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This slim volume on the changing Indian village will read like an instant classic to many 

readers for entirely justifiable reasons. The 140-pages volume is likely to answer a number of 

puzzles for the students of the Indian society grappling with the fragmented realities of the 

Indian village, often taking recourse in stereotypes and tiresome platitudes when faced with 

complexities of a high order. The author Satendra Kumar, simplifies the task by paying 

attention to a single village Khanpur in western UP instead of talking of villages of all 

varieties from all over the place. He also does a double take – he refers to his earlier study of 

the village for comparison with the here and now, giving the reader a time scale of roughly 

two decades which is a big help if you wish to get a sense of ‘how much’ has changed since 

the 2000s. This is not a question easily answerable through quantitative data so much as the 

juxtaposition of the different generations of villagers and a close view of how differently they 

see their own worlds. The difference of worldviews puts the varying age groups at odds with 

each other often causing a rift within the self. Of course, caste and gender equations are 

changing, of course, the life strategies and political equilibriums of the olden times are 

transformed. Of course, livelihoods have acquired a highly provisional dimension – oft times, 

agriculture may play a rather minor role in the life of a person we wish to brand a ‘villager’. 

A village mukhia for example may guzzle the government funds turning it into his main 

source of income just as often as a small holder depending on electrical repairs for his daily 

bread! 
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And of course, as outsiders we may wish to propose in a grand sweep that the whole problem 

with the Indian village is the increasing unviability of agriculture with the abysmally low 

returns on the crops. This is undeniably a major problem but one with ramifications that go 

deep and far vitiating all known aspects of the rural existence. In its six chapters on the 

transformation of the agricultural economy, the nuanced though dramatic impact of the 

democratic order, the inordinate rise of the aspirational society in the countryside, the 

expansion of the social media, the new forms of religiosity, and finally the rise of a new form 

of ‘sociality’, the author leaves the rural realities of our time staring squarely in our faces. If 

you were aghast at the news of lynch mobs, you have some good clues here. If you ever 

wondered how and why the rustic mobs took over the highways and city streets during the 

Kanwar season, you may find some good hints here. The frequent honour killings, the petty 

crimes in the boondocks that leave you bewildered, and the wild rumours that periodically 

stir the rural society into unimaginable frenzy may seem a bit more legible through the 

ethnographic tales told in the book.  

 

The book is full of heartbreaks of course, but not necessarily ones that you found gut 

wrenching with all the fodder from news headlines and empty TV debates. I personally found 

the story of the rural youth the most disquieting – when you see a twenty year old grow up to 

thirty-five just looking for a career, you are faced with an unforgivably tragic waste of talent. 

In his chapter on the aspirations of the youth, you may just find yourself staring at what I 

would see as the core Indian tragedy of frightening proportions, given the numbers involved. 

The entirely urban dreams of the rural youth read like a nightmare you don’t want to see but 

will be forced to acknowledge as the fundamental drive among the youth. Within two 

generations, we Indians have managed to wipe out all traces of bucolic nostalgia and the 

sweetness of country life is now confined to insincere and hypocritical poetry.  

 

The book may make you want to tear your hair in despair. But it may also help you question 

the simplistic solutions of the past. You may see development for the big political lie it is. It 

is indeed a long stretch between government policies, political slogans of development and 

the minimal sense of self-worth a human being requires to live in a state of relative calm. But 

the connections between the long chain of private and public existence unravel in the book 

with a brutal obviousness. In the end of course, you begin to wonder if the politician, the 

policy maker and the bureaucrat in India has any idea of the mess he has created and is most 

certainly incapable of handling. In the end, you are humbled by the numerous dead ends of 

the Indian society. So when you come back proposing solutions, you will have a better idea 

of the burden you carry on your shoulders!  

 

P.S. for the reader’s information, this book is the first original work from the social sciences 

in Hindi published by the OUP. It is ironic that at a time when the social sciences in India are 

being starved of funding, Hindi has decided to shed its sloth and come up a work of unusual 

quality.     
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