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PREFACE

LEAVING A CAPITAL, FINDING A COUNTRY

I

This is the fourth in a series of books exploring the creation and subsequent career of the Republic of India. The first, India after Gandhi, presented a narrative social and political history of the country since its founding in August 1947. The second, Makers of Modern India, was an anthology of the writings of nineteen influential thinker–activists, who helped argue the republic into existence. The third, Patriots and Partisans, contained fifteen essays of my own, each exploring a different dimension of the Indian experience.

In terms of genre, Democrats and Dissenters is akin to its immediate predecessor, in that it too is a collection of (in this case, sixteen) essays. But in theme and tenor it is very different. While Patriots and Partisans focused quite sharply on individuals and institutions within the country, this book often moves beyond India to consider parallel processes in South Asia and beyond.

Although I now consider myself a historian, I was originally trained as a sociologist. Émile Durkheim famously remarked that comparative sociology was not a branch of sociology—it was sociology itself. While using materials gathered in the archives, Democrats and Dissenters is nonetheless more comparative in intent and presentation than the other books I have published on democracy and nationhood in India.

The essays in this book have all been written while living in Bangalore. Bangalore is my wife’s home town, and a sort of second home town for me too. I grew up in Dehradun, but came south every summer to visit my grandparents, who lived in what was then a Garden, and not yet a City. I moved permanently to Bangalore in 1994 after some enormously stimulating years in that centre of political power and scholarly research, New Delhi. I owe our capital much; I was morally and intellectually shaped by my years as a student at the University of Delhi, and without the National Archives of India and the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library (NMML), I would not be able to go about my professional business. Some of my closest friends, and the scholar whom I most admire, still live in that city. But I do not think I could have written as I did had I continued to live in Delhi, as I briefly explain below.

I studied in Delhi University between 1974 and 1979, and worked there between 1988 and 1994, first at the Institute of Economic Growth, and later at NMML, in the heart of Lutyens’s Delhi. In November 1993 I was appointed to a professorship at the sociology department of the Delhi School of Economics, a department founded by the great M.N. Srinivas, and then commonly acknowledged to be the best in India (and perhaps Asia), its glamour and prestige enhanced by its being part of the Delhi School itself. I was just thirty-five. My wife’s design practice was flourishing. This, the country’s capital, was where, it seemed, we would spend the rest of our working lives.

A month before I had to join the Delhi School, I travelled to Puné to speak to an environmental group. I returned to tell my wife that it was time we went back home to Bangalore. My hosts in Puné were warm and welcoming; the traffic (in 1993) was manageable; the people courteous and civilized. It was in these respects much like Bangalore. I persuaded my wife that our (then small) children would be far happier in our home town; besides, our ageing parents needed us close at hand.

Here, I was being slightly disingenuous (as Indian husbands often are with their wives). There was a familial reason for us to move back to Bangalore; but there was also a personal, professional reason so far as I was concerned. For, I was increasingly disenchanted with Delhi’s academic world. In the department I was to join, M.N. Srinivas’s emphasis on the ‘field-view’ of Indian society no longer held sway. French theory was all the rage—doctoral students had to quote Foucault, Bourdieu, Derrida and Deleuze whether their own research was on the peasantry, the working class, the aged, the young, or whatever. As for the university in the other side of town, it was pervaded by a mechanical form of Marxism. A group of economics students at the Jawaharlal Nehru University had invited me to speak at their department. I asked them to check with their professors first. They did, to be told that they saw no point in my speaking to the students, since environmentalism was a bourgeois deviation from the class struggle.

When I was offered a professorship at the Delhi School I was enormously chuffed. But as the joining date came closer I was consumed by fear and dread. Would I get into endless arguments with my colleagues about the relevance of French post-structuralism to Indian realities? Would I have to begin to say important things in obscure language? I was then working on a biography of Verrier Elwin, an anthropologist who wrote lyrical prose (perhaps because he lived among the Adivasis of central India, and because he never held an academic post). My intellectual hero was E.P. Thompson, the British social historian (and superb prose stylist) who also mostly worked outside the academy.

Shortly after I moved to Delhi, a Tamil friend came visiting, and noting the signs of excitement and self-regard in one who was now at the ‘centre’ of things, dryly remarked: ‘Delhi is a capital in search of a country.’ By the time of my visit to Puné five years later, I had come to see the wisdom in that throwaway line.

II

In the end, I did not join the Delhi School. But I did extend my NMML fellowship for a year, so as to give my wife time to wind up her studio and allow her colleagues to either find new jobs or shift to Bangalore with her. We moved back in 1994, and have been in Bangalore ever since. Like my father, grandfather and great-grandfather before me, I shall most likely die in this city too.

Moving to Bangalore meant a shift in location and a shift in profession, since after ten years in salaried jobs I became a full-time writer. Finally, it also meant a shift in intellectual focus. For almost two decades I had worked on environmental subjects. However, shortly after moving to Bangalore I began research on a history of independent India, and, when that was done, commenced work on a two-volume biography of Gandhi. I am now more a political and social historian than a scholar of the environment, although residues of my earlier training (and interests) are not entirely absent in the pages that follow.

Living outside Delhi made me realize afresh how diverse our country was—and is. As a student and young researcher, I had often taken long train journeys across India. Now, I resumed those travels, sometimes in search of materials for the books I was researching, at other times to give talks. The newspaper columns I was writing (and making a living from) were appearing in several languages, and the feedback from Kannada or Marathi readers was often more instructive (as well as less abusive) than those who read me in English. The diversities of language, religion, ethnicity, music, architecture, dress, cuisine—and, of course, of nature and natural landscapes—all this was brought home to me far more vividly—and directly—than it would have been had I been an academic in New Delhi.

And yet for all its size and diversity this was one country. Studying its evolution and (still ongoing) unification, I concluded that the Republic of India was the most recklessly ambitious political experiment in human history. The essays in this book explore various facets of this experiment, using a mixture of sociological analysis, historical research and personal experience.

Part I of Democrats and Dissenters explores society and politics in India and beyond. Two essays are on neighbouring countries with whom we have complicated, contentious relations: China and Pakistan, whose modern political histories I here compare with ours. A third essay examines the curious coexistence of democracy and violence in India and in Sri Lanka.

In these essays the comparative lens is inevitably brought into play. But it is not absent in the later essays in Part I either. When speaking of the sufferings of the Adivasis, I compare their situation with that of two other disadvantaged social groups, Dalits and Muslims; when considering the present pathetic state of the Indian National Congress, I contrast it with its once-hegemonic place in the country’s political life.

Although I formally left the academy many years ago, I continue to see myself as a scholar first, a writer second. My interest in, and appreciation of, intellectuals who are not part of (as it were) the herd of independent minds that some university departments have become, remain high. Part II begins with assessments of two distinguished western scholars whose work remains relevant to India, carries on with profiles of five Indian thinkers, and ends by posing (and providing a provisional answer to) the increasingly important question—why are there so few conservative intellectuals in India?

In Part II as well, attention to the subject at hand does not preclude comparison. The essay on Eric Hobsbawm compares his trajectory with that of E.P. Thompson; that on André Béteille begins by comparing (and where necessary, contrasting) his intellectual biography with that of Amartya Sen; the last essay asks why, despite the existence of a flourishing tradition of conservative intellectual work in other democracies such as the United Kingdom and the United States, India still lacks one.

Throughout Democrats and Dissenters, the perspective is mostly Indian, sometimes South Asian, and occasionally global, as provided by—and this may be less irrelevant than some may suppose—one who lives in Bangalore. The late Benedict Anderson—the subject of an essay in this book—once wrote that ‘the spirit of adventure’ was ‘crucial to a really productive scholarly life’. I have myself followed what in conventional terms must be considered an extremely erratic career. I held five jobs in ten years in three continents; and then quit academics altogether. I have done some naïve and many foolish things in my life, but I do not at all regret leaving Delhi for Bangalore twenty years ago, by which I freed myself from the capital’s absorption with itself, as reflected in the behaviour of its academic as much as its political or media elite.








[image: Penguin walking logo]


PART I







POLITICS AND SOCIETY







chapter one

THE LONG LIFE AND LINGERING DEATH OF THE INDIAN NATIONAL CONGRESS

I

Some years ago when the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) was in power in New Delhi, I found myself in a panel discussion on television with three politicians. One was a Congress member of Parliament (MP), a second an MP from the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the third the president of one of the regional formations. In the course of the conversation I found reason to criticize the three netas for their sectarian stands. Yet as the argument grew more heated, I found myself ignoring the others and turning on the Congressman in particular.

On my way home from the studio, I reflected on this partisanship of my own. Why had I been less harsh on the others? It may have been because from them a historian can expect no better. Despite its occasional disavowal of the Hindutva programme, the BJP is a party of Hindu majoritarians many of whose members tend to suspect and even demonize Muslims and Christians. For their part, the regional parties use the rhetoric of caste and linguistic discrimination mostly to advance the wealth and power of their leaders.

The case of the Congress is different. This was the party that led the movement for freedom, the party that united India and brought people of different religions and languages into a single political project. Its finest leaders were not confined by national boundaries; they had a universalist vision. And they were men and women of high personal integrity.

When confronted with the Congress of today, an Indian who knows some history cannot but be struck by the chasm between the present and the past. Hence the savagery with which I turned on the Congressman in the television studio. Unlike the representatives of the BJP and the regional party, he should have known better than to defend dynastic rule, duck the question of the massacre of Sikhs in 1984, disregard the growing evidence of corruption in a Congress-led government, and so on.

II

Despite what it has done to itself in recent years, the Indian National Congress is one of the great political parties of the modern world. It has a lineage and record of achievement comparable to that of the Liberal Party in Great Britain, the Social Democratic Party in Germany, and the Democratic Party in the United States. From its beginnings in 1885 its ambitions were immense, these contained in its very title, with the last, definitive word indicating that it would not be sectarian, but embrace Indians of all shapes and sizes, castes and communities.

In the first few decades of its existence, the Indian National Congress built a network of branches across the country. The most intense Congress activity was in eastern India, where the major figures included Surendranath Banerjee and Bipin Chandra Pal, and in western India, where the acknowledged stalwarts were Bal Gangadhar Tilak and Gopal Krishna Gokhale. With their sophisticated intellectual cultures, Bengal and Maharashtra were in the vanguard—but the Congress had a reach and presence in north and south India as well, as the names (and influence) of Lala Lajpat Rai and V.O. Chidambaram Pillai testify.

By the time Mohandas K. Gandhi returned home from South Africa in 1915, the Congress was a genuinely national organization. Still, it had two serious, and interrelated, weaknesses—it was active only in the cities, and its debates and proceedings were conducted only in English. Given the shallow social base of the Congress, it was easy for the British to dismiss it as a front for lawyers and other English-speaking professionals seeking the loaves and fishes of office.

Gandhi felt this criticism keenly, and sought to refute it. First, he encouraged the Congress to function in the vernacular, by forming provincial committees that operated in Marathi, Telugu, Tamil, Kannada, Oriya and other languages of the people. Next, he brought in peasants and women, two groups that had previously been excluded from the proceedings. Third, he campaigned to abolish untouchability and to promote Hindu–Muslim harmony, to answer the charge that the Congress was a party of upper-caste Kayasths, Banias and (especially) Brahmins. Fourth, he worked to nurture a second rung of political leadership that would work with him in deepening the social base of the Congress and make it more representative of the nation-in-the-making.

In the short and medium term, Gandhi was successful in all but the third ambition. The rejection of colonial provincial categories—the Madras Presidency, the Bengal Presidency, etc.—through the creation of local Congresses based on language proved to be a superbly effective link between the metropolis and the periphery. Through the 1920s and 1930s, the nationalist credo was conveyed through newspapers and magazines printed in languages other than English. The flow was not unidirectional; rather, the concerns of the different linguistic communities were also brought to the attention of the All India Congress Committee (AICC). Long before Amartya Sen, Gandhi had concluded that a person possessed multiple identities—and that it was perfectly consistent to be both Bengali and Indian, or Kannadiga and Indian, and so on.

It was also Gandhi who brought the rural masses into the freedom struggle. Operating in the vernacular helped here; as did his dress and lifestyle, which resonated far more with the peasantry than had the turbans and suits of an earlier generation of Congress leaders. Peasants played a notable part in the non-cooperation movement of the 1920s and the civil disobedience movement of the 1930s, although (as historians such as David Hardiman and Shahid Amin have demonstrated) they were motivated more by their own livelihood concerns—lower taxes, higher wages, freer access to forest and grazing resources, etc.—than by abstract political categories such as ‘nationalism’ and ‘anti-colonialism’.

From the perspective of the modern feminist, some of Gandhi’s statements about women appear to be less than emancipatory. He was opposed to contraception, for example, and decidedly ambivalent about the role of women in the workplace. At the same time, he extolled their character and goodness, and considered them more courageous than men. At first, he was hesitant to allow them to offer satyagraha, but his reservations were overcome by his independent-minded colleagues such as Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay and Sarojini Naidu. In the end, thousands of women courted arrest during the Salt satyagraha of 1930 and the Quit India movement of 1942. Indeed, as Madhu Kishwar once pointed out, more women participated in Gandhi’s campaigns than in movements led by any other male politician in modern history. In this respect, he was conspicuously more successful than ostensibly more ‘modern’ and less ‘chauvinist’ leaders such as Lenin, Mao and even Mandela.

One of Gandhi’s less noticed achievements was his ability to make leaders out of followers. Vallabhbhai Patel was given charge of building the party organization; Jawaharlal Nehru instructed to reach out to the youth and the world outside India; C. Rajagopalachari asked to take the Gandhian message to the south; Maulana Abul Kalam Azad told to take this message to the Muslims. The delegation of responsibility was also followed with regard to the constructive programme; thus, J.B. Kripalani was asked to establish khadi centres, J.C. Kumarappa set to work on reviving the agrarian economy, Zakir Hussain charged with designing an educational curriculum. In later years, the trust reposed in them by Gandhi helped these individuals make substantial contributions to the political and cultural life of the nation.

An appealing aspect of Congress nationalism was that it did not demonize the foreigner or the alien. Here, Gandhi and his colleagues were acting under the inspiration of Rabindranath Tagore, who made a necessary distinction between the Nation of the West and the Spirit of the West. The former had manifested itself in pillage and imperial exploitation, and had to be resisted. The latter had promoted freedom of expression, equal rights for all, and the spirit of scientific inquiry—all this had to be made India’s own.

To be sure, there was often a slippage between the ideal and the practice. Dalits and Muslims did not always feel at home in the Gandhian Congress—hence the appeal of rival leaders like B.R. Ambedkar and M.A. Jinnah. While emphasizing political freedom, the Congress did not lay adequate stress on economic equality—industrial workers and agricultural labourers did not feature strongly in its programmes. Among the Congress leaders in the Gandhian era were some Hindu conservatives, who were deeply unsympathetic to the idea that Dalits and women should enjoy the same rights as upper-caste men.

Despite its failures and inconsistencies, the Congress that brought India freedom was a party of distinction and achievement. It had many imitators such as the African National Congress. Across the colonized countries of Asia and Africa, the party of Gandhi and Nehru acted as a beacon of hope and inspiration. Even when they did not mimic its name or its methods, anti-colonial nationalists remained in thrall to it. Indeed, among the admirers of Gandhi was that gun-toting Marxist revolutionary, Ho Chi Minh.

III

It is said that when the British left these shores, Gandhi told his colleagues that ‘freedom has come to India, not to the Congress party’. This statement was immediately acted upon by his two chief lieutenants, Jawaharlal Nehru and Vallabhbhai Patel. Thus, Patel played a key role in peopling the Constituent Assembly with legal experts who had no previous party or political affiliation. On his part, Nehru inducted into the Union Cabinet politicians who had vigorously opposed the Congress in the past (and were to do so again in the future). They included B.R. Ambedkar of the Scheduled Caste Federation, R.K. Shanmukham Chetty of the Justice Party, and Syama Prasad Mookerjee of the Hindu Mahasabha. In this ecumenism the Congress was being faithful to the spirit of its founders, who sought to reach out to all Indians, regardless of caste, class, religion, gender or ideology.

In the gossip that circulates in such places as the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) shakhas, as well as in some Internet chat rooms, Nehru and Patel are made out to be rivals. To be sure, they had differences, as any two individuals would, such as husband and wife or even mother and daughter. However, what united the two men was far more important than what divided them. We Indians owe Nehru and Patel an enormous debt for what they did together, in partnership, in the years 1947 to 1950, when they helped construct a nation from its fragments and gave it a democratic Constitution. In this noble task they had many associates, most of whom belonged to their own Congress party, but also some who didn’t, such as the chairman of the Drafting Committee of the Indian Constitution, B.R. Ambedkar.

I have spoken of the differences between Nehru and Patel. On two occasions these threatened to split the Congress party—in January 1948 and again in the monsoon of 1950. Each time, the two men had the sense to work together for the common cause. Each time, the decision to submerge their differences was made partly in homage to their common hero, Gandhi, and partly to save the organization to which the two owed a lifelong allegiance. For both Nehru and Patel, the Congress was their family and their pride. It had given them a home, and it had given meaning to their lives. Both knew that a schism between the party’s top leaders would have dealt a body blow to the Congress. When they chose, on both occasions, to make peace among themselves, Nehru and Patel helped save the Congress, and, quite possibly, India itself.

The first years of Indian independence were very fraught indeed. Had there been lesser men and women at the helm, or a lesser party than the Congress, the Centre might very well have given way. India could have come under military rule, or broken up into several different parts, or been subject to mass scarcity and famine. But the Centre held. In January 1950, a new, republican Constitution came into being. Two years later, India held its first national elections based on the principle of universal adult suffrage.

Through the 1950s and 1960s the Congress party ruled at the Centre and in most of the states. The Congress won state and national elections because it was the legatee of the freedom struggle and because its leaders were seen, for the most part, as individuals of character and probity. To be sure, voters had the option, which they sometimes exercised, of choosing other individuals and parties. Thus in 1957, they sent the communists into power in Kerala, and in 1963, they sent three remarkable opponents of the Congress into the Lok Sabha to harry Nehru after his humiliation at the hands of the Chinese. (These critics were the socialist Ram Manohar Lohia, the liberal M.R. Masani, and the Gandhian J.B. Kripalani.) Even if such successes were few and far between, by participating in regular elections, the people of India were acquiring the habits and mores of democracy.

The Congress established a democratic Constitution, and oversaw a series of mostly fair elections. Another great gift it gave the people of India was a positive ideology of hope. Some other new nations consolidated themselves on an ideology of fear and paranoia, seeking to unite citizens on the basis of hatred of a particular community or of another nation. But the post-Independence Congress sought to unite Indians in pursuit of the common goals of economic development, secularism and equal rights for all citizens, regardless of their caste, religion, gender or religious affiliation.

For this historian, the Congress of the 1950s and 1960s is best regarded as a school of democracy. Under its capacious umbrella, Indians learnt to vote freely and speak their minds freely. They learnt also to craft and trust independent, impersonal, rule-bound institutions such as the judiciary, the press and (not least) the Election Commission. Like any school, there was a gap between precept and practice. Not all Congressmen were incorruptible. There was inadequate stress on land reforms. And there was a shocking failure in the field of primary education.

The post-Gandhi Congress could have done somewhat better. And it could have done a lot worse. A fair measure of its achievement lies in the fate of other countries in Asia and Africa that obtained their independence at the same time as ours, many of which came under military rule or disintegrated into civil war. The Indian National Congress may not deserve all the credit for the British leaving the subcontinent. But it does deserve more credit than it has thus far got for laying the foundations of a somewhat united and somewhat democratic republic.

IV

One of the forgotten heroes of Indian democracy is Kumaraswamy Kamaraj. This withdrawn, monosyllabic, self-educated man from a modest social background was instrumental in building a mass base for the Congress party in south India. Later, as president of the national party, he helped mediate between the different factions of the Congress. But perhaps his greatest service to his party and nation was to successfully oversee two major transitions. First, when Jawaharlal Nehru died in May 1964, he consulted the party’s MPs before arriving at the conclusion that Lal Bahadur Shastri would be the best choice to take over as prime minister. Eighteen months later, Shastri died suddenly of a heart attack. Kamaraj again moved swiftly to contain the damage, by helping to choose Indira Gandhi as Shastri’s replacement.

An only child, growing up with a sick mother and a father frequently abroad or in jail, Indira Gandhi did not allow herself to easily trust anybody. Her insecurities were compounded by the fact that, at the time she became prime minister, her administration had to contend with food scarcities, insurgencies in Nagaland and Mizoram, discontent in the Tamil country, the birth of the Naxalite movement, an acute foreign exchange crisis, and the still open wounds from wars fought against China in 1962 and Pakistan in 1965. The voters’ faith in the party of the freedom struggle was at an all-time low. The Congress somehow managed a majority in the General Elections of 1967, but it lost power in Kerala and Tamil Nadu, in Bengal and Odisha, and, after a spate of defections, in Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh as well. Even in the capital, the party’s hold was not entirely secure; it ran the Union government, but it was the Jan Sangh which now controlled the New Delhi Municipal Corporation.

In a comparable situation, Gandhi, Nehru or Patel may have worked in even closer collaboration with their party colleagues. However, in the years before she became prime minister, Indira Gandhi had little sustained interaction with senior Congressmen. In any case, she did not entirely trust them, least of all her deputy prime minister, Morarji Desai. So, in this moment of crisis, she circumvented the party, instead drawing upon a cadre of loyal advisers, who—not entirely coincidentally—happened to be mostly Kashmiri Pandits. She took the counsel of a Kaul, a Nehru and two Dhars, but the person she most relied upon was her fellow Allahabadi (and fellow Kashmiri Pandit), P.N. Haksar. As the principal secretary in the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO), Haksar quickly emerged as the second most powerful individual in India. On Haksar’s advice, Indira Gandhi acted against the Congress old guard, accusing them of being reactionaries who were against progressive policies such as the nationalization of banks and the abolition of the titles and purses of the erstwhile maharajas and nawabs. In 1969, the Congress party was broken into two. The faction that stayed with the prime minister was soon recognized as the real Congress, especially after it won a comfortable majority in the General Elections of 1971, riding to power on the back of the slogan ‘Garibi Hatao’.

Indira Gandhi’s victory at the polls was followed by an even more authoritative victory on the battlefield, against Pakistan in the war of December 1971. And yet, Mrs Gandhi continued to be unsure about her authority. To make herself more secure, she disbanded the old, decentralized structure of the Congress—where district and state units had substantial autonomy—and placed individuals who were personally loyal to her at the head of the pradesh Congress committees. At the same time, she floated the idea of the ‘committed’ civil servant and the ‘committed’ judge so that key positions in the bureaucracy and the judiciary were also now occupied by individuals known to be loyal and subservient to the prime minister.

It is important to note that this undermining of democratic institutions was well under way before the imposition of the Emergency in 1975. By suppressing freedom of expression and jailing opposition politicians, the Emergency completed a process begun in the late 1960s. Shortly after its imposition, Indira Gandhi introduced a further departure from democratic functioning by naming her second son, Sanjay, as her heir apparent. The locus of decision-making now shifted from the Prime Minister’s Office to the prime minister’s house. (An early casualty of this shift was P.N. Haksar, who was transferred from the PMO to the Planning Commission after he suggested that Sanjay Gandhi stay out of politics.)

When Sanjay died in an air crash in 1980, Mrs Gandhi immediately drafted her other son into the Congress party. When she was herself killed in October 1984, this son, Rajiv, was sworn in as prime minister. One of his first acts was to bring his friends and relatives into politics. Like his mother, Rajiv could not bring himself to trust his own partymen. This was in part a product of social snobbery, and in part a fear that some senior Congressmen desired the top job for themselves. Even so, the decision to rely on his cronies rather than on professional politicians and administrators was to cost him, and India, dearly. It was his chums from outside politics who advised Rajiv to open the locks in Ayodhya and to overturn the Supreme Court’s judgment in the Shah Bano case. These hasty actions contributed to the defeat of the Congress party in the next General Elections. They also resulted in two decades of almost continuous religious conflict, in which tens of thousands of lives were lost, and the lives of millions of other Indians made more troubled and insecure.

Before he joined politics, Rajiv was a polite and well-mannered young man. When he visited his old school, for example, he touched his teachers’ feet in a spontaneous and sincere act of devotion. However, as prime minister he could be quite arrogant. At least one chief minister and one foreign secretary were dismissed at impromptu press conferences. However, the failure of the Congress to command a majority after the 1989 elections chastened him; perhaps he might have acted in a more mature and (dare one say) democratic fashion had he ever enjoyed another term as prime minister. But his assassination in May 1991 put paid to that possibility.

V

Unlikely as Barack Obama’s rise to political power has been, it has scarcely been as unlikely as Sonia Gandhi’s. Obama’s ascendancy defied history and social prejudice; Sonia’s ran counter to the currents of culture and geography as well. Not even a Bollywood writer could script such a tale, of a woman born in a modest home in a small town in post-war Italy, becoming, for a full ten years, the most powerful person in the world’s largest democracy.

Sonia Gandhi’s story would stretch the abilities of the most probing biographer. From the point of view of the historian of the Congress, however, all one needs to note is that, like Indira and Rajiv before her, she is a profoundly insecure person. She was a devoted wife and mother; secure and happy in her family life, she watched with horror as her husband was dragged into public life, and thrust into the office of prime minister. And then he was murdered, as unexpectedly as his mother had been.

The assassinations of her husband and mother-in-law must have made Sonia Gandhi deeply vulnerable. Even now, twenty-five years after Rajiv Gandhi’s death, the insecurities persist. She trusts her children, implicitly and wholly; has faith in a few of her husband’s old friends, and in her political secretary, Ahmed Patel. For the rest, she is prepared to watch and observe.

In December 2010, Sonia Gandhi presided over the 125th anniversary of the founding of the Indian National Congress. It is not clear how deep is her acquaintance with the history of the party she now leads. Does she know, for example, that for most of its existence, the Congress was a democratic, decentralized party, with strong state units and a cadre of dedicated and patriotic workers? Does she know that both Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru were sometimes unsuccessful in having their candidates elected as Congress president?

It seems unlikely. Sonia Gandhi moved to India in 1968; the next year, Indira Gandhi split the Congress. Between 1969 and 1984, she knew the Congress to be merely an extension of her mother-in-law’s will and whims; a pattern that was to continue through the seven years that her husband was in control of the party.

Sonia Gandhi is fanatically devoted to the memory of the two Congress prime ministers with whom she shared a home. She often visits the Indira Gandhi memorial on Safdarjung Road, to personally supervise its dusting and cleaning. Sonia adored her husband; and he too adored her. This is common knowledge, especially among Congress chief ministers, who have long known that the best way to ingratiate themselves with their party president is to name a large and permanent new structure after her late husband (as with the Rajiv Gandhi Sea Link in Mumbai and the Rajiv Gandhi International Airport in Hyderabad).

In an interview she gave the journalist Vir Sanghvi, Sonia Gandhi said she joined politics to honour the memory and sacrifice of the family members whose photographs graced the walls of her house. Passing, several times a day, the portraits of Nehru, Indira and Rajiv, she could not refuse the invitation to lead the party they had once led. After she entered politics, there has been an occasional appreciative reference to Mahatma Gandhi, but the many other remarkable individuals who contributed to making the Congress the most influential party in India do not seem to have entered her angle of vision. Campaigning in Gujarat, she may be compelled to mention Vallabhbhai Patel; in West Bengal, the name of Subhas Bose is possibly inserted into her speech by her ghostwriter. For the most part, however, the history of the Congress is identified in her mind with the leadership of Rajiv Gandhi, Indira Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru—in that order.

How much more does Sonia Gandhi’s son know about the past of the party of which he is now the vice president? Not very much. In Rahul Gandhi’s understanding of his party’s history, only five leaders have mattered: his mother, his father, his grandmother, his great-grandfather and Mahatma Gandhi, the only Indian politician whom he (and Sonia) have granted parity with their own family. Gokhale, Tilak, Rajaji, Azad, Kamaraj, even (or especially) Patel—these are merely names (and sometimes not even that) to the heir apparent.

By all accounts, Rahul Gandhi is a likeable man. But as a political leader, he lacks conviction. Nehru evoked admiration for his role in the freedom struggle and his commitment to multiparty democracy; Indira for her pro-poor orientation and ability to lead from the front; Rajiv for his emphasis on information technology; Sonia for her capacity for hard work. Speaking to Congressmen, one gets the sense that Rahul is the first member of his family not even able to command the respect of his own partymen.

Writing in the Telegraph in January 2013, I said that ‘Rahul Gandhi has been an unwilling and undistinguished parliamentarian, diffident or nervous about assuming ministerial responsibility, and not very effective at winning votes or seats for his party.’ In fact, Rahul’s limitations were, by then, evident to many supporters of the Congress party as well. But not apparently to the party president, who decided that her son, and he alone, must lead the Congress into the General Elections of 2014.

The results of that decision are now plainly evident. Unlike his mother, father, grandmother and great-grandfather, Rahul Gandhi cannot lead his party or win elections. This is in part a product of his own deficiencies, and in part a product of the fact that India has moved on.

In state or local elections, dynastic politics may still have some salience. But those who seek a national role cannot rely on their lineage. Indians now demand from their leaders that they work hard, that they assume tough responsibilities, that they take personal risks, and that they offer hope for a better future. Being from a family of former prime ministers is no longer a desirable attribute for a future prime minister.

In his own speeches in the lead-up to the General Elections, Narendra Modi targeted both Rahul Gandhi’s privileged upbringing and his lack of administrative experience. Modi drew attention to his own humble origins and his extended chief ministership of Gujarat. Meanwhile, his family background precluded Rahul Gandhi from attacking Narendra Modi on his weakest point. Since his father had done nothing to stop the pogrom against Sikhs in Delhi in 1984, he could scarcely chastise Modi for doing nothing to stop the pogrom against Muslims in Gujarat in 2002.

Narendra Modi has a well-oiled (and well-funded) party machine that can broadcast his rise from the ranks. Among many young Indians, the appeal of Arvind Kejriwal is also associated with the fact that, unlike Rahul Gandhi, he is self-made. The Congress leader flitted from college to college and from profession to profession before finding a safe perch in the family business. On the other hand, the founder of the Aam Aadmi Party succeeded in two of the sternest tests known to humankind: the IIT entrance and the Indian Civil Services examination. Kejriwal could have become a prosperous entrepreneur or a powerful civil servant, but chose an uncertain career in activism and politics instead. The contrast with the entitled, privileged and yet incompetent Rahul Gandhi could not be more stark.

VI

In an essay published in the Economic and Political Weekly in May 2015, the political scientist Suhas Palshikar identified three distinct phases in the electoral history of the Congress party. The first phase, which ran from 1947 to 1967, saw the party as ‘hegemonic’. In this twenty-year period, the Congress was continuously in power at the Centre and in virtually all states of the Union. It still carried the glow of the freedom movement such that voters all over India and across all social classes saw it as the most trustworthy and effective party.

The second phase began with the General Elections of 1967. The party managed to hold on to power at the Centre, but lost power in many states, so that one could travel by train from Delhi to Howrah and never be in a Congress-ruled state.

Palshikar describes the years between 1967 and 1989 as a time of ‘confrontation’ for the Congress. It lost power in the Centre between 1977 and 1980, and for more extended periods in the states. The Congress then had to share much of the political space it had once exclusively colonized, with other political parties.

After 1989, the Congress has lost further ground. It has never since won a majority in the Lok Sabha, where, from 1989 to ’91, and again from 1996 to 2004—and now since May 2014—it has functioned as the Opposition. And it has further ceded ground in the recent assembly elections.

The last phase, from 1989 until the present day, has been for the Congress a phase of ‘survival’. One figure says it all. In the General Elections of 1989, despite losing power, the party garnered a vote share of 39.5 per cent. In 2014, it was less than half of that, at 19.3 per cent.

Palshikar traces the decline of the Congress to the decimation of the party structure by Indira Gandhi in 1969–70. The organizational linkages between the prime minister and the voters had been rendered lifeless. Once vigorously functioning district committees had been made inactive; once-powerful pradesh Congress presidents or state chief ministers had become acolytes of the Supreme Leader.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, the Congress steadily lost the support of social groups that had once been its loyal voters. First, the middle and rich peasantry abandoned the party. Then the upper castes left too. From the 1990s, Adivasis and Dalits, long considered solid Congress vote banks, also began searching for other parties that might represent their interests more effectively. The last to flee were the religious minorities, who had stood by the party of Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru all through; now, even they felt slighted or betrayed.

The loss of core constituencies was accompanied by the loss of states where the Congress was once dominant. Since 1967, it has been a cipher in Kamaraj’s Tamil Nadu. Since 1977, it has been a marginal player in B.C. Roy’s West Bengal. From the 1990s, and the simultaneous occurrence of the Mandal and mandir agitations, it has been reduced to insignificance in Lal Bahadur Shastri’s Uttar Pradesh and Rajendra Prasad’s Bihar. Now much the same seems to be happening in Vallabhbhai Patel’s Gujarat, and, if the last national and state polls are any indication, in Y.B. Chavan’s Maharashtra and perhaps Bansi Lal’s Haryana too. And the Congress is decidedly on the retreat in Nabakrushna Choudhuri’s Odisha and Arjun Singh’s Madhya Pradesh as well.

Palshikar tellingly comments that ‘when it [the Congress] loses a state, it rarely recovers space there’. This has been most emphatically true in four large states so far: Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar.

The Congress today has no organizational depth, nor a political programme that can reach out to and bring back groups that have left it. Interestingly, apart from a passing reference to Indira Gandhi, Palshikar leaves out the party’s leadership altogether. Neither Sonia Gandhi nor Rahul Gandhi is mentioned by name. This may be because, as a political scientist, Palshikar prefers to highlight institutions rather than individuals, processes of social change rather than the triumphs or errors of particular leaders.

In my view, for a party’s success or failure the nature of leadership is a key explanatory variable. It can be as important as organizational robustness or ideological coherence. And in the case of the Congress, it is quite clear that the quality of its top leadership has noticeably declined over the years.

Rajiv Gandhi did not have his mother’s deep knowledge of this country and its social diversity. On the other hand, he was young, personable, and had a modern technological vision. Unlike her husband, Sonia Gandhi did not have any compelling new ideas. On the other hand, she had a great capacity for hard and dogged work.

Rahul Gandhi has been in politics for more than a decade, long enough for us to judge what—if any—his leadership abilities are. Viewed comparatively (and objectively), he does not have Indira’s social understanding, Rajiv’s belief in the transformative powers of technology, or Sonia’s physical stamina. It need scarcely be added that he does not have Nehru’s passionate commitment to, and love for, his country either.

VII

Why is the Congress so abjectly dependent on the Nehru-Gandhis? Before answering the question, let me first state the reasons why the party’s interests may be better served if it looks beyond a single family for its top leaders. To begin with, in our last General Elections the Nehru-Gandhis led the party to the worst defeat in its history. Then there is the fading of the family’s charisma—with an ever younger electorate, few people remember what Indira Gandhi or Jawaharlal Nehru may or may not have done for the nation. In any case, those younger Indians are no longer so impressed with lineage or inheritance; they ask what your own qualifications are, not who your father or grandmother were. The heir-presumptive, Rahul Gandhi, has—as his decade in the business so abundantly shows—neither the energy, nor the heart, nor the brains (‘naa dum, naa dil, naa dimaag’, as one close observer of Indian politics put it to me) to be an effective political leader. Finally, restricting the leadership of an all-India party to a single family, a single gene pool, means closing off other sources of potentially better or more dynamic leadership.

For the Congress’s long-term future, therefore, it may be in its own best interests to open its top leadership to a wider talent pool. But it has not done so, and shows no signs of wishing to do so either. What then are the reasons for the stranglehold of the Nehru-Gandhis on the Congress party?

The first reason is that almost no one in the party can recall a time when the party was not controlled by the Nehru-Gandhis. It was in 1975 that Indira Gandhi anointed Sanjay Gandhi as her political heir, and thus converted the Congress into a family firm. Ever since, except for a few years following Rajiv Gandhi’s assassination, the party has been led by a member of the Nehru-Gandhi family. This has created a culture of psychological dependence such that even Congressmen in their seventies look upon the Nehru-Gandhis as a little child would look to her mother. They have never lived apart from them, they cannot exist without them, they know no life without them.

A second reason is that, unlike this historian, unlike the tens of millions of Indians who voted against the Congress in May 2014, grown men like Ghulam Nabi Azad and Mallikarjun Kharge, mature women like Sheila Dixit and Ambika Soni, still somehow believe that the family’s name and reputation retains its halo. Whereas they are merely regional leaders themselves, the Nehru-Gandhis are viewed as having a cross-regional, cross-caste, cross-linguistic appeal. Even if observers outside the party can see this appeal fade by the day, Congressmen inside the tent still think that Rahul can win them elections just as Nehru and Indira once did.

The relationship between the First Family and other Congressmen is akin to that between king and subject, or between lord and serf. The Nehru-Gandhis are seen as cut of an altogether superior cloth. Even if the (political) kingdom the family controls is rapidly shrinking, their subjects cannot ever imagine replacing them.

This faith, at once touching and foolish, in the family’s alleged charisma is manifest in some Congressmen seeing 2014 as akin to 1977, a defeat from which Sonia and Rahul will bounce back as Indira once did; and in other Congressmen asking that Priyanka enter politics, in the bizarre belief that a family’s fading appeal can be reversed only by another member of the same family.

A third reason why the Congress cannot dump the Nehru-Gandhis is that it is believed that only they hold the party together. They are the cement, the glue, that keeps personal ambitions and feuding factions in check. If they were to go, the rivalries between other leaders (currently working under the Nehru-Gandhis) would tear the party apart.

A fourth reason why the Nehru-Gandhis are so integral to the present and future of the Congress may be that they, or their close advisers, are in control of the party’s finances. This, of course, cannot be confirmed—or denied. Despite an order of the chief information commissioner asking that the finances of our major political parties be brought under the Right to Information Act, the accounts of the Congress, as of the BJP, remain hidden from public view, indeed, hidden even from most members of these parties themselves. Yet the belief persists, inside and outside the Congress, that the party’s purse strings are closely controlled by a clique in or around 10, Janpath. If this were true, then this would partly explain why, although the Nehru-Gandhis may lead their party to defeat after electoral defeat, they shall remain impregnable within the Congress itself.

In an interview in September 2015, M.J. Akbar launched a bitter attack on Sonia and Rahul Gandhi. He said that the Congress president’s ‘devotion to her inept son’ had made Rahul Gandhi the ‘spoilt child’ of Indian politics. The mother’s blind love for her son, claimed Akbar, had ‘ruined the party’ and might, if left unchecked, ‘ruin the nation’ too.

M.J. Akbar is now in the Bharatiya Janata Party; he was once in the Congress. But here he was speaking not as a BJP spokesperson nor as an ex-Congressman, but as a historian of modern India and the author of a largely sympathetic biography of Jawaharlal Nehru. For, the historian in Akbar knows what the Congress party once meant to the nation. He understands, and appreciates, its role in nurturing a countrywide national movement and then, after 1947, in building an independent and united India. Meanwhile, the democrat in M.J. Akbar knows of the significance of a healthy and robust Opposition, the kind of Opposition a Congress sans Mother-and-Son could in theory represent.

M.J. Akbar’s spontaneous remarks were, of course, not at all reflective of the thinking in his party. For, no ‘BJP spokesperson’ would, or should, be anguished at the thought of the impending ruin of the Congress party. (Narendra Modi has, after all, spoken of wishing to bring about a ‘Congress-mukt Bharat’). But Akbar’s comments resonated with this writer, who—although he has never been a member of any political party—is likewise depressed by the continuing institutional and moral degradation of a party that once meant so much to the life of the nation.

VIII

In March 2014, when it seemed clear that the ruling Congress was set for a rout in the General Elections, I commented on a television programme that the party might in time come to be compared with the Liberals in Great Britain, a once great party that has become a marginal player in its nation’s politics.

Through the nineteenth century, and right up to the First World War, the Liberals alternated in power in Westminster with the Conservatives. Among their prime ministers were those colossal figures W.E. Gladstone and David Lloyd George. However, from the 1920s, the Liberals began to decline in electoral significance. The ground they ceded was occupied by the Labour Party, which replaced them as the major Opposition to the Conservatives. For many decades thereafter, the Liberals were a distant third at the polls. In the 1980s, the Liberals enticed a faction of the Labour Party to join them, and even changed their name. But this didn’t help much either. However, they made a modest comeback in the 2010 General Elections, as a consequence of which they became the junior partner in a coalition government with the Conservatives, the first time they had held office for almost a century. But then in the elections of 2015, they were more or less wiped out again.

Will the Congress go the way of the British Liberal Party? Or can it ever recover sufficiently to become the party of power in New Delhi? I write this in May 2016, shortly after the Congress has suffered a series of reverses in assembly elections. The answer to the question I pose must be—it is very unlikely, if not impossible, that the Congress can ever become the dominant pole of Indian politics again.

However, even if the Indian National Congress continues to decline, its legacy will remain. For, between (roughly) 1920 and 1960, the party and its leaders united a diverse and divided country, challenged gender and caste prejudice, promoted religious and linguistic pluralism, nurtured multiparty democracy based on universal adult franchise, and laid the foundations of economic development. And they did this in the teeth of massive opposition—from right-wing Hindutva groups who did not want minorities to be equal citizens; from left-wing communists who wished to build a totalitarian state; from so-called ‘moderates’ who did not want the franchise to be extended beyond the educated middle class; from Hindi chauvinists who wanted their language to be imposed on all of India; from Brahminical reactionaries who wanted the caste system to remain intact; from Hindu, Muslim, Sikh and Christian patriarchs who did not want women to have equal rights; from sundry maharajas and nawabs who fondly hoped that when the British left, they could construct ‘independent’ states of their own.

The Congress may disappear—indeed, given the abysmally incompetent and self-serving leadership it has had in recent decades, it may deserve to disappear. But future historians shall record that while it lived and before it died, the Indian National Congress helped make India a less divided, less violent, less hierarchical, less patriarchal, less intolerant, less unequal and less unfree society than it might have otherwise been.







chapter two

EIGHT THREATS TO FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION IN INDIA

If liberty is to mean anything at all, it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear.

—George Orwell

Some years ago, I characterized our country as a ‘50-50 democracy’. India is largely democratic in some respects such as free and fair elections and the free movement of people, but only partly democratic in other respects such as the near-collapse of the criminal justice system and the inability to eliminate large-scale political corruption. One area in which the democratic deficit is substantial relates to freedom of expression. There are limits to what writers and artists and film-makers can and cannot do in this country. These limits to free speech have been analysed and deplored by scholars and activists, albeit mostly through a legal lens (as in Gautam Bhatia’s recent study, Offend, Shock, or Disturb). This essay, while beginning with the law, goes on to explore the wider sociological dimensions of the problem. It is not just imperfect laws, but the complex interplay of social forces, ideological biases and political choices that inhibits freedom of expression in India.

So far as I know, the first thinker to make a persuasive case for the moral and political importance of free speech was Baruch Spinoza in his Theological-Political Treatise, published in the year 1670. Here Spinoza said: ‘No one can transfer to another person his natural right, or ability, to think freely and make his own judgments about any matter whatsoever, and cannot be compelled to do so. That is why a government which seeks to control minds is considered oppressive.’ And he further observed: ‘A government which denies each person freedom to speak and to communicate what they think, will be a very violent government whereas a state where everyone is conceded this freedom will be moderate.’

This is persuasive, and still extremely relevant. But we must ask: Are there justifiable or reasonable limits to free speech? Or should people be allowed to say whatever they want? What about hate speech? What about admirers of Hitler in Germany? What about admirers of Nathuram Godse in India?

As it happens, Spinoza had considered these questions too. In his book of 1670 from which I have already quoted, he said that while a state must grant its citizens freedom of expression, ‘it is very dangerous for a State to concede free speech without any restriction. For this reason we must now ask how far this freedom can and ought to be granted to each person so as to be consistent with the stability of the State.’ Spinoza thus recognized limits to the free expression of one’s views. For example, if a speech, book, painting or film might provoke or lead to large-scale violence, bloodshed and anarchy, thereby threatening the survival or integrity of the state, perhaps it should not be allowed to circulate freely.

To Spinoza’s views about the limits to freedom of expression, let me juxtapose Mahatma Gandhi’s views on the subject. In 1910, while still in South Africa, Gandhi published his book Hind Swaraj. The original, Gujarati, edition of the book was published by Phoenix Settlement in Natal. However, when someone sought to import the book into India, the Government of British India had the copies seized. After having Gandhi’s book translated into a language they could read (English), the Raj’s mandarins decided that it was ‘clearly seditious’, and therefore banned it.

When he heard of the ban, Gandhi wrote to the government a long letter, explaining that the tract was, among other things, a defence of non-violence. (The letter is not in Gandhi’s Collected Works; it lies in a file in the National Archives of India, to which I was directed by the historian S.R. Mehrotra.) ‘In my humble opinion,’ wrote Gandhi, ‘every man has a right to hold any opinion he chooses, and to give effect to it also, so long as, in doing so, he does not use physical violence against anybody.’

I think that these remarks, amended slightly, can serve as a useful definition of what limits a democratic state can or should place on freedom of expression. One should go beyond Gandhi’s gendered language, clarify that by ‘use’ he perhaps also meant ‘advocate’, and therefore say: ‘Every man or woman has the right to hold any opinion she or he chooses and to give effect to it also, so long as, in doing so, she or he does not use or advocate physical violence against anybody.’

This caveat in place, let me now analyse what I regard as the eight major threats to freedom of expression in contemporary India. The first threat is the retention of archaic colonial laws. There are several sections in the Indian Penal Code (IPC) that are widely used (and abused) to ban works of art, films, and books. These include Section 153 (‘wantonly giving provocation with intent to cause riot’); Section 153A (‘promoting enmity between different groups on grounds of religion, race, place of birth, residence, language, etc., and doing acts prejudicial to maintenance of harmony’); Section 295 (‘injuring or defiling [a] place of worship with intent to insult the religion of any class’); Section 295A (‘deliberate and malicious acts, intended to outrage the religious feelings of any class by insulting its religion or religious beliefs’); Section 298 (‘uttering words, etc., with deliberate intent to wound the religious feelings of any person’); Sections 499 and 500, which make defamation or harming another person’s ‘reputation’ a criminal offence; Section 505 (‘statements conducing to public mischief’); and most dangerously, Section 124A, the so-called sedition clause (‘whoever, by words, either spoken or written, or by signs, or by visible representation, or otherwise, brings or attempts to bring into hatred or contempt, or excites or attempts to excite disaffection towards, the Government established by law in India, shall be punished with imprisonment for life’).

These sections give the courts and the state itself an extraordinarily wide latitude in placing limits to the freedom of expression. Ironically, the penal code of which these sections are a part was originally drafted by Thomas Babington Macaulay. Macaulay was also the man who promoted English-language education in India. Left-wing patriots dislike Macaulay because he was an imperialist, while right-wing patriots detest him because, while promoting English, he brimmed with contempt for indigenous intellectual and literary traditions. Hindutva ideologues have even coined a phrase, ‘Macaulay putra’, to describe those intellectuals, cosmopolitan from one vantage point if deracinated from another, who write largely in English and are open to western ideas and influences.

The Indian Left and the Indian Right both profess to dislike Thomas Babington Macaulay. And yet the penal code drafted by Macaulay has been enthusiastically used by the Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI[M]) and the Bharatiya Janata Party to suppress freedom of expression when these parties are in power in the states, and, in the case of the BJP, when in power in the Centre as well.

These IPC sections have, of course, been extensively resorted to by governments run by the Congress party too. The Congress claims to revere Mahatma Gandhi; and Gandhi was a lifelong Congressman himself. One should remind the Congress of Sonia and Rahul Gandhi that the asli or greater Gandhi was himself often a victim of the sedition clause in the IPC. I’ve spoken of how his book Hind Swaraj was banned in 1910. Twelve years later, after he had returned to India, Gandhi was arrested after the non-cooperation movement he had initiated generated massive popular support. This unnerved the British, who decided to prosecute and imprison Gandhi, basing their case on articles he had published in his journal Young India, these deemed ‘seditious’ under Section 124A of the IPC.

Gandhi was not the first (nor would he be the last) nationalist prosecuted and jailed by the British Raj for writing articles critical of state policy. Gandhi hoped that these laws, which had no space in a democratic and free government, would be removed after Independence. In 1929, he wrote a stirring editorial in Young India calling for a countrywide agitation demanding the repeal of Section 124A. The section, said Gandhi, constituted ‘a rape of the word “law”’; it ‘hung over our heads’ whether ‘we are feasting or fasting’. Section 124A was ‘established by the naked sword, kept ready to descend upon us at the will of the arbitrary rulers in whose appointment the people have no say’. The ‘repeal of that Section and the like,’ remarked Gandhi, ‘means repeal of the existing system of government which means attainment of swaraj. Therefore the force required really to repeal that Section is the force required for the attainment of swaraj.’

Tragically, after India became independent in August 1947, instead of doing away with Section 124A and the like, we have retained and even strengthened them. This may have happened in any case, as many states like laws that give them residual powers to suppress dissent. But two events soon after Independence added to the insecurities of the Indian state. The first was the murder of Gandhi on 30 January 1948 by a fanatic acting ostensibly on his own, but in fact part of a wider political movement to make India a Hindu Pakistan. Six weeks later, at a secret conclave in Calcutta, the Communist Party of India (CPI) called for an armed war against the Indian state. Thus, the newly-born government of free India was threatened by right-wing extremism as well as by left-wing extremism. Adding to the worries was scarcity of food, the challenge of settling millions of Partition refugees, and the conflict with Pakistan over Kashmir.

How would the Centre hold? This was the question faced by the prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, the home minister, Vallabhbhai Patel, and the law minister, Dr B.R. Ambedkar. Seeking to buttress a fragile Centre against the violent extremists of Left and Right, the government now banned the Organiser, the weekly mouthpiece of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, as well as a communist journal called Crossroads. The editors of these journals appealed to the courts, who struck down the ban, saying that free expression must be maintained. Nehru, Patel and Ambedkar then introduced what became the first amendment to the Constitution of India.

Article 19(2) of the Constitution, as originally drafted and passed, had stated that the state could make laws restricting freedom of expression where the exercise of such freedom ‘offends against decency or morality or which undermines the security of, or tends to overthrow, the State’. The first amendment expanded the areas where the state could intervene to restrict freedom of expression. The revised Article 19(2) thus stated that the state could make laws restricting freedom of expression ‘in the interests of the security of the State, friendly relations with foreign States, public order, [and] decency or morality’.

The new clauses introduced by the first amendment were ‘friendly relations with foreign States’ and ‘public order’. The second clause especially was capable of very flexible interpretation, since, if any book or film or work of art now offended a few people and they protested on the streets, it could constitute a threat to ‘public order’. The original Article of the Constitution would have most likely rendered infructuous Sections 153, 153A, 295, 295A, 499, 500 and 505, since ‘public mischief’, ‘outraging religious feelings’, ‘wantonly giving provocation’, ‘defaming reputations’, etc. do not constitute a threat to the state itself. But they can, in the eyes of a conservative judge or judiciary, be construed as constituting a threat to ‘public order’.

Nehru, Patel and Ambedkar were acting under great duress, taking extraordinary measures at a time when the very survival of independent India was at stake. Yet that first amendment was not, in retrospect, conducive to the freedom of expression in India. For, it reintroduced the power of the colonial laws which the Constitution had tried to remove or supersede. The amendment allowed the government of independent India much leeway in suppressing dissent and criticism, but the courts little leeway in protecting it.

Colonial laws have been used (and abused) to stifle freedom of expression in our postcolonial, professedly democratic era. Meanwhile, independent India has added some restrictive laws of its own. Apart from the first amendment, consider ‘The Prevention of Insults to National Honour Act, 1971’, by which anyone who embroiders the national flag on a cushion or allows it to ‘touch the ground or the floor or trail in water’ can be imprisoned for as long as three years. Those who prevent the singing of the national anthem attract similar penalties. A more recent example of such inhibiting legislation is Section 66A of the Information Technology Act, 2008, under which those merely expressing their (non-violent) political opinions were liable to imprisonment. (This section was quashed by the Supreme Court in May 2015, but not before it had been used to haul several artists and writers off to jail.)

The first threat to freedom of expression in India, therefore, is constituted by laws often archaic in origin and profoundly anti-democratic in intent. The second threat is constituted by imperfections in our judicial system. Our lower courts in particular are too quick and too eager to entertain petitions seeking bans on individual films, books or works of art. These petitions tend to be frivolous, or without substance, or politically motivated, and in perhaps 99.9 per cent of the cases should be thrown out. Besides, these petitions are often filed in small and remote towns, far away from where the writers or artists they target live. This is deliberate, intended to further harass the writer or artists, forcing him or her to travel long distances in case a personal appearance is required in court.

High courts and the Supreme Court are sometimes more sympathetic to the rights of writers and artists. However, when a ban or stay is put in place by a lower court, it may, because of the sluggishness of the judicial process, take years or even decades to be overturned. Few artists or publishers have the means or the stamina to carry on their battle for so long. Often they simply cave in.

A third threat is the rise and rise and further rise of identity politics. The life of a book or a work of art or a film has become increasingly captive to the ease with which a community, any community at all, can complain that its sentiments, any sentiments, are hurt or offended by it. Back in the early 1990s, at the time of the Mandal and Ayodhya agitations, the first representing the politics of caste identity and the second the politics of religious identity, the historian Dharma Kumar remarked to me that ‘we have become a nation of grievance collectors’. In fact, we Indians don’t merely collect grievances, we also articulate them and impose them on others, thus throttling free expression.

Since the days of the Mandal and Ayodhya agitations, the influence of identity politics has increased massively. This has impacted Indian society in complex ways, some beneficial, as in the bringing back to centre stage important figures from our past who were previously neglected by scholars. However, the impact of identity politics on freedom of expression has been uniformly negative. The icons of each region, caste or community have, in the eyes of their celebrants or worshippers, become flawless, beyond all criticism.

A defining moment in this regard was the banning of Salman Rushdie’s book The Satanic Verses in 1988. Complaints by clerics sparked off street protests by those who had never seen and would never read the book, leading to a panic reaction by the Government of India. The prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi, was professedly a modern-minded man, but he was weak and badly advised. A General Election was around the corner, and (like many Congress leaders before or since) he overestimated the influence of clerics on how ordinary Muslims vote in India. In a shattering blow to its democratic credentials, the Government of India banned the book, even before Iran did so.

Far from cooling tempers, the ban on The Satanic Verses only emboldened leaders and fanatics of other sects and religions. They would henceforth rise to protest against any criticism, however subtle or scholarly, of their own icons. A Delhi writer who made some critical remarks about Rabindranath Tagore was censured by the West Bengal assembly. Another writer from Delhi was roughed up after he wrote a critical book on Ambedkar. An American scholar who retold, without endorsing them, some old stories about Shivaji’s parentage found his book banned and burnt, and himself effectively barred from returning to India.

In India today, we imagine our heroes to be absolutely perfect. I wonder if this was always so. Yudhishthira and Rama were capable of deceit and deviant behaviour—and our ancestors were not surprised or angered to know this. But now Bengalis shall be enraged at even the mildest criticism of Subhas Chandra Bose, Tamils at the mildest criticism of Periyar, Maharashtrians at the mildest criticism of Shivaji, Dalits at the mildest criticism of Ambedkar, Hindutvawadis at the mildest criticism of Savarkar, and so on.

Bose, Savarkar, Periyar, Ambedkar and Shivaji were all remarkable figures, to understand whose significance one needs many books, films and plays about them. But where are the writers, scholars and playwrights who can write fearlessly about these leaders, juxtaposing their achievements with their failures, contrasting their qualities of courage and character with their angularities and their prejudices?

Strangely, Gandhi is today the only great and controversial Indian of the last thousand years (or more) about whom anyone can write as critically as they want without threat to their life or work. For, unlike Bose, Ambedkar, Shivaji or Periyar, Gandhi belongs to everyone and to no one. There is no angry, aggressive, insecure, thin-skinned sect that protects or is protective about Gandhi.

Even those who seek, instrumentally, to ‘protect’ Gandhi from criticism generally fail. In 2011, the American writer Joseph Lelyveld wrote a book that speculated Gandhi had been in a homosexual relationship in South Africa. Narendra Modi, then chief minister of Gujarat, and seeking a national platform, banned the book in his state, hoping to present himself as a defender of the Mahatma. The Congress government at the Centre, purely out of a sense of one-upmanship, contemplated a countrywide ban. However, the Mahatma’s own grandsons, the biographer Rajmohan Gandhi and the diplomat and civil servant Gopalkrishna Gandhi, intervened to allow the book to circulate in all of India, except in Gujarat. They argued that a ban would be contrary to the spirit of Gandhi, who always welcomed argument and debate; it would also call into question India’s democratic credentials. Sadly, this principled commitment to free expression is not shared by those who are the biological or ideological descendants of other major figures in Indian history.

In a multireligious society with a history of sectarian violence, perhaps artists and writers ought to show some sensitivity in depicting or describing religious icons such as Krishna, Mohammed, Christ or Guru Nanak. But when one cannot honestly discuss the lives and legacies of real historical figures, it does not bode well for the health of our democracy.

Let me return to the definition of freedom of expression introduced at the beginning of this essay. I had, adapting what Gandhi said when his book Hind Swaraj was banned under the Raj, suggested that in any self-respecting democracy, ‘Every man or woman has the right to hold any opinion he or she chooses and to give effect to it so long as in doing so she or he does not use or advocate physical violence against anybody.’ By these standards, Indian democracy fails the test. Indian courts and governments are too ready to—on their own, or at the instance of agitators—have books, films or paintings banned or withdrawn from circulation even when these do not, in any way, advocate or endorse the use of physical violence. These works might have displeased some people, but that is all. In any mature democracy, the answer to a book whose arguments one does not like should surely be another book. A film whose theme or tenor one may not approve of can easily be boycotted. But, in a mark of how far we are from being a mature democracy in this regard, groups taking offence at artistic or literary works resort to thuggish methods to (often successfully) coerce the state or courts to have them banned or withdrawn. Thus, our definition is turned on its head—in India, even when violence is not advocated or used by the author or artist, violence is used or threatened by those seeking to suppress his or her voice.

Indians are increasingly touchy, thin-skinned, intolerant, and, I must add, humourless. Historically, Hinduism had no notion of blasphemy. Unlike in Islam or Christianity one was not deemed a heretic (or worse) if one said sarcastic things about one’s idols. But that has now changed. Hindus have become more like Muslims and Christians in this regard. So have the Sikhs and the Jains.

In our humourless times, I often think of a satirist I grew up reading, a Bombay Parsi named Behram Contractor, better known by his pen name ‘Busybee’. He wrote a sparkling column, first in the Times of India, then in Mid-Day, and finally in the Afternoon Despatch and Courier. After he died, his widow Farzana published several books of his columns, to which I go back again and again. Busybee was a magnificent satirist, who liked poking fun at life, the world, and, not least, his fellow Parsis.

It may be that the only Indians still willing to laugh at themselves are the Parsis. I recently heard a lovely story from Farrukh Dhondy, a Parsi writer raised in Puné, who in turn had heard it from the Pakistani Parsi writer Bapsi Sidhwa. Someone asked Sidhwa, ‘Why are there so few Parsis, why aren’t you breeding more, having more children, you are dying as a race, what’s the problem?’ She answered, ‘It’s all the fault of the Parsi men. Half our men are homosexual, and the other half are statues in Bombay.’

Could I, as a Tamil and a Hindu, tell a joke half as wicked about Tamils or Hindus and not be scolded for letting down the community? I somehow think not. The rise of humourlessness is the other side of the rise of identity politics. And without humour, there cannot be great literature.

The fourth threat to freedom of expression in India is the behaviour of the police force. Even when courts take the side of writers and artists, the police generally side with the goondas who harass them. In the case of James Laine’s book on Shivaji, even after the Bombay High Court struck down the Maharashtra government’s ban, when the publisher approached the state police for protection, they refused to give it. And in Ahmedabad, an artistic collaboration between the distinguished architect Balkrishna Doshi and the great painter Maqbool Fida Husain, known as the Husain–Doshi Gufa, was vandalized by Bajrang Dal goons with the Gujarat police looking on.

The fifth threat to freedom of expression is the pusillanimity or, more often, the mendacity of politicians. Indeed, no major or minor Indian politician, as well as no major or minor Indian political party, has ever supported writers, artists or film-makers against thugs and bigots. I have already mentioned how Rajiv Gandhi’s Congress government banned Salman Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses even before Ayatollah Khomeini issued his fatwa against it. In West Bengal, the (well-educated and professedly literature-loving) communist chief ministers Jyoti Basu and Buddhadeb Bhattacharya had Taslima Nasrin’s novels banned, and even had the author externed from the state.

The record of the BJP is no better. The vandalism of the Husain–Doshi Gufa happened when Narendra Modi was chief minister of Gujarat. While he was in that post, Hindutva activists effectively destroyed the country’s best art department, at the Maharaja Sayajirao University in Baroda, where many of India’s greatest artists had either studied or taught. Moving on to the leaders of regional parties, neither Jayalalithaa nor M. Karunanidhi did anything to protect the novelist Perumal Murugan when he was coerced by a group of caste vigilantes in Tamil Nadu to stop writing altogether.

In acting (or nor acting) as they do, these politicians are motivated largely by electoral considerations. They do not wish to offend, or to be seen to be offending, a particular caste, sect or religious group, lest they vote against them in the next election. In almost all cases, the politicians overestimate the influence the vandals attacking writers and artists profess to have over their caste or community. But since politicians have little interest in artistic or literary freedom in any case, they’d rather not risk even a small number of potential voters being put off.

