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Introduction 

This is a proposal for a dialogue between Indian and Scandinavian scholars who are 
interested in the possibilities for democratic transformative politics in their respective 
contexts. Specifically we propose that it may be possible to throw new light on the 
opportunities and constraints for such transformative politics in the present – in the 
context of neo-liberal globalisation - by examining India’s experience of democracy, 
development and well-being in the light of that of the Scandinavian countries, and vice 
versa.  

Funding through the Norwegian Research Council enables us to invite fourteen (7+7) of 
the best Indian and Scandinavian researchers with a keen interest in the possibilities of 
transformative politics to two workshops, one in Delhi towards the end of August 2012 
and the second in Oslo in May-June 2013. We aim at a pioneering book and a thematic 
issue of a leading journal such as the Economic and Political Weekly.  

This position paper presents a tentative analysis of the historical relationships between 
democratic politics, economic development and well-being in India, and introduces 
some comparative points from the historical experience of Norway and Sweden. The aim 
is to identify contemporary challenges and how they may relate to Scandinavian 
experiences. For the first workshop we will ask participants to discuss one or more of 
these challenges in a preliminary paper written from the perspective of their own 
context and particular competence. After discussions in the first workshop, final papers 
will be presented to the second.   

We are certainly not suggesting that the Scandinavian experience might constitute some 
sort of a ‘model’ for India or for anywhere else. Indeed we are all profoundly sceptical of 
the idea that the experience of any particular country or region can be a template or 
model for anywhere else. Research both on economic growth and on democratisation 
has shown up the difficulty of generalisation and the profound importance of historical 
context and conjuncture, and consequently of circular and cumulative causation (e.g. 
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Kenny and Williams 2001). On the other hand we do hold strongly to the view that 
comparison is enormously valuable, and that holding up, as it were, one historical 
experience against another – in regard to particular problems rather than general paths 
of development – can suggest interesting questions and possibilities. In contrast to 
much comparative work, moreover, we wish to begin by defining these problems in the 
global South rather than in the North. 

Examining Indian experience together with that of Scandinavia is not, so far as we are 
aware, an exercise that has yet been undertaken – though it may be fruitful given the 
history in Scandinavia of combining successful economic development with the 
realisation of high levels of well-being, in a democratic context. The relevance of these 
experiences has been underlined in UNRISD’s flagship report (2010) on the combatting 
of poverty and inequality; and as shown by Esping-Andersen (1985) and Berman (2006), 
the historical advances in Scandinavia were as much about politics as about structural 
preconditions.  

 

The Research Question 

The generic research question we wish to foreground in and through processes of 
dialogue is the following: what is the relationship between modes of democracy, 
economic growth, and well-being? Though we do not evaluate democracy in terms of the 
outcomes it produces (political stability, development, or well-being) – because we 
believe that democracy is of intrinsic value – we also believe that the dynamics that 
democracy unleashes produce connections between this form of government, economic 
growth, and well-being.  Some of these dynamics lie in the domain of electoral and 
interest group politics, and of demands for accountability, which may be routed through 
social movements, trade unions, citizen groups, social networks, and the non-
governmental sector.  It is important, therefore, to reflect on the conditions that make it 
possible for groups to represent their interests in the public domain, to account for why 
it is that some of these interests carry weight with policy makers and others do not, and 
why some sections of citizens go unrepresented and thereby lack voice. Different 
interests conflict, overlap, or mediate each other, and the processes whereby these 
mediations occur are indisputably political.  We see the concept of the social pact as of 
immense significance in this context, as social pacts seem to have been crucial in 
fostering growth with equity; and we ask therefore what enabling elements of 
transformative politics have been decisive. We intend to study the trajectory of these 
processes and the linkages between them in distinctive historical contexts, those of 
India and of Scandinavia. Historical analysis contributes to the fleshing out of 
theoretical propositions and a comparison between different historical experiences may 
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show us not only how different roads were taken, but also what the implications of 
taking such roads have been. 

 

Framing a dialogue 

The framework that we suggest as a basis for our dialogue is a simple one, and it is to 
examine the relationships, historically, between modes of democratic politics, economic 
development and social well-being. We use the expression ‘modes of democratic politics’ 
rather than ‘democracy’ or ‘democratisation’ because we want to emphasise that 
democracy is a process rather than a state, that there are different ways of approaching 
the democratic ideal (which Beetham [1999] has succinctly defined as popular control of 
public affairs on the basis of political equality), and that routes to the realisation of this 
ideal are historically shaped (Harriss et al. 2004; Törnquist et al. 2009). There is a large 
literature on the relationships of different modes of politics and economic development, 
a good deal of which is concerned with the question of whether or not more or less 
substantive democracy is compatible with or conducive to successful economic 
development and high rates of economic growth. There is some literature on the 
relationships of economic development and what has come to be described as ‘human 
development’  - though we,  following Amartya Sen, want to use the term ‘well-being’, 
partly to emphasise the point that in our view societies should aim to go beyond well 
beyond the satisfaction of minimum welfare needs. And there is work, such as that of 
Esping-Andersen (1990) and others, on the relationships of politics and welfare regimes 
– which vary in the extent to which they promote the realisation of well-being. We aim 
to bring all three elements into the same frame. 

 

Democratic politics, economic development and well-being in India – a 
preliminary sketch 

A reading of the Indian experience, over the period since the country won independence 
from colonial rule – which may of course be challenged on many specific points – runs 
as follows.  

