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From the Editor’s Desk 

India is at Crossroads

As the nation prepares to celebrate its 72nd 
Independence Day, we need to ponder over an 
important issue that is being repeatedly raised 
by several prominent members of the ruling 
BJP–RSS regime, and that is their aversion to 
the word “secular” in the Preamble to the Indian 
Constitution. Their argument is that this introduced 
in the Preamble by the government of Indira Gandhi 
through the 42nd amendment in 1976, and that it is 
not a fundamental feature of our Constitution. 

This controversy was first stoked by the 
BJP soon after it came to power in the 2014 
Lok Sabha elections. On January 26, 2015, an 
advertisement issued by the Ministry of Information 
and Broadcasting carried a picture of the Preamble 
without the words “secular” (and “socialism”). When 
critics questioned the government’s intentions, the 
Minister of State for Information and Broadcasting 
Rajyavardhan Singh Rathore defended the deletion 
saying that the original Preamble did not have this 
word. The Union Telecom Minister, Ravi Shankar 
Prasad, was more forthright and asked the question: 
“What is wrong if there is a debate on these two 
words? Let us see what the nation wants.” A Member 
of Parliament of the Shiv Sena, an ally of the BJP, 
welcoming the deletion of the word “secular” from 
the Republic Day advertisement, demanded its 
deletion from the Constitution. 

Since then, this issue has been hotly debated in 
the country. Various commentators, ranging from 
politically important people to scribes in newspapers 
and social media, have stated that Dr B.R. Ambedkar 
was opposed to the inclusion of the word “secular” 
in the Constitution of India. 

What are the facts? It is indeed true that during 
the Constituent Assembly debates, on November 
15, 1948, Dr K.T. Shah had moved an amendment 
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to incorporate the words “secular, federal, socialist”  
in Clause 1 of Article 1 of the Constitution. Dr Shah 
had argued that though the major constitutions of the 
world do not proclaim their secular credentials, in 
the case of India, the “secularity of the state must be 
stressed” as the nation was still struggling to come 
out of the trauma of partition and it was important 
to prevent such internecine violence in future. 

It is also true that Dr Ambedkar had opposed this 
amendment. While opposing Dr Shah’s proposal, 
it is important to note that Ambedkar did not say 
anything about secularism in particular. He presented 
his views on rejecting the entire amendment moved 
by Dr Shah. But while doing so, Ambedkar did 
not at all say that he was opposed to secularism or 
socialism. The crux of his argument was that the 
amendment was superfluous as these principles were 
already incorporated in the section on Fundamental 
Rights in the draft Constitution. 

A thorough reading of the Constitution makes 
it clear that for the framers of our Constitution, 
the principle of secularism was unquestionable. 
The rights granted to all citizens in the section on 
Fundamental Rights of equality before law and 
equal protection of law, freedom of expression, right 
to life with dignity, freedom to practice, profess 
and propagate any religion of one’s choice, and 
freedom to manage one’s religious affairs, all within 
reasonable restrictions, establish beyond doubt the 
secular character of the Indian state.

BJP idealogues are deliberately misrepresenting 
Dr Ambedkar’s views to further their agenda of 
transforming secular India into a Hindu Rashtra. 
Ambedkar had unequivocally opposed the Two-
Nation Theory and Jinnah’s espousal of it; in a 
speech to the Constituent Assembly on December 
15, 1946, he said that he hoped that some day the 
light would dawn upon Muslims and "they, too, 
would begin to think that a united India was better 
for everybody." Likewise, Ambedkar was firmly 
opposed to the concept of Hindu raj too, ““If 
Hindu raj does become a fact, it will, no doubt be 
the greatest calamity for this country. . . . Hindu 
raj must be prevented at any cost." That Ambedkar 
was an uncompromising secularist is evident from 
his forceful espousal of the concepts of justice and 
equality and his eloquent articulation of the principle 

of fraternity in his last address to the Constituent 
Assembly on November 25, 1949, “Fraternity means 
a sense of common brotherhood of all Indians—of 
Indians being one people. It is the principle which 
gives unity and solidarity to social life. . . .” He went 
on to say that “without fraternity, equality and liberty 
will be no deeper than coats of paint.” He in fact 
went on to state that if we wish to become a nation 
in reality, we need to uphold this principle. 

Nevertheless, top leaders of the Hindutva 
brigade, from RSS idealogue K.N. Govindacharya 
to RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat, have publicly voiced 
their demand for changing the Constitution of India. 
BJP MP and Union Minister Anantkumar Hegde 
has in fact publicly stated that the BJP had come to 
power to “change the Constitution” and would do 
so in the “near future”. 

There is little room for doubt. India is at 
crossroads. As we celebrate our 72nd Independence 
Day, we need to seriously ponder over and be 
concerned about the future of our country . . .

–Neeraj Jain
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How is one to understand the attitude of Gandhi 
to the partition of India in 1947? Much like other 
facets of Gandhi’s politics, this too is nothing short 
of an enigma. Gandhi was the first to concede 
the idea of Pakistan in principle, soon after the 
demand was made by Mohammed Ali Jinnah. It 
was in March 1940 that Jinnah declared that Indian 
Muslims were not simply a religious community 
but a nation and therefore entitled to their own 
separate, representative, sovereign nation-state. 
Most Indian leaders responded to this demanded 
with disbelief. Some were dismissive. Gandhi too 
called the Pakistan idea a “basic untruth”, perhaps 
the strongest term in his dictionary. Yet he added 
that he could not think of a non-violent method of 
“compelling the obedience of eight crore Muslims 
to the will of rest of India... The Muslims must have 
the same right to self-determination that the rest 
of India has. We are at present a joint family. Any 
member may claim a division.”

Interestingly Gandhi was also the last of the 
nationalist leaders to finally accept the reality of 
Pakistan. He kept denying it till the very end and 
tried everything possible to prevent the partition. 
In between the early acceptance of the principle in 
1940 and the late reconciliation with the reality of 
Pakistan in 1947, Gandhi kept exploring a whole 
range of political options to preserve and maintain 
national unity. So what was partition all about and 
why did national unity prove to be so fragile and 
elusive?  

India was a large country, one of the largest in the 
world. India was also an old civilisational society, 
marked by a remarkable continuity of its social 
traditions through many centuries. It was also one 
of the most plural societies in the world. Multiple 
cultures, languages and religious communities had 
flourished on the land without any great conflict 
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or friction. All these features put together—large 
society, old civilisation, continuity of traditions 
and remarkable plurality—really constituted 
the essence of Indian society. Since around the 
middle of the 19th century, a new process began 
in which diverse Indian people began to coalesce 
together on a common platform. In other words, 
the old civilisational society began to be gradually 
transformed into a modern Indian nation. Diverse 
groups and people began to be connected with one 
another at the level of thought and consciousness. 

One important feature of this nationalisation 
process was that it encouraged diversity and enabled 
people to retain their culture and language while 
joining the national platform. Unlike in Europe, 
national homogenisation did not amount to cultural 
or linguistic homogenisation also. The new and 
nascent Indian nation remained remarkably plural. 
In fact plurality was the very essence of the new 
nation. Indian nationalists celebrated this diversity. 
Jawaharlal Nehru in his epic Discovery of India, 
written in jail in 1944, gave it an evocative name—
Unity in Diversity.

Gandhi was convinced that it was absolutely 
essential for the Indian nation to retain these features, 
inherited from the past, in its journey towards the 
future. He realised the enormous complexities in 
achieving national unity for a diverse society such 
as India. In a statement made in 1940, Gandhi said: 
“India is a big country, a big nation, composed of 
different cultures which are tending to blend with 
one another, each complementing the rest. If I must 
wait for the completion of this process, I must wait. 
It may not be completed in my day. I shall love to 
die in the faith that it must come in the fullness of 
time.” India had started its transformation from a 
civilisational society to a full-fledged nation. This 
journey was bound to be long, uneven, complex and 
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tortuous. What challenges and predicament were to 
be confronted by India during this transition?

The process went reasonably smoothly till the 
1930s when the onward journey of the emergent 
Indian nation met a major collision. It was almost 
as if the big ship, which had weathered the storm 
very well, hit upon a huge rock which blocked its 
march forward. 

The rock that blocked the march of the Indian 
nation was a claim, a novel political claim, made 
by Jinnah. He denied the possibility, even the very 
existence, of a single Indian nation. Instead, he 
claimed, there were two separate nations in India—
Muslim and Hindu. In complete contrast to the 
imagination of the Indian nation that was inclusive, 
territorial and plural, Jinnah defined the new 
‘breakaway’ nation in religious terms. He declared: 
“The difference between Hindus and Muslims 
is deep-rooted and ineradicable. We are a nation 
with our own distinctive culture and civilisation, 
language and literature, art and architecture, names 
and nomenclature, sense of value and proportion, 
legal laws and moral codes, customs and calendar, 
history and traditions, attitudes and ambitions, in 
short, we have our own distinctive outlook on life 
and of life. By all canons of international law, we are 
a nation.” Gandhi could not have disagreed more.

The claim that Indian Muslims constituted a 
separate nation was indeed novel, almost bizarre. 
There had been no compelling evidence of the 
existence of anything even remotely resembling 
a ‘Muslim nation’ in Indian history. Muslims 
constituted nearly 25% of the population and were 
scattered throughout the country. In some pockets, 
such as Sind, Baluchistan and North-West Frontier 
Provinces, they constituted an overwhelming 
majority. In Punjab and Bengal, they had a slender 
majority of a little over 50% with numerically large 
minorities of Hindus and Sikhs. In the rest of the 
country, they were in a minority ranging from 5% to 
14%. Muslims had a presence in nearly every district 
of the country. Instances of Hindu–Muslim violence, 
so characteristic of our times, were rare prior to 19th 
century. Many of the rituals and religious practices 
of Muslims resembled the rituals perfumed by 
Hindus and other. Indian Muslims were internally 
divided—just as Hindis were—by region, culture 
and language. There was hardly anything in common 
between a Muslim from Malabar and one from 

Punjab or Bengal. Could such a diverse and scattered 
religious community be considered a nation? If at 
all this ‘nation’ was to have its own separate nation-
state, what territory would be controlled by such a 
state? Given the entangled nature of cultural lives, 
it was simply not possible to physically segregate 
Muslims from non-Muslims, so as to carve out 
a separate Muslim territory within India. It was 
clear that such a project, if it was undertaken with 
seriousness, was fraught with the most dangerous 
repercussions. 

The Pakistan proposal confronted Gandhi with 
the strongest political challenge of his life. How was 
he to meet it? Non-violence and non-coercion was 
a creed with Gandhi. So was national unity. Could 
a national unity be imposed from the top? If not, 
should Indian nationalists sit quietly and be mere 
spectators to the prospect of a physical division of 
the country? Both national unity and non-violence 
were important creeds with Gandhi. The dilemma 
was: if it was not possible to achieve national unity 
through consensus and non-violence, which of the 
two major values—unity or non-violence—was to 
be sacrificed?

The dilemma was all the more acute, given 
the role of the British colonial state. The British 
government always treated religious differences, 
particularly the ones between Hindus and Muslims, 
as natural and did everything possible to perpetuate 
this division. They introduced modern electoral 
politics in India but completely segregated it along 
religious lines. They created separate Muslims 
voters, Muslim constituencies and also Muslim 
candidates. Thus India’s experiment with democracy 
began by perpetuating Hindu–Muslim divide.  The 
British also encouraged communalism and used 
it as an instrument to discredit the Indian national 
movement. 

Indian nationalist movement, under Gandhi’s 
leadership, pursued a very different agenda. At a time 
when the British were perpetuating and legitimising 
Hindu–Muslim divide as part of their strategy of 
combating the national movement, Gandhi was 
trying to achieve national unity in the process of the 
struggle against the alien state. A political unity of 
Hindus and Muslims was an integral component of 
national unity. The British and Congress were thus 
involved in projects that ran contrary to each other. 
The success of one necessarily meant the failure of 
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the other.
The contest between the two went on during 

the first four decades of the 20th century without 
any definite signs of which project was likely to 
succeed in the end. However, by around 1940, after 
the Pakistan resolution, there were definite signals 
that Gandhi’s project of national unity had run into 
a serious roadblock. The national movement had 
scored crucial victories against British imperialism 
and damaged it considerably. It was becoming 
increasingly clearer since the early 1940s that the 
British might not be able to hold out for long, and 
would have to leave sooner or later. But it was also 
becoming clear that Gandhi’s dream of national 
unity had entered a rough terrain. 

In 1942, Congress formally recognised the 
possibility of a partition of Indian territory. Around 
1944, when Gandhi came out of jail, he began to 
openly concede the prospect of Pakistan. He tried 
to make sense of the Pakistan proposal through the 
traditional metaphor of a family or a clan. He likened 
the Indian nation to a large family. In a prolonged 
correspondence with Jinnah, Gandhi virtually 
conceded Pakistan but refused to concede that Hindu 
and Muslims were two separate nations. Indian 
people were one nation, but they might, through 
agreement and accommodation, divide themselves 
into different territories, Gandhi argued.

It was around 1945–46 that the partition plan 
got a big boost, much to Gandhi’s consternation. He 
realised it and became even more helpless. Partition 
began to look imminent for many reasons. The 
British had accepted the idea and supported it.  At the 
general elections held in March 1946, the Muslim 
League received an overwhelming support for the 
idea of Pakistan from the Muslim voters. Jinnah 
had succeeded in weaving his magic and mobilised 
a large number of Muslims around Pakistan. It was 
some kind of a collective hallucination engendered 
by the leader and indulged in by the followers.  Yet 
another factor which would certainly have tormented 
Gandhi was Jinnah’s readiness to use violence as a 
political weapon in his crusade for Pakistan. When 
in August 1946, both British and Congress decided 
to go ahead with the Cabinet Mission plan without 
conceding Jinnah’s demands, he gave a call for 
Direct Action and made it clear that this was a call 
for violence. He made a public statement: “Today we 
have forged a pistol and are in a position to use it.” 

