In general, the emerging opinion is that
cconomic reforms have had a negative impact
on Dalits. Gail Omved(’s views of the effects of
globalization on Dalits are more nuanced.
While there is not enough evidence to suggest
that poverty among Dalits has increased,
“reforms have not helped much cither” (p. 54).
Before 1991, Omvedt contends, the license raj
damaged Dalits as much as a non-dalit middle
class full of unsatisfied aspirations, and the
period after 1991 has opened up new possibili-
ties to Dalits in other (service) sectors of the
economy.

It may be helpful to end this brief review
with a reflection on the statement made by S.
Palshikar cthat “economic changes have a
potential of altering the economic dimensions
of caste” (p. 70). While accepting that caste
has become an important means of gaining
access to political power, Palshikar notes that
recent economic changes have unleashed at
least two discernible processes: the
lumpenization of lower castes, and economic
differentiation within a single caste. Important
as these processes are, they do not explain fully
the irruption of various dalit and other

bahujan groups into the political arena. Political
mobilization may be a conscious response to
claim a share in the economic dream being
propagated by all and sundry. The tension and
distance between promise and reality is becom-
ing more and more unbearable.m

Fernando Franco, who holds a doctoral degree in
Economics from Bombay University, was formerly
associated with a voluntary organization working
for Dalits, and is currently Director of Research at
the Indian Social Institute, New Delhi.
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n independent India, food subsidies have

perhaps been the most potent symbol of a

government’s commitment to be a friend of
the poor. Yet, surprisingly, with the exception
of a few southern states, food politics have
never been prominent in electoral campaigns.
As researchers have noted, the idea of using the
public distribution system as a means of
ensuring food security among the poor was
never considered seriously ¢/ recently.

The public distribution system started off as
a wartime (i.e., the Second World War)
rationing measure to ensure food supplies to
the cities. This piecemeal measure in response
to the economic exigency was formalized into a
policy in independent India. The ideas of the
day saw the key to economic development in
large investments in industry. Cheap food was
essential to the success of this strategy. Al-
though ideologies that called for heavy taxation
of the so-called kulaks were influential,
practical politics limited such policies. Instead

...Swaminathan sees the problem as
much larger than merely misguided or
politically motivated food policies. In
particular, the current policies of
targetting are to her a standard compo-
nent of structural adjustment processes
inflicted on developing countries by the
international financial institutions. The
deeper plot, she fears, is to dismantle

the welfare programmes.

the public distribution system (PDS) was kept
afloat primarily by food aid and its principal
objective was to protect the workers in the
major urban centres from the slow and uneven
progress in food production. It was only in
the 1970s thar the rhetoric changed and the
PDS was enshrined as a friend of the poor. In
retrospect, two developments played a role.
First, with the decline of food aid and the
growth of domestic food surpluses, farmers
became a force in the political economy. The
policies of procurement and buffer stocks
dovetailed neatly into the public distribution
system. Secondly, the well-known politics of
garibi hatao needed potent images and the
PDS was handy.

In recent years, however, evidence has
steadily mounted that in most places, the PDS
is not a particularly valuable friend of the
poor. In the southern states, especially Kerala
and Andhra Pradesh, the poor seem to make
reasonable use of food subsidies. This is not so
in the rest of the country. Furthermore, even
where publicly subsidized grain reaches the
poor, the market is just as important a sup-
plier. Most households depend on a mix of
the two. In the typical pattern, the market is
the dominanc supplier (presumably because
ration quotas are limited and not available for
purchase continuously). If, as the evidence
suggests, the PDS increases the marker price
of food, then these effects may well dwarf the
direct benefits of food subsidies. Symptomatic
of the crisis is the huge stocks with the govern-
ment. At the moment, the government’s food
policy subrtracts (and subtracts heavily) from
available supplies rather than augmenting
them. This suggests that the PDS is a nasty foe
and not just an indifferent friend to at least
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some of the poor (depending on whither they
are locared).

Madhura Swaminathan’s monograph is a
clearly argued critique of the food policy of the
1990s. This period was marked by swift
increases in the issue price (at which the
government sells grain) to march consistent rises
in the procurement price (at which the govern-
ment buys grain). The period also saw the
introduction of targetting. which increased the
issue price for the nontarget groups called the
above poverty line population in official jargon.
As a result of these measures, sales from the
public distribution have declined which is one
of the reasons for burgeoning food stocks with
the government.

To Swaminathan, the principal outcome of
these reforms has been the erosion of the PDS.
While she acknowledges the problems that
prevent the PDS from delivering more to the
poor, she persuasively argues that the extent of
food deprivation requires more food subsidies
rather than less. The book scores well as a
concise analysis of current food policy issues.
The book is however much less persuasive in its
advocacy of desired reforms.

