have been used as the “test” 
sample. The MSE from different itera-
tions of the model can be averaged to 
get an overall sense of the test perfor-
mance of the model or gauge which 
value of the tuning parameter provides 
the lowest MSE.2 

Least absolute shrinkage and selection 
operator: While ridge regressions regu-
larise parameter estimates with high 
variance in order to improve their predic-
tive ability, in data sets where the number 
of potential predictors is large, challenges 
still remain in interpreting models. For 
example, many predictors will have 
negligible coeffi cients, that is, they will 
not add value in terms of predictive con-
tent. In such situations, it can be diffi cult 
to parse which predictors are the most 
useful. The LASSO technique, much like 
ridge regression, shrinks the para meters 
towards zero to reduce their variance. 
However, it lets some parameters shrink 
exactly to zero when the tuning para-
meter λ is large enough so that those 
variables drop out of the model. This 
creates more sparse and more inter-
pretable models with only those varia-
bles included that are relevant for pre-
dicting the response variable. This is 
achieved by changing the shrinkage

penalty from   to | | : 
y   x +  | |  =  RSS +  | | 

Like ridge regression, minimising the 
equation entails shrinking the para meter 
estimates towards zero. Due to the na-
ture of the constraint set by the penalty 
term in LASSO, some variables are allowed 
to shrink to zero, given a large enough 
value of the tuning parameter. As before, 
cross-validation should be used to deter-
mine the optimum value of the tuning 
hyperparameter to balance the bias-
variance trade-off.

 
Elastic net: A combination of LASSO and 
ridge regressions is the elastic net, which 
allow for a model to not be too depend-
ent on the selection made by LASSO, yet 
allow for model interpretability by limit-
ing the number of variables from a large 
predictor space. This is done by mini-
mising the RSS subject to both ridge and 
LASSO penalties as shown below.
 
^

 N p
βelastic net = argmin { ∑ (yi – β0 – ∑  βpXp,i )2

 
 β i = 1 p = 1 {

RSSOLS

 p 

{

 

{

+ λ ∑ (α|βp| + (1 – α)βp
2) }

 p = 1 { LASSO Ridge
 penalty penalty

Elastic net penalty
Source: Mahajan and Srinivasan (2020).

Here, we have two hyperparameters λ 
and α. λ, as before, ranges from 0 to in-
fi nity and increases the degree to which 
parameter estimates are shrunk. α, the 
new hyperparameter, determines the 
relative importance of the LASSO and 
ridge penalties. It ranges from 0 to 1. If 
α = 0, then the LASSO penalty drops out 
and we have a ridge regression. If α = 1, 
the ridge penalty drops out and we have 
a LASSO formulation. This combination 
allows for relatively stable coeffi cients 
(with low variance) in the presence of 
“fat” data (that is, with many possible pre-
dictors) and multicollinearity (Mahajan 
and Srinivasan 2020).

Tree-based methods: Tree-based meth-
ods involve partitioning the available 
predictor-space into a number of regions 
based on pre-specifi ed rules and mak-
ing a prediction for the response varia-
ble in each region. Since this partition-
ing can be graphically represented in a 
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“decision-tree,” such methods are called 
“tree-based” methods or classifi cation 
and regression trees (CART). Popular 
examples include Random Forests and 
its “bagged” or “boosted” implementa-
tions, which involve “growing” multiple 
trees. In order to understand them, how-
ever, we fi rst need to understand how a 
single tree is grown. 

First, the predictor-space composed 
of predictors X1, X2, ..., Xj is divided 
into distinct, non-overlapping regions 
R1, R2, ..., Rj. This is commonly done via 
recursive binary splitting. This entails 
taking all predictor observations as part 
of a single region at fi rst. This predictor-
space is then split on the basis of the pre-
dictor and a “cutpoint” that minimises 
the RSS across the two resulting regions. 
In other words, this partitioning rule 
searches across all predictors Rj to fi nd 
an appropriate cutpoint s, such that we 
have two regions:

R1(j, s) = {X|Xj < s} and R2(j, s) = {X|Xj ≥ s}

where all values of Xj belonging to R1 are 
less than s, and the rest belong to R2. The 
goal behind this is to fi nd the predictor 
Xj and cut-point s that minimise the RSS 
across all regions: min (  (y  y )  + (y  y ) )
Here, ŷR1 is the mean of the response 
variable for the training observations in 
region R1 and ŷR2 is the mean of the 
response variable for observations in 
region R2. 

This process is then repeated in the 
two regions R1 and R2 with the aim to fi nd 
the predictor and cut-point that would 
minimise the overall RSS once more, 
thereby creating a third region. Subse-
quent regions are created in the same 
manner. This binary splitting continues 
until a stop-criterion is reached, that is, 
a maximum number of nodes or splits 
or a minimum number of observations 
in each region. Once the splitting con-
cludes and we have regions R1, R2, ..., Rj, 
we predict the value of the response 
variable in each region to be its mean,3 
and a tree is thus grown. 

With recursive binary splitting, it is 
easy to have a very high number of re-
gions. Theoretically, it is possible to have 
a region for each training observation of 

the predictors, resulting in a perfectly 
fi tted tree. However, overfi tting leads 
to high variance and thereby poor out-
of-sample predictions. The solution is 
“pruning” of trees. Pruning techniques 
complemented by appropriate cross-
validation allow the user to select sub-
trees that balance in-sample and out-of-
sample prediction accuracy.4 

Tree-based methods have many ad-
vantages. They are useful in modelling 
interactions between different predic-
tors in a better manner than standard 
techniques, as the latter tend to create 
more regressors relative to data points 
(Mahajan and Srinivasan 2020). The 
relative importance of different predictors 
is also more intuitively understood in a 
decision-tree format. Nonetheless, while 
single trees can be intuitive to understand, 
their predictive performance can be poor. 
The solution to this problem is a group of 
models that grow multiple trees and are 
known as “bagging,” “random forests,” 
and “boosting,” respectively. 

Growing multiple trees and aggregat-
ing the predictions that they provide 
improve upon the performance of the 
tree-based methods signifi cantly. If all 
the predictors are available as candidates 
for splitting and the average prediction 
of multiple trees grown using boot-
strapped samples is considered, it is called 
“bagging.”5 Bagging reduces the variance 
that accompanies a single tree. However, 
if the predictors are highly correlated, 
the reduction in variance will not be 
large since most trees will be grown in a 
similar order. Hence, growing multiple 
trees with different variables is useful in 
order to reduce prediction variance fur-
ther. This objective is achieved by the 
group of models called “random forests.” 

Random forests “decorrelate” the trees 
by modifying the bagging methodology. 
At each split in a tree, the learning algo-
rithm is not allowed to consider all the 
available predictors. Using bootstrapping 
principles, multiple trees are then grown 
using multiple draws from the training 
sample. This is useful as it leads to dif-
ferent trees created out of different vari-
ables, which lowers the out-of-sample var-
iance of the model.6 

Random forests or bagging techniques 
develop multiple trees independently of 

each other and then average them. A third 
technique called boosting7 is slightly dif-
ferent from these two approaches as it 
grows trees sequentially. The advantage 
of this sequential process is that the re-
siduals of the past trees are used to pro-
vide information that is used to grow 
newer trees. This allows the algorithm 
to learn “slowly” and improve the fi t of 
each tree where its residuals are large. 
This sequential growing of trees lowers 
the forecasting error. 

While techniques like random forests, 
bagging, and boosting can improve fore-
cast accuracy over the predictions of sin-
gle trees, it can be diffi cult to interpret 
the resulting models. For example, it is 
much easier to visually delineate impor-
tant splits (variables) in a single tree, but 
an average of predictions over multiple 
trees cannot be as clearly visualised. 
Hence, tree-based methods that grow 
multiple trees improve predictions at the 
expense of interpretability. But, one can 
use prediction measures such as RSS and 
Gini indices to obtain summaries of the 
importance of each predictor, even if the 
relationship is not visually clear.

 
Artifi cial neural networks: Artifi cial 
neural networks, also known simply as 
neural networks, are a set of techniques 
that mimic biological decision-making 
processes using a set of inputs, analysing 
their relative importance, and using that 
information to determine an output. The 
earliest models of such nodal learning 
were known as “perceptrons” (Rosenblatt 
1958) that used inputs (X1, X2, X3 ... Xi) 
and their weights (w1, w2, w3 ... wi) to 
determine the output as the weighted 
sums of the inputs. Neural networks 
however deal with more complex model-
ling objectives, and these are achieved 
by building sequential layers of multiple 
perceptrons, rather than a single one. 
These intricate network of perceptrons 
can be categorised into three parts, that 
is, an input layer, an output layer, and 
one or more hidden layers in between 
the input and output layers, each con-
sisting of multiple nodes or “neurons.”

There are two more ways in which 
neural networks improve over simple 
perceptrons. The fi rst is to introduce the 
possibility of non-linearity in the impact 
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that weighted inputs have on the out-
put. This works through the “activation 
function” that imposes a non-linear trans-
formation on the weighted inputs before 
they provide information to the next 
neuron in the chain. Some of the com-
monly used non-linear functions used 
include sigmoid, tanh, and Rectifi ed 
Linear Unit (ReLU) functions. The sec-
ond way that a neural network improves 
its performance is by a process known 
as “backward propagation.” This is a 
feedback mechanism from the output 
error in any particular iteration (differ-
ence between the estimated output in 
that iteration and its actual value) back 
to the inputs, enabling an adjustment in 
their weights in the next iteration so 
that more and more accurate predic-
tions become possible. 

Figure 1 is a schematic representa-
tion of a single iteration of the process . 
There is an input layer that has two 
neurons (independent variables), a single 
hidden layer with three neurons and an 
output layer with a single neuron (target 
or dependent variable). The box high-
lights the fi rst step in the process of 
running the model. The importance of 
each of these two input neurons (X1, X2) 
to the next neurons in the hidden layer 
(here 3, 4, or 5) is determined by their 
weights (w13, w14, w15) and (w23, w24, w25 ), 
respectively. Conversely, the informa-
tion that can be received by any parti-
cular neuron in the hidden layer is a 
weighted summation of X1 and X2. Apart 
from the weighted inputs, another term 
that is added in this transformation is a 
“bias,” which is a constant and similar 
in concept and function to the intercept 
term in a linear regression. These are 
represented by (θ3, θ4, θ5) for neurons 3, 

4, and 5, respectively. Finally, the 
chosen non-linear activation function is 
imposed on the weighted inputs (plus 
bias) before the results are transferred 
to the next neuron. 

Next, we look at Figure 2. The box 
now highlights the next step in running 
the model. The transformations described 
earlier create derived variables for node 
3, 4, and 5, respectively. The process in 
the fi rst step is now repeated using 
these derived variables as inputs. This 
involves fi rst assigning weights and bi-
ases to these inputs and then imposing 
the activation function on this transfor-
mation. The result is the output for the 
model for this round of iteration.8 

Next, as described earlier, a process of 
“backward propagation” introduces cir-
cularity to the process in order to let the 
network learn which connections to em-
phasise and thus bring the fi nal output 
closer to a desired value. This process 
uses a technique called “gradient descent” 
to effi ciently fi nd the direction and mag-
nitude of change needed in the weights 
and biases used in all the steps of the 
second and subsequent iterations.9 This 
repeated iteration helps the model learn 
more and more about the data and pro-
vides an accurate prediction of the out-
put or target variable. 

While neural networks were initially 
designed to analyse cross-sectional data, 
they are increasingly being used in time 
series analysis by modifying the model to 
accommodate time dimensions as well. 
Deep neural networks (DNNs) build on 
this concept by having an increased num-
ber of hidden layers, leading to more 
complex transformations and functional 
relationships. However, DNNs alone cannot 
deal with the time series data adequately 

because the data are revealed to each 
node in the hidden layer simultaneously, 
as opposed to sequentially, to account 
for temporal dimensions. This is why us-
ing only DNNs in this iteration may not 
necessarily help to discern complex rela-
tionships that are shaped over time. Re-
current neural networks (RNNs), on the 
contrary, allow the incorporation of infor-
mation sequentially, which is suitable for 
time series analysis. The structure of 
RNNs is the same as regular neural net-
works, with layers of neurons feeding-
forward information. The basic differ-
ence is that RNNs create multiple “cop-
ies” of the same network, with each copy 
corresponding to each observation se-
quentially. The output from the fi rst copy 
informs how the second one will deter-
mine its output, which in turn deter-
mines the third, the fourth, and so on. 
Needless to say, a drawback of such com-
plicated versions of neural networks is 
that the computational power required to 
run them goes up substantially.

A Meta-analysis of the Literature

In this section, we carry out a meta-
analysis of the literature that uses ma-
chine learning for macroeconomic fore-
casts. Our goal is to understand whether 
ML techniques tend to perform better than 
their non-ML counterparts in forecasting 
the GDP growth and infl ation. Further, 
we attempt to fi nd out the conditions un-
der which they perform better: longer or 
shorter forecast horizons, in emerging 
or advanced economies, and so on. 

Data: In order to conduct this meta-
analysis, we assemble a data set of papers 
that utilises ML techniques in their fore-
casts of growth and infl ation. Another 
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criterion for the selection of papers 
was that their forecast period was more 
recent. While this criterion is inherently 
arbitrary, the aim is to ensure that 
our data are relevant since the global 
economy and infl ation rules by central 
banks changed signi fi cantly close to 
and after 2000.10 

In order to compile our data set, we 
traced the thread of citations that met our 
criteria, beginning with the most recently 
available papers. In other words, a 2021 
paper meeting our criteria is included, 
its citations are searched to fi nd more 
relevant papers, and this process is re-
peated for each of the papers identifi ed 
through this process. Through this search 
process, we have been able to identify 
16 papers that use at least one type of 
ML technique in forecasting either the 
GDP growth or infl ation.11 Each of these 
papers also have 1-quarter and one-year-
ahead forecasts that belong to the post-
2000 period. Among the 16 papers, there 
is a relatively even split within four group-
ings: GDP growth in advanced econo-
mies, infl ation in advanced economies, 
GDP growth in emerging economies, and 
infl ation in emerging economies.

Within advanced economies, Jahn 
(2018), Biau and D’elia (2010), Jung et al 
(2018), and Richardson et al (2019) look 
at growth forecasting in the European 
Union countries, Japan, the US, and New 
Zealand; Jung et al is the only paper in 
the entire set that looks at both ad-
vanced and emerging economies (that 
is, Mexico, Philippines, and Vietnam). 
The papers in this set use univariate, 
multivariate, factor-based, regularisation, 
tree-based, and neural network methods 
on their samples. While Jahn (2018) uses 
regular neural networks, Jung et al 
(2018) use RNNs.

Teräsvirta et al (2005), Medeiros et al 
(2019), Marcellino (2007), Nakamura 
(2005), and Baybuza et al (2018) look 
at infl ation forecasting in G7 countries 
and Russia. Moreover, Nakamura (2005), 
Teräsvirta et al (2005), Medeiros et al 
(2019), and Marcellino (2007) all look at 
the US over different time periods using 
different methods. The papers in this 
subset use univariate, multivariate, regu-
larisation, tree-based, and neural network 
methods. Teräsvirta et al (2005) use neural 

networks, whereas Marcellino (2007) 
looks at autoregressive neural networks.

Within emerging economies, a range 
of countries are covered. For growth, 
Sanyal and Roy (2014) and Roy et al 
(2016) look at India, whereas Tiffi n (2016), 
Jung et al (2018), and Chuku et al (2017) 
look at Lebanon, Mexico, Philippines, 
Vietnam, South Africa, Nigeria, and Kenya. 
The papers in this subset use univariate, 
multivariate, factor-based, regularisation, 
and neural network methods. 

With respect to infl ation in emerging 
economies, the subset contains forecasts 
for Chile (Leal et al 2020), India, South 
Africa, China (Mahajan and Srinivasan 
2019), and Brazil (Garcia et al 2018). The 
papers in this subset use regularisation, 
univariate, factor-based, tree-based, and 
neural network methods. While Jung et al 
(2018) uses recurrent neural networks, 
Sanyal and Roy (2014) and Roy et al (2016) 
use regular neural networks. For infl a-
tion, within both advanced and emerging 
economy subsets, adaptive versions of 
regularisation techniques have also been 
considered (Leal et al 2020; Medeiros et al 
2019; Garcia et al 2018).

Several papers, such as Richardson et al 
(2019), Sanyal and Roy (2014), Jung et al 
(2018), Tiffi n (2016), and Teräsvirta et al 
(2005) use combination forecasts, which 
have not been included in the meta-
analysis since they cannot be strictly cat-
egorised under the six classes of ML and 
non-ML techniques identifi ed in the lit-
erature. Appendix Table A1 (p 41) summa-
rises the salient characteristics of the 
papers included in our analysis. 

The papers selected for our study pro-
vide us with a sample of 313 forecasts. 
The number of observations or forecasts 
for ML (155) and non-ML (158) techniques 
are almost the same, with the latter being 
marginally higher. The standard measure 
used to gauge the degree of accuracy of 
a forecast is the root mean squared error 
(RMSE). We normalise the RMSEs of our 
collected forecasts by subtracting from 
them their respective country-means and 
call them “adjusted RMSEs,” as explained 
in more detail earlier. While adjusted 
RMSEs belonging to ML techniques have 
a smaller mean, non-ML techniques have 
a smaller standard deviation, implying a 
smaller dispersion in their forecasts. 

There are more observations for shorter 
horizon (1-quarter-ahead) forecasts (165) 
than for longer ones (4-quarters-ahead) 
(148), with the shorter horizon forecasts 
displaying smaller adjusted RMSEs on 
average. Shorter horizon forecasts also 
have a smaller dispersion, indicating 
lower volatility in their predictions. The 
number of advanced and emerging econo-
mies in our data set are almost equal, 
with the former group showing smaller 
adjusted RMSEs on average. Emerging 
economies, however, display a smaller 
dispersion in their forecast errors. 

There are 93 more observations avail-
able for infl ation relative to growth in the 
collected data set. Growth forecasts ap-
pear more accurate, with a smaller aver-
age adjusted RMSE. Infl ation forecasts 
have a smaller dispersion, however, indi-
cating less volatility in their predictions. 
Within growth forecasts, there are eight 
more observations belonging to ML tech-
niques relative to non-ML techniques. 
While ML techniques display a higher 
average accuracy due to a smaller aver-
age, non-ML techniques show lower 
volatility through a smaller dispersion. 
Within infl ation forecasts, there are 11 
more observations for non-ML techniques 
relative to ML techniques. Here too, ML 
techniques have a smaller average but 
higher dispersion. 

For the purposes of the meta-analysis, 
we also club each ML and non-ML tech-
nique used in the collected forecasts into 
six broader classes. Non-ML techniques 
can be clubbed under univariate, multi-
variate and factor-based methods, and ML 
techniques can be clubbed under regu-
larisation methods, tree-based methods, 
and neural networks. Among these six 
classes of methods that encompass the 
ML and non-ML techniques used in the 
collected forecasts, the highest number 
of observations belong to univariate 
techniques. This is expected since autore-
gressive techniques are commonly used 
as benchmarks in macroeconomic fore-
casts. The lowest number of observations 
correspond to a single forecast that uses 
the support vector machine (SVM) meth-
od, followed by factor-based methods. 
While the former method is an ML tech-
nique, it cannot be strictly categorised 
under any of the three classes of ML 
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techniques identifi ed. There are also an 
insuffi cient number of forecasts in the 
data set that use this method. Thus, 
while it is included in the meta-analysis as 
an ML technique wherever ML techniques 
as a group are compared with their non-
ML counterparts, it is excluded in analyses 
regarding the classes of methods. 

Excluding the single SVM forecast 
therefore, the lowest number of observa-
tions correspond to factor-based methods. 
Among the six classes, the lowest aver-
age adjusted RMSEs belongs to neural net-
works followed by factor-based methods. 
Neural networks, however, also display 
the highest volatility in their predictions 
evident by the group’s standard deviation. 
Factor-based methods, on the contrary, 
display the lowest volatility among the six 
classes. Initial results thus suggest that a 
growth or infl ation forecaster would do 
well to use factor-based methods due 
to their low volatility of results and low 
average forecast error. 

