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Affiliations such as nationality are not only matters of
entitlenment, they all also involve attachnent and responsibility.
In a rapidly changing country, as India certainly is, one of the
duties that we have as Indians is to ask: what kind of a country
this is. This may lead to the further question: what does it
demand of wus, at this tinme? | am very aware that it is rather
reckless to ask grand questions of such apparent naivety. But
since I don't indulge in other dangerous activities, |ike tamng
lions, or being on the trapeze, or standing for parlianentary
el ections, perhaps | ought to show sone bravery and fool hardi ness
here. Hence this |ecture.

India is of course a large country, wth a huge popul ati on.
The relative size of the Indian population is not a new phenonenon,
contrary to the presunption, which seens fairly common in the world
today, that India has becone relatively enornmous mainly because of
recent population growth. In fact, the share of India in world
popul ation prior to the eighteenth century was very considerably
larger than it is today. In the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, many other parts of the world - Europe in particular -
grew nmuch nore rapidly than India and China and the non-Wstern
world in general, and the share of the so-called Wst sharply
i ncreased. Wen that Wstern growh noderated, in the twentieth

century, while the expansion of the non-Wstern popul ati on.



including that in India, speeded up, there has been sone catching
up relative sizes, which according to U. N. projection my be
conpleted during the first half of this century. Al this does
not, of course, dimnish the inportance of reducing the fertility
rate in India (it is an wurgent priority, given its social
consequences) , but it is inportant not to see the relative
| argeness of the Indian popul ation as a brand new phenonenon.

India is a large country not only as a part of humanity, but
also in terns of its diversity, with nmany |anguages, cultures and
religions, remar kabl y di stinct pursuits, vastly di sparate
convictions, and w dely divergent custons. The sheer variety of
things in India has nmade many observers doubt whether India can at
all be seen as one country. Indeed, when Wnston Churchill nade
t he nonentous pronouncenent that India was no nore a country than
was the Equator, it is evident that his intellectual imagination
was severely strained by the difficulty of seeing how so nuch
diversity could fit into the conception of one country. The
British belief, which was very common in inperial days and is not
entirely absent now, that it is the Raj that has sonmehow "created"
India reflects not only a pride in alleged "authorship,” but also
sone bafflenment about the possibility of accommpdating so much
het erogeneity within the consistent limts of a coherent county.

And yet general statenents about India and Indians can be
found over thousands of years, from the ancient days of Al exander
the Geat and Apollonius to the ."nedieval™ days of Arab and Iranian

visitors, well exenplified by Al beruni's renarkabl e book, Ta'rikh



al-hind ("the history of I ndia"), witten in early eleventh

century.
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Even though the past and present of India can be seen in nany
different perspectives. | would claimthat there is a case for
focusing particularly on the long history of the argunentative
tradition in India, and its continuing rel evance today. | think
the intellectual largeness of India links closely wth the reach of
our argunentative tradition. | wll discuss this diagnosis very
briefly here - | have discussed it nore fully in a forthcom ng

book, called The Argunentative |ndian.

That there is a vigorous tradition of arguing in India would

be hard to dispute. | recollect being amused as a young boy by a
Bengali verse - a very serious nineteenth-century poem by Raja
Rammohun Roy - because of the way it explained what is really

dreadful about deat h:
Just consider how terrible the day of your death will be.

G hers will go on speaking, and you will not be able to argue
back.

Qur argunentative tradition has earned Indians nany
distinctions of a sonewhat dubious nature. Krishna Menon's record
of the longest speech ever delivered at the Whited Nations (9 hours
non- stop), established half a century ago (when Menon was | eadi ng
the Indian delegation) , has not been equalled by anyone from
anywhere. Qher peaks of |oquaci ousness have been scaled by other

Indians. V& do |ike to speak and argue. Al beruni cane close to



saying, in his eleventh-century book that while many things (like
mathematics and astronony) were admrable in India, nothing
i npressed him as much as the Indians' ability to speak eloquently
on subjects on which they knew absol utely not hi ng.

