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“ECONOMIC GROWTH WITHOUT INVESTMENT IN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT IS 

UNSUSTAINABLE AND UNETHICAL” 

                                                                AMARTYA SEN 

 

In 2001, Prof. Amartya Sen- the Nobel Laureate stated, “from Kerala’s experience and from objective 

indicators of what it has achieved in social, economic and political fields through education, which 

has been spectacular, the rest of India has much to learn.” 

Earlier in 1997, he had lauded Kerala’s achievements in Human Development, he had commented- ‘Kerala, 

despite its low income level, has achieved more than even some of the most admired high growth 

economies such as South Korea.’ 

 

Major Social Development Indices - Kerala, India and Select Countries 

Index Kerala India Other Countries 

Literacy 93.91 74.04 China-92.2 

USA-99 

Female Literacy 91.98 65.46 China-88.5 

USA-99 

Male Literacy 96.02 82.14 China-96, 

USA-99 

Primary Education 

Enrolment 

85.59 92 China-87, 

USA-99 

Infant Mortality 

Rate (2005-2010) 

11 46.07 China-15.62 

USA-6 

Expectancy of life 68 63.2 China-84.41 

USA-78.37 

Birth Rate (OECD 

2011) 

14.60 21.8 China-11.9 

USA-12.7 

Death Rate 

(OECD2011) 

6.60 7.1 China-0.882 

USA-12.7 

HDI 

(estimated-2013) 

0.92 0.554 China-0.882 

USA-0.937 

Sex Ratio- 

Males/Females 

0.923 1.08 China-1.06 

USA- 0.97 

Compiled from- World Fact Book, 2012, Census of India-211, Kerala Economic Reviews 
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Kerala model has been defined by Richard W. Franke and Barbara H. Chasin as- 

 

 A set of high material quality-of-life indicators coinciding with low per- capita incomes, both 

distributed across nearly the entire population of Kerala 

 A set of wealth and resource redistribution programmes that have largely brought about the high 

material quality-of-life indicators ·High levels of political participation and activism among 

ordinary people along with substantial numbers of dedicated leaders at all levels 

 High levels of political participation and activism among ordinary people along with substantial 

numbers of dedicated leaders at all levels. 

 

It is a model based on improving health, education and quality of life for people. The foundations for this 

holistic model of development were laid in part by the enlightened maharajas and in part later by the church, 

which invested heavily in health and education. 

Behind Kerala’s development indicators lie a century of fights driven towards redistributing of wealth among 

it`s public along with access to public services to maximum people rather than it`s concentration among the 

few. 

The Kerala economy and its history of development received global attention as the state achieved 

developmental targets comparable to developed economies of the world. Despite the fact that the state failed 

to achieve large scale industrial development, Kerala realises “an economy growing with extra ordinary 

rapidity.” 

While the productive sectors like agriculture and industry remained sluggish, the service sector achieved rapid 

progress. Unemployment resulted in large-scale migration of educated young labour force to other parts of 

the country and abroad for many decades. 

The emigration driven remittance has always played a significant role in the economy of Kerala. A sizeable 

proportion of remittances are in the form of Non- Resident Indian(NRI) deposits in banks. The Non-Resident 

Keralite(NRK) remittance reported 35 percent increase during the period 1994-2004. During 2003-2008, the 

number of emigrants went up from 18.4 lakh to 21.9 lakh, an increase of 19 percent. The total remittance of 

Keralites was estimated to be Rs. 49,695 Crores in 2011 compared with Rs. 43,228 Crore in 2008. 

The indirect result of this fund flow was growth especially of the construction industry, travel related 

service sector and the self-employment sector. The remittances also reduced the gap between the rich and 

the poor leading to a more egalitarian society in Kerala. 

The development experience of Kerala was brought to the attention of the world in the form of a case study 

in the year 1975 by Professor of Economics K N Raj. 
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KERALA MODEL- EVOLUTION 

 

 

 

Kerala has achieved a high level of social development with minimum economic infrastructural inputs, 

popularly known as the Kerala Model of Development 

(KMoD). Kerala’s success on the social front is commonly attributed to the effectiveness of public 

action and popular mobilisation which culminated in more responsible governance. 

 

 

KERALA 

 

 

 

 

On 1st November 1956, Kerala was incorporated as state, incorporating Malabar district, Travancore-Cochin and 

the taluk of Kasaragod, South Kanara. Elections for the first time in 1957, resulting in communist-led 

government headed by EMS Namboodiripad. 

Kerala occupies 1.2 percent of the land area of the country and has 2.76 percent of the total population 

(Census2011). 

