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AN INTERVIEW WITH KAUSHIK BASU

KAUSHIK BASU'S book
The Retreat of Democracy

(permanent black paperback)

comprises scintillatingly readable and unexpectedly witty
essays. Economists are usually dry-as-dust scholars
dabbling in statistics and equations beyond our ken. How
come Kaushik Basu is quite a different sort of economist? This interview provides a
picture of someone with a quite unusually wide range of interests:

Q: Most topnotch economists teach economics and write mathematical economics
comprehensible only to their peers. By contrast, The Retreat of Democracy, your third
book of popular essays (following Economic Graffiti and Of People, Of Places),
shows literary elegance, a philosopher’s wit, and an uncommon ability to communicate
economic ideas to newspaper readers, suggesting that your intellectual links are with
left-leaning economic philosophers such as Sen, Keynes, and Krugman. Who do you
see as your major icons? And have you consciously forged your trajectory to be much
more than that of a professional economist?

A: The inability to communicate is so often treated as a hallmark of
scholarship that | hope | am not being foolish in treating your
observation as praise. Thank you. Thank you also for associating
me with these three economists for whom | have great admiration. |
do consider myself left-leaning, while being fully aware that the
“establishment” left would not consider me so. | find it very difficult
to owe allegiance to a dogma or a party line. | owe my intellectual
awakening to Bertrand Russell and revere his irreverence for
tradition. My most major icon may well be David Hume. | grew up
on and have endless admiration for Rabindranath Tagore, though
not as a philosopher. My preference is for deductive philosophy and
Tagore’s was far from that. But with his multiple talents, ranging
from literally all genres of writing to expressionist art, when
expressionism was only beginning to appear in Europe, he was
iconic indeed. | don’t think | have consciously forged any trajectory.
Excepting these last 15 months in government, | have been
completely wayward in pursuing whatever my heart desired. | know
that that can lead people to ruin. | have just been lucky ... thus far.

Q: Among the most captivating things about your popular essays is the ability to reveal
links between economic theory, political problems, and everyday lived realities in India.
A brilliant essay shows neighbourhood street game strategies in Kolkata underpinning
the sorts of games politicians play in the arena of international relations and within the
United Nations. Others explain Indian labour laws, trade policies in relation to the
WTO, alternative voting systems which can pre-empt hung parliaments, and the impact
of cultural norms on economic functioning in Norway and India. Could you tell us
something about your upbringing and early life which seem to have predisposed you so
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF PERMANENT BLACK

PERMANENT BLACK was set up in 2000 and
very quickly established a reputation as India's
most prestigious academic imprint. \We now
have nearly 300 books in print and have
published the region's most eminent scholars
(take a look at our complete catalogue).

Permanent Black also publishes general
books under an imprint called BLACK KITE.
See blog for more details.

Young scholars of promise are published in
Permanent Black's Opus | series.

We also run these series:

1. South Asia Across Disciplines (General
Editors: Sheldon Pollock, Dipesh Chakrabarty,
and Sanjay Subrahmanyam). Monographs in
this series are published for South Asia by
Permanent Black in collaboration with Columbia
University Press, the University of Chicago
Press, and the University of California Press at
Berkeley.

2. South Asian History: Readings and
Interpretations (editors Neeladri Bhattacharya,
Chris Bayly, Romila Thapar, Sheldon Pollock,
Muzaffar Alam, Sanjay Subrahmanyam).

3. The Indian Century (editors Ramachandra
Guha and Sunil Khilnani).

4. Nature, Culture, Conservation (editors
Mahesh Rangarajan and K. Ullas Karanth).

Books under the Permanent Black imprint are
distributed by Orient BlackSwan (formerly called
Orient Longman), India. A large number of these
books are co-published with prominent
university presses in Europe and the US.

BLACK KITE is an imprint of Permanent Black,
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A: They were surprisingly similar. The best students at both places
were first rate. They kept you on your toes, made you give your
best. Both institutes were totally egalitarian. The treatment was the
same whether you were a starting lecturer or senior professor.
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