The great political movement, the Congress, that was in the forefront of the struggle for 
freedom, became committed to the idea of democracy, partly at least because it was 
found to be the way to hold together the different social groups from which it drew 
support (Sarkar 2001), even whilst not always adhering to democratic principles in its 
own functioning. To a large degree, referring to Mouzelis’s terms (1986), the Congress 
‘incorporated’ people  by way of elite leadership, patronage and populism, rather than 
‘integrating’ them, through organisation from below. The Congress leadership was 
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careful to hold back popular forces that were threatening to capital and to private 
property (e.g Pandey 1982), and despite the fact that the organisation adopted a number 
of commitments and resolutions on the issue of land reform, the Congress failed to 
adopt a socially transformative agenda – in large measure because of the dominating 
presence of substantial peasant proprietors (Frankel 1978). The leadership was also 
careful in the latter days of the British Raj to ensure that popular protests did not lead to 
the breakdown of the machinery of administration (e.g. Arnold on the police: 1986), so 
that ‘Congress Raj’ took over relatively seamlessly from the British.   

The achievement of independence in India was not in the end based on a through-going 
social revolution, and as Pratap Mehta has put it (2003), India’s ancien regime to a 
great extent survived and lived on in independent India. The dominance of so-called 
‘Forward Castes’ has been weakened, certainly, since 1947, but their power remains 
significant even now; while the post-independence Indian state, with partial exceptions 
such as in Kerala, signally failed to bring about either redistributive land reform such as 
would have broken landed power or the fostering of classical primitive accumulation of 
capital by way of market oriented concentration of land (Sanyal 2007). The 
establishment of parliamentary democracy, which was hardly questioned in the debates 
of the Constituent Assembly was, it might be said, the gift of the mainly high caste and 
distinctly upper middle class polite elite that constituted that Assembly. Thus it was that 
India experienced what has been described, following Gramsci, as a ‘passive revolution’ 
(Kaviraj 1988), in which social transformation had to be brought about from above.  

 

The Era of the Nehruvian State 

The Indian state, in the first fifteen or so years after Independence, has often been 
labelled as the ‘Nehruvian’ state because it was so much marked by the vision of India’s 
first prime minister, whose authority was not seriously challenged following the death of 
the other great leader of the Congress – and the ‘organisation man’ par excellence – 
Vallabhai (‘Sardar’) Patel in 1950. Nehru’s socialist inclinations (that had been quite 
marked in the 1930s) were tempered by the more conservative leanings of most of the 
rest of the Congress leadership, and by the constitutional commitment to private 
property, and he once spoke in an interview of India as pursuing a ‘third way’, 
combining economic planning with accommodative democratic politics, and avoiding 
the extremes of the capitalist road on the one hand, and of communism on the other 
(Corbridge and Harriss 2000). Nehru’s Congress party, meanwhile, became dependent 
locally to a very great extent on the larger peasant proprietors and the remaining 
landlords – which accounts for its failure to implement redistributive land reform – and 
functioned as a kind of pyramid of patron-client relations (Manor 1988). Individual 
citizens’/voters’ relations with the state were largely mediated or brokered by locally 
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powerful individuals.  At the same time the state failed to develop the capacity, and 
perhaps not even the real intention – given Nehru’s own twists and turns on the matter 
(Hansen 1966) - to discipline private capital in the way that was true, for example, of the 
Korean state in the era of Park Chung Hee and after (on this failure see Chibber 2003).  

What were the outcomes of the constellation of political forces in the Nehruvian state? 
The way in which the Congress functioned did not allow for the development of a state-
facilitated social pact for national development between the bourgeoisie, farmers and 
workers. There developed rather what Bardhan (1984) has described as an uneasy 
compromise of power between big business, the dominant peasant proprietors and the 
bureaucratic-professional elite, that led to the frittering away of public resources in 
subsidies and rents that benefited these ‘dominant proprietary classes’. Democratic 
politics involved the brokerage of those who were powerful locally, principally the 
landed elite of rich peasants and the remaining landlords – and the distribution of land, 
the crucial asset for the mass of the people, remained highly unequal. Industrial policy 
involved initially high levels of public investment and the pursuit of a particular version 
of import substitution industrialisation that focused very heavily on the supply side, 
through the building up of heavy industry and a machine-making capacity. Through the 
1950s relatively high rates of industrial growth were achieved, and Indian planning at 
this time should not be dismissed as a complete failure. But the structural 
transformation of the economy remained limited, with the great majority of the people 
remaining dependent upon agriculture, and while agricultural output grew at a 
moderate rate – following half a century of near stagnation or even decline in the later 
colonial period – the failure to bring about redistribution of land meant that the well-
being of most was not greatly enhanced. Public investment in education and health was 
inadequate – and perhaps the most egregious failure of all of the Nehruvian state was 
that in regard to the constitutional commitment to universalisation of primary 
education. Myron Weiner (1991) argued that this striking failure perhaps reflects above 
all the lack of real commitment to universal education on the part of the almost entirely 
higher caste political elite.  Equally scandalous was the neglect of health, even though 
the Bhore Committee on the eve of independence had recommended that if ten per cent 
of GDP were set aside for health, India would achieve public health standards equivalent 
to those of wartime Britain. It should be a matter for no surprise that when income 
poverty began to be measured in real earnest in the 1970s it was found to be extremely 
high, even though the poverty lines that were selected were decidedly low. 

