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The Talking series of the Oxford Uni-
versity Press is a unique window. 
It offers a quick view of a wide 

spectrum of scholarly work by some of the 
most reputed social scientists in India. 
The Talking series is an excellent start-
ing point to get introduced to some of 
the central themes that these scholars 
have investigated, or to familiarise one-
self with some of their key ideas. You get 
to hear it from the horse’s mouth as 
these scholars revisit, introspect, and 
reaffi rm some of their major claims in a 
lucid conversational mode.

In the book under review, the series 
editor and Gandhian scholar Ramin 
Jahanbegloo talks to Dipankar Gupta—
an eminent sociologist, a public intellec-
tual, an articulate liberal voice, and one 
of the most well-published scholars of 
his generation. For those who are unfa-
miliar with Gupta’s body of work, this 
book provides a grand yet nuanced over-
view of some of his major argumentative 
preoccupations. And, for those who have 
followed his works closely, this is a reas-
suring bouquet that wonderfully collects 
all the major threads of his academic 
works. It brings together an array of in-
terconnected thoughts on “modernity,” 
“democracy,” “rationality,” “universalism,” 
“intersubjectivity,” “ethics,” and most 
importantly “citizenship”—while simul-
taneously mapping Gupta’s intellectual 
trajectory. His upbringing and his expe-
rience in Delhi School of Economics and 
Jawaharlal Nehru University also get 
the space it deserves. 

Core Concerns

Several themes that form the core of 
Gupta’s intellectual formulations are 
highlighted here, and they keep recur-
ring in the interview. To begin with: the 
strong distinction between ethics and 
morality—the former being built around 

the premise of universality and directed 
towards the other (“when we can see 
other people as we see ourselves”), and 
the latter centering around the self or its 
patronising outputs. This has relevance 
in the context of India’s communitarian 
politics where zealots might believe they 
are morally correct in banning temple 
entry or preserving triple talaq or killing 
in the name of the cow. Ethics, on the 
other hand, cannot stand for this kind 
of behaviour.

Much of his intellectual sensibility is 
steered by “human–univsersalism” and 
is heavily infl uenced by Levis-Strauss 
and his notion of the fundamental unity 
of human beings. Time and again, Gupta 
has wholeheartedly acknowledged the 
infl uence of the French structuralist in 
his works, and “in seeking uniformities 
through many differences.” As a reader, 
the moment one understands the essence 
of this “seeking,” Gupta’s shift in focus 
from caste, ethnicity, and modernity to 
“citizenship,” “universal social welfare” 
and “security” through quality health 
and education appears apt and logical.

The outline of Gupta’s refl ections on 
modernity has remained poignant and 
original. And, that is suffi ciently reiterated 
in this book as well. Access to technology, 
possession of commodities, English-
speaking abilities, fast cars, foreign 
trips, or display of riches—are not the 
para meters of being modern. Rather, 
consideration of the other, which is in-
formed by sound reasoning and is devoid 
of discrimination and traditional patro-
nage, are the inseparable hallmarks of 

democracy and modernity. And, both 
are “diffi cult to practice,” as they consti-
tute respecting others as equals. This 
“diffi culty” that too in a supremely hier-
archal society like ours, arguably makes 
“citizenship” all the more imperative. 

The idea of citizenship is not a romantic 
ideal for Gupta, but a democratic essen-
tial and is inescapable. It can only be 
realised through “ethics” (not morals) 
and “rationality” (not faith). The func-
tional role of citizenship is to unite. And, 
the role of a “citizen-elite” is to take the 
initiative and make that happen through 
their risk-taking abilities, as the masses 
are often hostile to ideals of citizenship 
because it unsettles existing inequalities. 
In this equalising project, the empathetic 
vision of wanting “to be able to see ‘us’ in 
‘them’” is the glue that ties modernity, 
democracy, citizenship, and social science. 
Gupta rightly observes: 

Social science thrives only when there is 
democracy and shrivels in societies, even 
rich ones, when there is no democracy. 
(p 101)

And, one is incomplete without the other, 
or either one of them (modernity, demo-
cracy, citizenship, social science) is un-
fulfi lled without the other. 

He repeatedly warns us about the 
futility of making policies that are 
targeted at the poor and argues how it 
leads to poor policymaking. Such policies 
may keep the poor alive, but they do not 
uplift their condition eventually, because 
the idea behind such policymaking is 
antithetical to notions of universality, 
citizenship, and equality. Targeted policies 
for the poor, conceives them as “others” 
and makes them clients seeking state 
patronage, and not as citizens asserting 
their rights. In comparison, policies 
aimed at a universal audience, invari-
ably result in better quality and service 
of the deliverables. 

