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The role of caste in economic transformation
The divergent outcomes in structural transformation in the global South, i.e., India, China and S.E. Asia, are illustrative

Kalaiyarasan A.

I

ndia has been in a phase of job
less growth for at least two de
cades now, coupled with rising
poverty and discontent in rural
areas. The ongoing protests
against the Agnipath programme,
agitations against farm laws a year
before, and agitation for reserva
tion by agriculture castes are all ar
guably an outcome simmering dis
content due to this jobless
economic growth. Why could In
dia not generate a pattern of
growth that produces jobs and in
clusive development in the way
most of the East Asian countries
have done? Caste, which is mostly
conﬁned to politics, could be
among the answers, a structural
factor that impedes economic
transformation in India.
Indeed, there is a link between
economic transformation and
caste in India, which is often mis
sed by academics. In contempor
ary literature too, caste enters as a
postfacto category in understand
ing inequalities in economic and
social outcomes when the fact is
that caste is central to economic
transformation
itself.
Caste
through its rigid social control and
networks facilitates economic mo
bility for some and erects barriers
for others by mounting disadvan
tages on them. Caste also shapes
the ownership pattern of land and
capital and simultaneously regu
lates access to political, social, and
economic capital too.

Ways it impedes
There are three ways in which
caste impedes the economic trans
formation in India: ownership and
land inequality related to produc
tivity failure within the farm sec
tor; elite bias in higher education
and historical neglect of mass edu

A

fter the third wave driven by the Omicron subli
neage BA.2 peaked in endJanuary this year with
over 0.33 million cases a day, there has been a
small bump in the number of daily cases reported in the
ﬁrst fortnight of June and a slightly bigger increase in
the last one week to touch over 13,200 cases on June 17.
But the rate of increase has been small and restricted to
a few States and some major cities. The rate of growth
of active cases has also been low. While the sublineage
BA.2 is still the dominant strain in India, BA.4 and BA.5
seem to be causing the new cases. The small increase in
testing in the past week could be a reason for the more
cases reported. The sevenday average test positivity
rate doubled from less than 1% in early June to over 2%
by midJune and has been increasing incrementally
since then to 2.7% on June 20. Increasing the number of
daily tests will result in more cases being detected. But
with a large percentage of the adult population fully
vaccinated and a sizable percentage also infected, the
focus should be more on hospitalisations and deaths
and not daily infections. There has been a slight in
crease in hospitalisation in a few States, but there is no
cause for alarm. However, there has not been any in
crease in daily deaths. The small bump in daily cases
seen in a few States for the last three weeks therefore
does not appear to mark the beginning of a new wave.
That said, the BA.4 and BA.5 sublineages are fast
spreading to more countries in Europe with a concom
itant increase in cases. The BA.5 sublineage has be
come dominant in Portugal leading to a surge in daily
infections, hospitalisations and even deaths despite ve
ry high primary and booster dose vaccination coverage;
the reasons for increased deaths are not known. With
both BA.4 and BA.5 endowed with greater transmissi
bility and higher immune escape from vaccination and
earlier infection, including of the BA.1 and BA.2 Omi
cron sublineages, the European Centre for Disease Pre
vention and Control designated them as variants of con
cern in midMay; WHO too has given the same
designation. On June 13, the ECDC cautioned that these
sublineages will become dominant throughout Europe
leading to increased daily cases. However, it notes that
based on limited data, the two sublineages do not ap
pear to be associated with increased disease severity
compared with the BA.1 and BA.2 Omicron subvar
iants. Given the greater transmissibility of BA.4 and
BA.5 and immune escape, the sublineages may be
come dominant in India too, especially as COVIDap
propriate behaviour is now poor. While the two subli
neages may not lead to increased deaths, the risk of
longterm complications even among the young and
healthy when infected cannot be overlooked. Masks
must be made mandatory, especially in public and
closed spaces with poor ventilation.
CM
YK

