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without the support that Mr Bhattacharya extended whenever | asked for it. | also
put on record my heartfelt gratitude to Professor Mohit Bhattacharya, who helped
me understand the intricate processes that are at work in Indian politics. By being
very supportive in a very chilly winter in Hamburg, Professor Tatiana Oranskaia,
Dr Ramprasad Bhatt and Dr Barbara Schuler never allowed me to feel homesick.
My colleagues in the Asien—Afrika Institut of the University of Hamburg pro-
vided all facilities, including a well-equipped office that was a very useful aid to
my academic pursuits. | am thankful to Mr Sunil Sharma for his critical inputs in
comprehending the changing nature of ‘grassroots politics’ in the context of the
rise of the socio-economically peripheral sections of Indian society. | appreciate
Mr Gopinath of Routledge India for his help. I shall be failing in my duties if I do
not mention the contribution of the editors of Routledge London in publishing my
three books in a row. | am indebted to my graduate students for their critical role
in making this work seem worthwhile.

Without the support of my family, my wife and two most inquisitive children,
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Pablo and Barbie, it would not have been possible to write on such a complex
theme as Indian politics. By dedicating this book to them, | have just put on
record my endorsement of their contribution, which, I know, can never be gauged.
Despite her severe illness, my mother always encouraged me to venture out into
the ‘unknown’, which both inspired and gave me confidence to undertake proj-
ects on a variety of themes. Tinku and Mini sustain my zeal for creativity by
being supportive and their daughters, Mitul and Rimpi, always make my visits to
Calcutta worthwhile. I also fondly remember my students around the globe who
contributed to my academic sharpness by being perhaps the staunchest critics of
whatever I had presented before them. Without their inputs, the book would not
have been the same.
Bidyut Chakrabarty
Hamburg, Germany
January 2008
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Introduction

India’s freedom struggle culminated in the transfer of power in 1947. The Indian
Independence Act of 1947 ratified the change. A new era dawned and Jawaharlal
Nehru captured that historic moment in his famous ‘tryst with destiny’ speech
which runs as follows:

Long years ago, we made a tryst with destiny, and now the time comes when
we shall redeem our pledge, not wholly or in full measure, but very sub-
stantially. At the stroke of the midnight hour, when the world sleeps, India
will awake to life and freedom. A moment comes, which comes out rarely
in history, when we step out from the old to the new, when an age ends, and
when the soul of a nation, long suppressed, finds utterance.

The future [of India] is not one of ease or resting but of incessant striving
so that we might fulfil the pledges we have so often taken and the one we shall
take today. The service of India means the service of the millions who suffer.
It means the ending of poverty and ignorance and disease and inequality of
opportunity. The ambition of the greatest man of our generation [Mahatma
Gandhi] has been to wipe every tear from every eye. That may be beyond us
but as long as there are tears and suffering, our work will not be over.!

India became a free nation in 1947 through what is known as ‘the transfer of
power’. Yet a great deal of what we see in independent India can be attributed to
‘legacies’ of one kind or another. Was independent India a break with the past or in
continuity? Did India, as Nehru claimed, ‘step out of the old to the new’? These are
the questions that baffle historians given the clear continuities in terms of not only
institutions of governance, but also the values that inform these institutions. Was
the change that India saw following decolonization merely cosmetic then? There
is also the argument that the influences of almost 200 years of colonialism seem
to have been entrenched in India’s society, economy and polity simply because
of its long duration. Hence it was almost impossible for those who presided over
India’s destiny at the early phases of her nationhood to completely do away with
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the prevalent system of governance, so critical for the British Raj. Besides the
system of governance, political liberalism of the British variety remained a sig-
nificant ideological force even after the withdrawal of colonial administration on
15 August 1947. Although ‘a new age’, as Nehru enthusiastically characterized
it, had arrived when ‘the soul of a nation . . . finds utterance’, the language had
hardly changed simply because of its articulation in the classical liberal mould.
Those who remained outside the Congress fold did not approve of continuing the
colonial system of governance, but Nehru and his colleagues had perhaps no alter-
native but to accept the colonial administration, which successfully dealt with the
communal violence that broke out in Bengal and Punjab following the declaration
of independence by the British. It was perhaps the only option available to the
nationalists, at a critical juncture of India’s history when the administration that
the British left was useful for the new ruling authority in India. So it was an ideo-
logical choice that the nationalists exercised perhaps on account of the exigencies
of the circumstances, which more or less ruled out the search for alternatives. The
year of 1947 cannot therefore be seen as ‘marking a total disjuncture between the
colonial and post-colonial’. What governed the nationalist choice for instruments
of colonial administration were perhaps the unique circumstances of communal
riots in which these instruments of power became useful to Indian rulers who had
hardly any experience of managing the state.? Given the well-entrenched admin-
istrative legacy of the British Raj, the post-colonial state in India is hardly a break
with its immediate past.

Three major ideological influences seem to have been critical in Indian
politics: colonialism, nationalism and democracy. The colonial, nationalist and
democratic articulation of ‘the political’ remains therefore crucial in comprehend-
ing Indian politics even after decolonization. Two points need to be kept in mind.
First, although colonialism and nationalism are surely antagonistic to each other
there is no doubt that the former provoked circumstances in which nationalism
emerged as a powerful ideology to articulate the voices of the colonized. Second,
colonialism also led to a slow process of democratization by gradually involv-
ing people who were favourably disposed towards the alien administration. The
colonial state had permitted some measures of representation to carefully selected
Indian interests. But it had also ensured that ‘the state had always operated at a
level removed from the society which it governed’. Appropriating ‘the executive
privilege’ for itself, the colonial state appeared to ‘stand outside the realm of and
therefore free to be arbiter over, social conflict and political competition [and its
relationship with the subject] continued to be conducted in the language of sup-
plication and concession, grants and demands, charters and petition, grievances
and repression’.® The British were admittedly influenced by their own ‘theories
of liberalism and self-government’. Through a mixture of motives that included
‘self interests and ideological commitments’, the colonial government introduced
principles of representation, appropriate for its rule, into the colonial legislature.*
The British imperial attitudes in India seem to be ‘highly ambiguous’ resulting
from their efforts to negotiate their liberal regard for self rule as the best form of
government and their vested interests in being imperial masters.’
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Modelled on the British North America Act, 1867, which established the
Canadian federation, the 1935 Government of India Act is certainly a powerful
constitutional intervention that the colonial rulers seriously made to accommodate
the nationalist zeal within, of course, the colonial administrative format. This is
also illustrative of efforts at legitimizing the growing democratic aspirations of
the ruled in India through a constitutional intervention. Interestingly, the 1935 Act
remained the strongest influence during the making of the 1950 Constitution for
free India. Some 250 clauses of the present Constitution were, in fact, lifted from
the Government of India Act. Although the political system of independent India
draws its sustenance from universal adult franchise and political sovereignty, the
governing rules are undoubtedly derived from its colonial past. The most striking
provisions that the Constitution of India derived from its 1935 counterpart are
the ‘emergency provisions’ that enable the President to suspend democratically
elected governments and fundamental rights of the citizens. Furthermore, colonial
provisions for ‘preventive detention’ of the so-called “politically subversive indi-
viduals’ remain in forces in independent India in different forms. The infamous
1972 Maintenance of Internal Security Act (MISA), Terrorist and Disruptive
Activities (Prevention) Act (TADA) of the early 1980s and Prevention of Ter-
rorist Act (POTA) in recent times are some of the examples that draw on the
colonial and authoritarian legislation of the colonial past. Nonetheless, the 1935
Government of India Act is undoubtedly a very significant concession that the
colonial government was forced to make to the rising tide of nationalism and
democratization.

There is no doubt that the post-colonial state in India inherited its habits of
governance from colonial practices. And its weltanschauung (world view) is based
on ‘the mixed legacies of colonial rule’ that also upheld rule of law, bureauc-
racy, citizenship, parasitic landlords, modern political institutions and ‘two-track
tradition” of protest and participation.® What accounts for relative stability for
colonialism in India was certainly its ability to adapt to the changed socio-political
circumstances and also gradual but steady ‘internalization” of domination by the
subjects of colonial rule, which led Ashis Nandy to characterize colonialism as
‘an intimate enemy’ because the dominated saw ‘the virtues of being dominated’
for their own betterment.” Colonialism was not seen as an absolute evil. For the
subjects, as Nandy argues,

it was a product of one’s own emasculation and defeat in legitimate power
politics. For the rulers, colonial exploitation was an incidental and regret-
table by-product of a philosophy of life that was in harmony with superior
forms of political and economic organization. This was the consensus that
rulers of India sought, consciously or unconsciously . . . [while] the subjects
collaborated on a long-term basis [because] they seemed to have accepted
the ideology of the system, either as players or as counter-players. This is
the only way they could preserve a minimum of self-esteem in a situation of
unavoidable injustice.®
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Colonialism drew on such a cultural consensus, which was further strength-
ened by evolving mechanisms to defuse threats and also nationalist ire as and
when it required. For instance, when the British model of unitary governance
proved relatively ineffective for a diverse country like India, the colonial rulers
began introducing by degrees doses of ‘decentralization’ and ‘federalism’, from
the 1920s, in which the 1935 Government of India Act was the most significant
institutional step.® Although the colonial state was hardly federal in its classical
sense, the federal arrangement that the Act stipulated seemed to have provided
critical inputs to the founding fathers when they deliberated on federalism in the
Constituent Assembly.

These selective examples are illustrative of the argument underlining the
critical importance of the three ideological forces of colonialism, nationalism and
democratization in charting out a distinctive path for India. The argument that
this book seeks to make draws on the dialectical interaction between colonial-
ism, nationalism and democratization over a historical time leading to India’s
independence and its aftermath. Hence, it is intended neither to suggest that politi-
cal freedom from colonial rule wrought no changes to Indian polity nor to argue
that post-colonial India is just a continuation of her colonial past. Major political
institutions, despite their clear colonial roots, have undergone dramatic metamor-
phoses in independent India. A careful look at the evolution of institutions in India
clearly shows that they evolved creatively to adjust to the changing circumstances.
The Westminster model of parliamentary democracy that India adopted was not
a clone, for instance, but was responsive to the situation-specific ethos and the
existent socio-cultural milieu. Similarly, there is no more persuasive example of
‘deepening of democracy’ than the 1977 and 2004 national polls, which were
announced by the incumbent ruling authority, allegedly not favourably disposed
towards ‘democratic values and procedures’. In other words, the holding of the
1977 elections — called by Indira Gandhi, who had proven dictatorial tendencies
— and of the 2004 elections — called by the BJP, who did not exactly appreciate
democratic procedures — were both testimony to ‘the deep roots that democracy
had struck in the soil of India’.*® Furthermore, the changing socio-economic pro-
file of the legislative assemblies and national parliament is also indicative of a
trend toward a genuinely inclusive democracy. Given the growing politicization
of the peripheral sections of society, the elite-centric governance is fading away
with the consolidation of people-centric governance. The change of political
authority at regular intervals through elections is an eloquent testimony to the
depth of the democratic processes, which are not merely articulated in periodic
elections.™ The introduction of adult suffrage transformed India’s politics beyond
recognition. Democracy is, therefore, no longer confined to electoral participation
of the voters; it is also articulated in the ‘everyday struggle’ in which people are
involved while exercising their rights as citizens.

There is however a note of caution. Colonialism contributed to nationalism, but
not to a nation-state in India, for a variety of reasons connected with India’s socio-
cultural diversity. Post-colonial India was therefore hardly a nation-state, but rather
a state-nation, simply because the institutions of governance, very much part of
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British legacy, were already in place when the 1947 transfer of power took place.
The nationalist leaders, except M. A. Jinnah, deliberately avoided the nationalist
language that could be devastating in view of the absence of cultural and moral
unity in India that characterized the rise of nations in the west. The nation, as a
conscious political articulation, hardly figured in the political discourse of the day.
Indian nationalism was not based on a shared language, religion or ethnic identity.
Perhaps the presence of a common enemy, namely, British colonialism, ‘united
men and women from different parts of the subcontinent in a common and shared
endeavour’.*? A nation was consolidated, but followed a completely different path
that was not at all derivative of the European sources. The nation that India is
does not privilege a single language or a religious faith. Although the majority of
its citizens are Hindus, India is not a ‘Hindu Pakistan’. Its constitution does not
discriminate between people on the basis of faith, nor did the nationalist move-
ment that resulted in decolonization. Although the joy of freedom was marred by
partition on the basis of religious chasm between Hindus and Muslims, the failure
to avoid the division made Gandhi’s political successors determined to construct
independent India as a secular republic.

India can thus never be a nation in its catholic sense, though the 1992 Babri
Masjid demolition is illustrative of attempts to unite Hindus on the basis of a
nationalist criterion, namely religion. The fact that the political forces that
spearheaded the campaign for Hindu consolidation remain peripheral in contem-
porary India is also suggestive of the weaknesses of a clear nationalist ideology.
The relative decline of the nationalist ideology is perhaps matched by the rise
of the ‘regionalists’, who seemed to have gained enormously with the growing
involvement of the people in the political processes. Bringing people from India’s
periphery in terms of religion, elite caste status, or geographic distance from the
centre, the regionalists have, in the context of coalition politics, redefined not only
the contour of Indian politics, but also its vocabulary. In consequence, the terms
of political discourse in contemporary India no longer resonate the values of the
erstwhile Congress era, but are the outcome of the processes of ‘deepening’ of
democracy. Articulating the voice of the regions, the regionalists seem to have
erected a platform for an effective dialogue between the centre and periphery. It
is thanks to these regionalists that the emerging multi-party democracy of India
‘is not merely an anomic battle for power and short-term gain, but releasing a
pent-up creativity and visions that provide a fertile and a cohesive backdrop to the
realignment of social forces’.™® The history of independent India is thus testimony
to a creative articulation of democracy that is neither ethno-centric nor exactly
imitative of the western experiences, but sui generis.

The making of free India’s constitution by the Constituent Assembly over a period
of little more than three years is reflective of the efforts that the founding fathers
undertook to translate the nationalist and democratic aspirations of an independ-
ent polity following decolonization. Furthermore, although the Constitution is a
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continuity at least in structural and procedural terms, it was also a clear break with
the past, since the 1950 Constitution drew on an ideology that sought to establish
a liberal democratic polity following the withdrawal of colonialism. There can be
no greater evidence of the commitment to constitutionalism and rule of law on the
part of the founding fathers than the Constitution that they framed despite serious
difficulties due to partition. The commitment to liberal democratic values, as the
Constituent Assembly proceedings suggest, remained paramount in the making of
the Constitution. For instance, though the constitution-makers valorized the idea
of popular sovereignty, they redefined it and adopted the liberal representative
principle to create ‘a Nehruvian statist political order’. Popular sovereignty was
thus defined in the Habermasian proceduralized sense, in which ‘popular opinion
and will formation in informal and voluntary public spheres could seek to influ-
ence the channels of legitimate law-making’.*

Set up as a result of negotiations between the nationalist leaders and the
members of the Cabinet Mission over the possible constitutional arrangement in
post-war India, the Constituent Assembly began its deliberations on 9 December
1946 and concluded with the passage of the Constitution on 24 January 1950.
This period, slightly over three years, was one in which the joy of freedom was
severely marred by national trauma, associated with the partition and violence,
that resulted in the killing of Mahatma, besides the butchering of innocent people
in the wake of the transfer of population in the immediate aftermath of the dec-
laration of freedom. The Indian Constitution was born, argues Paul Brass, ‘more
in fear and trepidation than in hope and inspiration’.!> There is hardly a strong
argument to dispute this proposition because of the context in which the Constitu-
ent Assembly began and concluded its proceedings. The Constitution was thus a
pragmatic response to the reality that the Assembly confronted while drawing the
roadmap for free India. The founding fathers practised, as has been appropriately
suggested, ‘the art of the possible and never allowed [their ideological cause] to
blind them to reality’.'

Although they appreciated India’s pluralistic social texture, there was a near
unanimity among the Assembly members for a strong state.” Even those who
were critical of the emergency provisions also defended a centralized state to con-
tain tendencies threatening the integrity of the country. Emergency provisions in
the Constitution were justified because ‘disorder’ or ‘mis-governance’ endangers
India’s existence as ‘a territorial state’. Such concerns could only have reflected,
argues Paul Brass, ‘another kind of continuity” between the new governing elite
and the former British rulers, namely ‘an attitude of distrust’ of the ordinary politi-
cians of the country and ‘a lack of faith’ in the ability of the newly enfranchised
population to check ‘the misdeeds’ of their elected rulers.’® Nonetheless, the fear
of ‘disorder’ was probably the most critical factor in favour of the arguments
for a centralized state despite its clear incompatibility with the cherished ideal
of the nationalist leaders for a federal state. B. R. Ambedkar’s contradictory
stances on federalism, for instance, thus may appear whimsical independent of
the circumstances. In 1939, Ambedkar was clearly in favour of a federal form of
government for its political viability in socio-culturally diverse India.'” By 1946,
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he provided a radically different view by saying that ‘I like a strong united Centre,
much stronger than the Centre we had created under the Government of India Act
of 1935”.2° While presenting the final report of the Union Powers Committee,
Jawaharlal Nehru also argued in favour of a strong state by stating that:

[w]e are unanimously of the view that it would be injurious to the interest of
the country to provide for a weak central authority which would be incapable
of ensuring peace, of coordinating vital matters of common concern and of
speaking effectively for the whole country in the international sphere.?