In 2006, M.F. Husain was forced into exile by a slew of court cases filed against him by Hindutva extremists in different parts of India. In 2009, and again in 2010, it was suggested to Prime Minister Manmohan Singh that Husain be awarded the Bharat Ratna, and Salman Rushdie (then barred from speaking in India for fear of offending the mullahs) be awarded the Padma Vibhushan. This would have been a just and proper recognition of their artistic achievements. At the same time, it would have been a rebuff to Hindu as well as Muslim bigots, and a blow in favour of freedom of expression. Who could have protested? Dr Manmohan Singh understood the merit of the proposal, but lacked the courage to implement it. In 2011, Husain died in Qatar. Thus ended one of the most shameful episodes in our history as a republic, whereby our greatest living painter was exiled from his homeland merely because the government of the day chose not to protect him.

Indian politicians of all parties and ideologies bow down before bigots. They also sometimes use state power to bully editors and journalists. The power of politicians to throttle free expression is facilitated by an anomaly in Indian law, whereby industrialists who have business interests in other spheres are allowed to run media organizations. Thus, if a certain newspaper runs a series of adverse stories on a politician or party, and the proprietor of the paper also owns a chemical plant or a steel mill, the industries minister might ring him up and remind him that his licence is up for renewal. These threats, not always subtle, act as a deterrent to freedom of expression in India.

A sixth threat to freedom of expression is constituted by the dependence of the media on government advertisements. This is especially acute in the regional and subregional press. For example, a Kannada paper published out of Dharwad would depend heavily on revenue from the Karnataka government’s advertisements for tenders, jobs and various development schemes. It is therefore unlikely that this newspaper will be fearless in its criticism of the state government’s failures.

The threats to independent reporting are particularly severe in remote parts of the country, far from the reach of the so-called ‘national’ media. Back in 1988, when I was doing research in Uttarakhand, a brave journalist named Umesh Dobhal was murdered by the liquor mafia; the closeness of the mafia’s connections to the political class forestalled an investigation into the killing. More recently, in the Bastar area of Chhattisgarh, the state government arrested some journalists and forced some others to leave, to prevent their reporting on the dark side of the civil war under way between Maoists and vigilante armies promoted by the state.

Uttarakhand and Bastar are regions I have a long-standing interest in. In fact, attacks like these happen in all parts of the country. India was recently ranked 133rd out of 180 countries in a global ‘freedom of the press index’, higher than Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Bangladesh, China and Russia (if that, though it should not, provides any consolation), but lower than Nepal.

The state and political parties can, and do, coerce, suppress or put barriers in the way of independent reporters and reportage. So can the private sector, using material rather than punitive force. Thus, a seventh threat to freedom of expression is constituted by the dependence of the media on commercial advertisements. This is especially pertinent in the case of English-language newspapers and television channels that cater to the affluent middle class. Companies that make products that have damaging side effects are rarely criticized for fear that they will stop providing ads. Indeed, several major industrial houses (including even the Tatas) have pulled ads out from magazines or channels when they have run stories critical of their companies.

In a field I know well, environmental journalism, this form of media self-censorship operates extensively. Chemical factories, paper mills, mining companies and automobile companies all contribute massively to environmental degradation; all are at the same time major advertisers in newspapers and television channels. When presented with evidence of environmental abuse by large advertisers, media proprietors—and sometimes editors too—tend to prefer suppression over exposure. Back in the 1980s, every major Indian newspaper had an environmental correspondent. Now, when consumerism is all the rage, they have either been laid off or assigned to other, tamer, beats.

To be sure, a free press cannot be sustained without commercial support from advertisers. Nowhere was the press more unfree than in communist states such as the Soviet Union, where it was said of the two main newspapers (whose Russian names translate as ‘Truth’ and ‘News’ respectively) that there was no Pravda in Izvestia, and no Izvestia in Pravda. However, unlike in Western Europe or the United States, in India a few large industrial houses command a disproportionate share of the advertising market, and can thus exercise disproportionate pressure on proprietors and editors, who, in turn, are more likely to bend compared to their counterparts in other parts of the world.

A bizarre manifestation of commercial interest distorting media behaviour in India is that television channels sometimes actively encourage attacks on writers and artists. When informed of the impending vandalizing of a journalist’s home or an art exhibition by thugs who claim to be ‘offended’, some TV channels, instead of alerting the police, instead seek ‘exclusive’, ‘live’ coverage of such lawless attacks.

I come now to my eighth and final threat to freedom of expression. This is constituted by careerist or ideologically driven writers. To be sure, most writers and artists have strong opinions on politics and society. That is why we write, that is why we paint, that is why we make films, that is why we write plays. But no creative person should be so foolish or mistaken as to mortgage his or her independence, his or her conscience, to a political party.

In India, tragically, too many writers, scholars, artists and editors identify with a single party or even with a single politician, this association leading to the suppressing of facts or the twisting of opinions. This betrayal—a harsh word that seems entirely justified here—occurs all across the spectrum. There are writers and artists who are propagandists for the Bharatiya Janata Party, writers and artists who are apologists for the Congress, writers and artists who are spokespersons for the CPI(M), writers and artists who are useful idiots for the Maoists. Sometimes the suppression of truth takes place because of ideological bias, whereby the party’s interests are deemed by the writer to be more important than the truth. Sometimes the suppression of truth is caused by plain corruption, by writers or editors seeking plots of land, or Rajya Sabha seats, or preferential government accommodation, or ambassadorships.

Party affiliations also lead to selective outrage, whereby writers and artists focus on some threats to freedom of expression while ignoring others. The left-wing group SAHMAT campaigned vigorously on M.F. Husain’s behalf, but stayed strangely silent on the treatment of Taslima Nasrin by the Left Front government in West Bengal. Indian Marxists so vocal about freedom of expression in their country say nothing about the far more savage persecution of writers in China and Cuba. On the other side, writers affiliated to the BJP take up the case of Salman Rushdie, since he is persecuted by Muslim fundamentalists, while euphemizing or ignoring the attacks on writers and film-makers by Hindutva extremists.

The situation is made more difficult by the fact that, unlike in western democracies, India lacks cooperative bodies that would effectively defend the rights and freedoms of their members. The Press Council of India and the Editors’ Guild of India are toothless. Remarkably, PEN does not even have an India chapter. Nor is there an all-India association of film-makers that could, or would be willing to, fight censorship on a sustained basis. There is no Indian equivalent of the Académie française or the British Academy to support and sustain intellectuals under threat. Too often, it is each to his or her own, the individual writer or artist or scholar or film-maker or journalist left to fend for himself or herself in the face of threats to his or her freedom of expression.

I have outlined eight threats to freedom of expression in India: outdated laws, imperfections in our judicial system, the rise of identity politics, the complicity of the police, the pusillanimity of the political class, the dependence of the media on government advertisements, the dependence of the media on commercial advertisements, and finally, ideologically driven or careerist writers, editors, artists and film-makers. These eight threats eat away at the moral and institutional foundations of Indian democracy. To be sure, our writers, artists and film-makers enjoy greater freedom than their counterparts in semi-totalitarian countries like China or Russia. Yet, they are distinctly unfree when compared to their counterparts in thoroughbred democracies such as Sweden or Canada.

After the BJP government came to power in 2014, there was some talk of rising intolerance, of attacks on writers and artists. However, neither the Congress nor the Left, and certainly not any of the regional parties, have actively promoted freedom of expression when they have held the reins of state. There has been no golden age of artistic or intellectual freedom in India. Nehru and Ambedkar, aided by Patel, passed an amendment restricting free speech, admittedly under the force of circumstances. But why wasn’t the amendment withdrawn after Indian unity had been guaranteed and a multiparty democracy established? Meanwhile, one Congress prime minister imposed the Emergency, a second banned The Satanic Verses, a third could not make our greatest artist safe enough to live (and die) in his own country.

It is likely that the BJP and the RSS would not have worked to actively protect freedom of expression in any case. But the crimes of the Congress (and the Left) make it easier for them to commit crimes of their own. That said, the situation may indeed be somewhat worse than previously. For, the present government at the Centre is, without question, the most anti-intellectual government India has ever seen. The appointments it has made at the Indian Council for Historical Research, the Film and Television Institute of India and the Censor Board, for example, display an absolute contempt for scholarship, literature and the arts. This philistinism is deeply ingrained in the government and in its top leadership. The prime minister himself does not appear to think that intellectuals, writers and artists contribute much to society, and this hostility to independent thinking and thinkers goes right down the line.

In the past, some writers had their books burnt, some film-makers had their films censored, some artists had their paintings vandalized. But now, perhaps for the first time in our history as an independent nation, serious, well-respected writers are murdered, physically eliminated for their views. In the last few years, we have seen three such assassinations, those of Narendra Dabholkar in Maharashtra, of Govind Pansare also in Maharashtra, and of M.M. Kalburgi in Karnataka.

It may be no accident that these writers all wrote in their mother tongue. I may be tempting fate here, but it is my view that established Indian writers in English are relatively safe in this country, protected by their international reputations and the visibility they get in the media. It may also be that, since they speak to a narrow elite, writers in English constitute a lesser threat to radical or fundamentalist forces.

The political context of each of the three assassinations I have mentioned was different. Dabholkar was murdered when the Congress was in power both in Delhi and in Maharashtra. Pansare was murdered when the BJP was in power both in Maharashtra and the Centre. Kalburgi was murdered when the BJP was in power in the Centre and the Congress was in power in the state. But there was one chilling similarity. All three were murdered because of their atheistic and rationalist views, their critical and sceptical understanding of the Hindu tradition. Almost certainly, all three were murdered by Hindu fundamentalists, thus making India a tragic mirror of Bangladesh, where atheists, secularists, Christians and Hindus are murdered by Islamic fundamentalists.

Is India still a ‘50-50 democracy’, as I characterized it a decade ago? Societies and nations rarely, if ever, move in a linear fashion. There is progress in one sphere, regression in another. Compared to ten or twenty years ago, there is more freedom now for young (especially urban) Indians as regards their profession and their choice of marriage partners. Although caste and gender hierarchies still substantially exist, the ideologies that seek to justify them have noticeably lost influence. On the other hand, writers, artists and film-makers are probably less free, more vulnerable, than they have been at any time since the Emergency of 1975–77.







chapter three

DEBATING DEMOCRACY: JAYAPRAKASH NARAYAN VERSUS JAWAHARLAL NEHRU

In 1958, the British writer E.M. Forster imagined Voltaire being reborn, and composing a letter on the fate of humankind. However, the philosopher did not know whom to address, since there was now ‘not a single crowned head who would wish to receive a letter from him’. Forster, and Voltaire, scanned the world, to see only amiable but poorly read monarchs (such as Queen Elizabeth II who was ‘so charming, so estimable, but no philosopher’, so unlike Frederick of Prussia or even Catherine of Russia, ‘both Greats’). The rulers in uniform were as philistine as those who sat on thrones; Voltaire could scarcely bring himself to write to living generals such as Ayub Khan of Pakistan or Tito of Yugoslavia. Forster, speaking through Voltaire, quickly reached the conclusion that ‘only one head of a state would welcome a letter from him, and that was President [sic] Nehru of India. With an exclamation of delight he took up his pen.’

Nehru was a serious thinker and eloquent writer, but within India there were other politicians who could comfortably hold their own with him in argument. In his years as prime minister, his ideas on politics, economics and culture were subjected to sharp scrutiny. Thus, through the 1950s and 1960s, the specific contours of democracy and national unity were intensely debated in all parts of the country. Nehru’s Congress party won successive General Elections, but had still to answer its critics on the Left and the Right who were represented in Parliament. It also met with strong opposition in the states, not least in the southernmost state of Kerala, where Congress dominance was successfully challenged first by the socialists and then by the communists. Apart from this political opposition, individuals and groups within civil society were also vocal in their criticisms of the policies of the Congress government.

An entire book can be written on the major debates on politics and social policy that took place in the first decades of independent India. These arguments covered a wide range of topics—among them, the ideals and institutions of democracy; the relations between different religious communities; the respective roles of the state and private enterprise in promoting economic development; India’s place in the world; the honourable integration within the nation state of small ethnic minorities; and more.

This range of topics was commensurate with the scale of the enterprise, namely the building of a single, united nation out of so many disparate fragments; the nurturing of a democratic ethos in a poor and divided society; the promotion of industrial development in an agrarian economy; and the safeguarding of national honour and dignity in an increasingly polarized international climate.

The quality of the interlocutors is worthy of note too. Thus, among Jawaharlal Nehru’s finest—and fiercest—critics were the communist E.M.S. Namboodiripad, the socialist Ram Manohar Lohia, the radical democrat B.R. Ambedkar, the (hard) conservative Syama Prasad Mookerjee and the (soft) conservative C. Rajagopalachari. These critics shared three attributes with Nehru: first, they wrote extensively on public affairs; second, the speeches and essays that bore their name were their own handiwork rather than that of a ghostwriter; third, the ideas they expressed were then carried forward by the political parties they led or represented. These were, respectively, the then undivided Communist Party of India for Namboodiripad, the Jan Sangh (forerunner of the Bharatiya Janata Party) for Mookerjee, the Scheduled Caste Federation (precursor to the Republican Party of India) for B.R. Ambedkar, the Samyukta Socialist Party for Lohia, and the Swatantra Party for Rajagopalachari.

This essay, however, foregrounds a debate between Nehru and an Indian who had left formal party politics but who was intensely political nonetheless. This was Jayaprakash Narayan, known more familiarly as JP. Before Independence, Narayan had been an active Congressman, and a hero of the Quit India movement of 1942 when he eluded the police for months on end and then, when captured, endured solitary confinement and torture in jail.

In 1948, a year after the British left India, Narayan helped form a new Socialist Party as a left-wing alternative to the party in power. He served as the president of all-India unions of railway, postal and defence workers, whose combined membership was in excess of a million. After the Congress won a comfortable majority in the 1952 elections, Nehru called Narayan for talks to explore the possibility of the socialists rejoining the Congress. The talks failed, but by this time, JP was losing interest in organized politics altogether. He had become increasingly attracted to the programmes of the Gandhian Vinoba Bhave, who was campaigning for rich landlords to donate, to the poor, excess land (bhoodan) and, where possible, entire villages (gramdan). Narayan was inspired to do a jivandan, namely to offer his own life to the service of this social movement.

In 1957, when India held its second General Elections, Jayaprakash Narayan was not formally associated with any political party. However, he retained a strong interest in the present and future of democratic institutions. While the campaigning for the elections was on, Narayan wrote a long letter to Nehru, who was both the serving prime minister and the chief vote-getter of the ruling Congress party. In this letter, Narayan suggested that the prime minister function as a ‘national rather than a party leader’; that, even while he ran the government, he should ‘encourage the growth of an opposition’ so as to ‘soundly lay the foundations of parliamentary democracy’ in India.

During the elections, Narayan had tried, and failed, to get opposition parties to avoid three-cornered contests in individual constituencies, since from a division of the vote only the Congress would benefit. ‘In doing so,’ Narayan told Nehru, he was not guided by


dislike of or hostility to the Congress as you have repeatedly been suggesting but merely by certain dispassionate political principles. According to parliamentary democracy theory it is not necessary for the opposition to be better than the ruling party. Equally bad parties in opposition are a check on one another and keep the democratic machine on the track. . . . [A]s a Socialist my sympathies are all with the British Labour Party, but I concede that when Labour is in power the Conservatives perform a valuable democratic function without which the Labour government might become a menace to the people. So, I realize that if my advice had been followed by the opposition parties, it would have led to some undesirable parties gaining somewhat in strength. I was prepared, however, to take that risk on the ground (a) that between the two evils of absoluteness of power and a little increase in the strength of certain undesirable parties, the former was the greater evil and (b) that there would be five years after the election in which a sound opposition party could be created.



In one of his speeches, Nehru had apparently chastised Narayan for ‘playing hide-and-seek’ between the pillars of politics and social service. The younger man, he said, ‘claim[ed] to have given up politics’ but ‘continue[d] to dabble in it’. Narayan replied that he did ‘not see why only active party and power politicians should express political opinions and no others. Politics would then be reduced to a sordid party game with which the citizen would have no concern.’ There was a particular responsibility for ‘constructive workers’ to speak out, he said. These workers, insisted Narayan, would


betray their ideals if they did not boldly play a corrective role, offering friendly, constructive, non-partisan advice and criticism and, if need be, even opposition in the form of non-cooperation and the like. Nor can eschewing of party politics mean indifference to the manner and outcome of elections. True, those who have eschewed party politics are not expected to take any partisan stand, but they may, with complete consistency, raise general political and ideological issues for the guidance of the electorate, the parties and the candidates.



Narayan ended his letter on a somewhat despairing note. Whatever the outcome of the elections, he remarked,


the verdict is inescapable that the present political system has proved a failure. Therefore, the need after the elections is for the leaders of the country to get together in order to find out if there is a better alternative. I think there is and, in the larger interest of the country, we must seek it out. It is here that your leadership is most needed, because without you this cannot be done.



Narayan’s letter extended over six typed pages; Nehru’s reply was even longer. He had, he said, ‘quite failed to understand’ what Narayan meant ‘by my becoming a national leader, rather than a party leader’. ‘What does a national leader do?’ asked Nehru:


If it is meant that he should collect a number of important people from different parties and form a government, surely this can only be done if there is some dominant common purpose. Without such a purpose, no government can function. Sometimes, such national governments are formed in wartime, when the only dominant purpose is winning the war and everything is subordinated to it. Even so, they have not been much of a success in parliamentary democracies. Apart from a war, however, we have to deal with political and economic problems, national and international. There must be some common outlook and unity of purpose in dealing with these problems. Otherwise, there would be no movement at all and just an internal tug of war.



Nehru argued that by being a ‘party leader’, he had not sacrificed any policy that he may have followed had he been a ‘national’ leader. The economic and foreign policies of his administration were, he believed, in the best interests of the nation. They were not merely a reflection of the Congress party’s prejudices or preferences. If the government that Nehru led had made any compromises, this was ‘not because of the party, but because of the facts that encompassed us. We have to function as a Government dealing with these facts and not with theoretical propositions.’

Nehru then turned to the question of a robust opposition to the Congress. ‘So far as I understand parliamentary democracy,’ he said,


it means that every opportunity should be given for an opposition to function, to express its views by word or writing, to contest elections in fair conditions, and to try to convert the people to its views. The moment an opposition is given some kind of a protected position, it becomes rather a bogus opposition and cannot even carry weight with the people. I am not aware of any pattern of parliamentary democracy in which it has ever been suggested that the opposition should be encouraged, except in the ways I have mentioned above.



Nehru disagreed with the view that the Opposition in the legislatures was not adequate. Of the 500 or so members of the Lok Sabha, about 150 were members of opposition parties. They were ‘virile and active’, but being in a minority were generally voted down. ‘Presumably, you would like larger numbers in the opposition,’ said Nehru to Narayan, adding: ‘Even if there were larger numbers, it would be voted down. And how am I to produce the larger numbers?’

Narayan had asked Nehru to look beyond the confines of the party system, a challenge the older man threw back at him. Apart from the opposition parties in the legislatures, he pointed out,


in India there are all kinds of disruptive and reactionary forces. There is also the inertia of ages. And it is very easy for the inert mass to be roused by some religious or caste or linguistic or provincial or like cry, and thus to come in the way of all progress. That is the real opposition in the country, and it is a tremendously strong one. And that is what you seem to ignore completely. We have constantly to battle against it . . .



Nehru ended with a qualified defence of parliamentary democracy. It was, he admitted, ‘full of faults’, but had been adopted in India because ‘in the balance, it was better than the other possible courses’. Like any other system of governance, parliamentary democracy depended on the quality of the human beings who staffed it. ‘I do not think that the present system is a failure,’ said Nehru to Narayan, ‘though it may fail in the future for all I know. If it fails, it will not fail because the system in theory is bad, but because we could not live up to it. Anyhow what is the alternative you suggest?’

The correspondence between Nehru and Narayan lies in the private papers and manuscript section of the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library. Although there have been at least two serious biographies of Narayan and at least half a dozen of Nehru, this exchange has been entirely overlooked by them. If I exhume and rehabilitate it here, it is for at least five reasons.

First, for its intrinsic interest, for the passion and intelligence with which each person articulated his view of what democracy meant. The ideas of both leaders emerged from many years of political engagement, as also from wide reading and the enlargement of one’s vision that comes from travel to other countries. Their intelligence was complemented and reinforced by their sincerity. These were busy men, leading very full lives, who were so engaged with the political system of their country that they devoted so many hours to debating it in private.

Second, the exchange was part of an ongoing conversation that was intellectually as well as politically productive. At the time of the first General Elections, for example, Nehru and Narayan had argued about the extent to which the Congress party as a whole reflected the socialist ideals of the prime minister. The arguments provoked by the polls of 1957 were to continue. Nehru challenged Narayan to come up with an alternative to the parliamentary system; two years later, Narayan wrote his Plea for the Reconstruction of the Indian Polity, a precocious tract that bore fruition three decades later, when its ideas on panchayati raj and decentralized democracy were (in part) incorporated in the 73rd amendment to the Indian Constitution mandating the creation and sustenance of institutions of village self-government.

This brings me to my third point, which is that while the Nehru–Narayan exchange provides insights into the thoughts of these thinkers and their times, it remains compellingly relevant. The political predicaments they faced and analysed are ours too. Thus, Narayan flags the need for a focused Opposition to the ruling party (now the BJP rather than the Congress), and for democracy to be deepened by the energies of individuals and groups who are not themselves politicians. Nehru, for his part, warns of the disruptive dangers of an excess of identity politics, and presents a qualified defence of parliamentary democracy as, if not the perfect system of governance, at least less harmful than the alternatives. These concerns and emphases appear to be as relevant in 2016 as they may have been in 1957.

There must surely be few other illustrations from history of such an exchange between the most powerful politician in a country and its most respected social worker. But—and here is the fourth reason why this particular debate is so significant—the argument between Nehru and Narayan was entirely representative of the ways in which political argument operated in modern India. For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, activists of different shades argued with subtlety and sophistication on how to win or exercise political power and how to reform or reshape society. Think, for instance, of the arguments between Ram Mohan Roy and Christian missionaries on whether Hinduism could ever renew itself; the debate between Tilak and Gokhale on whether to focus on national freedom or social reform; the debate between Tagore and Gandhi on India’s attitude to the West; the arguments between Gandhi and Ambedkar on moral and political routes to the abolition of untouchability; and, perhaps most famously, the dispute between Gandhi and Jinnah on whether Hindus and Muslims could live peaceably together in a single nation state.

The debates mentioned in the preceding paragraph were antecedent to the Nehru–Narayan debate; contemporaneous with them were other and equally compelling controversies, as, for example, the arguments between Nehru and Rajagopalachari on the role of private entrepreneurs in the economic renewal of India, or the debate between Lohia and Rajagopalachari on the role of the English language in a nation once ruled by Englishmen. While these debates contained sometimes strikingly original ideas, these were not academic treatises, but political interventions. Nor were these debates intended to project a particular individual or political family. Rather, each intervention was made on behalf of a particular policy or programme, this presumed to be superior to some other policy or programme.

The last reason for us to flag the Nehru–Narayan exchange is that such debates do not take place any more, at least not among full-time politicians. No politician now alive can think or write or speak in an original or even interesting fashion about the direction Indian society and politics is or should be taking. The discussion of what Narayan, in his letter to Nehru, had called ‘dispassionate political principles’ has now been left to the scholars.

The decline of this tradition of political argument is on daily display in our Parliament and legislatures. The Indian democrat, however, lives in hope. The particular hope here is that the tradition may yet be revived and renewed. The findings foregrounded in this essay may therefore be taken as a call to my fellow historians to reconstruct, in far more detail than I have been able to do here, the major debates between the major political figures in independent India. This, however, may not be a merely academic exercise, but one that speaks directly to us in the present. India today is a less-than-united nation, a less-than-perfect democracy, a less-than-equal economy, and a less-than-peaceful society. For those of us who might wish to close the gap between the ideal and the reality, we could do worse than turn to those Indian thinker-activists who most seriously thought through these issues in the (comparatively recent) past.







chapter four

THINKING THROUGH CHINA

I

The first Chinese intellectual I heard of was named Fei Xiaotong. The year was 1980, and I was beginning a doctoral degree in sociology in Kolkata. The city was hostile to my discipline, largely because its intellectual culture was Marxist-dominated and Maoist-infested. Those who read Marxism mechanically allowed that the disciplines of history, economics and political science had a place in scholarly inquiry. For, had not Marx himself (often, and approvingly) used the phrases ‘historical materialism’ and ‘political economy’? On the other hand, Marx never spoke, so far as anyone in Kolkata knew, of ‘sociology’ or ‘anthropology’. Meanwhile, Chairman Mao (a figure then much admired among intellectuals in Kolkata) had condemned both sociology and anthropology as bourgeois disciplines not fit to be taught or studied in the People’s Republic.

My teacher at the time, a lovely, gentle man named Anjan Ghosh, was both a sociologist and a Marxist. Seeking to reconcile his profession with his politics, he lit upon the figure of Fei Xiaotong. Back in the 1930s, Fei had been a student in London of the great Bronislaw Malinowski, the founder of modern social anthropology. After completing his PhD, Fei had returned to China, where he taught and wrote during the turbulent decades of the 1930s and 1940s. He was his country’s most influential sociologist and social anthropologist, writing scholarly books and papers, guiding and mentoring students, and publishing prolifically in the press.

In the late 1950s, Fei fell foul of the political establishment. During the ‘Anti-Rightist Campaign’ of 1957–58, he was attacked by his former colleagues for allegedly working against socialism and the party. He was not allowed to teach or travel. Still later, Fei was sent for ‘re-education’ during the Cultural Revolution, and made to work as a farm labourer. After Mao died in 1976, and the fanatical Gang of Four lost influence soon afterwards, Fei was rehabilitated. He was allowed once more to teach and to write. He was even consulted on matters of public policy, with the sociologist’s insights canvassed to craft schemes more sensitive to minority rights and aspirations. His rehabilitation was complete when, in late 1979, he was made a member of the first delegation of the Chinese Academy of Sciences to visit universities in the West.

One January in the early 1980s, I went with Anjan Ghosh to the city’s annual boi mela, then held in the great open Maidan, rather than (as now) in an enclosed space in the suburbs. There, in a stall owing allegiance to one or other Naxalite faction, we found some new books published in English by the Foreign Languages Press of Beijing. One title was by Fei Xiaotong. It was called Towards a People’s Anthropology. It cost three (maybe five) rupees, but we would have bought it at ten times the price, for it represented our new calling card in the world we lived and worked in.

II

Thirty years after I first read Fei Xiaotong, I heard his name come through the earphones in a seminar in China. A speaker who had worked for years among upland communities was speaking of the destructive impact of large dams. These projects were said to be in the ‘national interest’, whereas those who raised questions about them were dismissed as ‘anti-national’. Yet the truth was that the tribal people displaced by dams were never properly compensated. The land, the houses, the jobs promised them were not forthcoming. And there were serious questions about the environmental viability of these dams. Then the speaker said, in summing up, ‘As my teacher Fei Xiaotong used to say, we must practise the “beauty of compromise”. We must find ways of reconciling the claims of minority communities with the needs of the nation.’

The seminar was in southern China, in the town of Fuzhou, capital of Fujian Province. Its theme was nation-building and cultural diversity. The organizers were a small, progressive German foundation named after the writer Heinrich Böll, here collaborating with a Beijing think tank grandly named the China Centre for Overseas Social and Philosophical Theories. This was the seventh such dialogue, but the first in which someone other than a Chinese or a German had participated.

We met in a building guarded by a statue of Confucius, a thinker once berated by Mao but now making an impressive comeback in China. The room was cold (spring hadn’t yet properly arrived in Fuzhou), but I was warmed by the tea and the conversation I heard around me. It was an intense, educative, even thrilling experience, for except for a brief intervention on the first day, I did virtually no talking at all.

The meeting had some twenty-five participants. There were four Germans and one Indian. The rest were all Chinese. They included university professors, party officials and NGO workers. About half were Han in origin, but—given the theme of the conference—ethnic minorities such as the Tibetans, the Yi and the Mongols were also represented.

The conference began with a historical overview of the treatment of ethnic minorities in China, while later presentations were on themes such as ethnic minorities and biodiversity conservation, ethnic minorities and large dams, ethnic minorities and language policy. The discussions were freewheeling, and at times, extremely frank. This was in part because the meeting was held outside Beijing. As the sole Indian, I could retreat for the most part into the background, allowing me to focus on the arguments, as conveyed by some extremely capable interpreters.

III

In India, ethnic, linguistic and religious diversity are part of the background noise. They are taken for granted. That people might speak their own languages and even insist on being educated in them, that people wear different kinds of clothes, eat different kinds of food, worship different gods, is not something Indians have to learn to see, stress or accept. This is because there is no single national essence. Sonia Gandhi’s Italian (and Catholic) origins did not come in the way of her having been, for a full decade, the most powerful person in India. Nor is her case exceptional. Back in the 1960s, the most powerful person in the country spoke not a word of Hindi, and little English either. He was a Tamil named K. Kamaraj.

Indian pluralism was hard won and remains fragile. Linguistic and religious chauvinists are at work to undermine it. However, while the practice of pluralism is flawed or incomplete, in theory the idea is widely accepted. The major political parties and most ordinary citizens do not think that a single religion or a single language is central to a nation’s identity or mandatory for its unity.

In China, on the other hand, national identity has been massively defined by a single ethnicity and a single language. In numbers, economic power and political and military influence, the Han dominate China. If one is not Han, the slog to the top in most—if not all—professions is much harder. Meanwhile, like in the United States and in most European countries (but unlike India), the ability to speak and read a single language, in this case Mandarin, has become a precondition for membership of the national community. Different dialects are spoken in different parts of China, but the official school and college system, and the state-controlled media, all emphasize a single standard (or standardized) language, the knowledge of which is key to both professional success and political conformity.

In modern China, the experience of western colonialism, Japanese aggression, civil war and the communist revolution has made the idea of a national essence even more compelling than it might otherwise have been. In the early decades after liberation, the other ethnicities had to approximate—in large and small ways—to the norms laid down by the Han. And everybody had to speak and study in Mandarin.

Now, six decades and more after Mao Zedong and his forces marched into Beijing, it appears that the Han are slightly less insecure about China’s national unity. The more sensitive scholars now see dangers to the imposition of a single culture or language on all citizens. The protests in Xinjiang and Tibet have made them more alert to the need to protect, and perhaps even revive, ways of living and thinking alien to or at least different from the Han.

The conference I was part of exhibited these new, pluralist tendencies. One speaker thus urged his countrymen to learn from Latin America. There, the tango and the samba, which originated in the once-despised African community, had been made part of the national narrative. Brazil, which once saw itself as a European nation, was now proud of upholding, as its own, cultural forms formerly associated with black slaves. Why couldn’t the Chinese likewise incorporate the more attractive elements in Uyghur and Tibetan cultures?

A second speaker criticized Han migration into minority areas. A third went so far as to speak of the ‘cultural hegemony’ of the Han. A fourth asked whether there was even a ‘mainstream Han culture’, given the enormous diversity—of dialect, dress and cuisine—within people who consider themselves Han.

A presentation that deeply impressed me was made by a woman scholar, whose responsibilities included educating party cadres who worked in Tibet. She spoke of the massive infusion of funds into a border region that had once been semi-independent and which still harboured a secessionist movement. Does throwing money at minority communities really help them or the nation, asked the scholar? Or did it create, on the part of the donor, a sort of ‘assistance anxiety’, an expectation, rarely met, that the Tibetans would express a due gratefulness? And, from the viewpoint of the recipient, did it not lead to a high level of dependence on the state? Was it not better to deepen local autonomy and enterprise instead? The scholar illustrated her case by speaking of a small but successful unit in Tibet that marketed incense and scarves made by local craftspeople from local materials.

The parallels with India were not hard to see. The Central government established a Department of North-east Regional Affairs in New Delhi (later made into a ministry), which is commonly abbreviated as DONER. The substitution of an ‘e’ for an ‘o’ does not materially change the way the word is rendered in everyday speech. Travelling through Manipur and Arunachal Pradesh some years ago, I regularly heard sarkari officials and NGO workers speak of how DONER might be asked to do this or that. In some states of the north-east, there is still an active movement for national independence, for the creation of ethnic homelands distinct from the Indian republic. As with China and Tibet, here too an anxious Centre has unsuccessfully sought to buy social peace and political compliance by bribery.

IV

So far as I could tell, there are three competing perspectives among Chinese intellectuals on how the state should treat minority cultures. One view is that the minorities must approximate to the Han, and that they must make Mandarin their primary and even sole language. This view, of a thoroughgoing Han hegemony, was without any adherents in the meeting I attended, although, of course, it is quite widespread among decision-makers in Beijing, who remain anxious that conceding too much, in cultural terms, to the Tibetans and the Uyghurs (among others) would encourage them to make unreasonable political demands on the state.

The second perspective I call ‘Han Big Brotherliness’. The term is used here not in the darker Orwellian sense, but in the softer, more benign sense of the Hindustani phrase ‘bade bhaiya’. One speaker in the seminar said the Han should show ‘more of a sense of responsibility’ towards ethnic minorities. Another advocated the creation of museums where the best aspects of minority art, dress and music could be preserved and showcased. From this perspective, as the older, more powerful and more economically secure big brother, the Han were obliged to use their superior wealth and social skills to gently guide their younger brothers towards modernity. The minorities were encouraged to retain some (but perhaps not all) of their cultural traits, while embracing the common national ideal of economic prosperity and civilizational greatness.

The third perspective is one of a deeper cultural pluralism. This, certainly absent in official government propaganda, found striking echoes in some of the statements in the seminar in Fuzhou. A Tibetan participant spoke of how, when students demanded that schools teach in their mother tongue, the police came down harshly on them. ‘The government’s policies do not reflect the public’s needs,’ he said. He added that while he could frankly discuss these issues in a meeting of intellectuals along the coast, he would never be able to say this even in private in Tibet (nor, of course, in Beijing). A Han participant endorsed this view. ‘In Beijing, you can’t discuss Xinjiang or Tibet. They are off the table. But how can you solve problems if you can’t even talk of them?’

This belief in cultural pluralism is probably a minority view. Yet, it can be vigorously articulated. Consider these remarks, made by three different individuals, and conveyed to me through the earphones by the hard-working interpreter:

‘We use the term “people” without considering “individuals”. We use the word “nation” without considering “provinces” or “regions”.’

‘In the West, racism is a bad word, a dirty word. But we practise Han chauvinism, which is not discussed. We need to be more self-aware, more self-critical.’

‘We need a new social imaginary. We must not be afraid of a multi-ethnic or multicultural China.’

These sentiments were deeply felt, although I might have played some role in bringing them out. I had spoken, in the first session, of how India had, from its beginnings as an independent republic, sought to promote religious harmony as well as linguistic pluralism, adding that while in the first respect its record was mixed, in the second it had been substantially successful. (As proof, I displayed the rupee note, which, with its seventeen languages and seventeen scripts, is always Exhibit A of the anti-chauvinist Indian.) Now, towards the end of the conference, I heard a half-Han, half-Tibetan activist accost one of the Germans present, who served as the director of the (Chinese government-funded) Confucius Institute in his university. ‘Why do you teach only Mandarin in your institute?’ asked the activist of the professor. ‘Why can’t you teach Tibetan or the Uyghur language as well?’

In the chair was a sagacious and very calm scholar, Lai Hairong, the executive director of the aforementioned China Centre for Overseas Social and Philosophical Theories. Educated in Europe, Professor Lai was extremely learned, a man who had immersed himself in western social science while maintaining a poetry blog in classical Chinese. Now, hearing these passionate statements in favour of multilingualism, he remarked, ‘All my life, I have sought instruction in foreign languages to expand my mind. I have tried to learn Russian, Japanese, German, English. Perhaps I should now learn Tibetan or the Uyghur language.’

As Professor Lai well knew, his case was emblematic of a larger trend. From the late nineteenth century, ambitious Chinese intellectuals have acquainted themselves with the languages of nations they have considered (temporarily) more advanced than theirs. So they have learnt Japanese, Russian and English—in that historical sequence. But none of these intellectuals have thought it necessary to learn Mongolian or Tibetan or Uyghur, since it was assumed that those peoples would rather learn Mandarin instead.

In India, ambitious intellectuals have likewise wished to learn a foreign tongue to advance their scholarship and their career. This has almost always been English—once the language of the colonial rulers, now the language of the global marketplace. The spread of English among the intelligentsia has been extremely rapid, so much so that many Indian writers and professors are now more comfortable in that language than in their own mother tongue. Even so, bilingualism and multilingualism are ubiquitous in India—particularly in towns and cities. Telugu and Tamil speakers are a large presence in Bengaluru, in theory the capital of a Kannada-speaking state. Gujarati and Hindi speakers each number in the millions in Mumbai. Indians everywhere are entirely adjusted to, and comfortable with, their fellow citizens speaking, reading or writing Indian languages other than their own.

For all the homogenizing impulses generated by globalization, this still seems to be a genuine point of difference between China and India. In theory and more so in practice, we remain a linguistically plural society and state.

V

Like other Indian visitors to China, I was struck by the quality of the country’s physical infrastructure: the smoothness of the roads, the scale of the flyovers, and whatnot. But what impressed me even more, so far as the advent of modernity is concerned, was that the bus which took us every day from the hotel to the conference venue was driven by a woman. This would have been inconceivable in India, and perhaps very rare in Western Europe and the United States as well. Nor was this just a one-off; we had at least three women drivers on our trip, each as effortlessly skilled as the one who preceded her.

Traditional Chinese society was as patriarchal as traditional Indian society. The preference for a male child was at least as marked. Meanwhile, more women participated in Gandhi’s struggle than in Mao’s movement. Yet in recent decades, the Chinese have done far more in the direction of gender equality. Deep-rooted cultural and social biases have not entirely gone away, but at least when compared to India, they have become less important in everyday life.

Those who like their truths to be stated in numbers may consider these statistics available on the Web: some 70 per cent of Chinese women work outside the home as compared to a mere 30 per cent in India; the maternal mortality rate in China is 37 per 100,000 births, whereas it is as high as 174 in India; 54 per cent of females over the age of twenty-five have secondary education in China as against 27 per cent in India. Even when it comes to political representation, our great neighbour is ahead of us. To be sure, there has been no Chinese equivalent of Indira Gandhi, but some 21 per cent of the national parliament in China is composed of women members as against roughly 12 per cent in India.

The road to gender equality in both China and India remains a rocky one. In both countries, domestic violence and attacks by strangers on women are widely prevalent. However, hard numbers as well as personal impressions suggest that on this front China has made more progress than us. In my home town, Bengaluru, as darkness approaches the fears of young women getting home from work are visible in the hurried steps that take them from streets where men prowl to the (only relative) safety of the metro or a bus that will take them to the (also only relative) safety of their home. From what I could see on the streets of the cities I visited, young Chinese women, if not entirely safe, are somewhat less insecure.

At least in the developing world, authoritarian socialism seems to have been more successful in tackling gender inequality than capitalist democracy. Other communist countries such as Vietnam and Cuba also have a better record than ours in this respect. In India, there are many active women’s organizations, and feminist writers and activists freely voice their opinions in the press and on television. The theory is that political and press freedom go hand in hand with the emancipation of women. The practice, as Indian women discover every day in every part of the country, can be altogether different.

VI

After our conference was over, we were taken on an excursion to some Hakka villages, recently (in 2008) designated as a World Heritage Site. We drove out of the town, away from the factories and through the countryside. Everywhere, we saw signs of a growing prosperity, with small, dark village homes giving way to three- and four-storey modern structures. Then we left the plains, and started climbing. The landscape now reminded me of parts of Meghalaya and Assam: with hills, a winding river, clumps of bamboo and fields of tea, the last, however, grown in smallholder farms rather than in large company estates.

The Hakka, the people we were going to see, defy easy classification. They are both Han and not-Han. Their culture (especially, architecture) is quite distinct from the peasant villages of mainland China. On the other hand, they have had a long history of trade and entrepreneurship, and were early and prominent members of the Chinese diaspora. This distinguishes them from the Uyghurs or the Tibetans, more conservative, homebound peoples whose lives and languages mark them out as ethnically distinct from the Han. And so it has come to pass that while the Tibetans and Uyghurs are officially and administratively classified as ‘minorities’, the Hakka are not.

The Hakka villages we saw consisted of massive circular homes, built of wood and mud. The oldest dated to the thirteenth century. The structures ran to several floors, with bathrooms and kitchens at the bottom, storage spaces in the middle, and living rooms right at the top. Each housing a single clan, these communal buildings were known locally as ‘Tulou’. They were very impressive indeed, made more striking by the gorgeous landscape in which they were set.

Our guide, a girl in her twenties, presented to us the communist–nationalist narrative of the (re)discovery of these villages. Back in the 1960s, these Tulou had been located by an American satellite, prompting fears among the foreigners that the Chinese communists had built these strange circular structures to launch rockets or even missiles. Then in the 1980s, after the thawing of relations between the two countries, the first American visitor came to Hakka country. He claimed to be an anthropologist, but was more likely a spy.

These Hakka villages were now visited by a stream of (mostly) Chinese visitors, those with time and money to spare, and a keen and ever-growing interest in discovering the cultural (and architectural) heritage that Mao and his comrades had tried so hard to obliterate. To satisfy this search for Chinese tradition, a clean, airy, professionally run tourist centre had been built at the foot of the hills where the three largest villages were located. Here were parked smart, modern buses, with smart, modern guides. Here was a decent restaurant, and a new hotel under construction, a mock Hakka village itself, built in a circular shape but with concrete rather than wood.

At the tourist centre I was handed a pamphlet, mostly in Chinese, but with one long paragraph in (locally idiomatic) English. The villages we were about to see, it said, contained ‘the largest, the highest, the oldest, the peculiarest Tulou’. The pamphlet went on:


A famous Japanese Architectural Giant praised Tulou as UFOs from the sky and the mushroom out from the ground. Stevens, an official came from the UNESCO, called Tulou was the unique and mythical country architecture pattern in the world. An American Expert, who came here to do the previous period research for the Tulou’s application for the world Cultural Heritage thought Tulou was the kind of folk houses which could be harmonious with the nature since he had ever seen. Luo Zhewen, the official came from Chinese State Bureau of Cultural Relics and also an expert for the protection of the ancient architectures, said each Tulou had its own style though they looked the same and Tulou was a miracle in the history of the architectures of the world.



The clustering of accreditations was not accidental. A certificate from an expert from Japan, commonly considered the most technologically advanced as well as the most culturally sophisticated country in Asia; another from America, the country considered to have the same status in the West; a third from the prestigious United Nations; a fourth from a scholar based in Beijing, the capital of China and the epicentre of its politics, its civilization and its intellectual life.

The buses we boarded at the tourist centre took us to the villages. After an introduction as to what we would see, the guide allowed us to walk around, unescorted. We saw stalks of freshly plucked celery, washed and now drying on a wooden staircase; later, they would be cooked with pork. We saw fresh, succulent radishes being cleaned. The fields nearby had sweet potato as well as tea. The residents, however, were mostly women, small kids and elderly men. The young men were away, working or studying in towns and cities, seeking freedom and what by their light constituted progress.

Walking around the Tulou, we discovered elements of what—my distaste for academic jargon notwithstanding—I am compelled to call ‘elements of a subaltern counter-narrative’. A German colleague, fluent in Chinese, pointed out a faded slogan from the Cultural Revolution days. Running across the arched main entrance of a Tulou, it read: ‘Long Live Chairman Mao’. This, my colleague explained, was most likely put up as a profession of fealty and loyalty that aimed to keep Mao’s marauders away from the villages.

After going in and out of this Tulou we walked up the hill, along a fine stream that seemed quite unpolluted. We came across a beautiful temple, syncretic, mixing ancestor worship with Buddhist elements. It was small and tasteful, with a fabulous location—beside the stream and below a sacred forest with luxurious undergrowth. At the entrance to the temple, under the arch this time, and amidst the various gods and fairies, my alert friend spied a male and female Red Guard. Both were sculpted in wood, wearing their uniforms. The woman soldier was on one side of the arch, the man soldier on the other side, the two pre-emptively installed by the Hakka to protect themselves from the destructive, nihilistic tendencies of the Red Guards’ own Revolution.

In Mao’s time, there was a systematic attempt to erase the past. The architectural brutalization of cities like Beijing and Shanghai was one manifestation of this. Now, however, the Chinese are anxious to stress the depth and continuity of their civilization. There has been an extraordinary revival of interest in archaeology, in discovering scripts, artefacts, stones and bones that would show how old and how glorious their civilization once was.

This rediscovery of the past has both aesthetic and political dimensions. The Hakka villages are beautiful. But that they existed from before the Mayflower sailed provides consolation and pride. In the view of some Chinese, their economic surge puts them in front of ossified, ageing Europe; their possession of terracotta soldiers and the Tulou, ahead of that young and immature nation, the United States.

VII

Between 1950 and 1980, there was little contact between Chinese scholars and the outside world. Even afterwards, the process of engagement was slow. Fei Xiaotong was famous in the West before the Revolution; so when its excesses faded away, he was invited to travel there again. For lesser-known scholars, the engagement took more time to mature. Then in 1989, the massacre in Tiananmen Square once more set back the intellectual opening up of China. Indeed, it is only in the last decade that the work of Chinese intellectuals has become somewhat known in the West.

Even so, this knowledge remains highly selective. Some Chinese scholars based in Beijing have had their work translated or summarized into English. They include the neo-Marxist Wang Hui, the neo-Confucian Chen Lai and the proto-liberal Yu Keping. But these three scholars, often featured in essays with such titles as ‘What China Thinks’, as much represent the diversity of Chinese intellectual thought as would a Hindutva indigenist, a Maoist fellow traveller and a free-market liberal, all based in New Delhi, represent the diversity of Indian intellectual life.

The conference I attended in southern China was more representative. The scholars came from all parts of the country. In age, they ranged from the early thirties to the late sixties. Some had university positions, some party affiliations, some were genuinely freelance. They spoke on the basis of their experiences, not from prepared texts. And they were conducting a conversation among themselves. This sole Indian was mostly silent—as were the Germans. Our presence was incidental, accidental—and utterly non-threatening (since we were neither Americans nor Japanese). More or less ignoring us, the Chinese spoke to one another spontaneously, forcefully, from the heart.

What conclusions might I draw from my (unusual) experience? First, the scholars I met and listened to all loved their country deeply. The words normally used to convey this love, namely ‘nationalism’ and ‘patriotism’, have unfortunately acquired pejorative connotations in India. Our intellectuals are embarrassed to profess a love for their country. They identify rather with the caste or linguistic group they come from, or—if upper caste and cosmopolitan—with the world as a whole. Indian leftists do often identify with a single country—but this is not India. Once it was Russia, then China, still later Cuba or Vietnam, and most recently, Venezuela. (The death of Hugo Chavez may prompt a search for a fresh Fatherland.)

These abdications and disavowals have left the field open to the conservatives. And so the writers and scholars most insistent on their Indian-ness are the Hindutvawadis. And they, of course, are suspicious of all forms of patriotism except their own. The nationalism of the Chinese especially, they see as aggressive, and aimed in the first instance at themselves.

To be sure, there can be a competitive edge to contemporary Chinese nationalism. For the urban middle class and for the ruling Communist Party, the depth of history is easier to accept (and proclaim) than the diversity of culture and geography. Hence the paranoia about Tibetan autonomy and the demonization of the Dalai Lama. However, the patriotism of the scholars whom I met in China was more reflective, and certainly not uncritical. They saw that the unifying, homogenizing model of Han nationalism was no longer necessary to keep the country together. Minority rights over land, minority cultures, even, at a pinch, minority languages—all these could be protected and sustained without any loss to national unity.

The increasing sensitivity to minority rights went hand in hand with a greater awareness of environmental sustainability. One speaker at the seminar spoke of the need to build what he called an ‘eco-civilization’. Another said that unbridled market-led growth had destroyed human dignity, the environment and moral values. ‘It has destroyed even more than the Cultural Revolution,’ he remarked.

The nationalism of these Chinese intellectuals did not imply a defence of Han hegemony, or of the policies of the Chinese state. One speaker complained that after the Yushu earthquake of 2010, the army took the credit for the work of rescue and rehabilitation. In fact, local people, including at times religiously minded folk, had contributed a great deal too. Yet, these helpers remained nameless, while the government and the army garnered all the praise.

China is still, in formal terms, an authoritarian society. Its political culture is not as free as India’s (or the United States’s), yet it is freer and more argumentative than is commonly believed. In the seminar, words like ‘accountability’ and ‘transparency’ were ubiquitously used, further confirming that Chinese intellectuals tend to make similar sorts of demands on their government as we do on ours.

VIII

At a dinner before the conference, Professor Lai Hairong told me about the few days he had once spent in India. ‘I know you are lagging behind us in infrastructure,’ said the professor, ‘but we can learn from you as regards liberty and freedom of expression.’ In the spirit of his statement, he invited me to speak at his institute when I came to Beijing.

So I did. My talk here focused on India’s nation-building experience, with the contrasts to China kept implicit (if hard to miss). In the discussion that followed, there was some scepticism towards my claim that linguistic pluralism was a precondition to India’s unity and survival. Too many languages were a threat to national solidarity, said one young scholar. Even if a minority group insisted on speaking its mother tongue, said another, the nation had to promote a single language, as a link between regions, and as a vehicle of economic prosperity and professional advancement. Surely, there was one language which provided the best economic opportunities in India? I answered that my command of English had helped me become a successful intellectual, but if I now wanted to enter politics it would be a positive disadvantage. In that field, while Hindi would help, if some other language was dominant in my state I’d better master that too. Nor was proficiency in English or even Hindi a guarantor of economic or political success. For instance, if one wanted to succeed in the diamond trade, a knowledge of Gujarati was more or less de rigueur.

This discussion was in Beijing, where the climate—political as well as intellectual—was less congenial to the promotion of pluralism than it had been on the coast. So I was now told that linguistic diversity reduced administrative efficiency. Was it not the case in India that government circulars had to be printed in all the seventeen languages on the currency note? I answered that in fact, official materials were printed only in the language of the state concerned. If these were issued by the Central government, however, then they had to be printed in two languages, English and Hindi.

Unlike his colleagues, Professor Lai was more easily persuaded of my argument. He was much taken by the contrast between India and its neighbours, by the suggestion that Pakistan had broken up, and Sri Lanka had been mired in an endless civil war because the state and the political elite had sought to impose a single national language. Later, he took me for lunch, where I met my last Chinese surprise—the quality and variety of vegetarian food on offer. Almost the last thing Professor Lai said to me, at the end of a week spent together in the south and in the capital, was: ‘If India was not so economically backward, it would persuade the world more easily about how it has nurtured democracy and diversity.’

Back home in Bengaluru seeking to make sense of my experiences, I searched my shelves for a copy of the book by the first Chinese intellectual I had heard of. I could not find it. Fei Xiaotong’s Towards a People’s Anthropology had become a casualty of the many moves I have made since I left Kolkata in 1985. So I trawled the Net, where I found the book’s title essay, which had originated as a Malinowski Lecture, delivered in Denver in January 1980.

Fei began his lecture by delicately referring to the ‘vicissitudes of life’ by which he had been lost to the academic world for decades. Now, back in circulation, he had come to the West ‘to dredge up, so to speak, channels of thought to prepare the way for our future academic exchanges’. Fei then described his research among the minorities of China. As he saw it, minorities had also got to make economic progress, but only through projects ‘carried out by themselves of their own accord’. This was not easy, for, as Fei found during his own fieldwork, some minorities ‘still had not gotten over the wounds caused by Han racial discrimination’. The anthropologist was clear in his own mind that China was a multinational country in which ‘each nationality was entitled to use a language, written and oral, of its own’ and to have ‘its customs, habits, and religious beliefs . . . respected’.







chapter five

PAKISTAN WITHOUT TEARS

Pakistan is like Israel, an ideological state. Take out Judaism from Israel and it will collapse like a house of cards. Take Islam out of Pakistan and make it a secular state: it would collapse.

—General Zia-ul-Haq, quoted in The Economist, December 1981

I

In October 2008, I was invited for a meeting of historians in Lahore, to be held the following January. On 24 November, after weeks of trying, I finally got a visa from the Pakistan High Commission in New Delhi. Two days later, terrorists coming from Pakistan struck in Mumbai, attacking the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel and the Chhatrapati Shivaji Railway Terminus (among other structures). Inevitably, tensions escalated between the two countries.

My meeting was scheduled for the first week of 2009. Should I go? Must I go? With these questions on my mind, in mid-December I went off to the Nilgiris on a family holiday. A few days before the New Year dawned, the ministry of external affairs issued a travel advisory, asking Indian citizens not to travel to Pakistan. My mother, for whom this middle-aged man was, well, still a boy, urged me to heed the advisory. An aunt added that I had no business to visit an ‘enemy country’, one, which as she put it, ‘was full of Muslims’. But their reservations were vetoed by my teenage daughter, who insisted that I must go to Pakistan if only to show that (as she put it) ‘not all of us hate all of them’.

Pakistan had been founded in 1947 as a homeland for Muslims. At the time of its founding, the prime minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, insisted that India would not be a ‘Hindu Pakistan’. Three months after Partition and Independence, he wrote to state chief ministers about the Muslim minority in the country. ‘Whatever the provocation from Pakistan and whatever the indignities and horrors inflicted on non-Muslims there,’ he said, ‘we have got to deal with this minority in a civilized manner. We must give them security and the rights of citizens in a democratic state. If we fail to do so, we shall have a festering sore which will eventually poison the whole body politic and probably destroy it.’

In November 1947, the All India Congress Committee met in New Delhi. Addressing the meeting, Mahatma Gandhi said, ‘You represent the vast ocean of Indian humanity.’ India, he added, ‘does not belong to Hindus alone’. He reminded the delegates that ‘it is the basic creed of the Congress that India is the home of Muslims no less than of Hindus’.

Taking Gandhi and Nehru at their word, despite the formation of Pakistan, many million Muslims stayed on in India. Indeed, for some years after the creation of an independent Bangladesh in 1971, India had even more Muslim citizens than did Pakistan.

I had Muslim classmates in both school and college. Yet, among my close friends while growing up there was not a single Muslim. The novelist and historian Mukul Kesavan, an exact contemporary of mine, has written that in his school in Delhi he rarely came across a Muslim name: ‘The only place you were sure of meeting Muslims was the movies.’ Some of the finest actors, singers, composers and directors in Bombay’s film industry were Muslims. But in law, medicine, business, academics and the upper echelons of public service, Hindus dominated. There were sprinklings of Christians and Sikhs in these professions, but very few Muslims.

As it happened, my first Muslim friend was a Pakistani I met in America. In the mid-1980s, the economist Tariq Banuri and I, both teaching at East Coast universities, were part of a colloquium on third-world development. Our bond was partly intellectual and partly linguistic, for we had grown up speaking Hindustani, that wonderful hybrid of Hindi and Urdu that was in living memory the lingua franca of much of the Indian subcontinent. My home town, Dehradun, and Tariq’s, Peshawar, lay at opposite ends of what was once a common cultural zone, now fractured by Partition.

After I returned to India, and Tariq to Pakistan, the antipathy between our countries meant I could not visit him. The phone lines were blocked, and the Internet had not yet been invented. News that trickled in from mutual friends was episodic and desultory; inevitably, we lost touch.

Then, in November 1988, Pakistan held its first elections in almost two decades. The Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) won a majority, and Benazir Bhutto was named prime minister. Her counterpart in India was the likewise young and charismatic Rajiv Gandhi. There was a thaw in Indo-Pak relations; seizing the chance, Tariq Banuri organized a conference for which he invited a number of Indian scholars, myself included.

So in February 1989, I made my first trip to Pakistan. The conference was in Karachi, and that city was all I saw. The meeting itself was unmemorable; its highlight, as far as I was concerned, was the beginning of a friendship with Benedict Anderson, the great scholar of Indonesia and of comparative nationalism.

There were, however, three brief episodes which were telling. The first was discovering that the local paanwallah was originally from Kerala, his Urdu still coated with a thick Malayalam accent. The second was on joining a queue at a photocopying shop where the owner, on hearing I was from India, did my job before anybody else’s. The third was when a bearded gentleman walked into our hotel. He had heard that some Indians had come for a conference, and wondered if any of them spoke Gujarati. As it turned out, one did. So I had the peculiar privilege of eavesdropping on a conversation in Jinnah’s home town, conducted in Gandhi’s mother tongue, between a Karachi Parsi named Ardeshir Cowasjee and an Indian Christian named Ashis Nandy whose own first language was Bengali but who had picked up Gujarati after studying in Ahmedabad and marrying an Amdavadi girl.

II

Towards the end of 1989, Rajiv Gandhi and the Congress party were defeated in the General Elections. Then in August 1990, Benazir Bhutto was dismissed from office on charges of negligence and corruption. The next month, Lal Krishna Advani began his rath yatra to Ayodhya. A wave of bloody riots across India followed, with Muslims everywhere being the main sufferers.

The idea of India to which Advani and his Bharatiya Janata Party subscribed was the very opposite of Gandhi’s. These ideologues treated Muslims as potential fifth columnists. ‘Pakistan ya Kabristan!’ (‘To Pakistan or to the Graveyard’), they cried during the riots that followed Advani’s rath yatra.

In the winter of 1990–91, Tariq Banuri began appearing regularly in my dreams. He was now based in Islamabad, where he had founded the Sustainable Development Policy Institute (SDPI). In my dreams, I was always on the verge of visiting Tariq in Islamabad, only to be thwarted by hostile immigration officials, barbed-wire fences or cancelled flights. That I dreamt of my friend at a time when my fellow Hindus were mounting frequent attacks on Muslims was surely not accidental.

In December 1992, the Babri Masjid was demolished in Ayodhya. Once more, riots led by Hindu mobs followed, these followed in turn by bombs set off by Muslims. Then the communal temperature began, slowly, to thaw. Meanwhile, Tariq Banuri’s Sustainable Development Policy Institute was making impressive strides in Islamabad. After some years of political turbulence, Benazir Bhutto had returned to power, and civil society was finding its feet. In July 1995, Tariq organized a conference of NGOs from across Pakistan, to which he invited me as well.

I got a visa (despite those tormented dreams) with relative ease. However, my flight was preponed by a day, information I could not get across to Tariq in time. After I landed in Islamabad airport and got through immigration and customs, I consulted the city telephone directory. I found the name of Banuri, Tariq; remarkably, the entry just prior to it was that of Banaras Silk House. (I later learnt that while Islamists frowned on the sari, to them a ‘Hindu’ dress, upper-class Muslim women still liked to wear the sari at least once, on their wedding day. And, even in Pakistan, who would buy a sari from a Karachi or Lahore Silk House?)

Islamabad itself was dreary, all concrete, the New Delhi locality of Chanakyapuri writ large. However, the day before the conference, Tariq took me on a trip to Taxila, through countryside that reminded me irresistibly of the Dehradun of my boyhood, green fields with forested hills in the background. We were driving on the road to Peshawar, Tariq’s home town, a place redolent with myth and history. Seeing the milestones, Tariq said wistfully that had my visa not been for Islamabad only, he would have carried on straight there. Taking me to Taxila itself was a stretch; but, with the holy war on against the Soviets in Afghanistan, going with an Indian to the capital of the mujahideen risked everything for him, and for me as well.

The conference this time was more interesting than in Karachi in 1989. There were civil society activists from all over Pakistan, energetic and articulate, doing excellent work in women’s rights, environmental restoration and other fields. I remember particularly a veteran economist from Karachi, Asghar Zaman, who wistfully told me that both India and Pakistan had much to learn from Mahatma Gandhi and much to gain from revisiting his ideas; and a young activist from a pastoralist caste, Mushtaq Gaddi, with whom I spoke of the intimate links between rural life and forests across the Himalaya. I was also impressed by Omar Asghar Khan, son of a famous Pakistani air force officer, a brave democrat who had visibly inherited his father’s reformist genes. (It was with much sadness that I learnt, some years later, of Omar Asghar Khan’s tragic and still unexplained death.)

The intellectuals and activists at the SDPI conference were warm and friendly. But, against the backdrop of the deterioration of Hindu–Muslim relations within India, I found the aam aadmi of Pakistan had more ambivalent feelings about my country. On the Pakistan International Airlines flight from Delhi, I had sat at the back of the plane; where, since there was an empty seat, the steward came and briefly joined me. Seeing the fields of West Punjab swathed in water, I asked: ‘Bahut barish hui hai kya?’—(Has it rained a lot?) Taking me for a Pakistani returning home, he answered: ‘Nahin, saalé India walé pani chhod dété hain’—No, these f . . . ing Indians have let water out from the (Ravi) river so as to flood our fields. Afterwards, on learning of my nationality, he came over to apologize, muttering the familiar nostrums about how our culture and lifestyles were the same, but those damn politicians divided us.

Later, in my hotel in Islamabad, I got talking to a waiter who had been in attendance for most of my meals. On my last day, I bid him goodbye, and invited him to visit India. He wouldn’t be able to come, he answered, ‘kyunki wahan Mussalmanon ko marté hain’—because, over there, they (routinely) beat up Muslims.

