Asian Drama
The pursuit of modernisation in India
and Indonesia
Tim Lankester

Gunnar Myrdal’s ‘Asian Drama’
The title of this paper is based on that of the monumental three-volume
study by the Swedish social scientist, Gunnar Myrdal, Asian Drama: An
Inquiry into the Poverty of Nations. Published in 1968, it is now largely forgotten—except for its inordinate length; but for a number of years it was
required reading for development specialists.
Myrdal’s book was about the countries of South and South East Asia.
He was pessimistic about their development prospects. His analysis—and
his pessimism—was mainly focused on India, but he extended this to
Indonesia and other countries as well.
He argued that traditional power structures were likely to persist, but
that unless there was change, the chances of economic take-off were slim.
He said that governments in the region were too ‘soft’ (he invented the
term the ‘soft state’)—unable to enforce the discipline that was needed to
implement their development plans. He reluctantly concluded that
democracy might not be the best system for achieving this, and—overriding his concern for individual liberty—that authoritarian regimes might do
it better.
He doubted whether faster agricultural development, crucial for rising
living standards in the rural areas and to provide the savings and markets
to support industrialisation, would take place without either radical land
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distribution or consolidation into communes; yet he went on to argue that
neither was politically feasible.
He believed that industrialisation would be held back by shortages of
foreign exchange due to poor prospects for exports, inward investment
and foreign aid. He was in favour of economic planning, but appalled by
the inefficiencies, corruption and waste caused by excessive reliance on
administrative controls that economic planning in Asia too often seemed
to result in. He argued that education, health and population control
needed far greater priority.
Asian Drama received mixed reviews. It was praised for its emphasis on
agriculture, on the human element in economic growth, and on institutions and historical context; for its critique of the ‘license Raj’, and for
questioning the relevance of Western economic models in Asian
conditions.
But Myrdal was not without his critics. One chided him for failing to
draw from his pessimism the obvious conclusion for India—that development would only take off if there was a political revolution and concentration of power in a “development oriented, fairly ruthless” political party
that could mobilise the Indian masses.
Other reviewers argued that he was unduly pessimistic. Too pessimistic
about the possibilities for exports and inward investment. Not sufficiently
aware of the great potential of the new high-yielding seeds for rice and
other food-grains then being developed in the Philippines and in Mexico.
And that he took too static a view of traditional society and in particular, in
the case of India, of caste. On all three points, these reviewers were in due
course proved right.1
From my own re-reading of Myrdal, it is also evident that he fudged on
the crucial question of economic strategy and—notwithstanding his critique of administrative controls and his call for greater use of market
mechanisms—on whether and how far Asian countries should liberalise
and open up their economies.
Myrdal called his book “Asian Drama” because of the tensions he saw
being played out in Asia between modern ideals and the traditional. But
1

The critique of Myrdal’s views on India’s traditional structures by the anthropologist, Clifford Geertz (1969),
was especially perceptive. By the end of the century in urban India and in many rural areas too, caste had to a
considerable extent lost its baneful influence on an individual’s employment and life chances. Moreover, caste
affiliation was increasingly being used by lower caste groups as a vehicle for political mobilization—often in
ways that secured an increased share in public resources and employment opportunities.
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