For the next few days Calcutta witnessed the worst 
form of communal violence in which over 5,000 
people died within four days. The Calcutta violence 
was followed by a chain of communal frenzy. Soon 
communal violence erupted in Noakhali, Bihar, 
UP, Bombay and eventually reached Punjab. Never 
before, and certainly never after, had the country 
come so close to a civil war-like situation. For 
Gandhi, it was a situation of “India temporarily gone 
mad.” He now realised that it would be very difficult, 
if not altogether impossible, to prevent partition. 
Communal hatred had penetrated deep down to 
the psyche of the Indian people, both Muslims and 
Hindus. Jinnah had cast a spell on Indian Muslims 
and had temporarily hypnotised them. At this point, 
his popularity among Muslims easily matched that 
of Gandhi among the Indian people. And Jinnah was 
absolutely determined to have his Pakistan at all 
costs. Once asked if his appeal to Muslims for action 
would be violent or non-violent, Jinnah replied: “I 
am not going to discuss ethics.” Gandhi understood 
that his only weapon of political struggle—a non-
violent Satyagraha with peoples’ support—will 
not work against the forces that were demanding 
partition. He also knew that the British—already in 
a mood to retreat—might not be very interested in 
preserving national unity.

There was only one way in which the partition 
could be prevented. Only Jinnah could do it. 
Gandhi therefore favoured reaching out to Jinnah 
with an offer that would give him the substance of 
Pakistan without entailing the risk of partition. Any 
form of Pakistan without partition seemed to be 
Gandhi’s formula. So convinced was he about the 
disastrous nature of the Pakistan scheme, that he was 
ready to support any proposal which could avoid 
the catastrophe of partition. Gandhi proposed to 
Mountbatten, the new Viceroy, that he should form 
a new national government at the Centre, headed 
by Jinnah. Gandhi hoped that the responsibility of 
national power would restrain Jinnah and make him 
look at the entire country as his own. His followers 
would do likewise. 

The proposal could not be tried out. Too many 
people were opposed to it. Jinnah himself did not 
seem to be inclined. Between partial control over a 
large India and a total control over a small Pakistan, 
he obviously wanted latter. He also knew that his 
politics and ideology had alienated non-Muslims 



8 JANATA, August 12-19, 2018

to such an extent that they would not accept him 
as their leader even for a day. The only alternative 
left was the partition of India. Given the presence 
of substantial non-Muslim minorities in Punjab 
and Bengal, these two provinces too had to be 
partitioned. Earlier, in a meeting with Mountbatten, 
Jinnah had made it clear that he did not mind a 
Pakistan smaller than originally proposed, so long 
as he got it completely.

It was under these circumstances that Gandhi 
gave in and decided to accept the partition of India, 
even though he was the last to accept it. It shattered 
his dream of national unity. The partition was 
also nothing short of a catastrophe for Muslims, 
Hindus and Sikhs alike. Gandhi understood it better 
than anyone else. Almost immediately after the 
decision to partition India was taken, he gave vent 
to his feelings: “We may not feel the full effect 
immediately, but I can see clearly that the future 
of independence gained at this price is going to be 
dark. I shall, perhaps, not be alive to witness it, but 
should the evil I apprehend overtake India and her 
independence be imperilled, let posterity know what 
agony this old soul went through thinking of it. Let 
it not be said that Gandhi was a party to India’s 
vivisection.”

Some leaders, including Jinnah, had hoped that 
after partition India and Pakistan would live as 
friendly neighbours. Gandhi thought otherwise. In a 
statement that should be remembered for its prophetic 
quality, he said in July 1947: “The Pakistanis will 
say that they must increase their armed forces to 
defend themselves against India. India will repeat 
the argument. The result will be war. . . . [Shall] we 
spend our resources on the education of our children 
or on gunpowder and guns?”

The statement reflected the predicament the two 
independent nation states found themselves in. The 
partition happened in 1947 but its legacy is far from 
over. It continues to be a big factor in governing the 
relations between the two countries as was predicted 
by Gandhi. Both India and Pakistan are still living 
in the dark shadows that were cast upon the land of 
South Asia by the partition in 1947.

Email: salil@aud.ac.in
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The rise to dominance of the RSS in the political 
sphere has been accompanied by its claim of being 
most patriotic organisation and that it has contributed 
to nation building and to the freedom movement. It 
has also been trying to act as an aggressive judge, 
classifying people as patriots or otherwise. It has 
propagated that minorities are not patriotic and 
have not contributed to the freedom movement. 
Lately, all those disagreeing with its politics are 
being labeled as anti-nationals (desh drohi).1  At 
the same time, Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, the 
major Hindutva ideologue, has been adorned as veer 
(brave), swatantryaveer (brave freedom fighter), his 
statues have been raised at several places and roads 
named after him in different cities. During the BJP 
led NDA (1998–2004), his portrait was put up in 
the central hall of parliament. This government also 
named the Port Blair airport in his name. The word 
of mouth propaganda has been eulogising him as 
the real ‘Father of the Nation’.2  

With the change of regime at the Centre (2004), 
the new petroleum minister Mani Shankar Aiyer 
replaced his plaque at Andaman's with that of 
Mahatma Gandhi. This again became a matter of 
controversy. The BJP–Sena alliance tried to capitalise 
on this during the elections in Maharashtra, where 
Savarkar has been projected as a great revolutionary 
and efforts have been made to show that he was the 
guiding figure for all the great freedom fighters apart 
from being a progressive person of sorts. Those 
opposing Savarkar being given these honours have 
been insulted. Similarly Atal Bihari Vajpayee, the 
BJPs’ mask, also claimed that he participated in the 
freedom movement. Where does the truth lie?

Freedom Movement
India’s freedom struggle is acknowledged to be 

world’s greatest mass movement ever. It assumed 
a mass character after the efforts of Gandhi from 
1920, before which it had more of an elite character. 
This movement primarily aimed at throwing away 
the British rule. Parallel to this, there were several 
other phenomena taking place in society, and they 
were affecting the entire network of social equations 
and life pattern of society. All this was taking place 
in the backdrop of process of industrialisation 
and the introduction of modern education. These 
twin processes resulted in the emergence of a new 
business industrial class, an educated middle class 
and the working class. These twin processes also 
resulted in the change of social hierarchy of caste 
and gender. Women and Dalits began to have access 
to education as well as were participating in the 
social and political movements as equal beings. 
This whole process of change was captured in the 
phrase, ‘India as the Nation in the making’. The 
Indian National Congress, majority of sections of 
the left and the Dalits leaders articulated the need 
for democratic values, the values of liberty, equality 
and fraternity, which became the slogans of India’s 
struggle for independence.

In contrast to these emerging classes and the 
concept of India as a nation in the making, those 
associated with declining classes, that is, the 
landlords, the kings and the associated clergy, stuck 
to the pre-modern values of birth-based inequality 
of caste and gender. They believed in the existence 
of a Muslim Nation from the 8th century onwards, 
and a Hindu nation since times immemorial, in 
contrast to the concept of India as a united nation 
in the making. The political streams coming out 
of this section were the Muslim league, the Hindu 
Mahasabha and the RSS, amongst others. These 
groups never participated in the freedom movement. 
The major reason for this was that the freedom 
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movement aimed at democratic values, while these 
groups believed in birth based inequality. Here, 
it should be clear that those Hindus and Muslims 
who believed in democracy and in the concept of 
India being a ‘nation in the making’ participated in 
the freedom movement, while those who belonged 
to the declining classes remained aloof from the 
freedom movement and indirectly contributed to 
the implementation of the British policy of divide 
and rule. While most Hindus participated in the 
freedom struggle, the followers of Hindu Mahasabha 
and RSS kept aloof. Likewise, while most Muslims 
participated in this movement, the followers of 
Muslim League did not do so. Incidentally the 
Maulanas of Barelvi and Deoband did associate with 
the struggle for independence of India.3  

Savarkar and Freedom Movement
Savarkar was the founder of Hindutva ideology, 

the base of Hindu right-wing feudal values. One 
needs to look at the trajectory of his life to understand 
his transition from an anti-British revolutionary to 
the ideologue of Hindutva. Savarkar was initially an 
anti-British revolutionary. Later, his life underwent a 
major transition during his confinement in Andaman 
jail. He was a changed man after the period of his 
jail life. He was an anti-British revolutionary prior to 
his deportation to the Andamans, but later he never 
associated with anything even remotely sounding 
as anti-British.

Savarkar had gone to study law in London in 
1906. While pursuing his studies there, he formed 
the 'Free Indian Society' committed to overthrowing 
British rule in India. For this and other anti-British 
activities, he was denied barristership. When he 
appealed against this decision, the authorities offered 
him a call to the bar if he gave an undertaking not to 
participate in politics. He rejected this offer. 

His group had learnt the art of bomb making 
from a Russian revolutionary in Paris. One member 
of the group killed a top-ranking official in India 
Office (London) and was sentenced to death. For 
involvement in this and for other charges on him in 
Indian courts, Savarkar was arrested and deported to 
India for trial on July 1, 1910. The ship carrying him 
stopped at Marseilles, where he jumped into the sea 
and swam to the shore to claim asylum on French 
soil. He was captured and was brought to India. In 

India, he faced two cases, one in Nasik and one in 
Bombay, and was sentenced to a total of 50 years in 
prison in the Cellular Jail in the Andamans.

The conditions in the Andaman jail were very 
painful. The political prisoners were tortured badly. 
He could not bear the torture, unlike most other 
inmates in the prison. It seems that the conditions 
of jail life broke his spirits. Within a month after 
arriving in the Andamans, Savarkar submitted his 
first mercy petition to the British, on August 30, 
1911. The petition was rejected. He submitted fresh 
petitions in November 1913 and then again in 1917 
and March 1920. In these petitions, he pledged that 
“if the government in their manifold beneficence 
and mercy release me, I for one cannot but be the 
staunchest advocate of constitutional progress and 
loyalty to the English government . . .” He further 
stated, “My conversion to the constitutional line 
would bring back all those misled young men in 
India and abroad who were once looking up to me 
as their guide. I am ready to serve the government 
in any capacity they like, for as my conversion is 
conscientious so I hope my future conduct would 
be.”

Unaware of Savarkar’s clemency petitions, the 
Indian National Congress in the early 1920s agitated 
demanding his unconditional release. 

After these repeated mercy petitions and 
promises, the British moved Savarkar to a jail 
in Ratnagiri in May 1921, and finally released 
him on January 6, 1924. The British imposed 
stringent conditions for his release; Savarkar not 
only accepted them, but also made the statement: 
“I hereby acknowledge that I had a fair trial and 
just sentence. I heartily abhor methods of violence 
resorted to in days gone by, and I feel myself duty 
bound to uphold law and the constitution to the best 
of my powers and am willing to make the Reform 
a success in so far as I may be allowed to do so in 
future.”4  The reforms he is referring to here are the 
Montague Chelmsford proposals of 1919, which did 
not satisfy the nationalist movement's demands and 
were rejected by it.

The British Government released him under 
the condition that he will stay in Ratnagiri district 
in Bombay province and will seek permission of 
the government to leave the district, and also that 
he will not engage in any public or private political 
activities without the consent of the government. 
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The period of these conditions lasted till 1937, when 
the Congress ministry was sworn in. Subsequent 
to this, he assumed the office of the President of 
Hindu Mahasabha. This aspect of his total surrender 
is completely hidden by the Hindutva forces when 
they confer on him the epithet of ‘Veer Savarkar’.

Why did British government release him? How 
is it that after his release the track of his politics 
totally changed and he came to adorn the mantle 
of the ideologue of Hindu Rashtra? Why is it that 
he never undertook any anti-British agitation after 
his release? Why is it that he never joined and 
supported the major movements of those times, like 
the Quit India movement? Why is it that instead 
of being a part of the freedom struggle, he chose 
to help the British in recruiting Indians for their 
army? His compromise with the British hides a lot 
of messages about the nature of his politics from 
then on. He emerged as the undisputed leader of 
the Hindu Mahasabha. After 1937, for most of 
the time, his politics was the polar opposite of the 
national movement led by Gandhi and 'no support 
to Congress move' was his basic dictum. This 
can be best exemplified by the 1942 Quit India 
movement, when Gandhi gave the call for people 
to leave government jobs. Opposing it, Savarkar 
issued the edict: “I issue this definite instruction to 
all Hindu Sanghathanists in general holding any post 
or position of vantage in the government services, 
should stick to them and continue to perform their 
regular duties".5  The edict was dutifully followed. 
Indeed, the Mahasabha’s working committee 
passed a resolution on August 31, 1942 asking all 
Mahasabhaites to remain at their jobs. 

Savarkar has the 'honour' of brewing Brahmanical 
Hinduism with nationalism, and he was the first 
exponent of the doctrine of Hindutva. While his 
initial anti-British struggles were impressive, after 
his release from the Andamans he assumed the role 
of the proponent of Hindutva, and all his energy was 
directed towards strengthening the politics of hate, 
strengthening the communal Hindu Mahasabha and 
helping RSS from a distance.