As is evident, federalism did not appear to be an appropriate structural form
of governance in the light of the perceived threats to the existence of the young
Indian nation. Hence the constitution-makers recommended a strong centre
because the constitutional design of a country is meant to serve ‘the normative-
functional requirements of governance’. The constitution was to reflect ‘an
ideology of governance’ regardless of whether it articulated the highly cherished
ideals of the freedom struggle that a majority of the Assembly members had nur-
tured while participating in the struggle. As G. L. Mehta believed, ‘we have to
build up the system on the conditions of our country [and] not on any abstract
theories’.? Along the same lines, Alladi Krishnaswamy Ayyar argued that ‘our
constitutional design is relative to the peculiar conditions obtaining here, accord-
ing to the peculiar exigencies of our country [and] not according to a prior or
theoretical considerations’.?® In the making of the constitution for governance,
they were guided more by their views on statecraft, which would surely have
been different without the traumatic experience preceding the inauguration of the
Constitution in 1950. Hence one can safely suggest that ‘hard-headed pragmatism
and not abstract governmental theories” was what guided ‘the architects of our
Constitution’.?

Yet it was not the entire Assembly that wrote the document. It was clearly the
hard work ‘of the government wing of the Congress, and not the mass party’ and
the brunt of the task fell upon ‘the Canning Lane Group’, so named because ‘they
lived while attending Assembly sessions on Canning Lane’.® There is another
dimension of the functioning of the Assembly that is also instructive. According to
Granville Austin, Indian’s constitutional structure is perhaps ‘a good example’ of
decision-making by consensus and accommaodation, which he defends by examin-
ing the debates on various provisions of the Constitution.?® Scholars, however,
differ because, given the Congress hegemony in the Assembly, views held by the
non-Congress members were usually bulldozed. As S. K. Chaube argued, at least
on two major issues — political minorities and language — both these principles
were conveniently sacrificed. As regards political minority, there was no con-
sensus and the solution to the language problem was, as Austin himself admits,
‘a half-hearted compromise’.?” By dubbing the Assembly “a packed house’, the
diminished Muslim League expressed the feeling of being alienated from the
house. Even Ambedkar underlined the reduced importance of the Assembly since
on a number of occasions, as he admitted, ‘they had to go to another place to
obtain a decision and come to the Assembly’.?8
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Decision by consensus may not be an apt description of the processes of
deliberation. But, as the proceedings show, there was near unanimity on most
occasions and divisions of opinion among the Congress Party members, who
constituted a majority, were sorted out politically. As Ambedkar admits, ‘[t]he
possibility of chaos was reduced to nil by the existence of the Congress Party
inside the Assembly which brought into its proceedings a sense of order and dis-
cipline. ... The Party is therefore entitled to all the credit for the smooth sailing of
the Draft Constitution in the Assembly’.? As Shiva Rao informs us, on a number
of controversial issues, efforts were made to eliminate or at least to minimize
differences through informal meetings of the Congress Party’s representatives in
the Constituent Assembly.® If the informal discussion failed to resolve the differ-
ences, ‘the Assembly leadership . . . exercised its authority formally by the Party
Whip’.® It is evident that in the Constituent Assembly no attempt was made to
force a decision, the accent being on unanimity presumably because ‘the leaders
were alive to the fact that the constitution adopted on the principle of majority
vote would not last long’.%? It was not therefore surprising that Rajendra Prasad,
the president of the Constituent Assembly, preferred to postpone debate and allow
them to work out agreed solutions rather than take a vote that might, as he appre-
hended, result ‘in something not wanted by anybody’.%

Two important points emerge out of the preceding discussions. First, the mak-
ing of the Indian Constitution was a difficult exercise not only because of the
historical context but also on account of the peculiar social texture of the Indian
reality that had to be translated in the Constitution. The collective mind in the
Assembly was defensive as a consequence of the rising tide of violence taking
innocent lives immediately after partition. Second, the founding fathers seem to
have been obsessed with their own notion of integrated national life. The aim of
the Constitution was to provide ‘an appropriate ordering framework’ for India. As
Rajendra Prasad equivocally declared on the floor of the Assembly, ‘[p]ersonally
I do not attach any importance to the label which may be attached to it — whether
you call it a Federal Constitution or a Unitary Constitution or by any other name.
It makes no difference so long as the Constitution serves our purpose.’** On the
whole, a unitary mind produced ‘an essentially unitary constitution doused with
a sprinkling of permissive power for a highly supervised level of constituent
units’.*

The national polls in 1999 and 2004 are a watershed in India’s recent political
history for at least two reasons. First, these elections have ushered in an era of
coalition in India that can hardly be reversed because of radical socio-economic
changes at the grassroots due to ‘deepening’ of democracy. There is hardly a sta-
ble vote bank for any party involved in elections. Parties win or lose not because
of the ideology they represent but because of their electoral strategy to muster
support at the time of elections. Second, the 2004 election was also a new era for
a voter’s calculations of his/her pay-off by deciding strategically at a time when
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mobilization based on caste or ethnic identities did not seem to be as critical as
it was before. The three Ms of the 1990s — Mandal, Mandir and Market — hardly
remained effective in garnering votes. Hindutva, for or against, had lost its appeal
and the incumbent ruling party, BJP, had to draw on the ‘India shining’ campaign,
which failed to sway the voters. Political parties thus tell ‘a story of gradual with-
drawal from linkages of one’s performance and capabilities’.® Local issues — be
it electricity, roads or water — became critical in deciding the poll outcomes in a
large number of constituencies. This also suggests that ‘the issue of governance’ —
primarily performance — is what mattered most in voter’s calculations.

The 2004 national election seems to be a continuation of the pattern that the
1999 election confirmed, namely coalitions of parties as the only option for gov-
ernment formation on account of the fractured poll verdict. Nonetheless, it would
be wrong to suggest that the coalition era had begun in 1999 because the experi-
ment, though ephemeral in duration, was conducted earlier in India. Although
in 1967 coalition governments were formed in as many as nine Indian states —
Punjab, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, West Bengal, Orissa,
Tamil Nadu and Kerala — the first national experiment of coalition government
was articulated in 1977 when the Janata Party captured power at the Union level.
The Janata experiment of 1977-79 is a class by itself for at least two fundamental
reasons. First, this was the first attempt at forming a coalition government at the
national level.*” The non-Congress catch-all coalition governments that came into
being in 1967 were merely state-level experiments with no obvious impact on
the union government. In a way, regionalization of Indian politics was inevitable
when the politically pervasive Congress system appeared to have lost its all-India
appeal. Second, although at a different level, the Janata government was a con-
tinuation in the sense that not only did it drew upon anti-Congress sentiments, but
it also brought within its fold parties with diverse ideological beliefs on the basis
of certain common socio-economic and political goals. The importance of the
1975-77 Emergency cannot be glossed over in uniting parties and political forces
against the Indira Gandhi-led Congress (1) immediately in the aftermath of the
1977 election. With the Janata coalition at the centre, the state-level parties rub
shoulders with national issues as members of the union government and national-
level parties get the feel of the polity of the state and still lower levels.

The Emergency was an assault not only on the Constitution but also on the
liberal democratic practices that had evolved with the Constitution since inde-
pendence. Seeking to gag the democratic processes, the authoritarian state created
an opportunity for the opposition parties to unite irrespective of ideology against
the party in power. The 1975-77 Emergency was thus a watershed in India’s
post-colonial history not only because it led to circumstances for the emergence
and consolidation of coalition politics but also because it strengthened the proc-
esses of democratization by provoking spontaneous movements challenging the
authoritarian rule. It was easier for various political groups to mobilize massive
support for their cause because of the participation of the people, mainly in urban
centres, in movements against the suspension of fundamental rights and privileges
to which a citizen in a democratic polity had access.
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Two dimensions of this coming together of opposition parties seem important:
on the one hand, those opposed to Indira Gandhi drew primarily on anti-Congres-
sism, defined vaguely as a political stance against the Congress Party. The other
dimension underlined an all-round effort by Jayaprakash Narayan (hereafter JP) to
bring together ideologically diverse political parties on the basis of this underly-
ing thread of opposition to the Congress Party. JP’s success in cementing the bond
suggested a possibility of a political unity among diverse social groups despite
serious differences in socio-economic terms. This was how the socialists agreed
to downplay the ideological schism with other constituents after the 197577
Emergency. Furthermore, the class character of the Bharatiya Lok Dal (BLD)
never stood in the way of forming a coalition in which a completely opposite BJS
was a significant partner.® Even the RSS endorsed the participation of the Jana
Sangha in the Janata experiment, as its leader Bala Sahab Deoras realized that, ‘to
remain in the mainstream of national politics, the RSS should opt for a politics
of accommodation’ by redefining its exclusivist ideological identity.> In fact, the
changed RSS attitude was crucial in the formation of the Janata alliance. As soon
as the 1977 elections were announced, four opposition parties — Congress (O), the
Jana Sangha, the Bharatiya Lok Dal and the Socialist Party — merged to form the
Janata Party, which decided to have a common candidate and common symbol in
this poll. It was a remarkable success for the party to have prepared a common list
of candidates with other parties such as the CPI(M) and Akali Dal, and the result
was evident in as many as 425 of 539 seats, where there was virtually a straight
contest between Congress and the opposition.

Congress lost and the opposition parties won a majority presumably because
of the mass discontent over excesses of the Emergency and the relative success
of the movement that JP launched against ‘the authoritarian rule’. In a Lok Sabha
of 539 seats, the Janata Party won 270, its allies, the Jagjivan Ram-led Congress
for Democracy, won 28 seats, the Akali Dal 8 and the CPI(M) 28. Not only did
Congress collapse in north India, Indira Gandhi was also defeated in Rae Bareli
in UP. History was created. It was a history of non-Congress coalition in India.
What was articulated at the state level in the 1967 elections was translated to
the national level in the 1977 election. Now, the idea of coalition governments,
however nebulous it was, became an important feature of the national political
map that was to be redrawn in the light of the declining importance of a single
party majority in the central legislature.

As evident, the Janata Party that held power between March 1977 and July
1979 was ‘a hastily assembled coalition of quite different opposition parties and
groups united mainly by their opposition to Indira Gandhi and the Emergency’.*
In other words, the unity among the opposition groups was politically expedi-
ent and the natural divisions among them began to emerge once the common
enemy was defeated. The Janata Party was a coalition, largely dominated by the
conservative, but secularist, faction of the Congress Party. Alongside, it also had
the Jana Sangha, a party of the ‘Hindu Right’, representing mainly the high-caste
middle-class people in the urban areas in north and central India. As a constituent,
the BLD sought to articulate the interest of ‘prosperous small peasant proprietors’
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primarily in the Hindi belt. Its primary ideological goal was to reallocate resources
away from the urban, industrial sector towards agriculture. The fourth constituent
was the Socialist Party, with a well-entrenched support base among the workers
in urban areas and also the rural poor in some areas of north India. Finally the
Congress for Democracy was a splinter group from Congress with support among
the poor and particularly Dalits in rural India.**

The euphoria over the victory of the Janata Party coalition was short-lived.
Once the government was formed, holding the party together was a major preoc-
cupation of the leaders. The government received frequent jolts from the constant
bickering and infighting in the party both at the centre and in the states. The Janata
Party remained ‘a coalition of different parties and groups’ and was ‘a victim
of factionalism, manipulation and personal ambitions of its leaders’.*? Bound
by anti-Indira Gandhi sentiments, the coalition was too disparate historically,
ideologically and even programmatically to jell together. Jana Sangha, which had
ninety MPs, was distinct in its ideology, with clear communal characteristics in
view of'its organic link with the RSS;* Congress (O) was secular but conservative,
following more or less the Congress ideology; BLD, though secular, was follow-
ing a rich-peasant strategy and thus failed to strike roots among the rural masses;
the future of the socialists was circumscribed largely by its inability to go beyond
Bihar, where it had a base and strong organizational roots. The lack of ideological
congruity stood in the way of consolidating a relatively stable coalition.

Although ephemeral in its existence, the Janata coalition is a remarkable
experiment in governance by ideologically different but programmatically less
incompatible parties. Since the major issue of the 1977 elections was how to
reverse the authoritarian usurpation of democratic power, the mandate of the
restoration of the constitutional regime “served as the strongest foundation of sup-
port for the Janata coalition’.* What is striking is the effort of the Janata Party
government to comply with the election pledges as far as possible.** In pursuance
of this, a rapid reversal of the Emergency regime, the re-establishment of the
rule of law and the swift dismantling of the structures of authoritarian control
established by Indira Gandhi were probably the most significant achievements of
the Janata regime.

The experiment was repeated in 1989 when the Janata Dal government held
power in Delhi, though it lasted only for two years until the constituents fell apart
on various ideological issues. In view of the failure of a single party to obtain a
majority, coalition governments were formed in 1996 and 1998, both of which
shared the same fate, and an election was announced in 1999, after which the BJP-
led National Democratic Alliance (NDA) secured a majority in the Lok Sabha,
the lower house of India’s parliament. The 2004 election seems to have confirmed
a pattern in Indian political arithmetic, namely that coalition is perhaps the only
political mechanism to provide stable governance in India. By bringing together
parties opposed to the BJP, the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA)
captured power in New Delhi with the support of the left parties in the lower
house. What is most significant is the emergence of regional parties as both major
stakeholders in the government and also numerically essential for the continuance



12 Introduction

of the coalition in case of proving a majority on the floor of the house. With the
rising importance of regional political parties in the coalition era, the state-centric
issues have gained remarkable salience presumably because of the compulsion of
coalition politics. So the emergence of regional parties as serious stakeholders of
the system has translated into political pluralism in its true spirit. In this sense,
the increasing salience of the parties with roots and support in a particular region
contributes to a process of what | call ‘regionalization of national politics’ and
‘nationalization of regional politics’.

Regional parties are now crucial in the continuation of the ruling party in
power at the centre. The prominent role that many regional parties played in the
formation of the NDA and in jockeying for power in the aftermath of the elec-
tions “created an impression of regionalization of the national political arenas’.*
For decades, small and regional parties were decried by all parties, especially the
Congress, as ‘parochial’. They were accused of ‘deepening social and regional
divisions’. In the political culture of single party dominance, they were dubbed
as ‘destabilizing forces’. The national politics that pitted the ‘nation’ against the
‘regions’ has accorded a legitimate space to the regional and indigenous elite and
they cannot be ignored in the new dispensation of political power in India. In
other words, with voters’ preference for local issues, the political system is forced
to structure the process of governance around a coalition of small and regional
parties, which, incidentally, happens to be a coalition mostly composed of middle
and lower castes in the social hierarchy. This of necessity forced the acceptance of
a more federal system of governance (in regional and social terms) than was ever
achieved by the proponents of states’ rights earlier.”” The occasional hiccups in the
ruling coalition following the reported threat of the AIADMK in 2001 demonstrate
the extent to which the constituents of the coalition are significant. The erstwhile
NDA coalition led by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has survived despite a
fluid and highly volatile political scenario.®® The net result of the last national
poll in 2004 is, however, that the Indian variety of coalition provides a rather
‘moderate’ form of government in which large national parties have been forced
to accept the need for alliances and accommodations with a variety of new and old
parties, including the regional parties. Brushing aside the so-called ‘ideological
purity’, what brings the partners together and largely sustains the coalition is ‘the
exigency of the situation’. Despite the short duration of the two earlier successive
coalition governments at the centre,*’ the continuity of the NDA government for a
full term is indicative of a significant change in India’s political texture by making
coalition inevitable. The presence of the region on the national scene is illustrative
of a process of empowerment of various communities, hitherto peripheral. One of
the reasons for the growing importance of regional parties is certainly their suc-
cess in articulating the interests of the assertive backward castes and Dalits. These
parties remain ‘regional’ in terms of geographic location, but are national in terms
of raising issues relevant to the country as a whole.>® The growing importance of
regional parties in the national coalition is also indicative of a more competitive
and polarized party system. Democracy is indeed moving closer to the people.
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The NDA and its successor UPA are therefore powerful experiments in federalism
and coalition politics in India. What it suggests is not merely the decline of one
party and rise of the regional and smaller parties, but a crisis of majoritarian politi-
cal culture, based on the dominance of a single party led by a charismatic leader.

The purpose of this brief chronological exposition of India’s recent political
history is to provide an analytical account of the evolution of coalition politics
with reference to the fractured electoral mandate in the last two elections. Two
important points emerge. First, appeal to ‘nation’ does not seem to be effective in
garnering a majority in parliament, as the Hindutva brigade attempted by seeking
to mobilize Hindus against ‘the hated other’, namely the Muslims. The espoused
Nehruvian goal of ‘unity in diversity’ as the cultural basis of a tolerant pluralism
in India seems to have considerably lost its acceptance particularly in the light of
the 1992 Babri Masjid demolition. The single party majority is no longer feasible.
The coalition of parties is perhaps the only institutional mechanism to accommo-
date conflicting pulls of regional and sub-national identities. Grounded on India’s
well-entrenched pluralism, the coalition may lead to ‘banalization’ of the concept
of nationalism altogether®' by upholding multicultural nationalism as integral
to India’s political processes. Secondly, reflective of definite social coalitions,
the NDA and later UPA represent a new trend in Indian politics that cannot be
reversed. Both these national coalition governments are the result of the coming
together of various political parties on the basis of ‘programmatic compatibility’
notwithstanding serious ideological differences among them. The Bahujan Samaj
Party (BSP), which won a majority in the state assembly in 2007, is a coalition
of two socially antagonistic socio-political groups, namely Brahmins and Dalits.
Drawn on the pro-Dalit views of Ambedkar, the BSP also gained the Brahmins’
support by expressing its strong opposition to the Mandal reservation scheme for
other backward castes. The outcome of the UP election is indicative of a clear
breakdown of social barriers in political mobilization. Brahmins and Dalits may
have different, if not antagonistic, social locations. Yet, on the basis of common
socio-economic agenda, they can come together to constitute a winning coalition,
as the UP election results have demonstrated.

