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The Tao of the Techno-Gandhian: A 
Critical Socio-Technical Review of A Life 
of an Ordinary Indian – An Exercise in 
Self-Importance 
1. Introduction: The Memoir as a Socio-Technical 
Artifact 
The landscape of Indian autobiographical literature, particularly that emerging from the 
scientific and technocratic elite, has traditionally been dominated by narratives of state-
building. From the memoirs of Vikram Sarabhai to the inspirational bestsellers of A.P.J. Abdul 
Kalam, the protagonist is typically the "State Scientist"—a figure whose personal ambition is 
subsumed by the monumental task of nation-building within government frameworks like 
ISRO, DRDO, or the atomic energy establishment.1 These narratives follow a predictable 
teleology: humble beginnings, academic excellence, struggle against resource constraints, 
and the ultimate triumph of establishing a lasting institution. 

Anil K. Rajvanshi’s A Life of an Ordinary Indian – An Exercise in Self-Importance (2016) 
disrupts this canon. It presents a counter-narrative that is at once deeply personal and 
sharply critical of the very establishment that typically produces such memoirs. Published by 
the Nimbkar Agricultural Research Institute (NARI), this autobiography is not a chronicle of 
rising through the ranks of power, but rather a documentation of "reverse brain drain"—a 
deliberate descent from the ivory towers of American academia to the dusty, resource-
starved realities of rural Maharashtra.3 

This report provides an exhaustive, critical review of Rajvanshi’s work. It treats the text not 
merely as a personal history but as a sociological document that offers a rare window into 
the "Romance of Innovation" in the unglamorous hinterlands of India. The review dissects the 
book’s exploration of the friction between high technology and rural poverty, the 
psychological toll of bureaucratic inertia, and the author’s unique philosophical synthesis of 
thermodynamics and Patanjali’s yoga.5 

1.1 The Paradox of the Title 

The title itself—A Life of an Ordinary Indian – An Exercise in Self-Importance—demands 
immediate deconstruction. On the surface, it functions as a rhetorical deflection, a modest 
disclaimer typical of the genre. However, a close reading reveals it to be a deeply ironic, 
perhaps even provocative, statement. Rajvanshi is, by any statistical metric, not an "ordinary" 
Indian. He is the son of a freedom fighter, an alumnus of the elite St. Francis College and IIT 
Kanpur, a US-trained PhD, and a winner of the Jamnalal Bajaj Award and the Padma Shri.7 



2 
 

The "ordinariness" he claims is not one of background, but of lifestyle choice. By rejecting 
the trajectory of the diaspora elite—the corporate career in the US or the comfortable 
bureaucracy of Delhi—and choosing to live in Phaltan, Rajvanshi aligns himself with the 
"ordinary" struggles of the rural populace: power cuts, water scarcity, and bureaucratic 
harassment.9 The subtitle, An Exercise in Self-Importance, is a candid acknowledgment of 
the ego inherent in memoir-writing, yet it also challenges the reader to redefine what is 
"important." In a culture that idolizes wealth and political power, Rajvanshi posits that the 
solitary struggle of a rural scientist warrants a claim to historical importance.4 

1.2 Structure and Methodology of the Review 

This report analyzes the memoir through five thematic lenses, corresponding to the 
chronological and philosophical arcs of the book: 

1. The Sociological Genesis: The formation of the Indian technocratic elite in the post-
independence era. 

2. The Educational Crucible: A comparative analysis of IIT Kanpur (1970s) and the 
University of Florida, exploring the pedagogy of the era. 

3. The Reverse Migration: The psychology of returning to India, framed as "arrogance" 
and "detoxification." 

4. The Rural Laboratory: A technical audit of the innovations (Lanstove, E-Rickshaw, 
Ethanol) and the systemic failures that hindered them. 

5. Spiritual Engineering: The philosophical synthesis of science and spirituality as a 
mechanism for sustainable living. 