Methodology: From the papers included, 
we extract the RMSE of their respective 
forecasts by each forecasting method 
using:RMSE =  (Predicted Actuan 

n
 ∑ (Predictedi – Actuali)

2

 i = 1                                                                                      
n

 

The RMSE is a commonly used measure 
to indicate the precision of a forecast—
the lower the difference between the 
predicted and actual observation, the 
better the forecast. To keep our analysis 
focused, we only extracted RMSEs for the 
1-quarter-ahead (1Q-ahead) and 4-quar-
ters-ahead (4Q-ahead) forecast horizons. 
These represent short- and long-term 
predictions of growth and infl ation. Once 
extracted, the RMSEs are organised by 
forecast method and country. We also 
specify whether each country is an “ad-
vanced” or an “emerging” economy. 

It may be noted here that the RMSEs 
for different countries may have country 
fi xed effects as a strong underlying 
factor. Before making comparisons be-
tween the RMSEs produced by ML and 
non-ML technique-based forecasts, these 
effects need to be controlled. To do this, 
the mean RMSE of each country (across 
all studies) is subtracted from the RMSE 
of each forecast based on that country. 

The recalculated RMSEs are termed as 
“adjusted RMSEs.” 

On the adjusted RMSEs, we conduct 
tests of statistical signifi cance in order to 
gauge the relative performance of ML 
and non-ML techniques. It may be noted 
that while our data set is fairly exhaustive 
in terms of including relevant papers, 
it is still a small sample (313 forecasts) 
because the literature that uses ML tech-
niques in forecasting growth and infl a-
tion is still in nascent stages. As is well 
known, a small sample from an unknow-
able population violates the assumptions 
that go into the more popularly used 
T-test (Freund 2000). Non-parametric 
tests like the Mann-Whitney, on the con-
trary, are useful in this scenario because 
they make few, if any, assumptions about 
the distribution of the population and 
are relatively more suitable for smaller 
samples. We fi nd that a non-parametric 
approach is used in other meta-reviews 
of ML techniques as well, for instance, 
in the context of fi nancial market fore-
casting (Ryll ande Seidens 2019). For 
these reasons, we use the Mann-Whitney 
U-test as the fi rst step in determining 
statistical signifi cance. 

The U-test provides us a fi rst layer 
of inference with respect to statistical 
signifi cance. However, being a two-tailed 
test, it only tell us whether the ML and 
the non-ML forecasts have statistically 
signifi cantly different performance levels 
or not. This does not tell us clearly whether 
the ML forecasts are better than the non-
ML ones. We get some indication on which 
of these two has a better performance 
from the “p-order,” which is the proba-
bility, using random draws that the aver-
age (adjusted) RMSE of the fi rst group in 
our sample (non-ML forecasts) is greater 
than that of the second (ML forecasts). 
Next, for more robustness, we comple-
ment the U-test with the T-test. 

We conduct a total of 82 tests. How-
ever, only those results that have a 
signifi cant p-value for both the U-test and 
the T-test are considered signifi cant or 
conclusive.  

Results: The fi rst set of statistical tests 
described earlier is conducted on the 
“superset” or the entire sample. The 
superset contains the adjusted RMSEs 

for both growth and infl ation, for both 
advanced and emerging economies, and 
both 1-quarter and 4-quarter-ahead hori-
zons. Subsequently, tests are conducted 
separately on growth and infl ation, and 
within those two, separately for types of 
countries and for forecast horizons. The 
results highlighted in dark grey have sta-
tistically signifi cant U- and T-tests. 

Overall, ML-based forecasts have 
superior performance for the sample for 
growth forecasts as a whole as well as the 
sample for longer-run growth forecasts 
(with a horizon 4-quarters-ahead) and the 
sample for growth forecasts in emerging 
economies. Additionally, the sample for 
growth forecasts in advanced economies 
at the 4-quarter-ahead horizon also shows 
superior ML performance. 

While the results for the superset are 
not conclusive, they do indicate better 
performance by ML techniques since 
the p-order implies a 55% chance that a 
random draw from the entire sample 
would yield higher (adjusted) RMSEs for 
non-ML methods than for ML methods. 
The T-test also shows that the average 
non-ML adjusted RMSE is greater than 
its ML counterpart. The relatively better 
performance of ML techniques in fore-
casting growth appears to be driving 
the result for the full sample, including 
growth and infl ation. 

Next, we dive deeper in order to gauge 
the performance of different types of ML 
techniques. In order to do this, we com-
pare each of the three classes of ML 
techniques (regularisation methods, tree-
based methods, and neural networks) 
against each class of non-ML techniques 
(univariate, multivariate, and factor-based 
methods). The comparison of these nine 
pairs provides detailed results about 
their relative performance. The U-tests 
and T-tests were conducted fi rst on 
these samples. The only signifi cant re-
sult here is that neural network-based 

available at

Puri News Agency
SCO 1128–29, 1st Floor, Sector 22 B

Chandigarh - 160 022
Phone 0172-2702983; Mob 9888057364



INSIGHT

august 20, 2022 vol lVIi no 34 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly40

forecasts have done better than multi-
variate methods. 

We fi nally divide these nine samples 
(each having one class of ML and one 
class of non-ML-based forecasts, respec-
tively) further in three alternative ways. 
The fi rst sample separates those having 
growth forecasts from those with infl ation 
forecasts. The second partition separates 
developing from developed countries. The 
third partition separates shorter horizon 
forecasts from those with longer horizon. 
We repeat the statistical tests for these 
new samples. For brevity, only the sig-
nifi cant results from these tests are 
shown in Table 1. 

Pairwise results from Table 1 tests show 
that: (1) Regularisation methods provide 
better forecasts than univariate methods 
in forecasting growth. Multivariate meth-
ods perform better than regularisation 
methods in the context of emerging 
economies. 
(2) Tree-based methods provide better 
forecasts than univariate methods for 
advanced economies. The same holds true 
when tree-based methods are compared 
with multivariate methods. However, 
multivariate methods also show relatively 
superior performance in the emerging 
economy contexts. 
(3) Neural networks provide better fore-
casts than univariate methods for emerg-
ing economies, longer forecast horizons 
(4-quarters-ahead), and in forecasting 
growth. When compared with multi-
variate methods, the same conditions 

hold, with the exception of the country 
type—neural networks do better in 
advanced economies when compared 
against multivariate methods. Multi-
variate methods also outperform neural 
networks at shorter forecast horizons 
(1-quarter ahead). 
(4) No ML class performed signifi cantly 
better than their factor-based non-ML

counterparts. 
The results indicate that ML methods 

tend to outperform their non-ML counter-
parts in advanced economies for longer 
forecast horizons, and in predicting 
growth. In other fi elds, there is some 
evidence to suggest that ML methods tend 

to outperform their non-ML counterparts 
in the presence of strong non-linearity in 
the relationship between independent 
and target variables. Are non-linearities 
more accentuated in forecasting growth 
over longer horizons or particularly for 
advanced economies? This is outside the 
scope of this article and a deeper analy-
sis would be needed to examine the un-
derlying causal implications. 

Conclusions

Our meta-analysis suggests that ML tech-
niques do not necessarily dominate their 
non-ML counterparts in every condition, 
but are defi nitely superior under certain 
conditions: for longer forecast horizons, 
advanced economies, and GDP growth 
forecasting. Non-ML factor-based methods 
are especially competitive against ML

methods, and we see no signifi cant 

results when they are compared against 
different classes of ML techniques. On 
the contrary, all ML techniques did sig-
nifi cantly better than univariate meth-
ods. This is important because univari-
ate methods are still commonly used as 
benchmarks in forecasts of growth and 
infl ation, effectively setting an artifi -
cially low standard for comparing the 
performance of other techniques. Future 
studies using ML techniques for forecast-
ing growth and infl ation should thus use 
more competitive benchmarks in order to 
evaluate the performance of ML tech-
niques more accurately. Our data set also 
suggests that for growth, ML techniques 
are used far more in advanced econo-
mies than in emerging countries, and this 
may be driving some of the insignifi cant 
results in the case of developing countries. 
For infl ation, while ML and non-ML tech-
niques are used equally in emerging 
economies, non-ML techniques are used 
more in advanced economies. Therefore, 
there is signifi cant scope for growth fore-
casters in emerging economies and in-
fl ation forecasters in advanced econo-
mies to experiment more with ML tech-
niques in the future. 

Notes

 1 Chakraborty and Joseph (2017), for example, 
provide a review of ML methods and their ap-
plicability in fi nancial and economic contexts.

 2 There are other ways to resample the available 
data as well. See James et al (2013, Chaper 5) 
for more details.

 3 The mode of the response variable can also be 
chosen as the de facto prediction. Mean, how-
ever, appears to be the default choice in macro-
economic prediction. 

 4 For details on these techniques, see James et al 
(2013: 307).

 5 “Bagging” is short for “bootstrap aggregation.”  
It is a general purpose technique and can be 
used for other statistical learning methods too, 
such as regressions. 

 6 See James et al (2013: 320).

Table 1: Significance Tests (Pairwise)—Significant Results by Indicator, Country-type, and Forecast Horizon
 # of Mann-Whitney  Students T-test
 Observations U-test 
Pair Condition Non-ML ML p-value p-order   p value p value p value
     (non-ML > ML)  (H10)  (H1<0) (H1>0)

Regularisation by  Growth 23 18 0.0554** 0.676 0.0314** 0.9843 0.0157***
univariate methods 

Regularisation by  EM 19 33 0.0795* 0.352 .032** 0.0161** 0.9839
multivariate methods

Tree byunivariate  AE 48 10 0.0235** 0.727 .1095 0.9453 0.0547**
methods

Tree by multivariate  EM 19 11 0.0051** 0.196 .0178** 0.0089*** 0.9911

methods AE 24 10 0.0026*** 0.821 0.0009*** 0.9995 0.0005***

Neural networks by Growth 23 37 0.0355* 0.662 .0229* 0.9885 0.0115**

univariate methods EM 53 29 0.0883* 0.615 .0506* 0.9747 0.0253**

 4Q 49 44 0.0221** 0.638 .02049** 0.9875 0.0125**

Neural networks by  Growth 25 37 0.0492** 0.648 .0407** 0.9796 0.0204***

multivariate methods AE 24 42 0.0233*** 0.668 .0085*** 0.9958 0.0042***

 1Q 16 27 0.0390** 0.310 .2590 0.1295* 0.8705

 4Q 27 44 0.0022*** 0.714 0.0017*** 0.9991 0.0009***
*** = 1%, ** = 5%, and * = 10%; H0 (null hypothesis) is that group means are equal [mean (non-ML) – mean (ML) = 0]; 
Dark grey cells represent ML outperforming non-ML. Light grey cells represent the converse.
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 7 As with bagging, boosting too is a general pur-
pose technique applicable on other statistical 
learning methods (see note 4). However, it is 
most popularly used on tree-based methods.

 8 Iterations are called epochs in the neural net-
work literature.

 9 The weights and biases in the fi rst iteration do 
not have any feedback and thus have to be 
assigned arbitrarily.

 10 The Taylor rule, for example, was fi rst proposed 
around 1992–93 (Taylor 1993) and modifi ed in 
1999 (Taylor 1999).

 11 The ML techniques used in the identifi ed papers 
are classifi ed under regularisation, tree-based 
or neural network methods. Non-ML tech-
niques are classifi ed under univariate, multi-
variate or factor-based methods.
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Appendix

A Descriptive Characteristics of Included Literature

Table A1: Papers by Country, Time-period Examined, Forecast Horizon, and Indicator Forecasted
Author Country Time Period Forecast Horizon  Indicator 

Richardson et al (2019) New Zealand 1995–2008 1-quarter Growth

Jung et al (2018) UK, US, Germany, Spain, Mexico,  1987–2016 1-quarter, 4-quarter  Growth

 Philippines, and Vietnam  

Jahn (2018) Austria, Belgium, Denmark,  1996–2016 4-quarter Growth

 Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 

 Italy, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain,

 Sweden, UK, US, and Japan 

Biau and D’elia (2010) Euro Area 1995–2009 1-quarter Growth

Sanyal and Roy (2014) India 1997–2011 1-quarter, 4-quarter Growth

Roy et al (2016) India 2006–16 1-quarter, 4-quarter Growth

Tiffin (2016) Lebanon 1996–2013 1-quarter Growth

Chuku et al (2017) South Africa, Nigeria, and Kenya   1-quarter Growth

Baybuza et al (2018) Russia 2008–18 1-quarter, 4-quarter Inflation

Nakamura (2005) US 1960–2003 1-quarter, 4-quarter Inflation

Teräsvirta et al (2005) Canada, France, Germany, 1960–99 1-quarter, 4-quarter Inflation
  Italy, UK, US, and Japan 

Medeiros et al (2019) US 1990–2015 1-quarter, 4-quarter Inflation

Marcellino (2007) US 1959–2004 1-quarter, 4-quarter Inflation

Garcia et al (2018) Brazil 2003–15 1-quarter, 4-quarter Inflation

Mahajan and India, South Africa, China 2003–19 1-quarter (India only),  Inflation

Srinivasan (2019)    4-quarter  

Leal et al (2020) Chile 2003–19 1-quarter, 4-quarter Inflation
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and military institutions but performs worse than other 

countries with similar developmental profiles. While 
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In recent years, the notion of a feminist foreign policy has 
gained popularity. Sweden’s government has committed to 
gender equality being an objective in itself, but also one 

that is “essential for achieving the government’s other overall 
objectives, such as peace, security, and sustainable development.” 
Canada has promoted an explicitly “feminist international 
assistance policy” to address poverty around the world. France 
has developed an international strategy on gender equality, 
using aid to promote female empowerment. Other countries, 
such as Japan under ex-Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s “wome-
nomics,” have made female equality a centrepiece of domestic 
reform (Groysberg et al 2017).

For India, the present moment is an opportune time to discuss 
the feasibility and prospects of a feminist foreign policy. Women’s 
political participation is at an all-time high: the 2019 general 
election saw female voter turnout matching those of the males. 
The number of women elected as members of Parliament (78) 
is also unprecedented. High-profi le domestic development 
sch e mes—the provision of liquefi ed petroleum gas cylinders 
under the Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yojana, small-scale fi nancing 
under the Pradhan Mantri MUDRA Yojana, and sundry other 
efforts at highlighting nari shakti (women power)—recognise 
women as a policy priority, with acknowledgement even by 
the President and the Prime Minister. Under these circum-
stances, is a feminist foreign policy possible? 

Numerous studies have demonstrated how incorporating 
women in confl ict prevention and resolution efforts have 
improved outcomes such as increasing success rates of peace 
agreements, lowering propensity for confl ict, and gathering 
the critical security intelligence data (Council on Foreign Rela-
tions 2019). In India too, there is ample evidence that gender 
parity in public policy improves decision-making, reduces cor-
ruption, prioritises different kinds of public goods, and enhances 
outcomes for women, children, and families (Dollar et al 1999; 
Chattopadhyay and Dufl o 2004; Baskaran et al 2018). At the 
same time, the theoretical literature on feminist foreign policies 
tends to be grounded in certain assumptions—including about 
the pacifying effects of female leadership—and creates binaries, 
as between women in the developed and developing worlds 
(Sjoberg and Gentry 2007; Mohanty 1998). Feminist critics of 
normative foreign policies have argued that gender issues are 
often marginalised on account of poor female representation 
in foreign policy structures and the continuing existence of 
patriarchal institutional frameworks (Aggestam et al 2018).

In practice, a feminist foreign policy adopted by countries 
usually constitutes two different sets of policies. The fi rst is 
greater female representation in foreign policy decision-making 
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structures. This has been the focus, for example, in Sweden. 
A second element is an explicit priority placed on female em-
powerment through foreign assistance and programmes. This 
element has been prioritised by the governments in Canada 
and France. Arguments in favour of a feminist foreign policy 
in India must, primarily, assess how the country fares in these 
two respects.

Representation in Foreign Policy Institutions

There are several institutions involved in foreign policymaking 
in India. Offi cial institutions include the union government, a 
permanent civil service, and the armed services (army, air force, 
and navy). Although the President of India is the commander-
in-chief of the armed services, the de facto political leadership of 
the Prime Minister is a refl ection of the parliamentary elections. 
In addition to enjoying the support of the Lok Sabha, he heads 
a cabinet and a council of ministers. The Indian Foreign Service 
(IFS) represents the only civil service dedicated to international 
affairs, although a large number of other civil services—notably 
the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) and Indian Police Service 
(IPS)—can play key roles in foreign policymaking. The three 
military services are led by offi cer corps, of whom a small mi-
nority rise to the positions of leadership. Although non-offi cial 
institutions—the media, private sector, scholarly community, 
and think tanks—play important and often informal roles in 
foreign policymaking, they are not considered in this analysis. 
However, it is possible that women are better represented in 
these areas than in offi cial institutions (Jaishankar 2019).

Since attaining independence in 1947, only a few senior 
offi cials, in the three areas of offi cial foreign policymaking, 
have been women. These include President Pratibha Patil 
(2007–12), Prime Minister Indira Gandhi (1966–77, 1980–84), 
External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj (2014–19), Defence 
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman (2017–19), and Foreign Secre-
taries Chokila Iyer (2001–02), Nirupama Rao (2009–11), and 
Sujatha Singh (2013–15). There have been rare cases of women 
in senior military leadership positions up to three-star ranks. 
The handful of examples—although of increased frequency 
in recent years—are insuffi cient to construct a complete picture 
of female representation in Indian offi cial institutions. Instead, 
we examine the number of women in the Lok Sabha and 
cabinet as a proxy for institutional representation in politics; 
the number of women in the IFS for representation in the diplo-
matic corps; and the number of women in the armed services, 
especially among offi cers. We compare the trends in India 
across time and with other countries in South Asia (which have 
similar cultural attributes and levels of development). We also 
assess policies that encourage and discriminate against female 
representation in these areas.

Women in political leadership positions: The number of 
women elected to the Lok Sabha has steadily increased since 
independence, and particularly since the 1990s. While the fi rst 
general election of 1951–52 saw only 4.5% of seats won by 
women, the newly elected 17th Lok Sabha boasts the largest 
number of female members of Parliament (14.36%) (Figure 1). 

In fact, women have increasingly won parliamentary elections at 
a higher rate than the male candidates over the years, although 
this appears to be for a number of diverse and counterintuitive 
reasons (Vaishnav and Hinston 2018). Similar trends are visible 
in the number of cabinet positions occupied by women. The per-
centage of women in the union council of ministers (consisting 
of both cabinet ministers and ministers of state) has not seen 
a major rise since 1989. However, there has been an increase 
in the number of cabinet ministers, albeit from a low base. 
Prior to 2006, there was never more than one female minis-
ter in the union cabinet. The 2014 cabinet, under Narendra 
Modi, saw a record of six female cabinet ministers, but the 
number diminished to three following Modi’s re-election in 
2019. The last decade has, therefore, seen only a marginal 
increase in female political leadership at the national level. 

Despite the increased representation in Parliament and 
among cabinet positions in recent years, India fares rather 
poorly in terms of women’s political participation at the 
national level relative to other countries. Around the world, 
high-, middle-, and low- income countries have all witnessed a 
steady increase in parliamentary representation since the turn 
of the millennium. Low-income countries have seen female 
parliamentary representation almost double in this period 
from roughly one-eighth to one quarter, during a time when 
the percentage of women in India’s Lok Sabha has grown from 
9% to 14% (Figure 4, p 44). Moreover, India fares poorly rela-
tive to the other South Asian countries. One-third of Nepal’s 
Parliament and one-fi fth of the legislatures of Pakistan and 
Bangladesh consist of women (UNDP 2014). All three countries 
have mandatory quotas, either in the legislature itself (as in 
Pakistan and Bangladesh) or in the candidate lists of political 
parties (as in Nepal). India has contemplated having 33% par-
liamentary reservations for women, a proposal fi rst introduced 
in Parliament in 1996. Affi rmative action of this kind has al-
ready been implemented in the local governments, with some 
states increasing their quota to 50%, and some Indian political 
parties have already committed to reservations for women in 
their candidate lists (Ravi and Sandhu 2014). Although reser-
vations have been controversial in India and criticised even by 
some women as a poor way of ensuring gender parity in politics, 
there is evidence of such forms of affi rmative action increasing 
political participation among younger generation of women, 
decreasing social stigmas, and demonstrating the potential of 
female leadership (Sharma 2016).

