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Summary of “A Study of A Suitable Boy: the Troubled
Inauguration of Independent India as
the World’s Largest Democracy”

Vikram Seth’s novel, A Suitable Boy (1993) turned out to be far more than the story about an
arranged marriage that its title suggests, and is in fact an epic novel, depicting in detail greater
stories about how the independent India was inaugurated as the world’s largest democracy with
all its inadequacies, in stark contrast with China, where a socialist country was established
through armed revolt led by Maoist Communists against big landlords, which resulted in
exclusive rule by the Chinese Communist Party.

The greatest significance of Seth’s novel, this paper asserts, lies in the way Seth describes in
realistic detail how newly Independent India embarked on its journey of nation building through
democratic procedures, without overlooking the darker side of specifically Indian realities in the
rural villages where a feudalistic way of life based on Zamindari and the caste system is still
dominant.

Based upon this assertion, this paper mainly focuses upon the following aspects of this novel:

Firstly, how the Zamindari Abolition Act was proposed by Mahesh Kapoor, the Finance
Minister of the ruling INC government in Paruva state and was freely discussed in the state
assembly by various political parties, including the one which represented the interests of the
Zamindars and strongly opposed the Act. After heated discussions, the Act with its amended
clauses was passed, but the Zamindars appealed to a higher court, raising doubts about the
constitutionality of the law.

Secondly, Seth describes the counter-moves in the rural villages by local land-owners to
maintain the status quo by making use of the legal loopholes of the Act, thus to attempt to deprive
the peasants of their tenancy rights newly conferred upon them by the Act, symbolizing the gap
between big cities & remote villages in India where the great majority of the Indian people live.

Seth highlights this conflict between the old and the new way of life in the countryside by
depicting the tragic death of Rasheed, a son of a Zamindar, who turned Socialist in the Brahmpur
University. When Rasheed comes back to his home in the village, he tries to protect the newly
conferred tenancy right of a charmar of his family behind the back of his family. However, his
well-intentioned attempt backfires and he is not only accused by his family but also the charmar is
driven out of his land. As a result of his total isolation in his own family and loss of financial

support from it, he finally kills himself at the end of the story.
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Thirdly, Seth scrupulously describes how the legal debates in the Brahmpur Higher court
were conducted concerning the constitutionality of Zamindari Abolition Act, which, different from
the debate in the State Assembly on the social and historical significance of the Zamindari system,
focuses solely on whether the Act is in harmony with the Indian Constitution: if the Act is
constitutional in terms of the  social purpose of the law’ clause, or‘equal protection under the law’
clause, to what extent the various similar cases in the US is relevant to the present case because
US Constitution, in contrast with the Common Law of the UK, was a written Constitution, etc. The
significance of this part is to show the extent to which Independent India had legal experts to
sustain the legal system.

Fourthly, Seth depicts how the Indian National Congress Party, which, led by Ghandhi and
Nehru, had fought for the independence of India at the sacrifice of self-interests, started to lose
its original integrity and began to change into a party of corruption and nepotism once it became
in possession of the central and local State power and politics became a profitable business. This
led to a power struggle within the INC between Nehru and his supporters who would be true to
the ideals of the party during the independence struggle and those conservatives who were
against the policies of Prime Minister Nehru, but could not do without him because of his
overwhelming popularity among the people in view of the upcoming first general election. Seth
describes how, in spite of Nehru’s desperate efforts to reorganize the Working Committee
members along the line of his policies, conservatives in INC succeeded in retaining Nehru as the
head of INC and eliminating his supporters from the party.

Lastly, but not least, Seth describes how the historic General Election was held and fought,
focusing on a local electoral district in Paruva state, where Mahesh Kapoor, a supporter of
Nehru'’s policies, had to run for state assembly due to his minority status in the now changed INC
party and ended up suffering defeat due to fake propaganda by an opponent who had no
conscience.

So, although Independent India started out as the world’s largest democracy, it was not
without over-shadowing clouds which later in the 80s revealed it as a hotbed for criminalization of

Indian politics.

(KATO, Tsunehiko, Professor, College of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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