Speaking a lot is not new habit in India. The ancient

Sanskrit epics, Ranmayana and Mahabharata. which are frequently

conpared with the Iliad and the Qdyssey, are colossally |onger than

the works that the nodest Honer could manage. |ndeed, WMhabharata

alone is about seven tines as long as the Iliad and the Qdyssey put

together. They proceed from stories to stories woven around their
principal tales, and are engagingly full of dialogues, dilemas and
alternative perspectives. And we encounter nasses of argunents and
counterargunents spread over incessant debates and disputations.
| ndeed, the nost read docunent of philosophical H nduism the

Bhagavad Gta, which is a part of the large epic Mhabharata, is

essentially one | ong argunent.

Sone of the earliest open general neetings ained specifically
at arguing out the differences between conpeting points of view
took place in India in the so-called Buddhist "councils," where
adherents of different points of view got together to argue out
their differences. The first of these large councils was held in
Rajagriha shortly after Gautana Buddha's death twenty-five hundred
years ago. The grandest of these councils - the third - occurred,
under the patronage of Enperor Ashoka in the third century BCE, in
the-then capital of India, Pataliputra - now called Patna. Ashoka

also tried to codify and propagate what nust have been anong the
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earliest formulations of rules for public argunents - a kind of
ancient version of the nineteenth-century "Robert's Rules of
Order." He demanded, for exanple, "restraint in regard to speech,
so that there should be no extolment of one' s own sect or
di sparagenent of other sects on inappropriate occasions, and it
should be noderate even in appropriate occasions.” Even when
engaged in arguing, "other sects should be duly honoured in every
way on all occasions."”

To take another quick exanple from a nuch l|ater period, when
in the 1590s, the great Mghal enperor, Akbar, was nmeking his
pronouncenents in India on the need for tolerance, and was busy
arrangi ng organi zed di al ogues between holders of different faiths
(including H ndus, Mislins, Christians, Parsees, Jains, Jews, and
even - it nust be noted - atheists) , the Inquisitions were stil
flourishing in Europe. Gordano Bruno was burnt at the stake in
Ronme, in Canpo dei Fiori, for heresy, in 1600, even as Akbar was
hol ding inter-faith dial ogues in Agra.

| have argued el sewhere that not only is public reasoning,
including open public argunents, central to the energence and
practice of denocracy, the history of public reasoning is spread
right wdely across the world. India is fortunate in having a very
di stingui shed heritage in this field.

Even though the argunentative tradition is not uniformy used
by all sections of the people, there is potential here for very
wi de use indeed. It is interesting that sone of the nost telling

guestions in the Upani shads conme from wonen interlocutors/ |ike
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Gargi and Maitreyi. There are voices raised against the caste

system too. In the Mhabharata, when Bhrigu tells Bharadvaja that

caste divisions relate to differences in physical attributes of
different human beings, reflected in skin colour, Bharadvaja
responds not only by pointing to the considerable variations in
skin colour within every caste ("i f different colours indicate
different castes, then all castes are mxed castes"}/ but also by
the nore profound question: "W all seem to be affected by desire,
anger, fear, sorrow, worry, hunger, and |abour; how do we have
caste differences then?" There is also a genealogical scepticism

expressed in another ancient docunent, the Bhavishva Purana: "Since

menbers of all the four castes are children of God, they all belong
to the sane caste. Al human beings have the sane father, and
children of the sane father cannot have different castes." These
doubts do not wn the day, but nor are their expressions
obliterated in the classical account of the debates between
different points of view

To ook at a much later period, the tradition of "nmedieval
mystical poets”™ which was well established by the fifteenth
century, included exponents who were influenced both by the
egalitarianism of the Hi ndu Bhakti novenent and by that of the
Muslim Sufis, and their far-reaching rejection of social barriers
brings out sharply the reach of argunments across the divisions of
caste and class. Many of these poets cane from economcally and
socially hunble background, and their questioning of social

divisions as well as of the barriers of disparate religions
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reflected profound attenpts to deny the relevance of these
artificial restrictions. It is remarkable how many of the
exponents of these heretical points of views cane from the working
class: Kabir, perhaps the greatest poet of themall, was a weaver,
Dadu a cotton-carder, Ravi-das a shoe-nmaker, Sena a barber/ and so
on. Also, many leading figures in these novenents were wonen,
including of course the fanobus Mra-bai (whose songs are still very
popul ar, after four hundred years), but also Andal, Daya-bai,

Sahaj o-bai, and Ksema, anong ot hers.