Figure 1: Percentage of Women in the Lok Sabha  
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Women in diplomacy: As in many other professional disci-
plines, women have been chronically under-represented in the 
IFS, which staffs most positions in the Ministry of External 
Affairs (MEA) and offi cer positions in foreign diplomatic mis-
sions, such as embassies, high commissions, and consulates-
general. Between 1974 and 1980, the percentage of women 
joining the IFS ranged between 5% and 10%. However, the 
numbers nearly doubled in the 1980s, with roughly 22% of 
new recruits being female between 1985 and 1988, although 
this increase still meant that by 2005, women comprised only 
14% of the IFS. Recent recruitment trends suggest higher 
female involvement in the years to come, with the percentage 
of women among incoming batches between 25% and 40% 
over the past decade. Figure 2 shows that female applicants to 
the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC)—from which the 
IFS recruits—have a higher rate of examination clearance 
(13%–16% since 2006) compared to men (5%–8%). As the 
number of female applicants is far fewer than their male coun-
terparts, the government has taken steps to incentivise more 

women to apply. For example, female candidates are not re-
quired to pay an exam fee. At the same time, successful female 
candidates are less inclined to join the IFS compared to other 
civil services due to concerns that frequent foreign postings 
may result in separations from families.

India fares comparatively well against other countries in its 
region in terms of female representation in its diplomatic corps. 
Other South Asian countries have initiated various affi rmative 
action schemes for women in the civil and diplomatic services. 
Prior to 2018, Bangladesh allowed for the lateral entry of women 
to executive posts to compensate for lower female representation 
(UNDP 2011). In Pakistan, the introduction of a 10% quota in 
2007 resulted into an increase in overall civil service recruit-
ment of women; the 2017 batch was composed of 50% women. 
And in Nepal, the Parliament has mandated 33% reservation for 
women in all the state structures, including the civil services. 

Women in the armed services: Few women have risen to senior 
military leadership positions in India, and the recruitment of 
signifi cant numbers of women to the offi cer corps is a relatively 
recent phenomenon. The Indian Army began to recruit female 
offi cers in 1992, with the percentage of women serving in the 
army in all the positions growing from 0.02% in 1994 to 3.89% in 

2019. About 85 women offi cers are commis-
sioned as permanent and short service offi cers 
from the Offi cers Training Academy (OTA) eve-
ry year. The Indian Navy has recorded a 2.37% 
increase in female recruitment between 2004 
and 2017, with women serving primarily in in-
direct combat and support roles. Women are 
best represented in the Indian Air Force (IAF) 
at 13.28% and make up 10% of the coast guard 
(Figure 3).

However, the overall numbers and positive 
trends obscure the continuing limitations on 
female involvement in the armed services, 
particularly in roles that could lead to leader-

ship positions. Permanent commissions for women are re-
stricted to specifi c branches, such as the Judge Advocate Gen-
eral’s Corps, Army Education Corps, naval construction, and ac-
counts in the air force (Bhoite 2016). Many combat roles are 
also off limits, including as special operations forces in the 
army and as sailors in the navy. Army Chief General Bipin 
Rawat has said publicly that the army is not ready for women 
to assume combat roles, while the navy has argued that ships 
do not currently have the infrastructure to support female of-
fi cers at sea for extended periods. The coast guard has placed 
restrictions on the frequency and timing of childbirth among 
female members. Even the IAF—which has allowed female 
combat pilots since 2015—has created higher barriers for testing 
female combat pilots and makes various distinctions for female 
trainees. There is also the structural discrimination against 
women in the armed services, including in terms of pensions 
and promotions. Many arguments against greater female in-
volvement in the armed services have long been familiar—if 
questionable—tropes: that women would affect unit cohesion, 
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lower physical standards, and create unfavourable work envi-
ronments (Randhawa 2005).

At the same time, there are also elements of affi rmative 
action. These include certain lowering of barriers to screening 
for female pilots. Other policy changes include increasing the 
tenure and prospects for upward mobility for female Indian 
Army offi cers. A recent proposal to acquire three new training 
ships that will have the infrastructural capacity to support 
both men and women is underway, after which the navy 
will induct women in all branches. India has also promoted 
women’s participation in the United Nations’ (UN) peace-
keeping. The fi rst all-female UN peacekeeping force was 
dispatched by India in Liberia in 2007 and female police units 
have subsequently been deployed there. In 2015, India 
committed three more female police peacekeeping units to 
the UN missions in Africa. 

Other South Asian countries have also taken steps to encour-
age women in the military, in some cases, more progressively 
than in India. Nepal has a 30% quota in its army for women. 
Pakistan opened fi ghter pilot positions to women in 2003, al-
though only one of the six trained female pilots was declared 
combat-ready by 2013. Bangladesh introduced commissions 
for female offi cers in 2000 but only in the support roles; the 
fi rst female combat pilots were featured in 2014. In Sri Lanka, 
a women’s corps army regiment has seven battalions, and 
women completed their paratrooper course for the fi rst time 

in 2009. Signifi cantly, both Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have a 
long history of stationing female offi cers on naval ships.

Foreign Assistance for Women’s Empowerment

Beyond representation, an additional aspect of a feminist for-
eign policy—and the one emphasised by the likes of France 
and Canada—is in terms of foreign assistance for women’s em-
powerment (French Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs 
2018; Global Affairs Canada 2017). One avenue has been via 
the UN, where India chaired the fi nal negotiating session for 
the establishment of UN Women in 2010, and has since con-
tributed $6 million, the most among developing countries. 
Apart from the UN, there are numerous examples of India fea-
turing women and gender issues in multilateral forums. India 
has been providing technical assistance to the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) development 
fund (SDF) for a project on women’s empowerment and ma-
ternal and child healthcare. In 2008, India entered into an 
agreement with Brazil and South Africa as part of the India, 
Brazil, and South Africa (IBSA) format to support women’s 
issues, while in 2014, India organised a women’s empower-
ment workshop at an Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) 
forum. The India centre for migration, affi liated with the 
MEA, had colla borated with the UN Women for training and 
raising awareness among the domestic workers in Andhra 
Pradesh and Telangana. 
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Additionally, in 2005, India established a process of gender-
budgeting to introduce gender into “programme and policy 
formulation, assessment of needs of target groups, review of 
existing policies and guidelines, allocation of resources, imple-
mentation of programmes, impact assessment, [and] reprior-
itisation of resources.” Over 56 ministries and departments 
have established gender-budgeting cells to date, protecting them 
from budget cuts; since 2010, gender budget has constituted 
between 4% and 6% of the overall budget of India. A gender 
budget was set up in the MEA in 2015–16 to identify specifi c 
schemes benefi ting women, assess the impact of existing pro-
grammes, and target benefi ciaries in the performance budget.

Beyond departmental and multilateral commitments, gender-
based aid is increasingly featuring in India’s growing foreign 
assistance efforts. A particular focus has been placed on Af-
ghanistan, one of the largest recipients of Indian aid. Assis-
tance has gone towards upgrading neonatal and maternal 
healthcare facilities in Kabul; the establishment of a vocational 
training centre to teach garment-making, fruit processing, and 
horticultural techniques to 1,000 women; and training for 350 
government offi cials in women’s empowerment. India has also 
assisted with female entrepreneurship development and worked 
with the United States (US) to run joint programmes for women. 

Other than Afghanistan, India has extended gender-specifi c 
assistance to Cambodia, El Salvador, Fiji, Lesotho, Myanmar, 
Namibia, Palestine, Papua New Guinea, Senegal, and Tajik-
istan, etc. These efforts include supporting women’s sports 
teams, developing maternity clinics, donating sewing machines, 
establishing schools for girls, upgrading a women’s police 
training centre, and providing food-processing equipment. 
Some Indian projects have fallen under the long-running Indi-
an Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) programme. 
The Know India Programme—designed to expose people of 
Indian origin to India—has allocated 51% of its budget to fe-
male participants. India has also entered into partnership 
agreements, including with the US on women in science, with 
Sri Lanka on trade facilitation for women, and with Bangla-
desh on women and child traffi cking. 

A particularly novel form of assistance involving a non-
government entity is the Barefoot College, a women-centred 
initiative to support sustainable development, including solar 
energy, water, education, and health. Its fl agship programme 
has trained over 2,200 women in solar engineering, operating 
in 1,300 villages spread in over 80 countries. This provides 
women with a source of income and enables them to train more 
women in their villages. With a main campus in Rajasthan, 
Barefoot College has established satellite campuses in Tanzania, 
Senegal, Liberia, South Sudan, and Burkina Faso. Training 
centres are currently being set up in Guatemala and Fiji. 
Although a private initiative, the MEA has provided fi nancial 
support (close to $1.5 million annually) to promote Barefoot 
College efforts in new countries and regions.

Contemporary Critical Debates

A question often raised is how a feminist foreign policy can 
be calibrated with other contradictory national policies; for 

example, the arms trade policy with scholars like Vucetic 
(2018) arguing that most forms of militarisation tend to be 
inherently anti-feminist in nature. Anna Stavrianakis (2016) 
further argues that the idea of a feminist foreign policy 
facilitating a move towards a more regulated and responsible 
arms trade (sometimes expressed by Canada and Sweden) is 
simply another justifi cation to legitimise liberal militarism. 
Responding to criticism of its arms deals, Sweden took incre-
mental steps to align its trade policy with the larger objec-
tives of its feminist foreign policy. In 2015, the government 
cancelled a $500 million defence deal with Saudi Arabia on 
the grounds of human rights and introduced a legislative re-
form in 2017 to its arms sales regulations by including a 
clause to account for the “democratic status” of the receiving 
country (Government of Sweden 2018). Clement and Thomp-
son (2019) call for an expansion in the current understand-
ing of feminist foreign policy to include “a complete, consist-
ent, and coherent approach to a body of work encompassing 
all auspices of foreign policy and international relations.” 
They believe this approach will help bring all foreign policy 
tools from aid, trade, and defence to diplomacy under the 
ambit of a feminist foreign policy. While, to some extent, it is 
a rhetorical tool, such a policy is necessary as it coerces 
greater accountability on national policymakers to rethink 
these contradictions with other regulations, thereby becom-
ing a valuable framework for restructuring policy objectives. 
On a practical level, it also incentivises gender mainstream-
ing in internal resource allocation processes and the security 
work conducted by foreign services. 

A second question often raised is what a feminist foreign 
policy might look like in developing countries, accounting 
for culturally different perceptions of feminism and agency 
compared to its mostly Western origins. Margot Wallström 
et al (2021) suggest that a useful starting point could be to ini-
tially introduce a feminist foreign policy as a gender-focused 
development policy, advocating that placing gendered con-
cerns at the centre of programmatic action tends to ensure 
more equitable and inclusive developmental outcomes. The 
concept of a feminist foreign policy is, and should remain, in 
evolution to cater to the contextual needs of the specifi c coun-
tries and communities it is applied in. There are no universal 
guidelines or indicators that determine its success in any coun-
try, with the measures of representation and gender-focused 
economic resource allocation acting only as a pathway to 
assessing the extent of institutionalisation of a gendered for-
eign policy. Reiterating the fundamentals, Wallström says that 
the concept is, in principle, guided by the belief that the only 
way to draft inclusive policy is by bringing women and other 
marginalised populations to the table. 

A feminist foreign policy in a developing nation should be 
cognisant of the distinct lived experiences of the non-Western 
women, and its construction should signifi cantly rely on the 
postmodern and postcolonial scholarship that examines culture-
specifi c ideas of women’s sense of self, agency, and security 
(Rosamond 2013). At an international level, it should be nor-
malised to construct this policy from both a feminist and 
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intersectional lens (Thompson and Clement 2019). A lot of the 
current understanding of the feminist foreign policy is ar-
gued to better suit the Western developed nations, thereby 
facilitating greater dialogue between developing nations 
through multilateral forums such as the Association of South-
east Asian Nations and the African Union will be key towards 
contextualising this policy. The process must also incorporate 
players including non-governmental organisations, activists, 
academics, industry offi cials, and religious representation to 
make a feminist foreign policy more expansive, inclusive, and 
sustainable in the long term.

Conclusions

This broad audit of gender in Indian foreign policy reveals a 
few distinct trends. First, while India has made some signifi -
cant strides to improve female representation in leadership po-
sitions in politics, diplomacy, and the military, women are still 

signifi cantly under-represented in these fi elds. India fares 
poorly relative to its South Asian neighbours, let alone many 
countries in the developed world. Based on the experiences of 
others, affi rmative action in national politics, positive career 
incentives for diplomats, and the elimination of discriminato-
ry policies in the military could contribute signifi cantly to bet-
ter the female representation. 

India performs better in the second aspect of feminist for-
eign policy, that is, prioritising women’s empowerment in for-
eign assistance programmes. These include small-scale efforts 
through multilateral, bilateral, and joint initiatives in third 
countries, as well as commitments at the UN and in govern-
ment budgetary allocations. Such efforts could certainly be 
broadened, deepened, and better advertised. As a government 
rhetorically prioritises female empowerment at home and a 
leadership position abroad, a feminist foreign policy could be a 
natural consequence. 
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To Write Was to Cense 
Kāvyaśāstra and Creative Freedom in 
Premodern India

 Sreenath V S, Mini Chandran

Poetics is always thought of as pertaining to the art of 

literary composition. However, by laying down the rules 

of composition, it can also condition the writer to 

produce socially acceptable works of art. The paper 

argues that kāvyaśāstra in ancient India functioned like 

a conditioning mechanism and persuaded the writer to 

voluntarily confine themself within the hegemonic limits 

set by the prevalent ethical and moral codes, making 

external controls redundant. This can perhaps explain 

why, unlike the different forms of restrictive forces, we 

have been accustomed to, at various points of history 

across different cultures, premodern Indian literature 

that is unmarked by any overt cases of censorship.
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Premodern Indian literature presents us with a rather 
baffl ing riddle by being relatively unmarked by any 
overt cases of restrictive or oppressive forms of control 

over writers and artists when compared to the persecution of 
writers and thinkers like Socrates in Greece or Ovid in Rome. 
A solution to this conundrum is sought through an under-
standing of kāvyaśāstra (the practice of the Sanskrit literary 
tradition) and kaviśikṣā (formal disciplinary training in the 
art of poetic composition) in premodern India as inhibiting as 
forces inherent to the practice of literature whereby writers 
were encouraged to be circumspect about the content and 
form of their creative works. We argue that this śāstra tradition, 
and especially the concept of aucitya or literary propriety, en-
couraged the production of a cautious literature that did not 
offend or provoke established beliefs and value systems. That 
said, this paper does not claim that the Sanskrit kāvyasastra 
completely eliminated from literature any possibility of chal-
lenge to accept notions of social propriety or that Sanskrit 
kāvya did not produce anything that could challenge the dom-
inant value system of society. Rather, this exploration is to an-
alyse the various mechanisms by which Sanskrit kāvyaśāstra 
aimed to condition the creative writer along the lines of ac-
cepted moral and social codes and enquire whether these pre-
scriptive guidelines effectively segued into restrictive methods 
that approximated contemporary methods of censorship. The 
term “censorship” is used here as a heuristic device in the 
complete awareness of the risks involved in applying what is 
a contemporary sociopolitical mechanism to understand the 
literary traditions of a bygone past. 

Literature as Temptation

Any attempt to regulate artistic creation stems from a concern 
to protect the readers or spectators from the putative harmful 
impact it may have on them, also implying the (often unasked) 
question about the teleological aspect of art. The “temptation” 
potential of literature and its ability to sway people’s minds 
and possibly lead them astray mark many classical Greek 
and Latin treatises on the subject. However, this does not 
imply undervaluation; on the contrary, they seemed to have 
been even more wary of the impact of literature and art. For 
instance, consider Plato’s (2016: 127) categorical denunciation 
of poetry premised on the deleterious infl uence it has on the 
pliable minds of the future guardians of the republic: 
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I do not say that these horrible stories may not have a use of some 
kind; but there is a danger that the nerves of our guardians may be 
rendered too excitable and effeminate by them. 

The above quote cannot be read as an outright negation of 
the aesthetic power of literature. Plato, ironically, seems to 
agree with his “other” in the history of censorship—John Milton 
in Areopagitica—and in his estimate of the impact of literature. If 
Plato is wary of the siren’s song, Milton (1890: 16–17) is exult-
ant, proclaiming that books “are as lively, as vigorously pro-
ductive, as those fabulous dragon’s teeth; and being sown up 
and down, may chance to spring up armed men.” However, 
Milton’s confi dence is placed in his ideal reader—the “pure to 
whom all things are pure,” like Dionysus Alexandrinus—
whose divine revelation is to “[r]ead any books whatever come 
to thy hands, for thou art suffi cient both to judge aright and to 
examine each matter” (Milton 1890: 48). This judicious and 
mature reader could be trusted to choose well and wisely, 
whereas Plato’s reader had to be handheld as they negotiated 
the treacherous territory of poetry and, by extension, litera-
ture. Although the premodern classical concepts of art were 
intricately tied up with philosophy and theology, implied in 
these assumptions or theorisations is the idea of art or litera-
ture as a frivolous occupation that poses a threat to the realm 
of the mind and serious thought, refl ecting a dichotomy be-
tween mind and body, the spiritual, and the corporeal. 

On the contrary, in premodern India, classical Sanskrit po-
etics or kāvyaśāstra conceptualised literature as essentially a 
spiritual activity with the aim of literature coinciding with the 
philosophical aim of liberation from materialistic attach-
ments. Aesthetic pleasure (rasa) was the secular counterpart 
of the spiritual bliss arising from deep contemplation of a 
metaphysical nature. The experience of rasa was an aesthetic 
process that involved the loss of one’s individual ego as it 
merged to become one with that of the fi ctional character. 
Consequently, the emotions experienced in the process are not 
one’s own but that which transcend the ordinary, real-life 
ones. These emotions dwell in the realm of the supra real, 
leading Abhinavagupta (1990: 1.18 L), in his 11th-century com-
mentary on Ānandavardhana’s Dhvanyāloka, to say that the 
ontology of aesthetic relish is “alaukika or supernormal.” Writing 
in the 14th century, Viśvanātha (2016: 40), in his Sāhityadarpaṇa, 
even went to the extent of terming it as brahmāsvādasahodara 
or the kin of spiritual meditative bliss.1 Nevertheless, this 
does not imply that Sanskrit poetics provided the poet with 
complete creative freedom to write whatever they wanted and 
to speak the truth to power. Though not openly restrictive, 
its precepts like aucitya strived to mould the writer or artist 
according to the prevailing cultural values of the period. It is 
diffi cult to ignore how the private and internal processes 
that went into the creative act of writing—the exclusions and 
inclusions involved—acted as the adjudicator of morality and 
an enforcing authority of public decorum, bearing a strong 
similarity to the public offi ce of the censor in ancient Rome. 
Writing also became a form of “censing,”2 assessing and weighing 
the appropriateness of the word, the character, and the story 
before committing it to the rigidity of the written script. Besides 

this, the generic specifi cations stipulated by texts on poetics 
ensured the suitability of the work in terms of form and 
content to the readership it envisaged.

The Forms of Literary Practice

For instance, the Nāṭyaśāstra, the most ancient treatise on the 
art and craft of the theatre, throws much light on the norms 
that regulated the performing arts in those days. According to 
this text, art was representative and not mimetic, conceived as 
anukaraṇa (representation) that depicted life on earth with all 
its beauty and ugliness since it was intended to be a secular 
guide to spiritual well-being: “It gives you peace, entertain-
ment and happiness, as well as benefi cial advice based on the 
actions of high, low and middle people” (Bharata: 1997: I.85). 
The “high seriousness” attributed to its function also en-
sured a comparable commitment, bordering on religiosity, to 
the profession from its practitioners, preventing them from 
any manner of profanation of their “sacredly secular” vocation.

