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Dr. Jean Dreze, an Indian Developmental Economist and Activist was the guest speaker at a 
session held by Vishleshan in the year 2017-18. Dr. Dreze,currently an honorary Professor at 
Ranchi University, has made a wide range of contributions to developmental economics in 
areas such as hunger, famine, education, gender inequality and childcare. He was a member of 
the National Advisory Council of India and the drafting committee for the first version of the 
NREGA. He is well known for his commitment to social justice and has been actively involved 
in social movements including the Right to Information campaign that led to the Right to 
Information Act in India.  

The session started with a short film survey conducted by student volunteers about the Public 
Distribution System in Jharkhand and how the compulsion of biometric authentication for food 
ration in Jharkhand has had a devastating effect on people. Introducing the concept of social 
policy that usually refers to health, education, social security and some aspects of labour policy 
like minimum wages, he highlighted that social policy in India is particularly  about social 
security and  comprises of programmes like PDS, I.C.D.S etc. Focusing on the two distinct 
aspects as suggested by the title “Making sense of Social Policy”, he talked about both, 
research methodology, and how we, as developmental economists, can enhance our 
understanding of social policy; and making sense of the Indian government’s current social 
policies.  

One of the best methods in Research Methodology is to examine evidence and give policy 
advice based on it. In some cases evidences are conflated with Randomised Control Trials 
(RCTs) where the effectiveness of the policy is evaluated by making control and treatment 
groups and thereby finding the causal relation between the outcomes on the pre-assumption that 
both the randomly selected groups are homogeneous. The testimonies and evidence from such 
treatments result in facts as well as the public opinion of the policy, hence forming a view on 
the value of the policy. For example, the examination of the PDS in Jharkhand revealed both 
the inefficiency of the system as well as the view of the commoner’s  regarding the policy.  

The core reason behind the second issue, he explained, was the lack of interest and 
prioritisation shown by the Indian Government towards social policy and the delegation of 
responsibilities to the state governments to fulfill its requirements. The leading indicator to this 
conclusion is a stingy budget allocation; seen in the 50% cut in ICDS and the 36% drop in the 
funding of the midday meal scheme. The absence of any significant target policies in health, 
education or social security for the last 3 years with the exception of Swachh Bharat Mission 
goes on to show the same. 

In a country like India it’s not just the public policy that matters but public action which is 
crucial in bringing a change. Mid-day meal is the best example of the same. In the case of 
Jharkhand, evidence based system proved to be indispensable in identifying the victims of the 
compulsion of biometric authentication and in revealing the many shortcomings of a policy 
hitherto praised for the digitalisation of India.  

Research does not always result in action but is certainly a learning experience. Objectivity is a 
question of open mindedness and according to Dr. Dreze, mere learning of facts is of no use as 

 



 

the idea of evidence based policy is to bring more evidence to public policy. According to one 
Russian author, evidence is more than RCTs, knowledge and experience is more than evidence. 
A policy requires more than just knowledge. Democratic action plays a major role in the 
implementation of the policy, making action very important for the success of a policy.  

He went on to explain that there are three factors holding us back: Selfishness, Ignorance and 
Synesis. Selfishness, meaning the denial of responsibility of the privileged towards the 
underprivileged, is a case prevalent everywhere as seen by the social distance among the rich 
and poor, the caste inequality and the gender discrimination. He strongly believed that 
privileges by the accident of birth are a matter of chance and we shouldn’t give credibility to 
them.  

Ignorance means the lack of appreciation of the importance of social policy in development. 
There are both theoretical and empirical perspectives to it. The normative arguments of what a 
policy can and should achieve in terms of welfare, for example a good education for everyone, 
gives everyone a chance to excel. However, the real education system in India is one of the 
most unequal systems of learning in the world. Ignorance also exists because of market failure 
like externalities, asymmetric information etc. Failure of conditions that are required for 
efficient allocation of resources, and social norms of caste discrimination and gender inequality 
create scope for violence and are the major reasons for taking up social policy. Empirical 
evidences show that countries like China, Brazil and Sri Lanka have taken up universal health 
care system as the main principle guiding the health conditions so as to narrow down the gap in 
this field, thereby making health care an unfit subject for profit making. 

 We often say yes, we care for poor but there are very few policies seen in favour of this. 
Maternity entitlement act only became fruitful in year 2017, after 10 or more years of debate 
and discussion. Social Security Pension is still the same despite the depreciation in the real 
value of money. Synesis of the lack of effective policy is an urgent need not only for the 
Government of India, but for the citizens as well.  

The session ended on a note that just research is not a full stop or the end of story. As 
researchers we discover evidences and propagandas behind every policy that mislead the story. 
It should be our aim to bring them to light for actions, which can succeed to change our policies 
for the betterment of the society to be taken.  