Land ownership, productivity
India has one of the highest land
inequalities in the world today.
Unequal distribution of land was
perpetuated by British colonial in
tervention that legalised a tradi
tional disparity. Some castes were
assigned land ownership at the ex
pense of others by the British for
its administrative practices. The
British inscribed caste in land go
vernance categories and proce
dures that still underpin postcolo
nial land ownership pattern in
India. They made an artiﬁcial dis
tinction between proper cultiva
tors who belong to certain castes
and those labourers — lower caste
subjects who cultivated granted/
gifted lands (Panchami, etc.) that
have institutionalised caste within
the land revenue bureaucracy.
The prescribed categories and
practices have entrenched caste

Neglect of education
If strong growth in productivity
within the farm sector is crucial
for sustained economic growth, an
educated workforce is equally ne
cessary to move to the modern
sectors. India failed on both ac
counts. The Indian education sys
tem has been suﬀering from an
elite bias since colonial times. Brit
ish colonialists educated tiny
groups of elites, largely from up
per castes, for their own adminis
trative purpose.
As political scientist Myron
Weiner had argued, India suﬀered
from caste bias in education. Alth
ough the Indian Constitution gua
ranteed free and compulsory edu
cation
under
its
directive
principles, it was hardly translated
into practice. Instead, attention
was given to higher education for
the elites. Hence, inequality in ac
cess to education got translated in
to inequality in other economic
domains including wage diﬀeren
tials in India. Indian elites in fact
sustained their position at the top
by denying education to a substan
tial proportion of the population
till positivediscrimination policies
were implemented in higher edu
cation. India’s turn toward service
growth — particularly its claims of
emerging as a leader in software
development and a natural inheri
tor of soft power — is arguably an
outcome of this historic elite bias
in education.
In contrast, Chinese and other
East Asian countries invested in
basic education and gradually
shifted towards higher education.
Their success in manufacturing is
a direct outcome of the invest
ment in human capital. One can
ﬁnd such trends even in the con
temporary global labour market
mirroring this skill spectrum; as
South East Asia and China cap
tured lowend manufacturing

jobs, India largely concentrated in
highend technology jobs. China
taking over India in manufacturing
is due to this neglect in human
capital formation. Here, a compa
rison with China is illustrative.
Yasheng Huang, a Chinese econo
mist, argues that rural entrepre
neurship was able to grow out of
the traditional agricultural sector
on a massive scale. Rural India, in
contrast, hampered by a poor en
dowment of human capital, could
not start entrepreneurial ventures
even remotely on the scale of the
Chinese.
Barrier to entrepreneurship
India did not witness such capital
ism from below except in a few
cases. Caste shaped policy out
comes, including India’s highly
unequal land reform and lack of
public provision of education and
health, which in turn erected bar
riers to economic diversiﬁcation.
Caste also worked in building so
cial networks. Castes that were al
ready in control of trading and in
dustrial spaces resisted the entry
of others. Even those who had eco
nomic surplus in farm sectors
could not invest in nonfarm mod
ern sectors. Social inequalities
have mounted barriers for eco
nomic transition. Agrarian capital
could not move into modern sec
tors due to these roadblocks. Even
the relative success in South India
is being attributed to the ‘Vaishya
vacuum’ — an absence of tradition
al merchant castes. In contrast
such a transition took place in
South East Asia, where diversiﬁca
tion into urban enterprises by
agrarian capitalists was possible.
Truncated transformation is
partly an outcome of this interface
between caste and economy. For
caste is not a residual variable, but
is an active agent which stiﬂes eco
nomic transformation.
Kalaiyarasan A. is an Assistant Professor
at the Madras Institute of Development
Studies (MIDS), India and a non-resident
fellow at the Center for Contemporary
South Asia, Brown University

Heal the nation before healing the rest of the world
Political or geopolitical expediency or cultural chauvinism should not be allowed to undercut India’s health interests