Tariq had prudently hesitated to take me to Peshawar. But I was determined to visit Lahore. I had grown up in a town in north India inundated with refugees from the Pakistan Punjab. The fathers of my friends had all been educated in Lahore, and spoke in elegiac tones about its colleges, parks, theatres and shops. A book that captured how they thought and felt is Pran Nevile’s Lahore: A Sentimental Journey, an account of a sensuous and even sybaritic city, whose residents—at least in this telling—were preoccupied with clothes, food, music and sex. Speaking of the 1930s, Nevile wrote that ‘Lahore was famous for its sexologists, mostly [Hindu] vaids and [Muslim] hakims. They promised sexual prowess to all those who could afford their expensive formulations, which had ingredients like gold, silver, pearls and rare herbs.’ A visiting Italian named Martirosi had brought with him a potion known as ‘King’s Globules’, advertised as the ‘new Italian treatment for sexual weakness’. One could meet him by appointment at the very stylish Nedous Hotel.

Lahore is the Salonica of the East, a multicultural city in living memory that is now dominated by people of a single faith. Before Independence and Partition, people of three religions claimed it as their own—the Hindus, the Muslims and the Sikhs (this listing is alphabetical). In the Lahore of the 1920s and 1930s, business and the professions were dominated by the Hindu castes of Khatris and Aroras. There were prosperous Muslim zamindars with town houses, and also a large number of Muslim workers and artisans. In the great Anarkali Market, the sweetshops were run by Hindu and Sikh halwais, but the shoe trade was dominated by Muslims. The (plentiful) wine stores were largely Parsi-owned. A well-known hairdressing chain was owned and run by a Hindu, pretending to be a Christian, calling himself A[mar] N[ath] John.

However, after the riots of 1947, the Hindus and Sikhs of Lahore and the surrounding countryside fled across the border into India. Their fate was shared by the Muslims of the Eastern Punjab who, likewise, were either killed or became refugees in Pakistan.

On this trip to Islamabad in 1995, I was desperate to visit Lahore as well. Who knew if I would come to Pakistan again? Tariq Banuri was nervous, for formally I was in his charge, and if I was caught out, the SDPI would be in trouble. Tariq finally relented, and permitted me to travel there, insisting, however, on sending an escort, a charming young Pakistani named Nadeem studying in the United States. But I had meanwhile to do some jugaad of my own. Back in 1995, there were no direct flights from New Delhi to Islamabad. One had to fly to Lahore, and change planes. My PIA ticket had four leaves, one apiece for the four sectors. I tore the Islamabad–Lahore leaf, instead buying a ticket for a flight that left a day earlier, on a private airline named (if memory serves) Shaheen. After my stolen twenty-four hours in Lahore, I would present myself to the PIA international desk as if I had come directly from Islamabad.

On that first, illegal trip to Lahore in 1995, I had two companions; Nadeem and a portly Bangladeshi named Shahabuddin who was breaking no laws, since his visa was not city-specific. Shahabuddin had studied in Lahore’s Forman Christian College when his land was still part of Pakistan. He, too, was at the Islamabad conference. Nadeem and he took me through Lahore’s main sights: the magnificent white-domed Badshahi Mosque, built by Aurangzeb; a medieval watchtower on an island in the river Ravi; the mazar, or resting place, of the medieval mystic Daata Ganj Baksh; and the mausoleum of the modern poet Allama Iqbal.

Knowing I was a Hindu, young Nadeem had been very keen to show me what he said was a Hindu temple, adjacent to the Fort. When we got there, I discovered that the Hindu temple was in fact a Sikh shrine, and a rather famous one, for it housed the ashes of Maharana Ranjit Singh. The shrine was tended by a dozen Sikhs, who were allowed by the Pakistani government to stay on for this purpose. That Lahoris no longer knew the difference between a mandir and a gurdwara was saddening. Even more depressing was a decrepit sign I saw on the steps. ‘Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee, Lahore’, it read, a defiant but also pathetic affirmation of the now-forgotten sway of the Sikhs over all of the Punjab.

By the time we reached the Badshahi Mosque, it was evening. It was, in fact, Friday evening, and a large crowd of worshippers was coming out after the weekly prayers. Walking against the flow, I had to jostle my way through. As I bumped into one worshipper, I was seized by panic. In one pocket of my kurta lay my wallet; in the other, an exquisite little statue of the Hindu god Ganesh, dancing. I am not a believer, but this was my mascot, a gift from my sister, carried whenever I was separated from my wife and little children. What if it now fell out and was seized upon by the crowd? How would that turn out—an infidel discovered in a Muslim shrine, an Indian visitor illegally in Lahore?

III

The trip in early 2009 would be my third to Pakistan. The events of 26/11 caused me to hesitate. I chose finally to go ahead, disregarding my mother and aunt, instead heeding my daughter, who had asked me to show that not all of us hated all of them. I went partly out of a sense of professional obligation—some Pakistani colleagues had been kind enough to invite me, and I could not let them down—and partly out of curiosity—what would Pakistan be like at a time like this?

Leaving from Delhi, which had since my last trip to Pakistan acquired a brand-new international airport, I noticed a sign for a special ‘Haj Terminal’. When I reached my destination, I found that Lahore airport had a Haj Terminal too. There were other similarities—thus, as in Delhi, the part of Lahore closest to the airport belongs to the army. Then again, Lahore’s main thoroughfare, the Mall Road, has large trees on its sides and elegant colonial buildings beyond. If one takes a left or right turn and drives on for a few hundred yards, one enters well-laid-out residential colonies, with spacious homes of brick and concrete guarded by private security men. However, if one chooses instead to continue down the Mall Road, one leaves the British city to enter the older, or Islamic, one.

Architecturally and aesthetically, Lahore is a sort of mini Delhi. The buildings are of three distinct types—Mughal, colonial, modern—but generally smaller and on a less expansive scale than in India’s capital. Socially, of course, the city is quite different. In Lahore, as in Delhi, one sees many women in burqas and salwar kameez. But no women in saris and no men in coloured turbans, nor any in saffron robes either. For 600 (and more) years, Lahore had been a city in which many Muslims resided and some Muslims ruled. Now, in 2009, it had for a mere sixty years and a bit been a Muslim city. Even so, it remained the most broad-minded of all the towns in Pakistan. Unlike Quetta and Peshawar, Islamic fundamentalists did not dictate how people should dress or otherwise comport themselves. Unlike Karachi, it was not crippled by sectarian violence. It retained a rich musical tradition, associated with such singers as the burly and full-throated qawwal, the late Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan. It was the centre of modern art and theatre in Pakistan. And the country’s best (and bravest) newspaper was published from Lahore.

One night, I was taken to dine at Kutu’s, a restaurant on the top floor of an ancient haveli overlooking the Badshahi Mosque. The views were nice enough, but my hosts were apologetic—apparently, on any other day in the year they would have been better still. For, it was Muharram, the Shia day of mourning, and the lights in the mosque’s courtyard were unlit. The conversation was suitably sombre, focusing on the fears of the Lahore middle class in this time of instability and transition.

On this 2009 visit to Lahore, I was mostly listening, as the people I met spoke about their hopes and fears for Pakistan. Among the latter, the threat of political Islam predominated. A town in the valley of Swat, a place once visited by many foreign tourists, had just fallen to a group of radical Islamists, whose first act was to issue an order closing down schools for women. Meanwhile, there were reports in the newspapers of how the Taliban now owned wide swathes of property in Quetta, the capital of Balochistan. The Lahore upper class felt encircled and beleaguered—when, they asked themselves (and me), when would their own, more tolerant and mystical form of Islam be overrun and suppressed by the fundamentalists?

A second and older threat was from the army. For much of its history, Pakistan has been run by men in uniform. This was in part a product of bad luck—the loss, so soon after Independence, of the nation’s founder, M.A. Jinnah; the accident of becoming a front-line state in the Cold War, which allowed the Americans to woo Pakistan with arms and money, and hence consolidated the position of the generals. However, it has to be said that the generals have used their good fortune to their advantage. Whereas in Delhi and other Indian towns, the army is confined to the cantonments built by the British, in Pakistan the army had captured large chunks of property inside and outside the major cities.

On the edge of the Mall Road in Lahore is a massive shopping complex owned by the army, replete with a giant wheel and bright signs for Kentucky Fried Chicken, McDonald’s and other foreign brands. The complex carries the splendidly Orwellian name of ‘Fortress Stadium’. The generals had used their years in power to acquire the best land as well as the controlling stakes in banks and hotels. That they so dominated the economy was worrying enough. Would they, wondered my hosts, now use the pretext of bad relations with India to once more acquire control of the government?

The third fear of the middle class in Lahore in 2009 was of being abandoned by the world. The Government of the United States, once so markedly biased in favour of Pakistan, was moving closer to India. The shift was even more pronounced in the case of the American public for whom—even before the Mumbai terror attacks—Pakistan was seen as, increasingly, the most dangerous place in the world. Western states and the Western public were getting impatient with their erratic ally. By having sponsored terror while claiming to be part of the war on terror, Pakistan had wiped away, from western memory, the decades of close support and solidarity in the struggle against the Soviet Union.

As an Indian, I would probably have been welcomed by my hosts in any case; but the fact that I had come when advised not to, made them even more grateful for my appearance. On my flight, there were only eighteen passengers. The stewards fell over themselves to attend on me; so did the staff in my hotel. When the time came for me to depart, I found the employees had lined up in a sort of guard of honour. The manager invited me to come back, and to bring my friends along next time. I asked them in return to come to my homeland. One person said that he had been to India. When I asked whether it was to call on relatives or to see Mughal monuments, he answered (in Urdu) that no, he had come to see friends, and that these were a Sikh family living in Delhi whom he had befriended when they had all worked in the Gulf.

I was both moved and saddened. The young man may or may not have known that his own city, Lahore, had once been a great seat of Sikh culture and Hindu learning. He certainly knew that many foreigners thought of his country as led and directed by mad mullahs. And so he wished to tell me that among his own friends was an Indian who was not a Muslim.

IV

When I had visited Pakistan in 1989 and again in 1995, Benazir Bhutto was prime minister. This time too her party was in power, although Ms Bhutto herself had been assassinated a little over a year previously. Driving down the Mall in Lahore, I saw a large poster mixing familiar faces with those that were less familiar. There was the current Pakistani President, Asif Ali Zardari, wearing spectacles; next to him, but looming larger in the frame, his late wife Benazir Bhutto, her head covered with a chunni. Two others I recognized were the dynasty’s founder, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, broad-shouldered and bald; and the dynasty’s putative heir, Bilawal Bhutto Zardari, young, fresh-faced and confused.

These four faces dominated the poster; but who were the smaller, lesser people who made up, so to say, the extras? Since the lettering was in Urdu (a language I do not read), I could not decipher their names. But from my experience of similar visuals this side of the border, I could make an educated guess. The lesser men in the frame must have been local, Lahore-and-Punjab-based politicians of the Pakistan Peoples Party, obliged to put up posters of their leaders to proclaim their loyalty and thus provide legitimacy for their own names and careers. In this respect they were akin to district- and state-level functionaries of the Congress party in India, who, before an election or when their bosses came visiting, made haste to install hoardings where their own faces, writ small, nestled behind and beyond the larger portraits of Indira, Rajiv, Sonia and Rahul Gandhi.

On my 2009 visit to Pakistan, I was often alerted to the similarities between their political style and ours. Thus, on successive days, I encountered evidence on the printed page that consolidated and deepened the impression garnered from that telling poster on the Mall in Lahore. I flew out of India on 5 January, which, coincidentally, was the eighty-first birth anniversary of the founder of the Pakistan Peoples Party. That day’s Dawn newspaper had a piece entitled ‘Z.A. Bhutto Remembered’, written by a member of the Sindh assembly. The writer said of the dead man that he ‘gave the people the courage to stand up to the high and mighty and confront any dictator and oppressor’; that he ‘was the architect of a new foreign policy which gave Pakistan a new identity among the comity of nations’; that ‘we have not produced so far anyone to match his wisdom, vision, commitment and achievement, [but] his daughter, the late Benazir Bhutto, was next only to him in her struggle for the rights of all the people of all the provinces of Pakistan’; that ‘his name remains engraved on the hearts of the downtrodden, and his voice is always recognized as the voice of the oppressed of Pakistan’; and that ‘the need of the time is to implement the democratic philosophy of Z[ulfiqar] A[li] B[hutto] to solve the existing problems. The Bhuttos are gone but their legacy will continue for ever.’

The next day, I read an even more fulsome tribute published in the Daily Times of Lahore, this written not by a lowly provincial politician but by a serving Cabinet minister. In a signed article extending over three whole columns, Sherry Rehman—then serving as the minister for information and broadcasting in the Pakistan government—extolled the life and legacy of the one she referred to throughout as Shaheed Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto (or SZAB). She claimed that for SZAB, ‘people’s empowerment was a cause so important that he refused to make any compromises even when his life was at stake’; that his ‘model for people-oriented political order opened a definitive chapter for Pakistan’s politics’; that he ‘drew an entire political class, from the darkness of the urban ghetto and the dirt-poor village, into the sunshine of public life’; that he ‘devoted all his energies to the implementation of the pledges he made to the public that voted him to power’; that his ‘contributions to an impregnable Pakistan stand tall in the form of major industrial, commercial and military establishments that still serve as the backbone of the country’s economy’; that he ‘gave Pakistan the strongest institutional foundations by drawing up the 1973 Constitution, and building the consensus so vital to democratic processes in its signing’; that ‘Shaheed Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto and his daughter Shaheed Mohtarma Benazir Bhutto, two leaders of global stature, both snuffed out in the prime of their lives, continue to stand relevant to Pakistan’s politics’; that ‘the two Bhuttos brought a consistent strain of democratic politics into the tumultuous history of Pakistani politics’; and finally, that ‘it is the Bhutto ethos that has given our government the integrity, commitment and the courage to fight the onerous challenges in the way of a stable Pakistan’.

This was 2009, when the UPA was in power in New Delhi, when I regularly read or heard of Cabinet ministers in the Government of India writing (or speaking) in similar fashion about Nehru, Indira, Rajiv and Sonia Gandhi. Any progress or achievement, modest or substantial, that India or Indians might have achieved in any sphere was attributed by Congressmen (and women) to their wisdom and foresight. At the same time, no weakness or error was ever admitted. Fortunately, in Pakistan as well as India, the field was not, then or now, entirely filled with self-serving chamchas. Writers with no axe to grind, no career to protect or advance, had given us their own, independent assessments of these political families and their legacies.

In the case of the Bhuttos, we can thus juxtapose, to the paeans of praise I read in Lahore, some excerpts from Tariq Ali’s book The Duel. The author says of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s five years in power that ‘self-defence, self-love, self-preservation and sycophancy became the overpowering characteristics of his administration’. He adds that ‘a personality-driven, autocratic style of governance had neutered the spirit of Bhutto’s party, encouraged careerists, and finally paved the way for his enemies. He was the victim of a grave injustice; his death removed all the warts and transformed him into a martyr . . . The tragedy led to the PPP’s being treated as a family heirloom, which was unhealthy for both party and country.’

Consider also the verdicts on the Bhuttos, father and daughter, by the distinguished Pakistani civil servant Roedad Khan. Of the father, he writes: ‘After he acquired almost absolute power, Bhutto reacted sharply to anything—criticism, opposition, even unwelcome news—and exhibited symptoms associated with paranoid states: chronic suspicion, self-absorption, jealousy, hypersensitivity, megalomania. He would attribute to others motives and attitudes that he refused to admit to himself. He would betray a friend or an ally and then justify it to himself and others by accusing the victim of the treachery he was himself intending.’ And of the daughter: ‘the second Benazir government will be remembered for destroying financial institutions, rampant corruption, loot and plunder, widespread lawlessness, political vindictiveness, and last but not least, senseless confrontation with the superior judiciary and the President.’

As a student of modern Indian history, I can confirm that this characterization can largely serve for the Congress and its first family too. Indira Gandhi’s regime was likewise marked by sycophancy and self-preservation, the two coming together with deadly effect in the Emergency. Her style of administration was autocratic. However, these and other deficiencies have been retrospectively annulled by the brutal manner of her death. Her martyrdom permitted her politically underqualified son Rajiv to succeed her; later, his own violent death at the hands of terrorists consolidated the claims of the family to the reins of the Congress, an identification which, here like there, has unquestionably been ‘unhealthy for both party and country’.

V

On another day during this trip of 2009, I read a story in Dawn about a new government initiative. This was the Benazir Income Support Programme (BISP), whose focus was on providing credit to women in rural areas. The programme had attracted the ire of the Taliban, who claimed that for women to receive money in public was not in keeping with the tenets of Islam.

Dawn’s own story dealt with the response to the Taliban’s criticism offered by Farzana Raja, the chairperson of the BISP. ‘We are committed to launching the programme because it is purely Islamic and aimed at helping the poor,’ said Ms Raja. She clarified that the beneficiaries would not have to enter a government office themselves. The newspaper quoted her as saying that ‘the women will not have to go out of their homes to get their cards because lady workers . . . will visit them and complete the process.’ She added that the card would require only the beneficiary’s thumb impression, and not her photograph (images being prohibited in fundamentalist Islam). In sum, as Dawn reported, Ms Raja ‘rejected [the] Taliban’s claim that tribal women would become morally corrupt and said that the programme was similar to the zakat system. ‘How can one call our programme un-Islamic?’ she said.

Reading this report, it was hard not to think comparatively of rural development initiatives promoted by the state on this side of the border. In India, too, these programmes tend to be named after controversial politicians. But they do not—at least not yet—need to be justified in the name of the faith of the majority. No minister or official has (yet) had to make the case that the Jawahar Rozgar Yojana or the Indira Gandhi Pariyavaran Puraskar is wholly in keeping with the tenets of Hinduism.

This difference between India and Pakistan goes back to the circumstances of their founding. That country was created as a homeland for Muslims. Thus, the faith of the majority had, in lesser or greater degree, to be reflected in the policies and practices of the state. Some scholars believe that if Jinnah himself had lived longer, Pakistani Islam would have been more liberal, that is to say, more accommodating both of dissenting traditions within Islam (such as those represented by Sufis and Ahmediyas), and of the interests of citizens who were not Muslims. As it happened, over the years a more exclusive model of Islam came to prevail over Pakistan. Under successive military rulers, the state began to openly ally with the clergy, and to change or modify state laws and policies in line with more literal interpretations of the Koran. Hence, the promoters of the Benazir Income Support Programme had now to go to such lengths to defend their activities as being consistent with the principles of the faith.

Admittedly, in India too there are some who would like their state to be run on what they define as the principles of the majority religion. Fortunately, this view was resisted by our own founders, who insisted that all citizens have equal rights regardless of religious affiliation. Their ideas were encoded in the Constitution, and in successive policy documents. Over the years, as the forces of Hindutva have gathered more support, there have been pressures to define our culture and our history in exclusively ‘Hindu’ terms. However, there has been much less pressure to define our economic and social policies in these categories. Programmes of rural development (for instance, the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme) are often widely debated—but in terms of economic efficiency and social equity, not whether they are ‘Hindu’ enough.

Pakistan was founded as a Muslim homeland—now, it is explicitly an Islamic state. Was the transition inevitable? Some Pakistanis blame Zia-ul-Haq for perverting the legacy of Jinnah by making common cause with the mullahs. Zia was, admittedly, as close to being evil as any modern politician, but taking the longer view, the case can be made that the original sin was Jinnah’s, who, by defining a country in terms of religion, made it very likely, or perhaps even inevitable, that in course of time both society and state would come increasingly under the sway of theocrats and fundamentalists.

In my own conversations with Pakistani liberals—the kind who admire Jinnah and detest Zia—I was struck by their nostalgia for the high noon of Muslim political power in the subcontinent. One dinner conversation was largely devoted to the merits—literary as well as political—of the great Mughals. Which was the more moving and readable work, they asked, the Baburnama or the Jahangirnama? And although Akbar left no memoirs of his own, was he not the most enchanting of them all?

This valorization of the Mughals may have something to do with religious affiliation, but more to do with the painful lack of admirable figures from Pakistan’s recent past. The Muslim League was a one-man party, with Jinnah as the Great and Sole Leader supported and funded by the Muslim landed elite (and some rich Muslim businessmen). The post-Partition history of Pakistan has scarcely been studded with exemplary figures either. My hosts naturally did not warm to the Zias and the Bhuttos; but nor were there figures from the worlds of business or civil society, now no longer living, who could evoke genuine passion or affection.

On the other hand, the Congress was a party with many leaders as well as deep social roots across India. And there were some remarkable activists and reformers outside the Congress fold as well. Historically minded Indians can thus debate the lives and legacies of Tilak and Gokhale, Ambedkar and Phule, Gandhi and Nehru, Patel and Bose, Azad and Savarkar, Lajpat Rai and Bhagat Singh, Rajaji and Periyar (and many more).

The political leaders after Independence have sometimes done constructive things too. So we discuss the contributions of Shastri and Annadurai; and juxtapose the achievements of Indira Gandhi, Narasimha Rao, Ram Manohar Lohia, Jayaprakash Narayan and E.M.S. Namboodiripad against their failures. We can reflect on the work of entrepreneurs like J.R.D. Tata and community organizers like Verghese Kurien. In sum, while searching for dead Indians to appreciate, we certainly don’t have to go as far back as Shivaji, still less Harshavardhan or Chandragupta Maurya.

The Pakistani elite’s nostalgia for the time when Civilized Muslims Ruled India can sometimes take absurd forms. One of the ladies at that dinner had married into an aristocratic family hailing from the Indian city of Hyderabad. As I was leaving, she expressed regret that her children (aged about ten and eight) had not yet succeeded in obtaining a visa to visit that city. ‘Mujhe itna gussa aata hai,’ she said in Urdu, before switching to English and adding, ‘after all, it is their history and heritage.’ The next day, what was then the capital of the undivided state of Andhra Pradesh came up again, in a conversation with a television cameraman. Now based in Karachi, his family had migrated from the Deccan—as he put it, in another effortless display of bilingualism: ‘After the Fall of Hyderabad unko yahan aana pada.’

Hearing this, I recalled what the Pakistani cricketer Abdul Hafeez Kardar had written after he had visited Hyderabad in the winter of 1952–53. Kardar first went to the battlefield where ‘Aurangzeb Alamgir, the last of the great Moghuls’ had won a famous victory. He then went to visit the Salar Jung Museum to see, among other things, the wine cup of Emperor Jehangir and a sword of Tipu Sultan’s. Of the museum and its treasures, he wrote: ‘This is civilization! This is culture! . . . It is certainly a wonder of the world!’

Kardar was of the opinion that it was Muslim rule that had brought civilization to backward India. Five and six decades later, these sentiments were being echoed by the aristocratic lady who believed that her own sweet, innocent, as yet intellectually unformed kids, themselves living between Lahore and London, had a claim to the (Islamic) history and heritage of Hyderabad. Her view was grand, perhaps grandiose; the perspective of the cameraman, in which the Fall of Hyderabad approximated the Fall of Muslim Spain, tragic and even pathetic.

Akbar lived five centuries ago, but the Nizam’s Hyderabad was, in living memory, known to be a state of extreme backwardness and inequality, where a few nobles lorded over millions of illiterate, voiceless and desperately poor peasants. Only a strong or sentimental commitment to Islam could permit its defence or posthumous rehabilitation.

VI

When I got the invitation to visit Lahore in late 2008, I scoured the shops of Bangalore for books on that great and ancient Pakistani city. In a used bookstore off Mahatma Gandhi Road, I picked up Lahore Past and Present by Muhammad Baqir. The book was first published in 1952, with a second edition in 1984. The copy I bought had been reprinted in India in 1993. The title page identified the author as a former professor at the University of the Panjab, Lahore, his educational qualifications being ‘MA, PhD (London)’.

As it turned out, I could not read Lahore Past and Present before I left for Pakistan, but on my return to Bangalore I read the book with interest, and a growing sense of sadness. The first forty pages or so were on ‘Lahore during the pre-Muslim period’. Then followed a spacious 160 pages on Muslim rulers and their epochs, then eighteen pages on the Sikhs who ruled the city, then a further eighteen pages on the British period. The final section, on the decades since Lahore became a part of Pakistan, itemized important events between 1947 and 1980, as follows:


Lahore witnesses a ‘red letter day’ on Thursday the 9th March, 1950 AD, when this town, the nerve centre of the country, feted His Imperial Majesty, King Muhammad Reza Pehalvi, Shah of Iran, to glimpses of Pakistan’s military might, artistic talent, musical aptitude, educational enterprise, the grandeur of Emperor Shahjahan’s Shalamar Gardens, state banquet and an after-dinner reception . . .

King Hussain of Jordan on Thursday the 10th March 1955, paid stirring tributes to the struggle for the creation of Pakistan and characterized this country as the ‘pride and glory of every Muslim’ and the ‘stronghold of Islam’ at a citizen’s garden party held in Shalamar Garden.

An International Islamic Colloquium, sponsored by the University of the Punjab, and the first gathering of its kind in an Asian country, was held in Lahore from December 29th 1957 to January 8th 1958. One hundred and seventy delegates drawn from the following countries participated . . .

Prime Minister Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto unveiled on the afternoon of Saturday the 22nd February 1975, the foundation-stone plaque of the monument to be constructed in Lahore to commemorate the Second Islamic Summit Conference.

Another legacy of the British colonial rule was abolished when Friday (July 1, 1977) was observed as a weekly holiday for the first time throughout the country.

The change in weekly holiday marks the end of a colonial practice persisting for about 128 years. It was initiated in the Sub-Continent by the British after the fall of the last Mughal Emperor, Bahadur Shah Zafar. Some Muslim princely states, however, continued to observe Friday as holiday. These included Bahawalpur, Swat, Bhopal and Hyderabad (Deccan).

The revival of the Islamic Practice symbolizes Pakistan’s affinities of common faith and destiny with the Muslim World.

The Islamic Summit Minar, a lasting monument to the historic conference, of about 40 Islamic countries, hosted by Pakistan three years ago, was inaugurated in Lahore by Prime Minister, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, on February 22, 1977.

The 48-meter high white marble minar commemorates the spirit of the unity of Islamic brotherhood, which manifested itself in the Second Islamic Conference (February 22, 24, 1974) . . . The entire monument symbolizes the unity of faith in Allah and is symbolic of the universally traditional non-pictorial, abstract, and formal manner of expression in Islamic architecture.



Professor Baqir’s book contains a description, extending over three pages, of the Pakistan Day Memorial, built in the 1960s in Minto Park to commemorate the famous Muslim League meeting held there in March 1940 which called for a separate state for Indian Muslims. The professor noted the initial call for funds for the memorial was met with a lukewarm response, whereupon ‘disappointed at the situation and the lack of spirit on the part of the public in general and philanthropists in particular’, the Punjab government chose in 1964 to levy a special cess of 5 paise per cinema ticket and 50 paise on each race ticket. ‘This legislative measure solved the financial problem of the project.’

The memorial was completed in 1968. It has, as Professor Baqir described it, a tower shaped like a star, with the marble slabs of the central shaft having inscriptions of a brief history of the Pakistan movement, the Pakistan resolution in English, Urdu and Bengali, the ninety-nine names of Allah and some verses of the poet Iqbal. The rostrum was built (significantly) facing the Badshahi Mosque. As Professor Baqir put it:


The design and construction pattern of the base and the first four platforms depict the history of the Pakistan Movement through architectural symbols. Rough and uncut stones have been haphazardly laid representing the chaotic conditions and the lack of any sense of direction in the early stages and the humble start of the freedom movement of the Indian Muslims. The stones used for constructing the first platform are the rough Taxila stones. Hammer dressed stones are laid for the second platform. At the third platform are laid chiselled stones while the fourth and final platform is of highly polished marble symbolizing the ultimate success of the struggle for freedom and the glory that is Pakistan.



All through this book, Lahore’s history is cast in a decidedly and often exclusively Islamic glow. The Hindus, Sikhs and British are given short shrift, but so also are social, economic and cultural changes in Lahore post 1947. Islamic pride, or dare one say Islamic chauvinism, comprehensively triumphed over any semblance of scholarly rigour or detachment that the professor might have come away with from his years at the University of London.

But perhaps one should not mock too much. Who knows if the Bharatiya Janata Party is in power long enough in India a professor at the University of Delhi might one day write a ‘history’ of his city in suitably Hindutva terms, with the Mughals, the British and the secular Indian republic barely mentioned, but on the other hand, much emphasis placed on such historic Hindu landmarks as the building of the Akshardham Temple, Narendra Modi’s resolve to end 1200 years of (Islamic and Christian) slavery while speaking in the Lok Sabha shortly after being elected prime minister, the mass yoga demonstration led by Mr Modi that now sits securely in the Guinness Book of World Records, the Art of Living’s ‘World Culture Festival’ held on the floodplain of the Yamuna, and, not least, the glorious renaming of Gurgaon as Gurugram.







chapter six

DEMOCRACY AND VIOLENCE IN INDIA, SRI LANKA AND BEYOND

I

In May 2014, the Republic of India held its sixteenth General Elections. Extending over five weeks and nine phases, the polls showcased a bewildering variety of parties and politicians. Some 814 million adults were eligible to vote; about 540-odd million actually voted, to choose 543 members of the national Parliament. India also has twenty-nine states in which elections are likewise held on a five-year cycle. Altogether, many more Indians have freely chosen their political representatives than have citizens of western democracies of far greater antiquity.

Demographically and otherwise, India dominates South Asia. Of the other nations in the region, Pakistan, born at the same time as India (in August 1947), and Bangladesh (which seceded from Pakistan in 1971) have both seen periods of civilian government alternate with military rule. In Nepal, an autocratic regime with a king at its head gave way to a constitutional monarchy in 1990; this, in turn, was replaced by a republic in 2008, when, quite remarkably, a party previously committed to armed revolution on the Maoist model emerged as the largest single force in Parliament. There has been an equally striking change in neighbouring Bhutan, where a king much younger than Prince Charles of England, and (by all accounts) far more popular among his people, voluntarily abdicated in favour of his son after overseeing the first multiparty elections in the nation’s history.

Apart from India, however, it is Sri Lanka that has the longest experience of electoral democracy in the region. The country, then known as Ceylon, was granted independence from the British in 1948. It has since regularly held provincial and national elections (most recently in 2015, when both parliamentary and presidential elections were successfully conducted). As in India, in Sri Lanka too all adults were immediately granted the vote, regardless of their class or gender. This was in contrast to the experience of the West, where the franchise was granted in stages: first to men of property, then to educated men, somewhat later to all men, and later still, to women as well.

Outside of the North Atlantic world, the most extensive experiments with the idea of democracy have taken place in South Asia. Here, as in the West, the forging of democratic institutions has been intimately connected with the making of nations. Thus, the people of a certain clearly demarcated territory come together under a single flag and single currency, while ridding themselves of rule by foreigners or rule by kings; at the same time, or soon afterwards, they conceive of electing their leaders through an exercise of free will. Notably, in South Asia, democracy and national independence arrived at more or less the same time. Thus, adult franchise was promoted in India and Sri Lanka even as the majority of voters were poor and illiterate. In the 1950s, when blacks were largely excluded from the franchise in the American South, erstwhile untouchables were members of Parliament and Cabinet ministers in India. In the 1960s, a woman was the prime minister of Ceylon while many Swiss women did not even have the right to vote.

Electoral democracy based on adult franchise was established much quicker in these new nations. However, the idea of a common national creed, to which all citizens could have allegiance, has proved to be more problematic. The imposition of a single language on all citizens was difficult enough in England, France and Italy; but even more difficult in Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka. Likewise, in many nation states where a majority of citizens owe allegiance to a particular faith, the relations between them and people of other faiths has often been fraught. Catholics were somewhat suspect in England, and Protestants (and Jews) were never considered quite French enough in France. Likewise, Hindus and Christians in Pakistan, Muslims in India, and Hindus, Muslims and Christians in Sri Lanka have often felt a sense of insecurity.

In this essay, I shall compare the Indian democratic experience with the West, as well as with Sri Lanka, that other Asian nation with a long, continuous history of regular, multiparty elections. Interestingly, both countries have witnessed a long-standing insurgency, that of the Kashmiris in India and of the Tamils in Sri Lanka. In both countries, peace and stability in most of the nation have coexisted uneasily with struggle and strife along the borderlands. This paradox is at the heart of my essay, which uses the juxtaposition of democracy and violence in South Asia to complicate our understanding of political ideas which had their origins in (and are still frequently identified with) the West.

II

Let me begin by distinguishing between the hardware and software of democracy. By ‘hardware’, I mean the political features by which we may recognize whether a society is democratic or not. These include: (i) the existence of multiple political parties; (ii) free, fair and regular elections whereby citizen voters choose between candidates of these parties; (iii) the freedom of the press, including the electronic media; (iv) an independent judiciary; and (v) the freedom to live, work and own property anywhere in the country of which one is a citizen, and to associate with other citizens in the manner of one’s choosing.

The discipline of political science focuses on these five defining features of democracy. The allied discipline of public administration studies the institutions that enable the smooth functioning of a modern, democratic nation state. The impersonal, rule-bound institutions analysed by scholars include the civil service, the army, the central bank, the police, and—in states committed to ‘welfarism’—publicly funded and managed schools and hospitals.

Writings on democracy, whether scholarly or popular, focus on the processes by which citizens are free to move and to speak their mind, and by which they choose and replace their leaders. They also study the functioning of public institutions, their ability (or lack thereof) to meet the expectations of citizens. However, little attention has been paid to democracy’s ‘software’, by which I mean its cultural and emotional aspects. Crucial here are: (i) the pluralism of faith, that is to say, the freedom to worship any god of your choice (or no god at all); (ii) the pluralism of language, that is, the freedom to speak, write, think, learn and (if necessary) govern in the language of your choice; and (iii) the pluralism of culture more generally, that is, the freedom to dress, eat, sing, cohabitate, etc. according to the dictates of group tradition or individual conscience.

The great German writer Friedrich Schiller once remarked that ‘the first law of decency is to preserve the liberty of others’. In the West, the liberties that democracy is mandated to preserve are chiefly individual. However, in diverse, many-layered, multireligious and multilingual societies—as for instance, India and Sri Lanka—the liberties that are often sought to be preserved are articulated by groups, not individuals. It is thus that the software of democracy, its emotional and symbolic aspects, can become as important or as relevant as its hardware.

III

In August 1947, the British left the subcontinent, and two new nations, India and Pakistan, were created. In their hurry to leave, the British had left unresolved the question of the princely states. The most problematic of these was the state of Jammu and Kashmir, which shared borders with both India and Pakistan. Both nations wanted the state to join or merge with them.

In the winter of 1947–48, India and Pakistan went to war over Kashmir. A ceasefire was declared under the auspices of the United Nations, under which each country temporarily held on to the part of the state it was in control of. Crucially, the Kashmir Valley was held by India, which now promised to hold a plebiscite to find out which of the two nations the people of the erstwhile undivided state of Jammu and Kashmir wished to join.

The plebiscite was never held. Worse, in August 1953, the Government of India arrested the popular chief minister of the state, Sheikh Mohammed Abdullah, and put him in prison. Worse still, they replaced the Sheikh with Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed, an authoritarian and corrupt politician, whose administration was known as the ‘BBC’, or the Bakshi Brothers Corporation. When state elections were held in 1957, the voting and the results were both doctored by the Indian government so as to allow Bakshi Ghulam Mohammed another term in office.

In subsequent decades, matters were not to materially improve. Sheikh Abdullah was released in April 1964, then jailed once more the next year. By the early 1970s, he had been subjected to so much humiliation that he agreed to a deal with the Congress party, which was in power in New Delhi. This permitted Abdullah to become chief minister of Jammu and Kashmir so long as he abided by the policies (and whims) of the Central government. However, neither he, nor his son Farooq, who succeeded him as chief minister, were ever fully trusted by the politicians in New Delhi. In 1977, India’s first non-Congress regime held the first fair elections in Kashmir. In 1983, with the Congress now back in power, Farooq was dismissed by New Delhi for daring to speak with non-Congress politicians. Four years later, there was a fraudulent state election in which the voters of Jammu and Kashmir were prevented from freely exercising their franchise.

In the spring of 1989, the youth of the Kashmir Valley rose in rebellion against these cumulative injustices. They attacked government offices and police stations. Their actions were endorsed by many ordinary Kashmiris, who participated in street protests that called for azadi, or freedom, from Indian rule. As the protests intensified, the Government of India sent in army contingents to help restore peace. Instead of containing the protests, the presence of armed men in uniform served only to intensify them. For more than two and a half decades now, this beautiful Valley has been home to an almost continuous conflict, pitting Kashmiri militants on the one side against Indian troops on the other. In these years of strife, perhaps more than 100,000 people have lost their lives.

Turn now from India to Sri Lanka, and to the major fault line in that nation’s democratic history. This is the predicament of the Tamil-speaking people who are concentrated in the northern and eastern parts of the island. Under British rule, the Tamils took early to the English language and hence to modern education. Their share of jobs in the colonial administration was quite out of proportion to their numbers. They also dominated the professions.

At Independence, many of Ceylon’s top civil servants were Tamils. So were many of its most successful doctors, lawyers and university professors. However, the onset of electoral democracy placed the majority population of Sinhala speakers at an advantage. Some Sinhalas now sought to use their new-found political power to neutralize the influence of Tamil speakers in government, and in public life more generally. Acting at their behest, in 1956 the prime minister, S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike, pushed through an Act of Parliament making Sinhala the sole official language of the nation. From now on, examinations for entry into the civil service, as well as some university examinations, were to be conducted only in that language.

The Act privileging the Sinhala language was followed, two years later, by the directed killings of Tamils in the capital city, Colombo. Engineered by Sinhala chauvinists, the riot was clearly aimed at making Tamils insecure in the south of the island, outside of their own areas of concentration. Through the 1960s and 1970s, Tamil politicians lobbied hard to have their language placed on parity with Sinhala. They also asked for guarantees that their culture would be respected, and that there would be no further riots aimed at them.

In 1972, the name of the nation was officially changed to Sri Lanka. In the same year, a new Constitution made it clear that Buddhism would be the ‘official’ religion of the island, thus further consolidating the status of the Sinhalas (most Tamils were Hindus). By the late 1970s, middle-class, educated Tamils had begun leaving the island for more stable and secure lives in the West. This option was not, of course, available to the poorer and more numerous Tamils living in the north, working as peasants, artisans and fishermen. Younger Tamils began to lose faith in the constitutional process, and to seek a more direct redressal of their grievances. Calls began being heard for an independent homeland for the Tamils of the island, to be called ‘Eelam’.

The growing radicalization of the Tamils was answered by the government sending in detachments of the police and army. On the last day of May 1981, Sinhala men in uniform, mandated to maintain law and order, watched over (and by some accounts, deliberately aided) the burning to the ground of a great library of books and manuscripts in the premier Tamil city, Jaffna. Two years later, this act of vandalism was followed by a pogrom against Tamils in Colombo. The violence was much more savage than in 1958, with several thousand Tamils being killed by Sinhala mobs, and many more Tamil homes set on fire.

These events definitively turned the Tamil youth away from the path of compromise towards an armed struggle. They flocked in large numbers to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), an organization set up in 1976 that had as its aim the establishment of a Tamil nation in the north. Generally credited with the invention of suicide bombing, the LTTE sent their human incendiaries into the markets and schools in Sinhala areas. Over time, they also acquired enough military capability to engage the Sri Lankan army in battle, and to establish ‘liberated zones’ where they ran a parallel administration, with its own tax machinery and police stations.

Through the 1990s and beyond, the civil war in Sri Lanka persisted. The conflict formally ended in May 2009 when the Sri Lankan army finally vanquished the LTTE, their final push accompanied by much loss of life, of combatants on both sides but especially of unaffiliated civilians (mostly Tamil). There is no precise estimate of the number of lives lost in the conflict. As in Kashmir, the figure is perhaps more than 100,000. As in Kashmir, the loss of lives has been accompanied by an even greater loss of property, and the destruction of very many families and communities.

IV

At first sight, it looks as if the Kashmir problem is a consequence of the failure of democracy’s hardware. Among the several betrayals of its Kashmiri citizens by the Indian state, two stand out: the arrest of an elected chief minister in 1953 (who was then incarcerated for years without being brought to trial); and the rigging of the 1987 state elections to keep out of office independent-minded Kashmiri politicians whom the Central government worried would not do their bidding.

The formal political institutions of democracy have been maintained erratically in Kashmir. But apart from not being able to freely choose their own representatives, Kashmiris have also feared that the Valley’s cultural autonomy would be at risk under Indian domination. Right-wing Hindu groups have persistently called for the repeal of Article 370 of the Indian Constitution, which prohibits outsiders from buying land in the Valley. Kashmiris are worried that any repeal of this Article would facilitate a mass migration of Hindu settlers into the Valley, following the example of the Chinese in Tibet, and of the Israelis in the Occupied Territories.

At first sight, it appears that the Tamil problem is a product of the failure of democracy’s software. Among the many wounds suffered by the Tamils of Sri Lanka, two are deeper and harder to forget than the others: the recognition of Sinhala as the island’s main language; and the burning of the great Jaffna library, which contained the collective memories and embodied the achievements of generations of Tamil people.

It is certainly true that the undermining of Tamil language and culture has been a consistent feature of Sri Lankan government policy. At the same time, Sinhala politicians have also tried to manipulate the institutions of democratic representation. They have engineered splits and defections in the moderate Tamil parties that contest elections, and tampered with electoral rolls in Tamil areas.

In the decades since these nations came into being, Kashmiris in India and Tamils in Sri Lanka have both been treated as less than full citizens by their purportedly ‘democratic’ governments. How have they responded? In three principal ways, which I shall term moderate, assertive and militant. The first (and mildest) kind of Kashmiri and Tamil politician has joined national parties such as the Indian National Congress and the Sri Lanka Freedom Party, in the belief that by working within the dominant political system, they can make it more sensitive to regional aspirations. The second kind has formed political parties which fight state and national elections as separate entities. Such are the National Conference in Kashmir, and the Tamil United Liberation Front in Sri Lanka. The aim here is to have local governments run by regional parties, and to have Kashmiris and Tamils represented in the national Parliament as, specifically, Kashmiris and Tamils. Finally, we have the militants, who have abandoned constitutional politics altogether in favour of the path of violent protest. This type of Kashmiri (or Tamil) lost all faith in Indian (or Sri Lankan) democracy and Indian (or Sri Lankan) nationalism. He (and, increasingly, she) came to believe that the promise of free and equal citizenship could be achieved only in an independent nation to be fought for and won by the force of arms.

The history of both Kashmiri and Tamil activism is thus of a progressive radicalization, of a move from moderation through assertion on to militancy. Was this inevitable or necessary? One must always hope that the claims of disadvantaged groups can be redressed by democratic means. But this may not always be possible. Ho Chi Minh is said to have remarked that had Mahatma Gandhi been fighting against the French, he would have given up non-violence within a week. By the same token, Indian arrogance towards Kashmiris, and Sinhala intolerance towards Tamils, have at times been so brutal and extreme as to make reasoned and non-violent protest ineffective, and perhaps even impossible.

There is also a romantic cache to armed struggle that is denied to more incremental methods of protest. After the Bolshevik Revolution, the success of the Chinese communists, and the victory in Cuba of the Fidelistas, a belief grew that violence was—as it were—the midwife of history, the necessary and inevitable means by which oppressed peoples would finally throw off the shackles that contained them. On their part, the Kashmiris and the Tamils abandoned non-violence in part because it seemed to be ineffective; and in part because of the glamour attached to the cult of the gun.

However, that omnibus category, ‘armed struggle’, conceals many different forms of violent action, some more legitimate than others. Conceptually speaking, one may distinguish between five generic forms of violence promoted by militant groups in modern history. These are: (i) attacks on the property of the state one is seeking to overthrow or secede from; (ii) attacks on officials or soldiers of that state; (iii) attacks on civilians who are of a different class or ethnicity from oneself; (iv) attacks on members of one’s own class or ethnic group who happen to worship a different god; and (v) attacks on members of one’s class or ethnic group who come to practise a different kind of politics.

These forms of violence have been resorted to by armed guerrillas working in the Maoist tradition, who seek to replace a ‘bourgeois’ regime with a ‘revolutionary’ one, as well as by armed secessionists who seek independence from the nation of which they had once been part.

Now, one can plausibly argue that the first two forms of violence are in some situations necessary and perhaps even legitimate. When a state bears down too hard on some of its citizens, and uses violence or force against them, surely they can retaliate in kind, by blowing up public offices, for example, or by killing officials particularly reviled for their brutality, or indeed by engaging in guerrilla warfare against state armies sent to suppress them? (The word ‘guerrilla’ itself is the Spanish diminutive of ‘guerra’, meaning war, and it was first used to refer to the small groups of citizens and soldiers who battled the vastly more powerful Napoleonic army in Spain in 1808.)

These methods also draw legitimacy from the great revolutions of the eighteenth century in France and the United States where armed opponents were fought and killed in the pursuit of democracy and national unity. A further justification is provided by peasants in premodern times, who—in Europe and Asia alike—were known to express their disenchantment with the state by, for example, burning land records or beheading tax collectors and other oppressive officials.

On the other hand, it is hard to mount an argument in defence of the last three kinds of violence. To kill civilians of the ‘other side’ who have not themselves participated in state oppression or violence; to turn on members of one’s own ethnic group who merely happen to owe allegiance to a religion other than one’s own; to murder former comrades because they have now decided to follow an alternative political path or to opt out of politics altogether—these are all methods of protest that are probably unnecessary, often counterproductive, and certainly illegitimate.

In Kashmir as well as northern Sri Lanka, those seeking independence for their people have resorted to all five forms of violence. Apart from attacking army camps and assassinating Sri Lankan presidents, the LTTE suicide bombers willingly and deliberately murdered Sinhala civilians. Kashmiri militants, who for many years had principally targeted Indian officials and government installations within the Kashmir Valley, have more recently had a hand in acts of terror in cities such as Mumbai and Delhi. The LTTE has revealed its ‘Hindu’ colours by harassing and in some cases killing Tamils of the Muslim faith; the freedom fighters of Kashmir have displayed their ‘Islamic’ essence by expelling some 200,000 Kashmiri-speaking Hindus from the Valley. Finally, both Tamil and Kashmiri separatists have assassinated politicians of their own ethnicity who refuse to toe, in every detail, the line laid down by them. A particular ire has been reserved for reformist politicians deemed ‘collaborators’ for their unwillingness to abandon the path of dialogue in favour of the path of armed struggle.

In terms of our fivefold category of violence, as rebel or insurgent groups move down the list, from items (i) and (ii)—attacks on state property and officials—past item (iii)—attacks on civilians of the other side—and finally on to items (iv) and (v)—the killings of dissenters and heretics on one’s own side—they become progressively more extreme and more intolerant. In their own move from focused to indiscriminate forms of violence, the resistance fighters of the Kashmir Valley and northern Sri Lanka have revealed that they seek to deny, to their own people, the democracy and pluralism that the Indian and Sri Lankan states have long denied to them.

V

Even as there are half a million army men in Kashmir, in the rest of India the hardware of democracy is largely intact. Elections outside the Valley, whether to the national Parliament or to the state assemblies, have generally been fair; the press is independent; and the courts autonomous of political interference. Citizens can travel freely in search of work or pleasure. Along with labour, capital and goods can also move about unhindered, thus allowing India to maintain high rates of economic growth.

Likewise, during the long civil war in the Tamil areas, in the southern half of Sri Lanka, citizens voted and moved around freely, while western tourists flocked to the beaches. This coexistence in a single nation of both stability and violence, of normality as well as crisis, sets Sri Lanka and India apart from three other kinds of political regimes: those marked in toto by civil war (such as the Congo and the Sudan); those under the rule of a single party or of the military (such as China, North Korea and dozens of others); and those which are democratic and at peace with themselves through all of the territory which they claim as their own.

This last category is populated principally by the nations of the Atlantic world. Thus, the United States is as large and as diverse as the Republic of India, but there is no part of it even as remotely as disaffected as the Kashmir Valley. Again, Canada, like Sri Lanka, has two principal ethnolinguistic groups, but these are by no means at each other’s throat.

Let us leave the dictatorships and autocracies to one side. Can we then see Sri Lanka and India as weak, partial or even ‘illiberal’ democracies, but the United States and Canada as strong, thoroughgoing and ‘liberal’ democracies? Yes, but only if we freeze ourselves in the present. If we bring in the longue durée, the comparison becomes more complicated and less loaded. For, the spatial and social conditions that allowed the United States (for example) to become a democratic nation state can be summed up in three words—genocide, slavery and colonialism: words embodying processes that unfolded over a period of several centuries, and which brought a great deal of violence and suffering in their wake.

These different manifestations of democracy have behind them very different historical trajectories. In India and Sri Lanka, the democratic and national revolutions have run in parallel—and they have collapsed in time. On the other hand, most European and North American countries became nation states many decades before they became stable or full-fledged democracies. Here, these two fundamental political revolutions were staggered—that is to say, they occurred in sequence.

When considering the violence in Kashmir or in northern Sri Lanka, it is well to remind ourselves that many western countries had to pass through bloody civil wars before they could emerge as nations. The United States, Spain, Italy, France, the United Kingdom et al—all had to undergo decades, or even centuries, of civil strife and sectarian conflict before they could constitute themselves as nations with secure boundaries and a clearly demarcated territory, the residents of which had a willing allegiance to the state and its symbols. It took some more time for these countries to emerge as democracies where individuals pledging loyalty to the flag were rewarded by the right to choose their leaders, the right to move about the nation, and the right to speak their mind.

VI

In the past half-century, only two new nations have come into being as a result of a successful armed struggle. One is Bangladesh, which could not have achieved independence from Pakistan had it not been for the help of India and the Indian Army. The other is Eritrea, whose separation from Ethiopia was, however, carried out without aid from a third power.

Can the Tamils or the Kashmiris successfully emulate the Eritreans? Although in the early years of the twenty-first century, it looked possible that the LTTE might achieve a military victory, in the end it was comprehensively vanquished on the battlefield. Likewise, the Indian Army is simply too strong for the Kashmiri rebels to overcome, notwithstanding all the help the latter get from Pakistan. Meanwhile, the overwhelming majority of Indians outside Kashmir cannot countenance the idea of that region breaking away from the nation. And almost every Sinhala is likewise committed to a unitary Sri Lanka.

The evidence of history, and the facts on the ground, both mean that it is virtually impossible, in the short or long term, for either an independent Eelam or an independent Kashmir to come into being. If independence is impossible or inconceivable, what then are the options? Can the Tamils in Sri Lanka and the Kashmiris in India ever come to live as secure and moderately contented citizens of the nation states of which they are now part?

The latter is possible, and conceivable, if the state and rebels alike can modify or alter their ways and methods. The state must more consistently promote the values and institutions of democracy, its software as well as its hardware. It must hold regular and fair elections, respect the language and culture of minority groups, and encode this respect in appropriate laws and policies. It must resist, more firmly than it has thus far done, the pressures of the chauvinists who demand that the Kashmiris or the Tamils conform, in ways small and large, to the culture and habits of the majority.

Thus, it is imperative that the Government of India deepen provincial autonomy, allowing Kashmiris to more fully take charge of their lives. The provincial government must work more sincerely to provide better schools, hospitals and job opportunities for the Kashmiris. Meanwhile, the Sri Lankan government must resist the temptation to impose a victor’s peace. They must instead honour the pledges made in the past to protect Tamil rights and culture. (Here, they may take a clue from that other bilingual nation, Canada, where the struggle between the country’s anglophone and francophone communities has been contained by the advent of greater autonomy for the provinces.) Finally, cases of human rights abuse by the Indian and Sri Lankan armies must be probed by an impartial judicial commission, and the culprits, as and where identified, properly punished for their crimes.

Such are the burdens placed by democracy on the shoulders of the state. What then of the rebels? Can they recognize the objective reality, which tells them that an independent state cannot and will not be won? Can they atone for their own excesses and errors, the killings of civilians and of those on their side who chose to follow a different political path? Finally, can they lay down their arms and participate in and even win elections?

History provides some good news here. Consider South Africa, where a group firmly committed to armed revolution put aside their guns and won the first and second elections ever conducted under adult franchise. Notably, in its days as an insurgent group, the African National Congress (ANC) never targeted civilians on the other side—it sought only to attack state installations and state officials. This discipline and restraint, whereby the ANC refused to indulge in indiscriminate and illegitimate forms of violence, ultimately made it easier for the organization to lay down arms altogether and enter the democratic process.

And there are examples closer at hand. Thus, the LTTE should perhaps have paid closer attention than it did to the recent history of the Tamils of India. There, between 1949 and 1963, the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) struggled, albeit non-violently, for an independent Dravida Nadu, to be constituted out of the southern Indian state of Madras. In 1963, they abandoned the plank of independence and chose to stay within the Republic of India. In the next state elections, held in 1967, the DMK easily defeated the ruling Congress party. In the four decades since, the DMK and its splinter party, the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), have kept the reins of government between themselves, thus providing a regional, democratic alternative to the major ‘national’ parties.

For their part, the Kashmiri rebels should perhaps study the trajectory of the Mizo National Front (MNF). In 1966, this body launched an armed insurrection in pursuit of an independent nation of ‘Mizoram’, to be carved out of India’s eastern borderlands. Like the Kashmiris, the Mizos are mountain people of fierce pride and independence; like them, their culture, language and (not least) religion are somewhat dissimilar to those of the Indian heartland; like them again, their struggle for independence had the support of India’s rival, Pakistan (whose eastern wing, then not yet Bangladesh, abutted the Mizo areas).

For almost twenty years, the Mizo National Front fought a guerrilla war against the Indian Army. There were casualties on both sides, and, inevitably, even more casualties of civilians. Then the two sides began to negotiate. In 1986, an agreement was signed whereby the fighters of the MNF laid down their arms and were granted amnesty in return. The MNF chose to abide by the Indian Constitution, their reward being the election of their former commander-in-chief, Laldenga, as chief minister of the state—rather than nation—of Mizoram. Through much of the next two decades, the MNF ran the state government. In December 2008, it lost to the Congress party, which went on to win re-election five years later. For the last eight years, the MNF has sat on the opposition benches in a democratically elected House in which it previously held a governing majority.

The historical trajectories of the DMK and the MNF suggest that between the extremes of wholesale assimilation—which would be deeply damaging to the minority—and complete separation—which is, as things stand, an impossibility—lies a third alternative, that of a dignified autonomy.

The precise form this autonomy can and must take can be outlined only by scholars with skills that I do not possess. The historian can merely document and diagnose; prescription and policy formation he must leave to other disciplines, in this case the disciplines of constitutional law, public administration, anthropology and development economics. But surely, it is past time that we seek solutions that are feasible as well as just. The path of dignified autonomy may be scorned both by paranoid national politicians and by ideologically driven rebels, yet it remains the most reasonable, the most viable, and the most humane solution to the terrible and tragic conflicts in Kashmir and northern Sri Lanka.







chapter seven

TRIBAL TRAGEDIES IN INDEPENDENT INDIA

I

On 13 December 1946, Jawaharlal Nehru moved the Objectives Resolution in the Constituent Assembly of India. This proclaimed that the soon-to-be-free nation would be an ‘Independent Sovereign Republic’. Its Constitution would guarantee citizens ‘justice, social, economic and political; equality of status, of opportunity, and before the law; freedom of thought, expression, belief, faith, worship, vocation, association and action, subject to law and public morality’.

The resolution went on to say that ‘adequate safeguards shall be provided for minorities, backward and tribal areas, and depressed and other backward classes’. In moving the resolution, Nehru invoked the spirit of Gandhi and the ‘great past of India’, as well as modern precedents such as the French, American and Russian Revolutions.

The debate on the Objectives Resolution went on for a whole week. Among the speakers were the conservative Hindu Purushottam Das Tandon, the right-wing Hindu Syama Prasad Mookerjee, the liberal lawyer M.R. Jayakar, the socialist M.R. Masani, the leading woman activist Hansa Mehta, and the communist Somnath Lahiri. After all these stalwarts had their say, a former hockey player and lapsed Christian named Jaipal Singh rose to speak. ‘As a jungli, as an Adibasi,’ said Jaipal,


I am not expected to understand the legal intricacies of the Resolution. But my common sense tells me that every one of us should march in that road to freedom and fight together. Sir, if there is any group of Indian people that has been shabbily treated it is my people. They have been disgracefully treated, neglected for the last 6,000 years. The history of the Indus Valley civilization, a child of which I am, shows quite clearly that it is the newcomers—most of you here are intruders as far as I am concerned—it is the newcomers who have driven away my people from the Indus Valley to the jungle fastness. . . . The whole history of my people is one of continuous exploitation and dispossession by the non-aboriginals of India punctuated by rebellions and disorder, and yet I take Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru at his word. I take you all at your word that now we are going to start a new chapter, a new chapter of independent India where there is equality of opportunity, where no one would be neglected.1



Seventy years have passed since Jaipal took Nehru and all the others at their word. What has been the fate of his people, the Adivasis, in this time? This essay will argue that, in many ways, the tribals of peninsular India are the unacknowledged victims of seven decades of democratic development. In this period they have continued to be exploited and dispossessed by the wider economy and polity. (At the same time, the process of dispossession has been punctuated by rebellions and disorder.) Their relative and sometimes absolute deprivation is all the more striking when compared with that of other disadvantaged groups such as Dalits and Muslims. While Dalits and Muslims have had some (admittedly modest) impact in shaping the national discourse on democracy and governance, the tribals remain not just marginal but invisible.

II

There are some 105 million Indians who are officially classified as ‘Scheduled Tribes’. I focus here, however, on the roughly 90 million tribals who live in the heart of India, in a more or less contiguous hill and forest belt that extends across the states of Gujarat, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Odisha, Bihar and West Bengal.

This essay omits from its purview the tribes of north-eastern India, who differ from their counterparts in the peninsula in several crucial ways. First, they have, until the recent past, been more or less untouched by Hindu influence. Second, they have, in the recent past, been exposed rather substantially to modern (and especially English) education; as a consequence, their literacy rates, and hence their chances of being advantageously absorbed in the modern economy, are much higher. Third, unlike the tribals of the mainland, they have been largely exempt from the trauma caused by dispossession; till recently, their location in a corner of the country has inhibited dam builders and mine owners from venturing near them.

There are, of course, many different endogamous communities—more than five hundred, at last count—that come under the label ‘Scheduled Tribes’. However, despite this internal differentiation, taken as a whole the tribes of central and eastern India share certain attributes—cultural, social, economic and political—that allow us to treat them as a single segment, distinct not only from north-eastern tribals but also from all other Indians. In everyday language, this commonality is conveyed in the term ‘Adivasi’. It is not a word that can be—or is—used to describe a Naga or a Mizo. However, it comes easily to one’s lips when speaking of a Gond or a Korku or a Bhil or an Oraon. For, these (and other) individual tribes are nevertheless unified, in the Indian imagination, by some common characteristics. Usually, what they share is denoted in cultural or ecological terms—namely that these ‘Adivasis’ generally inhabit upland or wooded areas, that they generally treat their women better than caste Hindus, that they have rich traditions of music and dance, and that while they might occasionally worship some manifestation of Vishnu or Shiva, their rituals and religion centre around village gods and spirits.

The basis for these everyday understandings of the Adivasi lies in a series of ethnographic monographs written over the years.2 From the perspective of Indian democracy, however, what unites the Adivasis is not their cultural or ecological distinctiveness, but their economic and social disadvantage. As the demographer Arup Maharatna demonstrates, when assessed by the conventional indicators of development, the Adivasis are even worse off than the Dalits. According to the figures assembled by Mahapatra, the literacy rate of Adivasis is, at 23.8 per cent, considerably lower than that of the Dalits, which stands at 30.1 per cent. As many as 62.5 per cent of Adivasi children who enter school drop out before they matriculate, whereas this happens only with 49.4 per cent of Dalit children. While a shocking 41.5 per cent of Dalits live under the official poverty line, the proportion of Adivasis who do so is even higher—49.5 per cent.

With respect to health facilities too, the Adivasis are even more poorly served than the Dalits. As many as 28.9 per cent of tribals have no access whatsoever to doctors and clinics; for Dalits, the percentage is 15.6 per cent. As compared to 57.6 per cent of Dalit children, 42.2 per cent of tribal children have been immunized. Again, 63.6 per cent of Dalits have access to safe drinking water, as against 43.2 per cent of tribals.3

On the one hand, by not providing them with decent education and health care, the Government of India has dishonoured its constitutional guarantee to provide the Adivasis equal opportunities for social and economic development. On the other hand, the policies of the government have more actively dispossessed Adivasis of their traditional means of life and livelihood. For, the tribals of the mainland live amidst India’s best forests, alongside many of its fastest-flowing rivers, and on top of its richest mineral resources. Once, this closeness to nature’s bounty provided them the means for subsistence and survival. However, as the pace of economic and industrial development picked up after Independence, the Adivasis have increasingly had to make way for commercial forestry, dams and mines. Often, the Adivasis are displaced because of the pressures and imperatives of what passes as ‘development’; sometimes, they are displaced because of the pressures and imperatives of development’s equally modern Other: namely ‘conservation’. Thus, apart from large dams and industrial townships, tribals have also been rendered homeless by the setting aside of forest areas as national parks and sanctuaries.4

How many Adivasis have lost their homes and lands as a result of conscious state policy? The estimates vary—they range from a few million to as many as 20 million. Even if we cannot come up with a precise number to the question ‘How many tribals have been involuntarily displaced by the policies of the Government of India?’ the answer must surely be: ‘Too many.’ The sociologist Walter Fernandes estimates that about 40 per cent of all those displaced by government projects are of tribal origin. Since Adivasis constitute roughly 8 per cent of India’s population, this means that a tribal is five times as likely as a non-tribal to be forced to sacrifice his or her home and hearth by the claims and demands of development and/or conservation.5

Adivasis were displaced from their lands and villages when the state occupied the commanding heights of the economy. And they continue to be displaced under the auspices of liberalization and globalization. The opening up of the Indian economy has had benign outcomes in parts of the country where the availability of an educated workforce allows for the export of high-end products such as software. On the other hand, where it has led to an increasing exploitation of unprocessed raw materials, globalization has presented a more brutal face. Such is the case with the tribal districts of Odisha and Chhattisgarh, where the largely non-tribal leadership of the state has signed a series of leases with mining companies, both Indian and foreign. These leases permit, in fact encourage, these companies to dispossess tribals of the land they own or cultivate, but under which lies rich veins of iron ore or bauxite.