2. The Sociological Genesis of a Dissident Technocrat 
2.1 The Burden of Political Lineage 

To understand the "arrogance" that Rajvanshi repeatedly cites as the driving force of his life 
decisions, one must examine his early years in Lucknow. Unlike the apolitical middle-class 
background claimed by many technocrats, Rajvanshi acknowledges a deep entanglement 
with the political history of North India. His father, Jagdish Rajvanshi, was a freedom fighter 
imprisoned during the Quit India Movement of 1942 and a close associate of socialist 
leaders.10 

This lineage endowed the young Rajvanshi with a sense of ownership over the nation's 
destiny—a psychological trait that distinguishes the "nation-builder" from the "economic 
migrant." Growing up in a household where political luminaries were regular guests, he 
absorbed the Nehruvian idealism that science and rationalism were the tools to modernize 
India. However, this proximity to power also sowed the seeds of his later cynicism regarding 
the political class. He witnessed firsthand the transition from the idealism of the freedom 
struggle to the opportunism of coalition politics, a disillusionment that would later fuel his 
theories on corruption.10 
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2.2 The Anglophone Elite and the "Bubble" of St. Francis 

The memoir details his schooling at St. Francis’ College, Lucknow, a premier missionary 
institution. This education placed him firmly within the Anglophone elite, creating a cultural 
duality. While he was rooted in the ethos of Lucknow—the Ganga-Jamuni tehzeeb (syncretic 
culture)—his intellectual formation was Western. This bifurcation is critical to the narrative: 
Rajvanshi represents a class of Indians who were culturally comfortable in the West yet 
emotionally tethered to India.8 

This elitism serves as a crucial plot device. It explains the shock of his later immersion in rural 
Maharashtra. The "ordinary" life he adopts in Phaltan is a radical departure from the 
sheltered, upper-caste, upper-class upbringing of Lucknow. The narrative tension in the 
early chapters arises from this "de-classing" process—the dismantling of the Lucknow 
aristocrat to forge the rural Gandhian.13 

3. The IIT Crucible: Engineering the Engineer (1967–
1974) 
3.1 The "Golden Age" of IIT Kanpur 

The chapter on his years at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Kanpur is a significant 
historical document. Rajvanshi entered IITK in 1967, a period described as the institute's 
"Golden Age," heavily influenced by the Kanpur Indo-American Program (KIAP).14 This 
program brought a consortium of nine US universities (including MIT, Caltech, and Princeton) 
to help establish IITK's curriculum, importing a distinctively American flavor of academic 
freedom and rigor that contrasted with the rigid British legacy of other Indian institutions. 

Rajvanshi vividly reconstructs the campus environment: a "barren and arid" landscape with 
primitive infrastructure, symbolizing the raw potential of the nation itself. The presence of 
the IBM 1620, a second-generation computer that used punch cards, is treated with 
reverence, highlighting the scarcity of computing power in that era.14 
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Table 1: The IIT Kanpur Environment (Circa 1970s) vs. Contemporary Standards 

Feature Rajvanshi’s Era 
(1967–1974) 

Contemporary 
Context 

Significance in 
Memoir 

Pedagogy American-
influenced (KIAP), 
semester system, 
high flexibility 

Highly competitive, 
exam-oriented 
(JEE factory) 

Created a mindset 
of intellectual 
freedom but also 
alienation from 
Indian reality. 

Infrastructure "Barren" campus, 
unpaved roads, 
open access 

Green, gated, high-
security fortress 

Represents the 
"frontier" spirit of 
early technical 
education. 

Technology IBM 1620 (Punch 
cards), primitive TV 
center 

High-Performance 
Computing clusters 

Highlights the rapid 
obsolescence of 
tech and the value 
of fundamental 
principles. 

Culture "Swedish Bath" 
(Cold water 
survival), ragging 

Strict anti-ragging 
laws, mental health 
focus 

Instilled a stoic 
resilience essential 
for later rural 
hardships. 