Nevertheless, the nāṭya allowed them the license to in-
dulge in profanation, if they so wished, through a rigid ge-
neric categorisation that sought to demarcate the play at the 
level of content and receptor. Plays had 10 generic forms: 
nāṭaka, prakaraṇa, samavakāra, īhāmṛga, ḍima, vyāyoga, 
aṅka, prahasana, bhāṇa, and vīthi (Bharata 1999: XX.2). The 
nāṭaka had to be based on a well-known story—usually the 
epics—and the main characters had to be kings or heroic su-
permen (Bharata 1999: XX.8). As Krishnamoorthy (1964: 117) 
observes, this “shuts out from the principal characters any 
trace of vulgarity and triviality and leaves no room for 
what is low and immoral.” The “lower” forms of drama were 
bhāṇa, prahasaṇa, and vīthi, which had characters of low 
status. The bhāṇa was a one-act play, more like the stand-up 
comedy of today (Bharata 1999: XX.95–98), while the vīthi 
was the ancient counterpart of modern street theatre that 
catered to plebeian tastes (Bharata 1999: XX.99). The prahasana, 
a farce that featured characters from the lower strata of the 
society, focused primarily on the comic rasa. The language 
could be colloquial, bordering on the outright obscene 
(Bharata 1999: XX.90–94). 

While the nāṭaka revolved around the Sanskrit-speaking up-
per class, upper-caste male, the lower forms of prahasna or 
ḍima consisted of women, the lower caste, and lower-class 
men who were not allowed the use of Sanskrit and spoke 
Prākrit. Generic demarcations thus ensured non-transgression 
of norms on the part of the writer and the spectator; after all, if 
a “high culture” form like the nāṭaka indulged in mocking the 
Brahmin overlords or masters, it would veer dangerously close 
to its “low culture” counterpart, jeopardising its generic identity 
and becoming a hybrid. Hybrids that undermine generic purity 
are always a problem and, in this case, would have been costly 
to the writer seeking a secure position within the canon or the 
spectator who claimed or aspired to the cultural capital that 
came with social class. The process of literary composition and 
appreciation was a skill meant to be acquired through careful 
education. The social and classist ramifi cations of the acts of 
writing and viewing or reading kept heretic tendencies in check. 
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Literary practice can thus be seen as perpetuating the 
social practice governing gender and class norms, even as 
it subsisted on that very social substratum. The writer by 
default could not exist outside of the “accepted and acceptable” 
social value systems, as writing that did exist outside the 
charmed circle would have been, by defi nition, not literature. 

Aucitya

It is in this liminal space between the literary and the social 
that we can locate the concept of aucitya. Aucitya, or propriety, 
had always been central to the treatment of literature in Sanskrit 
literary practice or kāvyaśāstra, although it developed as a 
full-fl edged theoretical position in literary science only in 
the 11th century with Kṣemendra’s (1954) Aucityavicāracarcā. 
Here, one should not confuse the idea of aucitya with the 
Greek dramatic concept of decorum, which was concerned 
about what could not be depicted on stage. Aucitya ensured 
that literary or artistic depictions conformed to accepted social 
mores and belief systems; hypothetically, this also meant 
that even objectionable themes or language could be part of a 
work of art, provided it conformed to the contemporary social 
customs and practices. 

Although Bharata (1997: XIV.62) does not use the term aucitya 
as such in his Nātyaśāstra, his view that characters in a play 
should wear costumes according to their age, should walk 
according to their costume, and should speak according to 
their gait invokes the same concept.3 Later theoreticians, from 
Bhāmaha in the seventh century to Viśvanātha in the 14th 
century, were also equally concerned with the concept of aucitya 
in their discussion of kāvyadoṣas, the improper elements in 
literature that can ruin the beauty of kāvya.4 

In his Sarasvatīkaṇṭhābharaṇa, Bhoja (1934: 942–49) insisted 
that writers should essentially conform to eight kinds of au-
cityas—viṣayaucitya (the propriety of subject), vācyaucitya 
(the propriety of speech), deśaucitya (the propriety of place), 
samayaucitya (the propriety of time), vaktṛviṣayaucitya (pro-
priety of using language according to the status of the speaker), 
and arthaucitya (propriety in the use of language according to 
the subject matter)—manifesting the seamless weaving of 
the social with the literary that is found in much of classical 
Sanskrit criticism. 

The spillover of the social into the literary was soundless 
and unobtrusive, as aucitya functioned like a prohibitive in-
junction from within the writer. This social and aesthetic 
conditioning functioned through three interconnected lev-
els, beginning with the Sanskrit literary theoretician condi-
tioning the creative writer in conformity with the interests 
of the hegemonic structures, then the creative writer mould-
ing the creative artefact according to the dominant social 
norms, and fi nally, the creative artefact encouraging the 
reader to self-fashion themselves. Since women and the lower 
castes were denied access to Sanskrit, we can safely assume 
that this social and aesthetic conditioning exercised by 
kāvya upon the reader was primarily restricted to the upper 
class and upper-caste sections of the society that was pre-
dominantly male.

The discursive framework of aucitya followed a two-pronged 
method to mould the writer. First, it functioned by setting the 
ideal model for the representation of each character type and 
emotion, thereby encouraging the writers to conform to these 
models of character types while representing them in kāvya. 
Second, it persuaded the writers to modify (censor?) indeco-
rous components in an already existing story when they retold 
it later. 

Bharata (1997: VI.49), in the sixth chapter of Nāṭyaśāstra, 
presented the prototype of characters and the emotions ap-
propriate to them. For example, the source of śṛṅgāra rasa or 
the erotic emotion should always be associated with a young 
(yuvaprakṛti) heterosexual couple (strīpuruṣahetuka) belong-
ing to the noble category (uttama). Besides character attrib-
utes, there was a detailed manual on the gestures and gait of 
characters according to their social status—noble (uttama), 
middle class (madhyama), and the lower class (adhama)—as 
well as gender.5 

Rasābhāsa

Closely related to this tendency of setting models for each 
character type was the pervasive idea that plots could be mod-
ifi ed so that an otherwise noble character could be saved from 
committing an occasional act of impropriety. 

In Śṛṅgāraprakāśa, Bhoja (1963: 463) chronicled such inci-
dents from the past where the poets, by rewriting the occa-
sional acts of impropriety committed by an otherwise uttama 
character, refashioned older texts according to the prevalent 
notions of aucitya. For example, in the play Nirdoṣadaśaratha 
(Faultless Daśaratha), Rāma is exiled not by Daśaratha urged 
on by his wife Kaikeyī but by two magical creatures that 
impersonate them. In Bhavabhūti’s Mahāvīracarita, Rāma 
has a fair duel with Vālin as opposed to the original plot in 
which Rāma kills Vālin with an arrow from behind. Bhaṭṭa 
Nārāyaṇa’s Veṇīsaṃhāra depicts Bhīma as possessed by a 
demon when he drinks Duḥśāsana’s blood because such a 
heinous act was not compatible with the nobility of Bhīma’s 
character. In Harivaṃśa, Māyāvatī is presented as the rein-
carnation of Ratī, the wife of Kāma and not as the wife of her 
lover Pradyumna’s guru, on the ground that love for the gu-
ru’s wife was socially unacceptable. Most importantly, in 
Kāḷidāsa’s Abhijñānaśākuntala, Duṣyanta fails to acknowl-
edge Śakuntalā as his wife not because his love for her is 
inconsistent but because she was cursed by sage Durvāsa to 
be forgotten by Duṣyanta.6 

Such acts of modifi cation were often implemented on the 
ground that any violation of the existing moral and social 
order would result in rasābhāsa or the semblance of rasa. 
Rasābhāsa is a fault in the production of rasa that occurs when 
the components fail to generate the intended rasa because the 
attention is directed either towards an improper object or in 
an indecorous manner. However, what appears to be an aes-
thetic anomaly also had a function—rasābhāsa was used in 
the depiction of degenerate characters who did not observe 
the moral and social order of the society (Udbhaṭa 1982: 97). A 
villain’s villainy could not but be depicted through violation of 
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the accepted codes of decency and morality as also observed 
by Pollock (2001: 211):7 

But the presence of rasābhāsaas such does not enfeeble literature, as if, 
since “the sole aim of literature” is rasa, when “real rasa” is not present, 
the true aim of literature is not attained. How, after all, could one have 
Rāmāyaṇa without Rāvaṇa? 

Thus, rasābhāsa provided a negative role model or a collation 
of the elements that necessarily had to be avoided in the 
representation of an ideal situation or an uttama character 
type; this made it almost a declaration of socially unaccep-
table and subversive elements that taint an ideal situation or 
character type. 
Ānandavardhana, for example, discussed the importance of 

modifying the improper representation of śṛṅgāra rasa in the 
case of characters belonging to the noble class (uttama) like 
kings and gods. He observed that

accordingly, whether in the literature of performance or in poetry 
which is not performed, the description of vulgar sexual enjoyment 
between characters of the upper class, kings and ladies, is highly inde-
cent, just like the description of the sexual enjoyment of our parents. 
Precisely, the same charge appears within the sphere of the gods. 
Furthermore, sexual intercourse is not the only form of love-in-enjoy-
ment (saṃbhoga- śṛṅgāra). (Ānandavardhana 1990: 3.10-14 b)

The same theoretical position is displayed by Vidyānātha 
(1933: 106) in Pratāparudrīya where he asked poets to avoid the 
representation of indecorous situations and character types.8 

The effort to exclude improper elements was applicable not 
only to the representation of character types and situations but 
also to the very diction of kāvya. Literary theoreticians starting 
from Bhāmaha instructed the authors to avoid terms that were 
considered taboo. According to Bhāmaha, writers were expected 
to be discriminating in their use of words and shun those that 
were śrutiduṣṭa (offensive to the ears), arthaduṣṭa (had im-
proper or objectionable meaning), and kalpanāduṣṭa (had ob-
jectionable construction wherein joining of words give rise to 
an objectionable sense). Bhāmaha (1998: I.47–49) gave a list 
of words and expressions that were to be avoided, like varcaḥ 
(semen), or word combinations like hiraṇyaretā (because one 
part of this expression—retā—contains a taboo word).9 

The examples of aucitya given above may appear to be more 
in keeping with the classical Western or Greek notions of deco-
rum, but in its insistence on the social acceptability of certain 
words or acts represented by those words, aucitya also became 
a literary index of socially acceptable behaviour. This implied 
the careful avoidance of what the hegemonic forces in society 
considered to be the vulgar and uncouth in high cultural 
forms meant for the elite and cultured classes, thus ensuring 
the production of a literature or art form that is suitably 
cleansed of impurities.

This insistence on the appropriateness of theme and word, 
moreover, seems to anticipate the “contemporary community 
standards” guideline employed today in legal tests of obscenity. 
Obscenity laws in many countries of the world stipulate that 
the matter charged as obscene should be evaluated according 
to the prevalent standards of the acceptable before a legal 
pronouncement is made. Extending the “community standards” 

yardstick to other domains like blasphemy and treason, it is 
not diffi cult to see how a strict adherence to aucitya would 
have helped the writer pre-empt any allegation of violating the 
existing standards with respect to the (re)presentable in art 
and literature. 

The Writer

Aucitya thus had to be shifted from the external world of the 
kāvya to the internal landscape of the writer’s mind for it to 
take real effect. It is interesting to note that kaviśikṣā (formal 
training of the poet) being a prerequisite of creative writing, 
the creative writers were preconditioned to produce literary 
artefacts that conformed to the dominant conception. The 
epistemological framework of kāvyaśāstra compulsively infl u-
enced the writer in literary composition and dissuaded the 
composer of a kāvya from challenging the limits of acceptability 
or upsetting the status quo.

The genre of śastra or the prescription of acceptable practices 
in a fi eld of knowledge was an integral part of almost all 
knowledge systems in early and medieval India, covering a wide 
range of areas such as ethics and morality (dharmaśāstra), erotica 
(kāmaśāstra), drama (nāṭyaśāstra), sculpture (śilpaśāstra), 
astrology (jyotiśāstra), and salvation (mokṣaśāstra). According 
to Patrick Olivelle (2016: 13), the term “śāstra” is simultane-
ously “a system of knowledge that a person would seek to mas-
ter and a treatise codifying such knowledge that a person 
would read, memorize and understand.” Codifying “the posi-
tive and negative regulation of some given human practice,” 
śāstra in any fi eld of knowledge played a vital role in prevent-
ing any aberration in the praxis of knowledge (Pollock 1985: 
501). In keeping with the śāstra tradition, kāvyaśāstra also 
played a vital role in defi ning the form and shape of literature 
in what Pollock (2006) calls the “Sanskrit cosmopolis.” We 
have already seen how, despite the concern of literary theory 
being primarily the rules concerning prosody, it was also atten-
tive to the propriety (aucitya) underpinning the representation 
of both content and characters. To standardise and eliminate 
impropriety in the portrayal of characters and situations, the lit-
erary tradition insisted on poets learning other śāstric tradi-
tions such as kāmaśāstra (theory of erotics), arthaśāstra (the-
ory of statecraft), and mokṣaśāstra (theory of salvation) that 
codifi ed the idea of “propriety” in various fi elds of knowledge 
in quotidian life.10

This is also corroborated by Sheldon Pollock who observes 
that the Sanskrit kāvya tradition for the most part did not veer 
away from the generally accepted representation of character-
types and situations. It encouraged typicality and did not usu-
ally counter the existing dominant world view of the society: 

Sanskrit poets were interested in exploring typicality and, accordingly 
needed to master it across the whole universe of emotion. How were 
women expected to act when fi rst falling in love, when confronted by 
an act of infi delity on the part of their lovers, when desiring someone 
other than their husband? To answer such questions a discourse arose 
that aimed to construct a typology of character. (Pollock 2009: xxxiii)

This typicality in the representation of character types and 
situations was maintained throughout the history of Sanskrit 
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kāvya tradition, primarily through the process of kaviśikṣā or 
formal training in kāvya. Formal education in the art of com-
posing literature was absolutely compulsory in the kāvyaśāstra 
tradition, and teaching the idea of aucitya prevalent in the 
society was always an important component of the syllabus 
of kaviśikṣā. 

The exponents of kāvyaśāstra propagated the view that a 
kavi or poet, even if naturally endowed with the talent of com-
posing poems, would remain incomplete as a creative writer in 
the absence of proper training. In other words, the kavi was 
made to undergo a conditioning process before the production 
of kāvya. Although pratibhā (inborn genius) was often privi-
leged over vyutpatti (training), the latter was considered to be 
an indispensable element in the molding of a good poet. San-
skrit literary theoreticians from Bhāmaha onwards talk about 
the importance of formal training in kāvya. He maintained 
that one should start composing kāvyas only after gaining 
knowledge in śāstras and learning the kāvyas of other great 
poets (Bhāmaha 1998: I.10). According to Daṇḍin (1962: I.104), 
pratibhā and proper training in śāstra are the two sources of 
poetry, and he goes to the extent of saying that even if a person 
is bereft of pratibhā or genuine talent, they can become a good 
poet through rigorous training. V K Chari (1993: 33) observes 
that “signifi cantly, pratibhā is mentioned as only one of the 
causes of poetry together with training (śikṣā) and under-
standing of the world (vyutpatti).” One was not born a poet 
but made a poet who was urban, urbane, and decorous. In this 
context, it is interesting to observe how Ānandavardhana con-
sidered the vyutpatti of a writer so powerful as to transcend 
even what is obviously anaucitya. His representative case was 
that of Kālidāsa’s Kumārasambhavam where the eighth canto 
had explicit descriptions of the sexual intercourse of Śiva and 
Pārvatī: “the impropriety of a great poet, such as his well-
known writing of the sexual enjoyment of the highest gods, 
does not appear as vulgarity because it is concealed by his 
skill” (Masson-Moussaief 1971). 

This pedagogical practice of kaviśikṣā in the domain of 
kāvyaśāstra must also have served as the most effective “disci-
plining rod” in the Sanskrit literary circles to make creative 
writers compliant and suppress any deviant representation of 
character types. As Krishnamoorthy (1964: 168) explains that 

it is as much the duty of the budding poet who is gifted with genius to 
exploit it to his best advantage by undergoing the right kind of disci-
pline. Unbridled imagination may run riot and render the whole work 
ineffectual. But when drilled by discipline it is sure to produce remark-
able results. It was this discipline that the Sanskrit theories set about 
regulating. 

This was a kind of prescriptivism that predetermined the 
content even before a kāvya was actually composed and dis-
couraged the emergence of alternative ideologies. In other 
words, even though the name and the local habitation of the 
characters and the objects changed from one kāvya to the other, 
their representation was encoded by the laws of propriety. 

The profession and practice of kāvya in ancient India thus 
seem to have foreclosed the possibility of what the hegem-
onic forces in the society considered to be undesirable from 

entering the domain or the production of unacceptable liter-
ature. In Althusserian terms, this was a cultural ideological 
state apparatus that functioned primarily by ideology and 
secondarily by repression, even if “ultimately, but only ulti-
mately” this was “very attenuated and concealed, even sym-
bolic” (Althusser 1971: 145). In what appears to be a mirroring of 
the social structure, the architectonics of kāvyaśāstra obeyed 
the laws of vaṛṇāśrama in its demarcation of artistic or liter-
ary spaces among the genders and castes or classes. While 
the higher forms of nāṭaka and kāvya occupied the Sanskritic 
inner chambers of male nobility, the Prākritic lower forms 
were cordoned off to communicate with the man on the 
street or the woman in the house. The denial of social inter-
mingling precluded the possibility of literary intermingling, 
warranting that what was meant for the plebeian taste never 
made its way to the upper strata, thereby preventing any of-
fence to literary sensibilities. 

Propriety—the standards of behaviour that are convention-
ally considered acceptable in any society—can also be viewed 
in Foucauldian terms as essentially a set of “discourses” gov-
erning the actions as well as conditioning of its members, 
spanning a wide range, from public behaviour to private as 
well as professional lives. What gets accepted as aucitya or 
propriety in any society is always the interest of the dominant 
group. By way of putting down the accepted practices in the 
society, aucitya establishes what is called “a regime of truth” 
or the notion of right and wrong in any society that all its 
members are expected to adhere to (Foucault 1980: 131). 

To put it in contemporary sociological terminology, it func-
tioned as a soft power or “the ability to affect others to obtain 
preferred outcomes by co-option and attraction rather than 
coercion” (Nye 2010: 216). By propagating the idea that con-
formity to kāvyaśāstra was necessary to become an accom-
plished creative writer who could compose excellent kāvya 
without blemish, the writer was being coerced to voluntarily 
create literary works in conformity with the dominant social 
and moral ethos. The concept of aucitya, which was central 
to kāvyaśāstra, was a useful and powerful cultural tool that 
aided in the production of such “law and order” in the literary 
as well as the extended cultural domains.

The Reader

The same process was employed to mould the subjectivity of 
the readers of kāvya. To fashion the behaviour and interest of 
its readers, kāvya aimed to instill in them an aspiration to 
emulate a law-abiding uttama character and to abhor a law-
breaking adhama character. Bhoja emphasised this point in 
Śṛṅgāraprakāśa by explaining at length the way in which readers 
need to read kāvya and self-fashion themselves after the noble 
characters who abide by the rules of decorum.