 

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT IN KERALA 

The government had initiated several welfare measures immediately after the formation of the state, which 

were primarily focussed on health and education supporting both private and public initiatives. These initiations 

were finally recognised as cornerstone of KMoD. 

EDUCATION 

Kerala is endowed with a good education system that was led and initiated by the government, supported 

by aided and private institutions. The linguistic homogeneity of the state is a great facilitator for spread of 

school education as 98 percent of Keralites speak Malayalam making the spread of literacy easier and 
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communication smoother. 

Christian Missionaries played a major role in the expansion and development of health and educational 

facilities in Kerala, as they opened doors to the underprivileged and untouchables. 

Even prior to 1875, the three administrative divisions into which present day Kerala was divided, had higher 

male as well as female literacy rate than all India. In Thiruvithamkoor and Kochi, there was steady increase in 

female literacy; with particular growth during 1911 to 1951. In 1890 the male-female literacy ratio for all India 

stood at 17 to 1, while in Kerala it was only about 5 to 1. By 1951 male literacy rate was only 1.6 times higher 

than female literacy. In other words, the difference between male and female rate of literacy was narrower in 

Kerala than in the rest of the country. 

There were several measures taken to promote female literacy such as waiver of school fees for girls in primary 

schools in Thiruvithamkoor in 1896, and in Kochi in 1901. There were policy measures promoting education 

of castes considered low in the existing social hierarchy undertaken around the beginning of the twentieth 

century. In 1896, Thiruvithamkoor government offered incentives for schools established for the “backward 

castes” (Gladstone, 1989). In 1906 primary education was made free for students from such castes in 

Thiruvithamkoor which was followed in Kochi in 1909. In Kochi, the proportion of such students increased 

from 7 percent in 1911 to 12 percent in 1920 and to 25 percent in 1926. In Thiruvithamkoor, the number of 

“backward caste” students increased to 16000 in 1906 and by 1910 they represented 10 percent of enrolment. 

While the backward groups still suffered in relation to literacy and education, the provision of free primary 

education facilitated greater participation from even really economically backward groups (Nair, 1981). 

The above historic evolution in education had achieved substantial gender equity in enrolment in the state. 

Nearly half of the students in lower primary classes today are girls. There is not much gender disparity in the 

pre-primary school enrolment either. The proportion of girls is higher in higher classes in schools. This 

proportion is much higher in arts and science colleges both at the graduate and post graduate levels. The 

representation of girls in professional courses is however comparatively low. Among the teachers in schools, 

the presence of female teachers is around 70 percent in Kerala as against 50 percent in the country. In arts and 

science colleges, female teachers constitute around 50 percent of the total number (Economic Review, 2009). 

The teacher pupil ratio during 2008-09 worked out to be around 1:26. 

 

HEALTH 

Kerala’s health care system consists of institutions of government, co- operatives, and the private sector 

with systems of treatment in allopathy, Ayurveda, Homeopathy, Sidha, Unani and Naturopathy. As per 

Census of 1991, about 26 percent of the total health care institutions in India were located in Kerala. 

The region had always given substantial importance to health sector. In Kerala, the public institutions played 

a dominant role in training personnel. They also sensitized people to the need for timely health interventions 

and thus helped to create demand. 
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SOCIAL WELFARE 

Kerala has the most developed social welfare system in India, including the most extensive network of fair 

price shops. Both caste and religion-based social reform movements created a positive environment for the 

state to carry forward the agrarian and social reforms legally. The reformist movements raised access of the 

masses, including the socially excluded, to health care and education. However, in Malabar, progress had to 

wait till the beginning of the nationalist movement followed by radical political and social movements. 

An independent social welfare department was formed in 1975 for the implementation of social welfare 

programmes and services in the state. Later, the department also became the frontal agency of the state to 

initiate and implement welfare programmes for women and other weaker sections of society. Aiming to 

reduce the social disparities, the department has transferred many of its functions to the three-tire Panchayati 

Raj system. Kerala State 

Women’s Policy, 2009, an updated version of the “Women’s Policy of 1996” and “State Policy for the Elderly” 

(2003), could be considered as milestones in the 

evolution of the state’s welfare system. 

 

 

OVERALL GROWTH HISTORY 

Broadly it may be said that Kerala passed through three economic growth phases: 

(1) a period of slow growth in the sixties 

(2) a period of stagnation from the early seventies until the late 1980s 

(3) a period of high growth thereafter. 