No cause for alarm
India must return to
COVID-appropriate behaviour

inequality in land ownership.
Even the subsequent land reform
that took place after India’s inde
pendence largely excluded Dalits
and lower castes. It emboldened
and empowered mainly interme
diate castes at the expense of oth
ers in rural India.
Even the Green Revolution that
brought changes in the farm sec
tor did not alter land inequality as
it was mostly achieved through
technological
intervention.
Though India has certainly seen
surplus food production since
then, the castes that were associat
ed with this land pattern and be
neﬁted from the Green Revolution
tightened their social control over
others in rural India. Land still de
ﬁnes social status and pride in ma
ny parts of rural India.
While land has lost its produc
tive capacity since the 1990s,
thanks to the real estate and con
struction turn in the Indian econo
my, it still works as a source of in
heritance, family lineage and
speculative capital. In that sense,
the economic reforms of the 1990s
were a watershed moment. The
farm lobby lost its power. Even
those who made surplus in farm
sectors could not transform their
status from cultivators to capitalist
entrepreneurs in the modern sec
tors, except a few castes in west
ern and southern India. Those
castes that had a stake in agricul
ture did not beneﬁt from the eco
nomic reforms for two reasons —
historical neglect of education and
the entry barriers erected by the
upper castes in modern sectors.
The recent agitations by the Jats in
Haryana and Punjab, the Marathas

Soham D. Bhaduri

B

olstering health human re
sources has been a prime fo
cus of many of the Union go
vernment’s recent initiatives and
policy pronouncements. The Un
ion health Budget 2022 made
handsome appropriations for the
same, much in line with the Fif
teenth Finance Commission’s re
commendations which laid a con
spicuous emphasis on utilising
existing capacities at the district
and subdistrict levels to train dif
ferent cadres of healthcare per
sonnel. Much to the ecstasy of pu
blic health advocates, the Health
Ministry recently released a set of
implementation guidelines for a
long overdue Indian public health
cadre.
A more recent announcement,
however, raises concerns over the
coherence of India’s vision with
respect to health human resourc
es. The Centre under the Ayush
man Bharat Digital Mission and
the “Heal by India” initiative is re
portedly developing an exhaustive
online repository of all categories
of healthcare professionals in the
country. Though such an innova

tion is much needed because of
the currently fragmented nature
of such data, one of its proposed
primary purposes is to aid exter
nal stakeholders, viz. foreign em
ployers and patients in ﬁnding a
right Indian match for their res
pective needs. It is an atavistic re
turn to the widely shunned princi
ples of liberalisation in health
care, which is not only gratuitous
today but also menacing.
WHO forecast for India
The concerns are legitimised by
the current estimates and future
projections of health manpower in
the country, which paint a notso
salutary picture. A World Health
Organization (WHO) 2020 report
projected a requirement of nearly
two million more doctors and
nursing professionals for India in
order to attain the minimum
threshold ratio of healthcare pro
fessionals to the population.
As per a study by WHO and the
Public Health Foundation of India,
over and above a veritable shor
tage of healthcare personnel and
their skewed skillmix across a
number of States, their current
pace of growth is unlikely to result
in any signiﬁcant improvement in
the density or skillmix of health
care professionals by 2030. Such
inadequacies are further com
pounded by the legions of health
care professionals who remain in
active and outside the labour

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

for failing to rise to the
occasion.
If Ms. Murmu wins, it is
hoped that it does not
remain a development of
mere optics. It should infuse
an urgent sense of direction
and spirit in the Government
to protect the rights of, and
deliver justice to, Adivasis,
many of whom are
oppressed for trying to
defend their constitutional
and human rights.

Mejari Mallikarjuna,

New Delhi

Firoz Ahmad,

Visakhapatnam

With the formal
announcement of Ms.
Murmu as the candidate of
NDA and Yashwant Sinha as
the Opposition’s candidate,
the die has been cast.
The NDA’s choice underlines
the resolve and commitment
of the ruling combine

■

It is certainly a smart move
and the NDA has stolen a
march over the Opposition.
Ms. Murmu’s background is
sure to send a message of
pride and hope to Adivasis.
On the other hand, the
Opposition must blame itself

force. In the face of these colossal
challenges, the current measure
which aims to subtly reinforce
medical tourism and worsen the
outmigration of healthcare pro
fessionals from the country is ut
terly counterintuitive.
Soft power projection
In the mid1990s, the General
Agreement on Trade in Services
(GATS) aimed to create an unpre
cedented scope for crossborder
trade in medical and healthcare
services. While the health equity
implications of this neoliberal oﬀ
shoot are well known and its cen
tral tenets have been widely criti
cised, health care particularly in
the postCOVID19 era has been a
fertile ground for countries to pro
ject soft power — at times even at
the expense of the nation’s own
health interests. A crucial distinc
tion must always be drawn bet
ween exporting products such as
vaccines and that of healthcare