Literary texts are supposed to provide moral instruction. In the 
Rāmāyaṇa and other literary works, authors instruct us to act like 
Rāma and not like Rāvaṇa by showing us the eventual victory of a 
righteous man and the fall of a morally degenerated one. Since Rāma 
paid heed to his father’s counsel, he emerged victorious, although he 
was exiled to the forest; but Rāvaṇa, who was capable of conquering 
the three worlds, perished because of his desire for another person’s 
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wife. This is the message regarding prohibition and precept. All the 
literary works such as mahākāvya and prabandha are composed in 
similar fashion. (Bhoja 1963: 479)

Bhoja’s conviction of the “uses” of stories is in line with Plato’s 
concept of poetry as a sugar-coated pill that the readers should 
necessarily fashion themselves after the image of the noble 
characters portrayed in kāvya. While śāstra, itihāsa, and the 
Vedas explicitly teach, kāvya works at a subliminal level coax-
ing its readers into modelling themselves upon the characters 
who conform to the mores and values of the society by show-
ing the ultimate victory of the socially compliant characters 
and the downfall of those who defy the rules of propriety. 
Abhinavagupta (1990: 73) in Lōcana on Ānandavardhana’s 
Dhvanyāloka stated that poetry instructs after the fashion of a 
wife, Vedas instruct like a master, and history like a friend. 
The crux of Abhinavagupta’s dictum is that the moral instruc-
tion performed by kāvya is radically different from that of the 
Vedas, śāstra, and itihāsa; it naturally follows that to derive 
optimum “benefi t” from these genres, the reader has to ap-
proach them in a manner befi tting each of them. Bhoja was 
not the only author to talk about the process of self-fashioning. 
He was, in fact, reproducing and explicating the idea of his 
predecessors such as Kuntaka, Viśvanātha, and Mammaṭa who 
shared the same opinion about the deontic function of kāvya.11

This conditioning of the ontology of different character-
types and situations in kāvya through the theory of aucitya 
was ultimately a way to socially condition the readers of kāvya. 
By consistently portraying the characters who act according 
to aucitya as emerging victorious and those who rebel 
against it failing, kāvyaśāstra preconditioned the kāvya in 
such a way that the readers would aspire to emulate actions 
that conformed to the society’s notion of propriety and abhor 
the actions of the rebellious ones. Thus, Sanskrit kāvyaśāstra, 
to which the concept of aucitya was central, functioned as a 
metanarrative on the ontology of literature and also turned 
out to be a mechanism of socio-literary control by prescribing the 
nature of specifi c character types and the representation of 
emotions that appears to be a variant of censorship.

Conclusions

As already mentioned, to term this form of control “censor-
ship” would perhaps entail the error of what Sophia Rosenfeld 
(2001: 118) warns against—of applying the “intellectual 
formations of our time” to a bygone age and culture and the 

inability to “differentiate our current understanding of the 
world from that of people who lived long past.” However, the 
discursive practices of kāvyaśāstra, although arguably ger-
mane only to the upper realms of literature and society and the 
literate male, appear to have assumed the functions of censor-
ing agents in regulating the creation and consumption of art 
and literature. 

Nonetheless, what makes the literary traditions of premod-
ern India different from other classical traditions is that it 
came with an inbuilt mechanism whereby the very act of writ-
ing involved a range of choices—of genre, diction, style, and 
target readership, leading to a simultaneity of writing and 
censoring.12 The striated nature of writing also implied a simi-
lar variegation in the methods of reception; there was no liter-
ary product out there for egalitarian public consumption in the 
literary marketplace. The reader was not the shadowy fi gure 
whose tastes had to be speculated upon and anticipated by the 
writer; contrarily, kāvyaśāstra diktats clearly etched out the 
qualities of the sahṛdaya or the ideal reader for the writer. The 
writer was not reaching out in the dark to an unknown entity 
whose literary preferences were an enigma, thus avoiding the 
possibility of misunderstanding, misrecognition, or disappro-
bation that is often the root of many a censorship controversy. 
This ensured the synchronisation of ideological as well as 
artistic views of the author and reader, leading to an almost 
ideal relationship between the two and rendering any form 
of protest against the work redundant. Censorship thus became 
a part of the very framework of literature—a phenomenon 
observed by Pierre Bourdieu (1991: 138) in the present: 

The metaphor of censorship should not mislead: it is the structure of 
the fi eld itself which governs expression by governing both access to 
expression and the form of expression, and not some legal proceeding 
which has been specially adapted to designate and repress the trans-
gression of a kind of linguistic code. 

As Bourdieu observes, the internalisation of the “symbolic 
relations of power” and its attendant codes of behaviour were 
powerful enough to engender a literature that was sanitised. 
Measured, cut, and tailored to suit individual tastes, this 
“designer” literature rarely overstepped its bounds in terms 
of obscenity, blasphemy, or sedition. Moreover, these inbuilt 
devices of control, more effi cacious than external restrictive 
forces that tend to incite rebellion, functioned somewhat like a 
cleansing mechanism in the practice of literary production, 
helping it to clean up the track it travelled on. 

Notes

 1 However, art appreciation did not involve the 
rigour and dedication demanded by abstract 
philosophical thought, making it more desirable 
than yogic knowledge in the eyes of theorists. 

 2 The word “censorship” can etymologically be 
traced to the Latin “cense,” which means to esti-
mate or judge. The censor was a magistrate in 
ancient Rome who was in charge of census, 
taxation, and the control of public events. This 
gradually evolved into a supervision of public 
behaviour whereby they could penalise citizens, 
including high offi cials, if their behaviour did 
not accord with the socially accepted norms. 
The censor as the judge of public morality and 

decency is seen as a natural outcome of this pub-
lic offi ce.

 3 Bharata is not the only literary theoretician 
to talk about the importance of aucitya in 
literature. This is repeatedly mentioned by 
almost all literary theoreticians. For exam-
ple, see Ānandavardhana (1990: 3.10–14 c); 
Kṣemendra (1954: I.6); Bhānudatta (2009: 
329); Mahimabhaṭṭa (1909: 31); Kuntaka (1997: 
I.4); and Mammaṭa (1966: I.36).

 4 Bhāmaha (1998: Ch 4); Daṇḍin (1962: Ch 3, 
125–87); Vamana (2000: Ch 2); Viśvanātha 
(2016: Ch 7); Mahimabhaṭṭa (1909: 124–135).

 5 For example, see the chapter titled “Sāmāny-
abhinaya” in Nāṭyaśāstra where Bharata 

(1999: XXIV.184–92) talks about eight kinds of 
heroines. He covers a wide range of areas such 
as how a hero should behave; how a scene of 
lovemaking should be depicted; how a heroine 
should behave towards her guilty lover; how 
male characters of different character traits 
such as catura (clever), uttama (noble), madhy-
ama (middling character), adhama (degener-
ate or low-born), and saṃbravrttaka (a lover 
who is indifferent to fear and anger) should 
behave in front of a courtesan; how the friend 
of a lover should act and so on (see the chapter 
titled “vaiśikaṃ”). This tendency can be seen 
throughout Sanskrit poetics. For example, in 
the second chapter (“prakāśa”) of Daśarūpaka, 
Dhanañjaya (1912: Ch 2) talks in detail about 
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the qualities of a hero, various categories 
of hero, the characteristics of the helpers 
of heroes, antagonists, different kinds of her-
oines, the qualities that are to be attributed 
to the side-kicks of a heroine, etc; the 
second chapter (“prakaraṇa”) of Vidyānātha’s 
Pratāparudrīya is concerned with the repre-
sentation of heroes and heroines; in Bhoja’s 
(1955; 1963) Śṛṅgāraprakāśa, see chapters 21 
and 32, which talk about the representation of 
heroes and heroines; in Bhānu’s Rasamañjarī 
(Bouquet of Rasa), see chapters 1 and 2, which 
deal exclusively with the description on nāyikā 
and nāyaka; in Rasataraṅgiṇī (River of Rasa), 
Bhānu, in eight chapters, talks about the way in 
which each emotion has to be represented.

 6 For a similar account, see Vakroktijīvita 
(Kuntaka 1997: 131).

 7 Anaucitya or impropriety is not a nityadoṣa or 
eternal fault. For example, Bhāmaha says that 
the doṣa called punarukti is proper in the rep-
resentation of emotions like fear and jealousy. 
For example, see Bhāmaha (1998: IV.14). 
Daṇḍin also holds the same view. In his discus-
sion on doṣa, he shows how each doṣa (poetic 
blemish) can turn out to be a guṇa (merit). See 
Daṇḍin (1962: III.125–85). 

 8 See also Bhānudatta (2009: 249, 330, 333) and 
Jagannātha (1888: 101–02).

 9 For more example along this line, see Daṇḍin  
(1962: I.62–67), Vāmana (2000: II.I.15–20), 
Ānandavardhana (1990: 3.1. J A and L). 

 10 Vāmana’s observation about the importance of 
a poet conforming to the rules of functioning 
recoded in śāstras typifi es how Sanskrit poetics 
aimed to standardise the creativity of the poet 
in line with the notion of propriety. For a de-
tailed reading of this concept, see II.2.24 of 
Vāmana’s (2000) Kāvyālaṅkārasūtravṛtti.

 11 See Kuntaka’s (1997: 132–33) Vakroktijīvita; 
Viśvanātha’s (2016: 2) Sāhityadarpaṇa; Mammaṭa 
(1966) in Kāvyaprakāśa.

 12 A similar preoccupation with appropriateness 
of theme, style, and readership is evident in 
Tolkappiyam—the text on classical Tamil poet-
ics. It is not discussed here, as it would consid-
erably expand the scope of the paper.
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The Indian Railway Health Service is one of the largest 

and most widely spread medical service models in the 

country. It has, over time, established a health 

infrastructure network, with 125 hospitals, 586 

polyclinics, 92 lock-up dispensaries in its sector, and 686 

hospitals recognised in the private sector for medical 

treatment. It provides comprehensive healthcare not 

only to railway employees and their families but also 

retired employees. If the railway health model is 

redeveloped and recreated to achieve the goal of 

universal health coverage, it can not only continue to 

provide robust healthcare facilities but also deliver 

quality people-centred integrated care. 

With the advent of the railways and the construction 
of railroads in India in the 19th and the early 20th 
centuries, issues around worker safety and solu-

tions for the same became a common concern. During this 
period, while the introduction of this miraculous “big tech-
nology” continued to amaze rail passengers and employees 
alike, they often experienced its ghastly dangers as well. For 
instance, in 1881, there were 30 derailments in the Madras 
Presidency  itself, along with incidents of collisions, fi res in 
trains, defects to train wheels, among others (Jineesh 2021). 
These grim rea lities sparked the development of a branch 
of medical practice termed “railway surgery” during the 
Victorian era. The railroads also connected different parts 
of the country and brought a huge number of people to 
remote, underdeveloped areas that lacked doctors and 
medical staff, further contributing to the development of 
these healthcare facilities. 

In the “Train Doctors, A Detailed History of Railway Sur-
geons,” Robert Gillespie (2006) states: “Railway surgeons, 
nearly forgotten today, once formed the nucleus of a vast and 
innovative healthcare network.” As the number of railroads in-
creased, railroad physicians and surgeons became essential in 
the healthcare system. According to Gillespie (2006):

Railroads initially relied on contracts with private doctors along their 
lines, but the huge number of visits soon made hiring dedicated rail-
road physicians a practical option. By the early 20th century, every 
major railroad listed full-time doctors on its payroll.

In a similar vein, the Indian Railways developed and conse-
quently followed a “huge health directorate headed by a dire-
ctor general of Railway Health Service (in Railway Board) 
with chief medical directors in every zone and chief medical 
superintendents in every division” (Debroy 2018).

A by-product of the British colonial rule, the Indian 
Railways, was inaugurated on 16 April 1853, when the fi rst 
passenger train, carrying around 400 passengers, ran a 
stretch of just 33 kilometres (km). It was nationalised in 1951 
and is now one of the largest railway systems in the world, 
covering a total route length of 66,687 km, of which 31.85% 
is double or multi-tracked. According to the Ministry of 
Railways, with a total of 7,325 stations, as well as 13,169 pas-
senger trains and 8,479 goods trains operating each day, the 
Indian Railways carries approximately 1,250 million passen-
gers (GoI 2021). The medical vertical of the Indian Railways, 
that is, the Indian Railway Health Service (IRHS), now renamed 
the IRHS, is an organised “Group A” service of the Government of 
India. Recruitment to the cadre is done through the Combined 
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Medical Services Examination conducted by the Union Public 
Service Commission (UPSC).

Overview of the Indian Railway Health Service

In its nascent phase, the IRHS was not uniform—every station 
had arrangements that differed widely. In April 1954, E So-
masekhar, the then chief medical offi cer of the Southern Rail-
way, proposed a comprehensive plan on the organised expan-
sion of the medical service for the railways. Since then, the 
railway health service has been continually exp anding and 
developing. The 1962 report of the Railway  Accident Enquiry 
Committee headed by H N Kunzru described the IRHS as “be-
ing second to none.” 

The functions of the IRHS can be broadly divided into four 
parts: industrial and occupational health services; disaster 
management at the time of railway accidents; implementation 
of national health programmes over the railways; and imple-
mentation of food standards, sanitation, and safety over railways.

The IRHS is supposed to conduct a pre-recruitment medical 
examination of the candidates, and periodic examination of 
the employees, certifi cation of injuries under the Workmen’s 
Compensation Act, invalidation of unfi t employees, medical 
certifi cation of employees in cases of sickness, emergency service 
to sick passengers, and basic awareness. The other major por-
tion of its work includes providing free promotive, preventive, 
curative, and rehabilitative healthcare to current and  retired 
employees and their dependents. Additionally, it oversees 
sanitation in the railway colonies and stations, monitors quality 
of water and food at the stations, and creates awareness about 
good health practices and vaccinations.

From the bottom-up, at the subdivisional or the peripheral 
level, the additional chief medical superintendent is in ch arge; 
the divisional level is headed by the chief medical superinten-
dent; the zonal level by the chief medical director; and the 
broad railway level by the executive director. The cadre is 
headed by a director general, railway health service, who 
 reports to the Rail Bhavan in New Delhi.

IRHS and Universal Health Coverage

“Promoting and protecting health is essential to human 
welfare and sustained economic and social development” 
(WHO 2010). “Health for all” is necessary not only for a better 
quality of life but also for global peace and security. Health is 
indeed a political affair as governments try to fulfi ll the ex-
pectations of people. 

Universal health coverage (UHC) was an approach by the 
World Health Organization (WHO) to “promote health for all 
(HFA).” However, this approach did not materialise due to 
various reasons. In 2005, a resolution was passed by the World 
Health Assembly urging countries to mandate UHC and HFA as 
soon as possible. Furthermore, with COVID-19 unravelling the 
fragile nature of the public healthcare sector as well as profi -
teering by private hospitals, there is a need and demand for a 
robust UHC apparatus in the post-pandemic world. So, UHC 
 refers to the concept of equitable access to quality healthcare 
for all the citizens of the nation, irrespective of their income or 

social status, with minimal direct payments, as the govern-
ment ensures these services.

According the WHO (nd), UHC means ensuring that all people 
have access to needed health services (including prevention, 
promotion, treatment, rehabilitation, and palliation) of suffi cient 
quality to be effective, while also ensuring that the use of these 
services does not expose the user to fi nancial hardship. Although 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Target 3.8 is to achieve 
UHC by 2030, it is a concept rooted way back in the WHO Constitu-
tion of 1948, which voices health as an essential human right and 
commits to ensuring the highest achievable level of health for 
all. UHC covers three main dimensions: equity, fi na ncial risk 
protection, and quality service (World Bank 2021). The global 
report on tracking UHC, published by the WHO and World Bank 
(2017), stated that “an estimated 97 million people were impo-
verished by healthcare expenditures at the $1.90-a-day poverty 
line in 2010, equivalent to 1.4% of the world’s population.” 

UHC has been achieved by many of the high-income coun-
tries, but time and resources play an important role in secur-
ing it. For instance, Germany took nearly 118 years to achieve 
UHC, while Belgium took 64 years to protect 99% of its popula-
tion against major and minor health risks. Middle-income 
countries like Thailand and Mexico that have been able to 
achieve UHC prove that it is not only the prerogative of rich 
countries. In fact, certain high-income countries, like the 
 United States, have not been able to achieve UHC (IPH 2012).

In the Indian context, 55 million people were pushed into 
poverty due to having to fund their own healthcare (Nagarajan 
2018). In some cases, the health-seeking behaviour of many is 
adversely affected to avoid such impoverishment. The health-
care sector is one of the driving forces of employment genera-
tion. According to the Commission on Macroeconomics and 
Health (CMH), illness leads to fi nancial losses for a country. 
Better health increases productivity and enhances the ability 
to earn more income, which, in return, potentially permits 
 indi viduals and societies to afford better nutrition and access to 
better healthcare. Reaching the “highest attainable standard of 
health” is critical for human well-being. In lieu of this and many 
other arguments, the National Health Policy, 2017, in its fi rst 
objective talks about progressively achieving UHC in the country.

There are two major players—private and public—involved in 
healthcare provision in India. The basic amenities provided by 
the public sector are in the form of primary healthcare centres 
(PHC) and, to a limited extent, secondary and tertiary services. In 
contrast, private players place an emphasis on provi ding care 
through secondary and tertiary facilities. Despite being one of 
the major outsourcing countries for medical professionals, India 
still lags behind in terms of quality and accessibility to healthcare. 
According to the Lancet’s Global Burden of Disease Study 2015, in 
terms of access and quality, India ranks 145 among 195 countries. 

In 2011, nearly 31% of the Indian population lived in urban 
areas, and this proportion is constantly expanding (Lahariya 
et al 2016). At the same time, India is gradually witnessing a 
transition in disease epidemiology, with non-communicable 
diseases contributing nearly “two-thirds of total disease burden.” 
The health outcomes of the poor living in urban areas are not 
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any better than those of the rural population. Fragmented health-
care service delivery, inadequate fi nancing, poor infrastruc-
ture, insuffi cient coordination among the stakeholders, inade-
quate health workforce, and high level of inequities and 
inequalities are some of the key challenges of urban health-
care provision (Lahariya et al 2016). These are some of the 
reasons that policymakers attempted to address through the 
launch of the National Urban Health Mission (NUHM) as part of 
the overall National Health Mission (NHM) in 2013, in order to 
meet the healthcare needs in cities and towns.

This leads to the much-debated question of whether the 
 Indian healthcare system is affordable and accessible to all. A 
2012 McKinsey report analyses that “the urban rich access 
healthcare at a rate that is double that of the rural poor and 50 
percent more than the national average” (Gudwani et al 2012). 
The Economic Survey 2018–19 reveals that affordability and 
accessibility to proper healthcare in rural areas is still a matter 
of concern, as compared to urban areas (GoI 2019). Gaps in 
infrastructure, lack of doctors, absenteeism, and poor quality 
of service are some of the reasons why the population chooses 
private healthcare facilities over the public system, leading to 
a high out-of-pocket expenditure (OOPE) on health. According 
to the National Health Accounts Estimates for India, 2015–16, 
India’s OOPE is very high at 60.6% of total health expenditure, 
in contrast to the United Kingdom (15.6%) and Thailand 
(12.5%) (GoI 2018). It was further reported that within a period 
of 10 years, from 2004 to 2014, the total OOPE per household 
rose from ̀ 3,855 to ̀ 4,955 (Ravi et al 2016). 

Ayushman Bharat

In this context, several government health insurance schemes 
and reforms are aimed at providing comprehensive care to the 
population and protecting households against catastrophic 
exp enditures. The Ayushman Bharat–Pradhan Mantri Jan Aro-
gya Yojana (AB–PMJAY), which was introduced by the govern-
ment in March 2018, aims at providing health insurance of `5 
lakh per year to 10 million vulnerable families, on the basis of 
the Socio Economic Caste Census of 2011. This would roughly 
include around 500 million Indians, that is, approximately 40% 
of the country’s population and is seen as the government’s fi rst 
step towards achieving UHC (the AB–PMJAY and the path of UHC 
in India)  (Angell et al 2019). The scheme has two components: 
the fi rst one is to constitute 1,50,000 health and wellness centres 
(HWC) to cater to the primary healthcare needs of the people; 
and second is to provide fi nancial protection for secondary and 
tertiary care to households covered by the scheme. The AB–PMJAY 
thus aims at empowerment and reasonable commitment towards 
the achievement of UHC. To augment the growth and quality 
of healthcare, UHC has  become the primary model under the 
SDGs. The Rashtriya Swastha Bima Yojana (RSBY), the previous 
insurance-based scheme, also had a similar structure and 
framework as the  AB–PMJAY, but failed to deliver on its prima-
ry objective of reducing out-of-pocket health expenditure. 