 

The 1960s to the 1980s – Time of ‘the Hindu rate of growth’ 

How have the relationships of the mode of democratic politics, economic development 
and well-being changed over the succeeding decades? The authority of the Congress 
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party in what was described as India’s ‘dominant party system’ – in which, though there 
was competition between different parties, the Congress maintained sizeable majorities 
both at the centre and usually in the states as well – was increasingly challenged in the 
1960s and 1970s. The response to this on the part of Mrs Gandhi, as prime minister, was 
to attempt to centralise political power, and in the process she brought about the 
deinstitutionalisation of her Congress party. The Congress, and other political parties 
with the partial exception of the communist parties and the Hindu nationalist party, the 
Jan Sangh, became increasingly ‘followings’ around particular leaders, without much 
organisation or internal democracy.  With the decline of internal party organisation, and 
wider social changes, there came also an important shift away from what Sanjay Reddy 
(2005) has described as the ‘mediated mobilisation’ of voters by local notables, toward 
what the same author refers to as ‘the politics of direct appeal’ (of which Mrs Gandhi 
was the most notable adept) – marked by rising rates of electoral participation among 
women, uneducated workers and lower castes. India’s electoral politics became subject 
to so-called ‘wave’ effects, with big swings of sentiment from election to election. 
Democracy came to be reduced pretty much to ‘elections’; politics came to be 
tantamount to a business, calling for significant investments in order for someone to 
win office with the expectation of being able to make substantial gains by virtue of 
holding it. Political leaders competed for support by making populist promises to the 
electorate.  

In these circumstances of democratic politics it became impossible for any government 
to pursue a coherent strategy for economic development and the realisation of well-
being.  The planned development of the Indian economy had entered into crisis in the 
1960s, immediately because of the inability of the state to maintain high levels of public 
investment, and ultimately because of the failure of the state to address India’s agrarian 
question and through this the demand side of the economy (Chakravarty 1987). There 
ensued two decades of what came to be called ‘the Hindu rate of growth’, when 
economic growth barely kept ahead of that of population, though the ‘green revolution’ 
helped at least a little to reduce income poverty through its impact on the price of 
cereals and on labour markets (Lipton with Longhurst 1989). The autonomy of the state 
and the possibilities for pursuing consistent and coherent economic and social policies 
were compromised by the dependence of governments on the ‘dominant propertied 
classes’ (Bardhan 1984). As Bardhan showed, this compromise of power meant that 
public resources were all the time frittered away in largely unproductive subsidies that 
disproportionately benefited the propertied classes. By the 1980s, when the successful 
economic development of the East Asian NICs began to be noted (and ‘The End of the 
Third World’ was pronounced in a book of that title by Nigel Harris), India, though 
vaunted as the most successful (indeed almost the only) democracy of the post-colonial 
world, seemed to lend support to those who argued that democratic regimes are 
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inherently less able than authoritarian ones to promote economic growth and social 
welfare. 

 

The Era of Rapid Economic Growth 

What happened to change the negative dynamics of India’s particular democratic 
politics? How has it come about that India, still ‘the world’s largest democracy’, now 
rivals still authoritarian China, the greatest of the ‘East Asian NICs’ (though this 
terminology is no longer commonly used), in regard to both rates of economic growth 
and, according to some authorities, the extent of the reduction of poverty and promotion 
of ‘well-being’? There was no single event that punctuated the equilibrium of India’s 
political economy, though the short-term foreign exchange crisis that the country faced 
in 1991 provided an opportunity for economic reformers amongst the political-
administrative elite to bring about some significant policy changes. It has been observed, 
however, that India left behind the Hindu rate of growth well before 1991 (Rodrik and 
Subramanian 2005; Kohli 2006), and that governments tilted towards business in a way 
that they had not before from about the beginning of the 1980s. By now (early in the 
second decade of the 21st century) it appears unquestionably the case that the Indian 
state is dominated by the big bourgeoisie and essentially serves business interests whilst 
managing especially rural poverty in the interests of maintaining social stability, and of 
proving India’s standing as an ‘emerged’ power in which high levels of poverty are 
unacceptable .  

Historically exceptionally high rates of economic growth are not delivering, however, on 
the realisation of greater well-being, as the dismal statistics on under-nutrition amongst 
children and other critical indicators of  human development clearly show (Dreze and 
Sen 2011). There has been a great deal of rhetoric in the speeches of ministers and in 
government planning documents about ‘inclusive growth’, but thus far rapid economic 
growth has signally failed to create jobs in the more productive sectors of the economy, 
while the numbers of those entering the labour force grow by more than 10 million 
persons each year. Given the evident failure of inclusive growth the UPA government 
has used increased tax revenues to fund the Mahatma Gandhi National Employment 
Guarantee Scheme – the world’s largest ever public works programme – as the principal 
means of containing poverty (Harriss 2011).  Meanwhile the capacity of the state in 
regard to delivery of public services that are critical for well-being – education, health, 
sanitation and water supply – has not generally been improved, and the task of doing so 
now seems to have been relinquished in favour of private provisioning, to the benefit of 
capital.  

The politics of the great shifts in India’s political economy over the last two decades or 
more are hard to comprehend – because political developments appear to have been 
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quite contrary to what it might have been expected would be required to bring about 
such changes.  The model of the East Asian Developmental State, after all, associates 
successful economic development with distinctly authoritarian one-party regimes – and 
the period of India’s transition to spectacular growth rates has been one of a succession 
(since 1989) of minority governments, presiding over quite unstable alliances of 
disparate, regionally rather than nationally based parties. Thus it has been, perhaps, 
that the process of ‘economic reform’ – meaning the implementation of neo-liberal 
economic policies – has proceeded much more hesitantly and less consistently than its 
architects have wished (as has been seen, most strikingly, in the present government’s 
announcement of the opening of retail trade to international investment, and then its 
rapid retreat in the face of vigorous opposition from key alliance partners, late in 2011).  