3.2 The Cult of Stoicism: The "Swedish Bath" 

One of the most evocative anecdotes is the "Swedish Bath." Rajvanshi recounts enduring the 
bone-chilling Kanpur winters with only cold-water showers, a ritual he humorously ennobles 
as a Scandinavian health practice.14 While told with wit, this story serves a deeper narrative 
function. It illustrates the inadvertent asceticism of the IIT system. The harsh living 
conditions, combined with the intellectual brutality of "ragging" (hazing), forged a 
psychological toughness. 

Rajvanshi argues that while the ragging was often traumatic, it systematically dismantled the 
ego—a paradoxical preparation for his later spiritual journey. This "training of the mind" to 
endure discomfort would prove more valuable in the power-starved villages of Maharashtra 
than any specific engineering formula.14 
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3.3 The Factory of Migrants 

A central critique in this section is the role of IITs as a "feeder system" for the US economy. 
Rajvanshi notes that in his time, "rarely any Indian with an IIT degree came back".15 He 
describes an institutional culture where the measure of success was admission to a US 
university with financial aid. 

The memoir critiques this not as a personal failing of the students, but as a structural flaw. 
The education was technically world-class but socially untethered. The curriculum, designed 
by Americans, prepared students for American industry, not for solving the problems of rural 
India. Rajvanshi’s own path—staying for an M.Tech (a rarity for those aiming for the US) and 
then leaving—demonstrates the immense gravitational pull of the West, which he describes 
as almost "an act of God" mediated by his uncle.15 

4. The American Interlude: A Comparative Pedagogy 
(1974–1981) 
4.1 Freedom and the Frontier at University of Florida 

The chapter "Journey to USA" offers a comparative analysis of academic cultures. Rajvanshi 
arrived at the University of Florida (UF) in 1974 to pursue his PhD in solar energy under Dr. 
Erich Farber, a legend in the field.8 

He contrasts the pedagogical approaches sharply. While IIT provided a rigorous grounding in 
mathematical fundamentals (which he claims was often superior to the US standard), the 
American system offered a "fearlessness" in application. He describes an atmosphere where 
formalities were stripped away; he defended his PhD thesis in casual clothes, a defiant act of 
"arrogance" that would have been unthinkable in the hierarchical Indian academy.16 This 
intellectual freedom was seductive. The 1970s American society he describes is one of 
openness, courtesy, and post-Vietnam introspection, contradicting the hostile narratives 
often found in post-colonial literature.15 

4.2 The Epiphany of Gravity and Thought 

It was in this American laboratory, amidst the high-tech pursuit of solar distillation, that 
Rajvanshi experienced a spiritual awakening. He describes a moment in 1978 when, while 
walking to his lab, he was struck by a thought regarding the deep structural similarity 
between human thought and gravity.16 

This is a pivotal moment in the memoir. It marks the genesis of his "Spiritual Engineering." 
Unlike many who turn to spirituality as a refuge from the world, Rajvanshi turned to it as an 
extension of physics. He hypothesized that if thought is a form of energy, it must obey 
thermodynamic laws. This moment validates his later thesis that true spirituality requires a 
"powerful mind"—a capacity honed by scientific training, not just blind faith.5 
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4.3 The Psychology of Return: "Arrogance" as Virtue 

Perhaps the most psychologically complex section of the book is the explanation of his 
return to India in 1981. Rajvanshi repeatedly attributes this decision to "arrogance" 
(ahankara) rather than altruism.9 He believed, with the hubris of a young, successful 
technocrat, that he could single-handedly change India. 