3

Not paying adequate attention to the nature and reach of the
argunentative tradition can lead to msinterpretations of our past.
Consider the politically charged issue of the role of so-called
"anci ent I ndi a" in understanding the India of t oday. In
contenporary politics, the enthusiasm for ancient India has often
cone from the H ndutva novenent - the pronoters of a narrowy Hindu
view of Indian civilization - who have tried to separate out the
period preceding the Mislim conquest of India (from the third
mllennium BCE to the beginning of the second mllennium ADE) . In
contrast, those who take an integrationist approach to contenporary
India have tended to view the harking back to ancient India wth
the greatest of suspicion. For exanple, the H ndutva activists
like invoking the holy Vedas, conposed in the second mllennium

BCE, to define India' s "real heritage. They are also keen on

sumoni ng the Ranayana, the great epic, for many different
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purposes, varying from delineating H ndu beliefs and convictions,
to finding alleged justification for forcibly denolishing a nosque
- the Babri masjid - that is situated at the very spot where the
"divine" Rama, it is clainmed, was born. The integrationists, in
contrast, have tended to see the Vedas and the Ramayana as
unwel cone intrusions of Hndu beliefs into the contenporary |ife of
secul ar India.

The integrationists are not wong to question the fractiona
nature of the choice of so-called "H ndu classics" over other
products of India's long and diverse history. They are also right
to point to the counterproductive role that such partisan selection
can play in the secular, nulti-religious life of today s India
Even though nore than 80 per cent of Indians may be H ndu, the
country has a very large Mislim population (the third |argest anong
all the countries in the world - larger than the entire British and
French popul ations put together) , and a great many followers of
other faiths: Christians, Sikhs, Jains, Parsees, and others. The
fact that India currently has a Miuslim President, a Sikh Prine
Mnister and a Christian head of the domnant party in the ruling
coalition may nmeke India very unlike any other country in the
world, but it need not be seen as particularly strange in India
itself.

However, even after noting the need for integration and for a
mul ticultural perspective, it nust be accepted that ancient India
remains extrenely inportant for India today. These old books and

narratives, many of themdating from ancient |ndia/ have had an
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enornous influence on Indian culture, literature and thought. They
have deeply influenced intellectual and philosophical witings, on
the one hand, and folk traditions of story telling and critical
dialectics, on the other. The difficult issue does not lie in
judging the inportance o f the Vedas or the Ramayana (they are
certainly extrenely inportant), but in understanding with clarity
what ki nds of docunents they are, and in particular the fact that
they contain a great nmany arguments and differences of views.

The Vedas nay be full of hymns and religious invocations, but
they also tell stories (like the wonderful one about the troubles
of the conpul sive ganbler), speculate about the world, and - true
to the argumentative propensity already in view - ask difficult
questions. A basic doubt concerns the very creation of the world:
O d soneone nmake it? Was it a spontaneous energence? |s there a
God who knows what really happened? As it happens, there are
verses in the R gveda that expresses radical doubts on these
| Ssues:

Wio really knows? Wio will here proclaim it? Wence was it

produced? Wence is this creation?. . . . Perhaps it forned

itself, or perhaps it did not. The one who |ooks dow on it,
in the highest heaven, only he knows - or perhaps he does not
know
These doubts and profound argunments from the second mll enni um BCE
would recur again and again in India's long argunentative history.
The rich heritage of atheism and agnosticism in India, which can be
traced for well over two thousand years (they were clearly powerful

in Buddha's own tine in the sixth century BCE) is also a part of

the ancient Indian culture, which also harboured, as | have
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di scussed el sewhere, a great many unorthodox questions about
epi stenol ogy and et hi cs.

Simlarly, the adherents of Hindu politics - especially those
who are given to vandalizing places of worship of other religions -
may take Rama to be divine, but in nuch of the Ramayana, Rama is
treated primarily as a hero - a great "epic hero" - wth many good
qualities and sonme weaknesses, including a tendency to harbour

suspi cions about his wfe Sita's faithfulness. A pundit who gets

consi derabl e space in the Ramayana, called Javali, not only does
not treat Rama as God, Javali calls Rama's actions "foolish"
("especially for," as Javali puts it, "an intelligent and w se
man" ). Before he is persuaded to withdraw his allegations, Javali

gets time enough in the Ramayana to explain in detail that "there
is no after-world, nor any religious practice for attaining that, "
and that "the injunctions about the worship of gods, sacrifice,
gifts and penance have been laid down in the Shastras [scriptures]
by clever people, just to rule over [other] people." The problem
with invoking the Ramayana to propagate a reductionist account of
H ndu religiosity lies in the way the epic is deployed for this
pur pose - as a docunent of supernatural veracity, rather than as a
marvel | ous "parable" (as Rabindranath Tagore describes it) and a
wi dely enjoyed part of India s cultural heritage.