Indian democracy, now more than ever, is aptly characterised as a ‘politics of din’, 
fought out by competing, more or less corrupt, sometimes frankly criminal, more or less 
populist leaders – a politics from which the middle classes appear increasingly to wish 
to distance themselves (Alam 2004). India has experienced what her most noted 
psephologist and political commentator, Yogendra Yadav, described as a ‘second 
democratic upsurge’ as, in the 1980s and 1990s, a new generation of political leaders 
from lower caste backgrounds emerged and mobilised voters around their identities as 
‘OBCs’ [Other Backward Classes] – members, that is, of social groups officially classified 
as meriting affirmative action on the part of the state. Yadav pointed out, however, that 
these leaders and the parties (or ‘followings’) that they led were far from democratic in 
their ways of working (Yadav 1996).  

Undeniably democracy has enabled the political empowerment of disadvantaged groups, 
the expansion of the political arena, and the opening out of the agenda of politics. Yet, 
most scholars would agree that whereas India’s democratic system has the capacity to 
incorporate hitherto excluded elements, material benefits have gone to the more 
advanced members of these castes. Others have not benefited at all. Myron Weiner 
(2001) was uncompromising on this front. Point by point, Weiner revealed the 
limitations of the thesis that the uniqueness of Indian democracy lies in incorporating 
aspirant elites into the body politic. For the incorporation of backward caste elites and 
members of the Scheduled Castes into the political system has done little to reduce the 
enormous social and economic disparities that dog India’s hierarchical and inegalitarian 
social order. The ultimate irony of the protective discrimination regime is that the 
presence of representatives of disadvantaged groups in government and in the 
legislature has not led to the implementation of policies such as the expansion and 
improvement of primary education, banning of child labour, public health, sanitation, 
and provision of safe drinking water, that promote the well-being of their communities.  

In a highly unequal society such as India’s, Pratap Mehta argues (referring rather to the 
persistence of a rigid status hierarchy than to income or asset inequality), politics is 
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likely to become a contest for position, as people struggle to sustain their sense of self-
worth; and rights claims are likely to be used by groups in order to gain access to power: 
‘Democracy in India has advanced through the competitive negotiation between groups, 
each competing for their interests, rather than the diffusion of democratic norms ...The 
purpose of political mobilisation has not been to make the state more accountable but to 
get access to or to share in its power’ (2011: 23). The Constitutional provisions regarding 
affirmative action have served to entrench such politics, and the result – tragically, in 
his view – has been to reduce ‘justice to crude and limited measures of power-sharing’ 
(2011: 29). 

Through this period, since the early 1980s, of higher rates of economic growth, India’s 
middle classes have grown in numbers and influence. Civil society is largely a sphere of 
middle class activism, and as members of the middle classes have withdrawn from ‘the 
politics of din’ so some have sought to establish a kind of ‘new politics’ beyond the ambit 
of political parties. As one eminent civil society activist said to one of us, the task for 
civil society organisations is to ‘divert the dirty river of politics’. Middle class activism, 
however, whether directed into social movements such as the women’s movement(s) or 
environmental movements, into policy advocacy groups, or into NGOs, is not 
unambiguous in its implications. On the one hand middle class advocacy through the 
Right to Information Campaign or the Right to Food Campaign, has been successful in 
pressing for and in bringing about extraordinary legislative changes that have 
established some economic and social rights for Indians; on the other, many middle 
class civil society organisations show a preference for technocratic rather than 
democratic problem solving, and are not at all sympathetic, for instance, to the housing 
rights of slum dwellers.  

While middle class associational activism has become powerful, older socio-political 
movements, of peasants and workers, have generally been weakened. There is now 
rather little organisation of peasants or of agricultural labourers – in part no doubt 
because so many of them now depend for significant parts of the livelihoods, on non-
agricultural and often non-rural work. The so called ‘Farmers’ Movements’ that 
articulated the interests of commercialised cultivators in the 1980s and 1990s have by 
now lost their power and influence, partly because of the divisions between them over 
their responses to globalisation. Indian trade unions – though they may not be as weak 
as they often portrayed as being (Teitelbaum 2006) – are fragmented and do not 
generally advance working class politics (RoyChowdhury 2010). Organisations of 
informal workers, meanwhile, mobilise to make demands upon the state rather than 
having any kind of a transformative agenda (Agarwala 2006). 

Nationally, the two major political parties, the somewhat left-of-centre (when it suits it) 
Congress and the more right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party (the BJP, successor to the old 
Jan Sangh), have contrived to lead alliances (the United Progressive Alliance, in the case 
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of the Congress, and the National Democratic Alliance in that of the BJP) that have 
pursued neo-liberal economic reforms. The changes that have come about reflect the 
power of ideas in shaping interests. It was only after the reform process had started that 
it began to be supported strongly by big business – but the voices of capital, often 
articulated through bodies such as the Confederation of Indian Industry, have 
subsequently become more and more influential in keeping the process going. The 
politics of it are that with the gradual rolling back of state regulation of the economy, 
individual states within India’s federal polity have been led increasingly to compete 
against each other for private sector investment, both national and international. Thus it 
came about that the Communist Party of India (Marxist) [CPM], as the government of 
the state of West Bengal entered vigorously into the race for growth through the private 
sector, while the party nationally continued to critique neo-liberal globalisation. No 
coherent alternative to the liberal model of economic growth has been put forward and 
the political culture of India has shifted in such a way as to value economic growth in 
itself above all other goals, even if lip-service is paid to the elimination of poverty as the 
ultimate objective. Economic reformers have a hard time of it carrying the reform 
process forward, and they have not, for example, succeeded in overturning India’s 
labour laws, which are supposed to make for crippling inflexibility in labour markets, in 
the face of opposition from organised labour (and in spite of the well-known weaknesses 
of Indian trade unions). But there is no coherent opposition to reform as whole, or to 
‘the race for growth’, and no coherent alternative to it. 