This confession disrupts the hagiographic conventions of the genre. Usually, the return of 
the hero is framed as a selfless sacrifice. Rajvanshi reframes it as an ego trip that faced a 
collision with reality. He admits to a "Vinash Kale Vipareet Buddhi" (perverted intellect at the 
time of destruction) moment, where he rejected a lucrative corporate offer from Tata to work 
in a rural NGO.9 This "detoxification" of his ego through the subsequent hardships of rural life 
becomes the central moral arc of the memoir. 

5. The Rural Laboratory: The "Romance of Innovation" 
at NARI 
The core of the book—and Rajvanshi’s professional legacy—is detailed in the section 
"Working in rural India." This chapter draws heavily from his essay Romance of Innovation, 
documenting the evolution of the Nimbkar Agricultural Research Institute (NARI).6 

5.1 Defining the "Rural Laboratory" 

NARI, located in Phaltan, Maharashtra, represents a unique experiment in the sociology of 
science. Rajvanshi describes the immense difficulty of conducting R&D in a location with 
erratic electricity, no internet (in the early days), and social isolation. It took him nearly four 
years just to hire decent staff, as few qualified engineers were willing to forgo city life.9 

The "Romance" he speaks of is the thrill of jugaad in its highest sense—not as a shoddy quick 
fix, but as sophisticated engineering under extreme constraints. He champions the concept 
of "High Technology for Rural Poor," arguing that the rural poor need more efficient 
technology than city dwellers because their resources are scarcer.19 This directly challenges 
the "Intermediate Technology" movement of E.F. Schumacher, which often advocated for 
low-tech, labor-intensive solutions. Rajvanshi insists on using thermodynamics and advanced 
materials to solve basic problems. 

5.2 Technical Deep Dive: Three Pillars of Innovation 

The report identifies three key technological case studies that illustrate Rajvanshi’s 
philosophy and the systemic barriers he faced. 

5.2.1 The Lanstove (Lantern + Stove) 

● The Problem: Rural households suffer from "energy poverty," using kerosene 
inefficiently for lighting (giving poor light) and biomass for cooking (causing indoor air 
pollution).20 

● The Innovation: Rajvanshi applied thermodynamic principles to create the "Lanstove," a 
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device that simultaneously provides light equivalent to a 300W bulb and cooks a 
complete meal. It utilizes the waste heat from the light source for cooking, achieving 
high thermal efficiency. 

● The Systemic Failure: Despite the technology's efficacy, its scaling was killed by 
government policy. The subsidy regime restricts kerosene availability to meager 
amounts (often 5 liters/month), forcing reliance on dirty biomass. Rajvanshi critiques the 
"paternalistic" state that prefers to subsidize inefficiency rather than empower clean 
technology.20 

5.2.2 The Electric Rickshaw (E-Rickshaw) 

● The Innovation: In the late 1990s, NARI developed one of the first electric rickshaws to 
replace the dehumanizing cycle rickshaw. The design included a PMSM motor, better 
suspension, and a battery swap model.7 

● The Outcome: While Rajvanshi pioneered the concept, the Indian market was eventually 
flooded with cheaper, often unsafe Chinese imports. The memoir reflects on the 
bitterness of being a pioneer in a country that fails to protect intellectual property or 
support indigenous manufacturing ecosystems. It highlights the gap between 
"prototype innovation" (where NARI excelled) and "industrial scaling" (where India 
lagged).13 

5.2.3 Sweet Sorghum and Ethanol Policy 

● The Innovation: Promoting sweet sorghum as a dual-purpose crop that produces grain 
for food and sugary stalk for ethanol (fuel). This directly addressed the "food vs. fuel" 
debate.7 

● The Impact: NARI’s work influenced national policy and international research. 
However, domestic adoption was slowed by the powerful sugar lobby and fluctuating 
government policies on ethanol blending. This case study underscores the recurring 
theme: technology is easy; policy is hard.7 
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Table 2: Innovation vs. Implementation – The NARI Scorecard 

Innovation Technical 
Success 

Societal Impact Systemic Barrier 

Lanstove High 
(Thermodynamicall
y efficient) 

Low (Limited 
adoption) 

Kerosene subsidy 
policy & fuel 
availability. 