As an aside, we should note here that Savarkar's 
anti-British struggles and anti-British activities 
totally ceased after his release by the British, and 
from then on all his guns were to be targeted against 
the Muslims. In his work, Hindutva: Who is a Hindu, 
first published in Nagpur in 1923, Savarkar argued 

that the Aryans, who settled in India at the dawn of 
history, very early formed a nation, now embodied 
in the Hindus. He writes, “Hindus are bound together 
not only by the tie of the love we bear to a common 
fatherland and by the common blood that courses 
through our veins and keeps our hearts throbbing 
and our affection warm, but also by the tie of the 
common homage we pay to our great civilisation—
our Hindu culture.”6 

According to Savarkar, Hindutva rests on three 
pillars: geographical unity, racial features and 
common culture. He further went on to elaborate 
the criterion for who is a Hindu? According to him 
all those who regard this land as their fatherland 
and holy land are the only ones who are Hindus, 
and this land belongs only to them. This leads to 
the automatic interpretation that Christians and 
Muslims, whose holy places are in Jerusalem and 
Mecca respectively, are not at par with the ̀ Hindus' 
who 'own' this country. Savarkar thus initiated the 
idea of ‘doubting of patriotism of Muslims’. He says, 
“Besides culture, the tie of common holy land has 
at times proved to be stronger than the chains of a 
motherland. Look at Mohammedans: Mecca to them 
is a sterner reality than Delhi or Agra.” 

Savarkar's politics was in direct opposition to 
Gandhian politics. Gandhi—the representative of 
Indian nationalism—was branded by Savarkar as 
a conciliator and appeaser of Muslims. Savarkar 
propounded that struggle for supremacy would begin 
after the British left and that Christians and Muslims 
were the real enemies who could be defeated only 
by “Hindutva”. It is also worth remembering that the 
murderer of Gandhi, Godse, was his ardent follower. 
Savarkar himself was the co-accused in Gandhi 
murder, but was let off for lack of corroborative 
evidence and as Godse took the whole responsibility 
of this murder totally on his own self.

Today, in order to eulogise Savarkar, his 
followers are suitably misinterpreting events and 
his writings, and attributing many anonymous things 
to him. That he wrote anti-British articles after his 
release is a pure figment of their imagination. A 
‘Savarkar mythology’ is being created to replace 
factual history, which is available through his actual 
writings and authentically published works and 
documents from impeccable sources. One argument 
being given is that he knew India was in any case 
going to get independence, so why waste energies in 
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fighting against British. This is an absurd argument. 
No political movement ends its agitation till its goals 
are achieved and this is true for the Indian freedom 
struggle led by Gandhi and Nehru too—the struggle, 
the negotiations and the manoeuverings continued 
till India actually won independence. Some of his 
followers also claim that his apology to British was a 
clever strategy on the part of Savarkar. The falseness 
of this argument can be understood by comparing 
his mercy petitions with those of Bhagat Singh. 
Bhagat Singh in fact reprimanded his father when 
he wanted to pleaded with the British to release 
his son. Furthermore, not only does history tell 
us that Savarkar stood by the promise he made to 
the colonial government that if released, he would 
give up the fight for independence and be loyal to 
the colonial government, after his release from  jail 
he propounded the ideology of Hindutva which 
destabilised the freedom movement by deepening 
the divisions along sectarian lines and thus helped 
the British

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
Coming to the RSS, the RSS combine claims 

to have contributed substantially to the process of 
‘nation building’ and freedom struggle. History 
textbooks introduced in schools wherever BJP 
governments have come to power delve at great 
length about the contribution of their ideologues to 
the national movement. 

The fact of the matter is, RSS as an organisation 
was never a part of the anti-British movement. Its 
founder Dr K.B. Hedgewar, had been sentenced 
to jail before he founded the RSS, in the wake of 
Khilafat movement. This was on the charge of 
giving a provocative speech. The second and last 
time he was sentenced to jail was during the 1930 
Civil Disobedience Movement, when Gandhi called 
upon the people to break the law. Hedgewar told the 
RSS that the organisation will not participate in this 
movement, and that those who want to participate 
in their personal capacity can do so. He himself 
was jailed during this satyagraha. His biographer 
clarifies that his main goal in participating in this 
movement was, “Dr Saheb had the confidence 
that with a freedom loving, self sacrificing and 
reputed group of people inside with him there, he 
would discuss the Sangh with them and win them 

over for its work.”7  The aim was therefore not to 
participate in the movement but to get contacts for 
building the divisive politics of RSS. From 1931 
onwards, Hedgewar dissociated himself from the 
Civil Disobedience Movement and never again was 
he a part of any national movement. 

The non-participation of the RSS in the freedom 
struggle was ideologically formulated by M.S. 
Golwalkar, according to whom fighting against 
the British was reactionary and he accused the 
Congress for reducing the national struggle to 
‘mere’ anti-British movement. Golwalkar writes, 
“Being anti-British was equated with patriotism and 
nationalism. This reactionary view had disastrous 
effect upon the entire course of the independence 
struggle, its leaders and the common people.”8 With 
this being its ideological formulation, the Sangh 
Parivar obviously did not and could not fight against 
the British. The RSS equated its nationalism with 
fighting Muslims, and hence its constant harping 
against the national leadership for ‘appeasement 
of Muslims’. "The Hindu Mahasabha and RSS 
combine even kept away from supporting the Naval 
revolt because they (mutineers) used guns against 
the British and the Sangh Parivar considered fighting 
against British as “disastrous" and “reactionary”.  

Anderson and Damle (Brotherhood in Saffron) 
point out that “Golwalkar believed that the British 
not be given any excuse to ban the RSS.  When the 
British banned military drill and the use of uniforms 
in all non-official organisations, the RSS complied. 
On April 29, 1943, Golwalkar distributed a circular 
to senior RSS figures . . . (that said) ‘We discontinued 
practices included in the Government’s early order 
on military drill and uniforms . . . to keep our work 
clearly within bounds of law, as every law abiding 
institution should . . .’”.9  

Our description of the role of the RSS in 
the freedom struggle is necessarily brief, as one 
cannot describe a non-phenomenon beyond a 
point. The RSS not only consciously abstained 
from participating in the freedom movement, on 
the contrary, it opposed the various movements 
launched during the freedom struggle (especially 
the Quit India movement). During those days too, 
it was active as a communal body, boosting the 
impact of Muslim communalism and participating 
in the process of mutual supplementation of Hindu 
and Muslim communalism.
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Vajpayee and Freedom Movement
Much is also made of the ‘participation’ of 

BJP's mask, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, in the Quit India 
movement. This was the time when young Vajpayee 
was a recruit of RSS. In an article put out on the 
internet (it also appeared in the newspapers) The 
Sangh is my soul for the consumption of NRIs and 
for soliciting their support for the Sangh Parivar, he 
says, “When I wrote Hindu Tan-Man Hindu Jeevan, 
I was a student of class X. . . . Till 1947 I did the 
RSS work at shakha level . . . I also participated in 
the Quit India movement in 1942 and was jailed. I 
was then studying for my Intermediate examination. 
I was arrested from my native village Bhateshwar 
in Agra district (italics added).” 

This claim by him has been investigated in 
detail and the findings published in the fortnightly 
Frontline of February 20, 1998.10  This investigation 
nails the lie of his participation in the Quit India 
Movement. Vajpayee had made a confessional 
statement before the magistrate on September 1, 
1942, in which he says that although "I along with 
my brother followed the crowd" which attacked 
the forest outpost and demolished it, and witnessed 
the event, "I did not cause any damage. I did not 
render any assistance in demolishing the government 
building." In effect, Vajpayee therefore stated: I was 
part of the crowd, but I did not share its objectives 
and I did not participate in any culpable act. In a 
tape-recorded interview with Frontline’s editor N. 
Ram in January 1998, Vajpayee admitted that he had 
indeed made this statement. 

This makes it clear that Vajpayee did not 
participate in the Quit India movement as a "freedom 
fighter" in his home village of Bateshwar. Despite 
this, many decades later, the Sangh Parivar has been 
seeking to lionise Vajpayee for the heroic role he 
played in 1942—a role he explicitly denied then 
and has denied again, in his January 1998 interview 
to Frontline. 

Freedom Movement: Democratic Values
It should be apparent that only those people 

participated in the freedom movement who stood 
for democratic values. These were the ones who 
held aloft the tricolour, while those who were for the 
saffron flag or the green flag had no role to play in 
this mass movement, which built the multicultural, 

multi-religious plural India that we are today. 
Unfortunately, today, the retrograde ones, those 
who kept aloof, criticised and opposed the freedom 
movement, are claiming to be the custodians 
of nationalism. Their nationalism is not Indian 
nationalism; theirs’ is a sectarian, religion-based 
one, a total anti-thesis to what India actually is!   

Email: ram.puniyani@gmail.com
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Introduction
When we examine the realities of cultural 

plurality, demands of social cohesion and imperatives 
of development in the context of India and its people 
today, there is little point in denying the growing 
ethnocentrism and increasing socio-cultural tensions 
and conflicts in the country. It contains trajectories 
of religious nationalism, linguistic nationalism 
and secessionism. What is ethnocentrism? It is 
a tendency in socio-cultural communities of any 
society to use the prevalent values and norms as 
the basis for evaluating and judging other people. 
An ethnocentric person is puzzled with diversities 
and multiculturality. Such a person feels justified in 
asking and demanding: “Why can’t everyone else be 
just like us?” It is the opposite of cultural pluralism 
where there is systemic provision and scope for a 
variety of peoples, opinions and practices. It is an 
impediment in the progress of civic nationalism 
which is based upon constitutional values, ideals 
and rules. It has the potential of promoting ethnic 
nationalism which causes marginalisation of 
other ethnic groups through social dominance. It 
ultimately encourages discrimination against ‘the 
others’. Discrimination in a democracy breeds 
alienation, leading to separatism. Therefore, it has 
become meaningful to ask why there is increasing 
visibility of anxiety, fear and anger about cultural 
pluralities within both the dominant communities 
as well as the vulnerable communities all over our 
country, which is fuelling the problems of social 
cohesion and development.  

From the perspective of political sociology, 
ethnocentrism and ‘identity politics’ are twins. 
Their togetherness is behind the increasing 
significance and appeal of ‘historical fractures 

caused by religious plurality’ and ‘traditional social 
cleavages due to the caste system’ in the everyday 
life of Indian people. They are overshadowing basic 
issues of economy, employment, energy, education 
and environment. It has introduced distortions in 
the process of representative democracy where 
common good is giving way to sectarian interests. 
The social base of democracy is expanding but 
there is shrinking of space for effective role of the 
marginalised groups and communities. There is also 
change in the composition and orientation of the 
political elite and political parties. The processes of 
horizontal mobilisations are being replaced by the 
initiatives of vertical mobilisation. It is challenging 
our constitutional set-up more than untrustworthy 
neighbours like China and Pakistan. The police and 
judicial system are quite stressed in maintaining 
social cohesion in such a setting. These two issues 
of sustaining cultural pluralism and strengthening 
democratic ways of social cohesion and sustainable 
inclusive development are intimately related with the 
major deficits in the post-colonial socio-political and 
economic set up after seven decades of democratic 
transformations. 

There is no use of getting divided about who 
is to be blamed for it—the model of ‘mixed 
economy’ and state-centric political economy or the 
LPG (Liberalisation–privatisation–globalisation) 
paradigm and market-mediated priorities and 
programmes. Today our nation is suffering due to six 
significant deficits: i) Development deficit (ranked 
131 in a total of 188 countries); ii) Governance 
deficit (high level of corruption and low level of 
efficiency in governance apparatus); iii) Legitimacy 
deficit (increasing pollution of the election system 
and party system due to black money and crime–
politics nexus); iv) Democracy deficit (declining 
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representation of working population (particularly 
women and the working poor) in legislative 
bodies, limited democratisation of public sphere 
and key institutions of society and use of extra-
constitutional ways in power conflicts); v) Nation-
building deficit (increasing pressures of ethnic 
and parochial considerations in the democratic 
discourse of power); and vi) Citizenship-building 
deficit (low incentives for citizenship-building in the 
face ‘identity politics’, primordial identities based 
mobilisations, and diminishing scope for active 
citizenship). We need systemic changes for a better 
tomorrow as our society and polity have arrived at a 
new cross-road in the journey of democratic nation-
building. Addressing the questions associated with 
cultural pluralism, social cohesion and development 
may be useful in understanding the present situation 
and its demands for moving forward to meet the 
needs of unity in diversity which is a systemic 
imperative for our society with deep civilization 
roots and plurality of religions, languages, memories 
and customs.  

II. Some conceptual points
We sociologists consider a society as a social 

organisation of people who share a history, a culture, 
a social structure, a set of institutions, a territory 
and a civilisational identity. Societies differ with 
each other in terms of degree of ‘we-feeling’ among 
its members. ‘We-feeling’ grows on the basis of 
shared values, institutions, processes and memories, 
which gets developed and evolves into nationhood 
with increasing social cohesion and political unity. 
Loyalty and affinity to the idea of ‘nation’ in a 
democracy is a direct and cumulative consequence 
of political representation, socio-economic justice 
and cultural unity. 

A nation-state is the political organisation of 
a cohesive society and its people, which has a 
government, laws, citizenship, physical boundaries 
and a sense of nationhood. Any nation evolves on 
the basis of a cultural framework. Culture has been 
conceptualised as a configuration of: (a) learned 
patterns for behaviour, and (b) shared understanding 
about the meaning and value of things, ideas, 
emotions and actions acquired as a member of 
society. Historically speaking, the system of nation-
states first came into existence in Europe on the basis 

of the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, and then in the 
rest of the modern world. 

Cultures may be understood with help of two 
metaphors—culture as a tree, and culture as a river. 
It is rooted in a specific space like a tree. It has 
branches, leaves, flowers and fruits. Like a tree, it 
grows from a seed. Then it blooms and gives fruits. 
It may also decay or get uprooted. On the other hand, 
it has a point of origin in time and space and a course 
of flow like a river. The flow of culture takes place 
in a way where the two banks for its journey are 
one, the societal values, institutions and processes, 
and two, the folk beliefs and customs. Like a river, 
a culture has tributaries and distributaries also. Like 
a river, it may get polluted or silted or impacted by 
other related factors.