The roots of scepticismin India go far back, and it would be
hard to understand the history of Indian culture if scepticism were
to be jettisoned. Indeed, the resilient reach of the tradition of

di al ectics can be felt throughout Indian history, even as conflicts
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and wars have led to nmuch violence. Gven the sinultaneous
presence of dialogic encounters and bloody battles in India s past,
the tendency to concentrate only on the latter would mss out
sonmet hing of real significance.

It is indeed inportant to see the long tradition of accepted
heterodoxy in India. In resisting the attenpts by the H ndutva
activists to capture ancient India as their hone ground (and to see
it as the unique cradle of Indian civilization) , it is not adequate
only to point out that India has many other sources of culture as
well. It is necessary also to see how nuch heterodoxy there has
been in Indian thoughts and beliefs from very early days. Not only
did Buddhists, Jains, agnostics and atheists conpete with each
other and with adherents of what we now call H nduism (a rmuch |ater
term) in the India of first mllennium BCE, but also the dom nant
religion in India was Buddhism for nearly a thousand years. The
Chinese in the first mllennium ADE standardly referred to India as
" the Buddhist kingdomt (the far-reaching effects of the Buddhi st
connections between the two l|argest countries in the world are
di scussed in the essay "China and India"). Ancient India cannot be
fitted into the narrow box where the H ndutva activists want to

incarcerate it.

4

An attenpt to talk about the culture of a country, or about
its past history or contenporary politics, nmust inescapably involve

consi derabl e selection. | need not, therefore, bel abour the point
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that the focus on the argunentative tradition in this lecture is a

result of choice and does not reflect a belief on ny part that this

is the only reasonable way of thinking about the history or culture

or politics of India. I am very aware that there are other ways of
pr oceedi ng.

The selection of focus here is mainly for three distinct

reasons: the long history of the argunentative tradition in India,

its contenporary relevance, and its relative neglect in on-going

cultural discussions. It can, in addition, be clainmed that the
simul taneous flourishing of many different convictions and
viewpoints in India has drawn substantially on the acceptance -
explicitly or by inplication - of heterodoxy and dial ogue. The
reach of Indian heterodoxy is remarkably extensive and ubiquitous/
and it has direct relevance to the roles of denocracy and
secul arismtoday, and even to the contenporary econom c debates.

The celebration of public argunents has positively hel ped the
growh of denocracy in India. The historical roots of denocracy in
India are particularly worth considering, if only because that
connection is often mssed, through the tenptation to attribute the
I ndian commitnent to denocracy sinply to the inpact of British
i nfluence (despite the fact that such an influence should have
worked simlarly for a hundred other countries that energed from an
enpire on which the sun used not to set). India s unusual record
as a robust, non-Wstern denocracy includes not just its imedi ate
endorsenent, follow ng independence from the British Raj, of the

denocratic formof government, but al so the tenaci ous persistence
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of that system since then, which contrasts with the experiences of
many other countries where denocracy has intermttently made caneo
appear ances.

The long history of heterodoxy has a bearing not only on the
devel opment and survival of denocracy in India, it has also richly
contributed to the enmergence of secularism in the form of the
neutrality of the state between different religions. This is not
to deny that there have been kings and rulers in India who have not
foll owed Ashoka's adnmonition that "the sects of other people all
deserve reverence for one reason or another," or Akbar's insistence
that "no man should be interfered with on account of religion, and
anyone is to be allowed to go over to a religion that pleases him"
But we have to see how extraordi nary have been these codifications
of religious neutrality of the state as and when they have been
enunci at ed. It is hard to find pronouncenments of simlar
liberality in Europe until nore recent times. The tolerance of
religious diversity is inplicitly reflected in India s having
served as a shared hone - in the chronology of history - of H ndus,
Buddhi st s, Jains, Jews, Chri sti ans, Musl i ns, Par sees, Si khs,
Baha'is, and others.

