
Dr. Anil Kumar Vaddiraju
Centre for Political Institutions, Governance and Development, 

Institute for social and Economic Change
Bangalore, India

1



1. Political and social modernity 
2. Economic geography of India
3. Capital and class in India
4. Urban modernity in India

Prospects for modernity and Democracy in 5. Prospects for modernity and Democracy in 
India
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 Modernity and democracy should be seen as historical 
phenomena.

 Philosophical modernity can be traced back to Enlightenment, 
whereas economic and political modernity can be traced to 
industrial revolution of Britain and the political revolution of 
France.

 Democracy, seen as liberal democracy, has been a much later 
historical phenomenon.historical phenomenon.

 Modernity, constituted as economic and political modernity is 
what that informs the discussion in this paper, particularly with 
reference to India.

 I define modernity as industrial, urban modernity with liberal 
democratic political institutions, accompanied by the processes 
of societal secularization. I am not defining this very differently 
from modernization theory. And Marxian theory of 
modernization has tremendous similarities with this. The latter is 
not radically different so far as the major components of 
modernization as a process is concerned. 

3



 Indian democracy and modernity are 
hamstrung by its backward capitalist 
agricultural and industrial economy.

 Economic basis constrains fuller social and 
political modernity and consequently fuller 
Economic basis constrains fuller social and 
political modernity and consequently fuller 
democracy from developing.

 This is a self-consciously deterministic 
argument. And I argue that such arguments 
still hold water.
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 The point is that the principles emanating from 
modernity have shaped the post-colonial countries in 
a very foundational sense.

 Their Constitutions have incorporated many of the 
principles of political modernity based on that of the 
French revolution. And the economic policies of many 
post-colonial nations have been inspired by the post-colonial nations have been inspired by the 
industrialization experience of the British.

 Thus we can not see the world in isolated fashion. 
The historical trends of 18th and 19th century Europe 
have both positively and negatively influenced the 
later 20th century post-colonial countries. 

 If this is so, how far these projects have succeeded in 
post-colonial countries In general?  and India in 
particular?
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 Often in developing countries, the industrial 
modernity has never been realized fully. The 
developing countries of Africa and Asia in particular, 
to this day, largely remain pre-industrial. And this 
has limiting consequences on their political 
modernity. 
The requisite economic basis, by way of industrial  The requisite economic basis, by way of industrial 
modernity has never come to materialize in order to 
make way for fuller political modernity.

 The political modernity therefore is circumscribed by 
the many limitations not only of their variegated 
historical pasts but also by their inadequate industrial 
development since the decolonization.
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 The political economy of these countries is still held 
back by the unresolved agrarian and rural question. 
The agrarian pre-modernity, with all the 
particularities and backwardness that it carries, colors 
the nature of the modernity in developing countries.

 Industrialization could not take place in developing 
countries owing to the policies they adopted since 
Industrialization could not take place in developing 
countries owing to the policies they adopted since 
the decolonization, owing to the dependent and 
primary-exporting nature of their economies and 
owing to the unequal international political economy. 

 Thus, these are mutually reinforcing factors that 
keep many of the developing countries politically 
pre-modern.
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 As an attempt to elaborate this, first let us consider the urban-rural 
population in major Indian states. This single indicator tells us that all 
the backward states in India –are so backward because of this fact—have 
large rural agrarian populations.

 Orissa(83% )Uttar Pradesh(77% ) Bihar( 88%) Rajasthan (75%) Madhya 
Pradesh (72%), and Assam(86%).( according to the 2011 census).

 What is striking about the economic geography of these large states is  What is striking about the economic geography of these large states is 
that the physical conditions of economic production are still archaic 
agrarian conditions. The social relations of production in these states 
are not advanced because they are fettered by the dialectic of backward 
productive conditions. 

 This may look like a reverse of the orthodox argument. However, 
productive forces when not revolutionized, limit the scope of social 
relations to develop. As Marx put it so well, ‘the hand-mill gives you 
society with the feudal lord; the steam-mill society with the industrial 
capitalist’. This is a mutual reinforcing phenomenon. 
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 The economic geography of the country also needs a 
regional explanation in another sense. Of the 29 
Indian states, how many states are prominently 
industrialized? And have manufacturing sectors?