We find that ‘culture’ and ‘civilisation’ are used 
synonymously. But they are different from each 
other. In this context, a civilisation presents the 
sum total of what the members of a society have in 
terms of economy, polity, technology and material 
resources to organise their life conditions and fulfil 
their needs and aspirations. In a setting of rapid 
social changes, which is the case with India since 
independence, societies become victim of ‘cultural 
lag’ because of a gap between technological and 
cultural changes—humans need more time to change 
their cultural values and orientation as compared to 
adopting to changes in technological and material 
aspects of their life.

Sociologists have suggested that all human 
beings, as members of a given society, particularly 
a nation-state, share certain a civilisational heritage 
and a cultural framework. 

Social cohesion is an outcome of natural and 
logical connections among the members of a society. 
It is based upon a system of values, institutions and 
processes which help the citizens to be together to 
form a whole. A democratic society is most suitable 
for a cohesive social order because democracy 
makes us learn to be a citizen of a nation-state with 
a defined set of rights and duties. It assures the 
following to all citizens irrespective of caste, class, 
creed, gender, age, race, region and religion: i) 
identity; ii) dignity; iii) rights; and iv) representation. 
It asks us to be dialogical, competitive, cooperative 
and tolerant of diversities and socio-cultural 
differences. Recognition of cultural pluralism and 
commitment for social cohesion are two essential 
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characteristics of a healthy democratic nation-state. 
But all democratic nation-states are not always 
healthy and cohesive. The citizens are not found 
to be capable of staying together to form a whole 
because of a variety of reasons. There are three 
‘D’s which need to be avoided by any democratic 
nation-state to maintain critical minimum fraternity 
and cohesion among its citizens: discrimination, 
deprivation and destitution. 

Development, as a concept, has at least four 
facets—social, economic, political and spiritual. 
The United Nations has identified seventeen 
dimensions which should be included in the agenda 
of development in the 21st century. Two important 
preconditions required for any social change to 
be recognised as ‘development’ are inclusion and 
sustainability

III. Diversities and pluralities in India: 
From disharmony to constitutional 
coherence

Let us now take a look at the diversities and 
disharmonious features of our society in order to 
recognise the challenges and opportunities before 
India today. 

Process of ‘reservations’ for the SCs, STs, 
OBCs, women and physically challenged

In real terms, there have been four major kinds 
of pluralities and diversities which demanded social 
and political engineering to enhance social coherence 
and promote development in a democratic nation-
state: 1) castes and tribes; 2) Indian languages; 3) 
ethnic regions; and 4) existence of several religious 
communities, including the legacy of age old 
coexistence of Hindu–Muslim–Sikh–Christian–
Buddhists–Jains and other faith communities. 
Our society is indebted to the nation-builders like 
Gandhi and Ambedkar found ways to tackle the 
challenges of caste system based disharmony, 
and extreme vulnerability of the tribal (Adivasi) 
communities. Their initiatives created a suitable 
background for the makers of Constitution of India 
to institutionalise the revolutionary provisions of 
special protection and reservation for Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes in legislative bodies, 
education and government jobs. The caste atrocities 

have not ended through these provisions. But they 
have made it clear in a decisive way that there 
is no legitimacy to caste based discriminations 
and that the age-old practice of caste-based and 
tribes related discriminations must be severely 
punished by the democratic state. Of course, this 
has also contributed to elite formation among these 
vulnerable communities, which has created in them 
the capability of resistance and raising their voice.

Social cohesion through ‘social justice’
The legal validity of these arrangements and 

impact of ‘reservation policies’ later encouraged 
the Indian state to offer similar support to the 
Other Backward Classes (OBCs) which are found 
in all religious communities. There is provision of 
‘reservation’ to create opportunities for the physically 
challenged citizens and facilitate their education and 
employment. This approach has also been used 
to meet the challenge of under-representation of 
women of all communities at the level of grassroots 
democracy in the Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRIs). 
The reservation policy system has changed the 
discourse of Indian politics by expanding the spaces 
and enlarging the scope for the representation of 
the weaker sections. Establishment of separate 
statutory commissions for the Scheduled castes 
and the Scheduled Tribes, who include every fourth 
Indian citizen, indicates growing self consciousness 
and increasing systemic space for these two of the 
most marginalised and resourceless sections of the 
Indian people. There is increasing emphasis upon 
empowerment for meaningful participation in the 
affairs of state, economy and society.

The problem of coordinating linguistic 
nationalisms and linguistic plurality

It was a burning problem during the last 
decades of the British Raj and the first two decades 
after independence. It created basis for linguistic 
nationalism. There was fear among the southern 
states of ‘Hindi imperialism’. There was prediction 
of Balkanisation of India after the departure of 
the British rulers. But linguistic re-organisation of 
Indian states seems to have created satisfactory space 
and protection to most of the Indian languages. It 
was found prudent to create linguistic homogeneity, 
as far as possible, in re-drawing the boundaries of 
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our provinces on the basis of the recommendations 
of the States’ Re-organisation Commission. There 
was an understanding to create one state for each 
major Indian language except Hindi. In the last two 
decades, the process of re-organising states has 
been used to address the complaints of ‘internal 
colonialism’ and ‘regional deprivation’. It has 
resulted in the emergence of 4 new states—one 
each out of the large states of Andhra Pradesh 
(Telangana), Bihar (Jharkhand), Madhya Pradesh 
(Chhattisgarh) and Uttar Pradesh (Uttarakhand). It 
may be argued that the time has come for setting up 
another national commission for reorganisation of 
states to have a comprehensive approach towards 
the prevailing movements for ‘statehood’. But the 
issue of linguistic pluralism is no more a disruptive 
factor for social cohesion or development initiatives. 

The alienation and ‘secessionism’ of ethnic 
communities

The alienation of ethnic communities has been 
most pronounced in the north-eastern parts of India. 
The situation in the Punjab and Kashmir is also 
similar to the ethnic complexities of the north-east 
India. They all belong to frontier areas and there is 
a unique and different language–religion–culture 
mix there as compared to the rest of India. This 
complex issue was made worse in the initial years 
after freedom by treating it as ‘a threat to national 
integration and security’ and handing it over to 
army for a military solution. The alienation of the 
north-eastern communities needed a democratic 
perspective for changing the terms of engagement. 
The dialogues have yielded positive results in 
most cases of insurgencies in the north-east 
region. Progress of constitutional federalisation 
in conjunction with carving out new provinces 
on the basis of ethnic diversities has helped in 
reducing the trust deficit prevailing among the 
ethnic communities. The increasing significance 
of regional parties in the national coalitions at the 
centre has been an additional incentive for the 
proponents of ethnic nationalism to move away from 
‘politics of separatism’.

Politics of ‘competitive communalism’ 
Religious plurality has been an old feature 

of Indian civilisation from the post-Vedic period 

and the Buddhist–Jain epoch. Indian history is 
marked by oscillation between religious harmony 
and communal strife. The rule of Ashok (268–232 
BC, Magadh) and Akbar (1556–1605 AD, Delhi) 
represented cultural pluralism and religious 
harmony based regimes. Shashank (590–625 AD, 
Bengal) and Aurangzeb (1658–1707 AD, Delhi) 
are remembered for their religious intolerance and 
cultural discrimination. In modern times, the British 
Raj is blamed for the policy of ‘divide and rule’ and 
conspiring with communal forces for the partition 
of British India at great human cost. It contributed 
to the creation of two mutually hostile nation-
states out of the Indian civilisation. It got hundreds 
of thousands killed and several million men and 
women from all religions brutally uprooted because 
of communal mistrust, fear, hatred and violence. 
Even after seven decades of existence of India and 
Pakistan, there seems to be no easy way out of the 
politics of competitive communalism. 

IV. Memories of medieval ‘episodes’ and 
contemporary wave of identity politics

There is increasing legitimacy for the programs 
of identity politics among the larger religious 
communities of India since the 1980s. Using 
the religious card is also fashionable in areas 
of concentrated presence of two or more faith 
communities in certain regions. Some observers, 
using the framework of religion–politics nexus, 
argue that the period between 8th century and 18th 
century has been an era of deep disruption and 
consequently rapid decline of Indian culture due to 
destruction by Muslim invaders and discrimination 
and atrocities by the Muslim rulers. This perspective 
focuses on the dynamics of power around the Delhi 
Sultanate and presents this period as a ‘Muslim 
period’ which started with the ‘Muslim conquests 
by Ghazni, Ghori and Khilajis’ and ended with fall 
of the Mughal empire. This narrative covers the 
period from 1194, when Muhammad of Ghor came 
as invader, to 1760 when the East India Company 
became the effective regulator of the affairs of 
Mughal India. It is claimed that the Muslim kings 
committed numerous atrocities on Hindus. Use 
of Persian as official language of governance, 
imposition of jizya tax, destruction of pilgrim 
centres and forceful conversion from Hinduism to 
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Islam are cited as the examples of such atrocities. 
This cultural fracture is held responsible for Hindu–
Muslim riots and communal polarisation which 
was finally formalised with the partition of India 
and creation of Pakistan on the demand of Muslim 
League and supported by educated and affluent 
sections of the Muslim population, by the British 
Raj before its departure in 1947. 

Thus, for instance, Aurangzeb, the sixth ruler 
of the Mughal empire who ruled for 49 years and 
expanded the Mughal empire to its greatest extent, 
is considered to be amongst the most anti-Hindu of 
the Muslim kings. From historian Jadunath Sarkar 
to the symbol of secularism Jawaharlal Nehru to 
Hindutva icon Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, all have 
the same evaluation of Aurangzeb. According to 
Nehru, he was a ruler who ‘tried to put back the 
clock, and in this attempt stopped it and broke it.’ 
He is considered a ‘Hindu loathing bigot’ by others. 
The evidence given for this is that he changed the 
policy of pluralism and tolerance by imposing the 
jizya tax on Hindus, conducted wars in western and 
southern Indian regions, executed the ninth Sikh 
Guru Teg Bahadur, and destroyed temples in Kashi 
and Mathura. However, there is also considerable 
evidence to show that he patronised many temples 
in the major pilgrim centres of Hindus and Jains, 
including Shiva temple of Jangambari (Varanasi), 
Mahakal temple (Ujjain), Someshwarnath Mahadev 
temple (Prayag), Balaji temple (Chitrakoot), 
Kamakhya Devi temple (Guwahati) and Jain temples 
at Dilwara and Junagarh. But such evidence has been 
completely ignored while evaluating Aurangzeb.  

The propagation of such distorted history 
has served to completely erase from public mind 
the lessons and achievements of the last 5,000 
years of Indian civilisation and its multi-layered 
composition. It has enabled the proponents of 
cultural nationalism to create an image ‘the enemy 
who needs to be revenged’. While the reality is 
that the advent of Islam and Muslims led to the 
intermingling of the diverse indigenous culture of 
the Indian subcontinent with Islamic culture, leading 
to the birth of a new syncretic culture and resulting 
in great advances in the realms of art, literature, 
music, architecture, painting and the crafts, these 
developments are completely obfuscated and the 
entire period is simplified as a period of Hindu 
humiliation by Muslim rulers. 

One needs to be aware that there were at least 
two more tendencies parallel to the Hindu vs. 
Muslim line. They were Muslim vs. Muslim and 
Hindu vs. Hindu. They also made a great impact 
upon the course of events and episodes, policies 
and practices of medieval India around Delhi and 
other significant centres of political and economic 
power. For instance, in this narrative of this period 
being one of strife between Hindus and Muslims, 
it is forgotten that Babur established the Mughal 
empire after the victory in the first battle of Panipat 
(1526) defeating Ibrahim Lodi and putting an end 
to the Lodi dynasty (1451–1526), or that Aurangzeb 
became the sixth Mughal emperor after defeating 
and killing his elder brother Dara Shikoh—a 
scholarly Mughal prince who learnt Sanskrit from 
pandits at Varanasi and got many of the Hindu 
religious texts translated in Persian, or that the Shah 
of Persia Nader Shah attacked and looted Delhi in 
1739 and made the Mughal emperor Muhammad 
Shah surrender and took away the famous Peacock 
Throne and Kohinoor.   

This discourse ignores the plurality both within 
the Hindus as well as the Muslims. It needs to 
interrogate the complexity of Hindu–Muslim co-
existence beyond the role of Akbar and Aurangzeb, 
and Jinnah and Jawaharlal. Like all world religions, 
there are numerous ethnic groups, sects and castes 
among the followers of Islam in India and elsewhere. 
First of all, there are four major sects with separate 
norms, laws and practices: Shias, Sunnis, Kharijites 
and Ahmadiyas. The Shias and Sunnis are further 
distributed among several sub-sects. From the 
perspective of the caste system, there are three major 
categories (and several sub-castes) among the Indian 
Muslims—Asharafs (descendants of the founder of 
Islam), Ajlaf (converts from ‘clean’ Hindu castes, 
and Arzal (Muslims with ‘un-clean occupations’). 