 

Why doesn’t democratic politics in India deliver greater social well-being?1 

There is then a puzzle that calls for explanation. Why is it that voters – who include, 
disproportionately,  large numbers of poor people, who would greatly benefit, in terms 
of improved well-being, from better provision of public health, education and other 
services – only occasionally hold politicians (and through them the  street-level 
bureaucrats who are immediately responsible for service delivery) democratically 
accountable for poor public provisioning.  

Keefer and  Khemani  have answered this question by suggesting that it is due to the 
lack of credibility of political promises to provide broad public goods (such as would 
promote well-being through society). They attribute ‘the differential credibility of 
promises related to public good versus private transfers’ (2004: 935) to three factors – 
the history of electoral competition, the extent of social fragmentation of voters and to 
the limited information among voters about the quality of services. The first of these 
points involves an argument about path dependency. There are states – Keefer and 

                                                           
1 This section is taken from a forthcoming book by Stuart Corbridge, John Harriss and Craig Jeffrey (2012), India 
Today: Economy, Politics and Society (Cambridge: Polity Press) 
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Khemani give the familiar example of Kerala – where there is a history of governments 
being held to account because voters have been highly mobilised (in Kerala by the 
communist parties) over service issues. In the absence of such a history, as in Uttar 
Pradesh, it is difficult for any political leader or party to break from a path that has been 
determined by competition around selective benefits. The argument then shows up the 
significance of the second factor – that of social fragmentation. Public provisioning has 
generally been better in those states in which poorer people have been mobilised 
collectively, as by the communist parties in Kerala, or by the Dravidian parties in Tamil 
Nadu, or perhaps around solidaristic sentiments of sub-nationalism (Singh 2011). This 
factor in turn ties up with the one to do with information.  The argument is made in 
work by Besley and Burgess (2000) on variations in government responsiveness across 
the major Indian states. They examined public food distribution and disaster relief 
expenditure as measures of government responsiveness and showed that differences 
between states in their regard are only weakly related to variations in economic 
development, but that states with historically higher electoral turnouts and more 
competitive politics, and those with higher newspaper circulation are distinctly more 
responsive than others. It seems clear that higher levels of information among voters 
and higher levels of collective political mobilisation are mutually supportive and inter-
related. The data that are given by Besley and Burgess show that the most ‘responsive 
states’ according to their measures are Kerala, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and West 
Bengal, which are also the states with the highest newspaper circulation, and states in 
which the lower classes have historically been most highly mobilised politically.  

Keefer and Khemani’s argument, therefore, seems to point to the significance of long 
run trends of political mobilisation and so it poses a further question: why is it that 
poorer people have not been mobilised collectively to any great extent around public 
provisioning in most Indian states? We may turn to Kanchan Chandra’s analysis of 
‘patronage democracy’. What she means by this is that India is formally a democracy, 
with free and mostly reasonably fair elections under a universal franchise, in which the 
state monopolises access to very substantial resources – the allocation of which is, 
however, subject to a high degree of individual discretion: ‘elected officers have 
discretion in the implementation of laws allocating jobs and services at the disposal of 
the state’ (Chandra 2004: 6). Though under the impact of economic liberalism the 
growth of public sector employment has been contained, there are still very many jobs in 
the public sector and they are still very much sought after. The state, through its street-
level bureaucrats, also continues to control access to important inputs for agriculture, 
such as water and public sector credit, and to rations of essential commodities (through 
the Public Distribution System) and to employment in public works (now through 
NREGA) – and the allocation of these resources, too, is subject to political discretion. 
Politicians are able to exercise power over bureaucrats – even sometimes those at the 
highest levels of the civil service – through the mechanism of ‘transfers’. Governments, 
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and consequently politicians, have almost unfettered power to transfer a civil servant 
from one post to another, and to promote and demote them (Krishnan and Somanathan 
2005: 292-99). This, as Robert Wade has shown in several papers, opens up huge 
possibilities for securing rents, on the parts of both officials and especially of politicians 
(Wade 1982, 1985) – as officials seek to avoid difficult postings and to secure ones in 
which there are significant opportunities for graft. It also means that even the most 
competent and uncorrupted officials – often especially them – are unlikely to remain in 
one position for very long. A good many senior IAS officers have seldom remained in a 
post for much more than a year, and there are notable cases where even, for instance, a 
Chief Secretary to a state government has been removed from his post quite arbitrarily 
when he stood in the way of senior politicians.  

From the point of view of politicians, being able to control selective benefits through 
patronage using the resources of the state seems to be a more reliable way of ensuring 
continued support – and of realising rents for themselves – than standing on a public 
platform including promises about the delivery of public goods. With the decline of the 
Congress party as an encompassing interest, embracing – as it once did – many 
different actually or potentially self-conscious groups of people, so Indian politics has 
become much more of a field of contestation over group identities – often involving 
claims about dignity or ‘self-respect’ as well as over resources – which has reinforced 
government failure. As Banerjee and Pande have shown in a test using data from Uttar 
Pradesh, if voters are concerned about the group identity of political candidates, then if 
this group has a majority in a particular political jurisdiction the quality of the 
candidates can be very poor and yet they will still win. In such circumstances ‘a 
strengthening of group identity on citizens’ political preferences worsens the quality of 
political representation’ (Banerjee and Pande 2009: 2). The two authors developed a 
data set, from a field survey covering a sample of 102 jurisdictions, on legislator 
corruption in Uttar Pradesh over the period 1980-96, when it is generally recognised 
that group identity-based voting became increasingly significant (the standard source on 
this is Yadav 1996). They then demonstrate both that increased legislator corruption 
over this period can be attributed to legislators from the party that shared the identity of 
the dominant population group in a jurisdiction (Congress or BJP for upper caste voters, 
Samajwadi Party or Bahujan Samaj Party for lower caste voters), and that increased 
corruption was largely concentrated in those jurisdictions with substantial high or low 
caste domination. Jurisdictions with the more biased caste distributions showed the 
greatest increases in corruption. 