At its formation in 1 November 1956, Kerala had low levels of per-capita income, consumption, savings, 

investment and growth. In 1957-58, the per capita income of Kerala was estimated at 20 percent below the 

national average. The per-capita industrial income was only one fourth of the national average and educated 

unemployment was high. The decline in mortality generated fast rate of population growth in a state with 

the highest population density. At the same time, the level of socio-political activity and organisational 

density was very high by national standards. All these coupled with the political instability of the state earned 

it the dubious epithet of a “Problem State”. 
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From the early 1960s, however, the state’s economic growth rate was higher than the national average. The 

State Domestic Product(SDP) growth trend of Kerala during the last three decades of the 20th century can 

be divided into significant phases of 

(a) 1971-72 to 1986-87 

(b) 1987-88 to 2000-01 

The first phase witnessed growth stagnancy and the second a turn around and steady movement on a high growth 

trajectory. 

 

 

STRUCTURAL CHANGES OF THE ECONOMY 

The sectoral shares of the Net State Domestic Product(NSDP) shows that the share of the tertiary sector 

increased dramatically while that of the primary sector decreased. Reform oriented policies adopted by the 

state in tourism and higher education could have contributed to the higher growth of the tertiary sector. The 

tertiary sector’s share increased by 37.5 percent in income and 

43 percent in employment during 1983 to 1999-2000, whereas the primary sector’s share decreased by 26 

percent and 36 percent, respectively, during the period. In the secondary sector, while employment share 

increased by 27 

percent, income share fell by 24 percent. Thus Kerala bypassed the conventional growth transformation from 

agricultural economy through an unconventional path. 

 

 

CONSUMPTION BOOM 

The consumption pattern in Kerala has undergone significant changes due to the flow of remittances as well 

as the nature of the demographic transition. The average per capita consumer expenditure of Kerala was below 

the national average till 1977-78. Since then, this has far exceeded that of India, progressively reaching 41 

percent above the national average in 1999-2000. The surveys of NSSO between 1983 to 2000 indicated that 

the main source of consumer demand was non-food items till 1990s. 

 

 

ECONOMIC REFORMS IN KERALA 

The state initiated tangible economic reforms only in 2001 when faced with a bad fiscal position running late 

by a decade compared to the centre and most of the other states. A number of reform measures, however, were 

announced in early 2003, heralding a change of attitude towards private investment. Kerala has since been 

striving to project investor-friendliness and seeking private investment particularly in sectors like industry, 

IT, tourism, healthcare and higher education. 
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SUSTAINABILITY OF THE MODEL 

A development model is sustainable to the extent that it: 

a) Improves or at least maintains the material quality of life of the population. 

b) Expands or at least maintains access to any entitlements necessary for economic security and 

personal dignity, particularly of vulnerable groups. 

c) Expands or at least maintains the number of people obtaining access to production resources adequate 

for a decent life or employment at reasonable wages. 

d) Reduces the level of social and economic inequalities, or at least does not exacerbate them. 

e) Expands or at least maintains basic political and individual rights. Improves or at least maintains productive 

resources including land, water, flora and fauna 

For many years the Kerala model had met most of these criteria. But now 

Kerala’s well documented economic stagnation has resulted in an increasing scarcity of financial resources 

to pay for costly welfare schemes as pensions, unemployment relief and the public distribution system of 

food. The fiscal crisis together with the underdevelopment of productive sectors and the high reliance on Gulf 

remittance have threatened the sustainability of the old Kerala model with its redistributive policies and 

radical reforms. 

A general rule in economic development is that the share of agricultural sector in the national product declines 

with economic growth (Simon Kuznets). In Kerala, the share of agriculture in the NSDP declined from 41 

percent in 1975-76 to 13 percent in 2003-04 at current prices (Kerala Development Report, 2008). 

The latest trends of the agricultural production in Kerala indicate a sharp decline in the area under cultivation. 

This was the result of an absolute decline in agricultural income accompanied by the fall in the share of 

workforce employed in agriculture. In other words, the agrarian crisis of today, which is directly related to the 

policies of trade liberalisation at the national level, represents a serious drag on the general economy of the 

state. At the same time, there was a decline in employment in the organised sector and the employment 

elasticity of even the service sector seems to have fallen. 

The new ‘knowledge’ and technology based service activities could have been the driver of overall economic 

growth raising the output of the service sector as well as the overall productivity of the general economy. But 

the service sector is dominated by low skilled activities, biased towards consumer — oriented services with 

limited interlinkages with the other productive sectors. These factors make the current phase of growth of 

questionable sustainability. 