A careful study of the electoral trends in India reveals that the nation in India is
highly fractured and an appeal to the nation can never be a meaningful ideological
agenda. Furthermore, it has also shown that moderation of shrill ideological over-
tones is perhaps the most effective way of political mobilization in India’s highly
competitive politics. Two processes seem to have worked simultaneously: on the
one hand, the nation no longer remains a valid electoral plank for mobilizing votes
because sub-national issues and identities appear to be critical in deciding the fate
of political parties jostling for votes. This clearly suggests, on the other hand, the
impact of the processes of democratization that began with the introduction of
adult suffrage in independent India. Indian politics is thus not merely a laboratory
for different kinds of experiments involving diverse social groups; it is also an
arena of diverse social, economic and political activities that are hardly compre-
hensible if conceptualized in ethnocentric theoretical paradigms.
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Indian politics needs to be grasped sociologically. There is no doubt that the po-
litical system that India inherited after decolonization was largely based on the
Westminster model. Yet it underwent significant changes that hardly had any re-
semblance to the British system of governance. Herein lies the importance of the
socio-economic processes that shaped the political evolution to be clearly distinct
in terms of both manifestation and articulation. It was not therefore surprising that
‘three different languages of politics, namely, modern, traditional and saintly’>?
seem relevant in Indian politics. The principal argument that this book thus makes
revolves around the shifting complexities of the political, which is enmeshed in
equally complex socio-economic and cultural circumstances. Indian politics is the
study of historically evolved contexts. What is unique about this book is its focus
on the dialectical interconnection between society and politics over a historical
period. Unlike the conventional studies, the present exercise also dwells on those
socio-political and economic variables that have impacted on the evolution of
‘the political’ in its most complex articulation simply because the Indian context
is both reflexive and reflective. The fundamental point that the book seeks to draw
out is also concerned with the emergence and consolidation of a democratic pol-
ity out of colonialism, nationalism and democratization. These three forces seem
to have provided ‘the foundational values’ on which the political is grounded.
There is no doubt that colonialism distorted the evolution of India, which fol-
lowed neither ‘the pure’ capitalist path of development nor any routes that do not
draw on capitalism. Yet, colonialism, inter alia, contributes to ‘a critical space’
for forces that are opposed to colonialism and inspired by nationalism and de-
mocratization. Similarly, nationalism of the Indian variety hardly corresponds to
its European counterpart despite being “derivative’ at least in the initial stages. As
anti-colonialism gained momentum, nationalism unfolded as an ideology that was
interpreted differently by different groups involved in its articulation. Whereas
Gandhi was drawn to nationalism for politically bringing together ‘the imagined
community’, Jinnah, persuaded by its classical form, defended ‘two nation theory’
on the basis of ‘homogenizing’ nationalist ideology underplaying the inherent
divisions even among the Muslims due to a peculiar evolution of Islam in the
subcontinent. Nonetheless, nationalism not only unleashed democratic forces but
also consolidated them in the course of struggles for freedom. Post-colonial India
is therefore not exactly a break with the past because of the institutional and idea-
tional legacies: whereas the former is articulated in the continuity of the structures
of governance, the latter was also reflective of the nationalist vision, inspired by
values of social and economic justice, political equality and a respect for diversity,
especially for the marginalized sections of society. Given the peculiar social con-
text and its equally peculiar evolution in the aftermath of decolonization, India is
undoubtedly a unique model that is theoretically innovative owing to the obvious
empirical context in which it has evolved. My purpose is to draw on the processes
that are critical in “imagining’ and also ‘re-imagining’ India since independence in
1947. Formed in 1946, the Constituent Assembly provided a roadmap for the new
nation that was hardly adequate as it gradually became far more complex. The
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book seeks to provide an interpretative account of shifting politics of India and
also of the factors that remained critical in the entire process. There is however
a note of caution. The reinvention that is taking place in contemporary India is
different from the one which took place in the Constituent Assembly. It is not a
considered process, as in the Constituent Assembly, but one of ‘contestation and
negotiation’. It is, therefore, difficult to comprehend ‘the wonder that is India’
in one volume. Hence the book seeks to provide ‘a contextual interpretation” of
Indian politics by drawing on the processes in which ideology seems to be critical
as well.

\Y

With seven chapters, the book is thematically structured and empirically elabo-
rated. Chapter 1 dwells on the evolution of independent India in the wake of the
decolonization of the subcontinent. Partition was a watershed. Yet the colonial
legacy was so strong that both the institutions of governance and the ideas that
informed them after independence drew on values that had been preeminent in
colonial governance. Arguments for a strong state were marshalled by those who
presided over India’s destiny immediately after independence to avoid ‘disorder’;
this idea seemed to have gained force following the partition riots involving major
communities. Chapter 2 concentrates on the multifaceted ‘communal’ identities in
India, revolving around multiple social, economic and cultural axes. In the articu-
lation of the political, the language of identity has gained enormous salience in
India’s ‘patronage democracy’ presumably because of the growing importance of
ascriptive identities, not only as a social marker, but also as a ladder for political
ascendancy. It is also argued that India has a borrowed system of governance. This
is partly correct if one considers the institutional legacy of colonial rule. As the
book shows, the similarity is perhaps more in the ‘nomenclature’ of India’s gov-
ernance and less in its substance. The emergence and consolidation of democracy
in India seems to be a wonder in liberal political theory since ‘free institutions
are’, as J. S. Mill suggested in his Representative Government, ‘next to impossible
in a country made of different nationalities’. India defied the well-established
theory that democracy could strike roots only where there was a demos with a
common culture. How it is possible that democracy is not only well-rooted in
India but also growing stronger day-by-day is the question that Chapter 3 seeks
to address. India provides a parliamentary federal form of governance, which is a
hybrid system of political decision-making underlining a peculiar mixture of the
Westminster model of parliamentary supremacy and the American federal system.
Chapter 4 is devoted to this phenomenon, which combines the institutional legacy
of colonialism and the nationalist enthusiasm for accommodating India’s socio-
political diversity.

India is a unique political reality that generally defies some of the well-
established theoretical propositions, drawn on liberal democratic experiments
elsewhere. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 thus focus on the changing texture of Indian
politics since the 1960s. With the failure of the Congress Party to comprehend
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the changing social texture of Indian politics, several splinter groups that later
became political parties came together striving to provide a viable alternative
which was undoubtedly symptomatic of a new trend that fully flourished in 1999
with the formation of the NDA-led stable coalition government. Whereas Chapter
5 unravels the dynamics of the embryonic coalition politics in various constituent
states of federal India, Chapter 6 is confined to conceptualizing the transformed
Marxist-led Left Front in the light of the 2006 state assembly election in West
Bengal. Unlike Kerala, the West Bengal Marxists seem to have redefined their
ideology in the changed environment of an apparent ascendance of global capital.
The new design that the Left Front experiment shows is one of ‘corporatized
Marxism’. Underlining the growing importance of political alignment regardless
of ideology, the final chapter concludes the story by critically evaluating the evo-
lution and consolidation of coalition culture in India as perhaps most inevitable in
a highly fragmented polity where the incentives to appeal to a larger constituency
seem to have evaporated.



1 Setting the scene
Partition and after

The 1947 partition set the perspective in which India rose as a free nation. The
Constitution that was adopted in 1950 was the product of two conflicting cultures:
one representing the national leaders’ normative concern for India’s multicultural
personality, shaped by her unique history and geography; and the other underlin-
ing their concern for unity, security and administrative efficiency. The former led
to the articulation of secularism and federalism in the 1950 Constitution and the
latter resulted in the retention of the very state machinery that had consolidated
the colonial rule in India. The net result was the emergence of a semi-hegemonic
state that drew largely upon the 1935 Government of India Act. If the new Indian
political elites received a legacy of government from their predecessors, they as-
suredly carried over also, argued W. H. Morris-Jones, ‘a legacy from their own
immediate past, from the experience of the nationalist movement’.! Independent
India’s politics, at least in the initial years, drew on these two legacies. The nation-
alist ideology, which was hardly derivative, remained the driving force in charting
out India’s future. Hence political institutions, despite their imperial roots, acted
in a manner that was reminiscent of an independent state, imbued with enthusiasm
for a new beginning. Yet the importance of the prevalent social order, the divided
social structure and the inevitable social conflicts in shaping the political process
cannot be overlooked. There were also rich civilizational traditions that preceded
the British rule and remained a binding force, despite the triumph of divisive
politics with the emergence of Pakistan in 1947 as a precondition for independ-
ence from the British rule. There is thus no doubt that Indian politics cannot be
grasped without understanding the historical processes that remained most critical
even after independence, for reasons connected with the peculiar circumstances
in which India emerged in the comity of free nations. It would thus be wrong to
suggest that Indian politics even after decolonization remained as it was in the
past simply because the historical context underwent massive changes. It would
also not be entirely correct to argue that Indian politics was absolutely innovative
in its post-colonial phase because the colonial past, though much derided, has, in
fact, left behind a substantial political imprint.

The aim of this chapter is thus twofold: first, to briefly discuss the nature of
partition and its outcome and, second, by dealing with the ideological basis of the
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post-colonial political leadership in India that had roots in the nationalist struggle,
to draw out the political significance of those principles and values that laid the
institutional foundation of a decolonized India.

Partition of the subcontinent

Partition is ‘the moment of the constitutional establishment of two dominions
with accompanying bloodbath’.? Pressing for a separate Muslim state, the 1940
Lahore resolution was the first official pronouncement of the Pakistan or partition
by the Muslim League. Though the term ‘Pakistan’ was nowhere mentioned, by
demanding an independent state or states for the Muslims the resolution translated
the goal of a sovereign Muslim state into concrete terms.® Seeking to organise
Indian Muslims around the Pakistan demand, the resolution was thus historically
significant for at least two important reasons: first, that the resolution was pro-
posed by Fazlul Haq, the most popular Muslim leader in Bengal, suggests the
growing dominance of the League in the Muslim-majority provinces; and second,
for the first time an unequivocal demand was formally articulated insisting that
the areas in India in which Muslims constituted a majority should be made into
an independent state containing autonomous and sovereign units.* Furthermore, it
argued that Indian Muslims constituted a majority nation in the north-west and the
east of India and ought to be treated on a par with the Hindu majority in all future
constitutional negotiations.

Despite doubts of Pakistan’s viability, the colonial power became increasingly
sensitive to the claims advanced by the Muslim League. By 1945, not only did the
League insist on ‘the division of India as the only solution of the complex consti-
tutional problem of India’,® its election campaign was also based on the issue of
Pakistan. If the Muslims voted in favour of the League in the 1946 elections, ‘the
League will be entitled to ask for Pakistan without any further investigation or
plebiscite’.® During the election campaign, Jinnah also identified the areas consti-
tuting Pakistan. According to him, those provinces with a clear Muslim majority
naturally belonged to Pakistan. Hence, Sind, Baluchistan, the North West Frontier
Province and Punjab in the north-west, and Bengal and Assam in the north-east of
India were earmarked for Pakistan. The forthcoming elections, he declared, ‘will
decide the matter once for all and when they are over, Pakistan will become an
immediate reality’.” In Punjab, Jinnah and his League colleagues were reported
to have drawn on the religious sentiments of the Muslim voters by underlining
that ‘the question a voter is called on to answer is — are you a true believer or
an infidel and a traitor’.® As the poll outcome revealed, the 1946 election was
a referendum for the League.” Although in the first provincial poll in 1937 the
League failed to make an impact even in the Muslim-majority provinces, within
nine years, in 1946, it became the only representative of the Muslims by polling
in most, if not all, cases close to its maximum natural strength. This was a remark-
able achievement in terms of both leadership and organisation. An unambiguous
verdict in favour of the Muslim League in the Muslim-majority provinces in the
1946 elections radically altered India’s political landscape in which the League
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emerged as a stronger party in its negotiations with the British in the last phase of
the transfer of power.

The contradictory nature of the reality of 15 August 1947 continues to intrigue
the historian even after more than half a century since India was partitioned. Free-
dom was won but was accompanied by the trauma of partition and mayhem that
followed immediately before the transfer of power was formally articulated. So
India’s independence represents a great paradox of history. The nationalist move-
ment led to freedom, but failed to avoid partition. The success of the nationalist
movement was therefore also its failure. Why did it happen? The answer lies in
another paradox, namely the success and failure of the anti-imperialist movement,
led by Gandhi and his Congress colleagues. In its struggle against the colonial
power, the Congress had a twofold task: moulding different classes, communities
and groups into a nation and winning freedom for this emerging nation. The Con-
gress had succeeded in mobilizing the nation against the British that accounted for
the final withdrawal of the British rule in India; it was however virtually unsuc-
cessful “in welding the diversity into a nation and particularly failed to integrate
the Muslims into this nation’.’® Underlying this conundrum — the success and
failure of the nationalist movement — lies the roots of the paradox of independence
that came along with the Great Divide of the subcontinent of India. Independence
and partition were, as a commentator argues, ‘but the reflection of the success and
failure of the strategy of the [Congress-led] nationalist movement’.* The 1947
partition was therefore not merely a physical division of the subcontinent; it also
radically altered its complexion by seeking to define its members in conformity
with the constructed political boundary in the aftermath of the transfer of power.
For the Muslims, 1947 was not merely about partition; it was also about freedom
from both the British and the Hindu ruling authority. For the Hindus in Bengal,
for instance, it created a sense of home'? — where they were safe and protected.™
Although it was undoubtedly a watershed in many respects,'* not everything in
India changed irrevocably as a result of these two linked events — independence
and partition. Independent India remained, at least in the initial decades of her
independence, a hostage of her colonial past.

Political economy of India as a nation-state

India’s post-colonial political economy is neither purely capitalist nor feudal but a
peculiar admixture of the two. Hence, just like India’s evolution as a nation in the
aftermath of decolonization in 1947, the path of development that India adopted
can never be conceptualized in a straightforward manner. The Preamble to the
Constitution of India laid the foundation of the socialistic pattern of society in
which the state remained the most critical player. Accordingly, the Directive Prin-
ciples of State Policy (Part IV of the Constitution) emphasize that the goal of the
Indian polity is not unbridled laissez faire but a welfare state where the state has
a positive duty to ensure to its citizens social and economic justice with dignity
of the individual consistent with the unity and integrity of the nation. By making
them fundamental in governance, and making the laws of the country and duty of
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the state to apply these principles, the founding fathers made it the responsibility
of future governments to find a middle way between individual liberty and the
public good, between preserving the property and privilege of the few and be-
stowing benefits on the many in order to liberate the powers of individuals equally
for contributions to the common good." This new institutional matrix consisted
of ‘a regulatory regime’ comprising (a) public sector expansion, (b) discretionary
controls over markets and private economic activities and (c) stringent foreign
exchange and import controls. The first two had their roots in the ideology of so-
cialism while the last one had its roots in economic nationalism. Taken together,
they articulated “activism of the newly established nation state’.1®

In this model of state-directed development, the most significant instrument
was the Planning Commission that came into being in January 1950 despite serious
opposition of the Gandhians within the Congress Working Committee. However,
the cabinet resolution that finally led to the creation of the Commission underlined
three major principles as special terms of reference in the preparation of the plans,
which largely defused opposition. These principles were: (a) that the citizens, men
and women equally, have the right to an adequate means of livelihood; (b) that the
ownership and control of the material resources of the country are so distributed
as best to subserve the common good; and (c) that the operation of the economic
system does not result in the concentration of wealth and means of production to
the common detriment.?” Underlining the ideological commitment of the nation,
the 1948 Industrial Policy Resolution therefore begins by stating that

[t]he nation has now set itself to establish a social order where justice and
equality of opportunity shall be secured to all the people. For this purpose,
careful planning and integrated efforts over the whole field of national
activity are necessary; and the Government of India proposes to establish
a National Planning Commission to formulate programmes of development
and to secure its execution.

(para. 1)

Accordingly, the 1948 Industrial Policy Resolution insisted that the state should
play a progressively active role in the development of critical industries, such
as (a) industries manufacturing arms and ammunition, production and control of
atomic energy and the ownership and management of railway transport and (b)
basic industries, namely iron, coal, steel, aircraft manufacture, shipbuilding and
oil. This resolution was reiterated in the 1955 Avadi session of the Congress by
underlining that, in view of the declared objective being a socialist pattern of
society, the state shall play a vital role in planning and development. The next land-
mark event confirming the intention of an activist state was the industrial policy
resolution of 1956, which was adopted after parliament had accepted in December
1954 a socialist pattern of society as the objective of social and economic policy
and the Second Five-Year Plan (also known as the Mahalanobis Plan) articulated
this ideological goal in formal terms. P. C. Mahalanobis, the architect of the plan,
argued for state-controlled economic development for accelerating the tempo of
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growth under ‘the autarkic industrialization strategy’.® Hence he insisted that the
basic and heavy industries should remain in the public sector for two reasons:
(a) the private sector may not be able to raise adequate resources for these very
capital-intensive industries and even if it managed it would command a monopo-
listic control that was deemed detrimental to social welfare; and (b) by controlling
allocation of output of basic and heavy industries according to social priorities, it
was certain that the government would be able to channel private sector growth
to fulfil its ideological goal. In seeking to fulfil the objective of a socialist pattern
of society, the Nehru-led government envisaged an expanded role of public sector
and the importance of planning in all-round development of the country.

