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Poverty Amid Plenty in the New India

India has one of the fastest-growing economies on earth. Over the past
three decades, socialism has been replaced by pro-business policies as
the way forward. And yet, in this “new” India, grinding poverty is still
a feature of everyday life. Some 450 million people subsist on less than
$1.25 per day, and nearly half of India’s children are malnourished.
In his latest book, Atul Kohli, a seasoned scholar of Indian politics
and economics, blames this discrepancy on the narrow nature of the
ruling alliance in India that, in its newfound relationship with busi-
ness, has prioritized economic growth over all other social and political
considerations. In fact, according to Kohli, the resulting inequality has
limited the impact of growth on poverty alleviation, and the exclusion
of such a significant proportion of Indians from the fruits of rapid eco-
nomic growth is in turn creating an array of new political problems.
This thoughtful and challenging book affords an alternative vision of
India’s rise in the world that its democratic rulers will be forced to come
to grips with in the years ahead.

Atul Kohli is the David K. E. Bruce Professor of International Affairs
and a Professor of Politics at Princeton University. He has edited and
authored numerous books including The State and Poverty in India

(1987), Democracy and Discontent: India’s Growing Crisis of Govern-

ability (1991), and State-Directed Development: Political Power and

Industrialization in the Global Periphery (2004).
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Preface and Acknowledgments

Over the last three decades India’s has been among the world’s fastest-

growing economies. And yet poverty in India has come down only slowly,

leaving some 450 million Indians to subsist on less than $1.25 per day;

in addition, nearly half of India’s children continue to be malnourished.

In the pages that follow I analyze both the political origins of this pattern

of development, on the one hand, and how the resulting social context of

poverty amid plenty is molding Indian politics, on the other. The argu-

ment is that, over the last three decades, the Indian state has prioritized

economic growth as a goal and established a partnership with Indian

business groups in order to achieve this growth. This pro-business ruling

alliance has facilitated both rapid economic growth and widening eco-

nomic inequality. Growing inequality along rural-urban, regional, and

class lines has limited the impact of growth on poverty alleviation. A

state with its primary focus on growth has also pursued a variety of

social programs only half-heartedly. The exclusion of a significant pro-

portion of Indians from the fruits of rapid economic growth is in turn

creating a host of new political problems for India’s democratic rulers,

ranging from how to win the electoral support of the many while facili-

tating gains for the few, to insurrection by dissatisfied groups, to farmer

suicides; the ambitions of India’s political class for India to be a global

player also suffer. The book suggests that inclusive growth in India is not

likely either via pure market-oriented solutions or as a result of an active

civil society. Although these will be ingredients of a longer-term inclusive

pattern of change, state intervention will remain critical for facilitating

inclusive growth in the short to medium term. Given the inadequacies of
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the Indian state, however, prior political and bureaucratic changes remain

necessary for facilitating inclusive growth in the near future.

Books take time to write, preferably uninterrupted time. My first and fore-

most thanks are thus to Princeton University for its generous leave policy.

Much of this book was conceptualized and written over two years of sab-

batical leave. I was associated during those two years with the Center for

the Advanced Study of India at the University of Pennsylvania. I would

like to thank both the founder-director of the center, Francine Frankel,

and the current director, Devesh Kapur, for providing congenial intellec-

tual affiliation. I presented materials from this book at two seminars, one

at Harvard University and the other at the Jawaharlal Nehru University.

The comments of seminar participants helped me rethink some issues. I

would like to thank Prerna Singh and Ashutosh Varshney for the oppor-

tunity to present at Harvard and to Niraja Gopal Jayal for the same at

JNU.

Detailed comments on the entire manuscript from Rob Jenkins and

Kanta Murali were much appreciated; these comments were helpful dur-

ing revisions. I owe additional thanks to Kanta for her help double-

checking all the data and for making the tables and figures in the book

more reader-friendly. Among those who read parts of the manuscript, I

would like to acknowledge the following for helpful comments: Amrita

Basu, Supriya Roy Chowdhury, Niraja Gopal Jayal, Phillip Mader, Pratap

Mehta, R. Nagaraj, Prerna Singh, and Ashutosh Varshney. The graduate

students in my India course during 2010–11 (Omar Bashir, Barret Brad-

street, Siddhartha Chatterjee, Rohit De, Jason Hepps, Dinsha Mistree,

Kanta Murali, and Vinay Sitapati) read the manuscript and reacted to

various portions of it; these reactions made me realize where the argu-

ment was not clear and where it needed to be strengthened or modified.

I very much appreciated the opportunity to share discussions with this

cohort of first-rate Princeton graduate students.

I do a lot of my writing in public places. Large parts of this book were

written during the hours spent over coffee at the Starbucks on German-

town Avenue in Philadelphia. I appreciated the daily chitchat there with

Charlie, Nan, and Cathy. Part of the book was typed by my longtime

secretary, Edna Lloyd. She retired in the middle of my writing. I miss

her and owe her much gratitude for years of congenial work relations. A

number of other staff members of the Woodrow Wilson School at Prince-

ton, including Sandy Paroly, helped with other parts of the book. Lind-

say Woodrick, my current secretary, helped pull the whole manuscript
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together. Thanks to all of them. I also need to thank my editor at Cam-

bridge University Press, Marigold Acland, for her encouragement and

support in the writing of this book.

Finally, some personal acknowledgments. My parents and my brother

and his family continue to be my base in India. That the family home

in Lucknow is always there is a source of great comfort. More so,

longish conversations with family and family friends in Lucknow are

always informative. My sister and her family in California remain a cher-

ished part of my extended connections. I share my daily life with Marie

Gottschalk and Tara Kohli; they mean the world to me. Marie has been

part of all the books I have written. I am deeply grateful to her for shared

love, companionship, constantly intelligent conversation, and her keen

insights about society and politics. My daughter, Tara, adds immensely

to my life. Her antics, including her periodic visits to my study to check on

how my work was going, provided much-needed breaks from my lonely

academic pursuits. I watch with fascination her growing interest in India.

I dedicate this book to her, hoping that her India will be a more livable

society than the one that I grew up in and that I have studied over the

past few decades.
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