The problem is that Swaminathan sees the
problem as much larger than merely misguided
or politically motivated food policies. In
particular, the current policies of targeting are
to her a standard component of structural
adjustment processes inflicted on developing
countries by the international financial institu-
tions. The deeper plot, she fears, is to dismantle
the welfare programmes. Her review of the
impact of structural adjustment in various
countries is, however, inconclusive. [n all

these countries, the introduction of wrgeting
followed a macro shock and Swaminathan's



analysis does not separate the contribution of
these separate factors to the outcomes for the
poor. An cutcome of her sweeping judgment is
chat any policy associated with a structural
adjustment programme is tarred with the same
brush. Although her arguments against
targeting are weighty, she also dismisses food
stamps because of the Sri Lankan experience
where they were not indexed to inflation. Then
why not consider indexed food stamps? Food
stamps are also criticized for onerous adminis-
trative requirements. But are chese administra-
tive difficulties any greater than what we face
currently with direct delivery of food?

Policy concerns are the backdrop in the
book by Jos Mooij. The focus is on the
institutions and processes that implement the
PDS. As state governments implement

procurement and public distribution, the core
of her book consists of case studies of these
processes in Karnataka and Kerala. Her
¢haprer on the procurement of levy rice in
Karnataka is a rivetting account of how local
government officials, rice mills and traders, and
politicians cope with these coercive powers
granted to the state. She emphasizes the use of
social networks in moderating state (and
bureaucratic) power and allowing businesses to
function. Her study of distribution practices in
the two states echo known results about how
the design of PDS, difficulties of access and
illegal grain diversions limit the reach and use of
PDS by the poor.

In another chapter, Mooij describes the
workings of the food and civil supplies corpora-
tions in the two states. Although the analysis is
thoughtful, her conclusions seem hasty and pre-
determined. On the basis of very doubtful cost

“figures (for the state corporation), she claims

greater efficiency for the Kerala corporation
relative to private trade. Her other point is that
the problems of these firms stem not from
government ownership but because of rigidity
of procedures and private misuse (by politi-
cians). Mooij misses the larger point that
neither of these problems handicap private
firms. In the last case study, Mooij provides an
absorbing account of how the Essential Com-
modities Act works in connection with the
PDS. She points out the impossibility of full
compliance and the staggeringly harsh legal
procedures (such as reversing the burden of
proof on the accused, offences being non-
bailable) in the event of prosecution.

Policy concerns are the backdrop in the
book by Jos Mooij. The focus is on the
institutions and processes that implement
the PDS. As state governments imple-
ment procurement and public distribu-
tion, the core of her book consists of
case studies of these processes in

Karnataka and Kerala.

The rest of the book is concerned with
situating the problem and making sense of the
findings in the light of theoretical conceptions
about the Indian state. Not only are these
speculations not as compelling as the case
studies, they seem to divert Mooij from
grasping the message of her fieldwork. Inspite of
her attention to how social structures modify
regulatory processes in mofussil towns and
districts, Mooij is hopeful about the value of
coercive laws and government in protecting the
weak against the predations of the market. On
the other hand, the tales of levy procurement,
the essential commodities act and state civil
supplies corporations are devastating indict-
ments of the license-permit raj.  The critique is,
of course, unintended and ironically, for chat
reason, effective.®

Bharat Ramaswami is an Associate Professor of
Economics at the Indian Statistical Institute, Delhi
Centre.

The Epic of Shivaji

Sudha Shastri
wtertextialitn

i
Viclorian Stidies

Sotha Shaai

Meena Radhakrishnan

century.

Intextextuality and Victorian Studies

New and GFrorthcoming Books from Ovient Longman

Translation and swdy by James W Laine in collaboration with § § Bahulkar

The Epic of Shivaji is the English translation of Sivabharata, a classical Sanskrit epic poem composed diiring the lifetime of
the Maratha King Shivaji Bhosle by his court-poet. It recounts the early feats of Shivaji and those of his carly forbears Maloji
and Shahji. This book contains the first complete English translation of the poem, together with a detailed introduction and an
essay on the poem’s place in classical mahakavya literature.

This book explores Victorian themes, attitudes and situations as reflected intertextually in modemn works ranging from Jean
Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) to A. S. Byatt’s Possession: A Romance (1990). It explains the deep sophistication of these
so-called “Victorianist’ texts in terms of an awareness of multiple levels of intertextuality. The dynamic nature of intertextual
operations emerges through literary parallels and interweaving of texts. This particular genre-based exploration of intertextual
margins and portals points towards the continuity of literary tradition.

Dishonoured by History %

This book explores how colonial policies converted itinerant groups, on the one hand, into a source of cheap, labour and, on the other, into a
category known as ‘criminal tribes’. It also examines missionary activity, especially the Salvation Army in the Madras Presidency in the nineteenth
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