III

The sufferings of the Adivasis as a consequence of deliberate state policy have been underlined in a series of official reports down the decades. A decade after Independence, the home ministry constituted a committee headed by the anthropologist Verrier Elwin to inquire into the functioning of government schemes in tribal areas. It found that the officials in charge of these schemes ‘were lacking in any intimate knowledge of their people [and] had very little idea of general policies for tribal development’. Worse, there was ‘a tendency for officials to regard themselves as superior, as heaven-born missionaries of a higher culture. They boss the people about; their chaprasis abuse them; in order to “get things done” they do not hesitate to threaten and bully. Any failure is invariably placed at the tribal door; . . . the Block officials blaming everything on the laziness, the improvidence, the suspiciousness, the superstitions of the people.’

After studying twenty blocks spread across the country, the committee concluded that ‘of the many tribal problems the greatest of all is poverty’. Much of the poverty and degradation they saw, said the committee, was


the fault of us, the ‘civilized’ people. We have driven [the tribals] into the hills because we wanted their land and now we blame them for cultivating it in the only way we left to them. We have robbed them of their arts by sending them the cheap and tawdry products of a commercial economy. We have even taken away their food by stopping their hunting or by introducing new taboos which deprive them of the valuable protein elements in meat and fish. We sell them spirits which are far more injurious than the home-made beers and wines which are nourishing and familiar to them, and use the proceeds to uplift them with ideals. We look down on them and rob them of their self-confidence, and take away their freedom by laws which they do not understand.6



Not long afterwards, the senior Congressman (and former Congress President) U.N. Dhebar was asked to chair a high-powered committee to look into the situation in tribal areas. Its members included six members of Parliament (among them Jaipal Singh) and some senior social workers. The committee identified land alienation, the denial of forest rights and the displacement by development projects as among the major problems facing the Adivasis. Sometimes, state policy had failed to come to the rescue of the tribals; at other times, it had only worked to impoverish them further. The state machinery had been unable to prevent the loss of land to outsiders, or to check the exploitative activities of moneylenders. Meanwhile, the major power projects and steel plants set in motion by the Five-Year Plans had ‘resulted in a substantial displacement of the tribal people’. The committee was concerned that this form of industrial development would ‘sweep [the tribals] off their feet . . . We have to see that the foundations of tribal life are not shaken and the house does not crash.’ Because of the dams and mills already built,


the tribals were dislodged from their traditional sources of livelihood and places of habitation. Not conversant with the details of acquisition proceedings they accepted whatever cash compensation was given to them and became emigrants. With cash in hand and many attractions in the nearby industrial towns, their funds were rapidly depleted and in course of time they were without money as well as without land. They joined the ranks of landless labourers but without any training, equipment or aptitude for any skilled or semi-skilled job.



The Dhebar Committee’s most eloquent passages concerned the suppression of tribal rights in the forest. As a consequence of the forest laws introduced by the British, and continued by the governments of independent India, ‘the tribal who formerly regarded himself as the lord of the forest, was through a deliberate process turned into a subject and placed under the Forest Department’. The officials and their urban conservationist supporters claimed that in order to protect the forests, the Adivasis had to be kept out. The Dhebar Committee commented:


There is constant propaganda that the tribal people are destroying the forest. We put this complaint to some unsophisticated tribals. They countered the complaint by asking how they could destroy the forest. They owned no trucks; they hardly had even a bullock-cart. The utmost that they could carry away was some wood to keep them warm in the winter months, to reconstruct or repair their huts and carry on their little cottage industries. Their fuel-needs for cooking, they said, were not much, because they had not much to cook. Having explained their own position they invariably turned to the amount of destruction that was taking place all around them. They reiterated how the ex-zamindars, in violation of their agreements, and the forest rules and laws, devastated vast areas of forest land right in front of officials. They also related how the contractors stray outside the contracted coupes, carry loads in excess of their authorized capacity and otherwise exploit both the forests and the tribals.

There is a feeling amongst the tribals that all the arguments in favour of preservation and development of forests are intended to refuse them their demands. They argue that when it is a question of industry, township, development work or projects of rehabilitation, all these plausible arguments are forgotten and vast tracts are placed at the disposal of outsiders who mercilessly destroy the forest wealth with or without necessity.7



Already, by the 1960s, these reports commissioned by the Government of India were demonstrating the utter failure of the state in providing a life of dignity and honour to its tribal citizens. The specific problems faced by the Adivasis were identified—namely callous and corrupt officials, the loss of land, indebtedness, restrictions on the use of the forest, and large-scale displacement. The evidence offered in these (and other reports) should have called for a course correction, for the formation and implementation of policies to ensure that India’s industrial and economic development was not at the cost of its Adivasi citizens. But in fact government policies remained entirely unchanged.

That these reports and their recommendations would be met with a deafening silence had not been unanticipated. As the Elwin Committee noted, past reports on tribal problems had been ‘ignored in practice’. It ‘is extraordinary,’ it commented, ‘how often . . . a recommendation sinks into the soulless obscurity of an official file and is heard of no more.’8

Or at least not for another twenty or thirty years. For, in the 1980s another series of official reports commented strongly on the continuing deprivation of the Adivasis. These were written by the then commissioner for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, Dr B.D. Sharma, a civil servant with wide experience of working with and alongside tribals. As documented by Dr Sharma, the major problems faced by tribals were still the same: land alienation, restrictions on their use of forests, and displacement by dams and other large projects. He pointed out that ‘the tribal people are at a critical point in their history’. They were ‘losing command over resources at a very fast rate but are also facing social disorganization which is unprecedented in their history’. And yet, the ‘tales of woes from tribal areas are hardly heard outside, and when they come they are not taken seriously’. What was worse, ‘the State itself sometimes tends to adopt a partisan role and become a privy even for actions not quite legal simply because the matter concerns voiceless small communities’.9

This time, the government’s response to these well-documented and soberly worded indictments was to refuse to table the reports in Parliament.

IV

Those are some facts about the neglect and exploitation of the Adivasis in independent India. Let me turn now to the history of rebellion and disorder. In the colonial period there were major rebellions in tribal areas, as, for example, the Kol and Bhumij revolts of the early nineteenth century, the Santhal hool of 1855, the Birsa Munda-led ulugulan in the 1890s, the uprising in Bastar in 1911, the protests in Gudem-Rampa in the 1920s, and the Warli revolt of 1945–46. Most often, these protests had to do with the alienation of land or the expropriation of forests. They were quelled only with the use of force, often very substantial force.10

The first two decades after Independence were, comparatively speaking, a time of peace in tribal India. Perhaps, like Jaipal Singh, most Adivasis took the government at its word that with freedom a new chapter would begin, where ‘there is equality of opportunity, where no one would be neglected’. However, as the evidence mounted that the benefits of development were unevenly distributed, and that the costs were borne disproportionately by tribal communities, discontent began to grow. Thus, for example, there was a major uprising of Adivasis in Bastar in 1966, led by their recently deposed maharaja, Pravir Chandra Bhanj Deo. Then, in the 1970s, a militant movement took shape in the tribal districts of Bihar, demanding an end to exploitation by moneylenders and the forest department, and asking also for the creation of a separate state to be named ‘Jharkhand’. In the same decade, tribals in Maharashtra were organized in defence of their land and forest rights by groups such as the Bhoomi Sena and the Kashtakari Sanghatana. Also in the 1970s, there were the protests against the Koel-Karo projects in Bihar. Then, beginning in the 1980s, and coming down to the present day, the plight of tribals ousted by development projects (and by large dams in particular) has been highlighted by the Narmada Bachao Andolan. Most recently, Adivasis threatened by mining projects in Odisha have organized a series of processions and boycotts to reassert their rights over land handed over by the state government to mining companies.11

Above and beyond these various protests, Maoist revolutionaries have been active in the tribal areas. The village Naxalbari, which gave the Naxalites their name, itself lies in a part of West Bengal which has a substantial tribal population. Another major centre of Naxalite activity in the late 1960s was the tribal districts of Andhra Pradesh. In the 1970s, the Maoists spread their influence in two main areas—the caste-ridden districts of central Bihar and the tribal districts of the southern parts of the (then undivided) Andhra Pradesh. In recent decades, as the Maoist insurgency has spread, its major gains have been in tribal districts—in Maharashtra, in Odisha, in Jharkhand, but perhaps above all in Chhattisgarh.12

Over the past five decades, the Adivasis of central India have often expressed their public and collective discontent with the policies and programmes of the state. Their protests have sometimes (as in Bastar in 1966 or in Jharkhand in the late 1970s) taken recourse to traditional means and traditional leaders. At other times (as in Maharashtra in the 1970s, or in the Narmada Andolan), Adivasis have been mobilized by social activists from an urban middle-class background. More recently, however, tribal disaffection has been largely expressed under the leadership of armed Maoist revolutionaries.13

V

Section II of this essay briefly compared the economic and social situation of the Dalits to that of the Adivasis. When the comparison is extended to the domain of politics, one finds that Adivasis appear to be even more disadvantaged. The weakness and vulnerability of Adivasis is made even more manifest when one further extends the comparison to include a third marginalized minority—the Muslims.

Consider, for example, the constitution of various Union Cabinets from 1947 to 2016. In this time, there have often been Dalits and Muslims who have held important portfolios. Dalits and/or Muslims have served, sometimes for long periods, as home minister, defence minister, agriculture minister and external affairs minister in the Government of India. On the other hand, no major portfolio in the Union Cabinet has ever been assigned to an Adivasi politician.

Likewise, both Dalits and Muslims have held high constitutional posts. One Dalit and three Muslims have held the highest office of all—that of the President of the republic. One Dalit and four Muslims have served as chief justice of India. No tribal has ever been made President or vice president or chief justice. So far as I know, no Adivasi has been appointed a judge of the Supreme Court. And many more Dalits and Muslims have served as governors of states than have tribals.

These facts are manifestations of a much wider invisibility of tribals in the political process. Muslims and Dalits have been able to constitute themselves as an interest group on the national stage—they are treated in popular discourse as communities that are pan-Indian. On the other hand, tribal claims remain confined to the states and districts in which they live. Unlike the Dalits and the Muslims, the Adivasis continue to be seen only in discrete, broken-up fragments.

The Dalits, in particular, have effectively channelized their grievances through constitutional means. They have successful political parties such as the Bahujan Samaj Party, which has been in power in India’s largest state, Uttar Pradesh. Dalits also have nationally known leaders such as Mayawati, who has served several terms as chief minister of Uttar Pradesh. On the other hand, the Adivasis neither have a successful political party nor a well-known political leader. Back in the 1940s, a Jharkhand Party was formed under Jaipal Singh’s leadership. While it did reasonably well in the first General Elections, in 1952, it remained a regional party. It fought for many years for a separate state, but its effectiveness was undermined by a series of splits. In any case, when the state of Jharkhand was created in 2000, it consisted only of the tribal districts of Bihar, rather than being, as Jaipal had hoped, a much larger province consisting of the contiguous tribal districts of Bengal, Odisha, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh, as well as Bihar. As finally constituted, this ‘moth-eaten’ Jharkhand has an overwhelming majority of non-tribals.

If, as is commonly (and justly) acknowledged, Dalits and tribals are the two most disadvantaged sections of Indian society, why have the former been more effective in making their claims heard by the formal political system? This contrast is, I believe, largely explained by aspects of geography and demography. The tribals of central India usually live in tribal villages, in hills and valleys where they outnumber the non-tribals among them. However, in no single state of peninsular India are they in a majority. In Andhra Pradesh, for example, Adivasis constitute 6 per cent of the state’s population. In Maharashtra, the proportion is 9 per cent; in Rajasthan, 12 per cent. Even in states professedly formed to protect the tribal interest, such as Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh, roughly two-thirds of the population is non-tribal.

The Dalits too are a minority in every state, but unlike tribals they live in mixed villages, alongside other castes and communities. This means that when election time comes, they can have a decisive impact even on constituencies not reserved for them. In most states of the Union, and in most districts in these states, they command between 10 per cent and 20 per cent of the vote. Therefore, political parties have to address the Dalit interest in a majority of Lok Sabha and assembly constituencies. Tribals, on the other hand, can influence elections only in the few isolated districts where they are concentrated. In a General Election, for example, the tribal vote may matter only in fifty or sixty constituencies, whereas the Dalit vote matters in perhaps as many as 300.14

Dalit mobilization on a provincial and national scale is also enabled by the structural similarities in the ways they experience oppression. For, the caste system operates in much the same manner across India. In villages in Tamil Nadu as in Uttar Pradesh, in Maharashtra and in Bengal, Dalits are allotted the most degrading jobs, made to live away from upper-caste hamlets, allowed access only to inferior water sources, and often prohibited from entering temples. It is therefore possible for them to build links and forge horizontal solidarities, across villages and districts and states. On the other hand, there are many variations in the forms in which tribals experience oppression. In one place, their main persecutors are forest officials; in another place, moneylenders; in a third, dam projects conducted under the aegis of the state; in a fourth, a mining project promoted by a private firm. In the circumstances, it is much harder to build a broad coalition of tribals fighting for a common goal under a single banner.

The Dalits have also been helped by the posthumous presence of Dr B.R. Ambedkar. He has been for them both example and inspiration, a man of towering intellect who successfully breached the upper-caste citadel and who, long after he is gone, encourages his fellows to do likewise. Indeed, the figure of Ambedkar is a rallying point for Dalits across the land.

The tribals, on the other hand, have never had a leader who could inspire admiration, or even affection, across the boundaries of state and language. Birsa Munda, for example, is revered in parts of Jharkhand, but he is scarcely known or remembered in the Adivasi areas of Andhra Pradesh or Maharashtra. One advantage that Ambedkar enjoys over tribal icons is that he was a builder of modern institutions as well as a social activist. He burnt copies of the Manu Smriti and formed labour unions; but he also founded schools and political parties and, above all, directed the drafting of the Indian Constitution. Ambedkar has become an all-India figure in part because of the similarities in the way his followers experience oppression; but also because they can emulate him both in protesting injustice and in building a better future.

One might say that the weak literacy rates among Adivasis have been accompanied by a weak ‘articulation ratio’. They do not have national leaders; while such leaders as do represent them are not conversant enough with the methods and discourses of modern democratic politics. On the other hand, in the case of the Dalits the presence of Ambedkar, in the past, and of Mayawati, in the present, has been complemented by an articulate second rung of activists, who know how to build political networks and lobby within and across parties.

At a national level, another minority that has had a significant political impact is the Muslims. Outside the Kashmir Valley, Muslims, like Dalits, live in villages and towns alongside Indians of other creeds. As their depressed economic situation shows, the state has not been especially attentive to their material interest. However, politicians have necessarily to be attentive to their votes, as in the assiduous cultivation of a ‘pro-Muslim’ image by so many parties and leaders before the elections they contest and hope to win.

Also relevant to this discussion is the history of Indian nationalism, and in particular, the history of the Indian National Congress. Even before Gandhi assumed its leadership, the Congress had to face the charge that it was essentially an upper-caste Hindu party. To combat this criticism, it had to reach out to Muslims and low castes. This imperative became even more pronounced in the Gandhian era when the Mahatma’s claim that the Congress represented all of India was strongly challenged by M.A. Jinnah, presuming to speak on behalf of the Muslims, and by B.R. Ambedkar, who sought to represent the lowest castes. The rhetoric of Congress nationalism, before and after Independence, always had space within it for the special interests of Muslims and Dalits. (The operative word here is ‘rhetoric’; what happened in practice was another matter.) On the other hand, the Congress never really understood the distinctive nature of the tribal predicament. Down the decades, matters concerning Adivasis were rarely given prominence in the All India Congress Committee or the Congress Working Committee (CWC) meetings. Yet, Dalit and Muslim issues often were.

The contrast between a relative Dalit and Muslim visibility on the one hand, and tribal invisibility on the other, can also be illustrated with reference to the mainstream media. Both newspapers and television give a fair amount of coverage to the continuing victimization of Dalits and the continuing marginalization of Muslims. It is sometimes argued that the coverage of Dalit and Muslim issues in the media is not nearly as nuanced, nor as substantial, as it should be. These criticisms are not without merit. However, in comparison with their Adivasi compatriots, Dalits and Muslims are actually quite well served by the media. In real life, the tribals are unquestionably as victimized and as marginal; yet, they rarely have their concerns discussed or highlighted in talk shows, editorials, reports or feature articles.

VI

The increasing presence of Maoists in areas dominated by Adivasis has a geographical reason—namely that the hills and forests of central India are well suited to the methods of roaming guerrilla warfare. But it also has a historical reason—namely that the Adivasis have gained least and lost most from seventy years of political independence.15

In fact, the two are connected. For, the state’s neglect of the Adivasis is in many respects a product of the terrain in which they live. In these remote upland areas, public officials are unwilling to work hard, and often unwilling to work at all. Doctors do not attend the clinics assigned to them; teachers stay away from schools; magistrates spend their time lobbying for a transfer back to the plains. On the other hand, the Maoists are prepared to walk miles to hold a village meeting, and listen sympathetically to tribal grievances. As a senior forest official was constrained to admit: ‘In the absence of any government support and the apathetic attitude of the forest management departments towards the livelihood of forest-dependent communities, the Naxalites have found fertile ground to proliferate.’16

That the Maoists live among, and in the same state of penury as the tribals, is unquestionable. That some of their actions have sometimes helped the Adivasis can also be conceded. This is especially the case with rates for the collection of non-timber forest produce, such as tendu patta, which have gone up by as much as 200 per cent in areas where the Maoists are active and the contractors fearful of their wrath. However, the principal aim of the Maoists is not the social or economic advancement of the Adivasis, but the capture of power in New Delhi through a process of armed struggle. In this larger endeavour, the tribals are a stepping stone—or, as some would say, merely cannon fodder.

Consider, for instance, the district of Dantewada in Chhattisgarh, an epicentre of Maoist activities in the past two decades. Dantewada forms part of a forest belt which spills over from Chhattisgarh into Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra. The region was known in mythical times as ‘Dandakaranya’, a name the Maoists have now adopted as their own. Under the special zonal committee for Dandakaranya operate several divisional committees. These in turn have range committees reporting to them. The lowest level of organization is at the village, where a committee of committed workers is known as a ‘Sangam’.

According to a senior functionary of the party, the Sangams in Dantewada seek to protect people’s rights in jal, jangal, zameen—water, forest and land. At the same time, the Maoists make targeted attacks on state officials, especially the police. Raids on police stations are intended to stop them harassing ordinary folk. They are also necessary to augment the weaponry of the guerrilla army. Through popular mobilization and the intimidation of state officials, the Maoists hope to expand their authority over Dandakaranya. Once the region is made a ‘liberated zone’, it shall (so the theory goes) be used as a launching pad for the capture of state power in India as a whole.17

In pursuit of this ‘protracted people’s war’, the Maoists have conducted daring attacks on artefacts and symbols of the state. In November 2005, they stormed the district town of Jehanabad in Bihar, firebombing offices and freeing several hundred prisoners from jail. In March 2007, they attacked a police camp in Chhattisgarh, killing fifty-five policemen and making off with a huge cache of weapons. At other times, they have bombed or set fire to railway stations and transmission towers.

In Dantewada itself, the Maoists have conducted two spectacular attacks on symbols of state power. In April 2010, they ambushed and killed more than seventy members of the Central Reserve Police Force. Three years later, they killed some twenty-five leading Congressmen of Chhattisgarh.

The violence promoted by the Maoists has brought a great deal of counter-violence in return. Tens of thousands of security forces have poured into Chhattisgarh, seeking to restore the primacy of the Indian state. Mostly or wholly non-Adivasi, these men in uniform have further added to the insecurities of the villagers caught in the crossfire. Incidents of harassment, the seizure of crops and chickens, and the sexual abuse of women by policemen are now rife in the region. Far from ‘liberating’ Bastar, the activities of the Maoists have willy-nilly plunged it even deeper into darkness.

Apart from the Maoists, there are two other sets of non-state actors important in tribal areas. From the late nineteenth century, the Christian missionaries have run schools and hospitals in tribal areas. Since the 1950s, Hindu missionaries have emulated them by opening their own set of pathshalas and clinics. The Maoists, for their part, do often attempt to get the tribals a higher wage for labouring in a landlord’s field, and higher rates for the collection of forest produce.

These welfare-oriented activities, however, are merely a means. The end, in each case, is to convert the tribal to the religious or political philosophy of the group in question. The padre or nun hopes to make the tribal a Christian; the sant or sadhu hopes to make the tribal a Hindu; the comrade or party secretary hopes to make him a Maoist. Thus, if the state and the established political parties have tended to treat the tribals as second-class citizens, Christian, Hindu and Maoist missionaries have tended to treat them as souls to be harvested for their cause.

Conventionally, the term ‘missionaries’ is reserved for the Christians. However, in tribal areas, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) and the Maoists must be considered missionaries too, in that they seek, by blandishments or by force, to convert the tribals to their own—alien—world view. These three groups work energetically to augment their own flock at the expense of the others. Notably, each group has a contempt for the history, the culture, the ideas and the aspirations of the tribals themselves. Each works not through but in rivalry to tribal cultural institutions.

Hindu and Christian schools alike teach tribals to forget their own gods and embrace the gods promoted by them. Maoist meetings urge the tribals to replace their deities with the revolutionary trinity of Marx, Lenin and Mao. At the same time, sadhu, sant, priest, nun, comrade and revolutionary have generally shown little interest in the beauties of tribal art, folklore, music and craftsmanship.

VII

How can a democratic state fight the rise of Maoist extremism in the tribal areas? It might do so, on the one hand, by bringing the fruits of development to the Adivasi, and on the other hand, by prompt and effective police action. However, the policies currently being followed by the Government of India are the antitheses of what one would prescribe. Instead of making tribals partners in economic development, they marginalize them further. State governments, themselves run and dominated by non-tribals, are signing away tribal land for mining, manufacturing and energy-generation projects. And instead of efficient police action, we have the outsourcing of law and order, as in the notorious Salwa Judum campaign in Chhattisgarh, where the state government set up a vigilante army that ran a parallel administration in the region.

In the most peaceful of times, the state has often failed to uphold the law in tribal areas. Schedules V and VI of the Constitution provide for a substantial degree of self-governance in districts where Adivasis are in a majority. Yet, their clauses protecting tribal rights to land and forests, curbing the activities of moneylenders, and mandating the formation of village and district councils have been honoured only in the breach. These Schedules provide for local councils to have a share in the royalties from minerals found on tribal land; what happens in practice is that the Adivasis do not get to see or spend a paisa from mining, whose proceeds are shared between the contractors and the state-level (and usually non-tribal) politicians. Meanwhile, the criminal justice system is in a state of near collapse; as witnessed in the murder of Shankar Guha Niyogi, that selfless striver for the rights and dignity of Adivasi workers in Chhattisgarh. It was widely believed that Guha Niyogi was killed by assassins hired by capitalists; yet, those who planned and executed the murder have gone scot-free.

Can the Communist Party of India (Maoist) come to power in New Delhi through armed struggle? I think the answer to this question must be in the negative. Corrupt and corroded though it is, the Indian state, c. 2016, cannot be compared to the Chinese state, c. 1940s. It is highly unlikely that a revolution based on Maoist principles will succeed in India. In fact, I would say it is impossible. In dense jungle, the Maoists can easily elude a police force that is poorly trained, poorly equipped, and running scared to boot. It is not inconceivable that they will, at some stage, manage to establish a ‘liberated zone’ in some part of Dandakaranya. But once they seek to expand their revolution into more open country, they will be mowed down by the Indian Army.

Of the commitment of the Maoists to their cause, there should be no doubt. These are young men (and occasionally women) who have lived for years on end in the most difficult circumstances, in pursuit of their dream of a successful revolution. I believe that, in military terms, this dream is a fantasy. The Maoists will never be able to plant the Red Flag on the Red Fort. The tragedy is that it might take them years to come to this conclusion. While the Maoists will find it difficult to expand outside their current areas of operation, the Indian state will not be able to easily restore order and legitimacy in the tribal areas that have passed out of its grasp. A war of attrition lies ahead of us, which will take a heavy toll of human life—lives of policemen, of Maoists and of unaffiliated civilians.

Such is the prospect in the short term. From the longer-term perspective of the historian, however, the Maoist dream might be seen not as fantasy but as nightmare. For, the signal lesson of the twentieth century is that regimes based on one-party rule grossly violate human dignity and human welfare. By common consent, the most evil man of the modern age was Adolf Hitler. The holocaust he unleashed and the wars he provoked cost some 30 million lives. But in the mass murder stakes, Stalin and Mao are not far behind. In fact, some estimates suggest that revolutionary communism has claimed even more human lives than fascism and the extremist ideologies of the Right.18

How then might the Maoist insurgency be ended or at least contained? On the government side, this might take the shape of a sensitively conceived and sincerely implemented plan to make Adivasis true partners in the development process: by assuring them the title over lands cultivated by them; by allowing them the right to manage forests sustainably; by giving them a solid stake in industrial or mining projects that come up where they live, at the cost of their lands and homes.

On the Maoist side, this might take the shape of a compact with bourgeois democracy. They could emulate the CPI and the CPM, as well as their counterparts in Nepal, by participating in and perhaps even winning elections. A reconciliation of extremism with electoral democracy seems even more urgent and necessary in a country like India, which is much larger and much more diverse than Nepal.

As things stand, however, one cannot easily see the Indian Maoists give up on their commitment to armed struggle. Nor, given the way the Indian state actually functions, can one see it so radically reform itself as to put the interests of a vulnerable minority—the Adivasis—ahead of those with more money and political power.

IX

As we mark our seventieth Independence Day, how many Indians, I wonder, recognize the fact that tribals have gained least and lost most from India being a free and democratic country? Viewed historically, the tribals have faced nine distinct and overlapping tragedies:

First, they suffer from what one might call a ‘triple resource curse’, living as they do in India’s densest forests, along its fastest-flowing rivers, and atop its richest veins of iron ore and bauxite. As the country has industrialized, the tribals have lost their homes and livelihoods to logging projects, dams and mines which are directed by and benefit more powerful social forces.

Second, there has never been an Adivasi Ambedkar, a leader of pan-Indian significance who could give hope and inspiration to tribals everywhere.

Third, the tribals are demographically concentrated in a few hill districts, and hence do not constitute a vote bank whose voice can, at least symbolically, be attended to by the political class. There is a striking contrast here with Dalits (as well as Muslims), who are more evenly distributed across India, have a far greater impact on the outcome of state and national elections, and are hence treated with far greater respect by national parties.

Fourth, a large share of officers’ jobs under the ‘Scheduled Tribes’ quota, as well as reserved seats in the more prestigious colleges, go to the tribals of the north-east, who have a greater facility with the English language as well as access to better schools. This geographical distortion in the distribution of benefits calls perhaps for a revision of the category of ‘Scheduled Tribes’ in order to privilege the Adivasis of central India.

Fifth, since they are without adequate representation in the higher civil service and without a political voice anyway, the tribals are subject to harsh treatment by the officials of the forest, police, revenue, education and health departments, who are obliged by law to serve the Adivasis but oriented in practice to harass and exploit them.

Sixth, the livelihood skills of the tribals, based on an intimate knowledge of the natural environment, cannot be easily transferred to the industrial economy (here again, the Dalits are somewhat better placed, since their artisanal and craft traditions can be incorporated into some modern sectors).

Seventh, since, except for Santhali, tribal languages are not officially recognized, they are not taught in government schools. With the medium of instruction being a language not their own, tribal children are at a disadvantage from the time they enter school.

In the past two decades, to these seven continuing tragedies has been added an eighth—the rising influence of Maoist extremists in tribal areas. While presuming to be the protectors of the Adivasis, the Maoists offer no solution to their problems. In fact, by escalating the level of violence, they intensify their suffering in the short and medium term. In any case, the revolutionaries have no long-term commitment to the Adivasis, seeing them rather as a stepping stone en route to the capture of state power.

The ninth tragedy is the relative invisibility of the tribal predicament in the so-called ‘national’ media. This media—both print and electronic—features intense debates on (among other matters) the problems of the Dalits and the predicament of the Muslims, on female foeticide and khap panchayats, on scams relating to telecom licences and infrastructural projects. These are all real problems, which must be discussed and addressed. But so must the situation of the Adivasis who lose their lands to mines and dams; the Adivasis deprived of access to schools and hospitals; the Adivasis who are ignored by the political parties; the Adivasis who are massively under-represented in the professional classes and in the upper reaches of the bureaucracy; the Adivasis subject to violence by state and insurgent alike.

For the last word on the multiple tragedies of the Indian Adivasi, let me turn to Nandini Sundar, a fine and fearless anthropologist who has studied Bastar for many years, and written two superb books and many important essays on the region. I have before me as I write Professor Sundar’s most recent field report from the region. To show how, after some seven decades of Independence, Adivasis remain the most vulnerable and victimized of Indians, I need only quote this single paragraph:


The forests of Bastar are teeming with people while the villages are deserted. The Maoists walk the forests, keeping watch on the security forces, who have now taken to camping in the jungles, ostensibly to keep watch on the Maoists. The villagers themselves spend sleepless nights wondering which direction the forces will take and who they will attack next. Across Bijapur, Sukma and Narayanpur, people have taken to sleeping in the jungle at night or migrating en masse to Telangana to escape dawn raids and the mass round-ups. It is freezing in the open; no one can light fires for fear of being found, and the few blankets they possess are really no protection. Most cover themselves only with a thin cotton lungi. If they don’t die in an ‘encounter’, many will surely fall ill with the cold.19









chapter eight

WHICH WAS OUR WORST YEAR EVER?

At the end of 2008, I was asked by a magazine editor if this had been India’s worst year ever. Mumbai had recently been subject to a horrific terror attack, this played out on our television screens in a sixty-hour, commercial-free, non-stop drama. 26/11 was the most serious in a series of terror attacks that our country and its people were subjected to in 2008. Before Mumbai, there was Delhi where bombs in September claimed some twenty lives. Before Delhi there was Ahmedabad where explosions in July led to at least fifty deaths. This followed immediately after a series of blasts in Bengaluru, which caused few fatalities yet unnerved the residents of what had thus far been a mostly violence-free city. Then there were the attacks in Jaipur in May when multiple explosions led to as many as 200 fatalities.

In the calendar year 2008, terrorists motivated by the call of jihad, and many of them trained in (and coming from) the territory of Pakistan, exacted a horrible human cost. The cumulative impact of their barbaric acts—stretching from Jaipur through Delhi and Ahmedabad on to Mumbai—may have obliterated, from collective memory, the troubles caused in that twelvemonth by the fanatics on the other side. Through several long weeks in the autumn of 2008, cadres of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad and the Bajrang Dal attacked desperately poor villagers in Orissa for the sin of converting to Christianity. As a consequence, some 200 places of worship were damaged, at least forty people were killed and more than 50,000 rendered homeless. The events in Odisha were followed by similar happenings in Karnataka where churches were ravaged and nuns beaten up by members of the Sangh Parivar.

Troubled too, in the year 2008, was the most beautiful state in India. In June, several years of peace and (relative) stability in Kashmir were disturbed and destroyed by competitive communalism. A few hectares of land asked for by a temple board sparked off protests by the residents of the Valley; in exchange, the residents of Jammu blocked the highways and paralysed the state administration. The conflict escalated; mass meetings were held in the Valley calling for azadi, mass meetings were held in Jammu demanding justice and self-respect.

Lest we forget, 2008 also saw the renewal of sectarian protests based on identities other than religion. The MPs of the Telangana Rashtra Samiti resigned from their posts and prepared to relaunch their agitation for a separate state. The cadres of the United Liberation Front of Assam, after months of inactivity, set off a series of bombs in and around Guwahati, in pursuit of their dream (or fantasy) of an independent Ahom nation. Also in 2008, cadres of Raj Thackeray’s Maharashtra Navnirman Samiti (MNS) threatened to purge Mumbai of ‘outsiders’ to the city.

If conflict pervaded the domains of society and religion in 2008, our material life in that year was hit by the meltdown in the global economy. The collapse of banks on Wall Street had its ripple effect in India too, with the Planning Commission revising its growth estimates downwards, automobile companies asking workers to stay at home three days a week, and BPO firms laying off thousands of employees. Indian companies that had ventured into acquisitions abroad saw the prestige of those purchases being undermined by falling prices and profits. Meanwhile, at home, the aam aadmi was hit by inflation, whose rate had now reached double digits for the first time in more than a decade.

The year 2008 was also when Mother Nature played havoc with its Indian children. In some parts of the country, rainfall was less than anticipated, leading to lower crop yields and local scarcities; in other parts, far greater than anticipated, leading to villages and towns coming under threat from flooding. In the last week of November, many parts of the great city of Chennai found themselves knee-deep in water. Earlier, in August, the same fate had been handed out to many districts of the great state of Bihar. The Kosi River changed course for the first time in more than a century, the overflow covering huge swathes of land with a fast-moving sheet of water, and humans and cattle fleeing in its wake. More than 3 million people were affected by the floods.

For the citizens of India, the calendar year 2008 was marked and scarred by the malign activities of Islamic fanatics, Hindu bigots and linguistic chauvinists; by the arresting of the onward march of the Indian economy; and by cyclones and floods. This listing probably overlooks some other nasty things that took place. (I just typed ‘Naxalite attacks 2008’ into Google, to be reminded that Maoists killed policemen in Odisha in February and in Chhattisgarh in October.) But even the incomplete evidence offered above begs the question—was this the worst year experienced by India (and Indians) since the country was founded?

Speaking as an Indian who is closer to sixty than to fifty, I can immediately offer one other candidate for that (very dubious) honour—1984, a year that was a nightmare for India at any rate, if not (as George Orwell had once predicted) for the whole world. In the early months of 1984, there was disquiet in the Kashmir Valley and in Nagaland. These were old trouble spots; far more worrying was the growth of separatist sentiments in the Punjab. The Sikhs had long been considered to be an integral part of the Indian nation. They played a key role in the agrarian economy and in the armed forces. They were well represented in the professions, and in sports.

That a section of the Sikhs would now want to carve out a future distinct from that of India’s was a surprise. That they would seek to do so with the help of Pakistan was a shock. For, the Sikhs had been the main victims of Partition; following which they were thrown out of the canal colonies they had built, and kept away from some of their most sacred shrines, now on the wrong side of the border. In 1946 and 1947, the Punjabi Muslim and the Punjabi Sikh had been at each other’s throats. Three and a half decades later, they had become unlikely allies, as the wily ruler of Pakistan, Zia-ul-Haq, began aiding the Khalistani militants with money, arms, and not least, safe havens. (A waggish friend joked that once Zia saw the putative map of Khalistan, the support would stop—for, this included a corridor to Karachi, as the new nation would not be secure without access to the sea.)

The rise of Sikh separatism was the product of several factors—among them, the cynicism of the Congress, which had initially propped up the extremists as a counterweight to their old rivals, the Akalis; the pusillanimity of the Akalis themselves, who allowed their flock to be captured by bigots; and the messianic leadership of Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, who thought that with god on their side, the Khalistanis would certainly vanquish the Indian state.

As the Khalistan movement grew, and as it manifested itself in periodic killings of Hindus or ‘renegade’ Sikhs, the prime minister of India increasingly recast herself as the defender of the faith of the majority. Reared in a robustly secular, not to say irreligious, household, in the years 1983 and 1984 Indira Gandhi began to be seen quite frequently in the vicinity of temples. Perhaps her behaviour was a product merely of Anno Domini—after all, even atheists are known to get spiritual as they enter into their sixties. More likely, it was a move dictated by political expediency—namely the need to secure the prospects of the Congress party in the next General Elections. For, what Mrs Gandhi feared above all was a repeat of 1977 when she lost her prime ministership, and even her seat in Parliament, at the hands of a combined Opposition.

Sensing the vulnerability of the ruling party, opposition leaders were once more seeking to present a united front at the next elections. Guiding the process of coalition-building was the chief minister of Andhra Pradesh, the former film star N.T. Rama Rao. A famous (or at least well-paid) astrologer had predicted that the next ruler of India would be an ardhanarishwar, half-man, half-woman. The rumour gained ground that NTR had taken to draping himself in a saffron sari at night.

The Janata coalition of 1977–80 was remembered by the Indian public as notoriously weak and fractious. Judging that before the 1984 elections the voter would like to see a robust alternative to it, Indira Gandhi chose finally to act against the Khalistani separatists. In the first week of June 1984, the Indian Army was sent into the Golden Temple where they were met with determined resistance by Bhindranwale’s men. It took the better part of two days for the army to prevail. Estimates of deaths in the battle varied from 600 to upwards of 5000. More damaging than the lives lost was the destruction of the Akal Takht, the venerable old building that had traditionally represented the seat of Sikh temporal power.

The most telling comment on ‘Operation Blue Star’ came from a highly decorated Sikh general, J.S. Aurora, a hero of the liberation of Bangladesh in 1971: ‘The army was used to finish a problem created by the government.’ In truth, the problem had not been finished, but merely displaced. Sikh radicals now identified the prime minister as the chief architect of the attack on their temple. They got to work on members of her security staff, two of whom, Beant Singh and Satwant Singh, gunned down Indira Gandhi as she walked from her home to her office on the morning of 31October 1984.

When Mahatma Gandhi was murdered in the year Orwell wrote his novel, he was a private citizen. Since then, three heads of government in South Asia had been assassinated—Pakistan’s Liaquat Ali Khan in 1951, Ceylon’s S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike in 1959, and Bangladesh’s Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in 1975. It is no disrespect to these leaders to say that Indira Gandhi’s murder was the most shocking of all—because India was reckoned to be a more stable nation, because it was by far the largest country in the region, and because, for good or for ill, her place in the history of the world was more weighty than that of those other prime ministers.

The impact of the assassination was magnified many times by the directed pogrom that followed. For two whole days, mobs led by Congressmen ran riot in the Sikh colonies of Delhi, burning, looting, raping, murdering. Sikhs in other towns and cities of northern India were also targeted. The home minister, P.V. Narasimha Rao, was paralysed by inaction, giving us a foretaste of how he was to behave when the Babri Masjid was demolished eight years later. Meanwhile, the new prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi, merely commented that when a big tree falls, the earth shakes.

As it limped into its last month, the calendar year 1984 had already witnessed three dramatic, dreadful events—the attack on the Golden Temple, the assassination of a serving prime minister, the killings of innocent Sikhs. I remember all three well, and also the fourth that was to follow. On the morning of 2 December I got married in Bangalore. As my wife and I proceeded to Goa on our honeymoon, news reached us of the gas leak in Bhopal, revealed in time to be the most serious industrial accident of the twentieth century, worse even than Chernobyl, killing more than 2000 Indians and maiming many thousand others.

Thirty and more years after the anti-Sikh riots, the perpetrators have not yet been punished. Thirty and more years after the Bhopal disaster, the victims and their families have still not been adequately compensated. In these and other respects, the events and personalities of 1984 continue to cast a baleful shadow on the politics and culture of contemporary India.

Indira Gandhi’s last year in office was tragic for her, and for her country. As it happens, Mrs Gandhi’s first twelvemonth as prime minister must also be a front runner in the race to be considered the ‘most horrible year of all’. The year 1966 began with the death, through a heart attack suffered in Tashkent, of the prime minister, Lal Bahadur Shastri. In his short time in office, the short-statured Shastri had grown in assurance and credibility. He had led India commandingly in a war provoked by Pakistan, he had laid the seeds of the Green Revolution, and he had taken steps to liberalize the economy.

When Shastri died in January, Indira Gandhi was chosen by the Congress bosses to replace him. She did not at first inspire confidence. Although immaculately groomed, she had little previous experience in government. She had a fine command of English as well as Hindi, but was little inclined (at least in public) to exercise it, so much so that the combination of her silence and her (sartorial) elegance led the socialist politician Ram Manohar Lohia to dub her a goongi gudiya (dumb doll). But then no doll, dumb or otherwise, has had to face as stern a test as Mrs Gandhi did in her first months in office. A checklist of select events in 1966 follows:

February: The Mizo National Front launches an armed uprising against Indian rule. Banks are looted, offices burnt, roads blocked. One town is captured and another threatened. The army is called in, followed by the air force; for the first time since Independence, the Indian state uses air power against its own people.

March: A tribal rebellion in Bastar is quelled by the use of force—forty Adivasis die in police firing, among them their venerated former maharaja, Pravir Chandra Bhanj Deo.

March, again: Successive failures of the monsoon lead to starvation deaths in the countryside. There are food riots in India’s most populous city, Calcutta. In desperation, the prime minister goes to Washington to ask for aid in the form of wheat. The mission is captured in one American newspaper headline: ‘New Indian Leader Comes Begging’. Meanwhile, the sorrow and the succour are captured at home in the only joke ever known to have been made by an Indian economist, which was that the country was now leading ‘a ship-to-mouth existence’.

April: The peace talks between Naga rebels and the Indian government break down. The insurgents return to the jungle, only to re-emerge to blast trains and assassinate officials.

June: The foreign exchange reserves are so seriously depleted that the government is forced to devalue the rupee, an act considered by its critics to be an admission of national failure, since the devaluation came close on the heels of the begging for food, and since it was undertaken on the advice—or the orders—of the International Monetary Fund.

November: Angry sadhus calling for a ban on cow slaughter hold a massive meeting on the Boat Club lawns in New Delhi. One swami, even angrier than the rest, calls for the crowd to storm Parliament. The holy men make for the gates, but are stopped by the police. They then turn their wrath on passers-by and on property. Some 500 vehicles go up in flames, as do the house of the Congress president and the guardroom of All India Radio. For the first time since 1947, the army is called out to restore order in the capital.

Indira Gandhi’s first year in office was marked by a series of unfortunate events, and so also was the first full calendar year that her father, Jawaharlal Nehru, served as prime minister. The year 1948 began with attacks by Hindu extremists on Muslims in Delhi and the Punjab, in revenge for attacks on minorities in what was now Pakistan. The Father of the Nation, Mahatma Gandhi, went on a fast to help restore communal amity. For this noble and heroic act, he was murdered by a former member of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh. The nation was stunned and the fanatics shamed, for they now retreated into the margins. Their place was taken by the extremists on the other side. In the first week of March 1948, acting on the orders of their Soviet masters, the Communist Party of India launched an armed insurrection against the Indian state.

I was not alive in 1948, but reading the newspapers of the time I sense that this must have been a very dark year indeed. This young and vulnerable nation was challenged by radicals of the Left and the Right. There was a war on in Kashmir. Then a fourth obstacle presented itself. This was the princely state of Hyderabad, which, unlike 500 others of its ilk, was refusing to join the Indian Union. This would have dealt a fatal blow to national unity, for the territory of Hyderabad extended across the heart of the subcontinent, separating north India from the south.

To judge how bad 1948 must have been, consider this excerpt from a letter written in that year by the last British commander-in-chief of the Indian Army, General Claude Auchinleck: ‘The Sikhs may try to set up a separate regime. I think they probably will and that will be only a start of a general decentralization and break-up of the idea that India is a country, whereas it is a subcontinent as varied as Europe. The Punjabi is as different from a Madrassi as a Scot is from an Italian. The British tried to consolidate it but achieved nothing permanent. No one can make a nation out of a continent of many nations.’

Like 2008, 1984 and 1966 and 1948 were all peppered with violence and murder, and by riots and rebellions. And there have been some other bad years too, those when a single event may have been momentous enough to undermine one’s faith in the republic. I think of 1962, an otherwise placid year marred by the humiliating defeat in the border war with China; of 1975, a year when India, for the first and hopefully the last time, was brought under the authoritarian rule of a single party run by a single family; of 1992, when the destruction of a medieval mosque and the riots that followed called into question the secular and plural ideals of the Indian Constitution; and of 2002, when a pogrom against Muslims was conducted by the Gujarat administration with the complicity of the Central government, the event and its aftermath shaming India in the eyes of the world.

Here, then, is a listing of the bad and the very bad years experienced by India in the seventy years since Independence: 1948, 1962, 1966, 1975, 1984, 1992, 2002, 2008. Which of these was the very worst? It is hard to give an unambiguous answer, for three reasons. The first is the imperfect state of our knowledge, the flawed powers of recall of the historian as much as of the citizen.

A second reason why I prefer not to pick one year above (or below) the rest is that, in such a choice, bias and prejudice must always play some part. The Indian for whom secularism is the most important binding value of the republic will tend to think of 1992 and 2002 as being the worst of all years. The Indian motivated by a dislike of the Nehru-Gandhis might instead choose 1962 or 1975. The admirer of Mahatma Gandhi might cast his vote for the year in which the greatest of all Indians was murdered. Indian citizens of the Sikh faith may have the darkest memories of 1984. And the company which owns the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel will certainly think 2008 was the worst year of all.

The third reason why any singular choice must be contentious lies in the method being followed here. Because the media—and the electronic media even more so—tends to privilege spectacular, dramatic events; the citizen chooses to do so too. However, behind and beyond the killings and the bomb blasts lie many less visible sufferings and tragedies. To speak only of the year with which I began, 2008, even if the fidayeen had not targeted Mumbai, the MNS not targeted Biharis, and the VHP not targeted Christians, there would still have been millions of Indians without access to safe drinking water, decent schools and hospitals, and a fair living wage. Had the Mumbai drama not been played out in front of television screens, in homes and localities across the land, there would still have been women abused and violated, Dalits and tribals harassed and victimized, slum dwellers evicted, and beggars turned away. Had no gunmen entered the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel on the night of 26 November 2008, farmers plagued by debt and crop failure would still be killing themselves in the villages of Maharashtra.

This, indeed, may be the most significant reason why one must refuse to single out one particular year as more dreadful than the rest. For, in constructing an index of ‘Gross National Unhappiness’, the trials of daily life must necessarily count as much as the dislocations and deaths caused by extraordinary happenings such as terrorist attacks. However, given the variability of these different events and processes, and the impossibility of measuring them in quantitative terms, our index must remain hypothetical. I suspect that even the combined talents of Albert Einstein and Srinivasa Ramanujan would have found it impossible to accurately compute a Gross National Unhappiness index for a single year, let alone so many.

Who is to judge which of the sixty-nine years since India became independent has been the worst of all? Not this historian, at any rate. You may call this cowardice; I prefer to think of it as prudence. Suffice it to say that in our short career as a nation, we have had some bad years and a few disastrous ones too. By my reckoning, we have had at least eight years that live on in public memory for the wrong reasons, for having been witness to crimes against individuals and communities of a scale that deserve that telling epithet, ‘inhuman’.

Reflecting on that very troubled decade, the 1980s, a decade marked by caste wars and communal conflicts and many other nasty things besides, the sociologist Ashis Nandy remarked that ‘In India the choice could never be between chaos and stability, but between manageable and unmanageable chaos, between humane and inhuman anarchy, and between tolerable and intolerable disorder’. I disagree with Nandy about many things, but think he has it exactly right here. For, as I have argued elsewhere, India is both an unnatural nation as well as an unlikely democracy. Never before has a single political unit been constructed from such disparate and diverse parts. Never before was a largely illiterate population given the right to choose its own rulers.

For India to be both united and untroubled would be a miracle. For it to be both democratic and free of conflict would be doubly so. Thus, in the 1940s, we overcame the crisis of Partition by forging a democratic and federal Constitution. No sooner had the nation observed its first Republic Day than it was confronted by oppositional movements based on language. When we contained and tamed these—by creating linguistic states—our unity was freshly imperilled by the Naga insurgency. Then, in the 1960s, anti-Hindi protests in Tamil Nadu and the rise of Naxalism in West Bengal and Andhra Pradesh posed fresh questions to Indian democracy and national unity. In the 1970s, we were subjected to the Emergency; and when we came out of that, to separatist movements in Assam and the Punjab. The 1990s saw the sharpening of caste and religious identities, a process that unleashed conflicts and animosities that, when I last looked, had scarcely abated. The noughties saw the Gujarat riots and a mass epidemic of farmers’ suicides. And through these seven decades, there has remained the problem of the Kashmir Valley—was it, could it, must it, be properly part of the Republic of India?

The history of independent India is one of fires being lit, doused, and then lit again. It could not but be otherwise. As an unnatural nation and an unlikely democracy, India was never destined for a smooth ride. It is not, and can never be, Sweden or Norway, that is to say, a small, mostly homogeneous country with little crime, less violence and very few poor people. We should perhaps count ourselves fortunate that in all but eight of our sixty-nine years as a free nation, the Indian chaos has been manageable, the Indian anarchy humane, and the Indian disorder tolerable.
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chapter nine

THE BRILLIANCE AND DOGMATISM OF ERIC HOBSBAWM

The novelist and essayist Arthur Koestler once remarked that he would gladly exchange a hundred readers today for ten readers in ten years’ time, and for one reader in a hundred years’ time. This sentiment most serious writers would endorse. Newspaper columnists and writers of pulp fiction write for the moment, but literary novelists and scholars seek to write for posterity, or at least for the next generation. But while the hope (or conceit) is ubiquitous, few novelists successful in their own day are read twenty or thirty years hence, and even fewer scholars. Who now reads Talcott Parsons, once (in the 1950s and 1960s) the most prominent sociologist in America and the world? And who now remembers Mikhail Sholokhov, the most famous socialist novelist of his time, a winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature?

Koestler’s aphorism comes to mind when considering the career of his fellow European Jew, fellow British citizen and fellow polyglot Eric Hobsbawm. Hobsbawm, who died on 1 October 2012, lived a long and very productive life. Born in Alexandria in 1917, he was raised in Vienna and Berlin before his family fled Hitler’s Germany for the relatively safe confines of Britain. Here, Hobsbawm studied at King’s College, Cambridge, served in the Second World War, and after that conflict ended, joined the faculty of Birkbeck College in London. For the next sixty years, he was a stalwart of British intellectual life, while also profoundly influencing scholars and scholarship across the world.

In both disciplinary and geographical terms, Hobsbawm was an anti-chauvinist. He had paid his dues in the archives, but also read widely in sociology, anthropology and philosophy. He had a keen interest in the arts and a keener interest in music, being especially knowledgeable about jazz. And while most other British historians concerned themselves exclusively with their home (or Home) country, Hobsbawm knew French, German, Russian, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese (and possibly some Polish and Czech too). He was familiar with the intricate details of virtually every European nation: with their ethnic composition, the programmes of their political parties, their wars won and lost, their best-known (or most notorious) artists and writers et al. Furthermore, he had taught for long periods in the United States, and travelled a great deal in Latin America as well.

Hobsbawm’s works fell broadly into three categories. The books most widely prescribed in college courses were his broad-brush histories of the nineteenth century: The Age of Revolution, The Age of Capital, The Age of Empire. These were macrohistories, covering a wide spatial scale, written within a classically Marxist framework, strong on economics and technology with some (if not excessive) room for culture.

The books by Hobsbawm best known to the general (or non-academic) reading public were Age of Extremes and Interesting Times. The first book is a history of what he called the ‘short twentieth century’—from the onset of the First World War in 1914 to the final collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. The second book covered the same period, but in more personal terms—with wars and states and technological innovations viewed from the vantage point, and individual experience, of a boy growing up in interwar Europe before settling down in England, from where, as an established and ever more influential academic, he travelled across Europe and North America and occasionally to other continents too.

The majestic nineteenth-century trilogy and the two, very differently cast, twentieth-century histories are still available in bookstores. Yet the works by Hobsbawm that had the most enduring intellectual impact, and are most admired by scholars, live on now only in libraries. These are his studies of the struggles of workers, craftsmen and peasants in early industrial Europe—books such as Primitive Rebels (1959), Labouring Men (1964), Captain Swing (written with George Rudé, 1969) and Bandits (1973). These books demonstrated that Marxists too could write with real flair and feeling, sensitively probing the emotions, ambitions, failings and hopes of ordinary individuals seeking to challenge structures of power and authority.

In these books, Hobsbawm helped invent what is called ‘history from below’. To be sure, the invention was not his alone—his compatriots George Rudé and E.P. Thompson could claim an equal share of credit. Rudé had come to the subject even before Hobsbawm (through his studies of the crowd in the French Revolution), while Thompson (the author of The Making of the English Working Class and Whigs and Hunters, among other works) was a finer stylist, bringing a passion and grace to his prose that was in part (but only in part) due to the fact that English was his first (and more or less his only) language.

In 1980, as a beginning graduate student, I was directed by my thesis supervisor to a short, pungent piece by Eric Hobsbawm that had just appeared in the journal Past and Present. This was a response to a previous essay in the same journal by Lawrence Stone that celebrated the ‘return of narrative’ to historical writing—this being, in Stone’s view, a welcome departure from the arid, analytical, social-scientific and (not least) Marxisant trends that had previously dominated the discipline. Hobsbawm saw Stone’s triumphalism as misplaced; to be sure, historians needed to write well, but they had also to analyse and synthesize, to explain events and processes in terms of what they meant to human values and institutions.

As a sociologist trying to write history, I was encouraged and inspired by Hobsbawm, who had so successfully transgressed disciplinary boundaries, working from the other side of the divide. And since my own research was on peasant protest, I read works like Primitive Rebels and Captain Swing with more than ordinary attention. Meanwhile, there had emerged a vibrant Indian tradition of social history, embodied in the Subaltern Studies series, whose first volume was published in 1982, with Ranajit Guha’s Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India appearing a year later.

In Elementary Aspects, Ranajit Guha took issue with Hobsbawm’s Leninist vanguardism. The author of Primitive Rebels had said of the peasants, artisans and workers he was writing about that these were ‘pre-political people [who] have not yet found, or only begun to find, a specific language in which to express their aspirations about the world’. Likewise, the introduction to Captain Swing described the agricultural workers’ uprising of 1830 as ‘improvised, archaic, [and] spontaneous’, whose ‘great tragedy was that it never succeeded in linking up with the rebellion of mine, mill and city’. Ranajit Guha saw this approach as condescending: invoking the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, he noted that there was no room for pure spontaneity in history. Acts dismissed by modern, university-educated scholars as ‘pre-political’ in fact contained an immanent critique of the social structure they were rebelling against. Rather than judge these protests as falling short of one’s own political preferences, the historian should seek to reconstruct the rebel’s world view and sympathetically assess it on its own terms.

The critique was not unmerited; even so, it can be argued that without Hobsbawm’s (and Rudé’s) books, there would have been no Subaltern Studies at all. Those white British males showed the way, pioneering research into non-traditional sources and drawing on disciplines other than history in understanding the social conflicts and social movements of the past. Hobsbawm himself had a dazzlingly wide range of interests. The preface to the first edition of Primitive Rebels observes that the author’s curiosity in this (thus far neglected) subject had been sparked by an Italian historian. The book grew out of lectures given at Manchester University at the invitation of the great anthropologist Max Gluckman, an exile from his native South Africa. Hobsbawm wrote that he ‘was fortunate enough on that occasion to be able to discuss the subject with him [Gluckman] and with a group of anthropologists, historians, economists and political scientists’.

The intellectual debts signalled, the preface to Primitive Rebels went on to say, that ‘a subject such as this cannot be studied from documents alone. Some personal contact, however slight, with the people and even the places about which the historian writes, is essential if he is to understand problems which are exceedingly remote from the normal life of the British university teacher.’ Hobsbawm thanked, among others, the mayor and deputy mayor of a town in Sicily, a cobbler, a peasant, a veterinary surgeon and a women’s organizer whom he had spoken with while writing Primitive Rebels. Then he added: ‘None of them are responsible for the views expressed in this book, and it is perhaps comforting that some of them will not care one way or another, because they will never read it.’

As a Marxist, Hobsbawm underplayed his own ethnic origins, and through much of his career did not write on Jews or Jewish history. But in two late essays (published in his posthumous collection, Fractured Times), he considered the astonishing contributions of Jews to science, literature, music and politics in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In many of these fields (such as the sciences), the Jews had not previously made major contributions to global scholarship. Why now? The answer, argued the historian, lay ‘not [in] genetic association, but [in] lack of fixity, and therefore innovation’. As a result of emancipation, and their exposure to a world far wider (in all senses) than the ghetto, gifted young Jews were, for the first time in their history, able to participate in the cultural and intellectual life of the nations of which they were previously an isolated, segregated, suppressed part. Now, liberated at last, they composed superb symphonies, starred as piano and violin soloists, wrote evocative plays and novels, invented new technologies and scientific theories, and led and staffed major political parties and movements.

Hobsbawm went on to note that while Jews continue to enormously enrich world literature, art, music and science, these contributions come disproportionately from Jews living in North America and Europe. Despite its large population of Jews, Israel had made ‘a relatively rather disappointing contribution’. And so this non-Jewish Jew concludes that ‘it would seem that living among and addressing the gentiles is a stimulus for the higher creative efforts, as it is for jokes, films and pop music. In this respect it is still much better to come from Brooklyn than Tel Aviv.’

In his willingness to learn from other scholarly disciplines, his ability to use sources in several languages, his real-life contacts with the kinds of people he was writing about—in all these respects, Eric Hobsbawm was exceptional. I never met Hobsbawm, yet he has kept me company throughout my working life. His books, written about other continents and other centuries, provided stimulating and provocative points of departure for my own researches into the history of twentieth-century India. I suspect my experience is representative—other Indian and African and Latin American historians who never saw the man in the flesh likewise read his work very closely indeed.

Growing up, intellectually speaking, in the 1980s, I read E.P. Thompson with as much attention (and marginally greater admiration) than I did Eric Hobsbawm. History, as much as historians, will remember them together, as unquestionably the greatest British practitioners of a scholarly craft that no other nation (not even France) has treated with such respect and even deference. From Gibbon and Macaulay through G.M. Trevelyan and A.J.P. Taylor on to Niall Ferguson and Simon Schama, historians have been public figures in Britain. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, they often outsold popular novelists while being quoted respectfully in Parliament and granted peerages and masterships of Oxbridge colleges. In the twenty-first century, they have done all this, and anchored television series and (thus?) had their personal lives discussed in the tabloid press too.

There were, and are, British historians who were, and are, more famous and powerful within Britain than Eric Hobsbawm and E.P. Thompson. But in global terms, the influence of this duo massively outranks that of their predecessors, peers or successors. This may be because they knew that history was both a social science and a branch of literature. Hobsbawm talked a great deal to (and learnt much from) economists and political scientists. Thompson had productive friendships with anthropologists, sociologists and literary scholars. As a consequence, their histories were rigorously researched, brimming with primary materials gathered in the archives, but also analytically robust, reaching beyond the how and when to the why and to what purpose.

Hobsbawm and Thompson were also internationalists. A European by birth, Hobsbawm had travelled extensively in Latin America. Thompson’s father worked for many years in India, while his American mother grew up in the Middle East. Later, his involvement with the peace movement brought him in close touch with other parts of Europe. In either case, personal biography reinforced a capacious intellectual vision, producing histories that were more analytically broad-minded than was (and often still is) the norm.

In a pure, technical sense, Hobsbawm may have been the more skilled historian. He knew more languages and had a surer grasp of technology and economics. But Thompson was the more evocative writer, and, in political (and dare I say moral) terms, the more courageous human being. When the Soviets invaded Hungary in 1956, Thompson left the Communist Party, but Hobsbawm stayed, a loyal party man till the end.

The costs of this political obstinacy were not insubstantial. His orthodox Marxism did not allow Hobsbawm to engage with exciting intellectual trends such as environmental history. When, in the late 1980s, Past and Present began publishing essays on the history of forests and wildlife, he grumbled to a mutual friend, the Catalan polymath Joan Martinez Alier, that the radicalism of a journal he had helped found was being diverted and diluted by what he (mistakenly) saw as mere fashion.

A more substantial cost of this dogmatism was manifest in Hobsbawm’s own later writings. Here, he never squarely confronted the violence and brutalities of Soviet and Chinese communism. His books on the twentieth century skate over the Nazi–Soviet Pact and the horrors of collectivization while providing the reader with the pathetic consolation that in any case fascism was worse than communism.

Hobsbawm’s friends, in appreciations printed the day after he died, boasted that his own works were never published in the Soviet Union. This seems to be a rather weak defence. The question, surely, is not what the Soviets thought of him, but what he thought of the policies and practices of the former Soviet Union. In his book Age of Extremes, written immediately after the fall of the Berlin Wall, Hobsbawm is curiously defensive and apologetic about the side—his side—that lost the Cold War. Writing of interwar Soviet economic policy—of the forced seizures of land, the industrialization from above, the suppression of creativity and innovation, not least the millions of deaths through persecution and starvation—he explains these away on the grounds that there was no other option for a ‘backward and primitive country, isolated from foreign help’. He goes on to claim that ‘the transformation of a largely illiterate country into the modern USSR was, by any standards, a towering achievement. And for millions from the villages [for] whom, even in the harshest times, Soviet development meant the opening of new horizons, the escape from darkness and ignorance to the city, light and progress, not to mention personal advancement and careers, the case for the new society was entirely convincing.’

If the case was indeed so convincing, why wasn’t it ever tested in a free and fair election? Hobsbawm’s analysis also glosses over the millions of ordinary Russians who perished in camps darker and more brutal than any run by the Tsar. The persecution of writers and scientists is ignored. Altogether, this analysis of Soviet history rests on a crude utilitarian calculus, with the historian playing the part of a political partisan. As a lifelong member of the Communist Party of Great Britain, Hobsbawm defends the Mother of all Communist Parties by arguing that it couldn’t make its omelette of steel mills, collective farms, etc. without breaking tens of millions of (human beings as) eggs.

