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Shimkin and Ricketts: India-an Economic Failure or a Potential Superpower

India today is shaping her own destiny in her own way, and, as was evidenced by
the events of 1971, she will likely play an ever greater role in future world politics.
Although plagued by continuing shortages of scientific, technological, and invest-
ient capital resources as well as a burgeoning population, the Indian Government is
determined to pursue the independent domestic and international policies felt
necessary to achieve economic growth and national security. India’s and indeed all
the Third World's success or failure in this enterprise will fundamentally affect the

future world in which we all must live.

INDIA--AN ECONOMIC FAILURE

OR A POTENTIAL SUPERPOWER?

An article prepared

Professor Demitri 13, Shimkin

Claude V. Rickelts Chair of Comparative Cullures

On 28 December 1968 the successful
test of China's first thermonuclear
weapon initiated a profound shift in
world power balances. India's compe-
tent 13-day rout of Pakistan's armed
forces in late 1971 marks a second stage
of this realignment. This stage is perhaps
even more significant than the first,
particularly in its implications for the
non-Western, non-Marxist, impoverished
Third World.

India has been contemptuously dis-
missed by Gunnar Myrdal and others'
as a '‘soft state” incapable of moderni-
zation along the lines of European
welfare socialism., Humiliated by China
in 1962, glad to gain a draw in the
conflict with Pakistan in 1965, India
suddenly displayed excellence in mili-
tary planning, logistics, and operations
in 1971. Indian national intentions, long
ignored by the international com-
munity, have suddenly arcused loud

concern. India, formerly a symbol of
moralizing loftiness and practical chaos,
is now acting as a regional great power.
Is India on the way to superpower
status, or will the competence revealed
in December 1971 be overwhelmed as
well by the claims of population growth
and hunger?

How can these contradictions be
understood? The facts are complex.
Here they will be sketched primarily as
a guide to badly needed future study. In
this sketch the status of Indian efforts
in nationbuilding, economic growth,
and international security and infiuence
will be briefly assessed. Some interpreta-
tions of India's future potentials and
their international relevance will also be
hazarded.

The author is deeply indebted to Professor
M.N. Srinivas for many insights, cspecially in
regard to Mrs. Gandhi’s charisma,
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India is favored by the presence of
important cohesive forces. It is unified
by a preponderant socio-religious tradi-
tion—-Hinduism, the faith of five-sixths
of the population.? It is unified, fur-
thermore by:

... considerable commitment to

Western parliamentary govern-

ment as well as ideological dedica-

tion to socialism and egalitarian-
ism. Much more indigenous to

India has been its commitment to

conciliation and bargaining as a

means of resclving internal con-

flict. These characteristics are re-
flected in the country’s competi-
tive party system, the absence of
military intervention in politics,
the continuation of a free press,
the constitutional as well as de

facto strength of the states, and a

range of significant as well as

symbolic policies adopted by the
government in every area of social
life.?

The backbone of this governmental
system is a politically responsive elite
composed of effective civil and military
bureaucracies, including an efficient
police power. The key to entry to elite
status rests in part in membership in a
significant interest group, especially a
regionally dominant caste.? It is ratified
by higher education in English, the sole
common language of India, and by
selection largely on merit,

From the first days of independence,
the political leadership and supporting
bureaucracy of India have steadily im-
proved their strategic control of the
nation, separatist forces and concili-
atory ideologies notwithstanding. India
has eliminated both foreign and princely
power within its borders. It has not
hesitated to set aside elected Commu-
nist power in both Kerala and West
Bengal states. It has strongly opposed
foreign missionaries and other alien in-
fluences in its villages.> The bureau-
cratic elite has preferred mass unem-
ployment among Indian intellectuals to

E REVIEW

too much of a sharing of power.® Over
the past decade India's Government has
even been deaf to the qrowing consumer
crientation of Indian big business be-
cause of growing prioxities for defense.”

Nayar's analysis is highly relevant:
... at least since the second Plan,
the purpose of economic planning
in India has been, contrary to
what is proclaimed and generally
accepted, not necessarily mass
welfare but national power as an
imperative and quite legitimate
means for the protection and en-
hancement of national inde-
pendence in its various aspects:
(1) political sovereignty, (2) mili-
tary security, and (3) economic
independence. Hence the costly
and painful but nonetheless neces-
sary emphasis on heavy industry
rather than on consumer goods
industry or agriculture. Such an
emphasis may eventually make for
welfare as well, but for the period
of economic planning under con-
sideration here national power has
been a priority goal.?