The failures of the Left 

This analysis of why democratic politics in India have not delivered more in regard to 
social well-being points to the significance of the role of the Left. Public provisioning is 
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better, on the whole, and levels of well-being are higher in those states where lower 
class/caste people have been effectively mobilised politically by left or ‘leftish’ (as the 
original Dravidian party was in Tamil Nadu) political parties (Harriss 2003) – though 
the record of West Bengal, under the rule of the CPM between 1977 and 2011, is 
distinctly patchy (Bag 2011). The question is then raised as to why the left parties have 
not been more successful than they have been across more of the country. Part of the 
answer, at least, lies no doubt in the argument put by Keefer and Khemani, that ‘history 
matters’, and that where – in the absence of the level of literacy that existed in the more 
responsive states  (of Besley and Burgess’s analysis), and the political mobilisation 
associated with it – political competition became established around selective benefits. 
Once that pattern of politics became established – in states such as Uttar Pradesh – 
there was very little space or possibility for left parties to organise.  But the left parties, 
and notably the most important of them, the CPM, have not helped themselves to 
become more influential because of their internal divisions and political practices 
(Bardhan 2011; Vanaik 2011). Even the most impressive attempts at renewal such as the 
People’s Planning Campaign in Kerala have not generated the political and development 
outcomes that were sought after  (Törnquist with Tharakan 1996, 2009a; Tharakan 
2004). There is now a crying need for rethinking on the left – and it is in this rethinking 
that we suggest that there may be value in entering into dialogue with the Scandinavian 
experience. 

 

Key Indian problems for analysis in comparative perspective 

This schematic outline suggests the following as important themes or problems for 
analysis in the Indian context; but we invite participants in the dialogue to modify and 
add to our own list: 

1. Building an alliance for transformative democratic politics that will be 
supportive of truly ‘inclusive growth’, combining economic development and the 
realisation of well-being.  Whether and how this can be done, clearly, is the 
fundamental challenge of the present moment, not least because of the 
limitations and the failures of the organised left  
 

A number of closely related problems, therefore, are: 
 

2. The weakening of the old alternatives. What are the internal and external factors 
that have undermined the transformative power and potential of the old 
alternative projects in Kerala and West Bengal? What can be learnt from the 
current weakness of the organised left? 
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3. In addition to parties and elections, there is a need to analyse how popular 
organisation and representation from below of interests and ideas that 
elsewhere have been in favour of democratic politics for inclusive economic 
development can possibly be improved. Trade unions and farmers’ organisations, 
for instance, are often weak, socially fragmented and dominated by party politics. 
Communal and caste organisations remain strong. Citizens’ rights-based action is 
often dominated by middle class intellectuals. There is a shortage of democratic 
institutions for interest based representation in public governance. Instead, 
patronage, networking, pressure politics and lobbying dominate.  
 

4. What is the significance of current attempts at welfare reform in India? Though 
– and as we have suggested, perhaps because – the idea of ‘inclusive growth’ has 
not been realised, India is still the site of remarkable innovation and experiment 
in social policy, driven by intellectuals and by groups in civil society, who have 
often succeeded in moving the Supreme Court to order government to deliver 
programmes for social welfare. This is how NREGA (The Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act) came into being. At the same time 
the state has not done at all well in regard to education and health, looking 
increasingly to further privatisation.  So do the current ‘flagship programmes’, 
such as NREGA, have transformative potential? Or how can this transformative 
potential be realised? 
 

5. There remain the problems of communalism and sectarian politics. How to 
counter identity politics and combine instead the need for social protection and 
enhanced well-being with democratic, universal and plural citizenship?   
 

  Then there are critical questions about India’s economic development: 

6. The agrarian question. How to develop agricultural production and generate 
alternative employment without destructive primitive accumulation and 
exclusion? 

 
7.  Patterns of industrialisation. How to generate less uneven development of 

services and industrialisation that can benefit from social well being, whilst 
contributing to it? 

 
8. The problem of land. This is a very specific question, but one of considerable 

importance at the present time. It includes not only the question of how to 
reconcile different interests in agricultural land but also that of conflicting 
interests over forest and other natural resources including the acquirement of 
agricultural land for other commercial and industrial purposes.  
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Scandinavian associations in view of the Indian challenges 

What aspects of Scandinavian history of transformative politics towards inclusive 
growth and what problems of sustaining it come to mind in view of the Indian 
experiences and challenges? This will be a vital subject of discussion in the first 
workshop, but let us indicate some links that have been in our minds when planning the 
project.  

The historical experiences of Scandinavian social democracy serve as an important point 
of reference in current discussions on how to combat poverty and inequality by way of 
structural changes. These changes were through state-led economic growth on the basis 
of full employment in productive sectors and universal social security arrangements as 
opposed to the often unsuccessful neo-liberal and institutionalist approaches suggested 
by the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank (UNRISD 2010). The strategy 
for equality and growth was made possible through the politics of building strong 
supportive movement, coalitions of powerful actors and trustworthy public institutions.  
We shall focus on Norway and Sweden, the paradigmatic cases. (For further references, 
see e.g. Andersson (2006), Berman 2006, Esping-Andersen 1985, 1990, Kangas and 
Palme 2005, Moene and Wallerstein 2006, Przeworski 1985, Rothstein 2004, Swenson 
2002, Trägårdh 2007.) Later on welfare based growth has of course also been achieved 
in developmental states like South Korea and Taiwan. But since this was by way of non-
democratic and consumerist rather than citizen based politics, we deem the 
Scandinavian experience to be more relevant in a comparison with India, emphasising 
the role of democratic politics.  