Planning for development: a panacea or failure?

Planning seems a formidable operational tool to structure the role of the state in
accordance with its ideological underpinning. Therefore not only is planning as an
instrument tuned to economic regeneration, it is inextricably tied to the regime’s
political preferences as well. This is, however, not to conceptualize the relation-
ship between planning and the ideological slant of the regime in a deterministic
way, but to underline the complex interdependence, which entails, at the same
time, an interplay of various pulls and pressures in a rapidly changing social fab-
ric. Planning is thus ‘an exercise of instrumental rationality . . . institutionalized
... outside the normal processes of representative politics [and executed] through
a developmental administration’.’ Notwithstanding the critical significance of
planning, the developmental project in India, argues Aseema Sinha, ‘was and
continues to be constrained by the pattern of mediation between the centre and
regions’.? Furthermore, a centralized planning also led to the expansion for re-
gionalism in India presumably because of ‘haphazard and unequal’ development
of constituent provinces. Regional differences and politico-economic conflicts
arising out of a centrally engineered scheme remain critical in post-independent
India’s political economy, besides the exogenous influences in the wake of glo-
balization.

Historically, the Congress was persuaded by the arguments supporting plan-
ning for development. Contrary to Gandhi’s explicit opposition to ‘planned
development’, the Congress Party showed ample interest in socialistic means,
including planning and heavy industrialization, as ‘essential to make revolu-
tionary changes in the present economic and social structure of society and
to remove gross inequalities’ since 1929. Within two years, the 1931 Karachi
Congress adopted a resolution insisting on state ownership of ‘key industries and
services, mineral resources, railways, waterways, shipping and other means of
public transport’. However in 1934, the Congress Working Committee passed
a resolution at Banaras stressing that ‘large and organized industries are in no
need of the services of Congress organizations or of any Congress effort on their
behalf’. Critical of the above, Jawaharlal Nehru rallied support to reformulate the
resolution with a view to soliciting Congress backing for industrialization and
planning, which, he believed, was the only available means to attain substantial
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economic development in India.?* A compromise formula was reached in Bombay
at the Congress Working Committee meeting in September 1934. Accordingly,
the top priority was accorded to small-scale cottage industries. Encouraged by the
partial support of the party, although neither funding nor organizational support
was available from the Congress, Nehru in his 1936 Faizpur presidential address
argued strongly in favour of heavy industrialization and coordination of human
resources through planning.

Planning seems to have provided the Congress stalwarts with a platform to
articulate different ideological positions. Drawing on their respective ideological
leanings, Nehru hailed industrialism whereas Gandhi opposed it since he felt that,
instead of contributing to the general welfare, machine civilization would not only
expose Indians to a worse kind of exploitation but also lead to a general degrada-
tion of human life. Although Nehru and Gandhi were poles apart on occasions, the
former, unlike his militant colleague Subhas Bose, never pursued his differences
with the latter to the extent of causing a split within the Congress. Despite the
adverse ideological implication of aligning with Gandhi, Nehru as a pragmatist
participated wholeheartedly in the Gandhi-led freedom struggle, for he knew that
the attainment of independence was prior to ideology. So the controversy involv-
ing Gandhi and Nehru vis-a-vis planning and industrialization was just a signpost
indicating the likely tension in view of the Congress effort to create an anti-British
platform incorporating even contradictory ideologies. By making a case for plan-
ning and industrialization there is no doubt that Nehru ushered in a new era in the
Indian independence struggle.?

The above detailed description of the evolution of planning is illustrative of
Nehru’s uncritical faith in planning though he acknowledged that planning was to
be guided by what he characterized as ‘integrated planning’. Hence he observed,
‘[The] Planning Commission has performed an essential tasks; without which
it could not have progressed . . . We are a federal structure and it has served to
bring the various states together and have integrated planning. If it had not been
there, the central government could not have done its job because immediately
difficulties would have arisen that the central government was encroaching the
rights of the States.”?® It was natural that planning was to become an important
instrument for development once he took over as India’s Prime Minister. This
is where Meghnad Desai intervenes with his powerful argument endorsing that
planning was detrimental to capitalist development in India. Planning was merely
an ideological tool of the state to intrude, rather mechanically, into the economic
processes, which may not always follow what is planned in advance. According to
him, ‘the Green Revolution, and the context of owner-cultivation in which it made
its impact, brought capitalism irreversibly to the country side’.?* This is a signifi-
cant structural change in Indian economy that ‘came independently of planning’.
What it had shown was the gradual but steady decline of planning as an instru-
ment of rapid economic development in India, where capitalism had a skewed
growth for a variety of historical reasons. Desai thus concludes that ‘planning has
lost the driving seat it once had [because] . . . the driving force will come from the
capitalist social relations in the Indian economy’. Instead of altogether rejecting
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planning, what it suggests is the changing role of the Planning Commission based
on appreciating the capitalist path of development. In the words of Desai:

Planning [requires to be] interactive and predictive in an econometric way. It
will be strategic rather than pervasive. It will start with a given growth rate.
The growth rate that will emerge from the interactive predictive quinquennial
exercise will set a feasible bound. It will require further iterative and coun-
terfactual work with the available models to explore whether a higher growth
path is achievable, and if so, what constraints need to be removed.*

This is the quintessence of the argument which Desai puts forward to reorient
the instruments for economic development, including planning for a well-defined
scheme drawn on the basic principles of capitalist growth, as explained by cla55|—
cal Marxism. Hence “planning designed for an insulated national economy .
not appropriate’.? Instead, it has to take into account the new material condltlons
involving the growing importance of the global economy, especially the non-state
actors, such as the IMF, World Bank and other transnational donor agencies. One
cannot simply ignore this changed milieu and hence the national economies need
to come to terms with them as best as they can. So the most meaningful step for
steady economic growth is ‘a rapid integration of the Indian economy into capital-
ism’.?” The formula works in a spectacular way in the case of China, Taiwan and
Korea, where capitalism is not discriminatory but pro-people as well. Socialism
in India failed in its basic objective. Those at the bottom continued to suffer.
The mixed-economy strategy, seeking also to pursue state-led capitalist develop-
ment, thus largely failed because the Indian economy ‘had grown too slowly to
qualify as a capitalist economy . . . [and] by its failure to reduce inequalities had
forfeited any claims to being socialist’.? Such an argument led Desai to believe
that ‘India’s problem is not so much capitalism but that it is stuck with a backward
version of capitalism’.?’ So economic growth is, as Desai argues, rooted in a com-
plete overhauling of the economy, supported by a strong political will endorsing,
for instance, various anti-poverty programmes and cutting the subsidies to the
rich. Under these changed circumstances, it is also possible for the state to play
a dynamic role in pursuing an economic agenda in favour of those at the bottom,
who always suffered in the name of the much euphoric socialistic planning.

It is true, as Desai argues, that there is no alternative to economic reforms. It
is also true that, without a proper political backing, economic reforms are just
mere devices without much substance. In India, the same political leadership that
had been the guardian of the old order emerged as the champion of the new. Is
this ‘a genuine change or [mere] electoral window dressing’, Desai asks.®® Given
the present dispensation of power in India, the future of economic reform does
not appear to be as bright as in South-East Asian countries or China. One of the
primary conditions for a sustained reform package is a government that is ideo-
logically compatible with an adequate numerical strength in the legislature. As of
now, the political system does not appear to be stable because elections are too
frequent, and it is thus not equipped to pursue economic reforms in a sustained
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manner. ‘An unreformed political system is’, Desai laments, ‘an obstacle to fun-
damental and irreversible economic reform’.®! There is no magical way. What is
required is a change of attitude because ‘it is quite clear that India must liberal-
ize’ for sustained economic growth. Indian resistance to liberalization, as Desai
argues, comes from the elite interests and not from the poor. At the forefront are
the organized sector industrialists who benefited from the policy of protection
and are now scared of competition. The state has a crucial role to play in the
changed circumstances. What must be junked is ‘state ownership [of unprofit-
able businesses that are otherwise not viable] as it has proven to be wasteful and
growth-retarding’.® Still, ‘reform is a contentious issue [and] India [as of now] is
not an enthusiastic reformer’. Yet there is no doubt that reform is a sure contribu-
tion to economic growth, as the examples from South-East Asia demonstrate. For
India, clinging to liberalization is ‘a resumption of history [because] India as a
trading and manufacturing nation [was] able to compete on a world scale [in]
cotton textile in the days before independence’.®

Changing economic horizon

With the onset of macroeconomic reforms in the 1990s, the state-led develop-
mental plans seem to have lost their significance in a situation where the non-state
actors became critical in redefining the state agenda. India has adopted reforms
in perhaps a very guarded manner. One probably cannot simply wish away the
theoretical justification of state intervention in a transitional economy. Reasons
are plenty. Socialist principles may have been forgotten, but the importance of
the state in social sector cannot be minimized unless a meaningful alternative is
mooted.

Economic liberalization in India ushered in reforms ‘by stealth’3* as it was
more or less accepted as a fait accompli to avoid the massive balance of payment
crisis in 1991. Apart from the domestic compulsion, internationally two major
events undermined ‘the basic premises of the earlier social consensus regarding
the development strategy’.* The first was the collapse of the former Soviet Union
and its east European satellite states, which moved towards ‘a market-oriented
economic system’ eschewing altogether the model of planned economic develop-
ment. Second, the spectacular success of ‘the socialist market economy’ of China
with the opening of the economy since 1978 and its concomitant favourable
economic outcome cast serious doubts on India’s development strategy, based on
economic nationalism.

Nonetheless, the importance of the prevalent “politico-institutional context’
cannot be underestimated when conceptualizing the impact of economic reform
in India. In a significant way, the institutional legacy of ‘a well-entrenched state’
affected the post-reform possibilities in India. As a commentator argues, ‘India’s
bureaucratized regime — the license-quota-permit raj — has had major, unintended
consequences on post-transition patterns: all [state] governments and central
regimes continue to rely on state-led strategies of reform; there is no “Washington
Consensus” or “neo-liberal” route to reforms in India’.*® There is no doubt that
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economic reforms brought about radical changes in India’s political economy. Yet
the old regulatory regime of the bygone era remained critical in the path and proc-
esses of liberalization in a very decisive way. What thus proliferates across India
is ‘state-guided routes to liberalization rather than market fundamentalism’.” This
is reflected in the obvious distortions in India’s economy. The author of an empiri-
cal study of Andhra Pradesh argues on the basis of her study and other supporting
data that ‘two economies — one affluent and the other predominantly agricultural
economy — are emerging . . . and this division can be seen across the social and
regional landscape of India’.%® The technology-based export-oriented city-centred
economy is flourishing in the new economic environment while the agricultural
economy remains backward and those associated with this ‘have little expectation
of a better future [and] remain preoccupied with the daily struggle to secure a
livelihood’.*

Seeking to articulate the typical Indian response to liberalization, the 1991 Indus-
trial Policy Resolution suggested several steps to ‘unshackle the Indian industrial
economy from the cobwebs of unnecessary bureaucratic control’, though within
the overall control of the state. Four specific steps were recommended. First, the
government decided to abolish ‘industrial licensing policy” except for a short list
of industries related to security and strategic concerns, social concerns, hazardous
chemicals and overriding environmental considerations. Second, the government
also endorsed ‘direct foreign investment up to fifty-one percent foreign equity in
high priority industries’. To avoid bottlenecks, an amendment to the 1973 Foreign
Exchange Regulation Act was suggested. Third, it was also decided to withdraw
protection of ‘the sick public sector units’ and there would be “a greater thrust on
performance improvement’ to ensure accountability of those involved in these
state-sponsored enterprises. Finally, the 1991 Policy sought to remove ‘the thresh-
old limits of assets in respect of those companies functioning under the MRTP
(Monopolies and Restrictive Trade Practices) Act’. By seeking to amend this
act, the 1991 Policy suggested elimination of ‘the requirement of prior approval
of the Union Government for establishment of new undertakings, expansion of
undertakings, merger, amalgamation and take over and appointments of Directors
under certain circumstances’. The Indian response to economic liberalization is
most creative, if judged contextually. The Nehruvian socialist pattern of society
cannot be so easily dispensed with for historical reasons, and globalization may
not be an appropriate strategy for economic development in a poor country such
as India because in its present form, argues Joseph Stiglitz, it seems like ‘a pact
with the devil’. A few people may have become wealthier but, for most of the peo-
ple, closer integration into the global economy “has brought greater volatility and
insecurity, and more inequality’.*° Economic liberalization is thus a double-edged
device that, while improving the lives of some Indians, has also left millions more
untouched. Hence it has been rightly pointed out that the essence of economic
liberalization in India can be captured by a Buddhist proverb suggesting that ‘the
key to the gate of heaven is also the key that could open the gate to hell’. Indeed,
the danger and opportunity are so intricately intermingled in economic reforms
that “‘the journey to the promised land of [economic prosperity] could easily turn
into a hellish nightmare of poverty and widening inequality for the majority’.**
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Public administration in India

Bearing the obvious imprint of British colonial administration, bureaucracy in
India — its structure, role, behaviour and interrelationships — has evolved over a
long period in history since the designing of the system about the middle of the
nineteenth century.” The Macaulay Committee Report, 1854, is a watershed in
the growth of bureaucracy in India. By recommending a civil service based on the
merit system, the Committee sought to replace the age-old patronage system of
the East India Company.* Defending the idea of a generalist administrator — “all
rounder’ — the Committee ‘portrayed the ideal administrator as a gifted layman
who, moving from job to job irrespective of its subject matter, on the basis of his
knowledge and experience in the government’.* The efficiency of the members
of the Indian civil service (ICS) as administrators may have been exemplary, but
it is likely that they were motivated primarily by imperial interests and hence ‘the
interests of the country were too often postponed to the interests of the [Crown]’.**
Furthermore, there was a Weberian aspect to the ICS. Drawn from the well-off
sections of society, the civil servants came from some of the best universities and
were chosen on the basis of a competitive examination. Those within the ICS
were therefore secluded from the rest given their exclusive class, caste and educa-
tional backgrounds. In other words, they had the special status within the society
that Weber felt was essential to a true bureaucracy. Given their peculiar charac-
teristics, the British officials in India formed a most unusual kind of society with
no organic links with the society they were to serve.*® Nonetheless, the Indian
civil service held a pivotal position in the system of administration that flourished
during the colonial rule. Recognizing its immense importance in sustaining the
empire, Lloyd George declared in the House of Commons in 1922 that ‘[t]hey are
the steel frame of the whole structure. I do not care what you build it of — if you
take the steel frame out, the fabric will collapse’.*’

In independent India, the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) succeeded
the 1CS.*® Despite its imperial roots, the Indian political leaders chose to retain
the structure of the ICS presumably because of its efficient role in conducting
Indian administration in accordance with prescribed rules and regulations sup-
porting a particular regime. Thus the pre-1947 experience favourably disposed
them towards its continuation, though during the discussion in the Constituent
Assembly the house was not unanimous on this issue. The argument opposing its
continuation was based on its role as an ally of imperialism. ‘The Civil Service
as the Steel Frame . . . enslaved us [and] they have been guilty of stabbing Nation
during our freedom struggle. [W]e should not, therefore,” as the argument goes,
‘perpetuate what we have criticized so far.”* Vallabhbhai Patel was probably most
vocal in defending the ICS and its steel frame. He knew that without the ICS
Pax Britannica would simply have been inconceivable. And he also realized that
independent India needed a committed bureaucracy even more simply because
of the multifarious responsibilities that the state had to shoulder. Since they were
‘patriotic, loyal, sincere [and] able’, Patel was persuaded to defend the conti-
nuity of the British bureaucracy especially when the country was reeling under
chaos towards the close of the colonial rule. As early as 1946, he convened the
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provincial Premier’s Conference to evolve a consensus on the future of what was
then All India Services (AIS). In view of their long association with public admin-
istration, officers belonging to the AIS ‘are most well-equipped to deal with new
and complex tasks’. Not only ‘are they useful instruments, they will also serve
as a liaison between the Provinces and the Government of India and introduce a
certain amount of brashness and vigour in the administration both of the Centre
and the Provinces’.® Later, while speaking in the Constituent Assembly, he cat-
egorically stated that ‘[y]ou will not have a united India if you do not have a good
all India service’ that had the independence to speak out its mind and enjoyed a
sense of security. He also attributed the success of the Constitution to the exist-
ence of an all India service by saying, ‘if you do not adopt this course, then do not
follow this Constitution . . . . This Constitution is meant to be worked by a ring
of service which will keep the country intact. . . . If you remove them’, Patel thus
apprehended, ‘I see nothing but a picture of chaos all over the country.’>' Hence
Patel concluded that ‘I need hardly emphasize that an efficient, disciplined and
contented service, assured of its prospects as a result of diligent and honest work,
is a sine qua non of sound administration under a democratic regime even more
than under an authoritarian rule.’