Moreover, it treats the Muslim invasions 
as invasion of India by Islam. There is need to 
separate these political wars between kings of 
various kingdoms from religious campaigns. The 
invaders came to plunder the wealth and occupy 
territories, not for spreading spirituality. It ignores 
that this period mostly witnessed clashes between 
foreign invaders and the rulers of Delhi and both 
sides were Muslims by religion. The armies of 
Delhi based Muslim rulers had a good proportion 
of Hindu generals and soldiers. There is strong 
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evidence to suggest that most of the Muslim rulers 
adopted policy of religious tolerance and cultural 
pluralism. There was strong presence of Hindus 
in the administration, trade and commerce as well 
as the army of most Muslim rulers and vice versa. 
Here are some examples to clarify this issue. Tilak, 
a Brahmin, was one of the commanders of Mahmud 
Ghaznavi’s army. Muhammed bin Tughluq had 
appointed Ratan, a Hindu, as governor of Sindh. 
The army of Sher Shah Suri (1538–1545) had 
several Hindu commanders. One of his famous 
commanders was Brahmajit Gaur, who fought with 
him in the successful battles of Chausa and Bilgram 
against Humayun; Sher Shah also sent him to pursue 
Humayun when he fled India. In the battle of Mewar, 
the Mughal army of Emperor Akbar was led by Raja 
Maan Singh and one of the commanders of the army 
of Rana Pratap was Hakim Khan Soor. Akbar fought 
against the Kingdom of Mewar for the expansion 
of his empire, just as he waged wars against Sultan 
Baz Bahadur of Malwa, Sultan Muzaffar Shah III 
of Guajrat, Sultan Daud Khan of Bengal, Sultan 
Mirza Jani Beg of Sindh and Sardar Yusuf Shah 
Chak of Kashmir. Jaswant Singh and Jai Singh were 
commanders in the army of Aurangzeb and led the 
campaigns against the Maratha King Shivaji. On the 
other hand, several of Shivaji’s ablest commanders 
were Muslims; Shivaji also had deep spiritual bonds 
with Baba Yakut, a Muslim fakir of Ratnagiri. 
Tipu Sultan’s prime minister Purnea and army 
commander Krishna Rao were both Brahmins. Most 
of the Muslim ruled provinces, including Bengal, 
Golkunda, Ahmednagar and Bijapur, had appointed 
Hindus as in–charge of their treasury.

This discourse of seeing a continuous conflict 
between Muslims and Hindus in medieval India also 
ignores the strong current of syncretisation which 
was manifested in arts and culture, architecture, 
languages, music, food and dress patterns. As a 
result, several changes took place in Indian society, 
such as: i) Islamisation of Indian polity and society; 
ii) Hinduisation and Indianisation of Muslims; and 
iii) hybridisation of Indian culture. There were also 
two complimentary spiritual–literary waves—the 
Bhakti Movement and the Sufi Silsila. This was 
reflected in the poetry and teachings of saint–
reformers like Kabir, Ravidas, Nanak, Chaitanya 
and Namdev. Their followers came from all castes of 
Hindus and Muslims. Emperor Akbar is well known 

for his enthusiasm to engage in inter-faith dialogues 
which ultimately culminated in the establishment of 
a new spiritual platform during his reign—Sulah-e-
Kul. Several other Muslim rulers and their advisors 
made attempts to understand the Hindu tradition 
and its spiritual–philosophical heritage. They got 
all classical texts of Indian civilisation translated 
into Persian, including the Upanishads, Ramayan, 
Mahabharat, Bhagvad Gita, Dharma Shastras, 
Puranas and Yoga Vashistha. Mughal prince 
Dara Shikoh is well known for his passion about 
India’s ancient cultural heritage. The foundation of 
Swarna Mandir at Amritsar was laid by a Muslim 
fakir Sai Miyan Mir on the urging of the fifth Sikh 
Guru. Guru Govind Singh had a good number 
of Muslims in his army. He was helped by Nabi 
Khan, Gani Khan and Sayyad Beg in critical hours. 
Several Muslim rulers created marital alliances 
with neighbouring Hindu royal families, including 
Akbar. The Sultans of Bengal, particularly Husain 
Shah and Nusrat Shah, were great patrons of Bangla 
language. Malik Muhammad Jayasi contributed 
immensely to the progress of Awadhi language. 
Rahim Khan-e-khana provided valuable support 
to Sant Tulsi Das whose Ramacharitmanas made a 
most profound impact upon the Hindu society and 
Awadhi language. Similarly, the Muslim rulers of 
the Deccan region contributed to the growth and 
popularisation of Marathi by making it the language 
of their administration.   

V. Continuity and change: Arrival of 
Islam, the Bhakti Movement and re-
inventing Indian values

It is important to mention that Islam did not 
enter India through invaders with sword and fire as 
suggested in some narratives. It first came to India 
by peaceful methods, often with the encouragement 
of Hindu rulers. The settlements of Arab and Persian 
migrants on the western and southern coast have 
been there since 8th century AD. New communities 
came into existence because of the union between 
these newly arrived migrant Muslims and non-
Muslim women like the Nawait or Natia of Konkan, 
Mappilla or Moplah of Malabar and Labbais of 
Tamil Nadu. 

Then there was the impact of itinerant preachers 
who started arriving in the Indian continent from 
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the eleventh century onwards. These first set of 
messengers of Islam included Shaikh Ismail of 
Bukhara came to Lahore in about 1005 AD, Moulai 
Abadullah of Yemen who came to Gujarat in about 
1067, Sayyid Jalal-ud-Din of Bukhara who settled 
in Sindh in 1244, Khwaja Muin-ud-Din Chishti 
who came to Ajmer from Persia in 1192 and died 
there in 1236,  and Qutbuddin Bakhtiar Kaki from 
Kyrgyzstan who came to Delhi during the reign of  
Iltutmish (1211–1236) and died there in 1235, to 
name a few. There were many more such inspiring 
saints in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, 
including Baba Farid-ud-Din and Ahmad Kabir 
(Makhdum-i-Jahaniyan) in the Punjab, Bulbul Shah 
in Kashmir, Hazrat Khwaja Banda Nawaz Gesu 
Daraz and Pir Mahabir Khamdayat in the Deccan, 
and Nizamuddin Auliya, one the most famous of all 
the Sufi saints, whose shrine is in Delhi.

That medieval India was not a period of decay 
and witnessed a huge flowering of cultural pluralism 
and a new phase in growth of diversity is also seen 
in the rise of many sects between the 9th and 17th 
centuries. Three of the greatest Hindu acharyas 
representing this phenomenon were Shankara 
(proponent of Advait monism; born in 788 AD), 
Ramanuja (founder of Vishistadvait; born in 1017) 
and Madhav (founder of dualism; born in 1238).  
This period also saw the birth of several influential 
saint–reformers, including: Basav (founder of 
Lingayat sampradaya in the 12th century), Namdev 
(1270–1309, Maharashtra), Dnyaneshwar (1275–
1296, Maharashtra), Ramanand (1299–1411, UP), 
Ravi Das (1398–1540, Varanasi), Kabir (1440–1510, 
UP), Shankar Dev (1449–1569, Assam), Chaitanya 
(1468–1533, Bengal), Nanak (1469–1538, Punjab), 
Vallabhacharya (1479–1531, UP and Rajasthan), 
Meerabai (1498–1563, Rajasthan), Surdas (1483–
1563, UP), Tulasi (1532–1623, UP), Dadu Dayal 
(1544–1603, Rajasthan) and Maluk Das (1574–
1682, U.P.)

VI. Moving forward
Sociologists look at cultural pluralism as a 

historically inherited social reality which has to 
be coordinated within the democratic discourse 
of social cohesion by recognising the relative 
significance of four factors: i) language; ii) religion; 
iii) caste system; and iv) class relations. They 

recognise the impact of at least six momentous 
phases of integrative and disintegrative changes 
in the making of Indian culture and civilisation: 1) 
Vedic–Aryan; 2) Buddhist–Jain influences; 3) Gupta 
period; 4) Harsh and Vikramaditya; 5. Mughal era; 
and 6) Interface with Western influence, the British 
Raj and the Indian national movement. 

The Indian society is considered to be the most 
stratified and diversified of all existing societies in 
the modern world-system. Several levels of social 
evolution co-exist in contemporary India, from 
hunters and food gatherers and nomads to settled 
agriculturalists, artisans, industrial towns and post-
industrial centres. We are 1.3 billion people, of 
whom 31% live in urban areas and 69% in rural, 
spread over a territory of more than 2.97 million 
sq km. 

According to physical anthropology, we are 
classified into six major racial categories—Negrito, 
Proto-Australoid, Mongoloid, Mediterranean, 
Western Brachycephal and Nordic. The political 
geography of India was divided into 17 provinces 
and 500 principalities in 1947. Today it is re-
organised as a ‘union of states’, comprising of 
29 provinces and 7 union territories. Most of the 
major religions of the world—Hinduism, Islam, 
Christianity, Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism, Judaism 
and animists are found in the country, along with 
wide variety of cults and sects. According to the 
Census of 2001, there were 122 major languages 
and 1,599 other languages in use among the people. 
The Anthropological Survey of India has identified 
a total of 4,635 communities in all the states and 
union territories of India. The innumerable forms 
of superiority and subordination of our caste system 
is a major basis of cultural plurality and social 
fractures. Castes are found among Hindus, Muslims, 
Christians, Sikhs and Buddhists. There are 3,000 
general castes (with 2500 sub-castes), 5013 castes in 
the national list of Other Backward Classes (OBCs), 
and 1108 castes in the list of Scheduled Castes. 
Then, there are 744 Scheduled Tribes. There are 
also 190 communities totalling 70 million people 
who belong to ‘de-notified’ tribes. According to one 
estimate by Prof. Ganesh Devy, out of all of us 1.3 
billion citizens, 6% belong to DNT communities, 
8% are from the Scheduled Tribes, 20% are from 
non-Hindu faith communities, 22% are from the 
Dalit castes and 38% are from linguistic minorities. 
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Excepting the elite of these sections, all of them are 
living in a situation of near exclusion. This is taking 
place through a number of mechanisms, including 
the use of English as the language of better skills 
and opportunities, and restricting the effective 
participation of masses in the architecture of 
representative democracy. In other words, we are a 
nation where the overwhelming majority comprises 
of marginalised and the vulnerable sections, while 
the dominant sections consist of a very thin minority, 
probably not more than ten per cent. It is the latter 
who are in command of the democratic institutions 
in both the economy and polity, and enjoy unbridled 
power. 

How can all of us find a conflict free set-up 
to engage in pursuit of happiness, both personal 
as well as collective freedom for cooperative 
development? Gandhi once said that his vision of 
freedom from foreign rule will mean establishment 
of a ‘square of Swaraj’, whose four sides will 
include i) political independence; ii) economic 
independence; iii) moral–social component; and 
iv) spiritual component. The ground realities of 
today suggest complementing this vision with 
another square based upon cohesive interlinking 
of four groupings: i) religious; ii) linguistic; iii) 
castes and tribes; and iv) class based. This demands 
inclusion of all these groupings in the discourse of 
power and effective participation in the decision-
making institutions. But we have to achieve it in an 
environment which is presently influenced by a set 
of new departures in our polity and society. They 
are: 1. From nation as religion to religion as nation; 
2. From representative democracy as the promised 
land of political, economic and social justice to 
democracy becoming a playground for nepotism and 
crime–politics nexus; and 3. Elections and political 
parties as instruments of citizenship and nation-
building becoming dominated by money power, 
muscle power and media power.  These departures or 
‘deviations’ are not good news for cultural pluralism, 
social cohesion or development.

First things first
If we are a democracy with an emancipatory 

Constitution, then we have to aim for harmonious 
and sustainable development through togetherness 
of cultural pluralism and social cohesion. It needs 

a concerned citizenship with commitment to the 
Constitution of the Republic of India. This can create 
peoples’ pressure, particularly from aspirational 
younger Indians who today comprise the majority 
of our republic, to persuade the political class to take 
steps to reform our election system and the party 
system and make them free from control by money 
power. It is the first basic reform which can create 
capacity in the political class to build three new 
compacts for harmonious and holistic development 
of our nation in all areas, of economy and ecology, 
education and empowerment, and principles and 
politics. Rest of the challenges will get resolved 
with help of these developments.
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In his final address as vice president, Hamid Ansari 
spoke at the National Law School of India University, 
Bengaluru, on August 6, 2017. Reproduced below is 
the text of his speech (slightly shortened).

I
The people of India gave themselves a republic 

that is sovereign, socialist, secular and democratic 
and a constitutional system with its focus on 
justice, liberty, equality and fraternity. These have 
been embodied in a set of institutions and laws, 
conventions and practices.

Our founding fathers took cognisance of an 
existential reality. Ours is a plural society and 
a culture imbued with considerable doses of 
syncretism. Our population of 1.3 billion comprises 
of over 4,635 communities, 78% of whom are not 
only linguistic and cultural but social categories. 
Religious minorities constitute 19.4% of the total. 
The human diversities are both hierarchical and 
spatial.