The role of public reasoning in the practice of denocracy and
secularism has been much discussed in contenporary political
phil osophy, led particularly by John Rawl s and Juergen Habernas.
Even though historians of denpcracy - as opposed to political
theorists - have tended to concentrate rather exclusively on

bal I oting and voting, the inportance of the argunentative tradition
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in India for the developnment of denocracy and secularism can be
nore fully appreciated. To illustrate, even though the 2300 years
old conversation between the world-conquering Alexander and Jain
phi | osophers bereft of clothing, as reported by Arrian, has been
much di scussed, the conversation has tended to be viewed nainly as
an illustration of exotic custons and speculative viewpoints. It
is, however, inportant to understand what the content of the
conversati on was.

Wien Al exander asked the Jain philosophers why they were
paying so little attention to the great conqueror, he got the
following - deeply anti-inperial - reply:

Ki ng A exander, every man can possess only so nuch of the

earth's surface as this we are standing on. You are but hunan

like the rest of us, save that you are always busy and up to
no good, travelling so many mles from your home, a nui sance

to yourself and to others!....You will soon be dead, and then
you wWll own just as nuch of the earth as will suffice to bury
you.

Al exander responded, we learn from Arrian, to this egalitarian
reproach with the sanme kind of admration that he had shown in his
encounter with D ogenes, even though his own conduct renained
altogether unchanged ("t he exact opposite of what he then professed

to admre").

5

Before | turn to sone specific policy issues, let nme nake a
brief remark on the distinct roles that arguing plays in the
working of a society. At the risk of oversinplification, | would

like to" distinguish between two distinct functions: (1)
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affirmation, and (2) critique. Affirmation is associated wth

voice, and in particular wth enunciation of clains as well as
principles. Citique goes beyond that and insists on scrutinizing
what is being voiced. The functioning of denocracy needs both.

Consi der the nuch discussed proposition that fam nes do not
occur in denocracies - only in inperial colonies (as used to happen
in British India), or in mlitary dictatorships (as in Ethiopia,
Sudan, or Sonmelia, in recent decades), or in one-party states (as
in the Soviet Union in the 1930s, or China during 1958-61, or
Canbodia in the 1970s, or North Korea in the immediate past). It
is easy to affirm in a socially visible way, the duty of a
responsible state to prevent famnes and to record the voice of the
potential victins when public expression is not prohibited. And it
is hard for a government to withstand public criticism of a policy
failure when a famne occurs. This is not nerely due to the fear
of losing elections, but also connected with facing public censure
when newspapers and the nedia are independent and uncensored and
when opposition parties are allowed to pester those in office.
I ndeed, the proportion of people affected by famnes is always
rather small (hardly ever nore than 10 percent of the total
popul ation), and for a famne to be an electoral nightmare for the
governnment, the sharing of information and the generating of public
synpathy through public discussion are quite crucial. This is one
reason, anong rmany ot hers, that the recent noves towards
guaranteeing "the right to information" are full of economc as

wel | as political and social significance.
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Even though the working of denocracy is easily successful in
preventing conspicuous disasters like large famnes, it is often
far less effective in politicizing regular but non- extrene
undernourishnent and ill health. India has had no problem in
avoiding famnes with tinely intervention, but it has been nuch
harder to generate adequate public interest in less imrediate and
| ess dramatic deprivations, such as the quiet presence of endemc
but non-extreme hunger across the country and the |ow standard of
basic health care. Wile denpcracy is not wthout success in
India, its achievenents are still far short of what public
reasoning can do in a denocratic society, if it addresses |ess
conspi cuous deprivations such as endemc hunger. A simlar renmark
can also be nmde about the protection of mnority rights, which
majority rule may not guarantee until and unless public discussion
gives these rights enough political visibility and status to
produce general public support.

The largeness of India links with its ability to include all
in the domain of public reasoning - not to exclude the underdogs of
society, nor the mnorities. Even though the less privileged in
India, linked with class or gender or comunity, has often been
negl ected from the domain of public concern, the general vehicle of
public reasoning is ultimately a large boat - a nmahayana in the

literal neaning of that |ovely word.