The undeniable spirt of national
unity and high morale evident in India
today must be attributed in the final
analysis to the ability and leadership of
Indira Gandhi, who has reversed the
divisive trends evident in Indian politics
over the past decade. Mrs. Gandhi's
grasp of Indian realities, the competence
of her advisers, and the multiplicity of
her appeals to the Indian public give her
unique strength as was clearly mani-
fested in the 1971 elections. She virtu-
ally receives the religious veneration of
her people as the personification of the
Hindu ideal of dharma, i.e., the public
duty of the elite.” Her populist prom-
ises to eliminate poverty and attack
rural unemployment have coincided
with an upswing in agriculture, perhaps
a sustained "green revolution.”'? A
tireless campaigner, she has been an idol
of India’s women, especially in the
villages; many of the 20 million new
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voters in 1971 responded to her image
of feminine leadership.'' With the vic-
tory over Pakistan, the civil and military
bureaucracies, big business, and other
conservative elements have rallied to
her—as a virtual reincarnation of Queen
Victoria, a symbol of revival for the
Indian Empire. Little wonder that the
Moscow-oriented Communist Party of
India has cautioned against "‘blind, anti-
Congressism'' in recognition of Mrs.
Gandhi's appeal to the “vast sections"
of the Indian population.'? It is sad
that some in the United States have not
yet perceived these facts.

However, the Government of India
and its supporting bureaucracy face
immense domestic problems—those of
the Indian village, the Indian city, and
linguistic rivalry being perhaps the most
acute. Four-fifths of the Indian people
still live in the nation's 567,000 villages,
which average fewer than 500 inhabj-
tants each, although 776 villages have
populations of more than 10,000.'°
Indian villages, despite their small aver-
age size, are complex structures, made
up of numercus castes (and outcaste
groups), with different ascribed socio-
economic roles and limited permitted
modes of contact and interaction with
other castes. At the same time, each
caste maintains extensive relations with
its counterparts in other villages. The
higher castes particularly are involved,
as well, in organized migration and the
formation of new colonies in cities;
their pilgrimages to holy places also
provide them with broader ‘‘pan-
Indian" perspectives.'? Governmental
intervention in the villages now, as in
the past, is primarily to secure taxes and
maintain control. Elementary educa-
tion, particularly for boys, has become
general, but other modernizing influ-
ences penetrate less effectively. Adult
literacy is low, language barriers and
poverty limit communication while
local transportation is still primarily by
bullock cart. In 1966-1967 there were
only 268,000 trucks and 78,000 buses
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in service, compared to 12,600,000
carts, in alt of India.'®

The extensive clearance of forests
and the expansion of irrigation so that it
now covers one-fifth of all cultivated
land have been the means through
which Indian farmers have sought, until
recently, to provide for human nutri-
tional needs and the fodder for some
230 million cattle and buffaloes and
over 100 million sheep and goats.' ¢ The
oversupply of cattle is an acute eco-
nemic and ecological problem; it arises
from fanatical religious resistance to
slaughter {or even castration) which
dooms livestock unneeded for plowing,
transport, and milk production to lives
of slow starvation. The extreme pressure
on fodder production consequently
limits the supplies of heating and cook-
ing fuels available, thereby raising the
incidence of disease. The increased use
of dung as fuel instead of fertilizer
adversely affects crop yields and thus
adds to the adverse effects of too many
cattle.!’

Clearly, the margins of survival in
Indian villages are very limited. Cus-
tomary institutions, the caste, and ex-
tended family are considered vital in-
surance against hardship, notwithstand-
ing their blocking much needed change.

Yet change has come and is acceler-
ating. Better farm practices, the new
so-called ‘“‘miracle” strains of wheat and
rice as well as hybrid corn, better
fertilization, some pesticide use, and
other innovations have at long last
brought on a '‘green revolution” which,
hopefully, can be sustained.!® Accom-
panying these economic changes have
been political ones, especially the dis-
placement of high caste by midlevel
caste dominance.!® Improvements in
sanitation, including mosquito control
via DDT, have increased life expectan-
cies at birth to 50-55 years of age.

The effects of socio-economic change
have also been unfavorable. Greater
farm profitability for the larger farmer
has accelerated land dispossessions of
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the marginal farmer, weakened tradi-
tional ties, and raised the already large
numbers of the landless laborers as well
as the completely destitute. The surplus
of labor has diminished women’s eco-
nomic value, thereby intensifying fe-
male passivity and reluctance to accept
birth control. The rate as well as the
absolute size of Indian population
growth is still rising; by 1969 this figure
was 2.5 percent per year.>?

