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Nidadavolu Krishnaji (22 February 
1935–6 November 2019) was a 
rare Indian academic for whom 

the pursuit of knowledge was important 
solely to help understand the world 
around us, and to share this knowledge 
with his students and colleagues. 

Krishnaji was trained in statistics. But, 
his research work in some of the leading 
social science institutions in the country 
went far beyond this fi eld. His consist-
ently high-quality work over half a century 
went from pure statistics to India’s 
agrarian structure, from fertility behav-
iour to crimes against women, and from 
food prices to the sex ratio.1

We think he derived the greatest 
satisfaction, however, from the students 
he interacted with over the decades: 
college students in his early career and 
later MPhil/PhD research scholars, 
high school students whose eyes he 
opened to mathematics/statistics and 
young colleagues who he guided to a 
better understanding of the use and 
abuse of econometrics.

Krishnaji was special in other respects. 
He never projected himself, never 
 net worked, never worked the global cir-
cuits and at a time when it was common 
for Indian academics to serve time in in-
ternational institutions, he never did. He 
had his politics and held strong princi-
ples. He would never compromise on 
them; these principles were more impor-
tant than any position or recognition.

Early Life

The fourth child of a family of 11 children, 
Krishnaji came from a middle-class Tel-
ugu-speaking in family in Berhampur 
(Brahmapur) in Odisha. He was an out-
standing student in school, receiving, he 
would wryly say, “two double promo tions.” 
On fi nishing school, he wanted to pursue 
chemistry, his fi rst love. But when his 
father, a medical practitioner and the 
sole bread earner became incurably ill, 
he could not take up a scholarship to 
study chemistry in a college in what 
was then Bombay, because, he said, the 
family could not afford the train fare 

from Berhampur to Bombay. Krishnaji, 
however, stayed with the sciences. He 
studied mathematics close by in Waltair 
(Visakhapatnam) in Andhra University. 

A job was important thereafter, but for 
a few years all he could manage was giv-
ing tuitions, which yielded some money 
for the family, a bit for his cigarettes and 
plenty of time to read. A chance encounter 
on a train saw a co-passenger who was a 
college principal offer him a job teaching 
mathematics in a college in Bhadrak, 
Odisha. Krishnaji used to say that he made 
his mark in the college by drawing up a 
working timetable that placated two war-
ring factions of teachers. After a couple of 
years in the college (during which time he 
discovered William Shakespeare, Charles 
Dickens and more in the library), in the 
late 1950s he made it (“aced” it is more 
likely in today’s language) through a new 
competitive exam for a three-year post-
graduate certifi cate course at the Indian 
Statistical Institute (ISI) in Calcutta. 

He studied statistics at the ISI, which 
included a year at the Institute of Agri-
cultural Research Statistics in Delhi. The 
ISI at the time, he would say, was peopled 
by outstanding mathematicians and 
statisticians, many of whom were excellent 
teachers. It was in that environment that 
he mastered statistics.

In the early 1960s, he joined the Institute 
of Economic Growth in Delhi as a research 
assistant. Krishnaji worked with the 
economist A M Khusro who introduced 
him to economics, especially some of the 
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classics (Keynes). Khusro gave him 
 responsibilities and an independence that 
a lowly research assistant rarely received. 

Research

Surrounded by colleagues who indis-
criminately used econometric techniques 
to study problems in economics, Krishnaji, 
the statistician–econometrician, took the 
opposite route. It was necessary to study 
and understand all schools of econom-
ics, he was to later write in his unpub-
lished memoirs, to better understand the 
problems to which econometric techniques 
were to be applied. That was the begin-
ning of a close study of neoclassical and 
Marxist economics. 

However, until the early 1970s, pure 
statistics remained his research interest. 
In those days, much was made of the 
need for academics to publish in interna-
tional journals. The remarkable thing is 
that by the time Krishnaji was in his mid-
30s, he had published papers in a series of 
leading statistics/econometrics journals 
of the world: Biometrika, Econometrica, 
Annals of Mathematical Statistics and 
Sankhya Series A. Not many Indian aca-
demics can claim that even today.

Long before Thomas Piketty came 
along and started working on income 
distribution with income tax data, 
Krishnaji, on the encouragement of 
Khusro, tried to work on inequality by 
combining tax data and that from the  
National Sample Survey (NSS), and other 
sources. The limited data available at 
that time did not tell him much, but the 
work yielded his fi rst publication, a the-
oretical paper in Econometrica no less. 
T Krishna Kumar, a friend from the ISI 
days and a senior academic himself, says 
that Krishnaji’s papers in Econometrica 
and Annals of Mathematical Statistics 
covered aspects of probability distribution 
that had been touched on earlier by giants 
such as Ragnar Frisch and C R Rao, no less.