The foreign policy of the Soviet Union is likewise interpreted in the Age of Extremes in partisan terms. When speaking of the invasions of Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Afghanistan, Hobsbawm suggests: (a) that these were inevitable in the conditions of the Cold War; and (b) that the regimes imposed by the Soviets were somewhat representative of the popular will. On the other hand, the anti-communist campaigns of the USA are said to have been marked by ‘barbarity’, while states threatened by them (such as Vietnam) are characterized as ‘embattled’: both accurate descriptions, yet substituted by softer, more apologetic terms when discussing the expansionism and recourse to aggression of his own side.

In the early 1930s, after the onset of the Great Depression and the rise of Hitler, many intellectuals saw the Soviet Union as the last, best hope of mankind. By the end of that decade, however, evidence of the famines and the purges was beginning to accumulate. The more sensitive and far-sighted writers now realized that the road to the promised socialist Utopia was littered with corpses. Others refused to abandon their hopes, not least because of the imperialist tendencies of the capitalist countries. When the Soviets played a leading role in the defeat of the Nazis, these fellow travellers were confirmed in their beliefs. Then came 1956, a year which witnessed both the invasion of Hungary and the revelations of the crimes of Stalin, in Nikita Khrushchev’s speech to the twentieth congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU).

It is hard to understand, or to make excuses for, gifted intellectuals living outside the Soviet Union, who yet chose to remain loyal to the Soviet regime after 1956. In Hobsbawm’s case, this loyalty seriously vitiated his later historical scholarship. When he wrote about the nineteenth century, his ideological affiliations did not matter, but the closer he came to his own time his interpretations were distorted by his membership of the Communist Party of Great Britain.

One must not, of course, be too harsh and judgemental about the political choices and preferences of other scholars. In the case of Hobsbawm, however, we do have a basis for comparison. Historians such as E.P. Thompson and Ranajit Guha, likewise attracted in their youth by the romance and promise of communism, left the party in 1956. They were (morally and intellectually) liberated as a result.

Hobsbawm’s ideological obstinacy is manifest in a late essay he wrote on his former colleague at Birkbeck, the crystallographer and historian of science J.D. Bernal. Writer and subject shared several things: allegiance to the same academic institution, a serious interest in disciplines other than their own, an internationalist vision (this both intellectual and personal, as in a love of travel overseas), and, not least, a shared enchantment with Marxism leading to a close affiliation with, and sometimes a blind loyalty to, the Communist Party of Great Britain (which was itself in a position of total subservience to the CPSU). In this essay, Hobsbawm enters a special plea on behalf of his Birkbeck colleague, saying that there has ‘never been any evidence or any serious suggestion of relations with the Soviet intelligence services’. Of Bernal’s stupid, senseless endorsement of the bogus theories of the Stalinist biologist T.D. Lysenko, his loyal friend claims that in doing so, ‘possibly he was moved by concerns about world peace and the hope of influencing developments within the Soviet Union’.

As a Marxist, Hobsbawm thought he had identified a clear path which society—all societies—would follow. Apart from the final, inevitable victory of the working class (led by the vanguard party of course), he was certain that racial and religious identities and prejudices would decline further and further. In a lecture in Vienna in 2000, he directed his former fellow townsmen to the French, whose victory in the recent soccer World Cup had led to a surge in admiration for players of African origin. He told his audience that ‘the course of historical development leads in the direction of [the footballer Zinedine] Zidane and not in that of [the anti-immigrant politician] Jorg Haider’. This rosy view fell apart in 2005, with the race riots in Paris and the subsequent resurgence of the chauvinist National Front.

To be sure, Hobsbawm was not the first, nor shall he be the last, historian to so definitively delineate trends that would soon go awry. But his language is noteworthy. Is there a clear, readily identifiable, course of historical development? Or is such language (and such hopes) a residue of a progressivist Marxism that saw itself as a science, an activist science, confidently charting humanity’s future and willing the rest of us along to fulfil it?

When Hobsbawm died in October 2012, I was in London, where I was struck by the striking variations in the notices in the British press. The Guardian, standard bearer of left-liberalism, had a large photograph of Hobsbawm on the front page, a fulsome full-page obituary (written by two former members of the Communist Party), and an editorial saying the death was ‘a shared national loss’. Another news report in the same paper carried the heartfelt homage (‘an extraordinary historian . . . who brought history out of the ivory tower and into people’s lives’) of the Labour leader Ed Miliband (whose father, the Marxist political theorist Ralph Miliband, had been a friend of Hobsbawm’s).

Meanwhile, the centrist Times and Independent both ran long and respectful obituaries. The conservative Daily Telegraph carried a sceptical signed piece by the distinguished anti-communist historian Michael Burleigh, captioned ‘A Believer in the Red Utopia to the Very End’. This did not mention Hobsbawm’s contributions to history from below, dismissed the synthetic global histories with faint praise (‘dazzles readers with the author’s apparent fluency as he zigzags from First to Third World contexts—unless you happen to be an expert on Cuba, Mexico or Venezuela’), and ended by saying that ‘Hobsbawm’s implacable refusal to recant his views when faced with their grotesque consequences tells us something about the belligerent mindset of the wider British Left’.

Clearly, even as the Guardian composed its editorial, the national consensus was under stress, to break down completely when the Daily Mail’s assessment appeared. Headlined ‘He hated Britain and excused Stalin’s genocide. But was hero of the BBC and the Guardian, Eric Hobsbawm a TRAITOR too?’ this claimed that ‘Hobsbawm himself will sink without trace. His books will not be read in the future. They are little better than propaganda, and, in spite of the slavish language in the obituaries, are badly written.’

The left-wing press in Britain stressed the scholarship while glossing over the politics. The right-wing press did exactly the reverse. The fact is that Eric Hobsbawm was both a great historian and a political dogmatist. His books on the nineteenth century, and his precocious studies of popular protest, shall continue to be read, and reread, in countries far distant from his own. But his later works illustrate that still valid and still widely dishonoured dictum of George Orwell’s: No writer must be a loyal member of a political party.







chapter ten

INDONESIAN AND IRISH: BENEDICT ANDERSON AS SCHOLAR AND HUMAN BEING

I

Western scholars who spend a lifetime studying countries other than their own sometimes speak, as Richard Cobb did with regard to France, of having a ‘second identity’. By this reckoning, Indonesian was surely Benedict Anderson’s second identity. The problem would be in identifying the first. Although he was raised in Ireland and carried an Irish passport, he was educated in England, and spent many years teaching in the United States. And he knew France and the French, the Thais and Thailand, and the Philippines and Filipinos rather well too.

Ben Anderson was born in 1936 in the Chinese city of Kunming, the son of an Irish customs official. The family later moved to California, and then to Ireland. Anderson’s first degree was in the classics, at the University of Cambridge. He became interested in anti-colonial politics and thought of working on India, before choosing Indonesia instead. He moved to Cornell University where he studied under the pioneering scholar of Indonesian nationalism, George Kahin. Kahin had built an excellent programme in Southeast Asian studies, bringing together historians and linguists, anthropologists and political scientists, experts or putative experts on Indonesia, Malaysia, Burma, Vietnam and Thailand. His Cornell mentor, recalled Anderson, ‘sought energetically to recruit students interested in every one of the emerging Southeast Asian nation-states on the assumption that they had every reason to study together and learn from each other’.

Through the 1960s, Anderson immersed himself in the politics and culture of Indonesia. He travelled widely through this large, dispersed, staggeringly diverse and often troubled nation. He wrote a doctoral thesis on the impact of the Japanese occupation of Indonesia, and also published seminal essays on the sociology of language, exploring the delicate interplay between colonial Dutch, old and modern Javanese, and the trading tongue (now called Bahasa Indonesia) that eventually became the nation’s official language.

Anderson loved Indonesia deeply; his travels and the friendships he forged there feature in his posthumously published memoir, A Life Beyond Boundaries, where his evocation of the social egalitarianism of Djakarta in the 1960s is reminiscent of George Orwell writing on Barcelona of the 1930s. He warmed to the country and its people, but was less impressed by its political leadership. He co-authored a study with a Cornell colleague on the bloody suppression of communists by General Suharto, which led to his expulsion from a country he had come to regard as his own. Anderson later came across a secret Indonesian intelligence report, which identified ‘four enemies of the country’. These were the Wall Street Journal, the Soviet news agency TASS, a newspaper in communist China, and Cornell University—truly a case of what we might call a capaciously cosmopolitan xenophobia.

II

Left to himself, Ben Anderson would probably have deepened his studies of Indonesian culture and history. In the event, General Suharto’s ban made Anderson a theorist of comparative politics. In 1978, Vietnam invaded Cambodia. The next year, China invaded Vietnam. These armed conflicts between communist states, all professedly committed to ‘proletarian internationalism’, brought home to Anderson the powerful and enduring appeal of nationalist sentiments. Juxtaposing his own knowledge of Asian nationalisms with works on American and European nationalism, he published Imagined Communities (1983), the book for which he is best known. This presented a brilliantly original analysis of how, through the spread of what Anderson called ‘print capitalism’, people with no connection to one another came to see themselves as members of the same ‘imagined community’, their nation.

The history and sociology of nationalism had been dominated by European scholars writing on Europe. Anderson brought to the topic a genuinely comparative lens. He argued that the first properly nationalist movements, in fact, had taken place in the New, not the Old, World, these being the revolts against colonial domination of settler or creolized populations in North and South America. Imagined Communities is a dazzling work of scholarship, moving from early-nineteenth-century nationalist movements in the Americas to their counterparts in Europe later in the same century (where language played a more significant part), on to the anti-colonial struggles in Asia and Africa in the twentieth century. In a mere 160 pages of text, Anderson presents an astonishing number of case studies, bringing together an original (and to this reader largely persuasive) framework of analysis.

Anderson did not see nationalism as something rooted either in ancient history or in ties of blood or soil. It was modern, contingent, forged out of struggle and contest, often against a colonial ruler. For Anderson, faith in the nation or the national idea had replaced faith in god(s) and in the afterlife. As T.J. Clark perceptively noted, ‘the first move in Imagined Communities is of sympathy, and therefore full recognition of nationalism’s ability to provide answers to the questions that previous religions had made their own’.

The nation, argued Anderson, was based on ‘a deep horizontal comradeship’ that allowed people who would never see or know of one another to consider themselves part of a community whose past and future they were all so invested in as to even risk their lives. His explanation of the term ‘imagined community’ is careful and precise. A nation, he wrote, ‘is imagined because the members of even the smallest nations will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the mind of each lives the image of their communion’. At the same time, ‘the nation is imagined as limited because even the largest of them encompassing perhaps a billion living beings, has finite, if elastic boundaries, beyond which lie other nations’. For, unlike proselytizing faiths like Christianity or Islam, ‘no nation imagines itself as coterminous with mankind’.

Imagined Communities discusses, among other things, the role played by the daily newspaper in the construction of nationalism. Reading the morning paper ‘in silent privacy’, each reader ‘is well aware that the ceremony he performs is being replicated simultaneously by thousands (or millions) of others of whose existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he has not the slightest notion’. At the same time, ‘the newspaper reader, observing exact replicas of his own paper being consumed by his subway, barbershop, or residential neighbours, is continually reassured that the imagined world is visibly rooted in everyday life’. Thus is created ‘the remarkable confidence of community in anonymity which is the hallmark of modern nations’.

In focusing on print, Anderson understated the importance of oral communication in creating nationalist consciousness. The historian Wang Hui has spoken of the role played by songs, plays and films in consolidating Chinese resistance to Japanese imperialism in the 1930s and 1940s. In India, around the same time, the message of nationalism was promoted through the vernacular press, but also by films and plays, and through word of mouth. Most of the peasants who participated in the civil disobedience movement of the 1930s were unlettered. But they knew of Mahatma Gandhi, and to some degree of his ideas, and were encouraged by his example to wage their own battles with oppressive forest officers, land revenue collectors, and the like.

Anderson wrote of the age of print capitalism, of the impact of novels and newspapers in creating a national consciousness. A future historian will also have to actively engage with how nationalism has been transformed by the television and the Internet. Anderson himself was aware of the rapidity with which new technologies and international migration were changing the presentation of nationalist sentiments. In a later essay, he coined the term ‘long-distance nationalism’, to denote that nationalism no longer necessarily denoted a territorial location in one’s country of origin. As he wrote, ‘some of the most vehement Sikh nationalists are Australians, Croatian nationalists, Canadian; Algerian nationalists, French; and Chinese, Americans. The internet, electronic banking, and cheap international travel are allowing such people to have a powerful influence on the politics of their country of origin, even if they have no intention of living there.’ (This was written in 2001, but it superbly captures the character of the delirious diasporic crowds in Narendra Modi’s meetings in New York and London.)

Imagined Communities sold more than half a million copies in English, and was translated into more than thirty languages. Its commercial success assured the future of Anderson’s socialist publishing house, Verso, which had never quite had a bestseller like this before (nor would it since).

Anderson himself was characteristically self-deprecating about this success. He thought that the book benefited from the accident of it being published in London, and in English, the language of power that now served ‘as a kind of global-hegemonic, post-clerical Latin’. As he put it, had Imagined Communities ‘originally appeared in Tirana, in Albanian, or in Ho Chi Minh City, in Vietnamese, or even in Melbourne, in Australian, it is unlikely to have travelled very far’.

III

In the range of his learning, in his ability to so effortlessly transcend disciplinary, temporal and geographical boundaries, Benedict Anderson had only two peers: Ernest Gellner (1925–95) and Eric Hobsbawm (1917–2012). Gellner and Hobsbawm were European Jews forced to emigrate to England in the wake of the rise of the Nazis. Interestingly, Gellner and Hobsbawm were to write important comparative studies of nationalism in due course. Meanwhile, Anderson had himself returned to South East Asia. He collected his major essays on Indonesia in a book; then, since the ban imposed by General Suharto was still in force, turned his attention to Thailand and the Philippines instead.

George Kahin’s training had made it possible for Anderson to study other countries in the region when Indonesia was closed to him. His own natural curiosity and his gift for learning new languages made the transition easier still. He learnt Thai and Filipino, by, among other means, doing the daily newspaper crossword. (There is a story, possibly apocryphal, of a lecture at the University of Manila where the chair asked the ‘respected Professor Anderson’ whether he had any questions of the speaker. The great man, seated in a back row, looked up from his newspaper and asked: ‘What is the Filipino word for “orgasm”?’)

Like some other well-known scholars, Anderson wrote many books but is chiefly remembered by one. He is identified with Imagined Communities, just as E.P. Thompson is largely known by The Making of the Working Class, Marc Bloch by Feudal Society, and Max Weber by The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Yet, these may have been merely those authors’ best-known, rather than best, books. I myself think Thompson’s Whigs and Hunters is a more finely crafted work of historical scholarship than his baggy, meandering study of the English working class. I prefer Bloch’s The Royal Touch (as well as his French Rural History) to his Feudal Society; while Weber himself was (justly) much prouder of his work in social theory (collected in the book Economy and Society) than of his study of Protestantism.

In 2005, Benedict Anderson published what is my own favourite of his many books. This is Under Three Flags: Anarchism and the Anti-Colonial Imagination, a study of radical Asian intellectuals of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and of the links they built between colonies and continents. It had two major figures, both Filipino: the novelist José Rival and the folklorist Isabelo de los Reyes.

José Rizal was perhaps the historical figure Anderson most identified with. Born in the Philippines in 1861, speaking Tagalog and Spanish, he was educated by Jesuits before travelling to Europe, criss-crossing the continent while picking up French, German and English along the way. Rizal was, in Anderson’s words, ‘poet, novelist, ophthalmologist, historian, doctor, polemical essayist, moralist and political dreamer’; in the range of his intellectual and political interests, and of his learning, comparable to the Irish scholar who, a hundred years after his death (Rizal was executed at the age of thirty-four), brought him to world attention. José Rizal was ‘an obsessive and gifted polyglot’; so, of course, was his biographer, who taught himself Spanish reading Rizal’s novels.

Rizal looked at Asia through the eyes of Europe; Anderson did that as well, but also came to look at North America and Europe through the eyes of South East Asia. After his return home from his travels abroad, Rizal, wrote Anderson, was haunted ‘by a new, restless double-consciousness which made it impossible ever to experience Berlin without at once thinking of Manila, or Manila without thinking of Berlin’. Anderson then adds, entirely in his own voice: ‘Here indeed is the origin of nationalism, which lives by making comparisons.’

Anderson himself said of Under Three Flags that it was ‘the “novel” of someone who always wanted to be a novelist but without the talent for it’. As he writes in his memoir, he concluded that ‘the best way to write up the research material was to employ the methods, if not the gifts, of nineteenth century novelists: rapid shifts of scene, conspiracies, coincidences, letters, and the use of different forms of language (e.g. mixing formal and informal languages, standard speech and dialect).’

IV

Benedict Anderson was influenced by Marxism, but not chained to it. Imagined Communities was provoked in part by the inability or unwillingness of Marxist scholars to seriously study the great (and greatly influential) global phenomenon that was nationalism. Anderson was also less than enthusiastic about research driven by funding agendas, writing wryly of ‘grandiose and expensive co-operative research projects being the Harvard thing’. (America’s most famous and best-endowed university had a programme promoting the construction of ‘A Common Language for the Areas of the Social Sciences’.)

In his own work, Anderson transcended the polarities in which even the best social scientists are trapped. Structure and agency; interests and ideas; economy and culture—he paid attention to all these themes. Moreover, like his close friend, fellow South East Asianist and almost exact contemporary, James Scott, Anderson was both a powerful thinker and a wonderful writer. Singly and together, Scott and Anderson disposed of the myth that important and original ideas could not be expressed in elegant prose. Addressing tenure-and-jargon-obsessed academics, Anderson wrote that ‘breaking down unnecessarily high disciplinary walls usually improves a scholar’s prose, decreases dullness, and opens the way to a much wider potential readership’.

This combination, of solid scholarship and literary flair, is at work in Anderson’s books, but also in his essays, as for instance, in this passage from an article in the London Review of Books on a traditional water festival he attended in the ancient city of Luang Prabang:


The open-air market reminds one of what shopping-malls and supermarkets have cost modern life: the savour and endless variations of homemade cooking and the exuberant inventiveness of a ‘cottage’ artisanate. At the stall of a genial, toothless old Hmong woman, for example, I found an elaborately embroidered baby’s cap from which a circle of 12 silver alloy coins dangled, while the scarlet tassled top was held in place by a larger heavier coin with a hole bored through its middle. The larger coin was inscribed: ‘1938’: ‘Indochine francaise’ and ‘5 centimes’. The smaller ones, dated 1980, have passed out of circulation because they are still etched with the hammer-and-sickle, and because inflation has anyway made them valueless. High colonialism and high Communism, once-mortal enemies, now cheek by jowl on the endless junk heap of progress, can still light up a baby’s face. Of all the ethnic groups in Laos, the Hmong suffered the most severely, first as cannon fodder, cynically exploited by the CIA during the Vietnam War, and later as the object of the [Laotian] Revolutionary Government’s suspicion and vengeance. Tens of thousands fled to Thailand and overseas, and many who stayed behind were forced down from their opium growing hilltops to more supervisable makeshift lowland settlements. One can’t help thinking that the baby’s cap is a small, mute token of Hmong laughter and refusal.



What a wonderful passage this is, reflecting both the anthropologist’s eye for the peculiarities of individual life, as well as the political scientist’s penchant for social analysis. And with a dash of history thrown in, as the cap and its coins are revealed to show the traces of the country’s colonial past, and its postcolonial present. The activist is not absent either; thus the castigation of the treatment of upland peoples such as the Hmong by the dominant culture of the plains.

V

As a student in Calcutta in the early 1980s, I read Imagined Communities with interest and excitement. Then, in 1989, I met Benedict Anderson himself. We were together at a conference in Karachi where the tenor of the talks was strongly flavoured by postmodernist and post-structural thought. I was out of place, and Ben Anderson even more so. So we took long walks through the city, discussing Weber, Marx, Gandhi, Nehru, Sukarno, Suharto, and much else. It was an arrangement that worked well; Anderson had a companion, and I a teacher.

On that trip to Karachi, Anderson was carrying, as his plane-and-bedtime reading, a copy of Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses. The book had just been banned in India, and was, of course, verboten in Pakistan too. At breakfast one morning, Anderson told me that a kindly waiter, bringing him a cup of tea, had advised him to hide the book in a drawer whenever he left the room.

Despite Anderson’s scholarly distinction, he had an absolute lack of self-importance, and a lovely dry wit, characteristics on display in the letters and e-mails we exchanged over the years. Once he wrote to me from a hospital bed in Bangkok where he was laid up for weeks with multiple fractures in his ankle:


But being in hospital (nice one) in a monsoon country isn’t bad at all. Food a little bland, but otherwise tasty. Nurses who, trying to cheer you up, and making fun of your belly, ask you ‘how long have you been pregnant and when is the baby due’, visitors at all hours, with armfuls of fruits and cookies, cheerful doctors just back from golfing. Very unlike the chilly hospitals of the US, to say nothing of the prices being 60% lower. I kept thinking about a student comrade in Indonesia in 1963, who came down with hepatitis, and was stuck in a hospital for two weeks going mad out of loneliness and impatience. He asked me to see if I could find any folk medicine. So I asked around. I was told that the best medicine is two or three head-lice concealed in a banana. Luckily head-lice were easy to find in those days, so I took the lice-filled bananas and (not knowing what they contained) he wolfed them down. Two days later he was cured. It’s true!



Some months later, after Anderson was out of bed, and (sort of) up and about, he wrote of the consolations of having a physical deformity when elderly:


Weeks of physiotherapy because my leg muscles had turned into squash, no power at all. The one good thing that came out of this was that I learned to exploit my misery in airports. Take a strong metal cane, bow the body low, and whizzzzzz—rushed to top of the queue, whisked through immigration and customs in no time, special treatment by cute stewardesses. I am rather ashamed of myself, but there it is.



Another time, when I wrote that I was down with ‘a minor ailment, laryngitis, aka too much bullshitting syndrome’, Anderson answered: ‘I suddenly thought that if Vishnu were around he might punish bullshitters all over the world with chronic laryngitis. No doubt that the internet and the cell phone have vastly increased the numbers of nonstop bullshitters. Early in the internet days, when visiting Dartmouth for a lecture, I asked some of the youngsters why they liked the internet, especially “chatting” so much, abandoning local bars, student canteens and so on. Answer: You can’t be interrupted! If you go to bars and canteens, people are interrupting all the time. Narcissism on a global scale.’

Anderson’s e-mails often had a dash of political commentary, served in typically sharp style. About a country admired by many Indians (but one I myself have little time for), he remarked:


Anything must be better than Singapore, the one country in Southeast Asia which I have refused to visit for almost 30 years. In 35 years of teaching at Cornell, I never had a single really good student from there, while plenty from Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines and so on. Ghastly record on mistreatment of foreign slave-labor, hypocritical cover up of sex-trafficking syndicates, racism and so on. But things are changing, and will change more once the odious Lee Kwan Yew is dead. They actually have some very good moviemakers, esp[ecially] Royston Tan.



An essay that I had written on democracy and political violence provoked this arresting chain of thoughts:


Here are a couple of things that struck me as a little murky in a beautifully Enlightened argument. The first is the question of proportionality. Countries which ‘start off’ with a single enormously dominant ethnic group, or contain two large and competing ethno-religious groups. Burma is the perfect example of the former, where the ethnic Burmans have ‘inherited’ from the British a vast, mountainous country filled with different small ethni-religious groups, none of which can take over in Rangoon even in coalition, but are also very difficult to suppress. In the case of [Sri Lanka], it was a question of a zero-sum game between two powerful groups, with one of them thinking it could rule alone if it was tough enough. . . . The second thing, which is much murkier, is the whole question of partition. Is it possible to think that Indian democracy was a by-product of Partition? The existence of Pakistan and later Bangladesh gave Muslims their own states, where they could be dominant, leaving India with a vast Hindu majority. . . . I imagine this view of Partition as the ‘mother’ of Indian democracy could dim the cheerful glow of your account, but one could pose the question in reverse. What kind of polity would have been possible in an undivided Raj-India?



The counterfactual that Anderson had posed was deeply interesting. Had there been no Partition, would India have survived as a single nation state and/or as a democracy? In India today, Muslims constitute 13 per cent of the population, or one in seven. Had there been an undivided India, the percentage of Muslims would have been closer to 33 per cent, or one in three. The demographic balance would have been more delicate, and prone to being exploited by sectarians on either side.

The politics of late colonial India had already emboldened religious fanatics, Hindu as well as Muslim. The Partition of India allowed Gandhi and Nehru to stamp down firmly on majority communalism and assure minorities a free and equal place in the republic. Communal peace largely prevailed until the 1960s; ever since, there have been periodic bursts of sectarian violence, but no outright civil war.

Independent India’s record on religious harmony is mixed. The citizen says (rightly) that it should really be much better. The historian adds the caveat that it could, in fact, have been much worse. Had Partition been avoided, it could only have been on the basis of the Cabinet Mission Plan, which envisaged an extremely weak Centre. And the proportion of religious minorities would have been much larger. In that case, as Anderson suggested, India might have become a Sri Lanka or a Lebanon. The first controversy, and perhaps civil war, may have been on the question of script—not even language. The Hindu and Muslim elites of an undivided India might have agreed on Hindustani (a composite of Urdu and Hindi) being the national language—but then quarrelled on whether this would be written and taught in Devanagari or in the modified Persian/Nastaliq script.

My last mail from Ben Anderson, received in April 2015, had three gems. First, about himself: ‘I am leaving Bangkok tonight to keynote a flashy All-Asian Blabla in Korea, I think maybe on peculiar ideas about nationalism. I think that secretly the Koreans want me to be a “referee” fearing intellectual war between the Chinese and the Japanese.’

Second, in response to a query of mine, about right-wing intellectuals in the West: ‘I once went to a [meeting of] Conservative intellectuals in Boston, and it was a real riot, screams and roars between the Brits—elegant traditionalists against the Australians and Yankees—trashy demands for the freedom to get as much money as possible, and use it as freely as possible too.’

The third remark was slightly more serious: ‘How many public intellectuals are there in India? In South-East Asia they are dying, replaced by professors and bureaucrats to whom not many ordinary people pay any attention. . . . I guess your Gandhi was a public intellectual, but probably Nehru not???????’

The correspondence of another celebrated transnational scholar, the Russian-born Oxford philosopher Isaiah Berlin, has recently been published in four large volumes. They are illuminating enough, for Berlin had a wide circle of friends and admirers in Europe, the United States and Israel, and he wrote well. I suspect a Selected Letters of Benedict Anderson would be far richer still. Berlin spent his entire adult life in Oxford (with the exception of a wartime spell in that other bastion of privilege, Washington), whereas Anderson alternated between Cornell and the deepest reaches of South East Asia, stopping sometimes in Latin America or Europe on the way. And while Berlin trafficked in the high and mighty, Anderson warmed to ordinary individuals too.

The title of Anderson’s memoir refers, one supposes, to the disciplinary, geographical, cultural and national boundaries he so effortlessly crossed. And also the generational; A Life Beyond Boundaries thus marks his intellectual debts to those much younger or older than him, without of course telling us what they got in return. Of all the scholars I have known, Ben Anderson was the least pompous, the least conscious of the race, class, gender, nationality, social status or age of the person he was talking to, teaching, or learning from.

VI

Once, during a public conversation at the University of Oslo, Benedict Anderson said, half-humorously: ‘I am probably the only one writing about nationalism who doesn’t think it ugly.’ While scholars ‘such as Gellner and Hobsbawm’ had ‘quite a hostile attitude to nationalism’, Anderson thought ‘nationalism can be an attractive ideology. I like its Utopian elements.’ As well as, it appears, its pragmatic elements, the ways in which it enabled community life and fruitful (and often peaceable) social interaction in large and complex societies. As Anderson told a Japanese newspaper, ‘In the US, if people didn’t believe in America, they’d be shooting each other out of pickup trucks in five minutes flat.’ Nationalism was ‘a kind of glue that makes people, on the whole, obey the law and respect each other, in very large communities’. It was, he insisted, ‘hard to think of anything else on the horizon that can enforce that kind of everyday decent behaviour’.

In Imagined Communities, Anderson wrote that while it was common for progressive intellectuals ‘to insist on the near-pathological character of nationalism, its roots in fear and hatred of the Other’, it was ‘useful to remind ourselves that nations can inspire love, and often profoundly self-sacrificing love’. He added: ‘The cultural products of nationalism—poetry, prose fiction, music, plastic arts—show this love very clearly in thousands of different forms and styles. On the other hand, how truly rare it is to find analogous nationalist products expressing fear and loathing.’ There are many nationalist-inflected Hymns of Love, but few Hymns of Hate.

In a chapter of his posthumously published memoir, Anderson explained how he came to write Imagined Communities. He noted there that the main scholars of nationalism had often been Jewish—such as Elie Kedourie, Anthony Smith, Ernest Gellner and Eric Hobsbawm (he could have added Hans Kohn, whose pioneering works were published in the 1950s). This quartet varied in their political affiliations, but all had no sympathy for nationalism, which they saw as largely a destructive force (as it had been in Europe, in general, and with regard to the persecution of Jews, in particular). Anderson differed from Gellner, Hobsbawm et al in bringing Asian and American nationalisms into the discussion, and in being less dismissive of the phenomenon per se. He demonstrated that in these regions, nationalism often had a progressive, even emancipatory, element, by way of getting rid of colonial and feudal residues, and expanding the rights of women and working people. Those who dismissed nationalism as ‘a pernicious ideology’, remarked Anderson, ‘could not explain its enormous emotional power, and its ability to make people willing to die for its sake’.

Racism evokes fear, whereas nationalism evokes hope. Or, to quote Imagined Communities one last time, ‘the fact of the matter is that nationalism thinks in terms of historical destinies, while racism dreams of eternal contaminations’. But, as Anderson well knew, nationalism did have its darker side, particularly when it was allied to state power. In the multi-ethnic states of Asia, nationalism was often used as a stick to beat the minorities. They had to conform to the majority culture, or else be subjugated and persecuted. At the same time, in the rich and powerful nations of the West, there was a tendency to think of one’s country as the ‘chosen nation’, destined to lead the world out of darkness and into light. This chosen-nation syndrome was most obviously manifest in the country where Anderson lived for most of his adult life—the United States. There, the arrogance of nationalism had provoked bloody imperialist adventures across the world.

To pre-empt or tame its own darker side, nationalism had to permit—indeed encourage—shame, self-criticism and self-correction. Anderson once proposed that all thinking, reflective nationalists should adopt the motto: ‘Long Live Shame!’

In 1998, the long, brutal regime of General Suharto finally ended. The next year, Anderson was allowed to visit Indonesia again. He was asked to speak at the relaunch of a magazine called Tempo, which had been banned by Suharto’s regime. Anderson’s lecture was an affectionate scolding of the Indonesian people for allowing their ideals to wither and be perverted in the decades he had been kept away from them. He chastised his large and diverse audience in Jakarta for not doing more to combat the military dictatorship. This he saw as a wider problem of citizen complicity with postcolonial regimes; as he put it, ‘the modern world has shown us sufficient examples of nations that have broken up because too many of their citizens have had shrivelled hearts and dwarfish minds—to say nothing of excessive lust for domination over their fellows.’

In Indonesia, this lust for domination had been expressed with regard to the people of Aceh, of Irian, and above all, of East Timor. Anderson savaged the conduct of the military; their ‘pervasive practices of sadistic brutality’ had deeply alienated the citizens of these places. He also deplored the growing ‘gangsterization of Indonesian politics’.

In his Jakarta speech, Anderson cautioned against too much talk of a nation’s allegedly glorious past, which deviated attention from the violence and inequities of the present. Indonesia had witnessed the capture of the state by the military, large-scale political corruption, and violence against Christian, Chinese and ethnic minorities. So, as Anderson told his audience, ‘no one can be a true nationalist who is incapable of feeling ashamed if her state or government commits crimes, including those against their fellow citizens’.

The scolding administered, Anderson still hoped that these citizens and their shared nation could be redeemed. Recalling the sacrifices and ideals of the Indonesian patriots who had fought against Dutch colonialists, Anderson proclaimed: ‘I believe in, and hope for, a real revival of the common project which was initiated almost a hundred years ago.’

In speaking as he did, Anderson was drawing on memories of his own early mentor, George Kahin. For, as he wrote elsewhere, ‘precisely because he wanted to be proud, not ashamed, of his country’, Kahin’s ‘scholarly career was . . . shaped by his political activism’. Kahin had his passport cancelled in the 1950s because of his sharp criticisms of the American foreign policy. Later, in the 1960s, he emerged as ‘the earliest and most prominent Southeast Asianist critic of American intervention in Indochina’.

Kahin called Americans to their better selves, and his student did likewise to the Indonesians. In his speech of homecoming in Jakarta, Anderson argued that nationalism was not ‘something inherited from the ancient past’, but rather a ‘common project for the present and the future’. The national ideal asked for ‘self-sacrifice, not the sacrificing of others. That is why it never occurred to the founders of the independence movement that they had the right to kill other Indonesians, rather they felt obliged to have the courage to be jailed, to be beaten up, and to be exiled for the sake of the future happiness and freedom of their fellows.’

VII

After retirement from Cornell, Benedict Anderson moved to Thailand. He rediscovered his childhood passion for cinema, and became an energetic propagandist for young Thai film-makers, who captured the complex, often tormented, relationship between city and village, the military and democracy. From his base in Bangkok, Anderson travelled tirelessly across the region: flying, sailing, driving or walking to islands or provinces he had not yet visited, meeting scholars and citizens, digging in archives and libraries. After he was allowed to re-enter Indonesia, he spent much time there, his zest and curiosity undimmed by age, failing health, or the horrific condition of the country’s roads.

At the time of his death, Benedict Anderson was working on two books. One was a literary biography of a Sino-Indonesian satirist and journalist, himself a polyglot whose writing was a ‘cunning mix’ of Dutch, Hokkien, Javanese and Malay, and some English, German and Japanese too. Anderson was fascinated by this writer, ‘a colonial cosmopolitan who never went anywhere but opened his heart and brains to the rest of the world’. He had done all the research, but faced the question of which language to write the book in. ‘I can’t decide whether to write the book in English or Indonesian,’ he wrote to me. ‘The problem is that his polylingual prose is really untranslatable into English, so I don’t know what to do with all the passages of his writing that I want to use. If I write in Indonesian, it’s for a local audience, but at least I don’t have to translate the quotations. But more and more in my last years of life I have been turning towards “local readerships” in Asia. The book I am working on now will, I think, have to be in Indonesian.’

Characteristically, while one of Anderson’s last projects drew on his own deep knowledge of Indonesia, a second ranged widely across the world. This was a comparative history of royal heads of state, from Napoleon to the Gulf Emirs. The central theme here was the role of the United Kingdom in turning small chiefdoms into ‘protectorates’ and then into kingships, and eventually into nation states. It was a project that engaged his wide learning; on the other hand, it was ‘inevitably depressing, because one is mainly dealing with idiots, sex maniacs, crooks, mendicants, sadists, etc. Hard to think of any ruler except perhaps in Bhutan that one can admire.’

Benedict Anderson himself carried an Irish passport, an object of some puzzlement (and occasionally anger) for immigration officials in American airports, who could not understand why a Cornell professor would not seek citizenship of the great country he had the fortune of living in. Anderson’s identification with the Republic of Ireland was familial; his identification with the Republic of Indonesia both scholarly and sentimental. In the introduction to his Spectres of Comparison, he remarked: ‘It is now twenty-five years since I was banned from General Suharto’s Indonesia, but the country continues to exercise a powerful hold on my affection and imagination.’ In the decades he was not allowed to enter Indonesia, Anderson’s works were still read there, faded photocopies passed around from hand to hand, catalysing young minds to think more critically of the democratic and other deficits in their country.

It was just and appropriate that Ben Anderson died in Indonesia, the country he had adopted for good and for ill. On Thursday, 12 December 2015, he spoke at the University of Indonesia on ‘Nationalism and Anarchism’. From the capital he proceeded to East Java, to revisit some places he had been to forty years previously. He died on Saturday night, in his sleep, in a hotel in the town of Batu.

Ben Anderson’s body was taken to the port city of Surabaya, where a stream of people came to pay their last respects. A former student of his, now a distinguished professor in London, wrote to me saying that this somehow reminded him—despite his teacher’s avowed atheism—of the tombs of the nine saints celebrated for bringing Islam to Java. Ben, he continued, was a creative scholar-teacher of the kind known in Indonesia as a ‘kyai nyentrik, the classical scholastic foundations allowing for all manner of inventiveness and excitement and amusement with the world around him’.

This scholar could not be there in Surabaya, but another friend of mine was. He later wrote to me that ‘as Ben lay in state in Surabaya, prayers were given him in Arabic by a Muslim, in Tibetan by a Mahayana and in Pali by a Hinayana monk, and last rites by a Catholic priest, accompanied by a capella of girls. Behind the scenes, for three days all the considerable expenses were paid for by veterans of the Chinese community who had survived Suharto’s pogroms, loyal to the secular values of the Communism of their time. As we lowered his ashes from a patrol boat far out into the Java sea, waves covered with flowers, butterflies hovering above them, one of them said simply: “He was an international fighter.” He was so much else besides that, of which so many others spoke. But he wouldn’t have been displeased.’







chapter eleven

THE LIFE AND DEATH OF A GANDHIAN BUDDHIST

I

Growing up, intellectually speaking, in Calcutta, I was instructed by my (mostly) Marxist teachers to immerse myself in the works of Damodar Dharmanand Kosambi. Educated as a mathematician, D.D. Kosambi went on to train himself as a historian. His day job was as a professor of mathematics at the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research in Bombay. On the train up and down from Puné (where he lived), and during the evenings, nights and weekends, he gathered the materials to write some pioneering works of historical scholarship, among them A Study of Indian History and The Culture and Civilization of Ancient India in Historical Outline. The languages that D.D. Kosambi knew well included Sanskrit, Pali, Marathi, Hindi and English. Among Indian historians, he was a pioneer in the use of numismatics, linguistics and, above all, anthropology.

Kosambi was a man of a fierce and, at times, truculent independence. He was sympathetic to Marxism, whose materialist approach he found useful in reconstructing the economic and social life of civilizations now long dead. But he abhorred the dogmatism and insularity of what was then the undivided Communist Party of India. It was impossible for him to follow a party line. In his popular writings (which were collected in several volumes, one of which bore the charming title Exasperating Essays), he was sharply critical of what he called the ‘Official Marxists’ (or in short, OMs).

Among the community of Indian historians there is almost a ‘Kosambi cult’ in operation. It was as a paid-up member of this cult that, some twenty years after I was first introduced to his writings, I invoked them in a talk I delivered at the University of California in Berkeley. At a reception afterwards, a tall man with a handsome crop of grey hair asked if I knew of D.D. Kosambi’s father. I hadn’t, so he invited me to his office the next day to tell me more about him.

This Berkeley professor was Padmanabh Jaini, a distinguished scholar of Buddhism and Jainism. As a young man, Professor Jaini told me, Dharmanand Kosambi felt the urge to learn Sanskrit; finding this urge irresistible, he left his wife and small children in Goa to go to Puné, and study with R.G. Bhandarkar. His studies with this great Sanskritist inculcated further desires and ambitions, among them to make a deeper acquaintance with Buddhism. He travelled around the country, spending time in Bodh Gaya and in Sarnath.

In search of a living Buddhist tradition, Dharmanand Kosambi also spent several years in Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) and Burma, learning Pali from scholars of the Buddhist canon. By now, Kosambi was a world authority on the language and culture of early Buddhism. He taught briefly in Bombay and Puné before attracting the attention of the American academy, then (as now) on the lookout for gifted scholars from other lands to attract (or seduce). With his wife and children, Kosambi travelled across the seas to Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he was put to work editing Pali texts for a series published by Harvard University.

Dharmanand Kosambi spent a decade in the United States, in which time his son studied mathematics at Harvard University (to add to the Sanskrit and Pali that he learnt at home). Reading about Mahatma Gandhi and the independence movement made the senior Kosambi turn his back on America (and the scholarly study of Buddhism), and return to India to court arrest during the Salt satyagraha, as perhaps one of the first academics from Harvard ever to be sent to jail for his political beliefs.

Dharmanand Kosambi was deeply attached to Gandhi; when the Mahatma moved to Wardha in 1934, Kosambi too moved with him. When I myself visited the ashram in Sewagram some seventy years later, an elderly (and knowledgeable) guide showed me the hut Gandhi lived in, as well as the huts occupied by his closest associates such as Mahadev Desai and Mira Behn (Madeleine Slade). Then he pointed to a structure, as modest as the others, which he called ‘Professor sahib ki kutir’. This was where the one-time Goan Buddhist traveller and Harvard scholar had spent his last days on earth.

From what Professor Jaini had told me, I got the sense that, though now little known, Dharmanand Kosambi was as remarkable a man as his more greatly celebrated son. Shortly after I returned from Berkeley, I came across a tribute to Dharmanand Kosambi, published in the Modern Review in 1948, and written by his student P.V. Bapat. This confirmed, in essence, the account given to me by Padmanabh Jaini, while adding some fresh details. Apparently, in his years in Ceylon and Burma, those compulsively carnivorous countries, Dharmanand Kosambi was compelled to eat meat, and repeatedly fell sick. Had he a tougher stomach or a more broad-minded approach to food, he might have stayed in those lands much longer.

On his return to India, Kosambi travelled in the garb and manner of a mendicant, begging for food and railway tickets. He visited Banaras, Madras, Ujjain, Gwalior and Calcutta, seeking scholars to debate with and learn from. He also toured through Gorakhpur district where the Buddha spent his last days. Here, as Kosambi later told his student, ‘he often passed his days and nights in open verandahs or under trees or in cemeteries and practiced meditation, sometimes he practiced the meditation of love for all beings, including animals’.

P.V. Bapat ends his tribute to his mentor in these words: ‘His life is thus a source of great inspiration to many a young man. It is a splendid example of what a young man with no more education than what can be secured in a village school and with no material resources at all to help him, can achieve, provided he has a dogged perseverance to pursue his ideal, in spite of all obstacles that may come in his way.’

II

In April 2008, I wrote a column in The Hindu about Dharmanand Kosambi, which attracted some fascinating mails. A writer from Kerala told me of how he had been greatly moved by reading, in Malayalam translation, Dharmanand Kosambi’s biography of the Buddha, originally written in Marathi. Kosambi’s biography, he said, ‘places Buddha in a very earthly manner, his philosophy in very lucid terms. I have not come across any other book that positions Buddha as a human being, in my limited reading. It also gives the reason why the [Buddhist] way of life failed in its land of origin. I felt the book [was] revolutionary.’

My correspondent was inspired by Kosambi’s book to write a novel in Malayalam based on the Buddha’s life. Now, reading my piece in The Hindu, he thanked me for ‘reminding me [of] the great Father Kosambi’.

A second reader told me about how, en route to America, Dharmanand Kosambi stopped in Liverpool for a few days. Here he met a Dutch tradesman; when the Indian expressed his dismay about the harsh treatment of port-side workers, the Dutchman introduced him to the life and legacy of Karl Marx. Dharmanand was intrigued; when he reached America, almost the first thing he did was to read a biography of Marx in the Harvard library.

Meanwhile, a writer from Goa corrected a couple of errors. I had mistakenly thought that ‘Kosambi’ was an adopted surname which the scholar took after visiting the ancient Buddhist site, Kausambh, in present-day Uttar Pradesh. In fact, the origins of the name were more mundane; it came from a village in South Goa named Kosambe, where the scholar’s (Saraswat Brahmin) family had migrated during the days of the Inquisition.

Another correspondent, also from Goa, wrote that Dharmanand Kosambi deserves fresh biographical treatment, perhaps on the lines of ‘“In the footsteps of”, where you follow in his geographical trek and also analyse his contribution to Buddhism based on your conversations with experts in the line—all the way from Goa to Puné to Varanasi, to Nepal to Sri Lanka, to Burma to Calcutta, to Mumbai to Puné to Sevagram.’ My correspondent continued: ‘Since you have travelled extensively in India and abroad you may not have to go all over the same terrain again. Will you please consider it?’

It was a charming request, but I had to decline, since I didn’t even know Marathi, let alone Pali or Sanskrit. However, the idea that a dual biography of the Kosambis, father and son, should be written, got implanted in my mind. For months, I pestered Marathi-speaking friends, among them the anthropologist Nandini Sundar, to consider taking up the project. They refused to succumb. Then, in 2010, appeared Dharmanand Kosambi: The Essential Writings, edited, translated and introduced by his granddaughter Meera (daughter of D.D. Kosambi).

The first half of this book consisted of a translation of Dharmanand Kosambi’s classic autobiography in Marathi, Nivedan. This is a wonderfully readable narrative, describing how, compared to our easy, lazy times, Indian scholars once really had to struggle to make their way in the world. In his Goan village, Dharmanand ‘learned to write at home, on a wooden board, sprinkled with fine dust’. When, as a young man, he left Goa to pursue his studies, his ‘only luggage was a copper drinking vessel and a cloth carpet’ gifted by a friend.

Nivedan ranges widely in space. We follow the narrator across India, and into Nepal and Sri Lanka too, as he searches for pandits and monks to help him acquire ‘a complete knowledge of Buddhism’. The descriptions of his journeys on foot, on bullock cart, in crowded, stinking trains, and in crowded, stinking and unsafe ships, are harrowing. When he went to Nepal, this man, reared in hot, moist Goa, battled bravely to meet the hostile Himalaya. As he left the Terai and walked into the interior hills, he recalled, ‘my physical distress was aggravated. The extreme cold in the mornings made my bare feet bleed.’ He spent the nights at shopkeepers’ huts where all he ate was ‘just rice and water boiled with a kind of aamsol [dried kokam] available in Nepal. But even this tasted good when I was hungry.’

After finishing his studies in Nepal, Dharmanand Kosambi travelled all the way down the subcontinent to Madras, stopping in Calcutta and other places en route, to meet scholars he had been told about. He travelled in trains, in unreserved compartments, begging for food to keep him going. From Madras, he crossed the Palk Strait to Ceylon, to begin his systematic studies of the Pali canon.

Reading this account, sitting in my home with piped water and round-the-clock electricity in Bangalore, with my laptop, and Google a click away, thinking of my own next journey (by aircraft) to Delhi to work in the archives while staying in the comfortably air-conditioned rooms of the India International Centre, was both embarrassing and uplifting. For, here was a scholar who knew what the search for knowledge really meant.

In 1910, Dharmanand Kosambi met the Harvard Sanskritist James H. Woods in Bombay. Professor Woods was so impressed that he invited the Indian to come to his university to prepare a critical edition of the Pali text, the Vishuddhi-marga. Two years later, for once with a confirmed travel ticket in hand, Kosambi boarded a ship for the West. He was now in his late thirties. The relevant passage in Nivedan says:


Readers may imagine my state of mind, considering that I had never worn trousers, walked in shoes, or eaten European style at a table. But, having faced numerous [such] occasions through unfamiliar countries and having observed the European style of living among some friends in Calcutta, I was not as frightened by this imminent journey as would be expected.



The Essential Writings of Dharmanand Kosambi has a long biographical introduction by the editor, some details of which are missing in Nivedan. We learn that, on returning to India from his first trip to Europe and the United States, Dharmanand Kosambi gave a public lecture in Puné on Karl Marx. This lecture, says Meera Kosambi, was ‘the first effort to introduce socialism consistently and in detail to a Marathi-speaking public’. He later did the same with the Buddha, albeit in even greater detail. In 1940–42 he published, in two parts, a major biography, Bhagavan Buddha, which used a wide range of sources to locate the Buddha’s life and ideas against the political and religious background of the time. This book, writes the author’s granddaughter and interpreter, ‘is generally regarded as the most authoritative historical documentation of the life and times of the Buddha’.

In Nivedan, Dharmanand Kosambi recalled: ‘I had made two resolutions when I left Puné: first, to strive to gain knowledge of Buddhism so long as I lived; and second, to let my Maharashtrian compatriots benefit from this knowledge if I succeeded.’ One of the Maharashtrian compatriots who may have benefited from Dharmanand Kosambi’s researches was B.R. Ambedkar. Curiously, in his own writings on Buddha and Buddhism, Ambedkar does not mention Kosambi. But it is hard to imagine that he had not heard of him, or had not read his writings in their shared mother tongue. The late Ram Bapat, a phenomenally learned Puné scholar, once told me that Ambedkar must certainly have read Dharmanand Kosambi. Was it then the Buddhist scholar’s close association with Ambedkar’s adversary Gandhi that inhibited a formal acknowledgement?

The thought is intriguing, as is another, related, thought—did Damodar Kosambi become a Marxist in part because Dharmanand Kosambi was a Gandhian? Kosambi fils was as independent-minded as Kosambi père: as determined to make his own way in the world, in both a personal and professional sense. So he trained as a mathematician, and so also perhaps he embraced what was (in the 1920s) regarded as the most radical of the political theories on offer. Then in its early stages, the Bolshevik Revolution was as yet untainted by later revelations about purges and Gulags. Besides, Marxism claimed to be a ‘scientific’ theory of social action. It stood for swift and total change, not the incremental reform that Gandhi advocated. No wonder Marxism appealed to a young man keen to be seen as much more than his father’s son.

III

Apart from printing Nivedan in full, the Essential Writings of Dharmanand Kosambi includes essays on socialism, the working class and non-violence, as well as the text of a play named Bodhisattva. The second-longest (and second most important) text here, however, is a study called The Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha, based on lectures delivered by Dharmanand Kosambi in Baroda in 1910 at the invitation of Sayaji Rao Gaekwad, the progressive maharaja who also funded B.R. Ambedkar’s studies at Columbia University.

There is a Hindu Trimurti—Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva; and there is a Christian Trinity—the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. ‘Similarly in Buddhism,’ writes Dharmanand Kosambi, ‘the triad of the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha has pre-eminence.’ His lectures in Baroda began with a reconstruction of the Buddha’s own life journey, in which the scholar carefully separates myth and legend from the facts that can be gleaned from textual and archaeological sources. He takes the reader through the Buddha’s regal upbringing, his renunciation, his travels and his austerities.

Moving on to the Dhamma, Kosambi skilfully outlines the three interlinked disciplines of Morality, Meditation and True Wisdom. He succinctly presents the forms of conduct (in both speech and action) that are recommended, as well as those that are prohibited. In the final sections, on the Sangha, he explains how the Buddha gathered sixty monks around him, and instructed them to preach the Dhamma for the welfare of the masses. These monks trained other monks in turn, who collectively took the Buddha’s wisdom across India and Asia.

The Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha is based on years of study, travel and reflection. Yet, the scholarship it contains and the often profound ideas it puts forward are made more palatable—and persuasive—by the very human tone of the narrative, which is rich in stories and parables. Consider, for instance, this exchange between the Buddha and one of the monks he had trained, named Purna:


Lord Buddha asked him, ‘O Purna, to which region do you intend to travel now [to preach the Dhamma]?’

Purna: ‘Lord, having received your teaching, I intend to travel to a region named Sunaaparanta.’

Buddha: ‘O Purna, the people of Sunaaparanta are very hard-hearted and cruel. What would you feel if they curse and revile you?’

Purna: ‘Lord, I would feel that these people are very good because they did not beat me with their hands.’

Buddha: ‘And if they beat you with their hands?’

Purna: ‘I would consider the people very good because they did not hit me with stones.’

Buddha: ‘And if they hit you with stones?’

Purna: ‘I would feel the people are very good because they did not hit me with sticks.’

Buddha: ‘And if they hit you with sticks?’

Purna: ‘I would regard it as their goodness that they did not attack me with weapons.’

Buddha: ‘And if they attack you with weapons?’

Purna: ‘I would deem it their goodness that they did not kill me.’

Buddha: ‘And if they kill you?’

Purna: ‘Lord, many monks get weary of the body and kill themselves. If the residents of Sunaaparanta destroy such a body, they will do me a great service. Therefore I would think of them as very good people.’

Buddha: ‘Bravo, Purna, Bravo! Being thus filled with tranquillity, you would be capable of preaching in the region of Sunaaparanta.’



The lectures on which The Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha is based were delivered in 1910. At this time, Gandhi was in South Africa. Dharmanand Kosambi did know of his activities there (the Essential Writings has a fleeting reference made in 1910 to the ‘Transvaal Fund’), but the two had not yet met. Yet, there are hints in these Baroda lectures of why, after Gandhi returned to India and became the leader of the freedom struggle, the Buddhist scholar found him so appealing. Thus, at one stage, Dharmanand Kosambi says of the Buddha: ‘Although born in a Kshatriya family, he regarded victory over the mind as superior to victory over other countries. He conquered his foes not with weapons, but with measures such as faith, peace, and unbounded enthusiasm for the welfare of the people.’

A little later, quoting a verse from the Dhammapada, Kosambi summarizes the gist of the Religious Path preached by the Buddha: ‘“To abstain from all sin” is to guard one’s moral character (shila), “to accumulate religious merit” means to achieve samadhi, and “to conquer one’s mind” means attaining true wisdom (pradnya).’

These are strikingly akin to the ideals, personal and political, that Gandhi so strenuously strove for. To be sure, Gandhi achieved mixed success, but that the attempt was being sincerely made would surely have attracted a Buddhist scholar who was also an Indian patriot. For, of all the men Dharmanand Kosambi had known, Gandhi was the farthest from the ‘average man’, a type defined by the text the scholar knew best, the Vishuddhi-marga, as ‘one characterized by passion, that is, one in whom sensual desires are more dominant than other properties; one characterized by hatred, that is one in whom [anger] is dominant; and the one characterized by lethargy, or one in whom sloth is dominant.’

Later, in a discussion of the ideal of Universal Love (Maitri), Dharmanand Kosambi remarks that the Vishuddhi-marga describes ‘how a feeling of affection should be gradually cultivated. First of all a person should develop his love for himself and then extend it to his friends, to his acquaintances, and to his enemies. He should first develop it for the creatures in his village and gradually extend its boundary to the whole universe. He should conjure up in his imagination the entire world of living creatures and love them sincerely.’

Compare these sentences with what Gandhi wrote many years later. In 1946, a correspondent asked Gandhi for a ‘broad and comprehensive picture of the Independent India of your conception’. Gandhi replied in an article in his journal, Harijan, where he said that the independence of his conception ‘must begin at the bottom’ so that ‘every village will be a republic or panchayat having full powers’. The country as a whole would be ‘composed of innumerable villages’ connected through ‘ever-widening, never-ascending circles’. Gandhi added: ‘Life will not be a pyramid with the apex sustained by the bottom. But it will be an oceanic circle whose centre will be the individual always ready to perish for the village, the latter ready to perish for the circle of villages, till at last the whole becomes one life composed of individuals, never aggressive in their arrogance but ever humble, sharing the majesty of the oceanic circle of which they are integral units.’

Although Gandhi’s vision here is as much institutional as it is ethical, there is more than a passing resemblance to what the Vishuddhi-marga recommends. Could it be that, in Sewagram in the 1940s, the Mahatma discussed these themes with Dharmanand Kosambi, and the latter then went on to influence what is one of the few clear statements of the political structure of Gandhi’s conception?

It seems more than likely. Meanwhile, we do have a record of a conversation that did take place between the two, albeit in the 1920s rather than the 1940s, which is reproduced in the Essential Writings of Dharmanand Kosambi. In February 1924, Gandhi was rushed from Yerawada prison to Sassoon Hospital in Puné, to be operated upon for appendicitis. While he was recovering, Dharmanand Kosambi went to see him, this most likely the first meeting between the two men. (Kosambi was then visiting India from Harvard, where he was to soon return.) ‘In prison Shankerlal Banker used to talk about you,’ said Gandhi to the visitor. ‘He said you are a true scholar of Buddhist literature.’ Kosambi modestly answered that while he had indeed made a close study of Buddhist literature, ‘you are the one who understands its essence; I am only a carrier.’

After Gandhi’s operation, the British cut short his prison sentence, whereupon he moved to a seaside bungalow in Juhu to recover his health. Here, remembering the conversation at his hospital bed, he asked Dharmanand Kosambi to come meet him. This time they spoke not of Buddhist literature but of the Bhagavad Gita. They took a walk along the beach, in the course of which Kosambi told Gandhi: ‘You claim that the Bhagavad Gita expounds non-violence, but I don’t agree. Lokmanya’s [Tilak’s] views seem more logical. Arjuna refused to kill his kinsmen, and Shri Krishna counselled him. Finally his confusion was dispelled and he destroyed his adversaries. I do not see where non-violence comes in.’

To this, Gandhi answered: ‘I understand the Bhagavad Gita differently. Lokmanya’s interpretation may not seem acceptable at all.’ Kosambi, persisting, now said: ‘Why should we enter into this debate? Let scholars find different interpretations and quarrel, if they wish. It is their profession. You have to demonstrate, by your example, how politics can be conducted along the path of truth and non-violence. Whether or not it has a basis in [sacred] books, what matters is that people should accept your experiment.’

What, if anything, Gandhi said in response is unrecorded. But we do know that, when he conducted his campaign against untouchability in the 1930s, Gandhi declined to enter into the question of whether the Shastras defended the practice, as the Shankaracharyas claimed, or whether they did not endorse it, as some heterodox Sanskrit scholars argued. Rather (as Dharmanand Kosambi had once advised him), he conducted the argument on first principles. Untouchability was a sin, an abomination—what right did Indians have to claim deliverance from foreign rule when they so grievously discriminated against their own? Non-violence, truth, and caste and gender equality—these were all vital to the conduct of a dignified, democratic society, whether or not they had sanction in the holy texts of one faith or another.

IV

Meera Kosambi’s edition of her grandfather’s writings is a work of sensitivity and scholarship. A curious omission in her otherwise wide reading is the Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi (CWMG). The Marxist historian DD is not mentioned in the consolidated index to Gandhi’s Collected Works, but there are as many as twenty-nine entries pertaining to his father, the Buddhist scholar Dharmanand. The first dates from January 1922, when in an article written in Young India, Gandhi quotes a letter written to him from Cambridge (Massachusetts) by the professor, enclosing a cheque for $156 collected by him for the Tilak Swaraj Fund, the money mostly contributed by ‘poor Indian students’. In this letter, Kosambi also told Gandhi that the ‘press of this country [the United States] from the most radical to the most conservative is unanimous in praising you and the Indian national movement’.

Speaking at a Buddha Jayanti meeting in Bombay in May 1924, Gandhi confessed that his ‘book knowledge of Buddhism’ was ‘of the poorest type’. It was confined to Sir Edwin Arnold’s book on the Buddha, The Light of Asia, and one or two other books he had read in Yerawada jail. But, continued Gandhi, ‘that great Buddhist scholar, Professor Kausambi, tells me that The Light of Asia gives but a faint idea of Buddha’s life, and that at least one incident in the beautiful poem is not to be found in any authoritative original Buddhist work. Perhaps one day the learned Professor will give us the results of his ripe scholarship in the shape of a reliable story of Buddha’s life for the ordinary Indian reader.’

In 1930, Dharmanand Kosambi returned to India to participate in the Salt satyagraha. He went to jail, and after he came out, started work on a temple devoted to the Buddha. It was to be called Naigaum Vihar, and the Mahatma had been asked to help. Gandhi, in turn, wrote to the Maharashtra Congressman B.G. Kher, urging him to oversee the collection and disbursal of the money for the project. Kher answered that he could do the job (of monitoring expenses) until the temple was built, but after that had to recuse himself. For, ‘how am I to work on a Buddhist Vihar committee?’ inquired Kher. ‘Are they all going to become Buddhists? Where is the need?’

To this, Gandhi replied: ‘There is no question of anyone becoming a Buddhist. The temple is meant to be one dedicated to Buddha as temples are dedicated to Rama, Krishna and the like. There is no proselytizing taint about this movement. At the most it is to be a Hindu temple of an advanced type in which a very learned man will be keeper or pujari. That is how I have understood the whole scheme of Prof. Kosambi. You may share this with the Professor, and if he endorsed my position, with Shri Natarajan [presumably another promoter of the temple idea] so that there may be a common understanding about the temple.’

We do not know whether Kosambi agreed with this interpretation of the proposed temple to the Buddha—would he have accepted that it merely represented Hinduism ‘of an advanced type’? Meanwhile, he had taken Gandhi’s advice and converted his ‘ripe scholarship’ into his landmark book on the Buddha. But Gandhi did not read Marathi, and in any case in these years, the Mahatma was either in jail or intensely preoccupied with politics.

Between 1938 and 1945, there is no reference to Dharmanand Kosambi in the Collected Works. In May 1945, we find Gandhi asking a colleague to take Kosambi’s advice on literary matters. Kosambi was then on the staff of the Gujarat Vidyapeeth in Ahmedabad, where he taught courses on Buddhist literature.

In late August 1946, Dharmanand Kosambi visited a Gandhian ashram in Dohrighat in the district of Azamgarh. Here he decided to fast, in the Jain tradition, all the way till he died. From cereals he moved to a diet of fruits, then to goat’s milk, and then, finally, to water alone. The residents of the Azamgarh ashram wrote a series of letters to Gandhi—who was then in Delhi—asking him to intervene.