Healthcare is a concept that is interlinked and interconnected 
to various other factors. Any policy that aims to achieve UHC for 
a huge populace like India, cannot be carried out in isolation; 

various elements come into play in implementing and sustain-
ing a broad policy. Finance is one of the biggest obstacles in 
achieving UHC. The fact that the states have to bear 40% of the 
fi nancing, as per the AB–PMJAY, adds to the burden of sourcing 
funds for states with high poverty levels. This is further exacer-
bated by the inability states to set their goods and services tax 
(GST) rates along with the central government’s obligation to 
keep a check on the fi scal defi cit. Another important factor that 
acts as a hurdle in attaining UHC is the focus on only the “dem-
and aspect” of healthcare. On the supply side, by 2030, India will 
requires 20.7 lakh doctors to reach a doctor population ratio of 
1:1,000, which implies the need for a growth rate of 151% regis-
tered doctors in the country (Mishra and Kashyap 2020).

The inadequate rural health infrastructure also serves as a 
major challenge that needs attention. According to the WHO, 
there are merely nine beds per 10,000 population in India. In 
India, the delivery of healthcare facilities, being a state subject, 
rests with the states. Thus, the centre–state dynamics play an 
 important role in its implementation. Corruption is another 
challenge that might hinder the proper operation and imple-
mentation of the scheme. In the case of the AB–PMJAY, there 
have been cases of fraud and impersonation registered with 
the  police, with a large number of non-benefi ciaries availing 
ins urance benefi ts (Mishra and Kashyap 2020). Further, since 
the hospitalisation payments are in the form of reimburse-
ments, there have been cases of no or delayed reimbursements 
adding to the misery of the poor (Mishra and Kashyap 2020).

In addition to these challenges, the scheme also faces 
issues in terms of integration with various state-run insurance 
Table 1: Health Infrastructure in Railways
Zone/PU Total Number Total Number Total Number
 of Dispensaries of Hospitals of Indoor Beds

Central Railway 30 11 1,184

Eastern Railway 47 8 1,587

East Central Railway 41 6 887

East Coast Railway 29 4 339

Northern Railway 61 9 1,128

North Central railway 28 5 586

North East Railway 26 5 826

North Frontier Railway 47 12 1,022

North Western Railway 32 8 604

Southern Railway 42 10 1,135

South Central Railway 44 4 764

South Eastern Railway 37 7 1,101

South East Central Railway 17 5 245

South Western Railway 20 3 301

Western Railway 56 9 960

West Central Railway 17 7 37

Integral Coach Factory 0 1 101

Rail Coach Factory 0 1 60

Chittaranjan Locomotive Works 5 1 197

Diesel Locomotive Works 1 1 105

Diesel Loco Modernisation Works 0 1 50

Rail Wheel Factory 0 1 46

Research Design and Standards Organization 0 1 30

Metro/Kolkata 0 1 30

Modern Coach Factory/Raebareli 0 1 30

Total 580 122 13,355

Source: CBHI (2019: 267).
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programmes, resistance by states, budget allocation, private hospi-
tal empanelment, and services covered. Furthermore, the extent 
to which it can be expanded to the entire population as well as the 
time it will take for the same is questionable in the recent context.

The fundamental way in which a country can proceed tow ards 
UHC is through promoting health equity, which ranges from 
universal access to health services and health protection. Accord-
ing to the World Health Report 2008, “Universal coverage is not, 
by itself, suffi cient to ensure health for all and health equity—
inequalities persist in countries with universal or near-universal 
coverage—but it provides the necessary foundation” (WHO 2008).  
People desire health facilities to be equitable; however, the root 
of inequality lies in various social issues that must be tackled via 
intersectoral and cross-governmental action. To advance health 
equity, certain actions need to be taken by the health sector, the 
basis of which lies in the universal coverage, that is, universal 
access to health services along with social health protection.

The IRHS mission statement is “total patient satisfaction, 
through humane approach and shared commitment of every 
single doctor and paramedic, to provide quality healthcare using 
modern and cost-effective techniques and technologies.” It pro-
vides promotive, preventative, curative, and rehabilitative health-
care to all its employees. This type of comprehensive and afford-
able healthcare for all (the employees) forms the basis of UHC. 

The IRHS has a total of 125 railway hospitals, 586 polyclinics, 
as well as 133 hospitals recognised in the private sector for 
medical treatment. This adds up to a total of 13,963 beds for a 
population of 61,58,780, which means one bed for approxi-
mately 477 people (Indian Railways nd). This is well above the 
bed to population ratio of 1:1,000 recommended by the WHO. 
The Central Bureau of Health Intelligence (CBHI) regulates in-
s ervice training for the offi cers and staff working in various 
railway health institutions, for capacity building and human re-
source development in the health sector. For disaster manage-
ment in the event of railway accidents, it is equipped with dif-
ferent types of accident relief medical equipment (ARME): 172 
scale 1 equipment in medical vehicles, as part of accident relief 
trains; and 325 scale 2 equipment in boxes at specifi ed stations.  
It has also provided India with some of the most effi cient medical 
technologies. For example, the Southern Railway Headquar-
ters Hospital has some of the best cardiologists and cardiac 
surgeons in the country, and the fi rst cardiac bypass surgery of 
India was carried out there in 1975, followed by the corrective 
transposition of the great arteries surgery in 1979.

Health Infrastructure and Human Resources

In Table 1 (p 57), the railways health infrastructure, as per 
March 2019, has been dissected into various zones and tabu-

lated (CBHI 2019). The table consists of 
the various dispensaries and hospitals 
along with the number of indoor beds 
allotted to each zone. 

From Table 1, it is revealed that the 
Northern Railways has both the highest 
number of dispensaries and hospitals, 
while the Eastern Railways has the 
highest number of indoor beds. Although 
the healthcare sector often acts as an 
employment and revenue generator, it 
is criticised because of its skewed work-
force. Despite human resources in the 
healthcare sector playing an important 
role in providing care and services, 
there is a lack of a qualifi ed workforce 
in the healthcare system. The current 
doctor to population ratio in India is 
1:1,456, while the nurse to population 
ratio is 1:475.14. In addition to this, 
56.4% of health workers, which is nearly 
1.4 million, are not qualifi ed as per the 
demands of the cadre. This unqualifi ed 
workforce is usually the fi rst point of 
contact for the rural population and the 
poor as far as the ailment is concerned. 
In contrast, the healthcare professionals 
of the IRHS are selected through en-
trance examinations, which justify the 
quality of these health providers.

In Table 2, the human resour ces en-
gaged by the railway health sector are 

Table 2: Human Resources in Health Sector in Railways 
Zone/Production Unit Doctors Doctors with Doctors Dental Auxiliary Nurses and Pharmacists
 Working Speciality Super Surgeons Nurses and Midwives
  Degree/ Speciality Working Midwives  (RN and RM)
  Diploma Degree  Working Working 

Central Railway 199 95 0 4 0 370 140

Eastern Railway 213 119 5 6 0 466 131

East Central Railway 139 73 0 9 0 258 95

East Coast Railway  74 29 0 0 0 134 57

Northern Railway 254 143 0 7 0 179 193

North Central Railway 98 39 0 2 0 118 76

North East Railway 95 46 2 4 0 224 85

North Frontier Railway 173 65 0 10 1 323 126

North Western Railway 117 48 0 4 1 190 107

Southern Railway 207 97 12 3 – 497 161

South East Central Railway 82 31 1 5 1 93 42

South Eastern Railway 152 54 1 2 0 388 91

South Central Railway 156 54 2 1 0 297 126

South Western Railway 65 38 0 2 6 116 56

Western Railway 209 80 2 2 0 328 153

West Central Railway 78 31 0 1 0 145 78

Integral Coach Factory 21 15 1 0 30 0 14

Rail Coach Factor 12 4 0 1 0 30 15

Chittaranjan Locomotive Works 24 8 0 1 1 71 19

Diesel Locomotive Works 14 12 0 0 1 38 16

Diesel Modernization Works 8 3 0 1 0 9 6

Rail Wheel Factory 9 7 0 0 0 12 4

Research Design and 
Standards Organization 7 4 0 0 11 0 4

Railway Board 3 2 0 0 – 0 0

Modern Coach Factory/Raebareli 13 5 0 1 0 11 8

Metro/Kolkata 9 7 0 1 3 14 5

National Academy of 
Indian Railways/Vadodara 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

Rail Wheel Plant/Bela 3 – 0 0 0 4 1

Total 2,435 1,109 26 67 55 4,315 1,809
RN = Registered nurse; RM = Registered midwife.
Source: CBHI (2019: 232).
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tabulated, revealing the entire universe of clinical staff appointed 
by the Indian Railways. The table indicates that the number of 
nurses employed is high across facilities. The number of phar-
macists across different railway zones has also been  tabulated. 

An adequately skilled health workforce is required to ensure 
UHC. The WHO categorised India among “the 57 most severe 
crisis-facing countries” in terms of availability of human reso urce 
for health (Karan et al 2019). The WHO recommends a thresh-
old of 22.8 skilled health professionals per 10,000 population. 
In this context, the Indian healthcare sector faces a shortage of 
health workers. There exists a maldistribution of health work-
ers across rural and urban settings, along with an alarmingly large 
unqualifi ed health workforce. In many places, the fi rst clinical 
point of contact with the community is these unqualifi ed doc-
tors. In contrast, as stated above, recruitment to the IRHS cadre is 
carried out by the UPSC, which determines capability and merit, 
and thus provision of comprehensive care and services.

Financing Railway Health Service

The reports of the Expert Group on Indian Railways (2001) 
and the Committee for Mobilisation of Resources for Major 
Railway Projects and Restructuring of Railway Ministry and 
Railway Board (Debroy et al 2015)—also known as the Rakesh 
Mohan Committee and Bibek Debroy Committee, respectively—
suggested outsourcing of health services, and ceasing to provide 
the same through the railway medical service. The committee 
suggested that provision of medical facilities is a “non-core” 
domain of railways and hence the focus given to health services 
should be reoriented to strengthen the core railway services 
instead (Expert Group on Indian Railways 2001). 

However, the question arises whether it is viable to cease 
services at an existing hospital, when there already exists a 
shortage of hospitals in India. Literature shows that the bed 
occupancy ratio in a government hospital is around 95%, 
while the same ratio for railway hospitals is around 62%, thus 
revealing how railway hospitals are not optimally used 
 (Debroy 2018).

The IRHS is also extremely cost-effective in terms of effi -
ciency and range of health services it provides. According to 
the Health Directorate of the Railway Board, to cover the 
wide range of services, the railways spent `3,800 crore for 
medical, health, and other welfare services and `1,41,000 
crore for ordinary working expenditure in 2018–19. The 
2018–19 statistics suggest that the railways spent an average 
of `6,814 per benefi ciary in that period (Indian Railways 
2021). This, when viewed against outsourcing of health 
service to the private sector, proves to be more cost-effi cient. 
The inherent issues  related to the privatisation of healthcare 
remain, namely lag in reimbursement, hazard of overpre-
scription of tests by the private hospitals, and failure to cover 
a wide range of health services. 

Table 3 tabulates the performance statistics of the railway 
hospitals, which consist of multiple factors ranging from total 
outpatient and inpatient cases, to the number of surgeries 
conducted, number of new cases, etc, as given by the Indian 
Railways Annual Report and Accounts 2018–19 (GoI 2020).

Table 4 charts down the qualitative performances of the 
railway medical services including certain factors like morta-
lity in hospitals, bed occupancy rate, and the number of pa-
tients referred to other hospitals for in-patient department 
(IPD) treatment. Table 5 tabulates the distinction between sanc-
tioned employees and working employees of the Indian Rail-
way Health Service. Table 6 compares certain other parame-
ters between various healthcare models and railway mod-
els—like the scope of the model, the number of persons in-
cluded annual cost, etc. This data shows the strong and robust 
system of railway medical services.

Table 3: Performance Statistics, 2018–19

Total outpatient department cases 2,01,64,464

Total indoor cases admitted 5,08,831

Total no of surgeries performed 1,59264

No of new cases examined for fitness 37,460

No of engineering services candidates examined 548

No of medical services candidates examined 353

No of employees who underwent periodic medical examination 1,13,585

No of sick passengers attended by the railways 60,806

No of railway accident calls attended 1302

No of children immunised 11,845

No of multipurpose health drives conducted  23,372

No of persons examined in the multipurpose 
health drives above 6,95,532

Source: GoI (2020); Indian Railways (2021).

Table 4: Qualitative Performance

Mortality in hospitals 1,577

Bed occupancy rate 94.63

Average length of stay 7.03

No of patients referred to other hospitals for indoor treatment 1,24,034

Person-days lost due to sickness on railway material consignment 1.28%

Source: Health Directorate, Railway Board.

Table 5: Sanctioned Workers versus Working Employees
 Sanctioned Working

No of railway doctors 2,711 2,435

No of contractual medical practitioners  396

No of diplomate of national board candidates  164 + 108 = 274

No of honorary visiting specialists  214

Nurses 4,900 4,370

No of paramedical staff 35,158 30,836

Doctor: Beneficiary ratio  1:2,458

Source: CBHI (2019).

Table 6: Other Healthcare Models versus Railway Model
Parameters Other Healthcare Models Railway Model

Scope Insurance schemes Railways

Persons insured Individual/family Family

Amount 10 lakh No limit

Cost per annum `12,000–`15,000 `6,800

Beneficiary profile Mainly for healthy individuals.   All inclusive
 Loading amount and waiting 
 time for PEDs and 13 chronic 
 diseases. 

OPD treatment Partially not included in All inclusive (OPD/IPD- 
 base plan (additional  all types of costliest  
 rider for OPD)  possible treatment)

Preventive and  Not included All inclusive
promotive treatment 
and Immunisation 

Source: Various sources.
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Table 7 tabulates the comparison between the National Health 
Service followed by the United Kingdom and the Railway medical 
model depending on certain factors like population covered, 
doctors, nurses, waiting times, and others.

Railway Model and Health Expenditure

So, if the railway model is extrapolated in India then the total 
health expenditure of India will be as follows:

Redevelopment of Healthcare System

The Indian Railways has, overtime, established a strong and 
robust infrastructure of hospitals and health units. With a 
dedicated clientele and a trained and well-qualifi ed staff, it 

provides a comprehensive healthcare system. As seen in this 
paper, the railways provide an equitable health service that is 
cost-effective despite covering a wide range of services, and 
even includes disaster management such as in the event rail-
way accidents. It has uniform policies and rules, with a wide 
scope for decentralisation. The doctors are recruited by the 
UPSC, ensuring the highest merit, while nurses and allied staff 
are selected through Railway Recruitment Boards. Most of the 
railway hospitals are located in important cities and have good 
land and infrastructure. Some of the railway hospitals are pio-
neers in certain specialties, for instance, the railway hospital in 
Perambur near Chennai was well known for cardiac services, 
and its doctors have established and worked in some of the best 
cardiac units in Chennai. During the COVID-19 pandemic, rail-
way coaches served as level 1 COVID-19 care centres and aided 
in the provision of basic healthcare and quarantine facilities. 

As outlined in this paper, railway hospitals in India have a 
legacy of over a century. The expectations and aspirations of 
railway employees, their families and pensioners from railway 
hospitals have also increased over time. Railway hospitals 
need to bring in professional management to continue to 
improve services. Furthermore, if the railway medical model is 
recreated to achieve UHC, it will not only be capable of provid-
ing robust healthcare facilities but also deliver quality people-
centred integrated care. There is a long pending need to 
improve and strengthen the railway health service in this 
direction, and proper investments and innovative technological 
transformation can successfully address the provision of 
comprehensive care facilities.
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Population covered by IRHS 65 lakh 

The total population of India 130 crore (200 times of the  
 population covered)

Expenditure per beneficiary/annum `6,814

Therefore, total health expenditure  `6,814*65*200 lakh

 = ̀ 8,85,82,000 lakh

Hence, the excess amount needs to be invested `199*65*200 lakh

 = ̀ 25,87,000 lakh

Source: Authors’ calculations.

Table 7: NHS versus Railways
Parameter NHS Railway Model

Population covered 6.5 crore 65 lakh (one-tenth)

Doctors 1 lakh 2,700

Nurses 3 lakh 4,900

Expenditure per beneficiary/annum £2,200 (`2 lakh) 6,814

Waiting time 4 hours for GP

General Practitioners to specialist 18 weeks GP 1–2 hours Specialist 1–3 days

Source: NHS Database; Health Directorate, Railway Board.
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A New Economics Awaits Us 

Sankar Varma

This article attempts to look into 
the concept of othering in the 
context of urban development. 
The major motivation for the 
initiation of this article came after 
reading Dipankar Gupta’s book 
review titled “A New Sociology 
Awaits Us” (EPW, 26 December 
2020), which mainly concentrated 
on urban affairs.

Dipankar Gupta’s book review ti-
tled “A New Sociology Awaits 
Us” (EPW, 26 December 2020) 

created multiple entry points for re-
examining the idea of “urban space” or 
“urban affair.” The title of the current 
article is framed out of the motivation 
majorly drawn from Gupta’s review. 
Therefore, this particular article can 
also be considered as a commentary of 
a review that looks forward to motivate 
and bring about more entry points into 
the academic discourse on the theme 
of urban affairs. Hence, naturally, this 
article is not an attempt to take any one 
article in particular, rather it is an at-
tempt to motivate and stimulate a larg-
er imaginary that seems to have taken 
a convenient detour towards what can 
be called a process of “othering.”

The process of othering can be seen as 
a routine and systematic dispossession 
of a few classes of people who are based 
on certain determinants, washed away 
from the daily affairs of economic and 
social discourses. This is political as much 
as a manufacturing of something can 
be called an “ultraconservative backlash.” 
Conservative thinking arises when politi-
cal rule orchestrates people to behave in 
a defi nite and determinate way. The urban 
centre for that matter has mastered this 
imagination of how a portrayal of this 
renewed “self” needs to be acted, for and 
against the “other.” It is in this context 
that the fi tting review of Gupta (2020) 
on the book Classes of Labour: Work and 
Life in a Central Indian Steel Town writ-
ten by Jonathan P Parry comes as a ped-
estal in my motivation of looking into 
“A New Economics that Awaits Us.” 

In a modern world that seems to be 
conveniently able to accept anything 
for a “face value” without looking much 
into what it intrinsically encompasses, 
it is absolutely true that yes “A New 
Sociology Awaits Us.” However, with the 
rising “economic determinism” mastered 

with the “ultraconservative backlash,” 
it also needs to be said that a new eco-
nomic awaits us too. Let us delve into 
these two concepts of what is this “eco-
nomic determinism” and an “ultracon-
servative backlash” in order to politi-
cally motivate the apolitical times that 
we are living. A realisation of the apo-
litical manifestations perhapsmight also 
help the urban affairs to recoup itself 
from an idea of growth fetish and oth-
ering to an idea of humanity endured 
and lived by all.

Economic Determinism 
and Othering

The primary idea of economic determi-
nism achieves its material root through 
resorting into an idea of what Marx 
called the “primitive accumulation of 
capital.” This seems to have been on the 
rise in the urban affairs primarily bec-
ause the rising bourgeoisie needs the 
power of the state, and uses it to “regu-
late” wages, that is, to force them into 
the limits suitable for making a profi t, to 
lengthen the working day, and to keep 
the worker at their normal level of de-
pendence. This is an essential part of 
so-called primitive accumulation (Marx 
1887). In a time when the role of the 
state and fi nancial oligarchies are coal-
esced into one, it becomes all the more 
imperative that primitive accumulation 
is here to stay. It is in this arrival of a 
confi rmation, the idea of economic det-
erminism also gets it functional success. 
So, the premise in which one can func-
tion is not to resort one’s self into an 
economic determinism that attempts to 
emanate a feeling of 

I am happy with the wealth that I hold and I 
have a luxury apartment in the heart of the 
city, so I do not mind even if the crony capi-
talists continue to accumulate wealth out of 
exploiting others who are far away from me. 