6

Are there positive signs of change right now, and if so, how
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should we interpret and assess then? | am aware that | am entering
a difficult territory here, but | would argue that there are good
reasons to be optimstic, but also need for nore vigorous use of
the argunentative tradition. Let ne, then, extend ny already
established record of reckl essness by commenting a little on sone
of the economc and political issues of the day.

| rely on an analysis | have present earlier, jointly with

Jean Dreze (India: Econom c Devel opnent and Social QOpportunity and

I ndi a: Devel opnment and Participation), that the Indian econony has

suffered from a chronic underactivity of the governnent in sone
fields (particularly in basic education and elenentary heath care)
while being overactive in others (in the form in the so-called
"l'icense Raj " in particular). Wile the 1992 reforns introduced by
Mannmohan Singh, then Finance Mnister, attenpted to address the
|atter problemin a visionary way, it did not, we had argued, go
far enough in facing the first problem There is considerable
evidence that the present Indian government, Iled by Mannohan
hinmself, is nuch nore conmtted to renoving that inbalance. The
underinvestnment in the social sector is now nore fully recognised

Even though there is a long way to go, both the affirmation of the
principles involved and the critiques that have been presented seem

to have received significantly nore attention. As an argunentative
Indian | amready to offer appreciation here.

What about the Enpl oynent Guarantee Bill for rural areas?

Here too there is cause for jubilation as far as affirmation is

concerned. W are dealing here with some of the poorest people in
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Indi an society, and giving them a reliable source of incone through
100 days of guaranteed enploynent can be an enornously inportant
i nstrument. India has one of the highest rates of basic
under nouri shnment in the world, and that deprivation, along wth
ot her consequences of penury, require recognition and response. The
affirmation of the principles involved and acknow edgnent of the
problem to be addressed nust now be followed up by an adequate
critique and assessnment of the provisions and the nodalities
i nvol ved.

Sone of the difficult issues involved have already been well
identified, judging from the discussions | have seen. There are
gquestions of financing and resources, the division of the burden
between the centre which has to bear nuch of the costs and the

states which have to take nuch of the actions, and the big probl ens

of inplenentation, including prevention of corruption which has
much potential whenever noney changes hand. These issues will no
doubt receive attention as the Bill noves through the parlianent.

There are also a few other issues that nust be exam ned.
First, education and health care as well as expansion of physica
infrastructure directly add to the productive capabilities of
peopl e. Enploynent itself does not do not do this, and hence the
need for effectively channelling the work that would be supported
by enploynment guarantee is especially strong. The well-understood
case for expansions of basic education and health care drew on the
experience of many countries in the world, for example in China and

East Asia, in which they have been veritabl e engines of progress.
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Enpl oynent guarantee does not have much past experience to draw on,
except from India itself. The enploynment guarantee in Maharashtra
- has indeed been a success in preventing hunger (for exanple, in
averting what alnost certainly would have been a famne in 1973,
but in this achievenent, transfer of incone is itself the primary
vehicle of inprovenent. If the economic capabilities of the poor
are to be effectively advanced through enploynent guarantee/ the
focus has to be as nuch on the nature of the work done as on having
a cast iron guarantee on receiving a wage.
Second, even though the enthusiasm for the enploynent
guarantee proposal often has tended to conme from activists keen on
the social sector, the form of the guarantee is ained entirely at

securing a private inconme. Gven the fact that India spends a

conparatively small proportion of the GDP on public health care and
public education, conpared with other simlarly placed countries,
it would be inportant to make sure that in the enthusiasm for
guaranteeing private income we do not |ose any ground on possible
expansion of investnent in social public goods that are vitally
needed for reasons that Jean Dreze and | have tried to present in
our last two books. For any commtnent of expenditure, the
opportunity costs have to be scrutinized, and enploynent guarantee
isS no exception to this.