Even Jawaharlal Nehru, who was very critical of the ICS for its role in sustain-
ing the imperial rule in India,> seemed persuaded and supported its continuation
for “the security and stability of India, . . . including coping with the slaughter and
its aftermath in Punjab, crushing opposition in Hyderabad, and containing it in
Kashmir’.>* Patel’s views were translated into Article 311 of the Constitution of
India, which states that no civil servant shall be dismissed or removed or reduced
in rank except after an enquiry in which he has been informed of the charges and
given a reasonable opportunity of being heard in respect of those charges.> So
an instrument that consolidated the imperial rule in India ‘with so slight use of
force’¢ survived in completely different political circumstances primarily because
there was continuing support for it first from the British Government and then
from the Congress Government. Furthermore, its continuance did not pose any
threat to the dominant classes that reigned supreme following the 1947 transfer of
power in India. The new civil service for all practical purposes was, as a former
bureaucrat comments, therefore ‘the continuation of the old one with the differ-
ence that it was to function in a parliamentary system of government, accepting
the undoubted primacy of the political executive which in turn was responsible
to the people through their elected representatives in the legislature’.>” Besides its
structure, which is more or less an expansion of the steel frame, the continuity is
at a deeper level. Whereas the colonial civil servants had a paternalistic attitude
towards the people, and ruled largely by negative discretionary powers, ‘[t]heir
successors, noting the vast unmet development needs of the people, substituted
positive discretionary powers of patronage and subsidies, reinforcing the colonial
syndrome of dependency on the mai-baap state’.>®

Apart from its functional utility, the fact that the steel frame was retained more
or less intact was because, as B. P. R. Vithal, himself an IAS officer, argued, ‘the
Congress leaders who took office . . . shared the social background of the senior
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civil servants whom they inherited from the colonial state’.* Thus, for example,
Nehru felt at ease while working with senior civil servants. Similarly, Rajagopala-
chari felt more at home with the ICS officers who were placed with him when he
was the Prime Minister of Madras (1937-39) than with certain elements in the
Congress Party. The political processes subsequent to independence gave rise to
changes in the class composition of the political executive that were more far-
reaching and rapid than changes in the social composition of the civil service.
While the political executives, trained in vernacular education, came largely from
rural and semi-urban areas, those in the steel frame were generally urban-based
and English-educated. The growing disparity between the class backgrounds of
the political executive and the civil servants led to frequent frictions between the
administrators and politicians in the Westminster parliamentary system of govern-
ance when the politicians had assumed a leading role in building a new nation.

Following independence, government functions have also expanded in scope
and content. With the introduction of the parliamentary form of government and
the setting up of people’s institutions right down to the village level, there has been
an inevitable rise in the level of expectations and the gap between expectations
and performance has widened. People’s institutions were set up with the objective
of creating self-governing institutions at the village level. The objective remains
distant for ever. Similarly, independence and Five Year Plans were perceived by
people as synonymous with economic and social equity and well-being, and free-
dom from want and oppression. In the early days of the planning era people did
not complain much about the shortage that they confronted with fortitude because
the future held hope and promise for them. With the passage of time, they felt
their hopes were belied and they were nowhere near the promised land of honesty,
plenty and happiness. The ethos of self-governance, decentralization and commu-
nity development was greeted with considerable élan and fanfare. For example,
the three-tier Panchayati Raj system and the urban local bodies were conceived
of as a properly meshed network of institutions to accelerate the development
process.®® The recent Seventy-Third and Seventy-Fourth Amendments (1992) to
the Constitution seek to advance the concept of ‘self-governance’ by providing
for (a) regular elections, (b) minimal suppression of Panchayati Raj bodies by
administrative fiat and (c) regular finances through statutory distribution by state
finance commissions. The aim, argues Kuldeep Mathur, ‘is to reduce the margin of
political and administrative discretion and to allow the decentralised institutions
to gather strength on the basis of people’s involvement’.5! But, for various rea-
sons, the political process became what may be termed as ‘reversed’, and highly
centralized and personalized systems of government developed both at the central
and state levels. There has been a massive erosion of institutions, whether they are
the Parliament and parliamentary institutions, or the party system and democratic
procedures in the running of parties, or the judiciary, or indeed the press. Describ-
ing the crisis and erosion of institutions as ‘the natural and expected consequences
of a political process that has undermined both the role and authority of basic
institutions’,*? Rajni Kothari has sought to grapple with a peculiar reality in which
public administration appears to be largely de-linked from the basic institutions of
the democratic system that has flourished in India following independence.®®
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Indian historical experience, both during the British period and immediately
afterwards, has led to the emergence of a public administration that was ill-suited
to needs and aspiration of the people. The reasons are not difficult to seek as
studies have shown that the bureaucrats who have been brought up and trained
in the colonial administrative culture are wedded to the Weberian characteristics
of hierarchy, status and rigidity of rules and regulations and concerned mainly
with the enforcement of order and collection of revenues. This structure was most
appropriate for the colonial regime, whereas it is completely unfit to discharge
the functions in the changed environment of an administration, geared to the task
of development. As the government becomes the main institution for develop-
ment in the democratic setup that India adopted following independence, the
role of the officials has undergone changes. Their sole objective is to ‘emphasize
results, rather than procedures, teamwork rather than hierarchy and status, [and]
flexibility and decentralization rather than control and authority’.% Seen as ‘the
development administrator’, the bureaucrat is therefore characterized by ‘tact,
pragmatism, dynamism, flexibility, adaptability to any situation and willingness
to take rapid, ad-hoc decisions without worrying too much about procedures and
protocol’.%

The concept of governance has led to the recognition of the role of multiple
agencies in organizing and undertaking public business. In addition to formal
government, the role of non-governmental organizations and community-based
organizations has been acknowledged as supplementary to public agencies.
Another significant development is decentralization and empowerment of locali-
ties for local resources and knowledge-based authentic grassroots governance.
The Seventy-Third and Seventy-Fourth Constitutional Amendments (1992)
signalled momentous changes in terms of grassroots people’s empowerment,
whose full potentialities are yet to be realized. Given the clear legal sanction for
decentralization, there is no doubt that decentralization through panchayats could
bring about an enormous change in the way our democracy functions. This is not
only a change in local governance but could provide a way for deepening political
democracy by making it more direct, though it will have all the limitations of
‘agency-induced instrumental decentralization’ so long as the ideological format
in which panchayati raj institutions are articulated remains unaltered. Local gov-
ernments largely execute the plans and programmes, devised elsewhere. And, in
view of the interests of global capital in grassroots governance, there is a possibil-
ity that these governmental institutions at the localities will end being agents of
global capital in India.

The new instrumentalities such as the Lokpal/Lokayaukta for dealing with
people’s grievances against top functionaries in government still remain a distant
dream. Corruption in many forms continues to plague the Indian public system,
but its ability to successfully deal with corruption at different levels has fallen
short of the requirement. The other instrumentality is the human rights institutions
at the national and state levels, which are quite recent in Indian public admin-
istration. There are both international and domestic pressures to uphold human
rights and ensure effective ‘rights regimes’ at all levels in the interests of steady
democratization of the public sphere.



30 Setting the scene
Governance and the Fifth Pay Commission, 1997

Underlining the new dispensation in public administration, the appointment of the
Fifth Pay Commission in 1994 by the government of India was a major interven-
tion in redefining the role of politics in public administration for two important
reasons: (a) the Commission undertook the exercise when globalization seemed to
have influenced, if not shaped, human life to a significant extent; and (b) there is
no doubt that the governance paradigm (which is clearly an antithesis to the state-
directed development model) provides a critical reference point for civil serv-
ice reform in most of the developing countries seeking loans from international
agencies. The primary goal of civil service is, as the Commission identifies it, to
‘understand customer needs’. Based on this basic concern, the mission statement®®
of the Commission runs as follows:-

a clarify the goals of the organization in the mind of the management;

b clarify for staff the purpose of their jobs in meeting the organizational
goals,

¢ make clear the policy of the Government to ensure that it is interpreted
accurately by staff,

d engender pride in belonging to the organization,

e provide targets to aim for, against which results can be assessed.

The aim of this section is twofold: first, to identify the sociological roots of
the Fifth Pay Commission, which came into existence following the adoption
of the 1991 New Economic Policy in India, and second, to evaluate whether the
recommendations are merely contextual, independent of the neo-liberal directions
of the global forces, or are clearly dictated by the so-called international actors
and largely, if not entirely, devoid of national roots.

It is obvious that, even before the onset of liberalization, several measures were
adopted to revitalize the administration, which owes its origin to completely dif-
ferent socio-economic concerns when reforms were largely internally generated
whereas post-liberalization efforts are mostly externally driven. There has been a
clear shift towards a reduced role for the government in all countries. In the words
of the Fifth Pay Commission, ‘Thatcherism in UK and Reaganomics in USA tried
to pull out the State from the morass of over-involvement. The decline of Com-
munism in Eastern Europe has furthered the trend towards economic liberalization
and disinvestment in public sector enterprises.’®” So, the impetus for reducing the
role of the government came from outside, as the Commission admits by men-
tioning that ‘India could not have remained unaffected by these global trends’.®
What was however most critical in the entire process was ‘the deep economic
crisis of 1991 which pushed [India] on to a new path of development, [which
meant that] Government should confine itself primarily to the core functions that
cannot be performed by the market. Everything else must be left to the private
initiative.”® As evident, the Fifth Pay Commission clearly articulates ‘a new path
of development’ underlining the reduced role of the government. Critical of ‘the
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over-involvement’ of government, the Commission demarcates certain ‘core func-
tions’ for the government keeping aside a wide range of functions for the private
enterprises. Conceptualizing government within the governance paradigm, the
Commission also seeks to negotiate with the neo-liberal thrust in public adminis-
tration and accordingly suggests ‘reform packages’ to adapt civil services in India
to the changed milieu. The government retreats giving space to private operators
discharging functions which it performed traditionally for ‘public well being’. By
redefining the role of government, the Commission seems to have equipped the
state to keep pace with the changes in an interdependent world.

In view of the above well-directed designs for civil service reform, the recom-
mendations of the Fifth Pay Commission are another milestone in this direction.
True to the spirit expressed in the 1996 Chief Secretaries conference, the Fifth
Pay Commission has recommended: (a) downsizing the government through
corporatization of activities that involve ‘manufacturing of goods or the provision
of commercial services’; (b) transparency, openness and economy in government
operation through “privatization of activities where government does not need to
play a direct role’ and also ‘contracting out of services which can be conveniently
outsourced to the private sector’;”® and (c) contractual appointment in selected
areas of operations ‘for the purpose of maintaining a certain flexibility in staffing
both for lateral entry of experts, moderating the numbers deployed depending on
the exigencies of work and ensuring availability of most competent and commit-
ted personnel for certain sensitive/specialized jobs.’™*

The central government has been advised to go for a 30 per cent reduction in the
strength of the civil service, as the Pay Commission felt that it would be unwise to
let the government sector continue as ‘an island of inefficiency’ and ‘inertia’. The
normal procedure of voluntary retirement after completing twenty years should
be continued. Alongside this, the Commission recommended a special scheme of
voluntary retirement in the departments where surplus manpower has been identi-
fied. In such cases, there should be a provision for selective retirement of persons,
the initiative always resting with the government and for “‘a golden handshake’.

The other significant recommendation of the Commission is concerned with
‘openness’ in administration. Defending the repeal of ‘the Official Secrets Act of
the old colonial days’, the Commission insists on openness, which ‘means giving
everyone the right to have access to information about the various decisions taken
by the Government and the reasoning behind them’.”2 Although what is detrimental
to the interests of the nation, the security of the state or its commercial, economic
and other strategic interests may not be made public, ‘nothing should be held back
just to subserve the interests of individual bureaucrats and politicians’.”® Every
important government decision involving “a shift in policy’ should invariably be
accompanied by a White Paper ‘in the nature of an explanatory memorandum’. As
an integral part of civil service reform, the Commission insisted on the formation
of ‘an efficient grievance redressal machinery [that] has to be effective, speedy,
objective, readily accessible and easy to operate’.”* Drawing upon the examples
of Canada, the UK and Malaysia, where effective grievance redressal cells have
been functioning efficiently, the idea of a Citizen’s Charter — defining the rights of
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the customers of government schemes and services — was mooted by the Commis-
sion. The recognition by the Commission of the citizen’s right to information and
the procedures suggested in this connection are of seminal importance from the
point of debureaucratizing government and making it citizen-friendly. The issues
raised by the Pay Commission figured prominently in the 1997 Conference of
Chief Ministers, where an action plan was adopted to (a) make the administration
accountable and citizen-friendly, (b) ensure transparency and right to information
and (c) adopt measures to cleanse and motivate civil services.”

Public administration in a network society

The Fifth Pay Commission is a watershed in the evolution of India’s public ad-
ministration for a variety of reasons. This is not a pay commission in the ordinary
sense of the term since it has also sought to reshape the bureaucracy in the light
of the emerging global trends especially after the collapse of the Soviet system.
By suggesting significant changes in the administrative hierarchy, the Commis-
sion translates into reality the drive towards ‘debureaucratization’. There are two
immediate consequences. (a) It draws our attention away from the ‘steel frame’ to
other agencies that are equally crucial in “public service” but have not been recog-
nized so far formally. In this sense, the Commission provides a powerful critique
of Weberian bureaucracy that is strictly hierarchical and largely ‘status-quoist’.
(b) By recognizing the importance of civil society organizations in public admin-
istration, the Commission provides a formal recognition to a space of cooperation
between the governmental bureaucracy and these organizations. Such coopera-
tion was discouraged presumably because of the ‘sanctity’ of the governmental
domain in which the state bureaucracy appears to be the only legitimate agency
in discharging responsibilities on behalf of the state. Underlining the importance
of agencies that are not exactly linked with the government and its peripheral
organizations, the Fifth Pay Commission has not only redefined Indian bureauc-
racy but also expanded its sphere of influence by seeking to involve various non-
governmental agencies, the role of which was never recognized under traditional
theories of public administration.

The Fifth Pay Commission is also a significant comment on the nature of
Indian administration that has a clear colonial hangover. Critical of hierarchical
Weberian administration, the Commission is clearly favourably disposed towards
‘decentralized’ administration that provides room for organizations that are not
exactly within the government. In structural terms, decentralized administration
underlines the importance of various layers of the decision-making process. What
cripples public administration in post-colonial India is, as a World Bank docu-
ment underlines, ‘overregulation’, which is both ‘a cause and an effect of bloated
public employment and the surest route to corruption’.”® Apart from ‘contracting
out of the state’, the World Bank suggests several specific measures to ‘motivate’
civil servants ‘through a combination of mechanisms to encourage internal com-
petition’.”” That the Pay Commission recommendations have not been accepted
in toto by the government of India clearly suggests that the Indian response to the
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governance-initiated civil service reforms is a guarded one. In India’s planned
economy, the role that the civil service has discharged is that of a ‘regulator’
and not a ‘facilitator’. And yet, the civil service was not severely challenged
presumably because of its structural requirement in governance. The mood does
not appear to have changed radically in the context of the interconnected global
order. This can perhaps be linked with India’s response to globalization, which
is equally tempered by her peculiar socio-economic and political circumstances.
Hence two contrasting scenes are visible: on the one hand, there are evidences of
a growing free market in India though the Indian state is, on the other hand, still
very interventionist and the Indian economy is still relatively closed to external
goods, finance and investors. The policy trend is thus ‘better interpreted as a
rightward drift in which the embrace of the state and business continues to grow
warmer, leaving many others out in the cold’.™

Irrespective of whether the recommendations of the Fifth Pay Commission
consititute a rightward drift or not, the fact remains that it has drawn on the neo-
liberal theoretical thrust towards globalization. Accepting that bureaucrats in
developing countries are also ‘rent-seekers’, the Commission has raised issues
that are pertinent in redefining its role in the changed environment of governance.
What is sadly missing is the context in which the recommendations are to be
implemented. India is perhaps a unique example, showing the peculiar combina-
tion of roles in public bureaucracy that has a distinct colonial flavour due to its
obvious historical roots. Structured in the Weberian mould, Indian bureaucracy
however reinvented its role and character following the adoption of the state-
directed planned economy. Now, governance offers new challenges and the Fifth
Pay Commission, by seeking to reorient the Indian civil service, is responding to
these challenges. Given the historical nature of Indian bureaucracy, most of the
recommendations of the Commission may be inappropriate and thus not worth-
while. Nonetheless, there is no doubt that the Commission has played a historical
role in the sense that it has drawn our attention to the weaknesses of a well-
entrenched bureaucracy and also the advantages of critically assessing its utility in
the globalization-inspired social, economic and political circumstances. In some
sense, the Fifth Pay Commission brings back the Wilsonian dichotomy between
politics and administration, in which administration is defined as an unalloyed
technical exercise. Whether or not there is a conclusive resolution of this debate,
which had its root in an 1887 article by Woodrow Wilson,” one can confidently
argue that administration without politics (denoting values or ideologies) is like
a fish without water. Administration is a guided action. Hence values seem to be
critical in its articulation and manifestation. The Fifth Pay Commission does not
seem to have paid adequate attention to this dimension of civil service reform.
Instead, it has generally endorsed the ideal of governance in its recommendations.
There is no doubt that the recommendations of the Pay Commission are historical
in the sense that they approximate to the neo-liberal values; they are ahistori-
cal as well because they are non-contextual responses to an environment where
globalization continues to remain, for valid socio-economic and political reasons,
an anathema.



34 Setting the scene
Concluding observations

Despite more or less the same colonial legacy, independent states in South Asia
have adopted completely different forms of governance. India, for instance, has
been continuing with democracy, while neither Pakistan nor Bangladesh has suc-
ceeded, except temporarily, in this regard. What is puzzling to an analyst is the
relative strength of democracy in India and its failure to strike roots either in
Bangladesh or Pakistan or elsewhere in the region. The question is therefore why
democracy is so strong in India and not elsewhere in South Asia despite almost
the same values inherited by them from British colonialism. Elections have been
held in both Pakistan and Bangladesh of late, but the ritual of voting cannot be
confused with the achievement of substantive democracy resting on social and
economic rights of citizenship. Political processes in Bangladesh and Pakistan re-
main hostage to highly inequitable state structures. Continuing imbalances within
the state structures and also between them and civil society foreclose the possibil-
ity of a significant reapportioning of political power and economic resources in
the near future.