India’s cities, particularly Calcutta,
have been all but overwhelmed by the
resulting migrations from the rural areas
and this produced more situations for
exploiting misery than obligations to
relieve it.2! The anxieties of the dis-
possessed have formed the basis for
rural revolutionary movenents, particu-
larly the quasi-Maoist Naxalbari of the
lower Ganges {Bihar and West Bengal
states).?? This was one reason for In-
dia's extreme sensitivity to the influx of
millions of Bengali refugees in the fall of
1971. The alternative to war with Pakis-
tan might well have been a rural social
explosion in India.

Nevertheless, the destitute people of
India, both rural and urban, are largely
the weak, too cowed, too responsive to
even minor ameliorations to be very
dangerous as revolutionary forces today.
The potential leadership for such forces
is, moreover, scattered, poorly indoc-
trinated, and vigorously repressed.??
More dangerous to India's unity are the
forces of internal ethnicity, symbolized
by resistance to the adoption of Hindi
as the national language. The issue is
particularly acute in South India, where
non-Aryan languages (Tamil, Telegu, et
cetera) and pre-Aryan traditions pre-
dominate. Acute resistance to Hindi
(the language of a quarter of the popula-
tion) has both maintained the official
position of FEnglish (an elite language
spoken perhaps by 2 percent of the
population) and enlarged the roles of
local languages in each state.?* How
India can retain common communi-
cations is a truly basic administrative

problem; which languages will pre-
dominate is a source of major potential
conflicts in the future.

Economically, India's survival de-
pends upon an early termination of
population growth. Until recently the
outlook has been gloomy, virtually
hopeless. Indira Gandhi's political vic-
tory of 1971 may presage a slightly
better prospect—her appeal to women,
coupled with a slight improvement in
their lot, may give an impetus to re-
cently intensified Indian Government
programs of birth control. Another al-
ternative for India’s future is the accep-
tance of huge losses of lives as an
integral part of the “hard” road to
industrialization and national power.
Thus, chaos, self-requlation, or selective
survival appear to be the broad possibili-
ties over the next generation.

Within this framework, certain capa-
hilities and problems can be identified
for the Indian economy. Physically, the
basic deficiencies of Indian agriculture
have heen those of improper manage-
ment and consequently very low yields
of crops and livestock.?® India’s per
capita supplies of cultivated land ap-
proximate those of Europe (excluding
the U.S.S5.R.); adequate supplies of
water, fertile soil, and sunshine exist but
are not utilized to full capacity. Corre-
spondingly, while some resources (e.g.,
coking coal) are in short supply, both
metals and energy potentials (coal, oil,
thorium} are great.?® In almost every
category, Indian manpower is under-
employed,2” even after allowances for
the dehilitations of disease, malnu-
trition, and depressing poverty are
made. Indian science, although excellent
in many areas, has done little to pro-
mote technological innovation. Capital
utilization has actually deteriorated over
two decades of planned investment.??

Thus, while a modest rate of growth
per capita has been realized by India
since 1950, the results have fallen far
short of planned levels. The reasons for
this failure are complex. In part, they
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stem from the fact that 85 percent of
India's economy still remains in the
private sector, while governmental ef-
forts have concentrated on the public
sector, especially in armaments and pro-
ducer durables. Until recently, poor
crops greatly weakened economic de-
mand, while both bureaucratic inter-
ference and widespread corruption have
further choked India's market econo-
my.??

In general, while India's economic
resource base compares favorably with
China's, Indian policies have greatly
favored sociopolitical stability over eco-
nomi¢ mobilization and growth. This
stability has also dampened consumer
demand, so that the margin of resources
available for national defense and pres-
tige purposes has remained high. The
persistence of old social structures has
also delayed the need for modernizing
India’s social welfare system to meet the
needs of a truly mobile, urban society.
The cost of stability in terms of unrest
has been modest; however, the corre-
lates of uncontrolled population growth
for man and cow present grave threats
to India’s survival.

Notwithstanding long-term domestic
problems, India's leaders have, since
1962, been almost obsessed with the
menace of China. The Chinese attack
destroyed Nehru's fancies of Asiatic
Brotherhood, the so-called “Bhai-Bhai’’
relationship between India and China,
which was purportedly based on Five
Principles of Amity (Panchsheel).®”
This disillusionment, coupled with
shame felt over the malfeasance of the
Defence Minister, Krishna Menon, and
from the poor performance of the In-
dian Army, reversed hitherto pacifistic
Indian sentiments.