Gandhi immediately wrote to the professor urging him to abandon his fast-unto-death. He suggested that Kosambi restrict himself to cow’s milk and boiled vegetables which ‘too would be a kind of fast’. The advice was not accepted. Three days later, Gandhi wired a colleague to tell Kosambi ‘not to be obstinate’, and to at least take milk and fruit. Five days later another wire was on its way, with Gandhi saying that ‘I cannot understand this obstinacy on Kosambi’s part. Please plead with him again [to] desist.’

After several weeks without food, Kosambi finally called off his fast. Then, on 22 September 1946, he dictated a letter to Gandhi whose contents, seventy years later, still make for poignant reading. The letter lies in the vast collection of the Gandhi Papers in the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library. I shall first quote it in (Romanized) Hindi:


Mainé padha ki aap Malaviyaji ko milné ké liyé Kashi aané valé hain, isliyé aapko taklif déné chahta tha ki anthkaal mein aapké darshan ho jayé. Abhi meri haalat buri hai, bahut kasht sé baat kar sakta hoon. Aap aayé to bhi shayad baat na ho saké. Bayaa haat bekaar ho gaya hai. Baaki sab sharir dhiré-dhiré chetnaheen ho gaya hai, isliyé aap aané ka kasht na utavain. Ismé Goa ka sambandh kuch bhi nahin hai. Ashirvaad chahta hoon.



And now, an inadequate English translation:


I read in the newspaper that you were coming to Kashi [Banaras] to see [Pandit Madan Mohan] Malaviyaji, so I thought I might trouble you to see whether I could have your darshan in my last days on earth. However, my health is very bad now, and I can talk only after great effort. Even if you come I do not know whether we can have a conversation. My left hand has become useless, and life is ebbing out of the rest of my body too. So perhaps you should not take the trouble to come here. This has nothing to do with Goa at all. I merely seek your blessings.



The reference to Goa needs to be explained. Kosambi’s native place was, in late 1946, witnessing a fierce struggle to free it from Portuguese rule. The professor was telling the Mahatma that he did not wish to see him to discuss nationalist politics (as it affected Goa), but merely to have a sight of him in the flesh one last time. The letter was deeply, and movingly, ambivalent—Kosambi wanted Gandhi to visit him, and yet he did not wish to trouble him in the midst of his (many other) preoccupations at this crucial juncture, with the British preparing to transfer power to Indian hands, and with Hindu–Muslim violence erupting in many places.

Kosambi’s message in Hindi was followed by a telegram in English, written by a (younger) Gandhian he had dictated it to. This said: ‘Kosambiji feels very weak perhaps may not be able to talk. Please don’t come here.’

In the event, Gandhi did not go to Azamgarh. After he had recovered from his ordeal, Kosambi went back by train, halfway across the subcontinent, to Sewagram. The next relevant letter in the CWMG is dated 5 May 1947. This was written by Gandhi in answer to a postcard of Kosambi’s on an important subject, possibly the most important there is. ‘Death is our true and unfailing friend,’ remarked the Mahatma. ‘He takes charge of one when one’s time is over.’ Then he added: ‘So, if you must depart, first enshrine Rama in your heart and then go to meet Him cheerfully.’ So, evidently death was very much on Kosambi’s mind. A week later, from Sodepur in Bengal, Gandhi wrote to a follower asking him to ‘keep me informed of any changes in Kosambi’s condition. I prefer cremation but I shall not insist on it.’ (A footnote in the CWMG explains: ‘Kosambi had expressed a desire to be buried after death, it being the least expensive disposal of the body.’)

Ten days later, Gandhi wrote to Kosambi directly, saying that he got ‘regular reports’ about him, that he was ‘very happy that you are staying in the [Sewagram] Ashram’ and that he had ‘no doubt that you will depart in peace’. A letter to some ashramites followed, asking them to tell Kosambi that Gandhi would ensure that his wishes to send Indian students to study Pali in Sri Lanka were carried out. Gandhi then asked that Kosambi be requested ‘to forget about such matters and fix his mind on withdrawing himself into a state of inner concentration whether the body subsists a little longer or withers away soon’.

In Sewagram, with Gandhi away, Dharmanand Kosambi spent much time with D.B. (Kaka) Kalelkar, a considerable scholar himself. The two discussed religious and ethical texts in Marathi and Sanskrit. Kosambi once more expressed a wish to see Gandhi, and Sushila Nayar, the doctor who had been a long-time member of the ashram, offered to accompany him. But then the professor changed his mind; with Gandhi so occupied with dousing the flames of communal hatred, he did not want to bother him. Then, in the last week of May, he stopped eating, preparing to leave this world.

One morning in early June, Kaka Kalelkar visited Kosambi in his hut. He pleaded with the professor that his daughters, and his son the mathematician, be allowed to come see him. Kosambi said no. He then asked for the door of the hut to be opened, to let in some sunlight. An ashramite who was present later wrote in the journal Harijan of what happened next: ‘Then he took [his helper] Shankaranji’s hand and lightly pressed it, as if to thank him for the latter’s services. And he quietly passed away.’ There was, recalled this eyewitness later, ‘no sorrow or depression in the atmosphere. . . . How I wish all of us would be able to cultivate Kosambiji’s detachment for life and be able to welcome death with a smile!’

Dharmanand P. Kosambi left this world on 4 June 1947, after voluntarily and deliberately fasting to death. In a prayer meeting in New Delhi the next day, Gandhi paid tribute to his recently departed friend and follower. The audience would not know of him, said Gandhi, since ‘we are so made that we raise to the skies anyone who goes about beating his drum and indulges in political acrobatics but fail to appreciate the silent worker’.

To his Delhi audience, Gandhi filled in the details of Kosambi’s life. Born in a village, a Hindu by birth, he embraced Buddhism and studied its scriptures out of the conviction that ‘no other religion . . . gave as much importance to non-violence, piety, etc. as Buddhism did’. Kosambi had ‘no equal in India in scholarship’, and gave ‘freely of his profound learning’. ‘In scholarship I cannot compare myself with Kosambiji,’ said the Mahatma, adding, ‘I am merely a barrister who became one by attending dinners in England! I have a very meagre knowledge of Sanskrit.’

Gandhi then arrived at the manner and meaning of Dharmanand Kosambi’s death. He spoke in Hindi—the official English translation follows:


When Kosambiji realized that he was no longer physically fit to carry on any work, he decided to give up his life through fasting. At [Purushottamdas] Tandonji’s insistence I made Kosambiji, very much against his wishes, give up his fast. But his digestion had been severely affected and he was not able to eat anything at all. So, in Sewagram, he again gave up food and keeping himself only on water gave up the breath after forty days. During his illness he refused all nursing and all drugs. He even abandoned the desire to go to Goa where he was born. He commanded his son and others not to come to him. He left instructions that no memorial should be set up after his death. He also expressed the desire that he should be cremated or buried according to whichever was cheaper. Thus, with the name of the Buddha on his lips he passed into that final sleep which is to be the estate, one day or another, of all who are born. Death is the friend of everyone. It will visit us as destined. One may be able to predict the time of birth, but no one has yet been able to predict the time of death.



‘I beg you to forgive me for taking so much of your time over this,’ said Gandhi, a remark suggesting that he understood that his Delhi audience may not exactly have had the same interest in the subject. Three days later, in another prayer meeting in Delhi, Gandhi returned to the matter of Kosambi’s death. The manager of the Sewagram Ashram, Balvantsinha, had written that ‘he had not witnessed such a death so far. It was exactly as Kabir described in the following couplet: “The servant Kabir says: Although we wear this sheet with ever so much care, it has to be given up even as it is.”’ To this, Gandhi added: ‘If we can all befriend Death in this manner, it would be to the good of India.’

It is evident that Gandhi had been deeply affected by the manner of Kosambi’s going. On 9 June 1947, he wrote to an associate saying that, following the professor’s wishes, ‘we should send to Ceylon as quickly as we can some Indians who follow Buddhism and are desirous of learning Pali. Do you have some students in mind? Try to think over what rules we should frame for selecting such students and give me some suggestions. For instance, what would be the expense of each student, etc.’

This associate (unidentified in the CWMG) appears to have given an estimate of Rs 25,000 as the money required to sustain the initiative. On 24 September, Gandhi wrote to the industrialist Kamalnayan Bajaj, asking him to help in collecting this amount for the ‘Dharmanand [Kosambi] Memorial’. Another letter of the same day requested Kaka Kalelkar to ‘work as the chairman, secretary and peon all rolled into one in regard to this scheme’. He suggested that the politician B.G. Kher, the educationist James H. Cousins, and the theosophist and philanthropist Sophie Wadia be also asked to help. It appears that all of the above were unavailable or unwilling, since on 11 October 1947, Gandhi wrote to Kalelkar from Delhi that if he and Kamalnayan Bajaj could not collect the Rs 25,000, ‘I am in any case going to take up the burden.’

These letters reveal how much Kosambi’s death had moved Gandhi, as well as how greatly he admired the scholar. For, these were the most anguished, incident-filled months of the Mahatma’s own life. All through 1947, Gandhi was spending his days, and nights, seeking to stem the flow of communal violence, walking, praying, talking and fasting in Noakhali, Calcutta, Bihar and Delhi. Against this backdrop of the vivisection of his land, the bloody violence and the flight of refugees, Gandhi still found time to think of how best to keep alive Dharmanand Kosambi’s intellectual and moral legacy.

The Kosambi trail in the CWMG ends with this letter of October 1947. Less than three months later, death called upon Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. The meeting was not (as Gandhi always knew to be the case) at a time and place of his choosing. But, when the moment came, he met death with the equanimity of his Buddhist friend and follower, Dharmanand Kosambi.

V

Some years after I had read and digested these materials in Gandhi’s Collected Works, I came across a Festschrift to Padmanabh Jaini, the scholar who had first told me about Dharmanand Kosambi. Here I learnt, to my surprise and delight, that Professor Jaini had, in fact, received the first scholarship endowed in the senior Kosambi’s name. When I wrote to him for more details, he wrote me a long and fascinating mail, excerpted below:


I was indeed blessed to be the first Dharmanand Kosambi Memorial Trust Scholar sent to Colombo, soon after my passing MA from Ahmedabad in July 1949. I had come from Ahmedabad to the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan (at Chowpatty), then under the directorship of Muni Jinavijayaji. I had passed my MA in Sanskrit and Pali and was looking for a job. Muniji had known that I had made full use of Kosambi’s large library of Pali books at the Gujarat Vidyapitha (next to the Sabarmati ashram), and had offered me a lectureship at the Bhavan. But when I arrived, I found that job was to be given to a daughter of Munshiji [K.M. Munshi] (and who was to become a sanyasini later in life)! Muniji was distressed and said he will find some way of helping me. The same day Kaka Kalelkar (who had worked with Kosambiji at the Gujarat Vidyapith), had arrived in Bombay, and called Muniji, asking for a suitable person who can go to Ceylon, to the place where Kosambiji had once gone, and study Pali and so forth! Muniji said to me ‘this call is for you’ and sent me to meet him. Within a week I was in Colombo, at the Vidyodaya Pirivena. The Mahanayaka sthavira of that place (Baddegama Piyaratana Mahathero) was delighted to hear the name of Kosambiji and said they were together for a while as samaieras (novices)!



In our conversations in Berkeley, Professor Jaini never told me about his own personal connection to the great Gandhian Buddhist. The dignity and reticence were characteristic. He left it to me to discover, a decade and a half later, and by an odd and circuitous route, that the man who first told me about Dharmanand Kosambi was himself the first (and so far as we know, last) beneficiary of a scholarship instituted in Kosambi’s name by his mentor and admirer, Mohandas K. Gandhi.







chapter twelve

THE WISEST MAN IN INDIA: THE CAREER AND CREDO OF ANDRÉ BÉTEILLE

I

Some years ago, in an assessment of André Béteille’s scholarly career, I concluded that ‘it can safely be said that only one other Indian, Amartya Sen, has written so consistently and so consistently well on questions of importance to his discipline and his society’. That was an academic judgement, based on the quality and depth of the work of these two scholars, this in contrast to (what I termed) ‘the publication lists of the most highly regarded of this country’s social scientists [which] are embarrassingly thin’. But the more I think of it, the more the juxtaposition makes sense, and not just in terms of formal scholarship. It is also personal biography and cultural history that compel one to place, side by side, the life and work of Amartya Sen and André Béteille.

Consider, first, the facts that they were of the same age, from the same province, and citizens of the same country. Sen was born in 1933; Béteille a year later. Both grew up in Bengal, speaking Bengali; both stayed on in the western side of the province after Partition and Independence. They were old enough to have had some experience of the national movement, and also of the horrors of the last decade of the Raj—of the Bengal famine and Hindu–Muslim violence in particular. And they came of age in the 1950s, thus to partake of the enthusiasm and idealism of that first decade in the history of the nation.

Sen became a professional economist, Béteille a professional sociologist. Neither was bound by the conventions and limitations of his chosen discipline. Sen’s economics was shaped by his interest in philosophy, and to a lesser extent in sociology and demography. Béteille too was a genuine interdisciplinarian: a sociologist in continuous conversation with his colleagues in anthropology, economics and the law. This departure from narrow specialism might, in each case, have had something to do with the fact that they were Bengali; reared in an intellectual climate that privileged multifacetedness, and over which towered the shadow of that myriad-minded man, Rabindranath Tagore.

Sen and Béteille were wide-ranging in their intellectual interests, and also in the genres they wrote in. Their international reputation is based in good measure on theoretical papers published in learned journals. But both wrote extensively on questions of public policy, particularly (but not exclusively) with reference to India. And both also wrote in newspapers and mass-circulation magazines, seeking out Indians other than their own students and colleagues. Whether addressing the scholar or the layman, both wrote with a lucidity of style still unusual in Indians who communicate in English, and altogether exceptional in a jargon-ridden academy.

Both Sen and Béteille were thoroughbred professionals. In fact, they were more. Their profession became their calling. This steadfast devotion, over decades, to the craft of independent and original research helps explain why, in comparison to their colleagues, they wrote so well and so much. Yet, both saw that the questions they dealt with in their research were of compelling interest to their society. And so they came to write for a wider audience than that constituted by their peers.

Neither Sen nor Béteille were ever ideologists. Neither identified with a particular political party. Yet, there was a profound moral centre to their work. Both were known for their academic contributions to the study of social inequality; both were also known for their strong commitment to liberalism and constitutional democracy. These preferences and choices were not accidental. Rather, they were intimately linked to the circumstances of their upbringing. A sensitive, intelligent young scholar living through the Bengal of the 1940s would tend, in later life, to promote the values of cultural pluralism and social justice. It helped that there were greater Indians who had trodden that path—in particular, Rabindranath Tagore, Mohandas K. Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. As much as purely scholarly influences, the example of this trinity lay behind the work of Sen and Béteille. They were never partymen, but they were always patriots, upholding the idea of India forged by the likes of Tagore, Gandhi and Nehru.

There was, then, much that brought Amartya Sen and André Béteille together, much that permits us to see them as standing alongside and with one another. Yet, it would be incorrect to ignore the things that drew them apart. Their careers were somewhat similar and comparable, yet also different and, in the end, individual. Although in a cultural sense a Bengali, Béteille’s father was French. Sen was more authentically bhadralok: in fact, his lineage was as impeccable as it could possibly be. His adored grandfather was a highly respected professor in Santiniketan, and the name ‘Amartya’ was chosen for him by Tagore himself. Béteille was brought up middle class; he studied at St Xavier’s College and Calcutta University. Sen was born into the intellectual aristocracy; he studied at Presidency College and the University of Cambridge. Educated entirely in India, Béteille spent four decades teaching at a single place: the sociology department of the Delhi School of Economics. Sen’s first job was at Jadavpur University; he also taught for eight years at the Delhi School of Economics. But most of his professional life was spent overseas, as a professor at Oxford, Cambridge, the London School of Economics and Harvard.

This last fact was not irrelevant to a difference in intellectual orientation that was slight, but by no means insignificant. Both Sen and Béteille were conspicuously broad-minded, intellectually as well as culturally. Both were simultaneously Indian and of the world. However, while Béteille stayed in India and never lost sight of the wider world, Sen lived overseas and yet never lost touch with his native land. In their work, read closely, were revealed subtle differences of emphasis. In Béteille’s writings were many references to specific Indian debates and controversies—to a particular law changed or enacted, a particular intervention by a scholar or politician. Sen’s allusions were usually broader and more general, to what being Indian meant or how to fulfil the republic’s ideals. This was probably related to the fact that, while his commitment to his country could never be gainsaid, Sen mostly lived away from the heat and the action.

Even if Sen had lived in India, or Béteille in Cambridge, there would yet have been divergences in their intellectual approach and scholarly production. For one, while economics is more prone to abstraction and generalization, sociology is more empirical. True, Sen was an economist with a keen interest in the ‘field-view’, while Béteille was a sociologist with a serious interest in theory. And both, as I have noted, were never disciplinary chauvinists. Still, the fact remains that they practised different disciplines, with different traditions, research agendas and methods of presentation, these reflected in the books and essays published under their names.

But there were also (and again, admittedly subtle) differences that go beyond the disciplines. Sen’s world view was deeply shaped by the example of Tagore, and to a lesser extent, of Gandhi. Béteille admired Tagore and respected Gandhi, but in many ways he was influenced most by the third, now much unfairly demonized member of this trinity, Jawaharlal Nehru. Again, while both Sen and Béteille were liberals who had many encounters with socialism in general and Marxism in particular, Sen’s came principally through personal contact (with leftist friends in Calcutta and Cambridge), whereas Béteille’s had more to do with intellectual engagement, as manifest in his essays on the close but also contentious relationship between Marxism and sociology.

One must note and acknowledge what brought Béteille and Sen together, yet one must also be grateful for what set them apart. That one was a sociologist, the other an economist; that one lived chiefly in India, the other mostly in the West; that one was a classical liberal and the other a left-leaning liberal; that one admired Nehru more but the other Tagore—these (and other) differences ultimately gave rise to two different yet equally impressive bodies of work. We can read Béteille, and we can read Sen—and learn from them both.

If I have so far spoken of Béteille and Sen in the past tense, it is because their careers are now six decades old, long enough for someone who is himself much younger than them to take the ‘long view’. But of course they are happily very productive still, active in shaping scholarly inquiry and in communicating with a wide and one must hope grateful public.

II

André Béteille was born on 30 September 1934 in the town of Chandannagar, then under French rule. His mother was Bengali, his father French. In an essay in the (now sadly defunct) literary journal Civil Lines, he described the two very different cultures to which he was heir to, that of the dislocated French colonial and the modernizing Indian. As the product of an intercommunity marriage he was alerted early to the messiness of social life and, growing up in the India of the 1930s and ’40s, to the intensity and impact of social change. The ferment of Indian nationalism was communicated to him through his mother, whose life was lit up by Gandhi and Nehru, for she had ‘breathed the same air as them’, that is, the air of freedom.

Béteille studied at Chandannagar and at a boarding school in Patna, before moving to Calcutta in 1946. In the fashion of the day, when he left school he enrolled for a first degree in science. Halfway through his BA, he switched from physics to anthropology, inspired in part by a talk with Nirmal Kumar Bose. Béteille was deeply impressed by Bose, who became, in effect, his first intellectual mentor. Bose, born in 1901, was a scholar with a wide range of interests and a wider range of experience. Although he was trained as an anthropologist, he taught in the department of geography in Calcutta University. His published work ranged from studies of forest tribes to a pioneering social survey of Calcutta city. An ardent nationalist, Bose had done his time in jail, and in 1946–47 served briefly as Gandhi’s secretary while the Mahatma walked through the riot-torn villages of eastern Bengal.

At the time anthropology in India meant, above all, the study of tribes. Béteille’s teachers in Calcutta had all done fieldwork among tribals. Besides Bose, they included T.C. Das, who had written on the Purum, and K.P. Chattopadhyay, a Cambridge-educated scholar who headed the department of anthropology. While Béteille was an MA student, Chattopadhyay asked him to do a survey of occupational mobility among clerks in the Calcutta Municipal Corporation, this his first exposure to empirical research. After his MA, he joined the Indian Statistical Institute (ISI) as a research assistant. While with the ISI, Béteille did two brief spells of survey research in tribal areas, the first with Oraons in Ranchi district and the second with Santhals in Hazaribagh. Nirmal Bose, meanwhile, had recognized in the apprentice scholar an Indian who wrote English unusually well. Béteille’s first published writings, which appeared in 1956 and 1957, were reviews commissioned by Bose for the journal Man in India, which he edited.

Early in 1959, Béteille applied for a position in the newly created department of sociology in Delhi University. This formed part of the Delhi School of Economics, established by V.K.R.V. Rao in 1949. A decade later, Rao invited M.N. Srinivas, then professor of sociology at Maharaja Sayajirao University of Baroda, to start a new wing of the School. Béteille was among the first recruits, joining as a lecturer in July 1959. At the time of the interview, he had not been further north from Calcutta than Patna. In retrospect, it was fortunate for him, and equally so for sociology and social anthropology, that he left home when he did. For, Calcutta University had already lost its shine, and within a few years was to be captured by party Marxists. One suspects that if Béteille had stayed on in Calcutta, he would either have been isolated or wasted much of his intellectual energy on futile quarrels.

III

Himself schooled in the British tradition of social anthropology, M.N. Srinivas sought to instil in his students the importance of systematic fieldwork. Srinivas was also one of the first scholars to undertake and encourage field studies of castes as distinct from tribes. Béteille had joined Delhi University with an MA; clearly an advanced research degree was the order of the day. When he registered for a PhD with Srinivas, it was evident that he would have to do a year’s fieldwork in some part of village India. With an adventurism unusual in an Indian of his generation, Béteille chose a site in Tamil Nadu. He has not written anywhere of the reasons for this choice, but it seems to have reflected an early (and since consistently upheld) desire to tackle difficult problems. Instead of taking the easy route and studying his own region—as most Indian anthropologists are still wont to do—he decided to venture into a linguistic and cultural area far removed from his own.

In April 1961, Béteille took up residence in a village in Thanjavur district. He stayed in the Brahmin agraharam, the first non-Brahmin ever to do so. After a year in the field he returned to Delhi, writing up his material while he taught. The thesis was submitted in 1963, and published two years later by the University of California Press under the title Caste, Class and Power. Early on in Caste, Class and Power, the author wrote self-deprecatingly of his ‘very moderate linguistic equipment’. Not that his lack of expertise in Tamil shows much in the published book. This is a fine-grained ethnography, as detailed as any that had been published on an Indian village. It pays close attention to patterns of dress, housing, occupation, food, language, worship and (above all) social relations. There is an extensive discussion of the process of agricultural production, of crops, techniques, seasonality and class relations (inspired perhaps by N.K. Bose, whose own studies foregrounded material culture). An important clue to the structure of the work and the mind of its author is provided by the first two words of the book’s subtitle: ‘Changing Patterns of Social Stratification in a Tanjore Village’. Life in the village was anything but static, but changes were not unilinear or caused by one factor alone. Hence, the focus on multiple identities and affiliations, on the complexity and fluidity of social arrangements and political processes.

Following the great German sociologist Max Weber, Béteille analysed social stratification in rural Tanjore across the triple axes of caste, class and power. The main thesis of the work is that while in the past, inequalities had been ‘cumulative’, now they were increasingly being ‘dispersed’. The Brahmin had, in the past, stood at the top of the ritual, economic as well as political hierarchies. But changes in the wider world were having their impact on the village. The non-Brahmin movement had compelled Brahmins to bury their internal differences, to present a ‘unified’ identity to face the challenge of previously subordinated social groups. The growth of a market in land, and the enactment of new laws placing a ceiling on holdings and safeguarding the rights of tenants, were subtly altering agrarian relations. Most crucially, the advent of modern political processes had brought about new alignments and realignments.

While Béteille lived in Thanjavur, land had begun passing out of Brahmin hands; their tenants now had much stronger rights—they could no longer be evicted so easily. Brahmin pre-eminence continued to operate in the ritual sphere, but here too challenge was not unknown. For instance, on the day India became a republic, 26 January 1950, a group of non-Brahmins and Adi-Dravidas (the erstwhile untouchables) marched through the agraharam up to the gates of the main temple, an act that ‘was not only ritually polluting, but [which] brought social humiliation on the Brahmins’. The most decisive shift was in the realm of political power. Till 1946, a Brahmin ran the village panchayat. However, with adult suffrage, numbers became more important than ritual status. Now numerous and physically powerful non-Brahmin castes such as the Kallars had come to dominate village politics. With the panchayat assuming a greater range of duties, ‘the non-Brahmins have gradually emancipated themselves from the domination of the Brahmin over the last two decades’, observed Béteille, as power ‘has shifted much more decisively from the traditional elite of the village into the hands of the new popular leaders’.

IV

Caste, Class and Power is a work marked by personal daring, methodological subtlety and, above all, theoretical precociousness. Béteille’s next two books elaborated in greater detail, and with examples from different parts of the country, some themes first outlined in Caste, Class and Power. Thus Castes: Old and New (1969) presented a series of interlinked essays on the changing nature of the caste system. The longest chapter took up the problems of Dalits and the Other Backward Classes, a topic that was to increasingly occupy his attention. Another dealt with ‘closed’ and ‘open’ forms of stratification in India and Europe. The book displays an impressive range of reading, a familiarity with the work not just of Anglo-American scholars but also of French sociologists such as Raymond Aron, Georges Gurvitch and Louis Dumont.

Without denying the continuing importance of caste, Béteille seeks nonetheless to identify other, emerging, principles of social stratification. For, the growth of the market economy, the new educational system and the new politics of parties and elections were all contributing to the increasing dissociation of caste from class and power. Political office had become a locus of power in itself: ‘Today, politics is among the most important avenues of social mobility.’

The book contained two astute predictions by an author otherwise known for his determination to separate sociology from prophecy. One was that ‘frustrated in their efforts to gain social acceptance, the Backward Classes are likely to turn increasingly to political action’. The second was that clashes between Dalits and the dominant peasant castes would multiply, as younger Dalits would not accept discrimination as easily as their elders once did. (This, written in the 1960s, strikingly anticipated events and processes of the 1990s and beyond.)

Another prescient observation related to the growing importance of English-language education. This, rather than purity and pollution, was now determining the inequalities at the higher levels of Indian society. English had become a marker of social status, replacing Sanskrit. Thus, even in the vernacular, kinship terms like ‘aunty’ and ‘uncle’ were becoming common, ‘a practice not unlike the use by the Tanjore Brahmins of Sanskrit words to add distinction to their Tamil conversation’.

Studies in Agrarian Social Structure (1974) was the fruit of work done while Béteille was a Jawaharlal Nehru Fellow. It is a collection of essays on two topics largely neglected by sociologists of India, namely class formation and class consciousness. In this book, Béteille applies his craft at different spatial scales—at the level of a district (Tanjore), at the level of a state (Bengal), and India as a whole. The most substantial essay presents a conceptual analysis of the ‘social framework of agriculture’. Béteille shows the interpenetration of caste and class, as revealed in the withdrawal of women from cultivation, or the marking of economic position by distinctive patterns of dress, accent and housing. He outlines the chief changes in rural social structure since Independence, among them the disappearance in eastern and southern India of large estates controlled by a single family or individual. He notes the impact of the Green Revolution in north-west India and the rise of the ‘progressive’ farmer who runs his farm like a business enterprise, hiring and firing workers, making new investments in technology and calculating his profits. But despite these changes, basic inequalities persisted. In some areas, the insecurity and vulnerability of those at the bottom of the heap had increased. While landlords were now disinclined to meet customary obligations, the administration was incapable of guaranteeing the security of employment or fair wages. In fact, the government official was by status distant from the sharecropper and close to the malik, in whose house he would stay when visiting the village. This was but one way in which ‘traditional’ social hierarchies came to permeate ‘modern’ institutions such as schools and offices.

V

Despite their sophistication and analytical rigour, André Béteille’s first books had all endeavoured to formulate a social theory for India. A new phase in his career begins with Six Essays in Comparative Sociology (1974; expanded edition, 1987), with its comparisons across whole countries and civilizations. Reading the book today, one has to remind oneself that its author was not yet forty when he wrote it. It displays a considerable knowledge of intellectual traditions in other parts of the world, notably Europe and America but not excluding Russia and China. In other circumstances, this comparative sociologist would have made a first-class historian of ideas.

The great Chicago anthropologist Robert Redfield had proposed the concept of ‘peasant society’ to capture the in-between status of civilizations such as India and China, which were neither ‘primitive’ and tribal nor industrial and ‘modern’. In three successive essays, Béteille subjected this idea to searching scrutiny. He approved of peasant studies but not of the concept of a peasant society. For one thing, by presenting a picture of a unitary rural culture, it obscured the real divisions of class within the peasantry. The concept also failed to take account of the significant and growing urban industrial sector. There is, en passant, a brief but suggestive comparison of the role of women in Chinese and Indian agriculture. ‘To the extent that we talk at all systematically about the organization of work in agriculture,’ writes Béteille, ‘we do so almost entirely from the man’s point of view.’

Two other essays analyse the relationship of Marxism to sociology. The study of Marxism, argues Béteille, might help sociologists pay more attention to the questions of social inequality and social conflict. ‘The idea that interests and their conflicts are socially structured,’ he writes, ‘seems to me to be the most original and fruitful contribution of Marx to sociology. The study of class and of class conflict is rooted in a sociology of interests of which Marx, more than anybody else, laid the foundation.’

Many people were ‘instinctively enchanted’ by Marxism, and many others ‘repelled by it’. Béteille was neither repelled nor enchanted; while he wished, pragmatically, to use key Marxist ideas, he turned his back on Marx’s theory of social change. Thus, he shows how both anthropology and Marxism subscribe, at bottom, to a vulgar evolutionism. One argues that, given time and technology, tribes would change into peasants; the other that peasants would evolve (also with time and technology) into workers.

In 1977, Béteille published Inequality among Men, a book that presents a general social theory of divisions and cleavages in human society. Here Béteille argues that inequality is shaped by two distinct social processes. The first he terms evaluation, that is, the ways in which any society ranks people, things and attributes. The second relates to organization, that is, the ways in which systems of production and power are structured. It is the interrelationship between evaluation and organization that determines the specific configuration of inequality in any society. Moreover, patterns of inequality change only when patterns of evaluation or organization change.

In this book, Béteille effectively raids the storehouse of ethnographic literature, especially the studies of the British school of social anthropology set in Africa. But other illustrations come from Nazi Germany, medieval Europe, contemporary America and, of course, India. He thereby breaks down the academic division of labour between sociologists who study industrial societies and anthropologists who study the rest. As he shows, the sociological understanding of inequality can only be enriched by materials from tribal and agrarian societies. At one point, Béteille even indulges himself by comparing animals and humans with respect to prevailing patterns of territoriality and dominance.

The distinction between evaluation and organization is central to the most innovative feature of the book, with its discussion of inequality in communist states such as the Soviet Union. In the USSR, writes Béteille, inequality was a consequence of the distribution of power rather than the distribution of property or status. Here the state took command of the economy by extinguishing the market, while the Communist Party eliminated competition by suppressing rival parties. Inequalities in Soviet Russia (as well as communist China) were directly related to one’s access to the power of the ruling party or to its patronage. Béteille accepts that because of the abolition of private property, the inequalities of wealth were less marked in the socialist world. However,


when a society of the Soviet kind is gripped by an internal crisis the inequalities in it become palpable and real. Soviet society under Stalin has known its forced labour camps, purges and bloodbaths. When a reign of terror is unleashed in a society which has the most scientific instruments of coercion at its disposal, the gulf between those in control of these instruments and ordinary, unprotected citizens becomes as stark and unbridgeable as the gulf between Brahmins and Untouchables.



VI

Disputatious and argumentative are words that one hesitates to apply to André Béteille. His writings are marked by an urbanity of tone and an almost old-fashioned courtesy towards other scholars. (He often quotes a remark by Talleyrand to the effect that one should, above all, avoid an excess of zeal.) Within his corpus, though, The Idea of Natural Inequality and Other Essays (1983) stands out as a work that combines scholarship with what one would reluctantly (and only in comparison with his other writings) term ‘polemic’. Oddly enough, the book that is sharpest in tone was written only after he was a mature and established scholar.

But perhaps this is not so odd after all. Perhaps the recognition that his was now an authoritative voice in sociology emboldened Béteille to be more categorical in his formulations and more direct in his criticisms. Proof of his stature lay in the genesis of the book’s main essays. One was based on the Auguste Comte Lecture delivered at the London School of Economics; another on the Kingsley Martin Lecture at Cambridge; a third on the B.R. Ambedkar Lectures at Bombay University.

The title essay offers an impressive tour d’horizon of major currents in European thought. Both Locke and Rousseau, believers in political equality, never rid themselves of a residual belief in some kinds of ‘natural’ inequality. This ambiguity persists into the present. Nineteenth-century thinkers interpreted the inequalities engendered by the industrial revolution as reflecting differences in merit and aptitude. The science of biology also sought, post Darwin, to give a ‘natural’ basis to social inequalities. Even the great Émile Durkheim was swayed by its arguments, claiming that ‘social inequalities exactly express natural inequalities’. From there, it was a short step to modern IQ tests, which use a single scale to determine the ranking of individuals. This line of thinking is neatly compatible with the free market, whose proponents argue that an individual’s income is in exact proportion to his social contribution.

Béteille himself does not deny that individuals are unevenly endowed. He shows, however, that inequalities are more social than natural, a product of values and prejudices in society. Different cultures manifest different ways of judging individuals or collectivities. With regard to the singular importance of IQ tests for certain western writers, he remarks that ‘a student of comparative sociology might well ask if the notorious Brahminical obsession with purity can really measure up to this kind of preoccupation with a single human quality’.

The second essay is a critique of the work of the French sociologist Louis Dumont. Dumont had provided an impressive scholarly gloss to the conventional wisdom that modern Europe represented ‘homo equalis’, and unchanging India ‘homo hierarchicus’. Dumont suggests that there had occurred a ‘historical break’ in the western world; after the Enlightenment, this society came to reject holism and hierarchy in favour of individualism and equality. In contemporary European thought, the place occupied by their past had been accorded to the India of the past and the present, which ‘has come to signify not just inequality, but inequality of the most rigid and uncompromising kind’.

But as Béteille argues, no society is completely marked by equality or inequality. It is the interplay of the two within each society that is of interest to the sociologist. Both ‘homo hierarchicus and homo equalis are pasteboard characters’. Equality was never completely denied in traditional India, as witness the Buddha and the bhakti movements. In any case, Dumont could elaborate his theory only by quoting the Manu Smriti and ignoring the Indian Constitution. And what about the life and work of Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, Tagore, Gandhi, Nehru, Ambedkar? How would Dumont’s theory accommodate these influential campaigners against inequality?

The case is made through logic, fact and sarcasm. That the polemic is untypical, overdue and yet so parsimoniously used makes it all the more telling. Consider these remarks:


Dumont is obliged to soften his contrast between the old and the new orders in the West by his concern for Western history. But there is no comparable concern for Indian history that might show that the Indian tradition also is neither undifferentiated, nor unchanging. [For Dumont] history is indispensable in understanding the West, but it can be dispensed with in understanding India, since all the phases of Indian history are dominated by the same unchanging structure.

The thesis . . . [argues] that homo hierarchicus is not only single-minded in his attachment to inequality but also deeply resistant to change. The thesis first attributes to certain societies a hierarchical structure, and then denies them all internal resources for creating or sustaining institutions based on the principle of equality. Thus it is argued that democratic institutions are foreign plants on the Indian soil and, being foreign plants, they are bound to wither or sicken. By this kind of theory the reasons for the collapse of democracy in India between 1975 and 1977 are in principle, and not by any test of historical evidence, different from the reasons for its collapse in Germany between 1934 and 1945. When democracy fails in the land of homo hierarchicus it does so by the logic of an unchanging structure; when it fails in the land of homo equalis it does so by reason of particular historical circumstance.

Someone who grew up in an India that was still a colony of the British is not likely to be easily convinced that homo hierarchicus is uniquely Indian or that the European is the essence of homo equalis. Indeed, to those engaged in movements for the liberation from colonial rule the truth must sometimes have seemed closer to the opposite: to them it was the British (or the French or the Dutch) who appeared to be on the side of inequality, and the Indians (or the Indo-Chinese or the Indonesians) on the side of equality. These experiences cannot be easily set aside as mere surface phenomena, representing a particular moment in history: colonialism has been a fairly long moment in modern history.



Béteille readily conceded that traditional India was a society riven by inequality. Reading the Dharmashastras, ‘one is struck by the luxuriant growth of the discriminatory process which had, in the manner of tropical vegetation, spread in every direction, leaving no ground uncovered’. However, modern India was governed not by the Dharmashastras but by a Constitution whose provisions for equality were more emphatic and far-reaching than those provided for by the legal systems of America or Britain. India had moved from being a ‘harmonic social system’, where the normative order resonated to a great extent with the material world, to a ‘disharmonic’ social system where the ideals of equality sharply clashed with the facts of inequality.

Béteille’s Ambedkar Lectures focused on this discrepancy between the legal order and the social order. He explored the tension between two ideas of equality, going back to Aristotle, those of equality of opportunity and equality of result. The first he characterizes as the ‘meritarian principle’. A product of liberalism and liberal thought, this emphasized the rights of individuals and looked to the market to reward abilities and achievements. The second, termed the ‘compensatory principle’, was rooted in socialism. This typically privileged collectivities rather than individuals, and looked to the state to redress imbalances in income or social opportunity. Characteristically, Béteille held that no modern society could afford to dispense with one principle and rely solely on the other. ‘If the weakness of the meritarian principle was that it left too much to the hazards of the market, the weakness of the compensatory principle is that it tends to leave too much to official patronage. It is thus not a question of choosing between the meritarian and the compensatory principles, but of achieving a proper balance between the two.’

The danger in contemporary India, however, was that the compensatory principle would carry all before it. The Constitution had carefully balanced the rights of individuals and collectivities (while slightly favouring the former). However, political populism wished to make the process of affirmative action more far-reaching. At the time Béteille’s book appeared, Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled Castes were already given protective quotas in government employment, but pressure was building to extend this to other ‘backward’ castes and even to religious minorities. Béteille believed that while it ‘is one thing to make provisions of a limited duration for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes in order to protect them from injury and abuse’, it ‘is quite another thing to make the scope of protective discrimination so extensive that in every case, or in almost every case, the caste to which an individual belongs becomes a relevant factor in determining his entitlements’. The sociologist felt compelled to issue a warning to his fellow citizens. In ‘the context of Indian society’, he wrote, ‘we must realize that the alternative to individualism may not be the cherished dream of socialism, but a moral order in which the individual is once again displaced by clan, caste and community.’ This society had ‘made a terrible mistake in the past in believing that merit was an attribute not of individuals but groups, that being born a Brahmin was in itself a mark of merit. We shall make the same kind of mistake if we act on the belief that need too is always, and not just in special cases, an attribute of groups rather than of individuals.’

A good case can be made that The Idea of Natural Inequality is the best of Béteille’s books. It is unquestionably the most deeply felt one.

VII

André Béteille’s first three books focus on India without losing sight of the world. His next three books outline a more general comparative sociology; they are global in reach and consequence, but maintain solid contact with Indian history and politics.

Béteille’s seventh book, Society and Politics in India, mixes and matches themes from both phases of his career. Two chapters continue the argument with Louis Dumont. One was written in 1966, as an early response to the publication of the French edition of Homo Hierarchicus. In fact, it was first presented at Dumont’s own seminar in Paris. This is a critique of the method, assumptions and conclusions of the Dumontian view of Indian society, with its ‘preoccupation with native categories of thought rather than the dynamics of social life’. Béteille then assesses the work of other, ostensibly more ‘materialist’, anthropologists such as Edmund Leach and F.G. Bailey, who follow Dumont in seeing relations between castes as being largely free of competition. In a brilliant move, Béteille shows how Soviet thinkers mimicked these scholars in representing their society as being free from fundamental social conflicts and cleavages.

The second essay, printed twenty years later, returns to the Frenchman’s grand if flawed contrast between the West and India. The presumed equation between individualism and equality is carefully shredded to bits. For, in the West itself, influential trends had long justified inequality as ‘natural’ (the biologists) or as necessary to growth and progress (the libertarian economists). That Dumont disregards these facts was because of his incurable


taste for symmetry. Homo hierarchicus, homo equalis; holism versus individualism; hierarchy versus equality; India as against the West; others as opposed to ourselves. Take a system, stand it on its head, and you get another system. Take a model, turn it around on itself, and you get another model. This craving for symmetry is far more than Dumont’s personal weakness; it is a disease of a whole intellectual climate.



This kind of model could function only through a resolute indifference to what was happening in contemporary India. In the society which was said to exemplify homo hierarchicus, notes Béteille, ‘there is no public defence of hierarchy today’. To be sure, people practise inequality, but ‘anyone who speaks against equality in public is bound to lose his audience. In independent India the language of equality has caught the imagination of not only politicians and professors but also judges and civil servants.’ Yet, Louis Dumont seemed unaware of this ‘collapse of the public defence of caste’, which was nothing less than ‘a turning point in India’s ideological history’.

VIII

Starting as an anthropologist, moving then into social theory, André Béteille has, as he has grown older, concerned himself more overtly with the future of the society he has lived in and studied. Of particular interest are some quite brilliant essays on the functioning (and malfunctioning) of institutions in India. His V.T. Krishnamachari Lecture of 1990 examines the effect on institutional well-being of an expanded scheme of affirmative action. These conditions of well-being differ greatly from one institution to another. The Constitution of India recognized this, for instance, by reserving seats for disadvantaged social groups in the Lok Sabha, but not in the Supreme Court. But the new populism appeared to believe that ‘all public institutions should be and act like political councils and committees’. It was being demanded that jobs in such diverse institutions as hospitals, universities, legislatures and even private firms must be divided up by caste and community. This ran contrary to the spirit of democracy, and would impede rather than facilitate economic growth. To these larger costs must be added the impact on the institutions themselves: ‘It is useful to remind ourselves that institutions cannot be squeezed and stretched at will without serious risk to their continued existence.’

There is a note of anxiety here, the concern of the citizen for the future of his society. ‘Institution-building,’ writes Béteille in an essay from 1996, ‘is an uphill task even in the best of times, and one cannot expect decisive results in a decade or even a generation. At the same time, it is these institutions that provide the best if not the only security for a democratic political order.’ The institutions of the modern world, he emphasizes, are based on secular principles, and as such are quite different from the institutions of caste, kin and religion that had undergirded the cultures of the past.

The fragility of Indian institutions, suggests Béteille, is a consequence both of the continuing influence of caste and religion and of their frequent identification with the personality of their founder or head. Many years ago, he had written that while ‘paternalism might be a satisfactory arrangement in small-scale societies with minimal articulation between units at different levels’, when ‘a large range of economic and other activities have to be purposively related to each other within a single framework, a system based on impersonal rules appears to be the most expedient’. Yet, ‘the bane of public institutions in our country is that they seem unable to acquire a personality of their own, separate from the personalities of their creators’. The crafting of institutions requires money, but also patience and care: an ‘institution, like an individual, requires not only a certain material base, but also a certain dignity for its health and well-being’. Indeed, the ‘real acid test of nation-building in India will lie in the capacity of its new mediating institutions to maintain their open and secular character, and to extend their influence’.

In an essay published in the Economic and Political Weekly in October 2008, André Béteille made a telling contrast between ‘constitutional’ and ‘populist’ democracy. In the populist democracy that India was fast becoming, there was less reliance on deliberations in Parliament, with a correspondingly greater emphasis on non-formal, non-institutional means of debate and dispute resolution such as satyagrahas and street protests. Thus, ‘populism sets great store by achieving political objectives swiftly and directly through mass mobilization in the form of rallies, demonstrations and other spectacular displays of mass support. Constitutionalism, on the other hand, seeks to achieve its objectives methodically through the established institutions of governance.’

The Constitution had placed great stress on the rights of individuals. However, social and political life in India was now increasingly under the sway of group identities and affiliates. Citizens voted more out of group loyalty than individual choice. Jobs in government were very often allocated on the basis of family, kin and community. Béteille remarked that this ‘loyalty to family and community [is] not dictated merely by personal interest; they arise out of moral compulsions that are deeply rooted in Indian social values. It will be a mistake to deny the moral basis of the obligations of family, kinship and community. But the moral basis of these obligations is different from the basis of constitutional morality. Problems arise when the loyalties of kinship and community are allowed to distort and override the demands of constitutional government.’

As a classical liberal, André Béteille is clearly on the side of constitutional democracy. However, he acknowledges that in a country like India, with its Gandhian heritage of satyagraha, ‘constitutional morality would stand impoverished if it failed to accommodate the principle of civil disobedience’. Moreover, ‘the people of India have gradually learnt that their own elected leaders can be as deaf to their pleas as the ones who came from outside. Sometimes they have shown themselves to be even more venal and self-serving than the British who ruled India.’

Hence the frequent recourse to dharnas, hartals, bhookh hartals, rasta rokos and other forms of street protest. The leaders of these movements acted in the name of Gandhi, but, as Béteille notes, they did not usually display ‘the restraint and moral discipline of which he was the great exemplar’. He continues: ‘For Gandhi, civil disobedience, as a form of non-violent resistance, was essentially a moral force. It required the cultivation of distinctive moral qualities to pass muster as a form of non-violent resistance. In particular, it required among its practitioners a habit of obedience to the laws, including inconvenient ones. Civil disobedience, in this view, cannot be aimed against inconvenient laws, but only against unjust ones. It is another matter that leaders of public protest in India have never found it difficult to present inconvenient laws as unjust ones.’

Over the many decades that André Béteille has been a citizen of India and a student of its society and politics, he has witnessed the steady ascendance of populism over constitutionalism. Thus, in an essay published in the Economic and Political Weekly in July 2011, he wrote, with detachment but also some despair, of the decline of Parliament as an institution for debate, discussion and policy formation. Noting the resort to abuse instead of argument, the frequent walkouts and boycotts, this scholar and citizen observed that ‘the long-term effect of continuous discord and disorder within Parliament is an erosion of public trust in the institution itself’. The only real beneficiaries are the media, as ‘the television channels seize their opportunity for breaking news, and lure members of Parliament into their studios where the debates reproduce the disorder of the debates in Parliament’.

Constitutional morality in India has been undermined from above and from below, by the corruption and venality of our elected representatives as well as by the deep distrust of institutions on the part of the leaders of popular movements. ‘It will be hard to deny,’ writes Béteille, ‘that agitations, demonstrations and rallies undertaken in the name of civil disobedience have increasingly become coercive not only in their consequences but even in their intentions.’ It is a mark of André Béteille’s wisdom and intellectual courage that he does not, in his disenchantment with the behaviour in office of elected politicians, see those who oppose them in the streets as being saviours of the nation.

IX

Taking a longue durée view of André Béteille’s career as a scholar and author, one is struck by his productivity, as manifest in the consistent stream of books and essays that has appeared under his name. For, even the best of Indian scholars have been most comfortable in the oral tradition. Writing is a solitary business, its discipline not always congenial to the convivial Indian, who would much rather be expounding his views in the coffee house or seminar room (or, more recently, on Twitter and Facebook) than exposing them to the cold glare of print.

That Béteille has retained his sense of vocation in the corrupting centre of power and influence that is New Delhi may be among his greatest achievements. There is no other person of my acquaintance who has so steadfastly resisted the seductions the city has to offer its writers and intellectuals. He is never on television, and only rarely gives interviews to the press. He is never at diplomatic parties, nor at other kinds of parties. Delhi intellectuals who proclaim their ‘radicalism’ from the rooftops crave public attention from the media, both foreign and domestic. André Béteille’s focus has, for all the decades he has been in Delhi, remained steadfastly on his work: his teaching, his research and his writing.

Béteille himself would probably disregard a numerical estimation of his scholarly worth, or even a qualitative one. Certainly, we should emphasize, above all, the integrity and coherence of the vision. In the epilogue to the second edition of Caste, Class and Power, he provides an epigraph from T.S. Eliot: ‘You say I am repeating something I have said before/I shall say it again.’ The reference, one thinks, is not merely to the reprinting of a work written thirty-some years previously, but also to the charge (muttered here and there for a long time) that ‘André Béteille works only on one subject’. It is true that Béteille has been resistant to fashion. It is true also that he has addressed basically one subject. One subject, but an important subject, a very demanding subject. Early on, Béteille decided that he would take on the study of power and inequality, in all its manifestations, in all the societies that it was known to operate, always to study both inequality as it is practised and equality as it is sought to be achieved. What then is left out? It is hard to say. For, inequality is indeed the grand theme of sociology, or should one say, comparative sociology. To the study of this most serious of human problems, André Béteille has brought to bear a distinctive combination of intellectual rigour and moral seriousness.

‘Indian sociologists,’ wrote Béteille once, ‘have by and large fought shy of comparative sociology, but have provided raw materials to others interested in pursuing cross-cultural studies.’ This diffidence was especially worrisome in view of ‘the pervasiveness of the ethnocentric bias in so much of what passes as sociology in the western world’. There, the dominant traditions of comparative research assigned priority to ‘contrast over comparison, to difference over similarity and to discontinuity over continuity’. This was not always done with the most innocent of motives. Rather, by stressing ‘the differences beyond their true proportions’, the sociologist could make one society (his own) appear more progressive, more civilized or more egalitarian than the other. And so, ‘what is presented as comparative sociology is often the comparison of all societies in terms of the implicit conventions of one’. Or to be more direct, it seems that ‘with most practitioners of the craft the real as opposed to the stated objective of comparative sociology is to demonstrate the uniqueness of Western civilization’.

Methodologically speaking, two features distinguish André Béteille’s own brand of comparative sociology. The first is its attention to what (following M.N. Srinivas) he calls the ‘field-view’ as opposed to the ‘book-view’ of any society. ‘The field-view, as I understand it,’ writes Béteille, ‘is at bottom an orientation to the lived experiences of people, with all their inner tensions and contradictions, that one seeks to understand and interpret.’ He criticizes the scholars who have ‘taken their orientation from Hindu thought rather than Indian life’, whose point of departure was the past, not the present, of Indian society. This trend has been aided by the recent obsession with reflexivity, which ‘provides an easy alibi for laxity in field work’, an excuse to study a society through its texts rather than the lived experience of its people.

The second feature of Béteille’s sociology is its refusal to privilege one society above another. This meant taking issue with varieties of exceptionalism other than the Dumontian. The most influential such theory in the India of the 1960s and 1970s was, of course, Marxism. Béteille felt that while sociology could fruitfully integrate some of Marx’s insights, to embrace Marxism’s philosophy of history would be an abdication of the sociologist’s vocation. For, ‘if it is to be anything at all, the sociological perspective must be the very opposite of the Utopian’. On his part, he had ‘been greatly fascinated by the Marxist method of social enquiry, but I cannot say that I am equally fascinated by Marxist programmes of social change’.

In India today, the ‘partisan’ intellectual is more likely to be a romantic indigenist rather than a Marxist. His perfect society is not the communist Utopia of the future but the precolonial and pre-capitalist India of the past. One need hardly say that Béteille has not forgotten to reproach intellectuals of this stripe either. According to him, their view of traditional India is deeply flawed: ‘today, when people look back fondly to the integrated communities of the past, they tend to forget the hierarchy’. More worrisome still is their idea of the future, which denies that any ideas or institutions from the modern or western world have a place in India. Thus, in the context of the neo-traditionalist’s rejection of the secular state, Béteille says that it is hardly reasonable ‘to denigrate [the Indian] Constitution on the ground that many of its basic components have had their origin in other traditions than our own. Surely, the test of an idea or institution should be its capacity to meet our present needs and not its provenance.’ For, ‘geography can never be a decisive test of the social value of an idea or an institution’.

No one who has read his work attentively would regard André Béteille as uncommitted. To be sure, he is not partisan. He has steadfastly refused to embrace a Utopia, to place one society—whether the India of the past, the America of the present or the communist state of the future—beyond the attention and critical understanding of the sociologist. But in his own quiet, undramatic and persistent way, he has displayed an exemplary commitment, a commitment to his scholarly vocation, a commitment to his own institution (the Delhi School of Economics, where he taught for forty years), a commitment to the finest values of the society in which he lives.

Although the writing of a manifesto would be foreign to his style, the outlines of André Béteille’s India can be teased out from his writings. That, unfortunately, is a task beyond the scope of this essay. But consider once more the remark, quoted earlier, that ‘the real acid test of nation-building in India will lie in the capacity of its new mediating institutions to maintain their open and secular character, and to extend their influence’. Nation-building, a splendidly old-fashioned and deeply honourable ideal. André Béteille has certainly done as much as any other intellectual to help make modern India a more humane, pluralistic and democratic society.

X

I began with one comparison, and will end with another. This is prompted by a remark made by a colonial official some seventy years ago. It was in 1945 that the then Governor of Bengal, a bluff Australian named R.G. Casey, described C. Rajagopalachari as the ‘wisest man in India’.

The judgement was political rather than intellectual. ‘Rajaji’ was a learned man, a scholar and a writer, but in praising him so, Casey was really focusing on his contributions to political dialogue and debate. In the early years of the War that was then ending, it was Rajaji who had (vainly) urged the Congress to seek a compromise with the Muslim League; and it was he who had told Gandhi that collaboration with the British would augur better for an eventual transfer of power than the oppositional ‘Quit India’ movement. Rajaji’s advice on both counts was rejected by the Congress leadership, but its wisdom was resoundingly confirmed by later events—this was too late, however, for Partition to be avoided. (A decade later, Rajaji once more proved to be wise before the event—when he urged the dismantling of what he memorably termed ‘the licence-permit-quota-raj’.)

In many respects, André Béteille is the C. Rajagopalachari of our times. There are some intriguing parallels in their characters and their careers. Both only studied in India and always lived in India, yet both had a profound knowledge of English literature and western political thought. Late in his political life, Rajaji served an incident-filled term as the first Indian Governor of Bengal. Early in his life as an intellectual, Béteille spent a formative year doing fieldwork in Rajaji’s native Tamil Nadu. Like Béteille, Rajaji too was deeply committed to cultural pluralism (he did more to promote Hindu–Muslim harmony and attack caste prejudice than almost any other disciple of Gandhi), and to the procedures and norms of liberal democracy. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, like Rajaji, Béteille’s words of caution are seldom heard by his peers, yet often vindicated by events.

I cannot say what André Béteille will think of my comparing him with Amartya Sen, but I have no doubt that he will respond to this fresh juxtaposition with an uncharacteristic expression of zeal. He will protest that I am dishonouring the memory of a great patriot and freedom fighter, a great builder of modern India, by placing the name of a mere university professor alongside his. To lessen his embarrassment, let me point out that we live now in altogether less worthy times. For, when praising Rajaji as he did, R.G. Casey was sensible of the competition—this provided by Gandhi, Patel, Ambedkar, Nehru, Azad and many others.

The competition now is much diminished. That said, André Béteille remains a very wise man indeed. The evidence already provided in this essay is, I think, conclusive enough—even so, here are some final, select aperçus from the rich, varied and consistently original oeuvre of one of the world’s great sociologists:


It is a great mistake to believe that a hierarchical society can reconstitute itself on the basis of equality within a generation or two in a smooth and painless manner, without conflict, without violence.




Modernization is today inescapable, but it is not a painless process, and it penalizes latecomers severely. Modernity does not presuppose a homogeneous world in which everybody does the same thing, thinks the same thoughts and speaks the same language; on the contrary, it requires and encourages knowledge and appreciation of alternat[iv]e ways of life.




A civilization that cannot accommodate a variety of traditions, seeking to maintain a jealous hold on only one single tradition, can hardly be called a civilization.




The vitality of a religion depends on a continuous critique of it by its own reflective members.




The Indian intelligentsia has somewhat mixed attitudes towards the Indian village. While educated Indians are inclined to think or at least speak well of the village, they do not show much inclination for the company of villagers.




In the past Indian society was unique in the extremes to which it carried the principle and practice of inequality; today Indian intellectuals appear unique in their zeal for promoting the adoption of equality in every sphere of society.




The striking thing in India is that the extravagant statements made by politicians about the need to end inequality are so widely echoed by our public intellectuals who are nothing if not self-consciously virtuous. These extravagant statements divert attention away from more modest objectives such as controlling poverty, hunger, malnutrition, ill-health and illiteracy, and eliminating the more egregious forms of hierarchical distinction that pervade our public institutions. But that perhaps is what they are meant to do.




Sociology as an intellectual discipline must be either fully comparative or nothing, which means that it must view every type of human society with the same critical detachment. This must in the end bring the sociologist into conflict with those who have a jealous attachment to some particular society, whether their own or another. . . . Sociology insists on treating all societies alike; it recognizes no privileged exceptions.




My view of social science, certainly of sociology, is that it has very little to contribute in the form of social engineering, but much to contribute by way of critical understanding. Yet for me critical understanding does not simply mean bashing the government, it does not mean simply taking an oppositional stand in relation to the government. In a country like India that is fairly easy to do. Critical understanding, as I use the term . . . [includes] a very deeply critical attitude towards the people, which does not come very easily.




We must not appeal to history only when it creates hope, and ignore it if it destroys illusion.
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chapter thirteen

ARGUMENTS WITH SEN, ARGUMENTS ABOUT INDIA

In 2005, the Economic and Political Weekly asked me to review Amartya Sen’s The Argumentative Indian: Writings on Indian History, Culture and Identity. I wrote a long essay about the book, its themes, its strengths and its flaws, which is reprinted below as it first appeared, with the excision only of two paragraphs pointing out some factual mistakes. My review essay prompted a further debate in the EPW, which I consider in a freshly written (if brief) postscript.

I

Appreciating Sen

Amartya Sen rejects ‘the presumption that we must have a single—or at least a principal and dominant—identity’. Of Sen’s own multiple identities, at least four are on display in this book. First, there is the Bengali cosmopolitan, the product of an intellectual culture that, while deeply rooted in its language and region, has yet had the longest and most sustained exposure to the winds—not all noxious—blowing in from the West. Second, there is the Indian liberal, his consciousness shaped by the transition from colonialism to nationhood, the firm upholder of the freedom and integrity of an independent India, yet one who refuses to reduce the nation or nationhood to a single cultural or religious essence. Third, there is the left-wing democrat, who deplores inequalities of all kinds—but of class and gender especially—yet believes that in shaping a more just world ‘what is really needed is a more vigorous practice of democracy, rather than the absence of it’. Fourth, there is the broad-minded economist, who knows his theory, yet insists on locating economic actors and institutions in their social and historical context.

These four identities run right through this book, shaping its concerns, driving its arguments, directing its quotes and illustrative examples. The Argumentative Indian is the work of a man of wide interests, with a searching, sharp intellect and an endlessly curious mind. While fairly heavily referenced for a book of essays, the narrative throughout is urbane, even-tempered, reasonable. The few personal anecdotes are well judged. The characterizations of thinkers can be telling (on Savarkar: ‘A Hindu chauvinist leader of remarkable energy’; on Samuel Huntington: ‘An intellectual simplifier’). So can the characterizations of thought processes (on postcolonial conspiracy theories: ‘An epistemic methodology that sees the pursuit of knowledge as entirely congruent with the search for power is a great deal more cunning than wise’; on the paranoid anti-globalizers: ‘Some of the fears about globalization make it sound like an animal—analogous to the big shark in Jaws—that gobbles up unsuspecting innocents in a dark and mysterious way’).

Among the charms of the book is its capacious internationalism. Other Bengali intellectuals focus somewhat obsessively on our encounters with the modern West. Sen is mindful of what has come here from that part of the world, but he spends even more time on the exchanges (cultural or economic) down the millennia between the subcontinent on the one hand and China, Central Asia and the Arab world on the other.

This book can be read at two levels. First, as an elegant summary of what one deeply intelligent Indian has learnt about our history in sixty-plus years of living in and thinking about the land. Second, as a charter, distilling the lessons that one deeply concerned Indian thinks this history holds for life and politics in the present. The title of the book invites argument, as do some of the arguments themselves, and—most of all—the methods by which these arguments are presented.

II

Amending Sen

The main theme of the book is the persistence of heterodoxy and pluralism in Indian history. These ‘argumentative traditions’ are explored in Parts I and II, in and for themselves, and in Part IV, where they are set against the disturbing moves towards uniformity and orthodoxy in contemporary India. Standing slightly apart is Part III, where Sen provides crisp summaries of his work with Jean Drèze on economic development and social opportunity. Democracy and equality are the values that reign here, with the essays exploring inequalities by class and gender, and as manifest especially in the domains of education and health. There is also some prescription, offered with an appealing hesitancy, of public policies that might help to reduce these inequalities. This is, without question, the most carefully thought-out part of the book—as well as the least controversial.20

I mentioned two ways of reading this book. Actually, there is a third—as a celebration of Amartya Sen’s heroes. Some are Bengali cosmopolitans whom he knew and revered—such as Rabindranath Tagore and Satyajit Ray (on whom alone are there individual essays). Other heroes are not Bengali, and lived very long ago—such as Akbar, Ashoka, the Buddha, and the mathematicians, scientists and atheistic philosophers of ancient India. These thinkers, Sen argues, embodied a rational, critical, open-minded tradition of inquiry that was as much part of Indic culture and civilization as were rival traditions based on faith or mysticism. Sen further believes that their work and example might help in the nurturing of a liberal and pluralist India. The villains in this book are not often named, but it is pretty clear who they are—those Indians, dead or living, who prefer (or preferred) fundamentalism to secularism, xenophobia to cosmopolitanism, blind faith to reason, autocracy to democracy, and patriarchy to gender equality.

The Argumentative Indian is a response really to the politics of India as it unfolded in the 1990s (of which more anon). In seeking to combat what he (justly) saw as regressive trends in Indian politics, Sen reached for support to arguments and individuals from the premodern period. He must certainly be commended for drawing attention to the longue durée of Indian intellectual history. Still, it is striking how, with the exception of Tagore, he so largely ignores the arguments and arguers of the more recent past.

