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A History of Economic Policy in India provides an immersive, accessible yet rigorous 

understanding of the Indian economy through a political economy framework. 

It provides a birds-eye view of the politics, context, and ideas that shaped major 

economic policies in independent India and argues that they are the product of 

crisis, coalitions, and contingency – not necessarily choice.

Each chapter focuses on specific political regimes: colonial rule, Jawaharlal Nehru, 

Indira Gandhi, liberalization under coalition governments, the UPA government, 

and the NDA government. The book evaluates how well a government executed 

its policies based on the economic and political constraints it faced, rather than 

economic outcomes. The book’s framework provides multiple perspectives and 

analyzes economic policies as an outcome of interactions between dynamics in 

the economy using theories to make sense of the economy, political ideology, 

historical conditions, and international context.

Rahul De teaches Indian economy and world economic history at Azim Premji 

University, Bengaluru. He is passionate about making undergraduate economics 

immersive and accessible. He has conducted workshops on economics teaching 

and  written about it in the Economic and Political Weekly (2018). He is also 

interested in exploring topics not conventional to economics and has recently 

published on the economics of football ( July 2023).
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Preface

This book was born out of more than a decade of research on understanding the 
contours of, and teaching a course on, the Indian economy for the last six years – 
more pertinently, a response to multiple discussions about the contemporary 
economy with people from a wide range of occupations from social activists, 
construction workers, shopkeepers, taxi drivers, and journalists; chance encounters 
with people in the upper management of multinational corporations; and the 
comments sections of discussions on Indian economic policy on social media. 
My interactions bore out two general observations: first, people are interested in 
understanding how the economy affects their lives – irrespective of the kind of 
work they do – and second, there is a serious dearth of accessible resources on the 
Indian economy.

In this book, I present an accessible history of economic policies in India from 
colonial to contemporary India. This book is meant to serve as a representative 
sample of important academic literature on the Indian economy organized 
thematically. It aims to provide a socio-historical narrative to explain economic 
policies in contemporary India. This work will be of particular value to readers who 
do not have a background in economics and might not have the time or inclination 
to read multiple works to understand a particular period or policy in Indian history. 
It can also serve as a complementary resource to a teacher as it provides a coherent 
and accessible narrative connecting different periods and different data sources, 
public documents, and academic literature that can be brought to the classroom.

I have been part of designing the economics curriculum at Azim Premji 
University (APU), Bengaluru. I believe that undergraduate economics education 
in India, especially in teaching economic theory, is abstract and focused on 
modelling and quantitative analysis; students are not well exposed to different 
trajectories of analysis within economics and complementary concepts provided 
by other disciplines like history, politics, and sociology. Other economics 
educators who I have interacted with have felt the same.* At APU, the economics 
curriculum has attempted to embed the historical, political, social, and intellectual 

*  R. De and A. Thomas, “Rethinking Undergraduate Economics Education,” Economic and 
Political Weekly 53, no. 3 (2018): 21–24.

www.cambridge.org/9781009362672
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-36267-2 — A History of Economic Policy in India
Rahul De
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

x Preface

within economic courses. The emphasis is on understanding theories within the 
context in which it was shaped. I start our Introduction to Economics class with 
the Industrial Revolution and explain how colonial intervention born out of the 
need for industrialization shaped the global capitalist economy. Further ahead 
in the course we study cases of market failures through examples of oil spillage, 
deforestation of rainforests, and a discussion on how capitalism has shaped global 
climate change. The need to contextualize economics within history and social 
structure was an important intervention for me as a teacher. The Indian economy 
course that I teach emphasizes contextualizing economic policies and events in 
India as being shaped by global dynamics. One point on which my views may 
differ from other commentators on the history of the Indian economy is the 
focus on embedding it within a global history of capitalism through colonialism, 
interactions with international agencies, through economic dynamics of the global 
economy, or indirectly through political and economic ideas from the Western, 
developed world – often brought in by Indian economists and policymakers 
trained in the United Kingdom and the United States of America.

There is no way to cover more than 200 years of history in one book without 
making tough choices. I have generalized both for time periods and have also 
had to sacrifice many regionally specific issues and themes in India. This is 
particularly true for the first chapter on economic policies in colonial India. The 
mandate of the chapter is to explain primarily how the economic problems faced 
by independent India were created by colonial economic policy and secondly how 
the choice of policies by Jawaharlal Nehru was influenced by events in the global 
economy in the 20th century. Since this book is directed towards readers who 
may not have been exposed to the academic literature on the Indian economy, this 
chapter covers a long period for the sake of narrative continuity. Readers can refer 
to the bibliography for detailed and scholarly works on policy in colonial India.

Even though this is a historical book, I have not explicitly engaged with the 
question of histography: how different accounts of the Indian economy serve 
different political agendas. To add another conceptual layer of how writing history 
itself is a form of politics would make this book too abstract for the reader.

I have written the book from a Marxian political economy framework, which 
I have explained in more detail in the Introduction, and this means that I have 
used Marxian concepts such as accumulation, class, and crisis to understand 
the trajectory of the Indian economy. I have embedded the narrative on the 
development of the Indian economy within the dynamics of global capitalism. 
However, politically I have been agnostic – as far as possible – as I believe that my 
political stance should not affect the analysis I am presenting to the reader, and 
I hope that readers from across the political spectrum will read this book.
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