The indecisive conflict with Pakistan
in 1965 further accelerated India's
search for military strength. A Depart-
ment of Defence Supplies was organized
that year to execute a 5-year ordnance
modernization plan, which included the
assembly of Soviet MIG aircraft, the
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production of French Alouette heli-
copters, and the design and manufac-
turing of Indian radars.®' The develop-
ment of a nuclear capability from In-
dia's plutonium plant has been given
much thought, but thus far no decision
has apparently been made.?? India,
however, has refused to be a signatory
of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty,
By 1969 Indian hostility toward
Pakistan was being openly expressed, as
in this statement made before the Gen-
eral Assembly of the United Nations:

Pakistan, while in illegal cccu-
pation of a part of the State [of
Kashmir|, continues to incite
people and thus create an ex-
plosive situation. If an explosive
situation was created, the entire
responsibility for it would lie at
the door of Pakistan.

... In viclation of Article 3 of
the Tashkent Declaration, inter-
ference by the Pakistan Govern-
ment in the internal affairs of
India continued during the year.

Pakistan continued actively to
assist, train, and arm Naga and
Mizo rebels in its terri
tory . .. Infiltration from East
Pakistan into India also continued
on a small scale.

Pakistan also continued its
propaganda against India with the
evident motive of creating dis-
affection among the various com-
munities of India, particularly the
Muslims and Sikhs.

Pakistan's military collabora-
tion with China continued during
the year . . . 33
Concurrently, India pursued a course

of pragmatic diplomacy designed to
strengthen its international position. It
reinforced economic ties with the
United Kingdom, which is still the
largest foreign investor in India. Not-
withstanding open Soviet involvement
with the Communist Party of India,
India conducted economic and military
talks with the U.S5.5.R. (culminating in
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the de facto alliance of August 1971).

India has extended technical aid to
other underdeveloped countries includ-
ing Malaysia, Singapore, and Brazil. Eco-
nomic cooperation with Iran, Thailand,
Indonesia, and Japan has been en-
couraged by the Indian Government.
Indira Gandhi even has visited Cuyana
to express official interest in a people
more than 50 percent of Indian origin—
symbolizing as early as 1969 India’s
progress toward achieving great power
status.>® In sum, the events of 1971
provided India with a long-expected
challenge in its search for national
power, freedom from external hazard,
and regional dominance.®’

India has proven to be neither a “soft
state” nor a paragon of international
virtue. Domestically, the government of
Indira Gandhi promises to exercise more
concern for the Indian poor, to reduce
extreme inequities In Indian society,
and to curb corruption, all with the
proviso that national unity and power
remain dominant goals. Nevertheless,
India’s long-term economic future re-
mains precarious. Internationaily, In-
dia’s relations are likely to be pragmatic;
India’s defense and economic ties
appear to be shifting in response to felt
threats and opportunities. India will
collaborate with the Soviet Union or
Japan or the United States to gain its
security goals. It will even pay a ghastly
price for an independent nuclear capa-
bility, if no other course toward its
vital national goals seems open.

India is representative of other na-
tions of the Third World that have their
own cultures, histories, aspirations, and
styles of action. Countries like Indo-
nesia, Pakistan, Iran, Nigeria, Brazil, and
Mexico face basic problems such as
population pressures and hunger. They
suffer from limited access to the scien-
tific, technological, and capital re-
sources of the wealthiest nations, non-
Communist and Communist alike. They
feel intensely the contempt of Western
intellectual and political leaders, as

exemplified by Gunnar Myrdal's dis-
missal of India and its neighbors as
impotent ‘“soft states.”” Further, they
realize that the path to military power
via nuclear weapons, ship-to-ship mis-
siles, and other advanced technology,
although painfuily costly, appears far
surer as a means of international influ-
ence and aid than do appeals to justice
and compassion.

The population of India alone ex-
ceeds those of the Soviet Union and the
United States combined. The world’s
poor people are, indeed, predominant,
and they seek to control their own
destinies. It is time that they be heard
by the superpowers, in the name of
prudent self-interest, if nothing more.
That is the lesson of India’s decisive
victory in 1971.
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Change is not made without inconvenience, even from worse
to better.

Quoted by Johnson, as from Hooker, in the
Preface to the "English Dictionary’’
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