professionals.
While the ﬁrst is characterised
by a much simpler transactional
math, training healthcare man
power entails large subsidies (even
a fraction of which is hardly reco
vered through remittances and
skill transfers), thus entailing a net
drain of resources from the native
country.
A similar draw on scarce nation
al healthcare resources is laid
through medical tourism which is
almost always to the detriment of
health equity, particularly in deve
loping settings such as India. The
magnitude of these could be some
what attenuated by the use of tele
medicine and virtual platforms,
though the larger concerns shall
persist. While neither medical tou
rism nor outmigration can or
need to be dispensed with in their
entirety, to pursue them actively
when the country is reeling under
acute shortages in an aspirational
decade for health care is least
warranted.
India needs a registry
It is also hard to justify an imme
diate need for this measure. While
an online healthcare profession
als repository will certainly aid fo
reign stakeholders in ﬁnding their
right choices, there is neither a
strong demandside desperation
nor a signiﬁcant supplyside scar
city preventing a market to func
tion well in its absence. For in

stance, a recruiter from a
developed country willing to hire
Indian nurses and remunerate
them handsomely will not be hard
pressed to ﬁnd suitable candidates
regardless of the assistance ren
dered by an online repository, and
the latter would only be marginal
ly helpful.
Rather, it is at the national and
subnational levels that such an ex
haustive and updated registry of
healthcare professionals is the
need of the hour, for addressing
the many challenges and dispari
ties in health manpower availabili
ty, distribution, and skill mix. This
would also come to strongly com
plement measures such as an inte
grated public health cadre and the
initiatives to train, deploy and re
tain more local manpower.
In health care, which is charac
terised by perennially scarce re
sources and a surfeit of challenges,
everything revolves around identi
fying the priorities right. And no
amount of political or geopolitical
expediency or cultural chauvi
nism should be allowed to under
cut national health interests. It is
time to go all out to address na
tional healthcare workforce chal
lenges and heal the nation before
embarking on a healing cruise of
the world.
Dr. Soham D. Bhaduri is a physician,
health policy expert, and chief editor of
‘The Indian Practitioner’
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Presidential candidate
The decision made by the
ruling NDA government to
nominate Droupadi Murmu
as its presidential candidate
for India’s presidential
elections in July is laudable.
Ms. Murmu represents real
empowerment as her
journey in life is very
inspiring. Despite personal
setbacks she dedicated her
life to public service. Let us
hope that she will do justice
to the post.

■
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T

he BJP has stolen a march over the Opposition by
naming Droupadi Murmu as its candidate for Pre
sident. With the support of BJP allies and regional
parties such as Odisha’s BJD and Andhra Pradesh’s
YSRCP, she is poised to win and become the ﬁrst from a
tribal community to occupy the highest oﬃce of the Re
public. The signiﬁcance of her elevation is particularly
pronounced in the 75th year of India’s independence. A
tribal woman succeeding a Dalit in the highest oﬃce of
the country is a remarkable testimony to the deepening
of Indian democracy, notwithstanding the disturbing
signs of the mobilisation of subaltern communities for
majoritarian politics. Ms. Murmu will be the second wo
man to hold the highest oﬃce, after Pratibha Patil, and
at 64, she will be the youngest President in the coun
try’s history. From Mayurbhanj in Odisha, part of the
region that houses a vast majority of India’s aboriginal
population, Ms. Murmu was a teacher, and joined the
BJP in 1997. She was a Minister in Odisha and the Gover
nor of Jharkhand between 2015 and 2021. Her nomina
tion by the BJP for the highest oﬃce of the country sig
niﬁes the party’s sustained eﬀorts to incorporate tribal
communities politically and culturally. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s personal signature on the decision is
unmistakable and is in line with his relentless eﬀorts to
expand the BJP’s social base wide and far.
With numbers tilted in the BJP’s favour, the Opposi
tion could have only used the contest for the highest of
ﬁce as an opportunity for political messaging. The joint
candidate of the Opposition parties, Yashwant Sinha — a
former BJP leader and Union Minister in the Janata Dal
and BJP governments — hardly serves that purpose. For
all his track record, Mr. Sinha hardly represents anyth
ing political. That he turned into a strong critic of Mr.
Modi after being ignored for positions, if anything, wea
kens any claim of his candidacy being an ideological
counter to the BJP. The lack of imagination, initiative
and capacity for any radical politics in the Opposition
comes across starkly in the selection of the candidate.
While Mr. Modi uses every election as an opportunity to
respond to group aspirations of various communities,
the Opposition remains adrift and ensconced in co
coons. That Mr. Sinha comes from a tribal State, Jhark
hand, makes the optics of this contest even more da
maging for the Opposition. The Opposition is right to
point out that the BJP did not make any serious eﬀort to
ﬁeld a consensus candidate. But excusing its own limi
tations by blaming the BJP is selfdefeating. This turned
out to be yet another missed opportunity for the Oppo
sition to construct a counter narrative to the BJP, which
is inclusive in its messaging in instances such as this,
while not giving up its pursuit of an exclusivist politics.

