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What makes bureaucracy work for the least advantaged? Across 

the world, countries have adopted policies for universal primary 

education. Yet, policy implementation is uneven and not well under-

stood. Making Bureaucracy Work investigates when and how public 

agencies deliver primary education in rural India. Through a multi-

level comparative analysis and more than two years of ethnographic 

�eld research, Mangla opens the “black box” of Indian bureaucracy 

to demonstrate how differences in bureaucratic norms – informal rules 

that guide public of�cials and their everyday relations with citizens – 

generate divergent implementation patterns and outcomes. While some 

public agencies operate in a legalistic manner and promote compliance 

with policy rules, others engage in deliberation and encourage �exible 

problem-solving with local communities, thereby enhancing the quality 

of education services. This book reveals the complex ways bureaucratic 

norms interact with socioeconomic inequalities on the ground, illu-

minating the possibilities and obstacles for bureaucracy to promote  

inclusive development.

Akshay Mangla is Associate Professor of International Business at Saïd 

Business School at the University of Oxford. He specializes in com-

parative politics, political economy of development, public institutions, 

education, social welfare and South Asia.
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The ideas for this book saw their �rst rays of light in the summer of 2006. 

As a United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) intern, I was researching 

child labor interventions in the carpet belt districts of Uttar Pradesh. I 

had not intended to write about India’s primary school system. However, 

from �eldwork I learned that many children were neither engaged in 

work nor attending school, a residual category of “nowhere children,” 

which the Government of India’s decadal census fails to see. My conver-

sations with households made it clear that parents had high hopes for 

their children and took signi�cant steps to support their education. Yet, 

when visiting rural primary schools, I was struck by the chasm between 

citizens’ aspirations and the actual services they received. To understand 

this disconnect, I consulted studies of rural state–society relations and 

social welfare, particularly Myron Weiner’s The Child and the State in 

India and James Scott’s Weapons of the Weak. The in�uence of these 

scholars reverberates throughout this book.

In the pages that follow, readers will encounter parents, schoolteach-

ers, village leaders, women’s association members, social activists and 

elected of�cials. Most of all, they will learn about civil servants, includ-

ing of�cials from the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) as well as local 

bureaucrats, who hold the fate of so many children in their hands. These 

research participants, most of whom must go unnamed, provided raw 

materials for the book’s arguments. They generously gave their time and 

candor during interviews. They shared meals and (too many) cups of 

chai, offering me a window into the social life of public institutions and 

village schools. The debts I have incurred to them are beyond repayment. 

I can only hope that this study does justice to their experiences.
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SAP Structural Adjustment Program

SC Scheduled Caste

SCERT State Council of Educational Research and Training

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals

SHG Self Help Group

SP Samajwadi Party

SPD State Project Director (for Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan)

SSA Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan

ST Scheduled Tribe

TaRL Teaching at the Right Level

UKD Uttarakhand Kranti Dal

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund

UP Uttar Pradesh

UPBEP Uttar Pradesh Basic Education Project

USN Uttarakhand Seva Nidhi

VEC Village Education Committee
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