BOOK REVIEW:

DEVELOPMENT AND NATION HOOD BY MEGHNAD DESAI-OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS (2005); Rs.650/

This book is a collection of essays on India and South Asia written over forty years. They are not all well selected, are inconsistent in quality and at times are based on insights that seem not firmly based. They are defensive about the British role in India. The Chapter on the Emergency is sketchy but those on Communalism and polarization in Gujarat are very thoughtful. The book is easy reading, thoughtful and has continuity despite being written at different times. 

The essays are unusual in that they combine perceptive analyses of Indian politics and democracy with cogent explanations for Indian economic policies and development. A brief review can pick only some interesting observations. 

He says that India overestimated the surplus drained by the British and hence neglected the task of increasing the surplus available for investment. He appears to favour the Cabinet Mission Plan discussed in the first Round Table Conference of 1929 as having recognized the Indian diversity and regionalism as a pillar of Indian polity. A strong Centre and not regionalism was the outcome desired in the early years after independence. It is regionalism that has now entrenched itself and which he argues will inevitably require coalitions with non-ideological regional parties joining with strongly ideological national ones.  

He makes the controversial point that the acceptance of partition by the Congress but not the two-nation theory may have led to the virus of growing communalism. 

On Planning he says: “India’s was not a planned economy; it was an economy for which a Plan had been made”. He sees planning as having been restrictive of growth. He regards Indian planning and agricultural policies as having been made to benefit the Indian bourgeoisie with a cost free structure (of steel, roads, railways, ports, etc) and the nationalization of credit and finance by Mrs. Gandhi as having helped the regional bourgeoisie especially since the ‘socialist’ policies placed restrictions on the expansion of large national industrial houses. Agricultural policies of support prices and procurement as well as subsidies on fertilizers, etc, favoured the capitalist big farmer. These outcomes have occurred and one has to wonder whether there was a conscious motivation to pursue policies that built regional entrepreneurs and rich farmer support. He supports the Vakil-Bramhananda ‘wage goods’ model versus the Mahalanobis ‘heavy goods’ model as more likely to have brought faster development. 

There is an excellent short chapter on why India is a low inflation country. He explains it by the memories of high inflation of 1890-1920 and 1939-46; and the political consequences of the inflation of 1966-68, and 1973-75 as making Indian politicians very wary. He attributes it also to the non-indexation of civil service salaries till the 1980s making it very careful to avoid inflation! He also says that Indian policy-makers have not accepted that modest inflation might help growth if deficits are used for investment and that it is food grains and not money supply that has the strongest influence on inflation. This leads to building buffer food stocks and a procurement policy, which he elsewhere criticizes as having been pro-big farmer.  

He highlights the inconsistencies and contradictions because of the RSS influence on the 1991 BJP economic manifesto that relies on export growth and NRI investment to add to the funds for development. 

He sees three conceptions of Indian nationhood: the Nehruvian vision of undifferentiated Indians; the Gandhian model, not as secular but equally inclusive of all from which grew the aberration of the Hindutva model of dominant Hinduism; and the British ‘federalist’ one of a multinational polity, which might have kept together a united India.

This is a book that merits browsing through for its novel conceptions resulting from the author’s constant switching from political realities to the economy and social structures. (626)