Amazingly, some of these papers (which 
are still cited in the literature) were writ-
ten at a time of deep personal tragedy. It 
was perhaps an attempt to retain his sani-
ty that drove Krishnaji to carry out such 
quality theoretical work at the time.

Krishnaji stopped working on pure 
statistics after his interest in Economics 
strengthened on moving to the newly 

established Indian Institute of Manage-
ment (IIM) Calcutta. IIM Calcutta was 
where a strong group of economists had 
emerged—J K Sengupta, Ashok Mitra, 
Nirmal Chandra, T N Krishnan, Amiya 
Kumar Bagchi—with all of whom he 
developed close friendships. The late 
1960s were a time of radical ferment 
in Calcutta. Krishnaji could not but be 
drawn into discussions on political econ-
omy. Krishnaji began writing then for 
the well-known Bengali poet and editor, 
Samar Sen, fi rst in NOW and then in 
Frontier, but most of all in Economic & 
Political Weekly (EPW).

From the early 1970s, a string of 
papers started appearing in EPW, all on 
issues of importance of the time—on 
agricultural wages in the early years of 
the green revolution (1971), wheat prices 
(1973), regional variations in production 
and productivity (1975), food procurement 
and public distribution (1976). 

Another period of intense engagement 
with questions of political economy was 
when Krishnaji was at the Centre for 
Development Studies (CDS), Trivandram 
(1972–79), where he was invited to join as 
a full professor while still in his 30s and 
without a PhD to show. Those were the 
heydays of CDS when a galaxy of econo-
mists—K N Raj, I S Gulati, A Vaidyanathan, 
T N Krishnan and N Krishnaji—were 
working to unravel what later came to 
be known as the Kerala Model.

Touch of the Master

That was also when he attracted a number 
of MPhil and PhD students. He encour-
aged his students to explore the com-
plexity of the agrarian dynamics and to 
critically engage with the mode of produc-
tion debate that fi lled the pages of EPW at 
that time. Krishnaji was the ideal super-
visor: he would let you work indepen-
dently, throw ideas for you to follow up 
on, intellectually challenge you (but as an 
equal), point out where you were being 
foolish, carefully read your manuscript, 
and in the end give that light but impor-
tant touch that completed your work. 

Krishnaji was deeply interested in issues 
of Marxism and communism, dating 
back perhaps to his days in Calcutta in the 
1960s and even earlier. This continued 
in Trivandrum. Krishnaji had friends 

and acquaintances, in the Communist 
Party of India (CPI), Communist Party of 
India (Marxist)—CPI(M), and among the 
Naxalites as well. But, he himself was 
never a member of any of the communist 
parties (at least as far as we know) and 
was openly critical of all of them when 
he had to be.

In the 1980s, in a number of articles in 
EPW and elsewhere Krishnaji developed 
the idea of pauperisation of the peasantry 
versus proletarianisation as would have 
been expected with the commercialisation 
of Indian agriculture. Through the years 
(and until as late as 2018), he drew on 
the work of the early 20th century Russian 
economist, Alexander Chayanov, and that 
of Lenin to develop a unique understand-
ing of India’s agrarian structure.

 His mastery over statistics and years 
of studying survey data led him to the 
conclusion that poverty measures based 
on NSS data were of little value. Were in 
fact “useless,” he would later say. In an 
article published in EPW in 2012 he ar-
gued that one must “Abolish the Poverty 
Line” and instead track trends in con-
sumption of individual necessities. A 
richness of understanding was for him 
more important than the convenience of 
a composite measure.

From Trivandrum, Krishnaji moved 
back to Calcutta for most of the 1980s, 
fi rst to IIM Calcutta again and then the 
Centre for Study in Social Sciences. But 
the terrible arthritis that affl icted his wife, 
Neela, persuaded them to move in the 
late 1980s, on doctors’ advice, to the dry 
climate of Hyderabad, which is where he 
lived the next three decades of his life. 
First at the Centre for Economic and Social 
Studies, and then in retirement.

Much of Krishnaji’s work in the last 
quarter century was on demography and 
its interface with health. Krishnaji was 
never one to suffer fools gladly and he 
remained upset until the very end about 
academic demographers lending their 
weight to the argument that “if the 
present levels of fertility hold” then the 
Muslim population in India may become 
larger than that of Hindus. Intellectual 
dishonesty, he called it. In the mid-1990s, 
he did joint work on crimes against 
women using the National Crime Records 
Bureau (NCRB) data. This was perhaps one 
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of the fi rst statistical analysis of NCRB data, 
something that has now become standard.

Krishnaji gave the appearance of being 
a loner but he did contribute to building 
institutions. He was one of the young 
scholars who J P Naik, the true founder of 
the Indian Council for Social Science Re-
search, turned to in the late 1960s for help 
in establishing that institution. Decades 
later, Krishnaji also helped in a small way, 
he would say modestly, Vina Mazumdar 
in establishing the Centre for Women’s 
Development Studies in New Delhi.