in Maharashtra and the Patels in
Gujarat, demanding, among other
things, reservation for their castes
in higher education and formal
jobs exemplify this new trend.
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High oﬃce
The Opposition did not use the presidential
election to counter the BJP’s narrative

cation, and castebased entry bar
riers and exclusive networks in the
modern sector.
If Arthur Lewis, a Nobel Prize
winner for development econom
ics, emphasised accumulation of
physical capital for economic
transformation in the developing
world, Theodore William Schultz,
an American economist who
shared the prize with him the
same year in 1979, underscored
the need for human capital for bet
ter transition to modern sectors.
For him, an educated workforce
enhances productivity while en
trepreneurship ability is increased
through education, training, expe
rience and so on.
Hence, the divergent outcomes
in structural transformation bet
ween countries in the global
South, particularly India, China
and South East Asia, is due to
these three factors. All the nations
which succeeded in achieving in
clusive growth in the Global South
had land reforms combined with
human capital, invested in infras
tructure by promoting capitalism
from below and began industriali
sation in the rural sector. Only In
dia lost on all three counts.

towards the uplift of the
weak, the marginalised and
the underprivileged. Ms.
Murmu’s life is an ideal
example of hard work and
perseverance.
B. Suresh Kumar,
Coimbatore

Agnipath and message
The message from the
Agnipath saga is that India’s
youth must begin to look at
selfemployment in a serious
way rather than don the cap
of a job seeker and be
subjected to shocks.
Equipping our youth with
the necessary skills in a
vocation of their choice will
help them get selfemployed
and with dignity. There are
many programmes oﬀered
by governments to also
enable them to seek loans
through banks. What is
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needed is ending the
absence of information as
well as pulling down
bureaucratic hurdles so that
they are able to avail the
beneﬁts of programmes.
Longer loan repayment
periods at soft interest rates
will help their small projects
to become viable. In the
absence of any big push for
employment generation in
the private as well as in the
public sectors,
selfemployment should be
encouraged by all means.

another Parliament house or
pander to the comforts of
top bureaucrats and
Ministers? The Government
could have ensured the
welfare of committed and
patriotic young people.
Taking care of our military
personnel does not begin
and end with patriotic ﬁlms
and songs. There needs to be
a budgetary rethink and
solutions to supporting their
welfare.

Brij Bhushan Goyal,

corrections & clarifications:
In the report headlined “Youth join Army not just for the
money” ( June 22, 2022), the opening paragraph erroneously said
“those who join the armed forces are there just for the money.” It
should have been not just for the money.

Ludhiana, Punjab

It has been interesting to
read some of the readers’
letters (Letters to the Editor)
on the Agnipath scheme. The
more pertinent question to
ask is: why spend a king’s
ransom in constructing
■

Chennai rains
A spell of rain in Chennai has
resulted in stagnation of
water on many roads. Rain
harvesting points are ﬁlled
with dust or stones while
storm water drain networks
are ﬁlled with water. Has the
city administration forgotten
the ﬂooding of 2015? Will the
city be ready for the
northeast monsoon?

Somdatta Goswami,

K. Pradeep,

Bengaluru

Chennai
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