Third, precisely because there is reason for jubilation as far

as affirmation is concerned that public discussion and agitation,

initially linked with "the right to food, " has brought about a

political climate in which a radical proposal has been introduced
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in the parliament with a good chance of |egislative success, the
penalty of failure, if it were to occur, could be extrenmely high
The route of public agitation wll continue to have other uses, for
exanple in pressing for going nore strongly ahead in building
schools and hospitals, and also in legislative reform that may be
needed to overcone systematic absenteeism of teachers form schools
and nedical personnel in public health centres, where the clientele
cones from the wunderdogs of society. Agitation is a scarce
resource too, and the argunentative Indian has to expend it well.
To point to the need for serious scrutiny is not, of course,
to suggest that the scrutiny would produce a negative assessnent,
but rather to be able to choose nodalities in an exam ned way, SO

that the affirnmed social principles are best realized.

7

| turn finally to the political issue of mnority rights and
secularism a subject in which there have been many ups and downs
in recent years. The 2002 riots in the state of Qujarat, follow ng
the CGodhra incident, in which possibly 2000 Muslins died, were not
prevented by the state governnment, nor was the BJP-domnated state
governnent, which had failed to protect mnority community, booted
out of office in the Decenber elections that followed. On the
other hand, the BJP-led central government did fall in the genera
elections held in My 2004. Any set of election results,
especially in a country as large as India, would tend to carry the

i npact of many different types of influences, and there cannot be
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any single-factor explanation of the electoral outconmes. But
| ooking through the nature of the electoral reverses of the BJP and
its allies in the recent elections, including the total - or near-
total - demse of the "secular" parties in alliance with the BJP
it is difficult to mss a general sense of grievance about the
negl ect of secular concerns by parties which were not formally
signed up for the H ndutva agenda. Not only were the voters keen
on bringing down the BJP itself a notch or two (its percentage of
voting support fell from 25% to 22%) , but there are reasons to
entertain the hypothesis that the "secular" support that the BJP
allies delivered to the BIJP-led alliance was particularly inperiled
by the H ndutva novenent's aggressive - and sonetines violent -
undermning of a secular India and the conplete failure of the
BJP' s allies to resist the extrem sm of H ndutva.

In particular, the violence in Guarat did seem to tarnish the
image of BJP and its allies, in addition to the issue of economc
inequality and the back-firing of the boast about "India shining."
The apparent concession by the former Prime Mnister, Atal Bihari
Vaj payee, that the Quarat killings had been a mmjor influence in
the B JP s defeat ("1t is very difficult to say what all the reasons
are for the defeat [of BJP] in the elections but one inpact of the
violence was we lost the elections”) was, | understand, wthdrawn
or significantly enended by him later, but no matter who concedes
what that plausible connection would be hard to overlook. It is
inportant to understand the hold of the sceptical tradition in

I ndi a, despite the manifest presence of religions all across the
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country. In responding to the exploitation of religious denography
in the politics of H ndutva, the defenders of secular politics
often take for granted that the Indian population would want
religious politics in one form or another. This has led to the
political tenptation to use "soft Hndutva®" as a conprom sed
response by secularists to the politics of "hard H ndutva." But

that tactical approach, which certainly has not given the anti-BJP

parties any dividend so far, is, | wuld argue, foundationally
m staken. It profoundly ignores the strength of scepticism in
India, which links wth the argunentative tradition and which
extends to religions as well, particularly in the form of doubting

the relevance of religious beliefs in political and social affairs.
I ndeed, despite the bloody history of riots in India, the
tol erance of heterodoxy and acceptance of variations of religious
beliefs and custons are, ultimately, deep rooted in India.
Rabi ndranath Tagore had put this issue rather nore sharply nore
than eight decades ago in 1921, in his claim that the "idea of
India" itself mlitates "against the intense consciousness of the
separateness of one's own people from others."™ If this is correct,
then it would be right to conclude that through their sectarian use
of religious affiliations, the Hi ndutva novenent has entered into
a confrontation with the idea of India itself. This is nothing
short of a sustained effort to mniaturize the broad idea of a
large India - proud of its heterodox past and its pluralist present
- and to replace it by the stanp of a small India, bundled around

a drastically rawinterpretati on of H nduism
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In the confrontation between a large and a small India, the
broader understanding can certainly win. But the victory for the
broad idea of India cannot be stable unless those fighting for the
| arger conception know what they are fighting for. The reach of
Indian traditions, including heterodoxy and the celebration of
plurality and scepticism requires a conprehensive recognition.
Cogni zance of India’s dialogic traditions is inportant for an

adequat e understandi ng of the capaci ous idea of India.