Unique Personality

When his beloved Neela died in 2016, in 
his typical fashion he did not show his 
grief. He grieved inside but went on with 
his reading, and explorations of music 
and fi lms on the internet.

Krishnaji was perhaps the last of a 
unique group of scholars who did not hold 
a PhD and yet carried out all academic 
roles with distinction. He did say that he 
tried in the early 1970s to draw on his 
papers in international journals to put 
together a PhD, but the doyens of statistics 
of those days did not agree. That was that; 
he put it aside, for there were better things 
to spend his time on. He did not need that 
piece of paper. By today’s straitjacket of 
academic rules, Krishnaji would not have 
been able to be a senior professor in fi ve 
institutions and guide many PhD aspir-
ants to completion. We should be grateful 
that he lived and worked in an age where 
there was that kind of fl exibility. 

Krishnaji had a special connection 
with EPW. From the late 1960s onwards, 
he was a close friend of Krishna Raj, ed-
itor of 35 years. That was not all. Almost 
all his work in economics was published 
here, beginning in the early 1960s in the 
old Economic Weekly and continuing in 
EPW, all told for over 50 years. He 
frequently guided students to publish 
their fi rst works in EPW. He was infor-
mally the fi rst editor in the mid-1980s of 
the fi rst fully refereed section of this 
journal (the bi-annual “Review of Politi-
cal Economy” that continued until the 
mid- 1990s). And it pleased him that one 
of his students (one of the authors of this 
article) succeeded Krishna Raj as editor.

Krishnaji was physically very unusual 
too. He was a tall lanky man with piercing 

eyes and a look of intense enquiry with 
his quizzical eyebrows, unmistakable in 
any crowd. He spoke little and always 
to the point (this was refl ected in his 
terse writings too) and therefore had 
what appeared to be a gruff personality. 
However, you would fi nd the most gener-
ous of hearts. He had ample time and more 
for explaining the simplest of concepts 
and debating the most arcane of treatises, 
irrespective of your age or position.

Behind the remote exterior was also a 
wry humour that Krishnaji often showed in 
his handwritten letters and then in his short 
emails. That is not surprising for he had 
been an avid reader of P G Wodehouse. 
He read far and wide, and not just the 
serious stuff. In his early decades he 
was a passionate reader of science fi ction; 
his collection he donated to one of us. 

As his eyes faded he took to a Kindle 
like fi sh to water and scoured the internet 
for books he could lay his hands on. In 
his 70s, Krishnaji decided he would play 
around with code and teach himself how 
to “hack” systems, though as he would 
quickly say he would not use his skills to 
disrupt networks! On a more intellectual 
note, he explored until the very end the 
relative complexity of Hindustani and 
Carnatic music. This was the music lover 
in the mathematician–statistician.

Krishnaji leaves behind not just his 
daughter, Vijaya, son-in-law Ben, his 
adorable granddaughters Ananya and 

Inara (both of whom he had already 
introduced to reading and mathematics) 
but also a group of devoted “students” 
who will always remember him for what 
he enabled in them.

Did he receive the recognition he 
deserved for his intelligence, for the work 
he did, for his commitment to research 
and for the students he nurtured? 
Perhaps not. Did he feel he did not get 
the recognition he deserved? Maybe, 
though again he never spoke about that. 
But that was Krishnaji. If recognition did 
not come his way, so be it. He had much 
to keep him occupied and there were 
many who respected him for his values. 
He was the embodiment of simplicity, 
unending curiosity and the principled 
intellectual.
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note

1  N Krishnaji’s complete list of published works 
can be found at https://nkrishnaji.webnode.com.
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(www.epwrfi ts.in)

 Agriculture Census Statistics 
Data sets from Agriculture Census have been added to the Agricultural Statistics module of 
the EPWRF India Time Series (ITS) online database. This sub-module contains state-wise 
data on: 

● Number, Area and Average Size of Operational Holdings by Gender, by Social Groups 
and by Size Groups; and 

● Characteristics of Operational Holdings by Tenancy Status, Terms of Leasing, Land 
Use, Irrigation Status, Sources of Irrigation and Cropping Pattern.

 These characteristics are also provided in a two-way classification of Social Groups 
by Size Groups. 

  Social Groups include Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Others and Institutional 
Holders 

  Size Groups are: Marginal (Below 1.00 hectare), Small (1.00 < 2.00 hectares), 
Semi-medium (2.00 < 4.00 hectares), Medium (4.00 < 10.00 hectares) and Large 
(10.00 hectares and above)

These data are available quinquennially from 1970–71.
Agricultural Statistics module constitutes one out of 20 modules of EPWRF ITS covering a 
range of macro-economic, fi nancial sector and social sector indicators for India.
For more details, visit www.epwrfi ts.in or e-mail to: its@epwrf.in
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