E-Rickshaw High (Pioneering 
design) 

High (Concept 
adopted globally) 

Lack of 
manufacturing 
ecosystem; 
Chinese 
dominance. 

Sweet Sorghum High (Dual-use 
crop) 

Moderate (Policy 
shifts) 

Agricultural lobbies 
& ethanol pricing 
volatility. 

Water Purification High (Solar 
pasteurization) 

Moderate (School 
adoption) 

Low willingness to 
pay for clean 
water. 

6. The Sociology of Corruption: A "Biological" Theory 
One of the most provocative sections of the book is Rajvanshi’s analysis of the Indian 
bureaucracy and corruption. Moving beyond standard economic explanations, he offers a 
socio-biological theory of corruption. 

6.1 The "TA/DA" Archetype 

The memoir utilizes a powerful anecdote from 1974 to personify the Indian state. When 
applying for a scholarship, Rajvanshi was rejected by a committee. The rejection letter, 
however, meticulously noted that no Travel Allowance (TA) or Daily Allowance (DA) would be 
paid.22 He uses this to illustrate the "efficiency" of the Indian bureaucracy: it is highly efficient 
at negation and rule-enforcement, but paralyzed when it comes to facilitation. 

The "Babu" (bureaucrat) is presented not just as an obstacle, but as a psychological type. 
Rajvanshi argues that the obsession with procedure over outcome is a defense mechanism 
of the "mediocre mind," which finds safety in rules because it lacks the vision for creation.22 
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6.2 The "Empty Mind" Hypothesis 

In a broader essay integrated into the book, Rajvanshi connects corruption to the "empty 
mind." He argues that the human brain is wired for experience maximization. When this drive 
is not channeled into creative or spiritual pursuits (the "Romance" of innovation), it manifests 
as an endless hunger for material resources—greed.12 Thus, corruption is not just a legal 
failing but a spiritual one. The corrupt official is "spiritually malnourished," filling the void of 
purpose with the accumulation of wealth. This theory allows Rajvanshi to position his "simple 
living" not as a sacrifice, but as a superior evolutionary strategy for happiness. By filling his 
mind with the challenges of R&D, he renders the need for material excess obsolete.23 

7. Spiritual Engineering: The Philosophical Synthesis 
Rajvanshi explicitly labels himself a "spiritual engineer".3 This is not a contradiction in terms 
but a methodological approach. 

7.3 Patanjali and Thermodynamics 

A significant portion of the book explores the intersection of ancient Indian thought and 
modern physics. Rajvanshi interprets the Patanjali Yoga Sutras through the lens of 
thermodynamics and electromagnetic theory. He draws parallels between Samadhi (deep 
absorption) and the "Flow State" required for high-level intellectual work.5 

In the memoir, this is presented as a practical tool for the researcher. He argues that the 
"Junoon" (passion/obsession) required to solve a complex engineering problem in a 
resource-constrained setting is a form of Yoga. The focus required to design a gasifier is 
identical to the focus required for meditation. Thus, the laboratory becomes a space of 
spiritual practice, and the act of invention becomes an act of worship.6 

7.4 Sustainability as Spirituality 

The memoir culminates in the argument that Spirituality + Technology = Happiness. 
Rajvanshi posits that technology provides the comfort necessary for the body (clean water, 
energy), while spirituality provides the contentment for the mind. Without technology, life is a 
struggle for survival (the state of rural India). Without spirituality, technology leads to 
consumerist greed (the state of the West). The "Ordinary Indian," therefore, must navigate 
the middle path—using high technology to live simply.18 

8. Narrative Critique: Structure and Style 
8.1 The "Fix-Up" Structure 

Critically, A Life of an Ordinary Indian is less a cohesive linear narrative and more a "fix-up" 
of previously written essays. As noted in the preface, the book compiles writings from 2004, 
2008, and 2014.4 This structural choice leads to noticeable repetition. The story of his return 
to India, for instance, is retold in different contexts—once as a stand-alone journey, once as 
part of the NARI history, and once as a spiritual turning point. While this allows chapters to 



10 
 

stand alone, it occasionally disrupts the narrative flow. 