Sadly, it is the above imaginary that 
has been well perfected, which domi-
nates the majority of the economic dis-
courses in urban affairs. This thinking 
sows the seed of what an urban imagi-
nary resorts to which is nothing but 
“othering.” In other words, when the 
urban development materialises through 
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construction of information technology 
parks, bourgeoisie environment alism, 
and other means to consume the urban 
spaces, automatically a class of people 
gets othered and a new class of perfect 
and supposedly cultured urban identi-
ties begins to be formed. These classes 
of people, who are othered, are those 
who fall below the ambit of capital desig-
nations, as imagined and emanated 
through the idea of urban. They may 
range from the local pan wallahs, non-
capitalist enterprises, peasants, artisans, 
labourers and most importantly people 

who do not see the nature as the “other.” 
However, the person who resorts to this 
process of othering continues to conven-
iently adjust as per the modernist dis-
courses. This seems to be primarily be-
cause of a rising apolitical, at the same 
time, asocial reduction of a household 
into a gated community—a community 
of individuals who feel they are the soci-
ety in other words. Though there are a 
lot of entry points that have been kick-
started by this discussion, elongating 
this further may distract us away from 
the main issue. After all, incomplete 

discussions are the one that provides a 
means to a larger discussion, as provo-
cations prove vital in instances of these 
kinds. Urban development for that mat-
ter has forever rem ained a perfect and 
not so provocative fi eld in terms of its 
social engineering.

The above-mentioned is the terrible 
primary problem that needs to be con-
fronted in the urban affairs. The purpose 
of swaraj, self-rule, as per Gandhi was 
to emancipate Indians from its illusory 
promises. But today it seems that it is 
these illusory promises that the urban 
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credo exercises, which has become the 
rene wed and modifi ed defi nition of swaraj.

Ultraconservative 
Backlash and Othering

“Ultraconservative backlash” is a term in-
troduced by the late T K Ramachandran, 
an erudite and classical Marxist, in his 
paper titled “Notes on the Making of 
Feminine Identity in Contemporary 
Kerala Society,” published by the Social 
Scientist. Though the study is specifi c 
to the contemporary Kerala society and 
female identity formations, the macro 
context that the terminology attempts 
to dwell into without a doubt spans 
boundaries. Ramachandran (1995) writes:

Any realistic analysis of contemporary Kerala 
society and culture will have to come to 
terms with what can tentatively be termed 
“the ultraconservative backlash.” Nurtured 
diligently by the popular media, and aided 
and abetted by the esta blishment, the “back-
lash” has become a well-entrenched and pal-
pable ideological entity in our daily life. Fur-
ther, its pernicious infl uence has eroded, to 
a great extent, the unquestioned hegemony 
that the progressive forces had enjoyed in 
the cultural life of Kerala right up to the six-
ties. Certainly the “backlash” is a nebulous 
phenomenon, eclectic in its ideological com-
position and protean in its manifestations. 
This is perhaps no accident when we con-
sider the curious chemistry of  ruling—class 
alliances in response to which the backlash 
ideologues modulate their voices. No doubt, 
owing to its bewildering transmogrifi ca-
tions, the backlash defi es simple or precise 
defi nition. Yet, in general, it can be seen to 
be characterised by its pronounced anti-
progressive, anti-left stances, its unabashed 
idealisation of the fendal past, its belligerent 
apolitical posturing, its unconcealed male-
chauvinistic and sexist bias, its pathological 
dread of people’s movements and its strident 
revivalist rhetoric.

This perhaps explains the very mak-
ing of an urban identity too. Because to-
day the urban centres have been re-
duced to a space to talk about memories 
such as “been there done that.” Why is it 
so? The major point seems to be, fi rst, 
the economic departure from a socialist 
viewpoint to without oneself realising 
that one has become a capitalist support-
er reduced to a gated household commu-
nity. The second point is equally impor-
tant as the fi rst and it is the worming in 
of caste as a measure of identity formation 
within the urban citizens. This is also 

where the idea of materiality in the 
making of an identity becomes critical 
to the urban affairs. An earlier street 
which was a meeting place for anybody 
and had a notion of “we” that encom-
passed a classless and casteless space, 
soon started getting converted into 
“they.” “They” came to be an embodi-
ment of those who are perfect and suc-
cessful in portraying to the outside that 
“Hey! I am from the city.” 

The third point is the technology and 
the personal. Though we say the per-
sonal is political, the very act of politics 
through technological disseminations 
(social media, etc) has, to a larger ex-
tent, equally corrupted and crippled the 
theoretical foundation within politics. 
The very reason that makes one say this 
is because the technological space is per-
sonal at the same time social too. It is the 
inhabitants of that space that turns it 
into a political space through various so-
cial media rantings. The moment an in-
dividual posts or shares something, they 
get a feeling that the property rights of 
whatever has been shared rests with 
them. As a result of this reproduction, an 
added, and at the same time blind con-
fi rmation tends to overpower the indi-
vidual that they are being socially ac-
cepted in their judgment made, and all 
what they say is the ultimate truth. Any 
contestations that pave the way for a dis-
cussion are illogical, irrespective of eth-
ics or virtue in this regard of the post 
made and it becomes the rule exercised 
by the individual. This is where I see an 
“epistemic departure” and this is yet 
again well abetted through the discours-
es within urban affairs too. The derailed 
idea of urban in the modernist discourse 
is that of an enclosed or a gated commu-
nity that no longer prefers a “you and 
me” discourse, rather it forces one into 
resort to just a “me” discourse. 

The same is the context manifested 
through technology as well because the 
characteristic nature of capital is to look 
into the lives of the “personal” and not 
the “social.” It is hence rather the capital 
that governs both the urban and the 
technological space. To put it seemingly 
different, technology and urban affairs 
become a synonymous space that propa-
gates a  notion that is bereft of a concern 

for the “other.” This is because of the 
shifting economic paradigm that puts 
the seemingly perfect and accomplished 
class of urban citizens to give an im-
pression to the outside world that yes 
development is happening and we are 
the foot soldiers of the same. 

Conclusions

The collective action of humanity with-
out any sense of othering has forever 
remained a major marker in the com-
prehension of any history that has been 
 humane, so far documented. But today, 
we are confronted with a situation 
where a bipolar world successfully att-
empts to be born through successful 
economic images and policies. Need-
less to say, not only are they epistemi-
cally fl awed but have also repeatedly 
proven to be misnomers. The primary 
reason being the apolitical withering 
away of people, who personally can ad-
just and modify to the latest abetted 
way of life, for they remain economi-
cally productive. Hence, what Antonio 
Gramsci said, “The old world is dying, 
and the new world struggles to be born: 
now is the time of monsters,” calls for a 
real world rephrase. And the rephrase 
goes—“The old world is dying, and the 
new world is not all struggling to be 
born: now is the time of monsters.” This 
is perhaps the beginning of a new eco-
nomics too.
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Wholesale Price Index
The year-on-year (y-o-y) WPI-based infl ation rate rose to 13.9% in July 2022 
from 11.6% reported a year ago, but was lower than 15.2% a month ago. The 
index for primary articles increased by 15.0% against 6.3% a year ago, but 
was lower than 19.2% a month ago. The rate of infl ation of food articles rose 
to 10.8% from 0.1% a year ago, but was lower than 14.4% a month ago. The 
index for fuel and power was up by 43.8% against 27.0% a year ago but that 
for  manufactured products decreased by 8.2% compared to 11.5% a year ago.

Index of Eight Core Industries
The index of eight core industries increased by 12.7% in June 2022 compared to 
9.4% reported a year ago. Production of coal increased by 31.1%, petroleum 
refi nery products by 15.1%, cement by 19.4%, electricity generation by 15.5% 
and fertilisers by 8.2% against their respective growth rates of 7.4%, 2.4%, 
7.5%, 8.2% and 2.0%. Growth in the steel segment slowed down to 3.3% from 
25.2% a year ago and in natural gas to 1.2% from 20.6% and growth in the crude 
oil segment stood at -1.7% compared to -1.8%.

Consumer Price Index
The CPI-infl ation rate increased to 6.7% in July 2022 from 5.6% registered 
a year ago, but was lower than 7.0% a month ago. The consumer food price 
index rose by 6.8% against 4.0% a year ago but lower than 7.8% a month ago. 
The CPI-rural infl ation rate increased to 6.8% from 5.5% a year ago and the 
urban infl ation to 6.5% from 5.8%. According to Labour Bureau data, the CPI 
for agricultural labourers (CPI–AL) increased to 6.4% in June 2022 from 3.8% a 
year ago and the CPI for industrial workers (CPI–IW) to 6.2% from 5.6%.

Foreign Trade
The trade defi cit widened to $30.0 bn in July 2022 from $10.63 bn reported a 
year ago. Exports increased by 2.1% to $36.3 bn from $35.5 bn registered a 
year ago and imports by 43.6% to $66.3 bn from $46.2 bn. Oil imports stood 
higher at $21.1 bn and non-oil at $45.1 bn from $12.4 bn and $33.7 bn, 
respectively. During April–July 2022–23, the cumulative exports increased 
by 20.1% to $157.4 from $131.1 bn during the corresponding period last year 
and imports by 48.1% to $256.4 bn from $173.1 bn. 

Merchandise Trade July 2022
 July 2022 Over Month Over Year April–July
 ($ bn) (%) (%) (2022–23 over 2021–22) (%)

Exports 36.3 -9.6 2.1 20.1

Imports 66.3 -0.1 43.6 48.1

Trade balance -30.0 14.6 182.2 135.4

Data is provisional. Source: Ministry of Commerce and Industry.

* Data is provisional; Base: 2011–12 = 100.

* Data is provisional. Source: National Statistical Office (NSO), Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, 
Base: 2012=100.

Oil refers to crude petroleum and petroleum products, while non-oil refers to all other commodities.

Comprehensive current economic statistics with regular weekly updates are available at: http://www.epwrf.in/currentstat.aspx.

 

* June 2022 are quick estimates; Base: 2011–12=100.

Trends in WPI and Its Components July 2022* (%)
   Financial Year (Averages)  
 Weights Over Month Over Year 2019–20 2020–21 2021–22

All commodities  100 -0.1 13.9 1.7 1.3 13.0

Primary articles 22.6 -2.7 15.0 6.8 1.7 10.2

 Food articles 15.3 -2.6 10.8 8.4 3.2 4.1

Fuel and power 13.2 6.6 43.8 -1.8 -8.0 32.5

Manufactured products 64.2 -0.4 8.2 0.3 2.8 11.1

*Data is provisional; Base: 2011–12=100. Source: Ministry of Commerce and Industry.

Index for Eight Core Industries June 2022* (%)
 Weights Over Over Financial Year (Avgs) in %
  Month Year 2020–21 2021–22

Infrastructure industries 40.27@ -4.1 12.7 -6.4 10.4

Coal 10.3 -6.1 31.1 -1.9 8.5

Crude oil 9.0 -4.3 -1.7 -5.2 -2.6

Natural gas 6.9 -3.5 1.2 -8.2 19.2

Petroleum refinery products 28.0 -5.1 15.1 -11.2 8.9

Fertilisers 2.6 0.4 8.2 1.7 0.7

Steel 17.9 -7.7 3.3 -8.7 16.9

Cement 5.4 6.9 19.4 -10.8 20.8

Electricity 19.9 -2.3 15.5 -0.5 8.0

(Base: 2011–12=100); *Data is provisional; @ The revised eight core industries have a combined weight of 40.27% in the IIP.
Source: Ministry of Commerce and Industry.

Movement of WPI-Inflation Rate January 2021–July 2022

Movement of CPI Inflation January 2021–July 2022

Movement of Index Values of Components of IIP January 2021–June 2022

Trade Balance January 2021–July 2022

CPI: Rural and Urban July 2022* (%)
 Latest Over Over Financial Year (Avgs)     
 Month Index Month Year 2020–21 2021–22

CPI Combined 173.4 0.463 6.71 6.16 5.51

Rural (2012=100) 174.3 0.403 6.80 5.94 5.43

Urban (2012=100) 172.3 0.525 6.49 6.45 5.58

CPI: Occupation-wise#

Industrial workers (2016=100) 129.2 0.2 6.2 5.0 5.1

Agricultural labourers (1986–87=100) 1125.0 0.5 6.4 5.5 4.0
* Provisional; # June. Source: NSO (rural and urban); Labour Bureau (IW and AL). 
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 India’s Quarterly Estimates of Final Expenditures on GDP
 2019–20 2020–21 2021–22
` Crore | At 2011–12 Prices  Q1  Q2  Q3  Q4 Q1  Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

Private final consumption expenditure 2009312 (6.7) 2004859 (5.7) 2157091 (5.6) 2088442 (1.2) 1532170 (-23.7) 1839177 (-8.3) 2169131 (0.6) 2223256 (6.5) 1753400 (14.4) 2031624 (10.5) 2330425 (7.4) 2262405 (1.8)
Government final consumption expenditure 377951 (-2.0) 418372 (5.5) 345786 (4.8) 342163 (8.0) 429241 (13.6) 322530 (-22.9) 344609 (-0.3) 441224 (29.0) 408789 (-4.8) 351138 (8.9) 354889 (3.0) 462316 (4.8)
Gross fixed capital formation 1197344 (10.0) 1093791 (0.9) 1135023 (-0.1) 1184862 (0.6) 654479 (-45.3) 1044735 (-4.5) 1128117 (-0.6) 1303947 (10.1) 1063543 (62.5) 1197408 (14.6) 1152014 (2.1) 1371090 (5.1)
Change in stocks 27081 (-57.5) 26951 (-59.0) 26083 (-59.0) 28169 (-59.5) -1995 (-107.4) -3048 (-111.3) -3040 (-111.7) -3490 (-112.4) 43907 (-2301.0) 47531 (-1659.6) 45050 (-1581.7) 51450 (-1574.2)
Valuables   43887 (-5.5) 44242 (-12.3) 37119 (-16.4) 39279 (-22.1) 3790 (-91.4) 52356 (18.3) 50917 (37.2) 100918 (156.9) 23329 (515.6) 142228 (171.7) 77891 (53.0) 51597 (-48.9)
Net Trade (Export–Import) -174738  -132914  -100588  -99736  6189  -28433  -119730  -167215  -96309  -174012  -227446  -205582 
Exports   703240 (2.4) 705236 (-2.0) 706562 (-5.5) 698570 (-9.1) 523643 (-25.5) 659753 (-6.4) 645694 (-8.6) 724592 (3.7) 737146 (40.8) 795994 (20.7) 794990 (23.1) 846715 (16.9)
Less Imports  877979 (9.4) 838150 (-1.9) 807150 (-7.0) 798306 (-2.4) 517454 (-41.1) 688186 (-17.9) 765424 (-5.2) 891807 (11.7) 833455 (61.1) 970006 (41.0) 1022436 (33.6) 1052297 (18.0)
Discrepancies  68121 (107.6) 90923 (94.6) -819 (-76.5) 237901 (155.3) 79724 (17.0) 83612 (-8.0) 56217 (-6963.7) 19085 (-92.0) 49775 (-37.6) -6738 (-108.1) 89056 (58.4) 84749 (344.1)
Gross domestic product (GDP) 3548958 (4.9) 3546223 (4.2) 3599696 (3.1) 3821081 (2.7) 2703598 (-23.8) 3310930 (-6.6) 3626220 (0.7) 3917725 (2.5) 3246434 (20.1) 3589178 (8.4) 3821878 (5.4) 4078025 (4.1)

 India’s Overall Balance of Payments (Net): Quarterly
 2020–21 ($ mn) 2021–22 ($ mn) 2020–21 (` bn) 2021–22  (` bn)
Item   Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 04 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

Current account 19058 15250 -2235 -8161 6559 -9734 -22167 -13424 1446 [3.7] 1134 [2.4] -165 [-0.3] -595 [-1.0] 484 [0.9] -721 [-1.3] -1661 [-2.6] -1010 [-1.5]
 Merchandise -10990 -14816 -34602 -41745 -30715 -44511 -59750 -54483 -834  -1102  -2552  -3043  -2266  -3298  -4477  -4099 
 Invisibles 30048 30066 32367 33583 37275 34777 37583 41059 2280  2236  2387  2448  2750  2577  2816  3089 
 Services  20758 21086 23237 23485 25808 25579 27809 28319 1575  1568  1714  1712  1904  1895  2084  2130 
 of which: Software services 20774 22021 23470 23475 25136 26781 28356 29266 1576  1638  1731  1711  1854  1984  2125  2202 
 Transfers 16974 18386 19258 18842 19013 18991 21312 21132 1288  1368  1420  1373  1403  1407  1597  1590 
 of which: Private 17217 18619 19494 19108 19222 19212 21447 21350 1306  1385  1438  1393  1418  1423  1607  1606 
 Income  -7685 -9405 -10128 -8743 -7547 -9792 -11538 -8392 -583  -700  -747  -637  -557  -726  -865  -631 
Capital account  1376 15943 34141 12261 25392 39622 22500 -1707 104 [0.3] 1186 [2.5] 2518 [4.6] 894 [1.6] 1873 [3.7] 2936 [5.2] 1686 [2.7] -128 [-0.2]
 of which: Foreign investment  114 31422 38597 9959 11956 12575 -1283 -1439 9  2337  2847  726  882  932  -96  -108 
Overall balance  19846 31568 32483 3389 31870 31189 465 -16024 1506 [3.9] 2348 [5.0] 2396 [4.4] 247 [0.4] 2351 [4.6] 2311 [4.1] 35 [0.1] -1205 [-1.8]

Figures in square brackets are percentage to GDP.