The sustainability of the Kerala Model has been questioned from the environmental perspective also 

(George and Chattopadhya, 2001). Higher consumption leads to larger generation of waste and also larger 

utilization of non-renewable natural resources like forests, clay, river sand, water etc. 

Environmental problems have become more apparent and have begun to affect environmental sustainability. 

The most important environmental problems are caused by deforestation of previous decades, ongoing paddy 

conversions and disruption of the backwater ecosystem. Of growing concern also is the 

‘chemicalisation’ of agriculture, pollution of water and soils, urbanization and air pollution. A range of other 

more localized events, such as industrial pollution in particular areas, excessive sand mining and pollution of 

some rivers, and destruction of natural flora and fauna (The Hindu: Survey of Environment, 1991). 
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THE MODEL AT THE CROSSROADS 

Since the late 1970s, a number of international development scholars have held up the south Indian state of 

Kerala as a “model of development” (Ratcliffe, 1978; Morris and McAlpin, 1982; Amin, 1991; Franke and 

Chasin, 1994). Indeed, Kerala’s development has been remarkable during the past four decades: Public action, 

including both progressive state interventions and popular movements, has brought about high levels of social 

development and improved living conditions – particularly for lower classes – in spite of low per capita 

income and nearly stagnant economic growth rates (Ramachandran, 1997). 

Recent studies, however, have questioned the sustainability of the “Kerala model” in light of an unfolding 

fiscal crisis due to economic stagnation and rising social expenditure (George, 1993). Indeed, researchers as 

well as politicians have generally acknowledged that these economic weaknesses threaten the sustainability 

of Kerala’s welfare policies and, in fact, the “old” Kerala model. 

Environmental sustainability has been held up as another characteristic of the Kerala model (Parayil, 1996). 

However, most studies have tended to 

overemphasize positive aspects of Kerala’s environmental record such as the low level of resource 

consumption, low population growth rates and moderate industrial pollution. A careful appraisal of Kerala’s 

environmental conditions indicates a mixed record (Véron, 2000). In terms of sustainable development, 

what is more important than the allegedly achieved environmental 

sustainability, are the recent policies of Kerala’s state government, non- governmental organizations 

(NGOs) and popular movements. 

The ‘crisis’ of the Kerala model has been highlighted by many scholars. ‘The Kerala model of 

development has almost reached the end of its tether. The paradoxical phenomenon of rapid social 

development unaccompanied by corresponding gains in economic growth has been exhausting itself’ 

(George, 1999). 

The national schemes for unemployment reduction largely did not suit the peculiarity of Kerala's situation. 

In addition, the growing fiscal crisis faced by the region from mid-1980s, added to the state’s problems 

(George, 1993). The Kerala model is plagued by many negative trends viz, 

 Stagnation in industrial and agricultural production, 

 Out-migration of industries, 

 Exceptionally high unemployment rates, 

 Acute power shortages, 

 Persistence of poverty, 

 Unresolved tribal land question, and 

 All-round reduction in the quality of services and the debilitating fiscal crisis of the state 

The long drawn out nature of the crisis has also led observers to question the very sustainability of the 

underlying model of development (George, 1993; Tharamangalam, 1998). 

There is a serious problem of quality of education at all levels and most of the unemployment problem is 

that of the educated especially those without any skill or specialised knowledge. 

Kerala’s image as an ‘investor-unfriendly state’ has persisted even after six and a half decades of the 

formation of the state. Although political parties and trade unions are taking halting steps to change this image, 

the change of perception of especially prospective investors, seems to take time. A sustained campaign 

highlighting Kerala's favourable factors backed by the provision of high quality infrastructure facilities and 

a vibrant industrial and investment promotion mechanism is imperative to alter this negative image. 

http://www.ijrar.org/


© 2018 IJRAR January 2018, Volume 5, Issue 1                            www.ijrar.org  (E-ISSN 2348-1269, P- ISSN 2349-5138) 

IJRAR19D2549 International Journal of Research and Analytical Reviews (IJRAR) www.ijrar.org 368 
 

Given Kerala’s dependence on employment outside the state and the country, one would have expected the 

educational system to cater to the needs of these job seekers. However, Kerala's facilities for providing the 

needed training are meagre and underdeveloped forcing a large number of Malayalees’ to go outside the state 

for the required training. For instance, at least since the 1950s Kerala’s nurses have sought and found 

employment in many parts of India and abroad including Germany, Canada, USA and the Gulf. Yet, the 

majority of these young women had to seek the needed training in other Indian states and not Kerala, facing 

acute difficulties and privations in the process. 