The reasons are not difficult to seek. Historically, India was better-placed than
her neighbours at least in two major ways: (a) India’s transition to democracy
owed a great deal to the Congress Party and its leadership, which respected the
nationalist legacy, and (b) religious divisions were cross-cut by numerous regional,
language and caste cleavages and also the obvious decline of Muslims as a critical
factor in political decisions. There is no doubt that the depth of the Congress
organization and its electoral success after independence gave the party’s lead-
ership an exceptional political resource. Its elite enjoyed great influence in the
process of drawing up the constitution of independent India, and its parliamentary
majority gave it ‘the freedom to make “hard decisions” in the immediate after-
math of decolonization’ .®

Like all ideal types, this schematic picture of consensual politics under the
Congress system appeared to be divorced from a much more complex reality,
which was, inter alia, characterized by very low levels of political awareness
among the lower castes and poor classes. With the continuity of the major political
institutions that held the colonial power even after independence, it is, in fact,
plausible to argue that politics in the Nehru era as a whole is basically ‘a contin-
uum with the Raj’. Whatever social configurations the Congress party confronted
at the various provinces, ‘its leader, like the British before them, did not attempt to
change the social order but to adapt to it’.#* Furthermore, it is probably justified to
argue that Indian politics in the first two decades after decolonization was built on
a kind of consensus based primarily on elite accommodation. The system passed
uncontested ‘because of its nearness to the mobilization of the national move-
ment, and the relation of implicit trust between its leadership and the masses’.
It was a consensus of ‘discourse rather than ideological positions’.82 Soon after
Nehru’s demise, the system started breaking down — a process that became evi-
dent especially from 1969 onwards when Nehru’s successor, Indira Gandhi, faced
with increasing opposition strength ‘rejected the principle of consensus in favour
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of the majoritarian principle’.®® Since she carried the masses with her, she ignored
the party, which had lost its democratic mainspring. Centralization, which was
once considered as ‘an instrument of purposive interventions by cohesive and
disciplined elite’, soon turned out to be ‘suicidal to the prevalent party system and
the federal structure and wider affiliations that were built through them’ .®

The adoption of the 1991 New Economic Policy and the growing consolida-
tion of coalition politics are symptomatic of dramatic changes in India’s political
texture in recent years. Whereas the former seems to have permanently sealed the
future of the Nehruvian socialistic pattern of society the latter is surely an outcome
of the growing democratization of the politically marginalized and economically
backward sections of Indian masses. By accepting the market-oriented economic
reforms, the pan-Indian parties, including Congress, have not only redefined their
ideological agenda but also set a new course for India’s economic development.
Regional parties that provide the critical support to two major all-India parties,
namely the Congress and BJP, in government formation at the national level seem
to have accepted the neo-liberal economic policy more or less as a fait accompli.
It is thus fair to argue that economic reforms and coalition politics seem to be
complementary to each other and cannot be reversed for reasons connected with
the failure of the state-led development paradigm in India and elsewhere or the
rise of new social constituencies seeking to reinvent the role of hitherto peripheral
sections of society in political decision-making and governance. In this changed
environment, the political cannot be understood with reference to its manifesta-
tion only, simply because of the obvious complexities involved in its articulation.
What is thus critical is to understand Indian politics as complex processes with
roots in the prevalent socio-economic and political circumstances, which are
historically textured and governed. The present exercise is a serious intervention
in debates seeking to explore the complexities of Indian politics that cannot be
grasped merely by ‘received wisdom’ or ‘derivative discourses’ drawn on ethno-
centric theoretical paradigms.



2 Shaping Indian politics
The language of identity

The political is constantly reconstituted, translating its characteristics in accord-
ance with the milieu in which it is located. It is both institutional and non-institu-
tional. Therefore what is articulated in the well-entrenched political institutions
has its roots invariably in the wider socio-economic processes, very much outside
the governmental institutions. This chapter deals with the processes that to a large
extent shape, if not determine, the political. Two dimensions are very critical in
conceptualizing the political in a socio-politically volatile state: first, the politi-
cal may be located not only in structured human acts, but also in the historical
circumstances fashioning them in a specific way; and second, the process that
is crucial in the evolution of the political in a particular way can never be com-
prehended without taking into account the dialectical interplay of human values
and attitudes within a specific historical context. Hence, in any critical study of
human behaviour, institutions other than the political remain significant in con-
ceptualizing and also articulating the political. Within this parameter, this chapter
responds to three important questions that are relevant in grasping contempo-
rary Indian politics, which provides a unique model that may be meaningful in
socio-economic circumstances similar to those of India. First, what is an Indian
identity and how is this articulated? Second, is it possible to conceptualize India
as a nation given its inherent and historically justified diversity? Third, if India is
a conglomeration of nations, what is the thread that links such a vast country, as
diverse as Europe? This chapter is also an attempt to comprehend the texture of
‘the Indian identity’ in terms of both its sociological ingredients and its political
attributes, which may not always go hand-in-hand with its acceptable definition
in a typical liberal democratic design. The 2006 controversy on the national song,
Vandemataram, is illustrative here. There is no doubt that this song was appreci-
ated by the freedom fighters for its powerful potential for mobilization, as its
stirring words and imagery impelled thousands of Indians to participate in the
nationalist struggle despite adverse consequences. But it also provoked contro-
versies even during the nationalist phase because of the predominant religious
imagery and ‘anthropomorphic depiction’ of the Indian nation, which left many
uneasy with its adoption as a national song. Yet, in contemporary India, Muslims
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who were identified as ‘the hated other’ in the song are divided: although there
was a strong opposition when it was decided to sing the song on the day of its
centenary year (2006) in schools, including madrassas, equally powerful was the
voice in support of the decision because it reflected national sentiments and thus
fulfilled a historic purpose during the struggle for freedom.

Conceptualizing identity!

Since the modern era brings a multiplicity of identities that hinges on nation, re-
gion, class, gender, language, citizenship — identity is always negotiated within a
flow of multiple influences. Our identity has therefore two dimensions, ‘ontologi-
cal’ and ‘epistemological’ — the former refers to we are and the latter to who we
think we are. The two necessarily shape each other and “our identity is a constant
and dialectical interplay between them’.2 The modern subject is thus defined ‘by
its insertion into a series of separate value spheres — each one of which tends to
exclude or attempts to assert its priority over the rest’.® So, individual identity can
never be permanently fixed, but is in constant flux for socio-cultural and political
reasons. One of the instances of a radical shift in identity was certainly the out-
come of the divisive politics articulated in the 1947 partition of the subcontinent
of India. People’s identity as Indians, as Asians or as members of the human race,
writes Amartya Sen,

seemed to give way — quite suddenly — to sectarian identification with Hindu,
Muslim or Sikh communities. The broadly Indian of January was rapidly
and unquestioningly transformed into the narrowly Hindu or finely Muslim
of March. The carnage that followed had much to do with unreasoned herd
behaviour by which people, as it were, ‘discovered’ their new divisive and
belligerent identities and failed to subject the process to critical examination.
The same people were suddenly different.*

The contemporary debate on communal identity revolves around concerns in
two complementary directions, First, as a community, Indians ‘lack’ or have lost
identity, or it has become diluted, eroded, corrupted or confused. As a corollary
to the first, the obvious concern is therefore how to retain, preserve or strengthen
the sense of identity. What is thus emphasized is a ‘belief” that identity consists in
being different from others and is invariably diluted by intercultural borrowing,
that an identity is historically fixed, that it is the sole source of political legitimacy,
that the state’s primary task is to maintain it and that national identity defines the
limits of permissible diversity.

The above argument does not appear to hold good since communal identity is
not a substance but a cluster of tendencies and values that are neither fixed nor
alterable at will, and it needs to be periodically redefined in the light of histori-
cally inherited characteristics, present needs and future aspirations. Identity is not
something that ‘we have’, rather it is ‘what we are’; it is not a ‘property’ but ‘a
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mode of being’. So, to talk of preserving, maintaining, safeguarding or losing
one’s identity is to use misleading metaphors. By its very nature, a community’s
identity needs to be constantly reconstituted in response to broader historical
dynamics and it thus can never be an abstract, sterile and essentialized category.
For instance, the contact with the west was a crucial factor in the transformation of
modern Indian sensibilities. The contact ‘was a catalyst: it triggered off responses
and reactions which acquired a life of their own’. The results, manifest in new
ways of thinking, feeling and action, ‘were very different from their counterparts
in the Indian past or the contemporary western experience’.® It would therefore be
self-defeating to view the Indian sensibilities in stereotypical way. In the Indian
context, both the appeal to shared experiences and the drawing of boundaries
have, for instance, led to often fatal contradictions probably because the appeal to
shared experiences, though often meant as a device for inclusion, usually invoked
the experience of one particular group — upper castes, Hindus, the political elite
— which was then made an authoritative marker of identity.” And the obsession
with boundaries has created divisions and often led to exclusions of significant
communities and individuals that are as much a part of the cultural and historical
fabric of India as anyone else.

Although, at present, the term ‘communal’ usually refers to division on the
basis of religion, particularly to the division between Hindus and Muslims, it had
different shades of meaning in north and south India in the pre-1947 period. For
instance, in the south, the same term, in such phrases as ‘Communal Award’ or
‘Communal G(overnment) O(rder)’, referred to divisions between castes or groups
of castes, particularly the one between Brahmins and non-Brahmins. The caste
quotas were codified in the 1927 Communal G. O., which laid down a scheme of
reservation that lasted till 1947 when it was revised (see Table 2.1).2 The Constitu-
ent Assembly sought to establish a polity in which individual and nation would
prevail over caste and community though it concerned itself only with ascriptive
social identities. Hence, caste, religion and language were the only three distinct
categories of communities that figured prominently in its deliberations.’ Religion,
caste and language continue to remain probably the most effective factors in
political mobilization in India even after decades of the successful experiment of
electoral democracy.

Table 2.1 The reservation scheme provided in the Communal Government Order of 1927

Community No. of posts Percentage
Non-Brahmin Hindus Sof 12 42
Brahmins 20f12 17
Muslims 20f12 17
Anglo-Indians 20f12 17
Depressed classes 1lof 12 8

Source: The Report of the Backward Classes Commission (second part), Vols III to IV, New Delhi:
Government of India, 1980, p. 147.
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The perspective

Identities are constantly in flux and hence are subject to processes of invention
and reinvention making some of them more politically salient than others at par-
ticular juncture of history. Hence, first of all the construction of Indian identity
needs to be contextualized in the larger social processes in the nineteenth and
twentieth century. The two most obvious ones are nationalism and democratiza-
tion. In the context of the first, the question that deserves careful attention is: why
do communities seek to redefine themselves as nations? What mark of distinctive-
ness does being a nation carry and as a corollary what is denied to a community
and its members if they do not claim their status as a nation? After all, the obses-
sive desire of communities to claim the status of nations or to define India as a na-
tion is historically conditioned and textured. Simply put, after the late nineteenth
century the claim to any form of self government was shelved so long as it was
not articulated as the claim of a nation. Colonial sovereignty in part rested upon
denying that India was a nation. The nationalist project was not simply something
that elites dreamt up to define others in their image; it also sought to identify and
highlight the distinctive features of a population to justify its claim for nation-
hood.*

The belief in Indian nationhood as a historical fact was based on western mod-
els. But it ‘was also an emotionally charged reply to the rulers’ allegation that
India never was and never could be a nation’.™ The construction of even a vaguely
defined Indian nationhood was a daunting task simply because India lacked the
basic ingredients of the conventionally conceptualized notion of nation. There was
therefore a selective appeal to history to recover those elements transcending the
internal schism among those who were marginalized under colonialism. Hence,
an attempt was always made in a concerted manner to underline ‘the unifying
elements of the Indian religious traditions, medieval syncretism and the strand
of tolerance and impartiality in the policies of Muslim rulers’.*? So the colonial
milieu was an important dimension of the processes that led to a particular way of
imagining a nation in a multi-ethnic context such as India, which is very different
from perceptions based on western experience. The political sensibilities of Indian
nationalism ‘were deeply involved in this highly atypical act of imagining’.*3

Apart from colonialism, the major factor that contributed to the formation of
a political entity that was India was the freedom movement. It is therefore no
exaggeration to suggest that the Indian consciousness, as we understand it today,
‘crystallized during the national liberation movement’. So national ‘is a political
and not a cultural referent in India’.** This perhaps led the nationalist leaders
to recognize that it would be difficult to forge the multi-layered Indian society
into a unified nation-state in the European sense.!> Accepting the basic premise
about the essentially ‘invented’ nature of national identities and the importance of
such factors as “print capitalism’ in their spread and consolidation, Partha Chat-
terjee challenges the very idea of ‘modular forms’, as articulated by Benedict
Anderson,'¢ since it ignores the point that, if modular forms are made available,
nothing is left to be imagined.?” It is true that the non-western leaders involved in
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the struggle for liberation were deeply influenced by European nationalist ideas.
They were also aware of the limitations of these ideas in the non-European socio-
economic context due to their alien origin. So, while mobilizing the imagined
community for an essentially political cause, by the beginning of the twentieth
century they began to speak in a ‘native’ vocabulary. Although they drew upon the
ideas of European nationalism they indigenized them substantially by discovering
or inventing indigenous equivalents and investing these with additional meanings
and nuances. This is probably the reason why Gandhi and his colleagues in the
anti-British campaign in India preferred swadeshi®® to nationalism. Gandhi avoided
the language of nationalism primarily because he was aware that the Congress
flirtation with nationalist ideas in the first quarter of the twentieth century fright-
ened away not only the Muslims and other minorities but also some of the Hindu
lower castes. This seems the most pragmatic idea one could possibly conceive of
in a country such as India that was not united in terms of religion, race, culture
and common historical memories of oppression and struggle. Underlying this is
the reason why Gandhi and his Congress colleagues preferred ‘the relaxed and
chaotic plurality of the traditional Indian life to the order and homogeneity of the
European nation state [because they realized] that the open, plural and relatively
heterogeneous traditional Indian civilization would best unite Indians’.!* Drawing
on values meaningful to the Indian masses, the Indian freedom struggle developed
its own modular form, which is characteristically different from that of the west.
Although the 1947 Great Divide of the subcontinent of India was articulated in
terms of religion,? the nationalist language drawing upon the exclusivity of Islam
appeared inadequate in sustaining Pakistan following the creation of Bangladesh
in 1971.

The second broader context that appears to have decisively shaped the search
for identity is democratization. What sort of “unity’ does democracy require? After
all, it was a staple of liberal discourse (J. S. Mill, for instance) that democracy
could not flourish in multi-ethnic societies. The important thing about Jinnah and
Savarkar is that they were deploying precisely the liberal argument about why
a unitary nationhood is necessary for a modern polity. And then they provided
their own interpretations of how this was to be attained. Second, democracy com-
plicates the problem of ‘representation’. What is being represented and on what
terms? After all, the divisions between the Congress and Muslim League turned
on issues of representation. This is, however, not to suggest that the state created
two monolithic communities and these communities came into being through ‘the
politics of representation’, since the relationship between identity and democ-
racy is far deeper and complex than it is generally construed in contemporary
discourses on South Asia. Identity politics is about expressing one’s agency and
creating new forms of collective agency. In this sense, it becomes part of the
democratic ferment — in which people want to fashion identities for themselves.
This process will happen at all levels with a complicated relationship between the
levels.

Furthermore, democratization is both inclusive and exclusive as well. Inclusive
because it unleashes a process to include people, at least theoretically, regardless
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of class, clan and creed; it is essentially a participatory project seeking to link
different layers of socio-political and economic life. As a movement, democracy
thus, writes Charles Taylor, ‘obliges us to show much more solidarity and com-
mitment to one another in our joint political project than was demanded by the
hierarchical and authoritarian societies of yesteryear’.?! This is also the reason
why democratization tends towards exclusion, which itself is a by-product of
the need of a high degree of cohesion. Excluded are those who are different in
many ways. We are introduced to a situation in which a communal identity can be
formed or malformed in contact with significant ‘others’, generally projected with
‘an inferior or demeaning image’.?2 For Charles Taylor, the politics of exclusion is
an absolutely modern phenomenon since in the past

social recognition was built in to the socially derived identity from the very
fact that it was based on social categories everyone took for granted. The
thing about inwardly derived, personal, original identity is that it doesn’t
enjoy this recognition a priori. It has to win it through exchange. What has
come about with the modern age is not the need for recognition but the condi-
tions in which this can fail. And that is why the need is now acknowledged
for the first time. In pre-modern times, people didn’t speak of “identity” and
“recognition” not because people didn’t have (what we call) identities or
because these didn’t depend on recognition, but rather because these were
too unproblematic to be thematized as such.

The 1919-21 Non-Cooperation—Khilafat Movement is illustrative here. By a
single stroke, both Hindus and Muslims were brought under a single political
platform submerging, at one level, their distinct separate identities. At another
level, this movement is a watershed in the sense that these two communities
remained separate since they collaborated as separate communities for an essen-
tially political project.?* So, the politics of inclusion also led towards exclusion for
the communities, which identified different political agendas to mobilize people.