It is this plurality that the Constitution endowed 
with a democratic polity and a secular state structure. 
Pluralism as a moral value seeks to “transpose 
social plurality to the level of politics, and to 
suggest arrangements which articulate plurality 
with a single political order in which all duly 
constituted groups and all individuals are actors on 
an equal footing, reflected in the uniformity of legal 
capacity. Pluralism in this modern sense presupposes 
citizenship.”1  

Citizenship as the basic unit is conceptualised as 
‘national–civic rather than national–ethnic’ “even as 
national identity remained a rather fragile construct, 
a complex and increasingly fraught ‘national–civic–
plural–ethnic’ combination.”2  In the same vein, 
Indianness came to be defined not as a singular or 

exhaustive identity but as embodying the idea of 
layered Indianness, an accretion of identities.3 

Modern democracy “offers the prospect of the 
most inclusive politics of human history.” By the 
same logic, there is a thrust for exclusion that is a 
byproduct of the need for cohesion in democratic 
societies; hence the resultant need for dealing with 
exclusion ‘creatively’ through sharing of identity 
space by “negotiating a commonly acceptable 
political identity between the different personal and 
group identities which want to/have to live in the 
polity.”4  Democracy “has to be judged not just by 
the institutions that formally exist but by the extent 
to which different voices from diverse sections of 
the people can actually be heard.” Its “raison d’etre 
is the recognition of the other.”5 

II
Secularism as a concept and as a political 

instrumentality has been debated extensively.6 

A definitive pronouncement pertaining to it for 
purposes of statecraft in India was made by the 
Supreme Court in the Bommai case and bears 
reiteration:
Secularism has both positive and negative contents. 
The Constitution struck a balance between temporal 
parts confining it to the person professing a 
particular religious faith or belief and allows him to 
practice profess and propagate his religion, subject 
to public order, morality and health. The positive 
part of secularism has been entrusted to the State to 
regulate by law or by an executive order. The State 
is prohibited to patronise any particular religion as 
State religion and is enjoined to observe neutrality. 
The State strikes a balance to ensue an atmosphere 
of full faith and confidence among its people to 

Why Pluralism and Secularism Are Essential for  
Our Democracy

Hamid Ansari
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realise full growth of personality and to make 
him a rational being on secular lines, to improve 
individual excellence, regional growth, progress 
and national integrity. . . . Religious tolerance and 
fraternity are basic features and postulates of the 
Constitution as a scheme for national integration 
and sectional or religious unity. Programmes or 
principles evolved by political parties based on 
religion amount to recognising religion as a part 
of the political governance which the Constitution 
expressly prohibits. It violates the basic features of 
the Constitution.7 

Despite its clarity, various attempts, judicial and 
political, have been made to dilute its import and 
to read new meaning into it. Credible critics have 
opined that the December 11, 1995 judgment of the 
Supreme Court bench8  “are highly derogatory of the 
principle of secular democracy” and that a larger 
bench should reconsider them “and undo the great 
harm caused by them”.9  This remains to be done; 
“instead, a regression in consciousness (has) set in” 
and “the slide is now sought to be accelerated and is 
threatening to wipe out even the gains of the national 
movement summed up in sarvadharma sambhav.”10 

It has been observed, with much justice, that 
“the relationship between identity and inequality 
lies at the heart of secularism and democracy in 
India.”11 The challenge today then is to reiterate 
and rejuvenate secularism’s basic principles: 
equality, freedom of religion and tolerance, and 
to emphasise that equality has to be substantive, 
that freedom of religion be re-infused with its 
collectivist dimensions, and that toleration should 
be reflective of the realities of Indian society and 
lead to acceptance.12 

III
Experience of almost seven decades sheds light 

on the extent of our success, and of limitations, on 
the actualisations of these values and objectives. 
The optimistic narrative is of deepening; the grim 
narrative of decline or crisis.13 

Three questions thus come to mind:
• How has the inherent plurality of our polity 

reflected itself in the functioning of Indian 
democracy?

• How has democracy contributed to the various 
dimensions of Indian pluralism?

• How consistent are we in adherence to secularism?
Our democratic polity is pluralist because it 

recognises and endorses this plurality in (a) its 
federal structure, (b) linguistic and religious rights 
to minorities, and (c) a set of individual rights. The 
first has sought to contain, with varying degrees of 
success, regional pressures, the second has ensured 
space for religious and linguistic minorities, and 
the third protects freedom of opinion and the right 
to dissent.

A question is often raised about national 
integration. Conceptually and practically, 
integration is not synonymous with assimilation 
or homogenisation. Some years back, a political 
scientist had amplified the nuances:
In the semantics of functional politics the term 
national integration means, and ought to mean, 
cohesion and not fusion, unity and not uniformity, 
reconciliation and not merger, accommodation 
and not annihilation, synthesis and not dissolution, 
solidarity and not regimentation of the several 
discrete segments of the people constituting the 
larger political community . . . Obviously, then, 
Integration is not a process of conversion of 
diversities into a uniformity but a congruence of 
diversities leading to a unity in which both the 
varieties and similarities are maintained.14 

How and to what extent has this worked in the 
case of Indian democracy with its ground reality of 
exclusions arising from stratification, heterogeneity 
and hierarchy that often “operate conjointly and 
create intersectionality”?15 

Given the pervasive inequalities and social 
diversities, the choice of a system committed to 
political inclusiveness was itself ‘a leap of faith.’ 
The Constitution instituted universal adult suffrage 
and a system of representation on the First-Past-the-
Post (Westminster) model. An underlying premise 
was the Rule of Law that is reflective of the desire 
of people “to make power accountable, governance 
just, and state ethical.”16 

Much earlier, Gandhiji had predicted that 
democracy would be safeguarded if people “have 
a keen sense of independence, self respect and 
their oneness and should insist upon choosing 
as their representatives only persons as are good 
and true.” This, when read alongside Ambedkar’s 
apprehension that absence of equality and fraternity 
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could bring forth “a life of contradictions” if the 
ideal of “one person, one vote, one value” was not 
achieved, framed the challenge posed by democracy.

Any assessment of the functioning of our 
democracy has to be both procedural and substantive. 
On procedural count the system has developed roots 
with regularity of elections, efficacy of the electoral 
machinery, an ever increasing percentage of voter 
participation in the electoral process and the formal 
functioning of legislatures thus elected. The record 
gives cause for much satisfaction.

The score is less emphatic on the substantive 
aspects. Five of these bear closer scrutiny: (a) the 
gap between ‘equality before the law’ and ‘equal 
protection of the law’; (b) representativeness 
of the elected representative; (c) functioning of 
legislatures; (d) gender and diversity imbalance; 
and (e) secularism in practice.
• Equality before the law and equal protection 

of the law: “The effort to pursue equality has 
been made at two levels. At one level was 
the constitutional effort to change the very 
structure of social relations: practicing caste and 
untouchability was made illegal, and allowing 
religious considerations to influence state 
activity was not permitted. At the second level 
the effort was to bring about economic equality 
although in this endeavour the right to property 
and class inequality was not seriously curbed... 
Thus the reference to economic equality in the 
Constitution, in the courts or from political 
platforms remained basically rhetorical.”17 

• Representativeness of the elected representative: 
In the 2014 general election, 61% of the elected 
MPs obtained less than 50% of the votes polled. 
This can be attributed in some measure to the 
First-Past-the-Post system in a fragmented polity 
and multiplicity of parties and contestants.18  The 
fact nevertheless remains that representation 
obtained on non-majority basis does impact on 
the overall approach in which politics of identity 
prevails over common interest.19 

• Functioning of legislatures, accountability and 
responsiveness: The primary tasks of legislators 
are legislation, seeking accountability of 
the executive, articulation of grievances and 
discussion of matters of public concern. The 
three often overlap; all require sufficient time 
being made available. It is the latter that is now a 

matter of concern. The number of sittings of the 
Lok Sabha and the Rajya Sabha which stood at 
137 and 100 respectively in 1953 declined to 49 
and 52 in 2016. The paucity of time thus created 
results in shrinkage of space made available to 
each of these with resultant impact on quality 
and productivity and a corresponding lessening 
of executive’s accountability. According to one 
assessment some years back, “over 40 percent of 
the Bills were passed in Lok Sabha with less than 
one hour of debate. The situation is marginally 
better in the Rajya Sabha.”20 A study on Indian 
Parliament as an Instrument of Accountability 
concluded that the institution is “increasingly 
becoming ineffective in providing surveillance of 
the executive branch of the government.”21  The 
picture with regard to the functioning of the state 
assemblies is generally much worse. Thus while 
public participation in the electoral exercise has 
noticeably improved, public satisfaction with 
the functioning of the elected bodies is breeding 
cynicism with the democratic process itself. It 
has also been argued that “the time has come to 
further commit ourselves to a deeper and more 
participatory and decentralised democracy—a 
democracy with greater congruence between 
people’s interests and public policy.”22 

• Gender and diversity imbalance: Women 
MPs constituted 12.15 percent of the total in 
2014. This compares unfavourably globally 
as well as within SAARC and is reflective 
of pervasive neo-patriarchal attitudes. The 
Women’s Reservation Bill of 2009 was passed by 
the Rajya Sabha, was not taken up in Lok Sabha, 
and lapsed when Parliament was dissolved 
before the 2014 general elections. It has not been 
resurrected. Much the same (for other reasons 
of perception and prejudice) holds for Minority 
representation. Muslims constitute 14.23 percent 
of the population of India. The total strength of 
the two Houses of Parliament is 790; the number 
of Muslim MPs stood at 49 in 1980, ranged 
between 30 and 35 in the 1999 to 2009 period, 
but declined to 23 in 2014. An Expert Committee 
report to the government some years back had 
urged the need for a Diversity Index to identify 
‘inequality traps’ which prevent the marginalised 
and work in favour of the dominant groups in 
society and result in unequal access to political 
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power that in turn determines the nature and 
functioning of institutions and policies.23 

• Secularism in actual practice: Experience 
shows that secularism has become a site for 
political and legal contestation. The difficulty 
lies in delineating, for purposes of public policy 
and practice, the line that separates them from 
religion. For this, religion per se, and each 
individual religion figuring in the discourse, has 
to be defined in terms of its stated tenets. The 
‘way of life’ argument, used in philosophical 
texts and some judicial pronouncements, does 
not help the process of identifying common 
principles of equity in a multi-religious society 
in which religious majority is not synonymous 
with totality of the citizen body. Since a wall 
of separation is not possible under Indian 
conditions, the challenge is to develop and 
implement a formula for equidistance and 
minimum involvement. For this purpose, 
principles of faith need to be segregated from 
contours of culture since a conflation of the two 
obfuscates the boundaries of both and creates 
space to equivocalness.24  Furthermore, such an 
argument could be availed of by other faiths in 
the land since all claim a cultural sphere and a 
historical justification for it.
In life as in law, terminological inexactitude 

has its implications. In electoral terms, majority 
is numerical majority as reflected in a particular 
exercise (eg: election), does not have permanence 
and is generally time-specific; the same holds for 
minority. Both find reflection in value judgments. 
In socio-political terminology (eg: demographic 
data), ‘majority’ and ‘minority’ are terms indicative 
of settled situations. These too bring forth value 
judgments. The question then is whether in regard 
to ‘citizenship’ under our Constitution with its 
explicit injunctions on rights and duties, any 
value judgments should emerge from expressions 
like ‘majority’ and ‘minority’ and the associated 
adjectives like majoritarian and majorityism and 
minoritarian and minorityism? Record shows that 
these have divisive implications and detract from 
the Preamble’s quest for ‘Fraternity’.

Within the same ambit, but distinct from it, is 
the constitutional principle of equality of status 
and opportunity, amplified through Articles 14, 15 
and 16. This equality has to be substantive rather 

than merely formal and has to be given shape 
through requisite measures of affirmative action 
needed in each case so that the journey on the path 
to development has a common starting point. This 
would be an effective way of giving shape to Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s policy of Sab Ka Saath 
Sab Ka Vikas.

It is here that the role of the judicial arm of the 
State comes into play and, as an acknowledged 
authority on the Constitution put it, “unless the 
Court strives in every possible way to assure that the 
Constitution, the law, applies fairly to all citizens, the 
Court cannot be said to have fulfilled its custodial 
responsibility.”25 

IV
How then do we go about creating conditions 

and space for a more comprehensive realisation of 
the twin objectives of pluralism and secularism and 
in weaving it into the fabric of a comprehensive 
actualisation of the democratic objectives set forth 
in the constitution?

The answer would seem to lie, firstly, in the 
negation of impediments to the accommodation of 
diversity institutionally and amongst citizens and, 
secondly, in the rejuvenation of the institutions and 
practices through which pluralism and secularism 
cease to be sites for politico-legal contestation 
in the functioning of Indian democracy. The two 
approaches are to be parallel, not sequential. Both 
necessitate avoidance of sophistry in discourse or 
induction of personal inclinations in State practice. 
A more diligent promotion of fraternity, and of our 
composite culture, in terms of Article 51A (e) and 
(f) is clearly required. It needs to be done in practice 
by leaders and followers.

A commonplace suggestion is advocacy of 
tolerance. Tolerance is a virtue. It is freedom from 
bigotry. It is also a pragmatic formula for the 
functioning of society without conflict between 
different religions, political ideologies, nationalities, 
ethnic groups, or other us-versus-them divisions.

Yet tolerance alone is not a strong enough 
foundation for building an inclusive and pluralistic 
society. It must be coupled with understanding and 
acceptance. We must, said Swami Vivekananda, “not 
only tolerate other religions, but positively embrace 
them, as truth is the basis of all religions.”
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Acceptance goes a step beyond tolerance. Moving 
from tolerance to acceptance is a journey that starts 
within ourselves, within our own understanding and 
compassion for people who are different to us and 
from our recognition and acceptance of the ‘other’ 
that is the raison d’etre of democracy. The challenge 
is to look beyond the stereotypes and preconceptions 
that prevent us from accepting others. This makes 
continuous dialogue unavoidable. It has to become 
an essential national virtue to promote harmony 
transcending sectional diversities. The urgency of 
giving this a practical shape at national, state and 
local levels through various suggestions in the public 
domain is highlighted by enhanced apprehensions 
of insecurity amongst segments of our citizen body, 
particularly Dalits, Muslims and Christians.

The alternative, however unpalatable, also 
has to be visualised. There is evidence to suggest 
that we are a polity at war with itself in which the 
process of emotional integration has faltered and is 
in dire need of reinvigoration. On one plane is the 
question of our commitment to Rule of Law that 
seems to be under serious threat arising out of the 
noticeable decline in the efficacy of the institutions 
of the State, lapses into arbitrary decision-making 
and even ‘ochlocracy’ or mob rule, and the resultant 
public disillusionment; on another are questions of 
fragility and cohesion emanating from impulses 
that have shifted the political discourse from mere 
growth centric to vociferous demands for affirmative 
action and militant protest politics. “A culture of 
silence has yielded to protests.” The vocal distress in 
the farm sector in different states, the persistence of 
Naxalite insurgencies, the re-emergence of language 
related identity questions, seeming indifference to 
excesses pertaining to weaker sections of society, 
and the as yet unsettled claims of local nationalisms 
can no longer be ignored or brushed under the carpet. 
The political immobility in relation to Jammu and 
Kashmir is disconcerting. Alongside are questions 
about the functioning of what has been called our 
“asymmetrical federation” and “the felt need for a 
wider, reinvigorated, perspective on the shape of the 
Union of India” to overcome the crisis of “moral 
legitimacy” in its different manifestations.26 

V
I have in the foregoing dwelt on two ‘isms’, two 

value systems, and the imperative need to invest 
them with greater commitment in word and deed 
so that the principles of the Constitution and the 
structure emanating from it are energised. Allow me 
now to refer to a third ‘ism’ that is foundational for 
the modern State, is not of recent origin, but much 
in vogue in an exaggerated manifestation. I refer 
here to nationalism.