I am convinced now that targeted policies 
are not effective … in fact, unless social 
arrangements change, unless measures are 
taken whose impact is felt society-wide, 
poverty will remain, only the poor will live 
longer … We think of the housing for the 
poor, but what we construct in this case is so 
deplorable that nobody wants to live there. 
(p 99)
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The changing nature of caste alliances 
also features in the discussion. Through-
out his academic career, Gupta had lent 
his argumentative energies for estab-
lishing a few original ideas on caste and 
its contemporary ramifi cations. Those 
are adequately echoed here:
(i) Multilayered, ambiguous and competi-
tive layering of castes makes it funda-
mentally different from “race.” Because 
caste is not bipolar, there could be con-
trary claims of belonging and status 
across time and space. 
(ii) No caste thinks poorly of themselves 
or “willingly accepts subjugation,” and 
no lower caste accepts their inferior 
position in the hierarchy, or believes 
that “they deserve to be at the bottom.” 
Lower castes have always disregarded 
Brahminical myths, and voiced contrary 
claims of purity, and taken social meas-
ures to correct their lowly status. Reser-
vation, urbanisation, and literacy have 
further facilitated such social mobility 
through secular means. 
(iii) The character of Indian villages has 
been fundamentally altered. The accel-
eration of rural–urban transactions has 
ensured the demise of closed village 
economies, old patronages and servi-
tude, inter-dinning habits, occupational 
restrictions, and also led to the down-
fall of typical rural oligarchy. As a con-
sequence, caste continues to exist more 
as an identity: 

The system has loosened up, those castes 
that were once deprived and terrifi ed of 
being punished by the more powerful castes 
are speaking up and carving their own 
identity. (p 120) 

(iv) Endogamy is the last bastion of caste 
rigidity. The end of caste as a desirable 
wish is expressed beautifully in a one-
liner “when you cannot determine who 
your son-in-law is going to be.” 
(v) No caste is numerically dominant 
enough to consistently convert their nu-
merical strength into electoral victories—
a point that Gupta has made vehemently 
in his book Interrogating Caste: Under-
standing Hierarchy and Difference in 
Indian Society, and also reiterated several 
times in media, particularly during 
election analysis.

The book does justice in tracing the 
interconnections between theoretical 

and empirical preoccupations of Gupta 
and seamlessly moves from one idea to 
another. While Jahanbegloo has to be 
credited for vivid sequencing of fi tting 
questions, Gupta is sincere and forth-
right in his admissions. He insists on 
staying away from the temptations and 
practices of exotic renditions of Indian 
culture, and often returns to the idea of 
“seeing similarities between people and 
not just differences.” Unlike most uni-
versity puritans who disregard writing 
for the popular press, Gupta’s intellec-
tual commitment towards knowledge 
dissemination is well articulated, when 
he says, 

I had to discipline myself to put ideas across 
in ways that would make sense to lay people 
… break up concepts and formulations in 
small bit sizes for the general reader to 
metabolise. (p 64)

Clutter-free writing and argumenta-
tive clarity have been the benchmarks of 

Gupta’s writing. The same can be said 
about all his lectures and interviews, 
and this book is of no exception either. 
Gupta never needed to depend on con-
voluted gibberish either to cover up for 
the absence of content or to support the 
density of thoughts. His work is far from 
fetishising the fi eld, or overtly romanti-
cising the relationship between the self 
and the other. One wishes to hear more 
of his opinion on pedagogy, but his 
advice to students should form a bench-
mark of original research and engaged 
reading. He encourages us: 

To play with ideas that are your own and use 
other scholars and received literature to fur-
ther your thinking instead of devoting your-
self to interpreting established gurus and 
masters. In other words, one must read, but 
for oneself. (p 48) 
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 Statistics of Mines 

The EPW Research Foundation has added yet another module to its online database, 
EPWRF India Time Series (EPWRF ITS), namely, Statistics of Mines.

This module contains two sub-modules: Coal Mines and Non-Coal Mines.

Statistics provided here cover varied aspects, such as:

 ● Number of Mines and their Output;

 ● Average Daily Employment – by Category of Workers and by Gender;

 ● Productivity in Coal Mines;

 ● Average Weekly Wages by place of work (Above Ground, Below Ground, Opencast);

 ● Index of Labour Earnings:

   For Coal Mines – base years 1951, 1975 and 1985, &

   For Non-Coal Mines – base years 1951 and 1975. 

 ● Gassiness in Below Ground Coal Mines – by Degree of Gassy Seams;

 ● Consumption of Explosives;

 ● Usage of Machineries – by Place of Work;

 ● Accidents and Casualties – by Place of Work and by Causes; and

 ● Export and Import of Coal, Coke and Lignite.

Data are available state-wise and region-wise with back series from 1965 depending upon 
their availability. 

The EPWRF ITS has 20 modules covering both economic (real and fi nancial) and 
social sectors.

For subscription details, visit www.epwrfi ts.in or e-mail us at its@epwrf.in
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