8.2 Tone: Vulnerability vs. Didacticism 

The tone of the book oscillates between genuine vulnerability and didactic moralizing. 

● Vulnerability: Rajvanshi’s admission of his own "arrogance," his detailed recounting of 
failures, and his acknowledgment of his wife Nandini’s crucial role soften the narrative. 
He does not present himself as a stoic hero, but as a man often frustrated by the 
"system".4 

● Didacticism: At times, particularly in the later chapters on corruption and youth, the 
tone becomes preachy. He laments the "me generation" and the loss of values, a 
common trope in memoirs of this generation.10 However, this is balanced by the tangible 
reality of his work—he has earned the right to preach because he has practiced. 

9. Conclusion: The Legacy of the "Ordinary" 
Anil K. Rajvanshi’s A Life of an Ordinary Indian is a vital addition to the anthropology of Indian 
science. It strips away the glamour of the "NRI savior" narrative and replaces it with a gritty, 
bureaucratic, and often frustrating reality. 

Key Takeaways: 

1. Redefining Innovation: The book successfully argues that "rural innovation" is not 
about dumbing down technology, but about applying the highest levels of scientific 
rigor to basic human needs. 

2. The "Detoxified" Elite: It offers a model for the Indian elite to re-engage with the 
nation—not through charity, but through professional immersion. Rajvanshi’s life serves 
as a proof-of-concept that one can live a globally connected, intellectually satisfying life 
in rural India. 

3. The Spiritual Defense: It provides a psychological defense mechanism against the 
chaos of India. By framing the struggle as "Yoga" and the hardship as "detoxification," 
Rajvanshi provides a blueprint for resilience. 

Ultimately, the book validates its ironic title. Rajvanshi’s life is "ordinary" only in its lack of 
political power. In its impact, its philosophical depth, and its defiance of the "Brain Drain" 
norm, it is an extraordinary testament to the power of a single individual's "self-importance" 
channeled for the public good. 

10. Comparative Literature Review 
To fully appreciate Rajvanshi’s contribution, it is instructive to place his memoir within the 
broader canon of Indian developmental literature. 
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Table 3: Comparative Analysis of Indian Scientific Memoirs 

Feature Wings of Fire 
(A.P.J. Abdul 
Kalam) 

I Too Had a Dream 
(Verghese Kurien) 

A Life of an 
Ordinary Indian 
(Anil Rajvanshi) 

Focus Missile/Space 
Program (State 
Sector) 

Cooperative Dairy 
(Co-op Sector) 

Rural Technology 
(NGO Sector) 

Core Theme National Security, 
Dreaming Big 

Empowerment, 
Fighting 
Bureaucracy 

Sustainability, 
Reverse Brain Drain 

Tone Inspirational, 
Hagiographic 

Combative, 
Pragmatic 

Introspective, 
Philosophical, 
Critical 

Setting High-security Labs 
(DRDO/ISRO) 

Rural Gujarat 
(Anand) 

Rural Maharashtra 
(Phaltan) 

Philosophy "Ignited Minds" 
(Youth 
Mobilization) 

"Man, who made 
the elephant 
dance" 

"Simple Living, High 
Thinking" 

Rajvanshi’s memoir lacks the nationalistic fervor of Kalam’s or the grand institutional scale of 
Kurien’s. However, it is arguably more relevant to the individual professional. It addresses the 
dilemma of "personal success vs. social impact" more directly than the others, making it a 
critical text for the contemporary generation facing the climate crisis and the crisis of 
meaning in corporate life. 
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