It is useful here to distinguish between two argumentative traditions: the distant, which is Sen’s own chosen focus of attention; and the proximate, that which has so powerfully shaped the political, social and legislative institutions of independent India. At the very core of this proximate tradition was Mohandas K. Gandhi. One might say of Gandhi that he was not so much the Father of the Nation as the mother of all debates regarding its future. Gandhi argued with communists and terrorists on the efficacy of violence as a political strategy, with radical Muslims and radical Hindus on the role of religion in matters of state, with anti-caste activists on the best way to attack the evil of untouchability, with secularists and scientists on the merits and demerits of modernity. And this is only to flag the most consequential of his arguments. Plenty others are reflected in the ninety-plus volumes of his Collected Works.21

Aside from a brief—to this writer too brief—treatment of Gandhi’s disputes with Tagore, Amartya Sen does not touch on the argumentative side of the Mahatma’s life and work. And he comprehensively ignores the debates initiated and carried forward by Gandhi’s political successor, Jawaharlal Nehru. The first two decades of free India showcased a series of arguments that placed Nehru at their centre: arguments about religion, language, region, ethnicity, democracy, violence, economic policy, India’s place in the world—and more.

It is not necessary to take Gandhi’s or Nehru’s side in any or all of these arguments to recognize that their disputes covered all the important themes that run through Amartya Sen’s book—and which affect, still, the politics of contemporary India and the lives of ordinary Indians. Moreover, Gandhi and Nehru were merely the most influential of the argumentative Indians of the recent past. Among these disputants some were classical liberals such as Gopal Krishna Gokhale; some radical conservatives such as C. Rajagopalachari; some anti-caste social reformers such as Jyotirao Phule, E.V. Ramaswami and B.R. Ambedkar; some communist activists such as M.N. Roy and E.M.S. Namboodiripad.

These Indians spoke powerfully to the issues raised by Amartya Sen—yet, he scarcely gives them a passing glance. Likewise, Sen neglects the rich tradition of public intellectualism in colonial and postcolonial India, as exemplified in the work of such scholars as N.K. Bose, D.R. Gadgil, D.P. Mukerji and D.D. Kosambi. These (and other scholars) are absent from this book, whose extensive notes principally cite works written in the decade the book was conceived, the 1990s. All works of history must necessarily be selective; still, reading Sen’s book, a younger reader may come away thinking that, apart from the splendid aberration of Rabindranath Tagore, there were no Indian intellectuals or arguers between the age of Akbar and the age of Hindutva.

I wonder—is Sen’s neglect of what I have called the ‘proximate argumentative tradition’ linked somewhat to the characteristic insularity of the Bengali intellectual? The typical bhadralok scholar travels a straight line between Kolkata and some point to the West: this might be London or, by way of variation, Paris or Moscow or Havana or New York. But his interest in other parts of India is pretty nearly non-existent. In this respect, his Bengali cosmopolitanism is also a Bengali parochialism. Thus, one member of the species has written that ‘Bengal was the site of the most profound response to the colonial encounter’, and that the province’s capital city, Calcutta, ‘was the crucible of Indian nationalist politics, and the home . . . of modern Indian liberal consciousness itself’.22 Writing from neutral Bangalore, I would instead award the honour to the state of Maharashtra (as it now is). Consider a few names: Ranade, Gokhale, Phule, Gopal Agarkar, Ambedkar. Now consider a few more: Tarabai Shinde, V.R. Shinde, D.D. Karve, Shahu Maharaj. If one sees ‘liberal consciousness’ as being composed of individual rights, caste reform and gender equality, then I think the contributions of these Marathi speakers rate rather higher than those of their (admittedly more loquacious) Bengali counterparts.23 And as for ‘nationalist politics’, it was made—and unmade—by individuals and groups spread widely across the land. Apart from Bengal, the other two presidencies (Bombay and Madras) contributed mightily, as, of course, did Punjab and the United Provinces as well.

Amartya Sen himself has always been noticeably less self-satisfied than most bhadralok scholars. Still, this book does not fully escape the stamp of its author’s cultural origins. It is noteworthy that the historical illustrations in The Argumentative Indian come overwhelmingly from Mughal or Buddhist India or from modern Bengal—that is, from the north and east of the subcontinent. Thinkers and themes from the south and the west are given short shrift.

Apart from the constraints of space and selection, it might be that Sen here upholds Akbar and Ashoka as his heroes because the rival pairing of Gandhi and Nehru is simply too controversial. We know far more about the latter duo than about the former: about their achievements (which Sen may admire) but also about their failures (which his critics will seize upon). The dangers of invoking Gandhi and Nehru in arguing about what can make a better India today is that one will be told that the first ‘lost’ us a large chunk of Akhand Bharat, whereas the second ‘lost’ us a large chunk of Kashmir. With Tagore, the threat of such contestation is less, for he was not a partyman and never held political office. Besides, he died in 1941, well before Partition and Independence. Nor, for the reason of (here even greater) distance, does one face this threat with Akbar or Ashoka either.

That said, the way forward perhaps is to depersonalize political arguments, to delink them from individuals and shape them according to values and principles. In this case the values and principles Sen endorses are contained, for the most part, in the Indian Constitution, which—some egregious amendments apart—is a noble embodiment of the proximate tradition of dispute and heterodoxy. Might not it be that invoking this document or its principles shall be more relevant, as well as more useful, in combating xenophobia and fundamentalism?

III

Extending Sen

The most striking omission, in terms of theme, is that of language, a matter of vital importance to India and Indians. (The word does not rate an entry in what is a fairly extensive index.) Whether or not premodern India was ‘multicultural’, as Sen claims, it was certainly multilingual. From the Mughals in the north to the Nayakas in the deep south, royal courts featured multiple languages of discourse. Some of the greatest medieval poets and composers wrote their songs and verses in three or four tongues. At least in the towns, the common folk were also conversant with several languages.

Of course, across vast stretches, and particularly in the countryside, a particular language predominated. But no one language held sway across the subcontinent. It was as a bow to the massively multilingual character of the nation-in-the-making that the Congress, under Gandhi’s lead, decided to form provincial committees by linguistic zone. From the 1920s, the pradesh Congress committees were based on language—Oriya, Marathi, Kannada, etc.—with their respective jurisdictions being at odds with (or cutting across) the provincial boundaries of British India. When Independence came, the Congress leadership reneged on the promise to form new states based on language. The Congress rank and file revolted, taking the masses and activists of other parties with them. Across the country, popular movements broke out calling for the formation of linguistic states. Bowing to public opinion, Nehru conceded the demand.24

The language struggles of the 1950s remain, in terms of social composition, popular participation and moral fervour, perhaps the most significant social movements of independent India. But to complete the story, one must also take account of the anti-Hindi protests of the 1960s, focused on the Tamil country, and which were so powerful as to force another unwilling prime minister—in this case, Lal Bahadur Shastri—to go back on his desire to make Hindi the sole language of official communication.25 When, in 1962, the scientist J.B.S. Haldane told an American journalist that he happened to be ‘proud of being a citizen of India, which is a lot more diverse than Europe, let alone the USA, USSR or China, and thus a better model for a possible world organization’, he had its linguistic diversity principally in mind, along with its diversity of religions, cultures, diets, apparel, etc.26

As a multilingual and yet democratic country, India’s only real rival is Switzerland. However, India is much larger, much poorer, and much more diverse—and hence also so much more distinctive. To say that language is constitutive of human identity would be an underestimation; it is the first and fundamental element of human identity. Pakistan broke up and Sri Lanka is in the throes of an unending civil war, because its rulers and thinkers disregarded this fact. That India stays together as a multilingual state is a tribute to its traditions of heterodoxy and pluralism, as well as to its political democracy, where at least this particular set of disputes was finally settled by reasoned argument and negotiated compromise.

I think that in this respect, Amartya Sen shall be as proud of being an Indian citizen as was J.B.S. Haldane. Indeed, the linguistic history of India amplifies and confirms the theses of this book as almost no other.27 That it is absent in Sen’s rendering must be a consequence only of his neglect of the proximate argumentative tradition of India.

IV

Contesting Sen

As a technical economist, Amartya Sen has reached the very pinnacle of his profession. He has been president of the American Economic Association, and was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics. As a ‘broad-minded’ economist, Sen has made notable contributions to social theory and moral philosophy. Now, in The Argumentative Indian, he extends these disciplinary transgressions into the realm of history. Here, however, his grasp is less sure, and the ground beneath his feet less certain.

Throughout this book, Sen uses the term ‘India’ anachronistically—speaking of a time long before its meaning was known or the political and cultural unity it presumes ever exhibited. Thus, he says, of a meeting between the Chinese traveller Xuanzang and King Harsha, that they had ‘conversations on Sino-Indian relations’. This usage stems from his belief—not shared by most historians, if endorsed, ironically, by the BJP—that in India ‘there is a concept of a country as a unit that has survived through history’. It is this penchant for anachronism that perhaps lies behind what one might call Sen’s errors of imputation—these more serious than those of fact or interpretation.

One such error is to impute a direct connection between the form of electoral democracy adopted in independent India and the Buddhist councils of the distant past. This claim is made several times in the book. In fact, the connection is highly tenuous, at best; as the debates and reports of the Constituent Assembly show, the Indian model was directly based on western ideas of universal suffrage and constitutional democracy. A second claim, made far more persistently, is that the interest in inter-religious dialogue of the Mughal emperor Akbar shaped the making of the secular state and the practice of secularism in independent India. I shall examine the evidence for this claim presently, but we may note that Akbar’s ideas are summarized here in characteristically anachronistic language. Thus Sen writes: ‘He [Akbar] paid particular attention to relations among religious communities and to the need of peaceful coexistence in the already multicultural India.’ The first part of this statement is unexceptionable, whereas the second part places, in another time and age, concepts unknown to Akbar but in wide currency in worlds Sen himself has inhabited (‘peaceful coexistence’ comes from Nehru’s India, ‘multiculturalism’ from the American academy).28

Sen claims that ‘Akbar’s championing of religious tolerance . . . is rightly seen as providing one of the major building blocks of Indian secularism’. At another place he writes that ‘while Ashoka lived a long time ago, in the case of Akbar there is a continuity of legal scholarship and public memory linking his ideas and codifications with present-day India’. Then he says that while ‘Indian secularism, which was strongly championed by Gandhi, Nehru, Tagore and others, is often taken to be something of a reflection of Western ideas’, there are actually ‘good reasons to link this aspect of modern India, including its constitutional secularism and judicially guaranteed multiculturalism . . . to earlier Indian writings and particularly to the ideas of this Muslim emperor of four hundred years ago’.

I have provided the italics in the preceding paragraph—although the words emphasized are, of course, Sen’s own. What they show is that he is not merely saying that there is a coincidence or congruence between Akbar’s ideas and those manifest in the ideas and institutions of independent India; rather, he is claiming that there is a connection and continuity, that ideas first put forward in the sixteenth century have shaped laws and policies in our own time.

Tagore I cannot speak for—although were there evidence of such an influence it might have been placed in Sen’s long essay on the poet. However, the references to the Mughal emperor in the Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi are dispiriting for Sen’s thesis. In these ninety-plus volumes, Akbar is mentioned only six times, and always in passing. The emperor’s fusion of faiths (much praised by Sen) is dismissed by Gandhi as ‘irrelevant’, a ‘dream not to be realized’, for ‘each religion has its own contribution to make to human evolution’. Akbar’s respect for faiths other than his own is appreciated, if in terms not likely to be to Sen’s liking—although they may appeal to his adversaries. Thus, Gandhi writes that ‘it was Hinduism which gave Mahomedanism its Akbar, who, with unerring insight, recognized the tolerant spirit and adopted it himself in ruling India’.29

The example of Nehru provides more comfort. For, there are references aplenty to Akbar in the Discovery of India. His identification with his adopted land is praised, as is his lack of religious discrimination. But equal attention is paid to what Nehru perceives as Akbar’s failures, to wit, his inability to catalyse a spirit of scientific inquiry and innovation in his great empire.30 In any case, the references to Akbar evaporate in Nehru’s more fundamental writings on secularism and the secular state, which are his essays and speeches of the 1940s and 1950s and, especially, his fortnightly letters to chief ministers.31

It is correct to identify Gandhi and Nehru (if Tagore less so) as the principal architects of India’s ‘constitutional secularism and judicially guaranteed multiculturalism’. However, this came about not because Gandhi and Nehru were inspired by Akbar’s example, nor indeed by contemporary western examples either. Rather, their work in this regard was a product of deep personal belief on the part of both men, of their own experience of the bloodletting caused by religious intolerance, and of the political compulsions of constructing a democratic state in a multireligious nation. Indian secularism was a dynamic creation of its own place and time, not a reflection or elaboration of ideas articulated in the same place 400 years previously or in another place in more recent times.32

The work of Gandhi and Nehru (and their contemporaries) not only shaped the laws and institutions of independent India, it also seeped—however imperfectly or haphazardly—into the public consciousness. Theirs is a ‘proximate’ tradition in both senses: closer to us in time, and closer to us in sentiment. With this tradition, secular-minded Indians can trace a filiation and sense a connection. On the other hand, twenty generations separate Akbar’s day from our own. How might we even begin to link our hopes and fears to his?

The errors of imputation are consequential, but more worrisome still are Sen’s claims for the discipline of history itself. In this book, the past is presented not just as a guide, but as a charter for the present. The last paragraph of the jacket blurb for The Argumentative Indian runs as follows:


The understanding and use of India’s rich argumentative tradition are critically important, Sen argues, for the success of India’s democracy, the defence of its secular politics, the removal of inequalities related to class, caste, gender and community, and the pursuit of subcontinental peace.



How far must arguments about the present be derived from the arguments of the past? Amartya Sen is less than consistent here. Sometimes he claims that, in living and acting in the here and now, we must take our clues from reason rather than history. At one place he rejects the idea of ‘historical retribution’; at another he writes, with regard to contemporary debates on human rights, that ‘the history of ideas . . . cannot settle the issue’. More often, though, Sen makes a strong pitch for the contemporary political relevance of thinkers and rulers of the fairly distant past. These statements are representative:


The contemporary relevance of the dialogic tradition and of the acceptance of heterodoxy are hard to exaggerate.




In dealing with issues of contemporary inequality . . . the reach and relevance of the argumentative tradition must be examined in terms of the contribution it can make today in resisting and undermining these inequities…




The tradition of heterodoxy has clear relevance for democracy and secularism in India . . .




Indeed, the importance of fuller knowledge about India’s traditions is hard to overemphasize at the present time.



In making these (very large) claims for the relevance to modern politics of ancient history, Sen is at one with the Hindutva camp, except that he differs in who or what to uphold from India’s past. They revere the Vedas, whereas he identifies with Lokayata and other atheistic trends in Hindu philosophy. Moving to the Middle Ages, he sees a composite culture of Hindus and Muslims, whereas they see this as a time of jihadi exclusivism, with Hindus persecuted by the likes of Mahmud of Ghazni and the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb.

The choice of which Indian to pick and celebrate from the past is here directly linked to the kind of Indian who one thinks best represents India in the present. Homo Indicus, in one reading, is rational, reasonable, secular, curious about and respectful of other people and cultures—like Ashoka or Akbar, indeed much like Amartya Sen himself. Homo Indicus, in the other and perhaps no less legitimate reading, is deeply religious, but also passionate and combative, anxious to reclaim the land for the faith and the faithful—a little like Adi Sankara and Shivaji, perhaps, and much like Lal Krishna Advani and (at a pinch) Praveen Togadia as well.33

The tone and tenor of Amartya Sen’s arguments are very different from his opponents’. There is a fundamental generosity at work here, which seeks to use history to build a more harmonious and caring society. Whereas Hindutva thinkers turn to history to blame and demonize, to classify Indians into those one can trust and those one should not. That said, the dangers of Sen’s position are that it accepts the BJP’s grounds for argument—namely that the distant past must guide how one acts in the present—and thus opens itself to easy contestation by the provision of alternative readings and examples. Consider the lawgiver Yagnavalkya, whose consent to a debate with one daring woman Sen interprets as a sign of the dignified place at least some women occupied in ancient India (as all women must in modern India). It is not surprising that, even in this rendering, it is the man who wins the debate (with Sen writing that ‘I am not confident to comment on the theological merits of this exchange’). As it happens, in some recent research on the reform of Hindu personal laws, I found the great Yagnavalkya invoked as a doughty opponent of women’s rights. When B.R. Ambedkar sought to abolish polygamy, the leader of the All India Anti-Hindu Code Bill Committee, one Swami Karpatri, quoted Yagnavalkya: ‘If the wife is a habitual drunkard, a confirmed invalid, a cunning, a barren or a spendthrift woman, if she is bitter-tongued, if she has got only daughters and no son, if she hates her husband, [then] the husband can marry a second wife even while the first is living.’ The Swami supplied the precise citation for this injunction: the third verse of the third chapter of the third section of Yagnavalkya’s Smriti on marriage. (One can, I think, safely assume that this injunction does not, however, permit the wife to take another husband if the existing one is a drunkard, bitter-tongued, a spendthrift, etc.)34

Once, when the Shankaracharyas opposed, on grounds of history and tradition, Gandhi’s campaign against untouchability, the Mahatma squarely stated: ‘If it is discovered that those scriptures, which are known as Vedas, Upanishads, Bhagavad Gita, Smritis, etc., clearly showed that they claimed divine sanction for untouchability as I have described it to you, then nothing on this earth would hold me to Hinduism.’35 Long before Gandhi, Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay had pointed to the hazards in fighting battles of the present by invoking ideas and individuals from a very distant past. Whereas Bankim opposed the practice of polygamy from first principles, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar claimed his opposition rested on the sanctity of the Shastras themselves. André Béteille summarizes Bankim’s position thus: ‘Being a man of limited learning, he could not decide which was the correct interpretation of the shastras. He was prepared to accept the authority of Vidyasagar since he was the most learned among the pundits, but he was at the same time worried by the thought that an even more learned pundit might emerge in the future and declare that polygamy was in conformity with the shastras and not against them as Vidyasagar maintained. What would one do in that event?’36

Bankim’s dilemma is also the dilemma of the liberal, pluralist, heterodox reader of Amartya Sen’s new book. While charmed and (temporarily) convinced by its arguments, what are we to do if a pundit even more learned than Professor Sen shows us that Aurangzeb was actually more representative of the medieval world than Akbar? It is for this reason that the makers of the Indian Constitution divorced the past from the present, by rendering irrelevant, for the framing or implementing of democratic laws, the example of Mughal emperors, whether benign or intolerant.

Perhaps the defects of this book should be sympathetically linked to the time and place of its production. Although its examples range widely over the centuries, The Argumentative Indian is self-evidently the product of a single decade: the 1990s. It is one very intelligent and very good man’s response to three debates:

(1) That provoked within India by the Hindutva movement and its challenges to constitutional democracy. Here, Sen allies himself with those who seek alternatives to the Hindutva genealogy, by searching for a past usable by the Left. What we have here is a sort of ‘Bhakti Marxism’, which seeks to excavate an indigenous radicalism which has the right progressive values such as egalitarianism and secularism.

(2) The secondary but not wholly derivative debate that ensued in the Indian diaspora of which Sen is a part. In the 1990s, a substantial section of this diaspora went over to the Hindutva camp. Living in the United States, Sen naturally felt compelled to combat this, to identify instead with that part of the diaspora which stoutly upheld liberal and secular values. The most hortatory, indeed the least even-tempered, of the essays here is entitled ‘The Diaspora and the World’. This asks the strange question: ‘What should the Indian diaspora be proud of?’; the answer is then supplied in a list of approved names, written in professorial fashion on a blackboard: ‘Nagarjuna’s penetrating philosophical arguments . . ., Carvaka’s reasoned scepticism . . ., Abul Fazl’s astounding scholarship . . ., Ravi Shankar’s and Ali Akbar Khan’s music, without having to check the religious background of each’.

(3) The more general debate in the American academy—of which Sen is also a part—provoked by the fall of the Berlin Wall and the rise of religious fundamentalism. Sen rightly rejects a simple-minded opposition between East and West—whether applied to religion (with the mystical, otherworldly East contrasted to the rational, sceptical, scientific West) or to political values (the authoritarian and violent East versus the democratic and peaceable West). The essay on Rabindranath Tagore was written specifically to contest a certain western view (when it thinks of the poet at all), as a ‘repetitive and remote spiritualist’, Sen’s intention being to show the richness and range of Tagore’s work by stressing his emphasis on education, his interest in science and technology, his opposition to extremism in politics—in other words, the poet’s ‘this-worldliness’.

One might choose to take Amartya Sen’s side in all these debates—I would, at any rate. One must nonetheless refuse to endorse his methods of argument. For, there must always be maintained a distinction between past and present, between contested historical truths and necessary democratic practice. In the last lines of his heartfelt tribute to Tagore, Sen writes that ‘the question he persistently asks is whether we have reason enough to want what is being proposed, taking everything into account. Important as history is, reasoning has to go beyond the past.’ Alas, Tagore’s injunction has been followed all too erratically by his most distinguished modern interpreter.

Postscript

This review essay was published in the Economic and Political Weekly in its issue dated 20 October 2005. A year and a bit later, the EPW published an essay by Amartya Sen himself (EPW, 25 November 2006), where he sought to rebut my criticisms and defend his claim that the ideas of long-dead emperors such as Ashoka and Akbar were relevant to Indian politics and society today—indeed, not only to India (in his view, present-day Britons and Canadians could learn from Akbar too). I found his defence unconvincing—for, if Sen was to use these names from the distant past to fight present-day battles, what was to stop other Indians from using the deeds or misdeeds of Aurangzeb and Ghazni in support of contemporary political arguments and claims?

Sen’s response provoked yet another intervention, by the entrepreneur and columnist Jaithirth Rao (published in EPW, 14 April 2007). Here Rao wrote: ‘In making the case for an ancient, ongoing, continuous democratic tradition [in India], he [Sen] provides ammunition to the very same nativist, atavistic arguments that ancient India knew everything and feeds the very xenophobia that Sen detests.’ Rao worried that—given Sen’s standing in Indian public life—The Argumentative Indian would ‘be read by both the naïve and Machiavellian as an open invitation to keep revisiting the past to prove their respective points of views’, thus undermining the attempts of those who would rather wish to defend democracy, secularism and pluralism from ‘first principles, not from their quality of [real or imaginary] historic Indian-ness’.

I urge interested readers to search out Sen’s and Rao’s essays and read them in full. Meanwhile, I leave them with some pertinent observations by the sociologist Imtiaz Ahmad that came to my notice only after I had read and written about Sen’s book. In an essay published many years ago in (as it happens) the Economic and Political Weekly, Ahmad pointed out that ‘the evidence of history does not support the view that secularism as embodied in the Indian Constitution is derived from ancient Indian traditions, or that there is a pre-existing place for secularism in the Indian system of values’. He noted that under Hindu kings, the ‘system of justice in ancient India was founded on the principle of inequality’, and, further, that ‘the religious policies of the Muslim rulers were characterized by bigotry and fanaticism’. Ahmad then continued: ‘Akbar no doubt gave official encouragement to the spirit of religious tolerance, but the institutional separation of religion and state was probably as foreign to his political theory as it was to those of the ancient Hindu kings. In essence, therefore, the ideal of secularism as embodied in the Indian Constitution . . . constitutes a radical break with India’s past traditions.’37







chapter fourteen

DHARMA KUMAR: AN INTELLECTUAL PORTRAIT

I

After the death of Dharma Kumar in October 2001, a historian of my generation wrote to say that he could not ‘think of anyone else who so excelled in scholarship, teaching/mentoring, and service to the profession. Most eminent careers are built around success in one, or possibly two, of these arenas of academic endeavour. Dharma scintillated in all respects.’38

The tribute is largely merited, although where Dharma Kumar perhaps scintillated most of all was in conversation. To many who knew her, Dharma was unforgettable. I have written elsewhere of her sparkle and wit, her generosity and hospitality, her ability to hold an audience of friends or admirers captive for hours on end.39 Here, by contrast, I provide an assessment of her multiple public careers: of her work as a scholar, teacher, editor and writer.

II

The Scholar

Born in March 1928, Dharma Venkataraman came from a family of modernizing Tamil Brahmins, who followed the ancestral path of learning while eschewing the prejudices of caste and religion. She took two degrees in economics: the first at Elphinstone College, Bombay; the second at Newnham College, Cambridge. Returning to India in 1948, she spent more than ten years working in the Reserve Bank of India (RBI). It was while she was at the RBI that she married, in February 1951, the Rhodes scholar and chemical technologist Lovraj Kumar.

Dharma escaped the world of babu-dom to return to Cambridge, where she did a PhD in economic history. She left the RBI and held short-term fellowships at the Indian Council for World Affairs and the Institute for Economic Growth before moving to the Delhi School of Economics in 1966, as reader in economic history. Seven years later, she was appointed professor. She stayed at the Delhi School until her retirement, in 1993. While she came to regard her years at the RBI as wasted, her years at the Delhi School were unquestionably the happiest of her life, spent in a place which was ‘civilized and liberal, with friendly and cooperative colleagues and intelligent students’.40

Just before joining the Delhi School, Dharma Kumar published her first book, Land and Caste in South India. This was based on her Cambridge PhD thesis, which was awarded the Ellen MacArthur Prize for the best dissertation in economic history. Land and Caste was a pioneering work and also, in the intellectual climate of the time, a controversial one. This last she might not have expected, as the book itself was written in a crisp, clear, even-handed and completely non-polemical style.

Land and Caste was a work of methodological innovativeness. Where other historians of rural India had closely examined the relations of production, Dharma also studied the social framework of agriculture, the linkages of production to caste and the cultural (as distinct from economic) power exercised by the landowners. There was an attentiveness to indigenous categories, which Dharma sought to understand in themselves rather than explain in terms of imperfect western equivalents. In a mere 200 pages, the book covered a very wide range of themes: patterns of landholding and bondage, population growth, emigration, wages and, of course, caste. A particular strength was the awareness of regional variations within the Madras Presidency. There was also a judicious but not excessive use of statistics.

Land and Caste was ground-breaking in its methods, and in its conclusions. In particular, it demolished the myth, then prevalent among nationalists and Marxists alike, that British rule had destroyed the organic village community of precolonial India and created a polarized society of landowners and labourers. As Dharma demonstrated, ‘agricultural servitude was obviously deep-rooted in South Indian society’.41 Her data showed that agricultural labour constituted a high proportion (in some parts, as much as 20 per cent) of the rural population in 1800, that is, when the British had barely begun to consolidate their empire in south India. During the course of the century, this proportion does not seem to have altered very much. The key chapter where this was demonstrated, Chapter 4, ends with the sentence: ‘It is highly unlikely therefore that agricultural labour was a quantitatively insignificant group at the time when British rule began.’42

This is very cautiously and modestly stated. Only much later, in the last chapter of the book, did Dharma allow herself some rhetorical flourishes. After she had displayed her hard-won evidence to the reader, she quoted the Golden Age mythology of a previous writer on the subject, Surendra Patel, according to whom the ‘large class of agricultural labourers represents a new form of social relationships that emerged during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century India’, after the ‘whole social basis of a traditional society which had outlived so many previous invaders . . . [was] completely smashed by a handful of adventurers from an island in the far-off Atlantic and by a few of their native allies.’ Surendra Patel had quoted R.P. Dutt to the effect that Thomas Munro, as census commissioner in 1842, had written that there were no landless peasants in India. In a devastating footnote, Dharma remarked that ‘it does not strengthen one’s confidence in this view to recall that there was no all-India census until 1871, that there was no Madras census in 1842, that Sir Thomas Munro was never Census Commissioner, and that in 1842 he was dead.’43

It has always seemed to me that the demolition of R.P. Dutt was what most hurt Dharma’s critics. For many Indians Marxists, Dutt was a figure of the utmost reverence, the leading thinker of the Communist Party of Great Britain, a party which had shaped the thought and the policy of its humble Indian counterpart. Anyway, the central conclusion of Land and Caste that the proportion of agricultural labourers was already very high in pre-British India led to its author being dubbed ‘an apologist for colonial rule’.44 That was a label she found extraordinarily hard to shrug off. In fact, there are several telling passages in Land and Caste which suggest that its author did not inhabit an ideological black box. She speaks thus of the decline of real wages in the second half of the nineteenth century, of the ‘depressing effects of the high rates of land revenue’ imposed by the British, of how the ‘local servitudes were sometimes given official blessing’, and of the reluctance of the Madras government to emancipate the serfs for fear of endangering the irrigation works. ‘So far as Oriental slavery was concerned,’ comments Dharma, ‘the needs of humanitarian sentiment might point one way, but the needs of hydraulic society the other.’ Thus, the Madras Board of Revenue seemed to be governed by the belief that ‘reform must be small in scale and long in coming’.45 These are scarcely the sentiments of a colonial apologist.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, Dharma Kumar wrote a series of important essays in social and economic history, these collected in book form as Colonialism, Property and the State (1998). Some of the essays focused on south India: these included an analysis of landownership and inequality, a study of the forgotten services sector, and an exploration of the idea of private property in precolonial south India. Other essays were wider in scope, studying taxation patterns in British India and Dutch Indonesia, for example, or comparing the performance of the Chinese and Indian economies. A third category of essays were historiographical: these included a fascinating analysis of how Indians have ‘imagined’ states and governments in modern times, and a critical account of attempts by ‘left’ historians to construct a usable past.

I cannot here summarize these individual essays, some of which are very rich in empirical terms, with others rich in suggestive speculation. But I might point to some themes. There was the interest in the intermediate classes—merchants, artisans and professionals, for example—generally ignored in the literature, which tended to foreground the polar oppositions of capitalist–worker and landowner–labourer. There was, as in her early work, an interest in indigenous categories (here, specifically, legal categories), and a serious engagement with other social science disciplines such as demography, law and especially anthropology. (Speaking of the demonization of the state by left-wing historians, Dharma suggests that ‘historians should reflect on why social anthropologists write so sensibly on this subject. Is it because they are less sheltered than historians?’46) Indian historians needed to learn from other disciplines as well as from other societies. ‘We have been geographically narrow,’ remarked Dharma,


as if India and Britain were the whole world. Our narrowness is understandable—if we are parochial, our parish is a very crowded one, and is, in my view, one of the more interesting parts of the world. But the narrowness and parochialism may also reflect the defects of our education, and the omission of world history from school and university curricula. We have found in the Delhi School of Economics that students see British India in much better perspective when they study about imperialism elsewhere. And I myself have learnt to ask better questions about India after learning something about Malaysia, Indonesia and Burma, to name former colonies, and from China and Japan.47



To place British rule in context, thought Dharma, one must compare it both to colonial regimes elsewhere in Asia as well as to precolonial state systems in India. Many historians, she wrote, ‘offer arguments purporting to prove Mughal tolerance that they themselves would not accept for a moment if applied, mutatis mutandis, to the British’. Again, the historians of the influential Aligarh school ‘have not noticed that if their estimates [on taxation] are accepted then the Mughals were far more extortionate than the British’.48

The other piece of methodological advice offered by Dharma Kumar was more contentious. This asked them not to use the past to justify or condemn policies in the present. The caution applied particularly to the idea of a ‘composite culture’ of Hindus and Muslims, constructed by some historians to condemn the sectarian violence of contemporary India. This strategy, argued Dharma, was both ‘politically counterproductive and intellectually destructive’. Like the historians she was here criticizing, Dharma believed ‘passionately in secularism’, to achieve which ‘we must reform our institutions and laws as they are now, not construct an unconvincing version of history’. For, those ‘who believe in secularism should be concerned about the plight of a Muslim alive in India today because he is a fellow citizen, not because he is [or is not] the spiritual heir of Akbar’.49

In between her two books, Dharma Kumar had edited the second volume of the Cambridge Economic History of India. This was a major exercise, the commissioning and editing of twenty-two essays by almost as many scholars. Running to over a thousand pages, the volume was organized both by region and by theme, and included a separate section on the economy of post-Independence India.

Apart from its conception and editing, Dharma also wrote three substantive chapters of the Cambridge History. Two dealt with her old study area, the Madras Presidency. It is instructive to compare her essays on south India with the contributions on eastern India by Benoy Chaudhuri. Chaudhuri started one chapter with the question of colonialism: ‘The exact impact of British rule on the Indian rural society continues to be a debatable issue,’ ran his first sentence. Likewise, his essay on the regional economy had a section with the meaningful title: ‘The adverse initial effects of British rule on agriculture’. Dharma, by contrast, began by noting that south India ‘is a region of great physical diversity’. This was then briefly outlined: the diversity of forests, crops, social customs and agrarian regimes.50 Here were two different approaches to the study of society: once glossed, in research methodology primers, as inductive versus deductive or ideographic versus nomothetic approaches. One approach first stated a thesis and then looked around for evidence to confirm or refute it; the other worked from the bottom up, piling up the evidence and letting it more directly speak for itself.

Dharma’s essays on agrarian structure and the regional economy were deeply grounded, introducing the reader to variations in land revenue regimes, in the status of agricultural labourers, in forms of cultivation and its social arrangements. (She also devoted a separate section to the important princely states of Mysore and Hyderabad.) In sum, she sought to convey the facts of rural production and distribution, rather than advance an ideological thesis. Colonialism was too complex and contradictory a process to be painted in monochromatic colours. On the one hand, she had no hesitation in identifying a certain writer as ‘an official apologist’ or in noting that government statistics were often tailored to make a particular case; on the other, in pointing out that while the ‘most urgent need’ of the British was for land revenue, it was here that ‘the high rates charged by their immediate predecessors were very helpful’.51

The reception of the second volume of the Cambridge Economic History of India was decidedly mixed. The sections on agriculture and the regional economy were appreciated by scholars. This volume edited by a ‘colonial apologist’ was subsidized by the sovereign government of postcolonial India, and widely read by students. However, it was ferociously attacked by Marxist historians.52 I myself thought these attacks somewhat excessive. For one thing, the editor had published essays by several avowedly Marxist or Marxisant historians, one of whom had even explicitly dissented from her well-known thesis that the proportion of agricultural labourers had not materially increased under colonial rule. For another, the volume’s limitations, such as they were, were acts of omission rather than commission. It had not ‘whitewashed’ colonialism, as its critics alleged. Rather, it had ignored or underplayed sectors that were socially or historically significant. Indeed, these gaps had been identified by the editor herself. Thus, Dharma apologized for not having included specific essays on education, handicrafts, social structure or the native states. This was the mark of a scholar who understood that all works of history are interim and incremental, bound to be superseded sooner rather than later. And yet, which other Indian historian would have so candidly admitted to a book’s deficiencies in the preface itself?53

Thirty years down the line, it is difficult to convey the intensity of the debates between Dharma and the Marxists. Revisiting them now, I am compelled to add five caveats.

First, the resentment of Dharma’s critics was based as much on being bested by her in conversation as by what she might have written in print. In person, Dharma was articulate and opinionated, often devastatingly so. To argue with her at a party or in a seminar room was to be reminded of what Noel Annan has written of another Newnham economic historian, Betty Behrens: ‘No one denied that she was clever and, if they were generous, that she was a fine historian, superior to quite a number of staid middle-stump performers in the faculty. But she irritated her colleagues. She corrected errors so vehemently and did not acquire in her profession friends, let alone allies.’54 It was difficult to disengage the sometimes arrogant personality from the scholarship, to remind oneself that while she could be dismissive in conversation, in print Dharma was a careful and cautious historian, who had an abhorrence for certitude.

Second, that Dharma was a woman did not help here. Indian middle-class society in the 1970s and 1980s was far more patriarchal than it is now. Universities were mostly male preserves. (And Marxist scholars were as patriarchal as anyone else.) But to be timid or hesitant merely because she was a woman was utterly foreign to Dharma. Independence of mind and thought was in her very being—as the only child of adoring parents, whose aunts had travelled in Europe in the 1930s, she had herself grown up in what was then the least sexist of Indian cities (Bombay), and then educated in a Cambridge where Joan Robinson and Eileen Powers fiercely held their own with their male counterparts. The men (not merely Marxist) who found themselves losing an argument with her soon took it out in print (and, it must be said, in spiteful gossip behind her back).

Third, there was a conflation, in Dharma’s mind as well as the minds of her intellectual opponents, between Marxism as a historical theory and Marxism as a concrete application of politics. The Marxists who demonized British colonialism also happened to think the world of Soviet Russia and communist China; whereas Dharma was clear that those countries were ‘totalitarian’. During the Cold War, Dharma and the Marxists found themselves on opposite sides; these political differences in the present willy-nilly influencing at least the rhetoric, if not the substance, of intellectual debates about the past.

Fourth, in a curious irony, what, on the Indian left, was deemed politically incorrect in the 1960s and 1970s has become resoundingly correct now. Thus, Dharma’s demonstration of how deep-rooted was the practice of agrestic servitude has endeared her to some Dalit thinkers, as confirmation that pre-British regimes were often more exploitative of the lowest castes. Notably, it was a Dalit group that organized a memorial meeting for Dharma in Chennai in December 2001.

Fifth, despite these differences Dharma counted several Marxists among her close friends. Among historians, she had great respect for Amalendu Guha, whom she saw as a ‘honest Marxist’ who placed empirical research above political dogma. Among activists, she had much affection for the ex-Naxalites C.V. Subba Rao and Dilip Simeon, whose tireless work for, respectively, civil liberties and communal harmony she greatly admired. Through her daughter Radha Kumar—herself a gifted social historian—Dharma also met and befriended many younger Marxist scholars associated (as Radha then was) with that radical stronghold, the Jawaharlal Nehru University.

Notably, in her last years, Dharma often expressed a warm nostalgia for her old adversaries. She was sceptical of current fashions in history, those influenced by postmodernism and the linguistic turn, which in her view had elevated representation and construction above the lived experience of human beings. ‘At least the Marxists were interested in evidence,’ she would say.

III

The Teacher and Editor

Let’s return to the scholar I quoted at the beginning of this essay. Besides Dharma’s books, he had in mind her years of teaching at the Delhi School and her long stewardship of the Indian Economic and Social History Review (IESHR). In truth, as a former student of hers, I can safely say that she did not always scintillate in the classroom. She did not much like lecturing to the large classes at the Delhi School. In turn, the exam-minded students did not approve of her discursive and sometimes rambling style. She was more effective with smaller groups, and as a research supervisor. Among the theses she supervised were those by J. Krishnamurty on occupational structure, by M. Atchi Reddy on tenurial relations, and by Minoti Chakravarty Kaul on common property resources. She took great care over her doctoral students, giving them access to her extensive personal library, rewriting drafts sometimes line by line, raising funds for their research and consoling them in times of personal crisis.

In contrast to the typical faction-ridden Indian university department, the Delhi School of Economics was an exceptionally collegial place. In the making of this collegiality, Dharma played her part. She initiated the Sri Ram Travelling Fellowship Scheme that, in the twenty-five years of its existence, introduced generations of economists and sociologists to the craft of field research. She was a prime mover behind the series of seminars that brought together historians of colonialism from Indonesia, India, Holland and Great Britain. She organized and edited a wide-ranging and most readable volume on the history of the Delhi School itself.55

However, Dharma’s chief ‘service to the profession’ was undoubtedly her editorship of the IESHR. She was a founding associate editor, taking over the main job after Tapan Raychaudhuri left for Oxford in 1972. A decade later, Dharma wrote of how ‘the sturdy classics—Dutt, Gadgil, Anstey, Naoroji—had in part been rendered out of date by the rapid advance of knowledge over the previous decades. Scholars have enhanced our understanding of the historical experience of specific regions and communities and illuminated aspects of economic activity but lightly touched upon previously.’56 She could have, but did not, add that much of this work had been published by her in the IESHR.

Like T.N. Madan’s Contributions to Indian Sociology, the IESHR was a world-class journal published by Indians out of India. It was the chief vehicle for the scholarly revolution that commenced in the 1960s and flourished for the next few decades before modern Indian history-writing ran aground in the dreary desert sands of deconstruction. In the 1970s and 1980s, especially, the IESHR was the place where scholars young and old, foreign and Indian, Marxist and non-Marxist, most wanted to be published. It printed many original essays on agrarian relations, industry, handicrafts, trade and finance. But despite its title and location, it perhaps did more for social than for economic history. It promoted subjects previously ignored by social historians of India: such as the history of law, the history of women (its contributions collected in the landmark volume Women in Colonial India), and the history of forests (the subject of an essay by Richard Tucker, as early as 1979).

In the hierarchy of the IESHR, Dharma was primus inter pares. Her chief aides in the early years were J. Krishnamurty, Om Prakash and Sabyasachi Bhattacharya. The first two were colleagues at the Delhi School, with whom she worked and taught and who broadly shared her liberal political beliefs. The third was at the Jawaharlal Nehru University, and a Marxisant or at any rate an ‘anti-colonial’ historian. Yet, these ideological differences did not come in the way of Dharma and Sabyasachi working together at the IESHR or examining each other’s students. Later, in the 1980s, Dharma’s chief co-workers at the IESHR were Sumit Guha and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, two younger historians of outstanding ability who were for her both colleagues and, in a broader sense, companions.

For five years, I had the privilege of being one of Dharma’s associate editors at the IESHR. I watched her at work: watched her seek out and publish the young and unknown; witnessed her willingness to rewrite articles; and marvelled at her utter lack of sectarianism. Among her ground rules were: first, that every issue should have at least one article by an Indian; second, that if one of the editors published a (properly refereed) essay, it should never be the lead; third, that while all kinds of approaches and ideologies were welcome, these had to be supported by primary evidence; and fourth, that in essay and book review alike, no personal innuendos or insinuations were allowed. I recall a book review by one who could justly be called the leading Marxist historian of India. This referred to the work of a younger Indian scholar who had argued that, far from being a period of decline, the eighteenth century had witnessed a spurt of economic activity in parts of north India. The Marxist insinuated that the young scholar was seeking simply to flatter a senior Cambridge historian who had argued likewise. Dharma insisted that he cut out the sentence, and instead engage with the scholar’s evidence.

Dharma guided and directed the IESHR for close to thirty years. Late in life she inspired another editorial endeavour, the literary journal Civil Lines. The journal itself was her idea, as was the recruitment into the fold of younger editors such as Rukun Advani and Mukul Kesavan. In its brief and (it must be said) erratic life, Civil Lines nonetheless emerged as a showcase for some of the finest Indian writing in English. Some now well-established writers such as Susan Visvanathan, Siddharth Deb, Ruchir Joshi, Manjula Padmanabhan and Rajkamal Jha published their first essays or stories in this journal.

IV

The Liberal Polemicist

I come, in the end, to Dharma Kumar the public intellectual. Especially in her last years, she took a series of brave if sometimes unfashionable stands on a variety of social issues. For instance, she argued that, logically speaking, if one was in favour of abortion, then one could not have any objection to sex-selection tests. To ban amniocentesis would promote other (and perhaps worse) ways of getting rid of unwanted girl children, such as by way of infanticide.57 More generally, she believed that rather than codify this ‘right’ or ban that ‘reactionary’ practice, the interests of women and children were better served by education and the raising of social consciousness.58

One liberal cause Dharma consistently upheld was freedom of speech. During the Emergency, she made her opposition known, this despite being married to a senior government official whose position was endangered by her outspokenness. In an essay published in February 1976, she poked gentle fun at the doublespeak of the Indira Gandhi regime. Referring to claims that bonded labour had ‘disappeared’ in district after district, she suggested that ‘perhaps in a more sophisticated country the Government would take a little longer to announce its achievements’.59 After the Emergency had ended, she was supportive of the new civil liberties groups which were founded to protect democratic rights.

As a liberal, Dharma sought to limit the influence of caste and religion on public institutions. Like her Delhi School colleague André Béteille, she appreciated the moral and legal logic of affirmative action for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, but opposed their extension to the so-called ‘Other Backward Classes’, as proposed by the Mandal Commission Report. She thought legislating job quotas for OBCs (other backward castes) would lead to similar demands from other groups, and pointed out that reservations once conceded were rarely, if ever, withdrawn. With her characteristic incisiveness, she drew attention to the parallels between the case for Mandal and the case for the demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya. Both rested on the desire for historical retribution. But, in a secular democracy, ‘political issues [should] depend on current laws, not ancient history’. And if one insisted that Brahmins were responsible for the sins of their forefathers, there was no stopping radical Hindus from blaming the Muslims of today for the extremism of some Muslim rulers of the past.60

Perhaps Dharma’s most effective (and certainly most eloquent) public intervention came in the wake of the anti-Sikh riots of November 1984. In some quarters, the riots were explained—or explained away—as a response to the celebration by a handful of Sikhs of the assassination of Indira Gandhi. One columnist in the Times of India had written of how the ‘ambivalent reaction’ of some Sikhs to the death of the prime minister had caused ‘understandable resentment’ among ‘most other people in the country’; another had claimed that ‘the initial upsurge of anger’ was ‘perhaps understandable’ in view of ‘the ghoulish glee exhibited by some Sikhs’. In a rejoinder published in the same newspaper, Dharma first took apart the evidence that ‘sizeable sections’ of the Sikhs had actually rejoiced at Mrs Gandhi’s murder. These claims were based on hearsay and misinterpretation; but (and here the scholarly historian gave way to the liberal polemicist) even ‘if all the sweets in India had been distributed that would not have justified the burning of one single Sikh’. For, if ‘burning alive were the punishment for vulgarity and folly, there would be few people left in India’.

Dharma then asked her own community, the Hindus, to consider what would be the consequences if they applied to themselves the logic of revenge and retribution. ‘Is any Muslim in Delhi, gentle Hindu reader, “justified” in roasting you alive because of Bhiwandi or Ahmedabad?’ She also took issue with the pressure put on leading Sikh intellectuals to denounce or ‘apologize’ for the assassination. As she wrote, with devastating sarcasm: ‘I do not feel that I have to rush into print and beat my breast in public when any Hindu does something dreadful (which is fortunate since I would then be doing nothing else).’61

Five years later, Dharma was one of the first to publicly protest against the Government of India’s ban on Salman Rushdie’s novel The Satanic Verses. The ‘fact that India was the first country to ban the book, ahead of Islamic states’, she wrote, was ‘a sign of the Government’s weakness. In a secular state blasphemy should not in itself be a cognizable offence; the President of India is not the defender of any nor of all faiths.’ She contrasted the publishing of controversial books with acts such as the throwing of dead pigs into mosques or dead cows into temples. The government would be right to ban the latter, but not the former. In any case ‘the few people likely to read his [Rushdie’s] book are not likely to run around killing people’.

In words true then, and (depressingly so) truer now, Dharma remarked: ‘Instead of this endless and apparently increasingly futile appeasement of every variety of fundamentalist—and what a variety this country offers—ought we not to reassess our policies and our laws, to give less power to the most intolerant and violent members of our society?’62

As a true liberal, Dharma opposed fundamentalists and extremists of all kinds. Having taken on the Marxists all through her professional career, and Islamic bigots during the Rushdie affair, she would not spare the hardliners in her own faith either. Like many others, she was deeply distressed by the demolition in December 1992 of the Babri Masjid and the riots that followed. At her own initiative, she had an advertisement placed on the front page of the Times of India on 30 January 1993, the day Mahatma Gandhi was martyred forty-five years previously. The ad, white type against a dark black background, read:


If you are a Hindu

read on.

Do you believe that the

demolition of the

Babri Masjid restored

Hindu pride,

enhanced national honour,

strengthened India?

If so, consider

the possibility that

the act debased Hindu

culture, shamed

the nation across

the world, increased

the tensions between all

communities and so

weakened India.



Alongside the text was a list of signatories. They included the industrialists Bharat Ram, R.P. Goenka, Lalit Thapar and Nanubhai Amin, the jurists Ashok Desai and Leila Seth, the scientist M.S. Swaminathan, three retired service chiefs (General Sundarji, Admiral Nanda and Air Chief Marshal Mehra) and the writer Vikram Seth. All had signed owing to their enormous respect and regard for Dharma, while she, the prime mover behind this brave affirmation of citizenship, kept herself out of the picture altogether.

In her memoir, Leila Seth writes of how, the day after the Babri Masjid was brought down, ‘Professor Dharma Kumar, an economist and a good friend, rang up and said she could not sleep at night just thinking of the trauma the Muslim community must be going through. She asked me whether I would sign a statement about the whole affair.’ As a judge, Justice Seth had never signed statements. But now she was retired, the cause was compelling, and Dharma Kumar had assured her that the wording would be checked with her. So she signed on, as did her son, the writer Vikram Seth, after he had been independently persuaded by Dharma. After the statement was published on the front page of the Times of India, Justice Seth got a call from her brother, ‘who was unhappy and fearful because both Vikram and I had put our names in this advertisement’. The judge’s brother had concluded (as may have some other people) that, as the sole writer on the list, it was Vikram Seth who was the draughtsman and prime mover. But as Justice Seth wrote, for the record: ‘In fact, of course, it had been Dharma, who was rather cross that an editor or typesetter had inserted an unnecessary “the” before “tensions”.’ This was characteristic—even while acting as a citizen, Dharma would not forget her training as a scholar, writer and editor.63

Her defence of individual rights and her promotion of market-based economics led some to mistakenly view Dharma Kumar as a ‘libertarian’. In truth, she was a liberal who believed in a proper role for the state, in making it more open and transparent, but also, in its essential duties, more effective. These essential duties, in her view, would include the impartial maintenance of law and order, as well as the provision of basic education and health facilities to its citizens.64 In a late essay on ‘India as a Nation-State’, she took issue both with radical activists who thought the Indian state too strong and with Hindutva chauvinists who thought it too weak. One saw the state as an ‘oppressive monopolist of power’; the other thought it lacked the will and the strength to stand up to the West or put its own minorities in their place. One seemed to welcome the possible disintegration of the country, in the belief that ‘twenty countries, say, instead of one would leave the people of India less oppressed’; the other was ‘terrified of the break-up of India’, thinking that ‘India has still not recovered from partition and any further secessions would lead to . . . balkanization . . . This line of analysis leads to the perception of Muslims as the cause of national weakness.’

Dharma rejected both positions by affirming the inclusive and democratic idea of India upheld by its founders. As she put it, ‘instead of deploring our lack of homogeneity we should glory in it. Instead of regarding India as a failed or deformed nation-state we should see it as a new political form, perhaps even as a forerunner of the future. We are in some ways where Europe wants to be, but we have a tremendous job of reform, of repairing our damaged institutions, and of inventing new ones.’65

The Oxford philosopher Isaiah Berlin once wrote of the ‘notoriously unsatisfactory, at times, agonizing, position of the modern heirs of the liberal tradition’. The contemporary liberals, remarked Berlin, were a ‘small, hesitant, self-critical, not always brave, band of men who occupy a position somewhere to the left of centre, and are morally repelled both by the hard faces to their right and the hysteria and mindless violence and demagoguery on their left’.66 Some parts of this characterization nicely fit Dharma Kumar. As an Indian liberal, she found herself equally repelled by the hardness of the Hindu right and the mindlessness of the Marxist and casteist left. However, she was anything but ‘hesitant’. When, in a letter to the Economic and Political Weekly, she complained that ‘Indian liberals are a supine lot’, she certainly intended to exclude herself from this criticism.67 Her liberalism was carefully thought out but also passionately advocated.







chapter fifteen

U.R. ANANTHAMURTHY ALIVE, AND FROM BEYOND THE PYRE

I

In December 2012, the novelist U.R. Ananthamurthy turned eighty. I attended a birthday party at his house, named ‘Suragi’, after a flower that retains its fragrance even after it has aged and dried up. Some might find the name self-regarding; but then Ananthamurthy, to (mis)quote Churchill, was a man with much to be immodest about. His novels Samskara and Bharathipura redefined the terrain of modern Indian literature. His newspaper articles in Kannada had a wide and appreciative readership. As a legendary teacher of English in Sagar and Mysore, he had mentored several generations of writers and scholars.

That day, at Suragi, I was the lone English-language writer among the critics, teachers, poets, novelists, playwrights, film-makers, photographers and singers of the Kannada country, who had gathered there in celebration and in tribute. A man of charm and generosity, Ananthamurthy had an enormous range of friends, and more than a few enemies—for his intellect and pen, tender and loving one moment, could turn sharp and acidic when confronted with aesthetic or (especially) political views that he did not agree with.

I first met U.R. Ananthamurthy at a conference in Delhi in November 1989, held to mark the centenary of the birth of Jawaharlal Nehru. A mutual friend, the critic T.G. Vaidyanathan, had asked me to go up and introduce myself. At that stage, I had not published a single book, while Ananthamurthy was a towering figure in the world of letters. Given the asymmetry in our stature, I was hesitant, but in those days I followed TGV’s word (and wish) implicitly. ‘Vaidya,’ said Ananthamurthy, when I told him of the person who connected us, and then, again, ‘Vaidya,’ pressing my hand more firmly in his, the voice and the gesture making it clear that any friend of TGV would be his friend too.

That early encounter alerted me to the man’s spontaneity and warmth, but also to his writerly way with names. A man who was TGV to his followers and rivals alike was ‘Vaidya’ to him. Everyone calls me Ram, but to Ananthamurthy alone I was always ‘Guha’. A friend thought that this may be only because Karnataka overflows with Ramachandras, inevitably shortened (as in my case) to Ram. In a film that my friend once directed, the production manager, cinematographer and driver were all called Ram, as a result of which the driver was renamed Babu. And so since Ananthamurthy knew so many Rams, I became ‘Guha’. A change of name of rather more consequence was when Bangalore became Bengaluru, largely because of a movement initiated by Ananthamurthy himself.

Years later, when I reminded Ananthamurthy of where and how I met him, he said that in his youth he had intensely disliked Nehru. He was a shishya of the firebrand socialist Ram Manohar Lohia, who saw India’s first prime minister as an upper-caste, anglicized neo-colonialist, unfit to represent Indian culture or the Indian people. Lohia died in 1967; years later, his one-time disciple realized that in one crucial respect—the fostering of religious harmony—Nehru was, in fact, a more reliable disciple of the Mahatma than other leaders of the freedom movement. I met Ananthamurthy, therefore, at a time of transition. In 1969 or 1979 he may not have attended a conference in memory of Nehru, but by 1989, he saw some reason to do so.

II

In the late 1980s, the transition that Ananthamurthy was undergoing was as much professional as political. He was now gentler on the Congress, a party which he had long opposed (several of his close friends had been jailed during the Emergency; one, the actress Snehalata Reddy, died as a result of an illness contracted in prison). And he had now become an academic mandarin—he was, in November 1989, the serving vice chancellor of the Mahatma Gandhi University in Kottayam. This was the first of several administrative jobs he held—later, he became chairman of the National Book Trust, and also served a term as the (elected) president of the Sahitya Akademi.

By the time I met Ananthamurthy, he had already published the novels and stories by which he is known. His preference increasingly was for the spoken word—he was a superb orator in both Kannada and English—and, when he did put pen to paper, for short, pungent columns in newspapers. Stendhal once said that ‘politics is a stone tied to the neck of literature’. This was not a maxim that appealed to Ananthamurthy, who took strong stances in favour of one political party or against another, for one politician against another. He once stood for a Rajya Sabha seat; and would not have minded being nominated for high political office, say, as vice president.

In his early days as a Lohia-ite, Ananthamurthy subscribed to his mentor’s credo of ‘anti-Congressism’. The Congress was the principal and at times sole enemy, so socialists could and should ally with anyone—from communists to Jan Sanghis—to defeat or unseat the Congress. This credo was reinforced during the Emergency. But after the demolition of the Babri Masjid, Ananthamurthy changed his mind. It was now the BJP that was the principal and sole enemy, to defeat whom one could and should ally with anyone—from Sonia Gandhi to H.D. Kumaraswamy.

My own position on these matters is different and distinct from both Stendhal and Ananthamurthy. We live in a deeply divided and intensely politicized society. It is hard, if not impossible, for writers to escape into an imaginary world of their own. They often find themselves compelled to engage in political and social debates. But, contra Ananthamurthy, they must never ally themselves with a particular political party, still less a particular politician. I am also uncomfortable with rendering history or politics or public affairs as a zero-sum game, whereby one is mandated to choose one party on a particular dispute. In a contest of lesser and greater evils, there is no need to take sides.

As a writer in English, I was ambivalent about Ananthamurthy’s political style. But those who read him in Kannada had another and possibly more serious complaint—that he had abandoned creative writing for administration. For, committees and councils are as antithetical to literature as party politics. Ananthamurthy no longer wrote novels. Even the columns he published were—according to my Kannada friends—not as well crafted as they might have been, since they were written or dictated in between meetings and rallies. When, in 2012, he published his autobiography, Suragi, a friend who read it remarked that the book was ‘ghost-written and shows it in every line. Those used to his sinuous style will find the writing pretty limp. I suppose the problem is unavoidable in ghost-written memoirs of people with strong voices. . . . But since URA is our major writer, the loss is debilitating and regrettable.’

These criticisms were not unmerited. Yet, despite his political inclination—or ambition—and his loss of focus on creative work, Ananthamurthy retained the ability to move, provoke, inspire and entertain. And he had a gift for befriending those younger than him. He never talked down to you; he listened as much as he spoke; and he welcomed argument and dissent.

In 1994, I moved to Bangalore. I got to know the brilliant critic D.R. Nagaraj, who passed on a story about his mentor. After some ten years of intense learning from Ananthamurthy, Nagaraj was told: ‘I have taught you all I know. Now I must send you to Delhi to learn from Ashis Nandy.’ So Ananthamurthy arranged for his disciple to be awarded a fellowship at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, where he spent some creative and most fulfilling years.

I had myself come to Bangalore from Delhi, and knew Ashis Nandy quite well. While I admired his writings, it struck me that he was incapable of telling any of his students: ‘I have taught you all I know. Now I must send you to Bangalore to learn from Ananthamurthy.’ To be fair, Nandy was not exceptional—others among our intellectual lords have had exactly the same proprietorial attitude towards their students and the same sense of infallibility as regards their ideas.

In 1998, when Nagaraj died, still in his forties, Ananthamurthy was inconsolable. ‘He was both my guru and my shishya,’ he remarked. It was to younger writers such as Nagaraj, Devanur Mahadeva and Siddalingaiah that Ananthamurthy owed his interest in Dalit literature and activism.

Since that first meeting in JNU (Jawaharlal Nehru University), I met Ananthamurthy on perhaps a dozen occasions, mostly in Bangalore, but also in Manipal, Moscow and the hamlet of Heggodu in north-western Karnataka, where his friend, the late K.V. Subbanna, started an annual culture workshop now run by Subbanna’s son Akshara, at which Ananthamurthy was always the reigning presence and presiding (if self-acknowledgedly fallible) deity. From most conversations with him, I took away an insight or two about politics and social life in India. It was from Ananthamurthy, for example, that I learnt that the Indian writer is luckier than his western counterpart, for he lives simultaneously in the twelfth and twenty-first centuries, and in every century in-between. It was also Ananthamurthy who told me that we must never cede the lovely colour of saffron to the bigots on the Right.

After retiring from Mysore University, Ananthamurthy settled in Bangalore. Then he left, briefly, to take up a visiting professorship in Manipal. But he kept returning. I joked to my wife that I always knew when the famous writer was on his way back from the coast to the capital. The newspapers would report his progress, day by day—a book released in Mangalore, a talk delivered in Bantwal, a meeting of environmental activists addressed in Sakleshpur, a literary festival inaugurated in Hassan. That, probably, was the last stop, since one could not really see the old socialist being welcomed at Vijay Mallya’s Kunigal Stud Farm.

III

When Ananthamurthy turned eighty, I wrote that ‘no English writer in India has anywhere like the social standing of Ananthamurthy, the deep, lifelong connection with his readers and his public. When one of my tribe dies, his passing may (just possibly) be noticed in the bar of the India International Centre. When Ananthamurthy meets his Maker, his writings and his legacy will be discussed and debated in every district of Karnataka.’

Ananthamurthy died a little less than two years later. I was in Bangalore, where I was witness to the extraordinary affection he commanded among the Kannadigas. His body lay in state outside the city’s town hall, draped in the national flag. Thousands of mourners had lined up to pay tribute, the line curving up and around J.C. Road towards Cubbon Park. Students, teachers, actors, homemakers, and people representing other walks of life (and struggle) were in the queue. Many had come from Shimoga, Davangere, Mysore, and Dakshina Kannada districts, which would, in the weeks to come, hold their own commemorations of this courageous and (sometimes wilfully) controversial writer and intellectual.

Around Ananthamurthy’s body that day sat his family, close friends and stalwarts of the Kannada literary community. Opposite, on a raised platform, were a group of musicians, singing folk songs. I stayed for an hour, listening to the music, silently communicating (through hugs and the clasping of hands) with friends our shared appreciation of what Ananthamurthy had meant to our city, our state, our country, and, not least, ourselves.

Later that day I had lunch with the Marathi writer Kumar Ketkar. We met at Koshy’s Parade Café, where I told Ketkar and his wife, the translator Sharda Sathe, about what I had witnessed that morning. Could they remember a similar outpouring of affection for a deceased writer? Ketkar’s memory went back to the death, in June 1969, of Prahlad Keshav (Acharya) Atré: playwright, novelist, journalist, editor, film-maker and leading activist in the Samyukta Maharashtra movement, a figure who may have meant even more to his state than Ananthamurthy did to his. When Atré died, Ketkar was woken up at 5 a.m. by a friend. They went to the writer’s home, where a large crowd of admirers had already gathered, later walking with them through the streets of Mumbai, behind a bier carrying the body of their hero to the cremation grounds.