 Foreign Exchange Reserves Variation
 5 August 6 August 31 March Over Over Financial Year So Far Financial Year
Excluding gold but including revaluation effects 2022 2021 2022 Month Year 2021–22 2022–23 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21 2021–22

` crore  4183546 4297240 4237617 -67105 -113693 362208 -54071 353270 68050 668976 590416 302585
$ mn   527677 579283 559615 -8424 -51606 41104 -31937 53217 -14168.4 56831.4 94535 21435

 Monetary Aggregates Variation
 Outstanding Over Month Over Year Financial Year So Far Financial Year
` Crore   2022   2020–21 2021–22 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21

Money supply (M3) as on 29 July 21032376 -5067 (-0.0) 1659600 (8.6) 528198 (2.8) 538647 (2.6) 1367897 (8.9) 2044615 (12.2) 1649151 (8.8)
Components
 Currency with public 3064388 -14547 (-0.5) 225254 (7.9) 87306 (3.2) 28699 (0.9) 297539 (14.5) 402079 (17.1) 283861 (10.3)
 Demand deposits 2183148 -6803 (-0.3) 212447 (10.8) -24419 (-1.2) -29844 (-1.3) 111179 (6.8) 257428 (14.8) 217872 (10.9)
 Time deposits 15727596 18106 (0.1) 1210753 (8.3) 466565 (3.3) 540992 (3.6) 952412 (8.1) 1376262 (10.9) 1136326 (8.1)
 Other deposits with RBI 57244 -1823 (-3.1) 11147 (24.2) -1254 (-2.6) -1200 (-2.1) 6765 (21.3) 8844 (23.0) 11093 (23.4)
Sources
 Net bank credit to government 6408664 7028 (0.1) 353205 (5.8) 205086 (3.5) -68965 (-1.1) 571872 (13.0) 890011 (17.9) 627256 (10.7)
 Bank credit to commercial sector 13116662 -12452 (-0.1) 1602149 (13.9) -43898 (-0.4) 500141 (4.0) 655925 (6.3) 519767 (4.7) 1058110 (9.2)
 Net foreign exchange assets 4805020 -94377 (-1.9) -133882 (-2.7) 360055 (7.9) -49043 (-1.0) 730196 (23.8) 777811 (20.5) 275216 (6.0)
Banking sector’s net non-monetary liabilities 3326421 -94577 (-2.8) 163198 (5.2) -6744 (-0.2) -156075 (-4.5) 590557 (24.2) 143540 (4.7) 312529 (9.9)
Reserve money as on 5 August 4110790 16008 (0.4) 393287 (10.6) 117522 (3.3) 41903 (1.0) 259224 (9.4) 570275 (18.8) 468906 (13.0)
Components
 Currency in circulation 3194996 -29977 (-0.9) 241014 (8.2) 100219 (3.5) 61280 (2.0) 310541 (14.5) 406451 (16.6) 279953 (9.8)
 Bankers’ deposits with RBI 856403 43222 (5.3) 139086 (19.4) 18450 (2.6) -20323 (-2.3) -58081 (-9.6) 154979 (28.5) 177859 (25.4)
 Other deposits with RBI 59391 2763 (4.9) 13187 (28.5) -1147 (-2.4) 947 (1.6) 6765 (21.3) 8844 (23.0) 11093 (23.4)
Sources
 Net RBI credit to government 1193043 66356 (5.9) 39064 (3.4) 54294 (4.9) -257554 (-17.8) 190240 (23.7) 107494 (10.8) 350912 (31.9)
 of which:  Centre 1181794 72688 (6.6) 35024 (3.1) 50425 (4.6) -267179 (-18.4) 189267 (23.6) 106605 (10.8) 352628 (32.2)
 RBI credit to banks & commercial sector -160516 71770 (-30.9) 530200 (-76.8) -321358 (87.0) 383186 (-70.5) -353744 (-231.4) -168465 (0.0) -174344 (0.0)
 Net foreign exchange assets of RBI 4386000 -58499 (-1.3) -202631 (-4.4) 389231 (9.3) -56479 (-1.3) 741814 (26.0) 608998 (17.0) 243079 (5.8)
 Govt’s currency liabilities to the public 28611 160 (0.6) 1487 (4.9) 211 (0.8) 598 (2.1) 461 (1.8) 565 (2.1) 1100 (4.1)
 Net non-monetary liabilities of RBI 1336348 63779 (5.0) -25167 (-1.8) 4856 (0.4) 27848 (2.1) 319547 (30.2) -21683 (-1.6) -48159 (-3.5)

 Scheduled Commercial Banks’ Indicators (` Crore)       Variation

 Outstanding Over Month Over Year Financial Year So Far Financial Year

(As on 29 July) 2022   2019–20 2020–21 2017–18 2018–19 2019–20

Aggregate deposits 16971699 10501 (0.1) 1422604 (9.1) 435583 (2.9) 506386 (3.1) 993721 (7.9) 1546019 (11.4) 1351801 (8.9)
 Demand 2041974 -8290 (-0.4) 207009 (11.3) -26228 (-1.4) -30772 (-1.5) 105716 (7.0) 244190 (15.1) 211553 (11.4)
 Time  14929725 18792 (0.1) 1215594 (8.9) 461811 (3.5) 537159 (3.7) 888005 (8.0) 1301831 (10.9) 1140246 (8.6)
Cash in hand 107661 -3288 (-3.0) 11508 (12.0) 5406 (6.0) 21735 (25.3) 12385 (16.5) 3486 (4.0) -4821 (-5.3)
Balance with RBI 834457 40740 (5.1) 159460 (23.6) 132304 (24.4) 151019 (22.1) -29521 (-5.2) 6507 (1.2) 140745 (25.9)
Investments 5014297 54637 (1.1) 370109 (8.0) 181662 (4.1) 285349 (6.0) 366292 (10.8) 715177 (19.1) 266422 (6.0)
 of which: Government securities 5013472 54615 (1.1) 370654 (8.0) 181187 (4.1) 285294 (6.0) 359695 (10.6) 722934 (19.3) 266547 (6.0)
Bank credit 12369224 -12034 (-0.1) 1568713 (14.5) -38942 (-0.4) 477910 (4.0) 496916 (5.1) 570814 (5.6) 1051861 (9.7)
 of which: Non-food credit 12336880 -6962 (-0.1) 1613846 (15.1) -55165 (-0.5) 500576 (4.2) 486763 (5.0) 561324 (5.5) 1058105 (9.8)

 Capital Markets 12 August Month Year Financial Year So Far 2021–22 End of Financial Year

 2022 Ago Ago Trough Peak Trough Peak 2018–19 2019–20 2020–21

S&P BSE SENSEX (Base: 1978–79=100) 59463 (8.4) 53887 54844 (42.9) 51360 60612 47706 61766 39714 (12.4) 29816 (-21.8) 49009 (63.7)
S&P BSE-100 (Base: 1983–84=100) 18078 (8.7) 16401 16636 (45.6) 15563 18327 14482 18800 12044 (9.1) 8693 (-25.2) 14689 (68.2)
S&P BSE-200 (1989–90=100) 7716 (9.2) 7008 7067 (48.1) 6603 7790 6136 8025 4987 (7.1) 3614 (-25.1) 6211 (71.1)
CNX Nifty-50 (Base: 3 Nov 1995=1000) 17698 (8.2) 16058 16364 (44.7) 15294 18053 14296 18477 11923 (11.1) 8660 (-24.3) 14507 (67.9)
CNX Nifty-500 15141 (8.4) 13779 13972 (50.5) 12951 15391 12024 15886 9805 (5.3) 7003 (-26.3) 12149 (73.7)
Figures in brackets are percentage variations over the specified or over the comparable period of the previous year. | (-)  =  not relevant | -  =  not available | NS  =  new series | PE =  provisional estimates

  Comprehensive current economic statistics with regular weekly updates are available at: http://www.epwrf.in/currentstat.aspx.
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3 Top 5 Traded Central Govt Dated Securities (12  August 2022)

Security Description Trades Value (` Crore) % Value to Total

6.54% GS 2032 8282 77608 49.79

7.54% GS 2036 2551 24384 15.64

7.38% GS 2027 1190 17564 11.27

7.10% GS 2029 376 5693 3.65

5.74% GS 2026 224 2630 1.69

* Data pertain to 1 April 2022–12 August 2022; ** Data pertain to 1 April 2021–13 August 2021.
(i) Tables 1 to 5 relate to Securities Segment, and (ii) Tables 6 and 7 relate to Forex Segment.
Source: Clearing Corporation of India Limited (CCIL).

Secondary Market Transactions in Government Securities and the Forex Market—Weeks Ending 5 and 12 August 2022

1 Settlement Volume of Government Securities (G-Sec) Transactions (Amount in ̀  Crore)

Week Ended 12  August 2022 5  August 2022 13  August 2021 2022–23* 2021–22**
 Number Volume Number Volume Number Volume Number Volume Number Volume
 of Trades  of Trades  of Trades  of Trades  of Trades  

Outright 15420 188239 21008 252339 12150 180515 300796 3838608 212072 3307069

Repo 3483 552980 4086 636912 3032 410318 70057 11524455 53943 9119732

TREP 5230 1516298 6389 1804746 5243 1399106 118528 33942675 96413 25628357

Total 24133 2257516 31483 2693997 20425 1989939 489381 49305739 362428 38055157

Daily Avg Outright 3855 47060 4202 50468 2430 36103 3342 42651 2383 37158

Daily Avg Repo 697 110596 681 106152 505 68386 701 115245 550 93058

Daily Avg TREP 1046 303260 1065 300791 874 233184 1185 339427 974 258872

2 Instrument-wise Outright and Repo Details (Amount in ̀  Crore)

 Outright Repo Outright Repo Outright Repo 

Central Government 155867 375126 209034 427926 121640 315873

State Government 10279 104435 14761 125159 12541 61593

Treasury Bills 22093 73418 28545 83827 46333 32852

Total 188239 552980 252339 636912 180515 410318

4 Category-wise Buying/Selling Activity (Market Share %)  (12  August 2022)

 Outright Reverse Repo Repo TREP Lending TREP Borrowing NDS-Call Lending NDS-Call Borrowing  Forex
Category Buy Side Sell Side Buy Side Sell Side Buy Side Sell Side Buy Side Sell Side Buy Side Sell Side

Cooperative Banks 3.54 3.04 0.05 0.63 0.11 0.53 51.45** 0.94** 0.24 0.28

Financial Institutions 0.05 0.27 0.19 0.00 3.13 4.23 - - 0.40 0.31

Foreign Banks 23.40 21.63 30.79 23.65 1.53 3.85 3.60 2.18 43.85 43.80

Insurance Companies 4.14 2.72 2.93 0.00 11.55 0.01 - - - -

Mutual Funds 13.04 8.93 47.55 0.19 72.61 0.34 - - - -

Others 4.63 4.56 0.13 0.58 10.20 2.79 - - - -

Primary Dealers 11.94 21.49 2.40 35.33 0.00 3.93 0.00 73.38 - -

Private Sector Banks 24.31 24.70 10.68 30.29 0.26 14.99 21.91 13.70 26.81 27.46

Public Sector Banks 14.94 12.66 5.27 9.33 0.60 69.34 23.04 9.81 28.70 28.14

6 Settlement Volume of Forex Segment

Segment 12  August 2022 5 August 2022 13  August 2021 2022–23* 2021–22**

 Number Volume Number  Volume Number Volume Number Volume Number Volume
 of Deals ($ mn) of Deals ($ mn) of Deals ($ mn) of Deals ($ mn) of Deals ($ mn)

Cash 1500 20795 1876 29450 1378 22116 32030 490454 28596 420168

Tom 1804 23700 2674 43438 1894 30085 41870 590615 39968 570382

Spot 76116 71333 98902 105620 69052 66045 1588714 1744879 1244737 1368184

Forward 858 10884 484 5885 652 6331 71344 734888 55646 606021

Total 80278 126711 103936 184393 72976 124576 1733958 3560837 1368947 2964754

Average 20070 31678 20787 36879 14595 24915 19931 40929 15735 34078

7 Tenor-wise Forward Trades

Tenor 12  August 2022 5  August 2022 13  August 2021

 Number Value % to Total Number Value % to Total Number Value % to Total
 of Deals ($ mn) Value of Deals ($ mn) Value of Deals ($ mn) Value

< 30 days 130 4729 43 78 2988 51 53 1368 22

> 30 days & < = 90 days 132 3063 28 72 1353 23 117 2387 38

> 90 days & < = 180 days 102 1789 16 42 583 10 69 1077 17

> 180 days & < =365 days 58 1242 11 42 762 13 54 1145 18

> 1 year 7 62 1 8 200 3 33 354 6

Total 429 10884 100 242 5885 100 326 6331 100

5 Trading Platform Analysis—Trading Value (Amount in ` Crore) (12 August 2022)

Week Ended OTC NDS-OM Brokered Deals 

 Number Volume Market  Number Volume Market  Number Volume Market 
 of Trades  Share (%) of Trades  Share (%) of Trades  Share (%)

Central Government 717 23061 18.03 11524 104867 81.97 75 3788 2.96

State Government 253 4852 56.69 457 3708 43.31 58 1695 19.81

Treasury Bills 136 16352 72.17 306 6306 27.83 43 4790 21.14

Total 1106 44266 27.81 12287 114881 72.19 176 10274 6.46
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For more than half a century, the Economic and Political Weekly (EPW) has been a major presence in India’s intellectual space. It 
has been a crucible for ideas and a forum for debate, which has created a journal of international repute that has become a virtual 
institution. EPW provides a multi-disciplinary platform for academics and practitioners, researchers and students, as well as concerned 
citizens, for critical engagement with economy, polity and society in contemporary India. 

It has always been a struggle to ensure EPW’s financial viability and sustainability. The resource constraint has been exacerbated by 
our conscious decision to abstain from receiving direct government grants and donations from abroad, to preserve the autonomy and 
independence of the journal. 

With the Covid-19 pandemic and the consequent nationwide lockdown, EPW is now experiencing an unexpected and drastic drop in 
revenue from retail sales (as most of the newsstands are still closed) and advertisement income (as advertising has contracted sharply 
with the crisis in the economy), resulting in an acute financial crisis. This is not unique. Most of India’s print media organizations are 
going through a similar predicament leading to closures, large-scale retrenchment of staff, and salary-cuts.

It was our endeavour not to resort to such drastic measures in EPW. In the first two months of the lockdown, full salaries were paid to 
all EPW staff. The Editor and his team adopted drastic austerity measures and cut expenditure to the bone. In spite of this, there was a 
large operational deficit every month, which could aggravate further if the problems associated with the lockdown persist. If this excess 
of expenditure over income had gone unchecked, a stage would have come when we would no longer be able to keep EPW alive. 

The situation became so critical in the month of June 2020 that there was no other choice but to implement a temporary measure of 
reducing staff salaries from July 2020. The financial situation of EPW is being reviewed periodically and the salary cut is being reduced 
gradually. The situation, however, still continues to look grim. 

In these difficult and troubled times, an institution of EPW’s stature and credibility is needed more than ever before. Well-wishers of 
EPW have been reaching out and urging us to do whatever necessary to ensure EPW’s sustainability. 

We therefore appeal to the community of readers, contributors, subscribers and well-wishers of EPW to come forward and make 
donations to the extent each one can so as to ensure that EPW continues to perform its historic role. This is urgent. And it is of utmost 
importance. We hope you will join us in supporting EPW. 

 Trustees, Sameeksha Trust and Editor, EPW
 

 How to make donations: 

We welcome donations from Indian citizens as well as from non-resident individual Indians and Persons of Indian Origin (PIOs), but only 
in Indian currency and through regular banking channels. Donations in foreign currency and from political parties are not accepted. 
Donations can be made in one of the following ways:

Those making donations through channel 2 and 3 mentioned above, will need to send us a covering letter, clearly stating your 
Permanent Account Number (PAN) and that “this donation is to the corpus of the Sameeksha Trust” in order to receive the Income Tax 
rebate under Section 80G of the Income Tax Act. 

Covering letter and PAN card details can either be emailed to donation@epw.in or posted to our address given under (3) above. 

For further information, please email to donation@epw.in 

2. Through NEFT/RTGS:
 Name of the Account: 

Sameeksha Trust
 Bank: Union Bank of India
 Branch: Mumbai Samachar Marg
 Account No: 317901010029033
 IFSC CODE: UBIN0531791

3. By Cheque or Demand Draft:
 These should be drawn in favour of 
 “Sameeksha Trust” and sent to: 
 Editor, Economic & Political Weekly
 320–322, A-Z Industrial Estate, 

Ganpatrao Kadam Marg,
 Lower Parel, Mumbai 400 013

1. By Online:
 Net banking (Indian bank 

accounts), domestically issued 
credit/debit card or /UPI/Wallets, 
in Indian Rupees on our 
donation page 
https://www.epw.in/donation.
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MANOHAR REVIVALS–7
The Feminine Sacred in 

South Asia
HARALD TAMBS-LYCHE (eds.)

ISBN 9788173042461,
1st pub. 1999; rpt. 2022,

148p., Rs. 840 (Hb)
The Feudalism Debate
HARBANS MUKHIA (ed.)
ISBN 9788173042843,

1st pub. 1999; rpt. 2022, 
344p., Rs. 1495 (Hb)

The Feudalism Debate
HARBANS MUKHIA (ed.)
ISBN 9788173043529,

1st pub. 1999; rpt. 2022, 
344p., Rs. 995 (Pb)

“The Heathen in his 
Blindness…”: Asia, the West 
and the Dynamic of Religion

S.N. BALAGANGADHARA
ISBN 9789350980088,

1st pub. 1994; Pb. edn. 2013, 
rpt. 2020, 516p., Rs. 695 (Pb)
The History and Status of 

Londlords and Tenants in the 
United Provinces (India)

S.N.A. JAFRI 
ISBN 9789390729821,

1st pub. 1931; rpt. 2021,
456p., Rs. 1750 (Hb)

The Making of a Nation: 
Essays in Indian History 

and Politics
RAVINDER KUMAR

ISBN 9788185054629,
1st pub. 1989; rpt. 2020,

256p., Rs. 1150 (Hb)
The Portuguese in 

Malabar: A Social History 
of Luso Indians
CHARLES DIAS

ISBN 9788173049149,
1st pub. 2013; rpt. 2022, 

430p., Rs. 1195 (Hb)
The Punjab Peasant in 

Prosperity and Debt
SIR MALCOLM DARLING
ISBN 9788194352198,

1st pub. 1925; rpt. 2020,
326p., Rs. 1450 (Hb)

The State, Landlords and 
Peasants: Rajasthan in the 

18th Century
DILBAGH SINGH

ISBN 9780945921141,
1st pub. 1990; rpt. 2020,

234p., Rs. 1095 (Hb)

The Story of Integration: 
A New Interpretation
VANAJA RANGASWAMI
ISBN 9788194352112,

1st pub. 1981; rpt. 2020,
406p., Rs. 1575 (Hb)

The Taluqdari Settlement in Oudh
RAJKUMAR SARVADHIKARI

ISBN 9788194496236,
1st pub. 1882; rpt. 2020,

184p., Rs. 895 (Hb)
The Tejas Story: The Light 

Combat Aircraft Project
AIR MARSHAL PHILIP RAJKUMAR (Retd.)

ISBN 9788173047640,
1st pub. 2008; rpt. 2021,

174p.; Rs. 695 (Hb)
The Valley of Kashmir: 

The Making and Unmaking 
of a Composite Culture?

APARNA RAO (ed.)
ISBN 9788173047510,

1st pub. 2008; rpt. 2021,
776p., Rs. 1795 (Hb)

The World of the Oraon: 
Their Symbols in Time 

and Space
ABHIK GHOSH

ISBN 9788173046926,
1st pub. 2006; rpt. 2021,

364p., Rs. 1450 (Hb)
The Yonitantra
J.A. Schoterman

ISBN 9789388540957,
1st pub. 1980; rpt. 2020

98p., Rs. 695 (Hb)
Theatre in Ancient India

SIDDHESWAR CHATTOPADHYAY
ISBN 9789388540971,

1st pub. 1993; rpt. 2020,
154p., Rs.  795 (Hb)

Tribal and Peasant Life in 
Nineteenth Century India

V. BALL
ISBN 9789390035182,
1st pub.1880; rpt. 2021,

736p., Rs. 2695 (Hb)
Tribal Movements in India: Vol. 1

K.S. SINGH
ISBN 9788173047077,
1st pub. 1982 rpt. 2015,

424p., Rs. 595  (Pb)
Tribal Religion: Religious 

Beliefs and Practices 
among the Santals

J. TROISI
ISBN 9788173043406,

1st pub. 1979; rpt. 2020,
306p., Rs. 1350 (Hb)

Tribal Society in India: 
An Anthropo-historical 

Perspective
K.S. SINGH

ISBN 9789388540858,
1st pub. 1985; rpt. 2022,

342p., Rs. 1395 (Hb)
Tribes, Forest and Social 

Formation in Indian History
B.B. CHAUDHURI & 

ARUN BANDOPADHYAY (eds.)
ISBN 9788173045516,

1st pub. 2004; rpt. 2021,
224p., Rs. 750 (Hb)

Understanding Ganapati: 
Insights into the 

Dynamics of a Cult
ANITA RAINA THAPAN

ISBN 9788173041952,
1st pub. 1997; rpt. 2022,

304p., Rs. 1320 (Hb)
Uprooting and Social 
Change: The Role of 

Refugees in Development
STEPHEN L. KELLER

ISBN 9789388540964,
1st pub. 1975; rpt. 2020,

378p., Rs. 1495 (Hb)
Violence/Non-Violence: 

Some Hindu Perspectives
DENIS VIDAL, GILLES TARABOUT & 

ERIC MEYER (eds.)
ISBN 9788173044717,

1st pub. 2003; rpt. 2020,
328p., Rs. 1350 (Hb)

Ways of Dying: Death and its 
Meanings in South Asia

ELISABETH SCHOMBUCHER AND 
CLAUS PETER ZOLLER (EDS.)

ISBN 9788173042430,
1st pub. 1999; rpt. 2020,

326p., Rs. 1375 (Hb)
Who is a Brahmin?: 

The Politics of Identity 
in India

GILLES CHUYEN
ISBN 9788173046032,

1st pub. 2004; rpt. 2021,
294p.  Rs. 1250  (Hb) 

Women in Early 
Indian Societies

KUMKUM ROY (ed.)
ISBN 9788173043826,

1st pub. 1999; rpt. 2022,
352p., Rs. 430 (Pb)

Women, Migrants and Tribals: 
Survival Strategies in Asia

G.K. LIETEN, OLGA NIEUWENHUYS & 
LOES SCHENK-SANDBERGEN (eds.)

ISBN 9788185054773,
  1st pub. 1989; rpt. 2021,

194p., Rs. 895 (Hb)
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