In the imagination of communal identity, both these forces of nationalism
and democratization appeared to have played decisive roles. Nationalism as a
concerted effort was not merely unifying, it was also expansive in the sense that
it brought together apparently disparate socio-political groups in opposition to
an imperial power.? The character of the anti-British political campaign gradu-
ally underwent radical changes by involving people of various strata, region and
linguistic groups. The definition of nation also changed. No longer was the nation
confined to the cities and small towns, it consisted in innumerable villages that
so far remained peripheral to the political activities generated by the freedom
struggle. Whatever the manifestations, the basic point relates to the increasing
awareness of those involved in nation-building both during the anti-imperial
struggle and afterwards.

The construction of communal identity has thus to be viewed in the context
of a search for nationhood and/or a distinct place within the nation by those who
apparently felt threatened under the prevalent socio-economic configurations. For
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instance, one of the first serious attempts to establish the Indian Muslims as a
separate community was made by Rahmat Ali and others in 1933 by saying that,

our religion, culture, history, tradition, economic system, laws of inheritance,
succession and marriage are basically and fundamentally different from those
of the people living in the rest of India. The differences are not confined to the
broad basic principles — far from it. They extend to the minutest details of our
lives. We do not inter-dine; we do not inter-marry. Our national customs and
calendars, even our diet and dress are different. [Since] we possess a separate
and distinct nationality from the rest of India where the Hindu nation lives
and has every right to live . . . [w]e, therefore, deserve and must demand the
recognition of a separate national status by the grant of a separate Federal
Constitution from the rest of India.?

Although Rahmat Ali clearly articulated the demand for ‘a separate national
status’ for the Muslims,?” the 1916 Lucknow Pact appears to be the first well-
defined attempt in this direction. In his earlier incarnation as the member of the
Congress, Jinnah, underlining the distinctiveness of the Muslims as a commu-
nity, defended separate electorates for them as ‘the only mechanism’ to defuse
inter-community tension. In an address to the Bombay Provincial Conference at
Ahmedabad in October, 1916, he thus warned his fellow-Congressmen:

rightly or wrongly, the Muslim community is absolutely determined for the

present to insist upon separate electorates. . . . | would, therefore, appeal to
my Hindu brethren that in the present state of [the] position they should try to
win confidence and the trust of Muslims. . . . If they are determined to have

separate electorates, no resistance should be shown to their demands.?

Such Muslim leaders were clearly in favour of separate electorates for the
Muslims for protection of their distinct identity as compared with the Hindus.
It was therefore easier for the British to pursue a policy that culminated in the
1932 Communal Award. Underlining the distinct characteristics separating the
two communities, the British premier Ramsay Macdonald, the architect of the
Award, argued:

the contrast between these intermingled population[s] extends far beyond a
difference in religious faith: differences of race and of history, a different
system of law, widely opposed social observances and absence of intermar-
riage, set up barriers which have no analogy in the distinctions that may exist
between religious denominations in any other existing state. It is not therefore
altogether surprising that . . . separate representation, namely the grouping of
a particular category of voters in territorial constituencies by themselves, so
as to assure to them an adequate number of members of their faith and race
has been favoured.”
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Not merely was the Communal Award an institutional device to split the
Indian communities on grounds of religion, it was also an obvious choice for
the British given the fact that ‘Indian society . . . is essentially a congeries of
widely separated . . . communities with divergencies of interests and hereditary
sentiments which for ages have precluded common action or local unanimity’.*
The 1932 scheme was the culmination of a series of efforts undertaken by the
Muslim leadership to ascertain both the distinctiveness of the community and
thus the extent to which it was separate from the Hindus. In the context of the new
political arrangement following the adoption of the 1935 Government of India
Act, the communal equations appeared to have significantly influenced the course
of India’s freedom struggle. A. K. Ghuznavi, a prominent Bengali Muslim leader,
in his memorandum to the Simon Commission, 1927, emphasized that, as the
Muslim community was educationally, economically and politically behind the
Hindus of the province, ‘further extensions of parliamentary institutions without
proper and definite safeguards would place the Muslims permanently in a position
subservient to the Hindus’.®! Jinnah’s Fourteen Points Programme was the for-
mulation of the above in concrete terms. These points demanded, inter alia, that
‘all legislatures in the country and other elected bodies should be reconstituted on
the definite [principle] of adequate and effective representation of minorities in
every province without reducing the majority of any province to a minority . . .
the representation of communal groups shall continue to be by means of separate
electorate’.*? So, what was articulated in the 1932 Communal Award was nothing
but a well-prepared design to strengthen the argument that since Muslims were a
separate community with a distinct identity their claim for a separate status within
British India appeared most logical.

Communal identity and the historical context

Communal identity is multi-layered and diversely textured. However, if one
looks at the British perception on communal identity, as codified in the communal
award, one is struck by its simplistic nature since it was defined exclusively in
terms of religion. Hindus, Muslims and other religious groups were thus placed
in neat compartments. The colonial rulers, by according equal status to all reli-
gions, placed these identities in competition with each other.®® Recognizing that
Hindus and Muslims had completely different identities, the dominant political
group, the Congress, devised a strategy of absorbing dissent in the form of the
1923 Bengal Pact,* which sought to accommodate the educated Muslims in the
Hindu-dominated white-collar world. What added a new dimension to the de-
bate was the Poona Pact of 1932, which, for the first time, placed the backward
classes (later classified as the scheduled castes in the 1935 Government of India
Act) on the centre stage of Indian politics with a separate identity.>* From now
on, the scheduled castes invariably figured in any discussion on national iden-
tity. Although in Ambedkar the scheduled castes found a powerful leader, they
continued to remain a politically significant ‘minority’ with narrow social, eco-
nomic and political goals. As a dissenter bent on dismantling an oppressive caste
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system, Ambedkar therefore ‘fulfilled the historical role of dissent not only to
question hateful religious dogma but also unbuckle the consolidating ambitions
of the secular state within which former religious orthodoxies are subsumed’.®
What is striking is that, despite having opposed Hindu orthodoxy, manifested in
the caste rigidity of which he was a victim, he ‘attempted to steer a steady course
between a separatist, sectarian stance and unconditional citizenship function in
which identity of untouchables would be subsumed within Hinduism’.>’

The 1932 Poona Pact is the first well-articulated arrangement in which the sched-
uled castes were identified as a separate group within Hinduism; their emergence
with a distinct political identity significantly influenced the provincial elections
that followed the 1935 Government of India Act. Apart from the Muslims, who
had already asserted their existence as a significant community, the ascendancy
of the scheduled castes clearly indicated the complexity of the future course of
Indian history, which so far had glossed over the well-entrenched fragmentation
of identities among both the Hindus and Muslims. In fact, the Pakistan demand
that drew upon Jinnah’s ‘two nation theory’ hinges on the exclusive identities of
both the principal communities, Hindus and Muslims, despite their sharing the
same socio-economic and politico-cultural milieu. For the nationalists, the idea of
separate Hindu and Muslim identity had no natural basis and also the two com-
munities were politically separated through the manoeuvres of communal forces
and imperial divide et impera.®® For Jinnah and the Muslim League, the demand
for a sovereign and independent Muslim state was logical since Muslims consti-
tuted a separate nation with a different religious philosophy, social customs and
literature. Hindus and Muslims belonged to two completely different civilizations
which drew on conflicting ideas and conceptions.*® The Hindu counterpart of this
logic was articulated by V. D. Savarkar, who argued strongly for a separate Hindu
identity because of distinctive features separating Hindus from Muslims, though
its root can be traced back to the eighteenth century when the English writing
on India clearly provided the Hindus with a distinct identity “in racial, religious
and linguistic terms’.> One of the earliest attempts to organize the Hindus as a
community was the Hindu Sabha that flourished in Punjab ‘to protect the interests
of the Hindus by stimulating in them the feelings of self respect, self help and
mutual cooperation so that by a combined effort there would be some chance of
promoting the moral, social and material welfare of the individuals of which the
nation is composed’.**

Drawing upon the cultural differences from the Hindus, Jinnah defended his
argument for a separate identity for the Muslims. Savarkar too sought to construct
the Hindu identity by underlining the well-entrenched cultural distinctiveness of
the Hindus. Defining a Hindu as a person ‘who regards his land of Bharatvarsha
from the Indus to the Seas as his fatherland as well as his holyland’, Savarkar
identified the following four specific features that distinguish them from the Mus-
lims:

(a) all those sects and panths, whether Vedic or non Vedic in their origin
who consider ‘Aa Sindhu’ Hindustan (i. e. the Indian subcontinent from the
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river Sindhu to the Indian Ocean) as their fatherland and motherland; (b) all
Hindus who belong to the same racial stock; (c) they all share a common
cultural heritage; (d) those who regard Bharat [India] as their punyabhumi,
the sacredland (or, holyland in the sense Christianity uses the term holy).*

So, Savarkar’s construction of Hindu identity is territorial (the land between the
Indus and the Indian Ocean), genealogical (fatherland) and religious (holyland).*®
The Hindu Rashtra was therefore more of a territorial than a religious national-
ism because Hindus represented a cultural and civilizational synthesis which is
more ‘a secular-rationalist than a religio-fundamentalist construction’.** Despite
its clarity, the formulation has elements that could be used for other purposes
given the attempt at cultural homogenization of multifaceted country like India.
Furthermore, this particular conceptualization was also the outcome of a specific
politico-ideological debate that unfolded with the propagation of the two nation
theory by the Muslim League in the wake of the struggle for freedom in India. So,
by highlighting the cultural aspect of Hindu Rashtra, Savarkar, the ideologue of
Hindu nationalism, strove to provide an alternative to the construction of Hindus
and Muslims as two separate nations. This was the beginning of ‘the institution-
alization of Hindu nationalism’ on the basis of the essence of ‘Hindu culture’.®

In his formulation, Savarkar underlined the importance of a specific terri-
tory that he conceptualized through the notion of pitribhumi (fatherland) in the
construction of a Hindu nation. He then shifted his emphasis towards Hindu
‘sentiments’ or “culture’ by arguing that only among Hindus could pitribhumi and
punyabhumi be identical. Hindus are defined in a very catholic way. Whoever can
identify India as both pitribhumi and punyabhumi is a Hindu. This formula holds
the core to his idea of rastra-jati-sanskriti (nation-race-culture), which seeks to
provide a sociological basis for a Hindu nation that could also be a homogeneous
nation in cultural and racial terms despite its ingrained diversity. Identification
with the Hindu race and nation is made possible by the recognition of pitribhumi
while identification with culture is justified by the acceptance of India as punya-
bhumi. So, the key exclusions are Muslims and Christians, since they locate their
holy land and also their cultural roots outside India.

It was M. S. Golwalkar who sought to construct ‘a Hindu society’ on the basis
of this argument highlighting the cultural uniqueness of the Hindus who “have set
up standards . . . prescribed duties and rights [and] shed their blood in defence of
the sanctity and integrity of the Motherland’.¢ While articulating the relationship
between the Hindus and the non-Hindus in Hindustan, Golwalkar argued against
the ideal of composite nationalism by saying that:

the non-Hindu people must either adopt the Hindu culture and language,
must learn to respect and revere Hindu religion, must entertain no idea but
the glorification of the Hindu nation, i.e. they must not only give up their
attitude of intolerance and ingratitude towards this land and age-long tra-
ditions, but must also cultivate the positive attitude of love and devotion
instead; in one word, they must cease to be foreigners or may stay in the
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country wholly subordinated to the Hindu nation claiming nothing, deserving
no privileges, far less any preferential treatment, not even citizen’s rights
(emphasis added).*

What is unique in the exercise undertaken by Golwalkar and those espousing
the cause of Hindu nationalism is the consistent effort to position the Hindus as a
community against its binary opposite — the Muslims.* Projecting the Muslims as
‘traitors’, Golwalkar proclaimed:

they have developed a feeling of identification with the enemies of this land.
They look to some foreign lands as holy places. They call themselves Sheikhs
and Syeds . . . They still think they have come here to conquer and establish
their kingdoms. So we see that it is not merely a case of change of faith, but
a change in national identity. What else is it if not treason, to join the camp of
the enemy leaving the mother nation in the lurch?*

What Golwalkar develops is similar to that of Savarkar. There is a clear con-
tinuity in terms of the conceptual framework in which Hindutva is articulated.
Drawn on Savarkar’s idea, Golwalkar devised a formula based around what he
recognizes as ‘the five unities’ of territory, race, religion, culture and language.
Whereas territory and race are related to pitribhumi, religion, culture and language
refer to punyabhumi. Like his intellectual mentor, this RSS guru also excludes
Muslims and Christians since they can hardly integrate with the nation for reasons
connected with their religious roots and cultural background.

Conceptually Golwalkar’s notion of Hindutva is surely an advancement over
where Savarkar left off though the substance remains the same.”® Both of them
produced approaches that sought to resolve the threat posed by doctrinal diversity
and fragmentation within Hindu identity by reference to a framework that was
plausible in the context of partition and its aftermath. Deen Dayal Upadhyaya’s
notion of integral humanism seems to capture Hindutva in the changed environ-
ment when the spectre of partition did not appear to be so decisive politically.
Integral humanism is informed by a series of key themes: (a) there is a need
to evolve ‘a typical Indian answer’ to modern problems (through promoting
swadeshi and small-scale industries, for instance); (b) politics is about values that
need to be upheld in accordance with the chiti (specific essence) of the Hindu
nation; (c¢) dharma is the most critical factor in maintaining balance between the
individual and different institutions in society — institutions such as the family,
caste and the state. As is clear, integral humanism is an effort to redefine Hindutva
by incorporating some of the Gandhian ideas into Hindu nationalist politics. It is
surprising because, when Deen Dayal evolved his model, the votaries of Hindu
nationalist politics, especially Bharatiya Jana Sangh, were keen to join hands with
other anti-Congress political forces in the 1970s to dislodge the Congress Party
from power. In other words, integral humanism is an adaptation of Hindutva to
radically different socio-political circumstances when its original form (as devised
by Savarkar and later Golwalkar) seemed to have run out of steam for historical
reasons.’!
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Consolidating an identity

The idea that Hindus and Muslims are completely different, and hence the genesis
of the 1947 Great Divide has to be located in the Hindu—Muslim chasm, figured
prominently in the debate on partition immediately after the transfer of power.”
The importance of ascriptive identity was further reiterated in the Constituent
Assembly, which concerned itself only with ascriptive communities. Hence, re-
ligion, caste and language were the distinct categories of communities that were
considered.> Within this perspective, the Constitution sought to protect the rights
of those groups that are distinct in terms of socio-cultural characteristics.* The In-
dian nation state at independence was therefore said to have been confronted with
the task of evolving a “unified’ national and political society out of a formidable
diversity of regional, religious, linguistic and caste identities.

It will be perfectly in order if we look at the deliberations in the Constituent
Assembly on minority rights. The aim here is to understand the processes that
informed the debates which finally led to the abrogation of preferential policies in
favour of the recognized minorities. Diversity is inherent in Indian society perhaps
on account of cleavages that are socially nurtured and culturally defended. During
the colonial period, the British administration acceded to a separate electorate for
the Muslims as an ameliorating step, though the nationalists identified this as a
part of the divide et impera strategy. Yet the Motilal Nehru Committee suggested
the separate electorate in its 1928 report, which runs as follows:

(a) There shall be joint electorates throughout India for the House of Repre-
sentatives and the provincial legislatures. (b) There shall be no reservation
of seats for the House of Representatives except for Muslims in provinces
where they are in a minority and non-Muslims in the North Western Frontier
(NWF) Province. Such reservation will be in strict proportion to the Muslim
population in every province where they are in a minority and in proportion
to the non-Muslim population in NWF provinces. The Muslims or non-
Muslims where reservation is allowed to them shall have the right to contest
additional seats. (c) In the provinces (i) there shall be no reservation of seats
for any community in the Punjab and Bengal; (ii) in provinces other than the
Punjab and Bengal there will be reservation of seats for Muslim minorities
on population basis with the right to contest additional seats; (iii) in the NWF
Province there shall be similar reservation of seats for non-Muslims with the
right to contest other seats. (d) Reservation of seats where allowed shall be
for a period of ten years.»

When the Constituent Assembly met to draft the Constitution for free India,
there was a long tradition of governmental preferential policies and also the Con-
gress endorsement. The choice was not easy to make because the circumstances in
which the Constitution was to be drafted underwent radical metamorphosis. The
partition of the country was certainly a significant factor that influenced the delib-
erations on constitutional protection to minorities. Furthermore, the Congress no
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longer had to negotiate with the powerful British-patronized Muslim League. Most
importantly, the political parties pressing for preferential treatment for the minori-
ties were in shambles and therefore ‘unable to present a united front in resisting
the revocation of safeguards’.*® There was also a significant political argument
that gained ground, namely that, if the detailed safeguards were included in the
Constitution for the minorities, ‘they would also serve to perpetuate the separate
consciousness of the minorities to work against the basic desire of the Congress
to strengthen Indian national unity’.>” Yet a complete neglect of safeguards for the
minorities would have left the Congress with the charge of being ‘unrestrainedly
majoritarian in practice’.’