Ananthamurthy’s death was met by the offering of tributes: floral, written and spoken. Since a writer is known in part by his enemies, his passing also sparked several ‘celebratory’ meetings, organized by Hindutva groups whose violence and bigotry he had long opposed. But Ananthamurthy had kept in reserve a final response to these critics. In his last months on earth he had completed a short book, comparing the ideas of V.D. Savarkar and M.K. Gandhi. This book was published in Kannada in October 2014, and in English a year and a half later, under the title Hindutva or Hind Swaraj.

Ananthamurthy’s last, posthumously published, book must be read in light of the last controversy he was engaged in when alive, which had to do with the emergence of Narendra Modi as a pan-Indian leader. In November 2013, when Modi was criss-crossing the country in the course of his prime ministerial campaign, Ananthamurthy told a television channel: ‘I won’t live in a country ruled by Narendra Modi. When I was young, I used to criticize Prime Minister Nehru. But, his supporters never attacked us. They always respected our views. Modi supporters are now behaving like Fascists. . . . I don’t want to see a man like Modi in the chair, where once a man like Nehru sat and ruled. I am too old and unwell. If Modi becomes the PM, it will be a big shock to me. I won’t live.’

These remarks sparked outrage among Narendra Modi’s numerous and vocal supporters. Some offered to send Ananthamurthy a free ticket to Pakistan (or any other country of his choice); others burned effigies of the man; still others issued death threats, these serious enough for the Bangalore police to post a round-the-clock guard outside the writer’s house.

After the BJP won the General Elections the following May, and Narendra Modi was sworn in as prime minister, Ananthamurthy qualified his controversial statement. It was, he said, made when he was emotionally overwrought. ‘It was too much to say because I can’t go anywhere except India,’ a newspaper reported him as saying. But he yet had reservations about what Narendra Modi stood for. Modi wanted ‘a strong nation’, while he himself wished for ‘a supple nation’.

This distinction is carried forward in Hindutva or Hind Swaraj, which, while ostensibly focused on two texts by Savarkar and Gandhi, is, in fact, a meditation on the grand themes of nationhood, democracy and development, as practised or enacted in India’s past, present and future. Ananthamurthy writes witheringly about the self-love of our political leaders. ‘People like Modi,’ he remarks, ‘live in a gumbaz, a dome that echoes what they say to themselves over and over again. This in itself is not new for India; the Congress leaders did that too.’ The prime minister in 7, Race Course Road; the Congress president in 10, Janpath; the chief ministers of states in their own enclosed spaces—whether at home or in carefully orchestrated election rallies, these leaders get to hear only praise and sycophancy, never criticism.

As for the patriots central to his own little book, Ananthamurthy points out that while Savarkar’s writings and speeches were an exhortation to action, Gandhi’s were an invitation to a dialogue. ‘Savarkar addressed his readers,’ he writes, ‘in a tone of heightened emotion. Gandhi spoke to them in an intimate manner.’ Unlike Savarkar’s confident, blustering tone, ‘Gandhi’s passes through the sieve of introspection.’

As a young man, Ananthamurthy knew and admired Ram Manohar Lohia. But, for Lohia’s ideological descendants he had little time. He was keenly aware of the perils of identity politics. As he puts it here, ‘to base anything on faith and ethnicity leads to the disappearance of all moral dilemmas in man’. Ananthamurthy was an old-fashioned rather than a newfangled socialist, for whom individual dignity and community solidarity took precedence over caste or religious identities. He worried about the increasing salience of parties and ideologues who sought to make faith and ethnicity central to politics and governance in India.

An appealing feature of Hindutva or Hind Swaraj is its understanding of the horrific environmental costs of unbridled ‘development’ and consumerism. ‘The evil of our times,’ he remarks, ‘are mines, dams, power plants and hundreds of smart cities. Shadeless roads, widened by cutting down trees; rivers diverted to fill the flush tanks of five-star hotels; hillocks, the abode of tribal gods, laid bare due to mining; marketplaces without sparrows and trees without birds.’

Later, when speaking of the decline and corruption of left-wing parties in India, Ananthamurthy says: ‘Perhaps it is only the Earth that will speak the leftist language now, battered and infuriated as she is by Modi’s developmental agenda. Perhaps she will unleash her fury through the weapons of storms, thunder, lightning, rain, floods and earthquakes.’

And still later, in the very last passage of the book, he observes: ‘In Modi’s enthusiasm for development, the atmosphere is further filled with factory smoke. Tribals who live close to nature have nowhere to go. In the hubris of extreme progress, man, suffering revulsion from excessive consumption, may see the need for change. If not, the Earth will speak.’

These are powerful and moving words, but I must enter a caveat. For, well before Narendra Modi became prime minister, successive Congress governments (and prime ministers) had displayed a callous disregard for both environmental sustainability and the rights of tribal communities. Personifying the problem may be a case of literary licence, perhaps, but the issue goes well beyond a particular individual (or, indeed, political party).

Reading Savarkar’s Hindutva, Ananthamurthy discovered that the ‘entire book is a eulogy to ancient India.’ When ‘one is so immersed in the act of praising something’, he remarks, ‘one loses oneself in it. In such a state, everything of the past appears glorious.’ Through his writings, Savarkar sought to construct a ‘flawless [Hindu] past’, a ‘glorious, mythical unique world to be emulated exactly’. But as Ananthamurthy observes, ‘the truth is exactly different’. The Buddha, living in ancient India, saw around him much suffering, individual as well as social. In Vyasa’s epic, the Mahabharata, ‘you find all the ills that plague modern society: desire, deception, lust, blasphemy, cruelty, jealousy towards animals’.

Ananthamurthy loved and identified with the Republic of India, but he did not shirk from describing its less attractive features—the oppression of women and of Dalits, the exploitation and dispossession of tribals, the corruption of the political system, the megalomania of its leaders, the amorality and greed of the rich. His patriotism was tinged, and occasionally more than tinged, with a (justifiable and honourable) sense of shame. It is this sense of shame that drew Ananthamurthy closer to patriots like Gandhi, this that made him sceptical of the claims and theories of hyper-patriots such as Savarkar and Narendra Modi.







chapter sixteen

WHERE ARE THE CONSERVATIVE INTELLECTUALS IN INDIA?

I

There is a paradox at the heart of Indian public life today: that while the country has a right-wing party in power, right-wing intellectuals run thinly on the ground. This makes India an exception among the world’s larger democracies. The United States, the United Kingdom and Germany all have a long lineage of first-rate intellectuals on the Right, who continue to provide ballast to parties such as the Republicans in America, the Conservatives in Britain, and the Christian Democrats in Germany. On the other hand, while the Bharatiya Janata Party has emerged as the principal pole of Indian politics, it can command the support of few well-known or widely published intellectuals.

The shortage became strikingly apparent shortly after Narendra Modi was sworn in as prime minister, when, in August 2014, Y. Sudershan Rao was appointed chairman of the Indian Council of Historical Research. A little later, it manifested itself in the growing influence over school curricula of Dinanath Batra. Rao has not a single book to his name, nor indeed a published paper in a peer-reviewed journal. From the statements he made after assuming office, it is clear that he does not know the difference between fact and fiction, or between history and myth. As for Batra, his own claims to scholarship are even more tenuous. He is of the view that when God made Man, he placed the various strands of humanity in an oven: the strain taken out too early became the Whites, the strain taken out too late became the Blacks, the strain taken out at just the right time became the Brown Indians, perfectly coloured, and destined thereafter to rule the world.

Both Rao and Batra have long-standing connections with the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh. Although the RSS describes itself as a cultural organization, it is, in fact, intensely ideological and deeply political. Its ultimate goal is the construction of a Hindu Rashtra, a state run by and for Hindus. With both the Bharatiya Janata Party and its predecessor, the Jan Sangh, the RSS has had very close ties; it is the ‘cultural organization’ supplying the ‘political party’ with cadres, ministers and an unending stream of advice.

The influence over public policy exercised by Sudershan Rao and Dinanath Batra was based not on their claims to scholarship but on the depth of their links to the RSS. The statements and proposals made by them attracted a fair amount of criticism in the media, largely merited. This could have been avoided if, for example, instead of Rao and Batra, the new government had patronized scholars with political views congenial to the ruling dispensation and with a string of books and research papers to their name. That alternative, alas, was not available, since intellectuals who meet this twin desiderata do not exist.

One must here distinguish between intellectuals and ideologues. Each academic discipline has its own protocols about what constitutes serious scholarship. Historians dig deeply into primary materials, whether letters or manuscripts or state documents or court records or temple inscriptions. Sociologists and anthropologists do extended fieldwork in slums or villages or factories. This first-hand and original research is then written up and analysed, and presented in the form of scholarly papers in academic journals or in books brought out by established publishers. The judgement on one’s scholarly work comes principally from one’s colleagues—both those who judge the work before it is published (as part of the peer-review process practised by professional journals or book publishers) and after it has appeared in print, by how often the work is cited or invoked, and how much new research it generates in its wake.

Ideologues, on the other hand, are more interested in promoting their political or religious beliefs than in contributing to the growth of knowledge. Their writings are rarely based on serious or extended research. There is a tendency to selectively invoke or suppress facts to buttress an argument decided upon in advance.

Of course, intellectuals are citizens too, with their own views on what constitutes a prosperous or just society. Their scholarship and writing do perceptibly or imperceptibly reflect their political views. The distinction between an ideologue and an intellectual is not absolute, yet worth emphasizing nonetheless. For, unlike intellectuals, ideologues care little about the reception of their work by scholars. They wish not so much to influence the course of knowledge as the course of social or political change.

There are plenty of right-wing ideologues in India, active in newspapers and on social media. But very few right-wing intellectuals. This paucity contrasts with the preponderance of credible intellectuals on the centre or the Left of the political spectrum. If I was to draw up a list of the most highly regarded historians of my generation in India, the names of Seema Alavi, Shahid Amin, Nayanjot Lahiri, Rudrangshu Mukherjee, Janaki Nair, Chetan Singh, Upinder Singh and A.R. Venkatachalapathy would certainly figure. Although these scholars do not advertise which party they vote for, their published work makes it clear that their intellectual orientation is far removed from that prescribed by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh or proposed by the Bharatiya Janata Party.

Turn next to the discipline of political science. Here, the most influential scholars working in India today include Rajeev Bhargava, Peter D’Souza, Zoya Hasan, Niraja Gopal Jayal, Gurpreet Mahajan, Pratap Bhanu Mehta, Suhas Palshikar and Valerian Rodrigues. All would describe themselves as liberals or socialists. Move to sociology, and much the same can be said of Amita Baviskar, Dipankar Gupta, Surinder Jodhka, Nandini Sundar, A.R. Vasavi and Susan Visvanathan, who are some of the more respected scholars now active in this particular field in India.

At first sight, the discipline of economics might seem to be an exception. If we define ‘left-wing’ here as meaning a greater role for the state, and ‘right-wing’ as favouring the market, there has undoubtedly been a distinct shift towards the latter tendency in recent years. Back in 1954, when an early draft of the Second Five-Year Plan was shown to twenty-four Indian economists, as many as twenty-three approved of its proposal to make the state occupy the ‘commanding heights’ of the economy. If a similar document was to make the rounds now, perhaps three in four Indian economists would argue that the market and individual entrepreneurs, rather than the state and its bureaucrats, should play the leading role in generating economic growth and ending poverty.

Economics is the most technical of the social sciences. It relies heavily on quantitative methods of analysis. It is also the most active in shaping public policy. The political or philosophical orientation of economists is therefore much more understated than that of sociologists or historians. That said, it seems to me that India’s most admired free-market economists are almost without exception liberal rather than conservative in their social orientation. Consider the doyen in the field, Jagdish Bhagwati, who lives and works in America, but whose influence on Indian intellectual life has been substantial. Bhagwati’s disenchantment with the welfare-first, subsidy-oriented economic policies of the UPA regime (and of Sonia Gandhi’s National Advisory Council in particular) led him to support Narendra Modi and the BJP, seen by him as more sympathetic to entrepreneurship, innovation and economic growth. However, despite his long-standing and consistent orientation towards market liberalization, Bhagwati remains a great admirer of Jawaharlal Nehru, whose commitment to religious and social pluralism he shares. Visiting India after the BJP took power in 2014, Bhagwati spoke out against groups like the RSS and the VHP in several speeches and interviews. He warned Prime Minister Narendra Modi that his economic agenda would be in peril if he did not come out strongly against the religious extremists in his party and the extended family of Hindutva organizations known as the Sangh Parivar.

In this respect, Bhagwati is representative. Virtually all important free-market economists in India are socially liberal, refusing to discriminate among citizens by religion, committed to the rights of gays and lesbians, and so on. While they may support or vote for the BJP on account of what they see as its greater free-market orientation, they do not in any way endorse the party’s suspicion of religious and sexual minorities. Thus, as Ashok Desai, a former chief economic adviser to the Government of India, has recently and emphatically written, ‘no respectable economist has Hindu nationalist inclinations: the ideology is mistaken according to economics’.

To be sure, there are influential columnists in the Indian media who would be happy to own the labels ‘conservative’ and ‘right wing’. Yet their output is restricted to 1000-word columns and sound bites on television, neither congenial to making subtle or substantial arguments about history, politics and society. There are also influential right-wing voices on social media. One of them is Subramanian Swamy, who has close to 3 million followers on Twitter. Dr Swamy once taught economics at Harvard; but it is forty years since he has been active in research. Now he is better known for floating conspiracy theories about politicians he dislikes, for demonizing minorities—in 2011, he argued that Muslims should not be part of the general electorate—and for demanding that the books of left-wing scholars be burnt. Once an intellectual, he is now—at best—a provocateur.

Perhaps the only serious intellectual in India who is also socially conservative is Arun Shourie. Unlike Sudershan Rao or Dinanath Batra, or indeed the right-wing columnists referred to above, Shourie has published a number of books based on original research. These expand on distinctively conservative themes, such as the importance of national unity and national solidarity, the dangers of excessive cultural heterogeneity, and the threats from external enemies (namely China and Pakistan). Meanwhile, Shourie has been a BJP MP, and minister in a BJP-controlled government. Originally trained as an economist, unlike other free-market thinkers he wears his conservative political and social orientation on his sleeve.

In the run-up to the elections, when it was clear that the Congress would lose, there was a rising wave of anticipation among educated BJP supporters. They were convinced that the ‘end of the Nehruvian consensus’ would mean a flowering of conservative intellectual work. Alas, those hopes were naïve and misguided. While Arun Shourie has been sidelined, the likes of Sudershan Rao and Dinanath Batra have been patronized.

II

Why are there so few conservative intellectuals in India? Before I answer the question, I must more clearly define what I mean by ‘conservative’. I take the aid here of the sociologist Karl Mannheim, who in his classic work Ideology and Utopia laid out a still-useful distinction between three major political orientations in the modern world, namely ‘liberalism’, ‘conservatism’ and ‘socialism’.

Mannheim argued that liberalism was a rationalist response to the religious fervour of the late Middle Ages. It sought a ‘dynamic middle course’ between feudal oppression and the ‘vindictiveness of oppressed strata’ that the religiously oriented rebels represented. As a philosophy of social action, liberalism is future-oriented, seeking progress in human evolution.

The conservative critique of liberalism is that it lacks concreteness. Conservatives focus not on possible futures but on life as it is actually lived. Mannheim writes that ‘for conservatism everything that exists has a positive and nominal value merely because it has come into existence slowly and gradually’. Consequently, ‘not only is attention turned to the past and the attempt made to rescue it from oblivion, but the presentness and immediacy of the whole past becomes an actual experience’.

As for socialism, like liberalism it works towards and looks forward to a future where freedom and equality have been established. But whereas liberalism’s orientation is gradualistic, socialism actively seeks the breakdown of the capitalist order. And while liberalism is resolutely anti-utopian, many socialists believe that they can construct a perfect society in the future.

Mannheim’s book was an intellectual response to the political debates of interwar Europe. Ideology and Utopia was first published in German in 1929, and in an English translation in 1936. So let me turn to a more recent work, a book published in 2014 entitled How to Be a Conservative, written by the prolific and respected British philosopher Roger Scruton.

For Scruton, the starting point of conservatism is the sentiment that ‘good things are easily destroyed, but not easily created’. The ‘good things’ that he believes Britain should conserve are ‘peace, freedom, law, civility, public spirit, the security of property and family life’.

In his book, Scruton mounts a vigorous defence of the nation state. Rejecting the idea of global citizenship, he insists that people who belong to a particular territory with a shared history can more easily create a culture of community and cooperation. At the same time, he argues, contra other conservatives, that reason and law rather than faith or religion should guide public affairs. As he writes, invoking the example of Lebanon, ‘democracy will always be jeopardized in places where identities are confessional rather than territorial’. He thinks that conservatives should accept and endorse the fundamental premise of post-Enlightenment thought, namely ‘the radical distinction between religious and political order, and the need to build the art of government without depending on the law of God’.

Scruton’s model conservative is the eighteenth-century philosopher Edmund Burke, who ‘made the case for a society shaped from below, by traditions that have grown from our natural need to associate’, rather than from above, imposed by a powerful state and an all-knowing political elite. Conservatism rests on acquiring and affirming ‘a first-person plural—a place, a community and a way of life that is “ours”’. For Scruton, this first-person plural ‘is a national rather than a religious “we”’. He argues that ‘it is not for the state to impose religion on the citizen or to require doctrinal conformity’. For, ‘religious obedience is not a necessary part of citizenship, and in any conflict it is the duties of the citizen, and not those of the believer, that must prevail’. Whereas, unlike atheistic socialists or scientistic liberals, conservatives respect the role of religion in providing ‘peace, hope and consolation’, they ‘must concede to others the right to be different’ in the god or gods they worship.

Scruton writes: ‘Unless and until people identify themselves with the country, its territory and its cultural inheritance—in something like the way people identify themselves with a family—the politics of compromise [necessary for democratic functioning] will not emerge.’

Applying Scruton’s model to India, we immediately face a fundamental problem: what, here, is the first-person plural? Does the ‘we’ of Indian-ness include Indian Muslims and Indian Christians acting and thinking as Muslims and Christians? For the British conservative, Christianity is one building block of his philosophy. Scruton himself would argue that a respect for property, the affirmation of family ties and the nurturing of a charitable ethos are contributions of Christianity to conservatism. But he would not make the profession of the Christian faith a sine qua non for membership in the national community. For him, British Muslims and British Hindus do not have to convert to Christianity or even to acknowledge its primacy in national life.

On the other hand, the conservative tradition in India—as enunciated by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh and the Hindu Mahasabha and the ideologues associated with these groups—believes that nationhood is intricately bound up with religious affiliation. Thus, V.D. Savarkar’s famous distinction between pitrabhumi and punyabhumi: between the land of our fathers and the land sacred to our faith. For Savarkar, the two coincided for Hindus, Sikhs and Jains, but not for Muslims and Christians. Hindu, Sikh and Jain holy places were in India itself, whereas Muslim and Christian holy places lay elsewhere. This, thought Savarkar, immediately made suspect the patriotic commitment of Indian Muslims and Christians.

For British conservatives like Scruton, the dominant religion, namely Christianity, is merely one of several contributory factors in the nurturing of a national ethos. For the Indian conservative, on the other hand, religious affiliation is both constitutive and definitive. Only Hindus, Sikhs and Jains are seen here as true or thoroughbred members of the national community.

As the historian Dharma Kumar once pointed out, this Hindu-first and Hindu-foremost model of citizenship mimicked the political theology of medieval Islam. There, only Muslims could be full-blooded citizens of the state. Jews and Christians, People of the Book, came under a category called ‘dhimmi’. They were subjects rather than citizens, allowed to work, pray and own property so long as they stayed away from politics and public affairs.

Modern Hindu conservatism emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century, as a reaction to the impact of western colonialism. It harked back to a pre-British and pre-Islamic past. Notably, through the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth century, the first-person plural for Indian conservatives excluded untouchables as well as Muslims and Christians. It is now forgotten that during his lifetime, Mahatma Gandhi’s fiercest critics were on the Hindu Right. A number of influential Hindu priests even signed a collective petition demanding that Gandhi and his followers be declared ‘non-Hindus’ for daring to challenge the practice of untouchability, a practice these priests believed had solid, irrefutable, scriptural sanction.

The persistence of Gandhi’s campaign against untouchability, and the emergence of an even more radical critique of caste articulated by B.R. Ambedkar, finally led to the crumbling of this conservative bastion, at least in intellectual or ideological terms. Untouchability is still practised in many parts of India, but no Hindu thinker or politician will now seek to defend it.

However, the reluctance to include Muslims and Christians in the first-person plural remains. Hard-line conservatives believe that followers of these two faiths can never be trusted. Hence the sporadic campaigns to convert (or, as the propagandists would have it, ‘reconvert’) Muslims and Christians to Hinduism. Even where a change of faith is not asked for, Muslims and Christians are told to declare their primary commitment to this land of Hindus, by redesignating themselves as ‘Hindu Muslims’ and ‘Hindu Christians’ respectively.

In this respect, Indian conservatism may be closer to its American rather than British counterpart. In his 2004 book Who Are We?, Samuel Huntington defined what he called the ‘American creed’, whose constituent elements according to him were ‘the Christian religion, Protestant values and moralism, a work ethic, the English language, British traditions of law, justice and the limits of government power, and a legacy of European art, literature, philosophy and music’. America, he continued, ‘was created as a Protestant society just as and for some of the reasons Pakistan and Israel were created as Muslim and Jewish societies’.

For Huntington, the United States is defined by a ‘single pervasive national culture’. It is this ‘American creed’ which has held the nation together in times of peace and war, and provided citizens with a shared identity and a collective purpose. In Huntington’s rendition, this creed is unequivocally based on Protestantism. As he writes, ‘throughout American history people who were not white Anglo-Saxon Protestants have become Americans by adopting America’s Anglo-Protestant culture and political values’.

In the Indian variety of conservatism, religion plays an even more hegemonic role than in the American or Protestant variety. The core of Indian nationhood here consists of the centrality of the Hindu religion, the propagation of Hindu values as defined in works like the Bhagavad Gita, and the revival and spread of the Sanskrit language (in which the Hindu epics and scriptures were written).

For European or American conservatives, the love of one’s country does not necessarily exclude the possibility of absorbing cultural influences, or even human migrants, from other countries or continents. On the other hand, the nationalism of the Hindu conservative is a curious combination of xenophobia and triumphalism. On the one side, it seeks to keep out outsiders and outside influences (thus the demonizing of westernized intellectuals allegedly raised on a diet of ‘Macaulay, Mill and Marx’). On the other, it claims that Hindus are heir to a cultural (and intellectual) tradition superior to those of other civilizations or nations. So it has been argued that the Vedas are the oldest holy book, the Upanishads and the Gita the most profound philosophical texts. Prime Minister Narendra Modi, no less, has claimed that the worship of the elephant-headed god Ganesh proves that the ancient Hindus had mastered the complex science of plastic surgery.

Hindu conservatives have long believed that when their nation becomes powerful and rich, they are destined to remake the world in their image. Representative here are the views of Syama Prasad Mookerjee, the founder of the Jan Sangh. In a talk in Bilaspur in December 1944, Dr Mookerjee insisted that a reassertion of Hinduism will ‘not only bring relief to the suffering millions of India but to the rest of the world as well’. This was because unlike the materialistic West, ‘Hinduism has emphasized the spiritual nature of man’. Dr Mookerjee argued that India, and India alone, would ‘offer the correct synthesis which will be the guiding factor for giving birth to a new human civilization’.

Hindu conservatism tends to be revivalist, harking back to a pure past uncontaminated by foreign influences or alien faiths. Meanwhile, Hindu nationalism tends to be triumphalist, seeking to make other nations and other cultures in its own image. Both tendencies are inimical to reflection and self-criticism, those two crucial, even indispensable, elements of the intellectual’s craft.

III

Let me now flip the question around. To understand why conservative scholars are so scarce, we need to know why liberal and socialist traditions have been so dominant in the intellectual life of India.

When, in the nineteenth century, the first modern universities were being founded in India, the subcontinent was under British rule. Unlike in the West, the social sciences as we know them were born and took shape under the experience of colonial rule. At the same time, Indian society itself was marked by deep social and economic inequalities.

In this twin scenario of alien rule and endemic poverty, Indian social scientists naturally looked forward rather than back, to a time when they and their country would be free and a nation of equal citizens created. In Mannheimian terms, liberalism and socialism were far more attractive in twentieth-century India than conservatism. Rather than keep what they had (colonial rule and poverty), Indian intellectuals wished to shape and create a world free of political oppression and social discrimination.

The spread of these ideas was also enabled by nationalist politicians. In its march to independence, India was guided by several generations of thinker-activists: politicians and social reformers who wrote major works of scholarship or political analysis. Among the most influential of these thinker-activists were Gopal Krishna Gokhale, a classical liberal reared on Mill and Morley, who urged the British to grant to Indians the democratic liberties their own people enjoyed; Jawaharlal Nehru, a modernizing socialist influenced both by the Russian Revolution and by British Fabian thought; B.R. Ambedkar, an economist and legal theorist educated at those two bastions of progressive thought, Columbia University and the London School of Economics; Ram Manohar Lohia, who received a PhD in political science from Berlin, and whose personal experience of Nazi brutality made him a socialist for life; and Jayaprakash Narayan, whose experience studying and working in the United States during the Depression years oriented him towards left-wing ideas.

Gokhale, Nehru, Ambedkar, Lohia and Narayan were all prolific writers, commenting on Indian and global affairs, laying out ideas for economic and social reform that Indians could implement once their nation became free. To this line of liberal and left-wing thinker-activists there was arguably only one conservative counterpart: V.D. Savarkar, a man who spent his last decades in obscurity but has now posthumously emerged as an icon for the Hindu Right.

Two of the most significant thinker-activists in the colonial period did not work in frameworks derived from western political categories. Neither Rabindranath Tagore nor M.K. Gandhi were liberals in the sense Ambedkar was, nor socialists in the sense Nehru proclaimed himself to be. Yet, they both wrote extensively on matters of public concern, and both were attentively read by younger Indians. Tagore’s searing critiques of nationalism made Indian intellectuals less xenophobic in their approach to the world. Like the poet, they came to believe that they should glory in the illumination of a lamp lit anywhere in the world. Meanwhile, Gandhi’s campaign against untouchability and his lifelong struggle for Hindu–Muslim harmony encouraged Indian intellectuals to think of a first-person plural wider than that constituted by caste Hindus alone.

In this manner, the dominant political trends, as well as the most influential politicians, of late colonial India encouraged the spread of liberal and socialist ideas among intellectuals. These ideas then took institutional shape. In 1930, D.R. Gadgil, an admirer of Gokhale and a friend of Ambedkar, established India’s first centre for social science research, the Gokhale Institute of Politics and Economics. A year later, P.C. Mahalanobis, who was close both to Tagore and Nehru, established the Indian Statistical Institute, which coordinated the writing of the Five-Year Plans in independent India. In 1949, V.K.R.V. Rao, a Cambridge-trained economist who admired both Gandhi and Nehru, set up the Delhi School of Economics, the country’s premier teaching and research centre for economists. (With the establishment of a department of sociology in 1959, the Delhi School became the leading Indian centre for that discipline as well.) In 1963, Rajni Kothari, a friend of Jayaprakash Narayan, set up the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, since recognized as the country’s premier research centre for political science.

Through the 1950s and 1960s, the appeal of Marxism also grew steadily among Indian intellectuals. The apparent achievements of Soviet industrialization (that allowed the Russians to beat the Germans in battle and the Americans in the race to space); the success of a peasant-led revolution in neighbouring China; the stirring call to action in the economic and sociological writings of Marx himself; the manifest class inequalities within India; the electoral successes of communist parties in Kerala and West Bengal—all played a part in this. The influence of Marxism was most especially marked in the discipline of history, in part due to the pioneering works of the polymath scholar D.D. Kosambi, whose writings on ancient India used (albeit not mechanically or uncritically) a Marxist mode of analysis.

One might, with only slight exaggeration, characterize the intellectual life of independent India as a struggle for space and influence between liberals and leftists. Some centres (such as the Delhi School of Economics) were dominated by liberals; others (such as the Jawaharlal Nehru University) by Marxists. In between the liberals and the Marxists were the socialists. These were influenced by Lohia and Narayan rather than Marx or Lenin. Socialist intellectuals foregrounded the community rather than the individual or the state. Thus they asked for greater affirmative action on the basis of caste, and for the village community to be made the locus for economic development.

The intellectual debates between these three camps were often stimulating, and always sharp. Liberals thought colonialism had been both good and bad for India; socialists and Marxists painted British rule in the darkest hues. Liberals asked for the state to limit its powers so as to respect the autonomy of the individual; Marxists wished the state to intervene actively in regulating economic and social life. Liberals preferred India to forge closer ties with the West; Marxists demanded a pro-Soviet foreign policy. Marxists insisted on the primacy of class; socialists on the primacy of caste; liberals on the primacy of the individual.

Altogether missing from these debates was the voice of the conservatives. While disagreeing among themselves, liberals, Marxists and socialists between them dominated intellectual life in independent India. They controlled the most influential university departments and research centres, as well as state-funded bodies such as the Indian Council of Social Science Research and the Indian Council of Historical Research.

The liberal and left-wing scholars who came to prominence before and after Independence in turn trained and nurtured younger generations of liberals and socialists. But this was not mere ideological indoctrination; it was also in keeping with the spirit of the times. Newly freed of its colonial shackles, India and Indians were restless, determined to modernize and industrialize, to spread ideas of reason and rationality, to eliminate social backwardness (and caste prejudice in particular), to end poverty (and rural poverty in particular). The future beckoned; the past stood in the way.

In the generation (or two generations) before mine, the leading Indian historians (judged in terms of scholarly books and papers written and read) included Irfan Habib, R.S. Sharma, Ranajit Guha, Romila Thapar, Bipan Chandra, Amalendu Guha, Sumit Sarkar and Sabyasachi Bhattacharya, all of whom were influenced to a lesser or greater degree by Marxism; and Ashin Dasgupta, Dharma Kumar, Parthasarathy Gupta, Amales Tripathi, Rajat Kanta Ray, Mushirul Hasan and Tapan Roychowdhury, all of whom were liberals. The leading political scientists included the liberals Rajni Kothari, Basheeruddin Ahmed and Ramashray Ray, the Marxists Javed Alam and Partha Chatterjee, and Ashis Nandy, an admirer of Tagore and Gandhi who like them stoutly resists being classified in conventional terms. The pre-eminent sociologists of that generation were M.N. Srinivas and André Béteille, both of whom would own the label ‘liberal’, A.R. Desai, a lifelong Marxist, and T.N. Madan, who, while working on classically conservative themes such as family, kinship and religion, would most likely see himself as a liberal too. Even the best known or most influential economists of the 1960s and 1970s tended to be on the Left of the spectrum, as the names of K.N. Raj, Amartya Sen, V.M. Dandekar, Amit Bhaduri, Krishna Bharadwaj, Pranab Bardhan, Prabhat and Utsa Patnaik and Ashok Rudra (among others) signify.

Some personal history may be relevant here. I joined Delhi University in 1974 for a BA degree. Ten years later, I finished a doctorate in Kolkata. In the forty years that I have lived and worked among Indian scholars, I have met, read, and been shaped by the words (oral or printed) of hundreds of social scientists and historians. Among these have been plenty of Marxists, Maoists, Ambedkar-ites, Lohia-ites, fellow-travelling liberals, classical liberals, Nehruvians and Gandhians, many of whom I have named in this essay. But I cannot recall meeting, in classroom or seminar hall, a single scholar who identified himself as ‘right-wing’, or articulated views that might fit that appellation. Such was, and perhaps still is, the thoroughgoing dominance of liberal and left-wing thought in the Indian academy.

In How to Be a Conservative, Roger Scruton claims that ‘in Britain and America some 70 per cent of academics identify themselves as “on the left”’. My own experience of teaching in those countries tends to support this claim. In the leading academic institutions of the United States and the United Kingdom, conservative intellectuals see themselves under siege. The situation in the top research centres in India is even more dire. Here, conservatives do not even have the consolation of being in a significant minority. They are not just marginal, but often absent altogether.

IV

I have, in the earlier sections of this essay, demonstrated that there are painfully few conservative intellectuals in India today, and sought to explain this lack in historical and political terms. I now ask the question: were there ever any influential conservative intellectuals in India?

The answer must be a qualified ‘yes’. Three names come to mind; the historians Ramesh Chandra Majumdar and Radhakumud Mookerji, and the sociologist G.S. Ghurye. In the first half of the twentieth century, these scholars eloquently articulated a view of Indian nationhood that rooted it in Hindu culture and consciousness. Now largely forgotten, they were very influential in their day, their work impacting public debates on the past, present and future of India.

Born in 1888, R.C. Majumdar had a long and active professional career. His doctoral thesis, first published in 1918, was based on the premise that the spirit of cooperation plays an important part in the life of a nation. In this work, Majumdar argued that while ‘India at present is very backward in this particular aspect of culture . . . things were very different in the past’. His book sought to demonstrate that ‘the spirit of co-operation was a marked feature in almost all fields of activity in ancient India and was manifest in social and religious as well as in political and economic life’. The book had two chapters on ‘Corporate Activities in Political Life’ in ancient India, and one chapter apiece on corporate aspects of economic, social and religious life respectively.

Majumdar was trained as a historian of ancient India. He wrote books on the Vedic age and on the history of ancient Bengal. His own very positive assessment of his chosen period is best reflected in the titles of two other books by him: one called Hindu Colonies in the Far East and the other, The Study of Sanskrit in South-East Asia. The spread of Hindu ideas and institutions overseas, he argued, was proof of their vitality and influence.

In the 1950s, when he was approaching the age of seventy, Majumdar turned his attention to the study of the modern period. The fruits of his labours were embodied in a book published in 1962 entitled History of the Freedom Movement in India. In its preface, Majumdar explained why, having devoted more than forty years working on ancient India, he had undertaken ‘at the fag-end’ of his life to write a history of the struggle for Indian independence. Thus, he remarked: ‘The official history of the freedom movement starts with the premise that India lost independence only in the eighteenth century and had thus an experience of subjection to a foreign power for only two centuries. Real history, on the other hand, teaches us that the major part of India lost independence about five centuries before, and merely changed masters in the eighteenth century.’ The book itself laid out the charge that India was partitioned in 1947 principally because ‘Muslim intransigence’ had placed ‘communalism above nationalism’ during the freedom movement.

Majumdar was greatly influential in his time—read well beyond the academy. In the 1950s, he curated and edited a series of books entitled The History and Culture of the Indian People. These saw Indian culture as having reached its apogee during the ancient period, with its integrity and vitality hurt first by Muslim invaders and then by the British. The recovery of the values and institutions of the classical Hindu past then became a key task in the building of the now once-again independent nation.

In writing thus, Majumdar was—as he himself pointed out—going against the dominant strain in the freedom struggle. For Gandhi, Nehru, Tagore and others, the real break in the history of India had come with the arrival of the British. The British were truly alien, whereas Muslims had been in the subcontinent for much longer and had integrated themselves with the indigenous population. Islam had first arrived in India via Arab traders; thus the ‘Mapilla’ Muslims of Kerala, who date to at least the eighth century. The Turkish and Central Asian invaders who came later to northern India could be brutal. Yet the Hindus who converted to Islam in the medieval period did not necessarily do so in order to escape death or persecution. Often, they were of low-caste origin, and saw in the more communitarian ethos of Islam an attractive alternative to the rigid hierarchies of Hinduism. In some places (such as Bengal and Kashmir), conversion was led by Sufi mystics rather than marauding armies.

For Gandhi, in particular, the unity of Hindus and Muslims was fundamental to the making of Indian nationalism. The activities of Muslim conquerors did not, he thought, invalidate his claim. As he argued in his 1910 book, Hind Swaraj, ‘India cannot cease to be a single nation because people belonging to different religions live in it. The introduction of foreigners does not necessarily destroy the nation, they merge in it. A country is one nation only when such a condition obtains in it. India has ever been such a country.’

Gandhi saw the Hindu–Muslim conflict as artificial, caused or at least intensified by the cynical divide-and-rule politics of British colonialists. Other nationalists went so far as to speak of a ‘composite culture’, whereby, after the first shock of invasion, Hindus and Muslims collaborated in the running of the state, in the making of great works of art and architecture, and, perhaps most of all, in the sphere of Indian classical music. This cultural fusion was said to be most fully elaborated in north India, hence the term Ganga–Jumni tehzeeb, the syncretic culture, borrowing equally from Hinduism and Islam, said to have flourished in the lands watered by the Ganga and the Jamuna.

Perhaps the most eloquent statement of this theory of synthesis was made by Maulana Abul Kalam Azad, in his presidential address to the Ramgarh session of the Indian National Congress in 1940. Here Azad said:


It was India’s historic destiny that many human races and cultures and religions should flow to her, finding a home in her hospitable soil, and that many a caravan should find rest here. Even before the dawn of history, these caravans trekked into India, and wave after wave of newcomers followed. This vast and fertile land gave welcome to all, and took them to her bosom. One of the last of these caravans, following the footsteps of its predecessors, was that of the followers of Islam. This came here and settled here for good.

. . . Full eleven centuries have passed by since then. Islam has now as great a claim on the soil of India as Hinduism. If Hinduism has been the religion of the people here for several thousands of years, Islam also has been their religion for a thousand years. Just as a Hindu can say with pride that he is an Indian and follows Hinduism, so also we can say with equal pride that we are Indians and follow Islam. I shall enlarge this orbit still further. The Indian Christian is equally entitled to say with pride that he is an Indian and is following a religion of India, namely Christianity.

Eleven hundred years of common history have enriched India with our common achievement. Our languages, our poetry, our literature, our culture, our art, our dress, our manners and customs, the innumerable happenings of our daily life, everything bears the stamp of our joint endeavour. . . .

This joint wealth is the heritage of our common nationality, and we do not want to leave it and go back to the times when this joint life had not begun. If there are any Hindus amongst us who desire to bring back the Hindu life of a thousand years ago and more, they dream, and such dreams are vain fantasies. So also if there are any Muslims who wish to revive their past civilization and culture, which they brought a thousand years ago from Iran and Central Asia, they dream also, and the sooner they wake up the better.



It was this thesis of a ‘composite culture’ that was challenged by R.C. Majumdar in his books. Before him, another Bengali historian of ancient India had done likewise. This was Radhakumud Mookerji, whose books included biographies of Ashoka and Chandragupta, a history of the Mauryan empire, a study of Indian shipping in ancient times, and another of local government in ancient India. But perhaps his most powerful historiographical intervention was a short study, somewhere between a pamphlet and a book, entitled The Fundamental Unity of India, first published in London in 1914 and in a second, revised edition in Bombay forty years later. This had as its principal target the claim that political unity in India was largely or solely a creation of British rule. But there was also a secondary target, namely the growing belief among nationalists that a future Indian nation state should—in view of the large Muslim population—not be built on Hindu principles alone.

For Mookerji, the consciousness of Indian nationhood predated both the British and the Muslims. Thus he remarked that ‘the Rishis of old’ gave the name Bharatvarsha to describe the whole of India. This name derived from Bharata, a hero of Indian history who (claimed Mookerji) was to India what Romulus had been to Rome. A second proof of the ancient unity of India was a celebrated hymn of the Rig Veda, which, by invoking rivers in different parts of the subcontinent, awakened ‘the people’s consciousness to the fundamental unity of their country’.

Mookerjee argued that ‘this intense passion for fatherland, indeed, utters itself throughout Sanskrit literature’. Hence the Vishnu Sahasranamam, which invokes the thousand names by which Lord Vishnu was known across this territory called Bharatvarsha. This ancient national consciousness was furthered by Sankara, who, in the eighth century, established four places of pilgrimage—Badrinath–Kedarnath in the north, Rameshwaram in the south, Dwarka in the west and Puri in the east—‘so that the entire country may be known by the people and the whole area held sacred’. This network of Hindu holy places made people ‘think and feel that India is not a mere congeries of geographical fragments, but a single, though immense, organism, filled with the tide of one strong pulsating life from end to end’. The practice of pilgrimage, claimed Mookerji,


allowed no parochial, provincial sense to grow up which might interfere with the growth of the idea of the geographical unity of the mighty motherland; allowed no sense of physical comforts to stand in the way of the sacred duty of intimately knowing one’s mother country; and softened the severities of old-world travelling by breaking the pilgrim’s route by a holy halting place at short intervals.



Mookerji argued that apart from a common religion, politics also played a part in ‘producing this popular consciousness of Indian geographical unity’. He made the extravagant claim that ‘history records the names of many Indian rulers who succeeded in realizing their ambition of establishing a suzerainty over the whole of India’. Harshavardhana, Samudragupta, Chandragupta and Ashoka were for him examples of such rulers.

These examples and illustrations offered by Mookerji confirmed—to him, at any rate—that ‘early Hindu history unmistakably shows that the political consciousness of the people had from very early times grasped the whole of India as a unity’. This ancient idea of a single, united, national consciousness was, he suggested, further illustrated by the colonization and Indianization of countries such as Java, Sumatra, Bali, Siam and Cambodia. He wrote that


this propagation of Indian thought and institutions was undoubtedly the work of countless colonists and missionaries, carried on through centuries, whose zeal must have been fed by a rich and stable national self-consciousness developed on a common soil and country. The colonising movement was (and always is) but the crest of a wave of popular enthusiasm for the country created and sustained by the realisation of its individuality and sacredness, a profound appreciation of all that it stands for, its ideals and institutions.



Mookerji was a serious historian, but many of the claims in The Fundamental Unity of India are untenable. By the ‘whole of India’ he meant (writing as he was in 1914) the entire territory covered both by the British Raj and by the so-called princely states. Yet the ancient monarchs he mentions had little presence in the south, and were largely absent from the west as well. Even the (admittedly) large areas they ruled over, later came under the rule of many different kings, chiefs, states and chiefdoms. To think that the sense of political unity engendered by Ashoka in the third century BC still endured a millennium later—as Mookerji was suggesting—beggars belief.

Mookerji’s language is noteworthy. He uses ‘Hindu’ and ‘India’ interchangeably. Muslims and Christians are missing from the narrative, but also—more strikingly—are the diversities of caste, tribe, language and sect that have historically been such a marked feature of the Indian social landscape. Also, Sanskrit was spoken or understood only by the priestly elite; the hymns Mookerji saw as emblematic of national unity would have been unknown or incomprehensible to the majority of the population.

These simplifications and elisions were necessary to ‘prove’ the conservative historian’s fundamental point—namely that Indian nationalism was and must always be Hindu in essence. The first-person plural in Mookerjee’s political philosophy was strictly (or narrowly) defined by religion.

It is always hazardous to interpret a scholar’s published work in terms of his personal biography. Still, it may not be entirely irrelevant that Majumdar and Mookerji were both Hindu Bengalis who came of age at a time of great trauma and religious strife in their province. Bengal was partitioned on religious lines in 1905; after a popular upsurge led by the Hindu middle class of Calcutta, the partition was undone six years later. The first edition of Mookerji’s The Fundamental Unity of India was published in the wake of the first partition of Bengal; the second edition in the wake of the second partition of Bengal when the Muslim-majority districts came to constitute East Pakistan. These two partitions, both undertaken at the behest of Muslim politicians and parties, must also have had their effect on R.C. Majumdar, who was born in what was to become East Pakistan, and later taught for two decades at the University of Dacca. After 1947, Majumdar was not able to even visit his ancestral village or the city where he had first made his name as a scholar and teacher. This must have left a certain impress on his mind, and, in course of time, on his writing.

A third prominent conservative intellectual of the late colonial period was G.S. Ghurye, who hailed from the west rather than the east of India, and who was a sociologist rather than historian by training. Ghurye taught for many years at Bombay University, where he supervised a number of PhD students while writing his own scholarly books.

While other Indian sociologists were keen to study the impact of modernization, Ghurye was equally interested in the persistence of tradition. His books include studies of Indian sadhus, of Indian costume, of Indian classical dance, and a comparative study of family and kinship in Indian and European culture. In writing these books he drew on his formidable knowledge of Sanskrit as well as on wide reading in archaeology, linguistics, anthropology and art history. His was emphatically a ‘book-view’ of Indian society, based on materials found in the university library rather than on field investigations of how Indians actually lived or laboured.

Like Mookerji, Ghurye was deeply concerned to establish a single unitary culture for all of India. The anthropologist Carol Upadhya writes that a ‘central concern’ of Ghurye’s work ‘was to demonstrate the unity and antiquity of Indian civilization. He believed that Hinduism is at the centre of India’s civilizational unity and that at the core of Hinduism are Brahminical ideas and values that are essential for the integration of society.’

This aspect of Ghurye’s thought is reflected in his exchanges with the British-born anthropologist Verrier Elwin on the status of tribals in Indian society. In the 1940s, Ghurye mounted a sharp attack on the work of Elwin, a British-born, self-trained anthropologist who had made his home with the tribals of central India. In a series of books and pamphlets, Elwin had argued that the tribes of central India were culturally distinct from Hindus. Although their pantheon occasionally included Hindu gods, their society was not internally stratified by caste, while women were given far more independence. Ghurye challenged this claim; in his view, there were many parallels between tribal and Hindu beliefs. Rather than seeing tribals as autonomous and distinct, Ghurye characterized them as ‘the imperfectly integrated classes of Hindu society’. While Elwin believed that independent India should afford tribals cultural and territorial autonomy, for Ghurye the task for the nation-in-the-making was to bring tribals ever closer to the Hindu mainstream.

In 1954, after two decades living with and writing about the tribes of the Indian peninsula, Elwin moved to the north-east of the country. Now an Indian citizen, he was appointed an adviser to the administration of the North-east Frontier Agency—present-day Arunachal Pradesh. In 1957, he published A Philosophy for NEFA, which was reissued in an expanded edition two years later, with an appreciative foreword by Jawaharlal Nehru, then prime minister. In this book, Elwin argued once more for the protection of tribal rights over both land and forests, and for the preservation of tribal artistic and cultural traditions.

Verrier Elwin died in 1964. In 1980, when he was himself eighty-seven, Ghurye published a fresh attack, this time on Elwin’s work in North-east India. Elwin was charged with indirectly abetting separatist movements, by promoting ‘the revivalist perpetuation of the habits, dress and customs of NEFA’. The anthropologist, claimed Ghurye, had willy-nilly collaborated in the ‘balkanization of Bharat’, in the potential sundering into pieces of the motherland. For, Elwin was ‘a revitalizer of almost all the cultural complex of these tribes, a complex which is most inconsistent with the cultural complex of the rest of India (Bharat)’.

The fear of diversity masked as a plea for national unity—this is a classically conservative trope, also manifest, for example, in the suspicion of Spanish-speaking immigrants among American conservatives or of Arabic-speaking immigrants in Europe.

R.C. Majumdar, Radhakumud Mookerji and G.S. Ghurye were all considerable scholars. They each had an impressive body of published work to their name. They each taught for decades in universities, where they communicated their knowledge—and their opinions—to generations of students. Outside the classroom, they each supervised doctoral theses, thus further shaping the course of their discipline.

There are no contemporary analogues of Majumdar, Mookerji and Ghurye, no historians or sociologists as prolific or as influential. Nor have there been for the past several decades. This begs the question—why were there prominent conservative intellectuals when India was under alien rule, and why so few (if any) since? Here is a possible answer. In the late colonial period, as the nationalist movement took shape, there were intense political and intellectual debates on the possible contours of the nation-in-the-making. Whether the political institutions of a free India would be defined by a single religion or many religions or by no religion at all, how linguistic and ethnic diversity would be managed—questions such as these occupied the minds of Indian scholars. After Independence, however, these debates were foreclosed by the political, and in time institutional, victory of the liberal and socialist viewpoints whose most charismatic and influential advocate was India’s first and longest-serving prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru.

This is not to say that Nehru’s own views were hegemonic, uncritically adopted by intellectuals. Notably, however, his most articulate critics were to the left of the ruling Congress party. They included the socialists Ram Manohar Lohia and Jayaprakash Narayan, and the communist E.M.S. Namboodiripad, all of whom attracted to themselves (and their parties) many gifted writers and scholars. The more general mood also favoured liberals and socialists, for a new nation wished to look forward, to leave behind the detritus of tradition and colonialism in constructing a fair and just society.

V

In December 2014, assembly elections were held in the states of Jharkhand and Jammu and Kashmir. The results of these elections were a little-noticed turning point in the political history of independent India. Now, for the first time, the Bharatiya Janata Party had more legislators in state assemblies than the Congress.

It seems safe to say that in the short-to-medium term the dominance of the BJP will continue. Its main rival, the Congress, won a mere forty-four seats in the General Elections, and has since lost power in several states. A revival of the party under its present leadership is extremely unlikely.

The influence of the communist parties has also declined. Whereas in Kerala and Tripura they might still be a force, in West Bengal they were compelled to make an alliance with the Congress. Once, the communists also had a presence in industrial cities like Mumbai and Kanpur; that too has vanished.

Also bleak is the political future of the socialist parties who once commanded much influence in northern and eastern India. No longer motivated by the ideas of Lohia or Narayan, they are now vehicles for individual or family ambition. The one contemporary socialist uncontaminated by nepotism or corruption, Nitish Kumar, has been forced to make a series of humiliating compromises to retain power in Bihar.

The transformation in the political landscape of India is therefore momentous. The centre-left and the Left are in disarray. The Right is regnant, and likely to be so for some time. However, the rise of right-wing parties has not (yet) been accompanied by a corresponding growth in serious intellectual work emanating from that end of the political spectrum.

The phenomenon of right-wing political dominance without an intellectual ecosystem to support it has not been unknown in modern history. It was prevalent, for example, in some countries in interwar Europe, in some countries in post-war Latin America, and, most recently, in Sri Lanka under the decade-long rule of Mahinda Rajapaksa and his party.

I think few Indians would wish for their country to go the way of the Argentina of the Perons or the Sri Lanka of the Rajapaksas. Thus the often-expressed wish that the BJP should become more like the Christian Democrats of Germany or the Republicans of the United States, namely a conservative party that stops some distance short of being chauvinist or reactionary. If this softening of the BJP were to happen, then the party would—like its counterparts in the West—have to find or nurture a corresponding cast of serious scholars and thinkers on the Right.

How might this happen? As I see it, the precondition of a conservative intellectual renaissance must be the construction of a first-person plural which is not narrowly based on religion alone. To adapt Scruton’s ideas for an Indian context, conservative thinkers must recognize the significance of ‘a national rather than a religious “we”’, where Hindus ‘concede to others the right to be different’ in the god or gods they worship. They must recognize that Christians and Muslims (and animists and atheists) living in India have an equal right to be full citizens without changing their faith or recognizing the primacy of Hindus, Hinduism and Hindutva.

A major hurdle to the growth of this non-denominational conservatism is the massive influence currently exercised by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh over the political landscape in India. The RSS has always had a deep antipathy towards those who are not Hindus. The leading RSS ideologue M.S. Golwalkar—who served as the group’s sarsanghchalak from 1938 to 1973—identified Muslims, Christians and communists as the three groups whose fidelity to Bharat Mata remained suspect. In a speech in Delhi in December 1947, Golwalkar said that ‘no power on earth could keep them [Muslims] in Hindustan. They should have to quit this country.’ Nine years later, he remarked that ‘whatever we believed in, the Muslim was wholly hostile to it. If we worship in the temple, he would desecrate it . . . If we worship cow, he would like to eat it. If we glorify woman as a symbol of sacred motherhood, he would like to molest her. He was tooth and nail opposed to our way of life in all aspects—religious, cultural, social, etc. He had imbibed that hostility to the very core.’

In his book on the RSS, the pracharak-turned-sceptic D.R. Goyal brilliantly summarized the Sangh’s ideology as follows:


Hindus have lived in India since times immemorial; Hindus are the nation because all culture, civilisation and life is contributed by them alone; non-Hindus are invaders or guests and cannot be treated as equal unless they adopt Hindu traditions, culture etc. . . .; the history of India is the history of the struggle of the Hindus for protection and preservation of their religion and culture against the onslaught of these aliens; the threat continues because the power is in the hands of those who do not believe in this nation as a Hindu Nation; those who talk of national unity as the unity of all those who live in this country are motivated by the selfish desire of cornering minority votes and are therefore traitors; the unity and consolidation of the Hindus is the dire need of the hour because the Hindu people are surrounded on all sides by enemies; the Hindus must develop the capacity for massive retaliation and offence is the best defence; lack of unity is the root cause of all the troubles of the Hindus and the Sangh is born with the divine mission to bring about that unity.



Goyal adds that ‘without fear of contradiction it can be stated that nothing more than this has been said in the RSS shakhas during the past seventy-four years of its existence’. He was writing in 1999—but nothing more has been said in those shakhas in the past seventeen years either. Indeed, recent statements by the current sarsanghchalaks of the RSS, to the effect that India is ‘a Hindu Rashtra’ and that non-Hindus must acknowledge their Hindu parentage, or better still, convert to Hinduism, confirm that Goyal’s succinct encapsulation of the RSS’s ideology remains as valid as ever before.

Here, then, is a difficult but necessary task for prospective conservative intellectuals—to detach their ideas from those of the RSS. For the Sangh and its ideologues represent not conservatism, but bigotry and reaction.

To seek equal citizenship for Muslims and other religious minorities one need not nostalgically evoke the old nationalist idea of the ‘composite culture’. For, there was never a pure past of complete harmony (as the proponents of the idea of Ganga–Jumna tehzeeb would have us believe). But nor were Hindus and Muslims always at each other’s throats (as ideologists like Golwalkar would have us believe). Hindu–Muslim relations before 1947 were complicated: harmonious and peaceable in some places and some epochs, bitter and conflict-ridden in other places and epochs.

There are now close to 200 million Muslims in India, and perhaps another 70 million Indians of faiths other than Hinduism. A Golwalkar-inspired RSS may wish to treat them as second-class citizens who must keep their heads down, and behave as Jews and Christians were compelled to do in the Muslim polities of the Middle Ages, or as Hindus and Christians are made to do in Pakistan today. The RSS is still obsessed with the memory and legacy of Partition. So are many of the right-wing voices on social media. But surely, intellectuals should tailor their thought to the practical realities of India today, rather than rehearse or replay political debates of another era, another century. The religious and linguistic diversity of the Indian republic cannot be wished away, nor can it be crushed by asking Muslims and Christians to take periodic loyalty oaths.

If Indian conservatives are willing to look beyond the RSS and Golwalkar for a historical role model, they need look no further than C. Rajagopalachari, Gandhi’s ‘Southern Commander’ during the freedom struggle. ‘Rajaji’ held important political posts in independent India, including Governor of West Bengal, governor general, home minister, and chief minister of Madras. Increasingly disenchanted with the socialist policies of Jawaharlal Nehru, Rajaji left the Congress, and in 1959 started a party of his own called Swatantra. This stood for radically reducing the control of the state over the economy and over other aspects of social life.

Rajaji characterized the Nehruvian state as a ‘licence-permit-quota raj’. In a 1959 essay, he sharply attacked the ‘megalomania that vitiates the present development policies’. What India needed, he wrote, was ‘not just big projects, but useful and fruitful projects . . . Big dams are good, but more essential are thousands of small projects which could be and would be executed by the enthusiasm of the local people because they directly and immediately improve their lives.’ In Rajaji’s opinion, ‘the role of the Government should be that of a catalyst in stimulating economic development while individual initiative and enterprise are given fullest play’.

Nehru dismissed Rajaji’s economic ideas as out of date, but in fact they had anticipated the trends of the future. In 1991, the Government of India finally began to liberalize the economy. This was done under a Congress prime minister, P.V. Narasimha Rao, who dismantled some elements of the permit raj (but not as many as free-market advocates desired or had hoped for).

While Rajaji’s ideas on the economy have been largely vindicated, other aspects of his social philosophy await rediscovery and reinterpretation. He was a deeply religious man who wrote popular works on the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. In an essay of 1961 entitled ‘The India We Want’, he wrote: ‘I want the State to know its limitations and function in humility and the citizens to realize spirituality through the traditional channels inherited by them in that regard.’

Rajaji was a devout Hindu, albeit one who could see beyond the pieties and prejudices of his own caste and faith. Among Gandhi’s close disciples, he was the only one who understood, and fully supported, the Mahatma’s campaign against untouchability. Himself an Iyengar Brahmin, in a famous case of 1924 he defended a Panchama (as untouchables were known in Madras) who had gone to a temple to pray but been cast out by the priests for allegedly defiling a sacred space.

Rajaji was also committed to the Mahatma’s programme of inter-religious harmony. In September 1947, he was Governor of West Bengal when Gandhi went on a fast to stop the Hindu–Muslim violence then raging in Calcutta. In a note to the Government of India, he warned them to be vigilant about the ‘communal hatred’ that was spreading all across India. When Gandhi was assassinated in January 1948, Rajaji wrote:


May the blood that flowed from Gandhiji’s wounds and the tears that flowed from the eyes of women everywhere when they learnt of his death serve to lay the curse of 1947, and may the grisly tragedy of that year sleep in history and not colour present passions.



Like his mentor Gandhi, Rajaji cannot be easily pigeonholed into the convenient labels of modern political thought. Was he liberal, conservative or socialist? Forced to choose, one would have to call him a ‘conservative’ (lower case): but still, a rather special kind of conservative. A man who knew him well, the Australian diplomat Walter Crocker, provides this capsule summary of his personality:


Endowed with an exceptionally strong and quick mind, Rajaji was in spirit harmonious and without volatility or anything partaking of the theatrical. Vanity was excluded from his nature. Although he had so much affinity for traditional India, he knew the lore of the West, having a good acquaintance with the Bible and Plato and the English classics as well as with Jurisprudence and Economics; and he knew the case for economic development. Although he was religious, and conservative, he was not conformist. He had the true conservative’s trait of combining scepticism about what man-made systems can do for human nature with the personal kindliness to individuals which socialists, dealing with human beings as statistical groups and abstractions, sometimes lack. And he had wit, that life-renewing gift.



Rajaji’s independence of mind was strikingly revealed in the last months of Jawaharlal Nehru’s life. After the war with China, Nehru sensed that India could not afford two hostile fronts. So, in a bid to solve the Kashmir dispute and mend fences with Pakistan, he released Sheikh Abdullah from jail in early April 1964. Kashmir’s most popular leader had been incarcerated on flimsy charges for more than a decade. Now, with his own health failing, Nehru freed him in the belief that the Sheikh held the key to an honourable settlement with Pakistan.

The move to release Abdullah was bitterly condemned by the Jan Sangh. But it was supported by Rajaji, who argued that the freeing of Abdullah could act as a prelude to allowing ‘the people of Kashmir [to] exercise their human right to rule themselves as well as they can’. In words that ring as true in 2016 as they did in 1964, Rajaji wrote of the need to


try and think fundamentally in the present crisis. Are we to yield to the fanatical emotions of our anti-Pakistan groups? Is there any hope for India or for Pakistan, if we go on hating each other, suspecting each other, borrowing and building up armaments against each other—building our two houses, both of us on the sands of continued foreign aid against a future Kurukshetra? We shall surely ruin ourselves for ever if we go on doing this . . . We shall be making all hopes of prosperity in the future, a mere mirage if we continue this arms race based on an ancient grudge and the fears and suspicions flowing from it.



Rajaji’s role in this now-forgotten peace initiative is stirring proof of his sagacity and courage. He deplored ‘the unfortunate chauvinism ruling Delhi’—embodied both in the Jan Sangh and among large sections of the Congress party—which stood in the way of solving the Kashmir tangle and thus preparing the way for a larger resolution of the Indo-Pak dispute itself. While he opposed Nehru’s economic policies, on this crucial national issue he stood at one with him. As he saw it, ‘self-determination for Kashmir is as far as we are concerned a lesser issue than the aim of reducing Indo-Pak jealousy’. Rajaji thought that ‘the idea that if we “let Kashmir go”, we shall be encouraging secessions everywhere is thoroughly baseless’.

After meeting Nehru in New Delhi, Abdullah travelled to Madras to meet Rajaji. To the Kashmiri patriot, Rajaji presented a proposal that would allow Jammu to remain in India, Azad Kashmir to stay in Pakistan, and the Valley—the crucial bone of contention—to be jointly administered by both countries with assistance from the United Nations. The Sheikh then took what became known as the ‘Rajaji Formula’ to Nehru; and, following his approval, took it across the border to discuss with Pakistan’s leaders. While the discussions were on, Nehru died, and the hopes of a permanent settlement with Kashmir died with him.

Rajaji’s peace initiative in Kashmir was emblematic of the vision he had for India, a vision far wider than that held by the likes of M.S. Golwalkar. In 1968, a decade after he had founded the Swatantra Party, Rajaji remarked of the Jan Sangh that it ‘has quite a few good leaders . . . What is needed however is a broad-mindedness that not just practices toleration but looks upon Mussalmans, Christians, Parsis and others as politically and culturally as good as Hindus.’

Half a century later, the Jan Sangh’s present incarnation, the BJP, also has quite a few good leaders. But both the BJP and its parent organization, the RSS, are yet to achieve the broad-mindedness that Rajaji had hoped for. The conclusion is inescapable: that there can be a credible conservative intellectual tradition in India only if it emerges outside the ecosystem of the Sangh Parivar. Rather than the liberals and leftists whom they currently target, self-aware and self-conscious conservatives should really be vigilant of the reactionaries who dominate the discourse on the Right. Otherwise, India might go the way of the Italy of the 1920s or the Argentina of the 1950s—a polity ruled by a right-wing party, with a right-wing demagogue as its elected head, where public discourse is defined by thugs and bigots rather than by scholars and thinkers.
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