 Only four: Maharashtra; Tamil Nadu; Punjab and 
Gujarat. West Bengal, Karnataka and the two Telugu Gujarat. West Bengal, Karnataka and the two Telugu 
states are of the middling order.

 What we mentioned as the backward states 
previously, are the net exporters of large migrant 
populations to these industrial states. And labour
migration appeared quite conspicuously in the wake 
of the Corona crisis. 
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 From the above discussion it is clear that as long as the agrarian 
problem in large backward/rural states is not solved, the 
question of identity politics will not be resolved. The key to 
Indian modernity lies in solving the agrarian question in these 
backward states.

 And what is the nature of the contemporary agrarian question in 
the country? Is it still dominated by large absentee landlords and 
feudal estates with production relations being feudal or semi-
the country? Is it still dominated by large absentee landlords and 
feudal estates with production relations being feudal or semi-
feudal? Or, is it a capitalist agriculture with large capitalist farms 
dominating the scene? Neither of the two.

 The contemporary agrarian scenario in the country is largely 
dominated by small and middle farmers (De Roy: 2018). It is a 
kind of peasant economy that runs on limited resources/budgets 
and is beholden to the forces of nature. This small/ middle 
farmer peasant economy is also highly monetized and is 
saturated with relations of monetary exchange through and 
through.
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 There is a need to discuss capital and class in this context. To invoke economic 
geography is not to leave out capital and class.

 The most suitable explanation for political economy of India still happens to be 
that of two-sector-two-class one. This is in terms of non-agricultural, capital 
owning ruling class and the laboring class; and the agricultural, land owning ruling 
class and the agricultural laborers.

 The first set of urban capital owning class and laboring class/es in strong sense 
and the latter agricultural land and asset owning class and agricultural class in and the latter agricultural land and asset owning class and agricultural class in 
less strong sense. 



 Thus despite the rise of middle class and explanations of urban regions in terms 
of service sector/ informal sector relations, the two-sector-two-class explanation 
still holds true in Indian political economy.

 The above hold however with varied weightages and emphasis. The salience of 
urban capitalist class and, of course, of the so called middle class, is more than 
that of rural capitalists and land/ asset owning class. Change overtime is in terms 
of emphasis; not in terms of structure.
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 These different classes and their struggles shape Indian modernity in 
different ways. The urban capital owning class, which is the most 
dominant and hegemonic class now wants to shape the economy and 
political modernity in its own image. The middle class, which is 
dependent on capital owning class tows the line.

 In the agriculture the class struggle between the land/asset owning class 
and the laboring class has the most radical potential of reshaping the 
nature of Indian modernity. However, the Indian phenomenon of graded 
inequality in terms of caste reality, does not help the matters. The caste 
phenomenon in fact dilutes the class reality. phenomenon in fact dilutes the class reality. 

 Also as the overall dominant force in shaping the modernity in India is 
still the urban capital owning class. Before which the rural land owning 
as well as landless classes are relatively both are powerless and are 
divided classes.

 Social modernity thus is hampered by the phenomenon of caste. In all 
the backward states with large rural populations, caste is the driving 
force of politics. And so it happens to be the driving force of politics in 
some so called advanced states with very modern capital owning class 
and the modern middle class. Thus different classes drive the Indian 
modernity in different, mutually dichotomous directions.
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 Apart from political modernity i.e., liberal democracy and multi-party 
system and so on, the modernity in social terms is often is taken to be 
synonymous with secularization of both public and private spheres.

 What we see overtime however is the reverse of the same taking place. 

 In the past two and half decades since liberalization, technological 
development and globalization have made us more aware of our 
religious identities, by way of making Indians more insecure and religious identities, by way of making Indians more insecure and 
therefore overzealous of their various identities. This has meant literally 
that technological modernity and globalization have driven modernity 
and secularization backwards. We are on the reverse path of 
modernization. It is both modernization in terms of economic basis and 
de-modernization and de-secularization in terms of superstructures.

 Already we argued that economic base hampers development of 
modernity and even the development in economic basis does not seem 
to help the process of secularization and modernity.
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Year Share

1981-82 29.6

1989-90 25.2

1994-95 23.5

Share of Output from Agriculture in GDP, 1981-82 to 2013-14
( in percent)

Source: Shantanu De Roy,2018, pp195.