 

The social pact for inclusive growth 

By the late 1920s Sweden and Norway were dominated by aggressive capitalism and 
industrial conflict, economic depression and widespread outright poverty – and neither 
the conservatives nor the Left had any viable political and economic strategy to handle 
the challenges, which partly calls to mind the situation of the current Indian Left. The 
main focus of our interest lies thus in the successful transformative politics that initiated 
and also benefitted from the welfare-based growth that evolved in the 1930s. Several of 
the imbalances and conflicts were of course different from contemporary India, but not 
all. As in India today, much of the dynamics of growth was related to the 
internationalised modern parts of the economy, while a majority of the population 
remained in agriculture and other low-productivity sectors. Also as in India, there were 
severe problems of unemployment and poverty among large sections of the population. 
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And while the main competitors in providing jobs and welfare were the Nazi and Fascist 
projects, these did also have ethno-nationalist and communitarian components that call 
to mind some of the current challenges of identity politics in South Asia. 

The fundamental conditions for success in Norway and Sweden were not limited to the 
benefits of early Keynesian stimulation of the economy and favourable export markets 
that tend to be emphasised by mainstream economic historians. Just as crucial was that 
these benefits could be sustained thanks to central level collective agreements between 
employers’ associations and trade unions, with the support of the new social democratic 
government. It remains vital to analyse the social and political dynamics of the rise of 
this social pact, especially with regard to what was structurally determined and what 
rested with more or less well thought out politics. We shall soon return to some of the 
transformative politics involved, but first the logics of the pact itself. 

On the one hand, trade unions won collective agreements with the employers on equal 
wages. This was to the benefit of the low paid majority of the workers and casual 
labourers. It also created more jobs by increasing the competitiveness and expansion of 
the modern export industry. And it enforced investment and economic growth in weak 
sectors, thus making development much less uneven than in many of the current 
industrialising countries such as India. As the tax basis increased, the wage-earners also 
gained basic welfare from the State, including pensions, social security, improved 
housing, education and training as well as unemployment schemes. They also came to 
influence the central and local governments’ executive boards and commissions (and to 
some extent corporate boardrooms).  

On the other hand, the dynamic entrepreneurs gained industrial peace, wage levels 
based on what companies exposed to international competition could pay, and a public 
insurance system that took responsibility for social welfare and support to the 
unemployed – which in turn was a precondition for the flexible labour market and the 
chances of rationalising production (without expensive conflicts) that promoted growth.  

These agreements were not in order to negate class struggle but to channelise it through 
as democratic institutions as possible, which might also allow for negotiations towards 
social and economic development. This is how economic growth and public revenues 
increased by way of comparatively equal wages, full employment, social security and 
more gender equality. And it is in this is how democratic regulation of society become 
more important to the trade unions and related politicians than the issue of ownership.  
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The political conditions 

In the larger part of the world, the political preconditions in terms of similarly strong, 
unified and nationally organised  trade unions and employers’ organisations, not very 
corrupt public institutions and positive government are of course less favourable. India, 
as we have seen, is a case in point, including with regard to limited state capacity, and 
the ethnic, social and political fragmentation of popular and interest based 
organisations. There is also the weakness of the organised Left as well as the polycentric 
and middle class character of much of the new citizen rights based activism. 

In addition, several of the positive political factors in Norway and Sweden had deep 
historical roots that rarely apply to other parts of the world. These factors include the 
fairly homogenous populations, the absence of strong feudalism and thus strong 
independent farmers. There was also the alliance between the state and the church 
which was not rich enough to offer alternative welfare. Yet, some of the additional 
structural conditions that separate Scandinavia from the paradigmatic cases of capitalist 
development in western Europe are more similar to those in countries like India, the 
foremost being the relatively late industrialisation and thus comparatively weak 
bourgeoisie and young working class. One may also remember that the strongest and 
quite similar social democracies in Sweden and Norway evolved in-spite of substantial 
structural differences. In particular, the Swedish state capacity was much stronger than 
that of Norway which did not gain full independence until 1905 and was more diverse 
and localised, yet developing a unifying and dynamic democratic nationalism against 
the deteriorating Swedish empire in particular – in both respects bringing some of the 
Indian experiences to mind. 

Most importantly: much of the development of strong social and political movements, 
organisations and positive governments with incorrupt state apparatuses was less about 
historically rooted structures than politics and policies, which may be useful to read 
against the current dilemmas in India of weak popular politics and representation. 

(1) The dynamics of popular organisation, state and universal welfare programmes 

The first of two processes to which we will draw special attention is rooted in the 
relatively early development in Sweden and Norway of universal welfare programmes 
through the state and local authorities rather than targeted and means-tested measures 
with supplementary self-help and education through civil organisations, which remain 
the predominant pattern in other contexts, including India. It would be particularly 
important to understand the historical dynamics whereby these universal schemes 
evolved through accountable authorities in-spite of the fact that the short term price for 
the labour movement was less strong popular organisations and parties than if these 
would have been able to provide special benefits to their followers.  
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The longer term benefit, however, was that the popular movements themselves were 
able to contain the kind of ‘special interests’ that are so common in Indian pressure 
politics in favour instead of the ‘common good’ and to gain support from popular 
majorities. This enabled the social democrats as well as more radical socialist allies to 
include not just permanently employed workers but also most of the casual workers, the 
unemployed, the small farmers and business actors, and especially later on civil servants 
and private employees within an ideology of turning Norway and Sweden into 
democratic inclusionary ‘people’s homes’ based on solidarity and generalised welfare 
schemes.  
 