Scholars have dwelt on the evolution of the 
idea. The historical precondition of Indian identity 
was one element of it; so was regional and anti-
colonial patriotism. By 1920s a form of pluralistic 
nationalism had answered the question of how 
to integrate within it the divergent aspirations of 
identities based on regional vernacular cultures 
and religious communities.27  A few years earlier, 
Rabindranath Tagore had expressed his views on 
the “idolatry of Nation”.28 

For many decades after independence, a pluralist 
view of nationalism and Indianness reflective of 
the widest possible circle of inclusiveness and a 
‘salad bowl’ approach characterised our thinking. 
More recently an alternate viewpoint of ‘purifying 
exclusivism’ has tended to intrude into and take 
over the political and cultural landscape. One 
manifestation of it is “an increasingly fragile 
national ego” that threatens to rule out any dissent 
however innocent.29  Hyper-nationalism and the 
closing of the mind is also “a manifestation of 
insecurity about one’s place in the world.”30 

While ensuring external and domestic security 
is an essential duty of the State, there seems to be 
a trend towards sanctification of military might 
overlooking George Washington’s caution to 
his countrymen over two centuries earlier about 
“overgrown military establishments which, under 
any form of government, are inauspicious to 
liberty.”31

Citizenship does imply national obligations. It 
necessitates adherence to and affection for the nation 
in all its rich diversity. This is what nationalism 
means, and should mean, in a global community of 
nations. The Israeli scholar Yael Tamir has dwelt on 
this at some length. Liberal nationalism, she opines, 
“requires a state of mind characterised by tolerance 
and respect of diversity for members of one’s own 
group and for others;” hence it is “polycentric 
by definition” and “celebrates the particularity of 
culture with the universality of human rights, the 
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social and cultural embeddedness of individuals 
together with their personal autonomy.” On the other 
hand, “the version of nationalism that places cultural 
commitments at its core is usually perceived as the 
most conservative and illiberal form of nationalism. 
It promotes intolerance and arrogant patriotism.”32

What are, or could be, the implications of the 
latter for pluralism and secularism? It is evident 
that both would be abridged since both require for 
their sustenance a climate of opinion and a state 
practice that eschews intolerance, distances itself 
from extremist and illiberal nationalism, subscribes 
in word and deed to the Constitution and its 
Preamble, and ensures that citizenship irrespective 
of caste, creed or ideological affiliation is the sole 
determinant of Indianness.

In our plural secular democracy, therefore, 
the ‘other’ is to be none other than the ‘self’. Any 
derogation from it would be detrimental to its core 
values.

Jai Hind.
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The Marathas, one of the dominant castes of 
Maharashtra, who constitute probably around 
32–35% of the State’s population (this is only an 
estimate, as there has been no caste based census 
in India since 1932), are agitating for reservations 
once again. Earlier, during 2016 and 2017, they had 
organised 52 silent marches. This time, the agitation 
has been violent, and the agitators have attacked 
buses, stopped train services and blocked highways. 

Over the last few years, several other dominant 
castes in other states, like the Patels (or Patidars) 
of Gujarat, the Jats of Haryana and the Gujjars 
of Rajasthan, have raised similar demands. They 
are all demanding that they be included in the 
‘Other Backward Classes’ category and be given 
reservations. 

Reservations in the Constitution
Because of competitive populism and electoral 

calculations, no major political party in any state 
has opposed this demand, even though this demand 
changes the entire logic for reservations on the 
basis of which this policy measure was specifically 
included in the Constitution by our Constitution 
framers. The Constitution of India, in its Article 
15 (4) and 16 (4), clearly allows the state to 
make special provisions, including reservation in 
any post in the services under the state, “for the 
advancement of any socially and educationally 
backward classes of citizens or for the Scheduled 
Castes and the Scheduled Tribes”. Elaborating 
on these provisions, the Supreme Court of India 
has ruled (State of Kerala v. N.M. Thomas) that 
they are not exceptions to the equality guaranteed 
under Articles 14, 15(1) and 16(1), but rather are 
aimed at achieving the equality guaranteed under 
these articles.1 The Mandal Commission in the late 

1980s too had adopted the criterion of “social and 
educational backwardness” as the basis for making 
its recommendations.2  

Dr Ambedkar and our Constitution framers had, 
therefore, envisioned reservations as a scheme to 
foster social inclusion, social equality and social 
justice. It was a programme to cement the notion of 
citizenship. As Dr Ambedkar explained in his final 
speech to the Constituent Assembly on November 
25, 1949, political equality, the principle of one 
person one vote, does not automatically bring about 
social equality. And the fact is, there is complete 
absence of social equality; there is no fraternity (the 
sense of brotherhood amongst all Indians) in Indian 
society. This is because of the presence of castes in 
India, which bring about separation in social life. 
Without overcoming this, without genuine fraternity, 
equality and liberty will be no deeper than coats of 
paint, the idea of citizenship cannot truly be realised, 
and in fact, we will not even become a nation in 
reality.

The policy of reservation was thus a scheme 
to realise this larger dream of Indian democracy. 
It was neither thought of as a poverty alleviation 
programme nor as an employment generation 
scheme by our Constitution framers.  

Unfortunately, the demand for reservations 
by the Marathas, Patels and Jats completely 
negates this perspective on the basis of which 
the policy of reservations has been sanctioned in 
the Constitution. It is a sad commentary on the 
democratic consciousness of Indian society that 
even seven decades after independence, there is no 
powerful social movement in the country demanding 
an end to the humiliating hierarchical setup that 
continues to pervade Indian society. Instead of that, 
massive rallies are taking place and bandhs are being 
called to voice the demand for reservations on the 
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logic of present economic backwardness, and the 
major political parties, for political expediency, 
are trying to come up with all kinds of schemes to 
somehow fulfil this demand. 

Limitation of the Reservation Demand
One of the demands being raised by these 

dominant castes is that they be given reservation 
in higher educational institutions. One becomes 
eligible for reservation in these institutions only 
after passing Class XII. This is also the minimum 
eligibility if one wants to take the benefit of 
reservation in government jobs. However, in India, 
only 16% of all children enrolling in Class I cross 
the Class XII threshold, the majority (84%) drop 
out before that. 

This implies that even if the government 
somehow finds a way to give reservation in 
government jobs and educational institutions to 
these dominant castes, and the courts too allow it, 
only a small percentage of the population of these 
castes is going to be eligible for this ‘benefit’. [This 
is true, actually more true, for the Scheduled Castes 
and Tribes and Other Backward Classes too. Barely 
10% of the OBC students, 8% of the SC students 
and 6% of the ST students (out of those admitted 
to Class I) cross the Class XII barrier. This means 
that the social justice provisions of the Indian 
Constitution continue to elude the overwhelming 
majority of these most marginalised sections of the 
Indian society even today.]3 

Therefore, if the Maratha / Jat / Patel / Gujjar 
youth are genuinely concerned about uplifting their 
caste brethren, the demand that they should first raise 
is that the government should take steps to ensure 
genuine universalisation of school education. This 
would require the government to: i) ban all forms 
of commercialisation of school education; ii) ensure 
genuinely free education of equitable quality to all 
children up to Class XII, and gradually improve 
the quality of all government schools to at least the 
level of Kendriya Vidyalayas; iii) scrap the policy 
of appointing contract teachers, and ensure that all 
teachers are well qualified and trained and given 
decent salaries and social security; and, for this, iii) 
increase its educational spending (Centre + states 
combined) to at least 6% of GDP as mandated 
by the Kothari Commission, of which the Centre 

should spend 25%. This is actually a demand that 
should be raised / supported by all people of this 
country, across all castes, which would also increase 
fraternity amongst all Indian people. 

About the Maratha Community in 
Maharashtra

Let us however keep aside these arguments about 
the faulty and limited logic behind the Maratha 
demand for reservations, and try and understand the 
reasons behind the mobilisation of lakhs of Maratha 
youth for reservations in educational institutions and 
government jobs. 

The Marathas are undoubtedly one of the most 
dominant communities in Maharashtra State. They 
have a stranglehold on state politics. From 1962 to 
2004, of the total of 2,430 MLAs, 1,336 or 55% 
were Maratha. Of Maharashtra's 18 chief ministers 
since the state was formed in 1960, 10 have been 
Marathas. Economically too, the Marathas are one of 
the most dominant castes in the state. This has been 
established by several studies and commissions. 
More than 75% of the land in the state is owned 
by the community. Nearly 54% of the educational 
institutions in the state are controlled by them. 
Of the 105 sugar factories, 86 are headed by 
Marathas, while 23 district cooperative banks have 
Marathas as chairpersons. Marathas dominate the 
universities in the state, with 60 to 75% presence 
in the management. About 71% of the cooperative 
institutions are under the control of this community. 
In addition, all the milk cooperatives and cotton 
mills are either owned or controlled by them.4  

Why is such a dominant community, which had 
once opposed caste-based reservations during the 
late 1980s at the time of the anti-Mandal Commission 
agitation, now trying to seek it for itself?

Growing Economic Crisis
The reason for this is that it is only a small section 

of the Marathas who are rich and control the sugar 
factories, cooperative banks, milk cooperatives 
and educational institutions. The majority of the 
Marathas are small and marginal farmers. A survey 
by the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies 
(CSDS) found only 3% rich Marathas among the 
sampled families in 2014. On the other hand, around 
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20% of the sampled Maratha respondents were 
landless labourers and 15% had less than three acres 
each. Another survey by  two prominent political 
scientists—Rajeshwari Deshpande and Suhas 
Palshikar of Savitribai Phule Pune University—
found that “land ownership patterns suggest nearly 
65% of Marathas are poor, whereas hardly 4% own 
more than 20 acres of land and thus may be classified 
as rich farmers.”5 

These small and marginal Maratha farmers, 
who constitute the overwhelming proportion of 
the Maratha population of the State, are finding 
themselves facing severe livelihood concerns 
because of the neoliberal economic policies being 
implemented in the country over the past nearly three 
decades. In 1991, the Indian government signed an 
agreement with the IMF–World Bank, international 
financial institutions controlled by the USA and 
the European Union, pledging to a thoroughgoing 
restructuring of the Indian economy in return for 
a huge foreign loan. The conditionalities imposed 
on India, and accepted by the Indian Government, 
included:6 
i) Allowing foreign corporations unrestricted 

entry into each and every sector of the Indian 
economy;

ii) Privatising public sector corporations and public 
sector financial institutions, and even welfare 
services like education and health;

iii) Reducing subsidies to the poor, including 
agriculture, health, education and nutrition 
subsidies.
Thus began what has come to be known as the 

globalisation of the Indian economy. It has pushed 
agriculture into a severe crisis. Because of this, 
the youth in the villages, the children of small and 
marginal farmers, are no longer interested in staying 
in the villages and doing farming for a livelihood. 
They are migrating to the cities in search of jobs. 
But there are no jobs in the cities too! The very 
same neoliberal economic policies that have pushed 
agriculture into crisis have also resulted in a drying 
up of jobs. Employment generation in the private 
sector has virtually collapsed. There are very few 
jobs available in manufacturing and other private 
sectors—and the few jobs available are insecure, 
contractual jobs offering very low salaries. 

Therefore, the youth believe that the only 

way out of this employment crisis is to try and 
get a government job, which is the only secure 
job available today with a decent salary. Of the 
government jobs available, around 50% are 
reserved, for the Scheduled Castes and Tribes and 
Other Backward Classes. And so, the Maratha youth 
are out on the streets, demanding reservation in 
government jobs, in the belief that if they are given 
reservations, many of them will be able to get these 
secure, good quality jobs. 

This is the reason behind the agitations for 
reservations in jobs by not just the Marathas in 
Maharashtra, but also by the dominant caste groups 
of other states, such as Patels (also known as Patidars) 
in Gujarat, Jats in Haryana, Gujjars in Rajasthan and 
Kapus in Andhra Pradesh. The governments of the 
respective states as well as the Central government 
have extended support to this demand, and are 
trying to find a way of circumventing orders of the 
Supreme Court rejecting the demand for reservation 
for these dominant castes and imposing a cap on total 
reservations at 50%. The opposition too has gone 
along with the reservation discourse, as it too is not 
willing to question the economic policy orientation 
that has led to this massive unemployment crisis. 

In this article, we first discuss the agricultural 
crisis in the country, and then the worsening 
unemployment crisis. Finally, we examine the 
demand being raised by Maratha youth for 
reservation in government jobs. 

Agricultural Crisis
While the contribution of agriculture to the 

country’s GDP has come down by half over the 
period 1983–84 to 2010–11,7 from the point of 
view of livelihoods, this continues to be the most 
important sector. Of the total workforce in the 
country, 53% people depend on this sector for their 
livelihoods (in 2009–10).

For the past nearly three decades, as a part of 
the neoliberal policies, successive governments 
at the Centre have been gradually eliminating 
subsidies given to agriculture and ‘freeing the 
market’. They have reduced public investment in 
agriculture, cut subsidies given on major inputs 
needed for agriculture (such as fertiliser, electricity 
and irrigation subsidies), gradually eliminated 
output support to agriculture (in the form of public 
procurement of agricultural produce), gradually 
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phased out subsidised credit given to agriculture 
(by public sector banks) and allowed imports of 
heavily subsidised agricultural produce from the 
developed countries into India.9  This multi-pronged 
onslaught on Indian agriculture has pushed this 
sector into deep crisis. In all important indicators 
that measure the performance of agriculture, be it 
area or production or yield, of foodgrains or non-
foodgrains, the contrast between pre-globalisation 
and post-globalisation periods is quite stark (see 
Table 1).