1999-00 19.6

2004-05 16

2009-10 12.3

2013-14 11.8
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Year Manufacturing Industry

1981 13.9 25.7

1991 15.1 27.6

Table 2
Share of Manufacturing and Industry in GDP ( in percent)

Source: Nagaraj,(2018) pp.170.

1991 15.1 27.6

2001 15.5 27.3

2013 15.8 27.3
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 Urbanization, as an important indicator of modernity, 
has its limitations too. The pattern of urbanization is 
described by some experts in the field as ‘top heavy’, 
‘exclusionary’ and ‘sluggish’ (Kundu: 2014). Whatever 
urbanization takes place, is only too slow to happen, 
and is also exclusionary in nature for in-migrants to 
the cities.the cities.

 Urban modernity is entwined with the industrial 
development and overall development in general; and 
it is limited and exclusionary in India. Urbanization is 
both a product of overall development and a 
causative factor for economic, social and political 
modernity. 
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Table- 3
Percentage of population in cities with populations of over 5 million
to total urban population
Source: United Nations, 2012 ( Kundu: 2014)
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 We have argued in this paper that Indian 
democracy and modernity are hamstrung by 
its economy.

 We have deliberately put forth a 
deterministic argument wherein the economic 
basis determines, or certainly limits, or basis determines, or certainly limits, or 
circumscribes, the political superstructure of 
the country.

 In order to illustrate the point we have cited 
the case of economic geography (and its rural 
demography) of India.
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 in Indian context, the prospects for modernity—and for fuller 
realization of democracy—are but limited. Its agriculture limits 
the life chances and life possibilities for its inhabitants;

 slow and hackneyed industrialization and urbanization 
processes hold back the potential to shift to industry and cities.

 the development of a certain type of service sector, instead of  the development of a certain type of service sector, instead of 
manufacture, and the development of ‘top heavy’ urbanization 
exclude people from joining or entering manufacture and cities. 

 Industry and manufacture in particular, when they are capital-
intensive, or skill-intensive, exclude a large number of people 
from agriculture who lack the requisite capital or skills. 

 Thus, the development of modernity in India is likely to be slow 
and tardy.
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 The state in the early post-colonial days had the commitment and faith in India towards both 
democracy and modernity. The state had taken upon itself the task of fostering the faith in 
modernity and democracy. Such a commitment on the part of the state is now doubtful not 
only towards modernity but also towards democracy.

 The lack of commitment on the part of the state towards modernity and rationality of the 
modern institutions puts even the formal democracy in peril. While this may not take place 
blatantly, the workings of the undermining of democracy in terms of authoritarian populism is 
for all to see. Thus, the economic basis produces a superstructure which keeps the former 
continuing in its identitarian backwardness. 

 It is not only the dominant party and the state, today there is more commitment to 
particularistic mobilization across the spectrum of political parties than for mobilization on 
secular, universalistic principles. While the lion’s share of identitarian mobilization goes to the 
dominant party, the other political parties are equally guilty of identitarian and sectarian 
mobilizations.

 This raises the question as to whether modernity, in the sense of secular, universalist 
principles at all take root in Indian democracy. The dominant mobilization in terms of identity 
leads to other opposite mobilizations too being on identitarian grounds. Democracy and 
modernity then become essentially identitarian. A country such as India with all its proverbial  
diversity then becomes a haven for particularistic mobilizations: just or unjust.
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 I have argued in this presentation that modernity as 
industrial, urban, secular phenomenon is normatively 
desirable, and as if, it is superior to non-modernity. I 
am aware of the Mahatma’s calling Western 
modernity as a ‘Satan’. And various critiques of 
modernity ranging from post-modern to post-secular 
ones. I am aware too, of the internal critique of 
modernity in terms of ‘pathology of modernity’. 
ones. I am aware too, of the internal critique of 
modernity in terms of ‘pathology of modernity’. 

 However, in spite of all, the political institutions, the 
economic institutions, if not the social institutions, all 
have their provenance in modernity that originated in 
the West.  If we can not become more modern, we 
can not do away with them either.
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 Thank you.
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