This may be of some interest in countries like India with substantial informal 
employment and an agricultural population that is threatened by exclusion and 
primitive accumulation.  It may also add an important dimension to the discussion 
about when and how different welfare programmes may foster transformative politics.  
 
This was anyway how the social democrats succeeded in winning elections and in 
providing a viable alternative to the ‘national-socialist’ welfare programmes that gained 
popularity in many other countries during the 1930s and early 1940s. Some aspects of 
this way of confronting ethnic national chauvinism may be of interest today too, 
including in Scandinavia with its own problems of accepting immigrants and Muslims 
but also in other contexts of sectarian politics, including India. 
 
Universal state support to the individual (rather than the family – as in the less 
generous conservative welfare state model, or through the market and civil society – as 
in the liberal model adopting a system of means-tested basic subsidies) was of course 
also a matter of providing each and every citizen with as much substantive political 
equality and freedom as possible. In fact, a democratically controlled state was in this 
regard deemed to be a better ally than the family and church or the market and self help 
civil society organisations. Freedom-seeking youth and women fighting for equal rights 
and independence were among the prime beneficiaries.  

 (2) Unification and interest-based representation 

The second process relates more specifically to the challenges of poor popular 
organisation and representation from below of interests and ideas in countries like India. 
Remarkably, the initially quite fragmented and localised labour groups in Scandinavia – 
and almost as importantly the leading employers too – coordinated their respective 
organisations at an early stage. It would be particularly interesting to read and explain 
this in a comparative perspective quite puzzling historical process towards unification in 
view of the current fragmentation and polycentrism of various left oriented groups in 
India.  
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One case of transformative Scandinavian politics is especially exciting. The demands 
from below among various groups for the representation of interest and issue based 
organisations in public governance (the so-called social or plural corporatism) did not 
just lead to immediately favourable policies. It also generated rules and regulations for 
collective representation which fostered broad, national and democratic organisations. 
One might wish to know if any similar provisions of channels of influence and related 
rules and regulations have been tried out or envisioned in the Indian context. 

This kind of interest-based representation and the various related institutions (as well as 
the participation of individual stakeholders in so many matters including local planning) 
supplemented, moreover, both the liberal democratic general elections where the 
winner takes it all, and the autonomous civil society organisation which are often 
dominated by influential citizens and generate a myriad of lobby and pressure groups.   

A final and perhaps especially important factor in countries like India where corruption 
is on top of the agenda and many actors deem politics and democracy to be a major 
problem is the development of and confidence in high state capacity. When the 
Scandinavian supplementary popular representation was combined with the general 
right to information of the government on all public matters (with certain exceptions 
that have to be well motivated), both fostered public spheres for cooperation, control 
and influence. This representation and freedom of information contributed to the 
containment of corruption and favouritism – and thus also the generation of the unique 
Swedish and Norwegian trust in strong public institutions.  

 

Current challenges and the need for global alliances  

So far we have argued that reading the challenges of transformative politics in India and 
related experiences in Norway and Sweden against each other may be useful for the 
discussions of possible options in India as well as for a deeper understanding of the 
historical processes in Scandinavia. But especially for Scandinavians there is also 
another reason to engage.  Given the widespread general critique of globalisation it is 
important to recall that much of the historical transformative politics in Scandinavia did 
foster free international trade rather than resisting it, except in the defence of small 
farmers during the much longer period that was needed for structural adjustment in 
agriculture. And in-spite of neo-liberalism many middle class voters and companies 
remain supportive of at least those parts of the welfare state that are to their own benefit. 
Yet, the current globalisation does undermine the combination of welfare- and growth 
policies within national borders. Post-industrial development in countries like Norway 
and Sweden reduces, moreover, the social basis of social democracy among workers and 
employees in industry and the public sector, while there are more and more 
entrepreneurs, experts and service sector employees. The latter groups, it is often 
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argued, can regulate social relations on their own without strong parties, trade unions 
and representative democracy. All they need, the argument goes, are laws, rights, their 
own civil societies and direct participation.  

Even if the working class is reduced in Scandinavia, however, it is expanding together 
with dynamic businessmen and hordes of poor people in a number of countries with 
rapid economic growth like India – whose markets and export of cheep products 
countries like Norway and Sweden are increasingly dependent on. If the vested interests 
in profit and consumption can dominate this process unrestrainedly it is not just that 
the uneven social and economic development combined with environmental destruction 
will continue in the global South. A further consequence may be that there will be less 
investment in Norway and Sweden, reduced tax incomes to finance the welfare state, a 
number of environmental challenges and more economic refugees. In this way it may 
also be increasingly difficult to keep up the strong trade unions and other organisations 
as well as related parties, which have all been crucial for the welfare based growth and 
the development of inclusive forms of democracy; forms of democracy that have 
included not just elections but also the separate representation of various ideas and 
interests; interest representation which has in turn been important in the development 
of state capacity and trust in public institutions.  

In Scandinavia this should be of concern for not only for the core social democrats and 
socialists but also for middle class citizens and those businessmen who already seem to 
be interested in at least sustaining those parts of the democratic system, welfare state, 
economic growth and nature that they already enjoy. For some common platform to 
emerge, however, there is a need for innovative politics towards alternative structural 
reforms, environmental policies and renewed welfare systems. And most importantly: 
this must be developed as part of common international interests in taming 
globalisation and developing transformative politics with likeminded partners in 
countries like India.  

----------- 
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