For B. R. Ambedkar, special constitutional protection to the minorities was
morally appropriate given ‘the age-old torture’ meted out by the majority. He
thus sarcastically argued that Indian nationalism had developed a doctrine called
‘the divine right of the majority to rule the minorities according to the wishes of
the majority. Any claim for the sharing of power by the minority is called com-
munalism while the monopolizing of the whole power by the majority is called
nationalism.”® Reflective of Ambedkar’s sentiments, the Minorities Sub Com-
mittee proposed separate electorates and also reservation in legislative bodies,
ministries and civil, military and judicial services of the government as well as a
minority commission. Dissension was sharply articulated during the discussion of
this proposal in the subcommittee; and, following the partition, a separate elector-
ate was vehemently opposed as it was held responsible for creating ‘two nations’
as competing political blocs. It was finally given up since separate electorates
‘sharpened communal differences to a dangerous extent and [had] proved one of
the stumbling blocks to the development of a healthy national life’.%° Jawaharlal
Nehru also endorsed this decision by unequivocally saying that ‘doing away with
this reservation is not only a good thing in itself, good for all concerned, more
especially for the minorities, but psychologically too it is a good move for the
nation and the world. It shows that we are really sincere about this business of
having a secular democracy.’®!

A perusal of the debates on the policies of group preference suggests that the
nationalist argument prevailed over other considerations. The Muslim representa-
tives, for instance, defended separate electorates as they would ensure adequate
and proper representation of the minorities in the public sphere. Three major argu-
ments were put forward: first, minorities required special protection since they
were socio-culturally different from the rest; second, since they were different,
they had to be represented separately in the legislature so that their needs received
adequate attention when framing policies; and third, representation would not be
authentic unless members of the community chose their representatives, other-
wise, representation would be a mockery serving no end whatsoever.

These arguments were forcefully made by a fractured Muslim League.®? The
Assembly, however, rejected them since they were not tenable in the changed
political milieu. The arguments were dismissed on grounds that separate elector-
ates did not seem to be relevant when India was being conceptualized as a nation.
It was argued that separate electorates gained ground when India was articulated
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as ‘a conglomeration of distinct communities’ and not a nation. Moreover, this
very idea, which also informed Jinnah’s two-nation theory, was at the root of
India’s 1947 partition and hence its continuation would ruin the effort of creat-
ing “a national political community’. Separation of electorates was questioned on
the ground that it stood in contradiction with the principle of secularism as they
‘involved the introduction of religious consideration into the political sphere’.
Representation on the basis of the religion was simply an anathema in a modern
nation-state. Given the acceptance of typical liberal values such as democracy,
secularism, rights and justice in defining citizenship in independent India, sepa-
rate electorates became a system with no organic roots in the changed political
circumstances of 1947 and its aftermath.%®

In May 1949, the Advisory Committee on Minorities, presided over by Vallab-
hbhai Patel, decided to abandon “the reserved representation for minority religious
groups’. This principle was, however, to be diluted ‘by temporary retention of
reservation to redress the age-old social discrimination suffered by the Scheduled
Castes and Tribes’.% This decision, as Patel felt, would lay ‘the foundation of a
true secular democratic state’.® It is true that the Constitution that the Assembly
produced was reflective of majoritarian religious sentiments. Nonetheless, at the
end of the deliberation what came out was a constitution that recognized the rights
of religious minorities and did not privilege the majoritarian views in articulating
its provisions.

Other considerations for identity

Although religious identity was the primary basis of aggregating people and iden-
tifying minorities the demand for demarcating regions on the basis of a shared lan-
guage significantly influenced the process of identity formation since the 19058
Swadeshi Movement in Bengal. The 1928 All Parties Conference laid down the
principles for the redistribution of provinces on a linguistic basis.®® As an idea,
the linguistic regrouping of Indian provinces was greatly appreciated,” though its
application was likely to complicate the scenario by creating a new majority and
minority within a province. For instance, in those Oriya towns adjacent to Andhra
Pradesh, Oriya and Telugu are both spoken, but Oriya-speaking people constitute
about 60 per cent of the population and hence the Telugus are reduced to the status
of a minority. There are areas where religious majority and minorities came to be
redefined in the context of these regions.® Linguistic reorganization thus blurred
the distinction between the majority and minority since people accustomed to
seeing themselves as a majority could, in a different location, be reduced to a
minority. Simultaneously with the movements for linguistic divisions of prov-
inces, there began what is defined as ‘the nativist movements’ championing the
demands of the ‘sons of the soil’. Articulated by the Shiv Sena in Maharashtra
and Assom Gana Parishad in Assam, these movements were swept to the top on a
staggering wave of popular sympathy within a short period.® These movements
also captured the aspirations for regional identity™ that drew upon linguistic, re-
ligious and ethnic sentiments of the people concerned. In the movement to create
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greater internal cohesion and to press more effectively ethnic demands against
rival groups, ethnic elites, argues Paul Brass, ‘increasingly stress the variety of
ways in which the members of the group are similar to each other and collectively
different from others’.™ By asserting the distinctive characteristics in relation to
‘the other’ the search for identity has led to a process of what S. J. Tambiah calls
‘the politicization of ethnicity’, a contemporary phenomenon, associated mostly
with “politics of elections’. This political equation, Tambiah argues, ‘combined
with the capabilities of the mass media, radio, television and print capitalism, so
effectively deployed in our time, makes present day ethnic riot crowds very dif-
ferent from the crowds of pre-industrial Europe’.”

The gradual consolidation of the Sikh identity during the last two decades of
the twentieth century underlines the significance of ‘ethnicity’ as a factor in the
formation of a ‘community’ that transcends national boundaries. Several studies
have firmly established that ethnicity is a broader concept since it accommodates
within itself the unifying characteristics of both ‘religious’ and ‘linguistic’ dis-
tinctiveness.” The importance of ethnicity as a powerful determinant of identity
is undoubtedly refreshing in the sense that it is a break with the past in which the
basic thrust of the debate revolved around caste as the only ascriptive denomina-
tion of human existence in India. This is not to belittle the significance of caste as
an important marker of one’s identity, but to expand its viability as an explanatory
tool in association with other factors.” Although caste continues to be significant
in Indian politics, the centre of gravity appears to have shifted from the upper
castes to those characterized as the Other Backward Castes (OBC). Drawing upon
the ascriptive identity, the 1980 Mandal Commission Report identifies 3743 OBCs
in India.” Apart from underlining the complexity of the caste system, the report
is an eye-opener for having shown the intimate link between social backwardness
and poverty, which remained probably the most important issue in Indian politics
following the acceptance of the reservation scheme, as enunciated in the Mandal
Commission.

As the above discussion has shown, the context appears to be a significant
variable in the construction of both individual and communal identity. The formu-
lation brings out the complexity of tribal identity in the subcontinent that clearly
defies the stereotyped understanding of the phenomenon. Since tribal identity
is integrally linked with various other and yet distant ‘external’ influences, it is
extremely difficult to capture the so-called general characteristics applicable to
different tribal groups, scattered all over the subcontinent. Moreover, the chang-
ing nature of tribal identity also captures the varied impact of the external world.
In other words, the explanation for the different nature of tribal populations in
India has to be located in the socio-cultural milieu which they confront in their
day-to-day interaction. Here lies a possible answer to why the Jharkhandis prefer
to be accommodated in the nation-state while some of their north-eastern coun-
terparts resort to armed struggle for an autonomous existence.”® So, instead of
identifying the so-called ‘fundamental’ features of tribal identity, the process that
is articulated in its shaping has to be contextualized to grasp the obvious impact of
the prevalent socio-economic and political forces on identity. Hence it would not
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be entirely wrong to argue that the emergence of political Hinduism, of regional
voices, and of the claims of caste identities — some of these last created by consti-
tutional law, others worn as a defiant badge of historical oppression — has given
‘the question of “who is an Indian (?)” sometimes lethal vitality’.””

Concluding observations

The political is enmeshed in identity and its articulation is context-driven. Attrib-
uting ‘oneness’ to Indian identity is sociologically wrong and politically comical
for at least two fundamental reasons: first, there is a logical fallacy in assum-
ing that Hindus and Indians are identical for reasons connected with diversity
crosscutting religion, language and culture. Despite a uniform political identity of
the nation-state, its ingredients do not match its well-accepted liberal description.
Second, despite attempts at homogenizing identity, there were serious discourses
challenging its basic premises. For Jawaharlal Nehru, imposition of a homogeniz-
ing western model of the nation-state was likely ‘to fuel apprehensions of assimi-
lation” among religious and regional minorities. Imposition of ‘a homogenizing
form of Indian nationalism [is] therefore’, argues Sudipta Kaviraj, ‘likely to dis-
rupt a nation-state instead of cementing its cultural basis’.”

Indian identity is therefore neither monolithic nor totalizing. Rabindranath
Tagore was perhaps the first to emphatically argue against this view that identity
in the subcontinent was unidimensional. Challenging the concept of nation as it
undermines the multilayered Indian identity, Tagore reminds us of the combined
role of the ‘little’ and ‘great’ traditions in shaping what he loosely defined as
the Indian nation.” India’s diversity, Tagore felt, was her ‘nature [and] you can
never coerce nature into your narrow limits of convenience without paying one
day very dearly for it’.8% Not only ‘have religious beliefs cut up society into war-
ring sections . . . social antagonisms [between Hindus and Muslims] have set
up impassable barriers every few miles — barriers which are guarded night and
day by forces wearing the badge of religion’.8! For Tagore, the gulf between the
communities was largely due to ‘the cultural forces’ released by British colonial-
ism, which “fractured the personality of every sensitive exposed Indian and set
up the West as crucial vector within the Indian self”.82 As India’s social system
got distorted, ‘[I]ife departed’, argued Tagore, ‘from her social system and in its
place she is worshipping with all ceremony the magnificent cage of countless of
compartments that she has manufactured’.®® While Tagore was critical of artificial
division among the communities, created and consolidated by forces supporting
colonialism, he was equally alarmed by the drive to gloss over India’s diversity
for the sake of creating a nation-state as in Europe since it would strike at the very
foundation of a civilizational society that flourished in India over the centuries.®

Manifested in an ideological design, described as Hindutva, the recent
endeavour to redefine and restructure identity in India in order to construct a
new homogeneous monolithic Hindu identity has posed the issue of identity in
a manner that bears considerable resemblance to that in Germany and Canada.
The political design seeking homogeneity draws on conceptualizing ‘differences’
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as a priori dangerous to alliance, unity, communication and true understanding.
They are seen as “a political threat for any political agenda’ striving majority sup-
port in a diverse society.® The construction of such an overarching homogeneous
identity not only debunks the historical and civilizational complexities but also
reduces the entire diversity of sects and cults within and other distinctive multi-
faceted aspects of India’s plural social personality into “straitjacketed monolithic
Hinduism’.26 The failure to recognize that Indians are instinctively multi-cultural
is perhaps the most serious weakness of the Hindutva project. Hindutva is a thus a
deliberate ideological construction to erase multiple identities within the category
of caste, sect, region, gender, class or belief. The idea itself is a contradiction
of the pluralisitic personality of a country such as India that has ‘millennia of
flourishing diversity in the form of nurturing different religions — what is impor-
tant to emphasize — diverse non-religious beliefs’.%” In other words, redefinition
of Hinduism as a monolithic and uniform religion is conceptually indefensible®®
because of ‘the rich tradition of heterodoxy that has been so central to the history
of the Hindu culture’.® An inclusionary view of Indian identity, argues Amartya
Sen, “is not only not parasitic on, or partial to, a Hindu identity, it can hardly be a
federation of the different religious communities in India’ presumably because of
the critical role of ‘the non-religious beliefs” also in shaping what Indians finally
become.?

Furthermore, given the increasing proliferation of many other revivalist
ascriptive identities around language, caste, tribe and region, the drive for the
construction of a Hindu identity drawing solely on religion does not seem to be
tenable in the contemporary context. Hence there have been attempts to rede-
fine Hindu nationalism as a cultural referent. The valorization of Ram and Sita
is indicative of ‘a wider point on the idea’ of Hindutva because it ‘denotes a
set of ideas that consciously articulated as cultural, rather than religious’ and yet
there is constant slippage into what we might perceive as ‘more clearly religious
territory’. In other words, this is an imagery, formulated clearly in Savarkarian
terms of pitribhumi and punyabhumi, for inclusion on the basis of cultural logic
and yet it is also a specific cultural referent for exclusion on the basis of religious
identity.”!

Similarly, the zeal for a grand celebration to commemorate the centenary year
of the Vandemataram song is also reflective of a design for gaining political mile-
age out of cultural referent. There is no doubt that Vandemataram played a stirring
and historic role in the context of the nationalist struggle against colonialism.
Probably because of its typical Hindu imagery, Nehru, despite characterizing
the song as ‘indisputably the premier national song of India’, remarked that ‘it
represents the position and poignancy of that struggle, but perhaps not so much
the culmination of it’.>> What Nehru was referring to was that, if the song had
swayed large sections of Hindus by its cultural appeal, it had obviously alienated
non-Hindu minorities, who also remained an integral part of the freedom struggle.
Hence it cannot be ‘an emblem of modern Indian nationhood’.*

Hindutva is thus manifested differently to attain its threefold political
goals, namely (a) creating a unitary society, (b) redefining social mobility in
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an individualistic fashion and (c) using the state to further its ideological goal.
Although it may appear to be a mere coincidence, the fact that both Hindutva and
neo-liberalism draw on more or less identical ideological goals is perhaps indica-
tive of underlying compatibility of political visions and aims. The decade of the
1980s, which is also known as the decade of possibilities, saw critical changes in
Indian political discourse for reasons connected, inter alia, with the rise of Dalits
and lower castes following the adoption of the Mandal recommendations and also
the consolidation of the Hindus for Ramjanmabhumi. This was also the decade in
which neo-liberal economic thinking made its appearance. The growing salience
of Hindu nationalism and neo-liberal values in contemporary India can perhaps
be explained by their clear ideological complementarities.** Hence one can safely
argue that neo-liberalism would not have gained as much as it did independent of
the consolidation of the Hindu nationalist forces that, by seeking to create a united
Hindu India, have also paved the way for ‘a unified market’, the lifeline of the
IMF-World Bank-sponsored neo-liberal development packages.

As evident, identity is formed out of contestations and it can never be static
but is constantly redefined, keeping more or less intact the core values on which
it is grounded. Illustrations from India clearly suggest the difficulty in articulat-
ing identity in a single axis presumably because of the complex socio-economic
realities in which identity is textured. The political undoubtedly plays a critical
role in identity formation. What is significant, as our survey has shown, is also
the context, which is reflective of an amalgam of tradition, values and the impact
of statecraft. Hence it is not surprising that the Vandemataram hardly became a
rallying cry for even the Hindus in India. The fractured opinion of the Muslims
may have had roots in the fear of majoritarian backlash. But the failure to gain
majority support from among the Hindus is certainly indicative of how false is
the claim of the Hindu nationalists of their ideological strength. Furthermore, it
has also shown that extreme political forces, despite their capacity to wreck the
social equilibrium on emative issues, still remain peripheral to India’s basic socio-
political fabric, firmly grounded on a well-entrenched pluralistic ethos. Neglect of
this dimension amounts to a serious distortion of Indian reality, which is resilient
enough to sustain the process of seeking to redefine politics in perhaps the most
creative manner.



3 Indian democracy
Liberalism in its reinvented form

Democracy is not merely a guarantee of adult franchise; it also creates conditions
for participation in the political process. Has India been successful in this regard?
It is difficult to arrive at a conclusive answer because of the apparent paradox one
confronts when conceptualizing Indian democracy: on the one hand, popular zeal,
which reaches the level of hysteria at times during the elections, almost evapo-
rates once the politicians take over political authority and thus hardly functions as
the custodian of both the democratic process and its value system. What is prob-
ably more alarming, on the other, is the gradual erosion of the institutions that are
critical for democracy in its classical liberal sense. The perversion of the electoral
system that fails to neutralize the forces challenging its very existence highlights
a major lacuna in the political arrangement forced on India drawing on feudal
instincts and primordial loyalties. So, democracy, a western concept, has failed to
evolve in India, in its true form. Or, it seems possible, given its short history, that
democracy in India is passing through a transition and will triumph eventually.
Or, since the form of democracy is linked largely to the socio-economic compul-
sions of the day, India is likely to redefine its nature and contour since its socio-
economic environment is entirely dissimilar to that of the west. Nonetheless, In-
dia is perhaps the only example showing that it is possible to maintain, sustain
and strengthen a functioning democracy in a very poor country despite enormous
diversity in terms of language, religion, culture and ethnicity. It is most striking
because according to the classical liberal discourse democracy cannot strike roots
in multi-ethnic societies. Democracy in India is thus ‘a phenomenon’ that, argues
a commentator, ‘by most accounts, should not have existed, flourished or, indeed
long endured’.! The growing consolidation of democratic processes can be attrib-
uted to the emergence of complementary social and political institutions, nurtured
and sustained by an alert people despite the rising tide of communalism and other
divisive tendencies. The chapter is devoted to understanding the evolving nature
of democracy in India, which hardly corresponds to any copybook description.
One can thus safely argue that India is a creative democracy for it is being not
only constantly reinvented, but also redesigned to capture the new experiments in
a non-western socio-political context.
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Democracy and its articulation

The Indian democratic experiment is innovative not only in terms of articulation,
but also in substance. Political institutions that hold the spirit of democracy are
constantly restructured in view of the constantly changing socio-economic mi-
lieu, giving it distinctive localized characteristics within the larger universal para-
digm of liberal democracy. Democracy is translated into the expansion of political
participation though parliamentary elections that were, in the past, centred on a
simple message that could appeal to a broad section of the electorate irrespective
of caste, class and creed and became, in effect, ‘a single issue referendum’.2 De-
scribing this phenomenon as “plebiscitary politics’, the Rudolphs have attributed
its rise to the de-instituti