Public sector enterprises do not work in conformity with economic rationality nor educational institutions 

with norms of academic standards and priorities. In fact, it is seen that Kerala has left behind the phase of 

rapid human development and low economic growth and is facing hurdles in translating its existing high 

human development status and relatively high growth into meaningful developmental outcomes. 

Thus, human development and overall achievements of Kerala are now under serious threat from: an almost 

stagnant economy, widening gap between the aspirations of the people and actual achievements, the fiscal 

crisis, threat of falling gulf remittances and increasing return of the immigrants, increasing anarchy in 

administration and in society, growing apathy to manual work, growing consumerism, general lack of 

appreciation and creative response to these threats by the people and their leaders. 

Industrial growth is stunted because of: 

An almost indifferent if not hostile administration and uncoordinated, lax decision making, 

 Shortage of electricity and poor infrastructure like roads and communications, 

 Fragile environment, high cost of land, 

 Spectre of labour indiscipline, 

 Paucity of local entrepreneurship 

 A poor industrial promotion mechanism. 

 

Limitations of the old Kerala model in terms of economic and other failings also include persistent 

poverty, especially among tribal populations, the fishermen community, migrant labour, elderly 

women and widows, high and still rising suicide rate among young people. The economic stagnation 

has been compounded by buckling to populist demands and political stalemates, inconsistent polices 

of successive state governments, poor central allocation of public sector investment, power shortage; 

inappropriate curriculum of higher education, use of Gulf remittances to catch up with consumption 

rather than to invest in production and excessive party-politicization down to the local level. 

The fiscal crisis together with the underdevelopment of productive sectors and the high reliance on Gulf 

money have threatened the sustainability of the old Kerala Model with its redistributive policies and radical 

reforms. Large arrears in tax collection and loan recoveries (loans provided by the state) have aggravated the 

fiscal problem. 
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THE KERALA MODEL IN TIMES OF COVID 19- BOOK VIEW VS FIELD VIEW 

 

It was no surprise, that the Covid 19 pandemic that hit Kerala before any other part of India, became a test 

case for the Kerala Model of Development in dealing with such crisis. Kerala was lauded across the world 

once again as a success story in containing this unprecedented pandemic, in treating those infected, and in 

making needed provisions for those adversely affected by the lockdown. 

 

Five months on since the country’s first positive case of Novel Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) was 

reported in Kerala, the state with over a population of 35 million, has reported 4189 cases of COVID-19 as 

on 30 June 2020 and 23 deaths with an impressive recovery rate of 51.7%. 

 

The state government’s prompt response to COVID-19 was attributed to its experience and investment 

made in emergency preparedness and outbreak response in the past during Kerala floods in 2018 and 

especially, the NIPAH outbreak in 2019. 

 

But as it turned out, this celebration was premature as Kerala soon faced a third wave of Covid 19 infections. 

Till that point, Kerala government and vibrant media in the state played a pivotal role in the branding of 

Kerala Model of Covid 19 management and containment as a “successful model.” While everybody expected 

a third wave of Covid 19 infections following the return of Non- Resident Keralites (NRKs) from various 

parts of the globe, no one foresaw the danger of community transmission and the unprecedented spike in 

Covid 19 case load in Kerala. This worrying trend has raised concerns regarding the effectiveness of the 

Kerala model of pandemic containment and management. 

 

As of date Kerala is third most infected state in terms of confirmed cases in the country with 5,83,742 

confirmed cases till 26th November 2020 even surpassing Uttar Pradesh. The positive cases could have been 

much higher, but Kerala aggressively reduced testing during the months of October and November. 

While on an average every state was testing well over 1 lakh tests a day, Kerala was lagging far behind at just 

50,000 tests or so per day. The pandemic has clearly exposed the Healthcare system of Kerala Model of 

Development. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The Kerala Model of Development had its logical roots within the socio-political history of the pre and post-

colonial period, which drastically altered the state’s land relations, social milieu and largely contributed to the 

high human development. Notwithstanding the achievements in the social sector, the state still lags behind in 

agriculture, industry and creation of employment. The social- inclusiveness of the KMoD has eluded deprived 

sections like Adivasis and fishermen in the state. Moreover, its heavy dependence on the tertiary sector and 

emigrant remittances as well as the fiscal crisis and lack of political will are obstacles to the comprehensive 

development of the state. Though fears of the KMoD’s unsustainability is receding with the recent virtual 

cycle of growth, a comprehensive policy and programme package in the form of a new upgraded KMoD has 

to be fashioned to take the state to higher levels of socio-economic development. 
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