The net result of these anti-small farmer policies 
is that for nearly 70% of Indian farmers who have 
land holdings of less than 1 hectare, total income 
from all sources (cultivation, farming of animals, 
non-farm business and wages) has fallen to less than 
consumption expenditure.10 This, in turn, has led to 
a huge increase in rural indebtedness. 
According to the National Sample Survey 
Organisation (NSSO), in 2012–13, 52% 
of the total agricultural households in 
the country were in debt. The average 
debt was Rs 47,000 per agricultural 
household, in a country where the yearly 
income from cultivation per household 
was only Rs 36,972.11

Under the Modi Government, the 
implementation of neoliberal policies 
has accelerated. It has led to a severe 
worsening of the agricultural crisis. The 
Modi Government has made a complete 
U-turn on its 2014 election promise 
to provide farmers Minimum Support 
Prices (MSP) that would ensure them 
a 50% profit over cost of production. 
There is complete silence on the issue of 

strengthening public procurement of farm produce. 
At the same time, input subsidies to agriculture, 
such as fertiliser subsidy, have been further  
reduced.12 Despite the worsening debt crisis, the 
Central government has refused to waive farm 
loans (finally, farmers’ movements across the 
country forced some states to waive these loans). 
It would have cost the government at the most Rs 
3 lakh crore,13  while benefiting crores of farmers 
across the country. As we show later, it is not that 
the government does not have money for this; it is 

a question of priorities.
The total budget allocation 

for the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Farmers' Welfare in 
Union Budget 2018–19 is 
miniscule—only Rs 57,600 
crore, a mere 2.36% of the 
total budget outlay, for a 
sector on which more than 
50% of the population depend 
for their livelihoods. Further, 
government spending on all 
agriculture related sectors 

(agriculture, rural development, water resources 
and fertiliser subsidy) as a percentage of GDP has 
actually fallen—from an already low of 1.43% 
during the last year of the previous government and 
the first year of the Modi Government to 1.34% in 
the 2018–19 BE (Table 2). 

Table 1: Average Growth Rates of Area, Production & Yield Under 
Foodgrains, Non-Foodgrains & All Crops8 

 Foodgrains Non-foodgrains All crops

 Area Prod. Yield Area Prod. Yield Area Prod. Yield

1950–51 to 
1989–90 0.61 2.61 1.60 1.22 2.97 1.08 0.79 2.66 1.37

1990–91 to 
2004–05 –0.07 1.64 1.27 1.03 2.81 1.39 0.25 1.96 1.29

Table 2: BJP Government Allocation for Agriculture Related 
Sectors, 2014–1814   (Rs crore)

   2014–15 2018–19  
  BE (a) (b)

1 Ministry of Agriculture and 31,917 57,600 
 Farmers' Welfare 

 (1) as % of Budget Outlay 1.92% 2.36%

2 Total Agriculture Spending*   1,78,225 2,51,500

 Total Agricultural Spending (2)  10.71% 10.30% 
 as % of Budget Outlay

 Total Agricultural Spending (2)  1.43% 1.34% 
 as % of GDP

* Includes Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Rural Development, 
Ministry of Water Resources and Department of Fertilisers
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Three decades of battering by hostile policies 
and the worsening debt crisis have pushed the hardy 
Indian peasants into such despair that they are being 
driven to commit suicides in record numbers. More 
than three lakh farmers have committed suicide in 
the country since 1995. It is the largest recorded 
wave of such deaths in history.15 

Because of the worsening agricultural crisis, 
employment generation in this sector has virtually 
collapsed. Total employment in agriculture during 
the 16-year period 1993–94 to 2009–10 has risen by 
a miniscule 2.4 million, or just 1% (Table 3).

Table 3: Agricultural Employment,  
Pre- and Post-Reform Years16  (in million)

 Agricultural Employment

1983 207.23

1993–94 242.46

1999–2000 237.67

2004–05 258.93

2009–10 244.85

No Jobs in Cities
As a part of the conditionalities imposed on the 

country by the World Bank, successive governments 
at the Centre since 1991 have gradually been 
removing all restrictions on the entry of foreign 
multinational corporations (MNCs) into the Indian 
economy. During the four years it has been in power, 
the swadeshi Modi Government has announced 
such a huge liberalisation of rules governing foreign 
investment in the country that it has proudly declared 
that India has become the most open country in the 
world! Not only that, the entire economic policy is 
now being re-oriented to suit the profit maximisation 
of big corporations. For instance, the government 
is relaxing all labour laws so that big corporations 
can employ contract workers in place of permanent 
workers, hire and fire them at will, and pay them 
rock bottom wages. This has worsened the quality 
of the few jobs available in the country.

Big corporations don’t create jobs. They employ 
the latest labour saving technologies, and employ 
the minimum possible workers.17 And with the 
government dismantling labour laws, even the few 

jobs being created by them are low wage, contract 
jobs. On the other hand, because they are so big, 
these companies destroy many more jobs than they 
create, as their entry forces many small companies 
to close down or merge with them. 

This is precisely what is happening in India too. 
While three decades of globalisation has led to a 
huge entry of foreign corporations into the country, 
the country has rapidly industrialised, and the GDP 
growth rate has significantly increased, it has not 
led to the creation of jobs. To illustrate, the total 
employment (workers  plus  sales  and  supervisory  
and managerial  staff)  in  all  of  India’s  registered  
factories  (both  small  and large  scale  industries  
combined) increased by only 3.01 million during 
the 16-year period 1993–94 to 2009–10. This 
means that only 1.5 percent of the  total people 
who entered the job market during these 16 years (3 
million out of 208 million) got any kind of factory 
jobs. In other words, despite the massive  entry  of  
foreign  corporations  into  the  country  since  the 
beginning  of  globalisation  in  1991,  very  few  
factory  jobs  have  been created.  The total number 
of people working in factories after two decades 
of globalisation, in 2010, was only 11.72 million, 
or 2.5 percent of the total official workforce in the 
country of 460 million.18  

The net consequence is that ever since 
globalisation began, there has been a slowdown 
in employment growth rate in the country. 
The compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 
employment in the country fell from 2.44% during 
the period 1972–73 to 1983 and 2.04% during the 
period 1983 to 1993–94, to only 1.3% per annum 
for the entire post-globalisation period of 1993–94 
to 2009–10. Employment growth during 1999–2000 
to 2009–10 was 1.49% per annum, lower than any 
previous ten-year period. This slowdown has taken 
place despite a sharp acceleration in the country’s 
GDP growth rate (Table 4).

It is estimated that in India, the total number of 
new people who enter the job market every year in 
search of jobs is around 13 million.20  That means 
that during the decade 1999–2000 to 2009–10, a total 
of 130 million people entered the job market. The 
NSSO data given in Table 4 indicate that of these, 
only 63.5 million or 48.8% got any kind of jobs.

Worse, all these jobs were only informal 
jobs—jobs with low wages, probably even below 
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the minimum wage, insecure jobs, and with little 
or no other benefits like compensation in case of 
injury, paid leave, sick leave, and so on. None of 
the jobs created during the decade 2000–10 were 
formal sector jobs—where workers have at least 
some legal rights such as security of employment, 
minimum wages, sick leave, compensation for work-
related injuries and right to organise—because of 
the contractualisation of jobs taking place in the 
economy due to the deliberate dismantling of labour 
laws in the country by the government. According 
to the Planning Commission of India, during the 
decade 1999–2000 to 2009–10, the total number of 
formal jobs in the economy actually fell from 35 
million to 33 million (Table 5)!

The result is that the total number of formal sector 
workers in the country, who have what the Economic 
Survey of the Government of India calls ‘good 
jobs’22, constitute just 7.2% of the total work force.23 
The remaining 92.8% workers are in informal jobs—
such as fruit sellers selling a few dozen bananas 
on hand carts, peanut sellers hawking peanuts and 
other such snacks on bicycles, roadside hawkers 

selling clothes or other 
sundry items, scrap 
collectors collecting old 
newspapers and scrap 
from homes, graduates 
running tiny telephone 
recharge shops or driving 
autorickshaws for 12 
hours every day, sales 
boys and girls going 
from house to house 
selling cosmetics / sarees 
/ books, unorganised 
sector  construct ion 
workers working in 

dangerous conditions at construction sites, farmers 
toiling day and night in an attempt to extract the 
maximum possible from their tiny holdings. 

The acceleration of neoliberal policies under the 
Modi Government has led to a further worsening 
of the employment crisis. According to a recent 
study, there was an absolute decline in employment 
during the first two years of the Modi Government 
(2014–16), possibly the first time this has happened 
since independence.24  

As if this was not enough, the Modi government 
then announced two economic policies that 
directly assaulted the informal sector that provides 
employment to more than 90% of the workforce—
first, demonetisation (announced in November 
2016), and then the rollout of the GST (in July 2017). 
Both these policies had a devastating impact on the 
informal sector, resulting in closure of thousands 
of small scale units and loss of lakhs of jobs. The 
Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE) 
has estimated that post-demonetisation, roughly 1.5 
million jobs were lost during the four month period 
from January to April 2017. 25

And so, the Demand for Reservations
While globalisation has led to a sharp increase 

in wealth of the rich, especially the top 1%— and 
to a lesser extent the top 10%—of the population,26  
for the vast majority of the people, these economic 
reforms have destroyed employment and livelihood 
opportunities and pushed crores of people into 
destitution. Amongst the worst hit have been 
the farming communities, such as the Maratha 

Table 4: Total Employment, Employment Growth Rate and  
GDP Growth Rate, 1983 to 2009–1019 

 Total Employment   GDP Growth Rate 
  Period CAGR  (at constant 
 (in million)   1999-2000 prices)

1983 302.76 1972-73 to 1983 2.44% 4.7%

1993–94 374.45 1983 to 1993-94 2.04% 5.0%

1999– 2000 396.76 1993-94 to 2004-05 1.84% 6.3%

2004–05 457.46 2004-05 to 2009-10 0.12% 9.1%

2009–10 460.22 1999-2000 to 2009-10 1.49% 

  1993-94 to 2009-10 1.30% 

Table 5: Formal and Informal Employment  
in India21  (in million)

 1999–2000 2009–10
Formal Employment  35.0 33.0
Informal Employment  361.7 427.22
Total Work Force 396.8 460.22
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community in Maharashtra, the Patels in Gujarat 
and Jats in Haryana. The youth of these hitherto 
dominant castes, who earlier either took to 
agriculture, or were absorbed in industry / services 
on moving to cities, are now facing a huge crisis of 
unemployment. Crafty politicians have channelised 
this disenchantment of the youth into raising the 
demand for reservation in government jobs.

The gullible youth have come to believe that 
government jobs are available in significant numbers, 
and if their castes are included in the category 
of OBCs and become eligible for reservations in 
government jobs, then large numbers of them would 
get decent jobs. 

The reality is that there are no government jobs 
too! As it is, total public sector employment in the 
country is only around 4% of the total employment in 
the country.27 Furthermore, as a part of the neoliberal 
economic reforms being implemented in the country, 
on the one hand, the Indian Government has been 
privatising public sector enterprises and welfare 
services such as education and health, and on the 
other hand, it has been reducing public employment 
in all areas—the vacancies arising out of retirement 
are not being filled (the government admitted in 
the Rajya Sabha a few days ago that nearly 24 lakh 
posts are lying vacant with the Central and state 
governments28), employment is being forcibly 
reduced by ‘Voluntary Retirement Schemes’, and 
several jobs are being contractualised. This has led 
to a drastic fall in public sector recruitment. Public 
sector employment in the country continuously 
increased in the decades after independence, from 
70.5 lakh in 1961 to 190.6 lakh in 1991. But with 
the beginning of globalisation, this has got reversed. 
Public sector employment [including every form of 
government—Central, state, local government as 
well as quasi-government (public sector enterprises, 
electricity boards, road transport corporations, etc.)] 
over the period 1991–2012 has fallen in absolute 

terms, from 190 lakh to 176 lakh (Table 6). This 
decline has taken place in every sphere of economic 
activity, from manufacturing, construction and 
transport to community, social and personal services. 

Had employment generation continued at same 
pace as 1981–91, public sector employment would 
have risen to 295 lakh in 2012, implying the creation 
of 1.04 crore jobs. Instead, the total number of jobs 
declined, by 14.5 lakh. 

To conclude, even if the Central/State government 
finds a way of giving the Maratha youth reservation 
in government jobs, it will in actuality not result 
in creation of any significant job opportunities 
for these youth. The demand for reservation in 
government jobs is nothing but a mirage. The reason 
why the upper caste youth, like the Maratha youth 
in Maharashtra, are facing such a huge crisis of 
joblessness is not because there is reservation for 
the Dalits and OBCs, but because there are no jobs, 
and reason why there is stagnation in job creation 
is because of the neoliberal economic policies 
being implemented in the country. If the youth of 
Maharashtra are serious about finding solutions to 
the employment crisis, they will need to think more 
deeply about the real reasons for the unemployment 
crisis, challenge the economic model being 
implemented in the country, and raise meaningful 
demands that will genuinely lead to the creation of 
a large number of jobs. 

We now discuss some of these demands that 
need to be raised for meaningful job creation in the 
country.

Some Proposals for Creating Jobs
i) Increase Spending on Agriculture

As discussed above, Indian agriculture is in 
crisis because of the neoliberal economic reforms. 
Because of this crisis, which is pushing thousands of 
farmers to commit suicide every year, employment 
generation in agriculture has fallen to near zero. To 
bring the agricultural sector out of this crisis and 
stimulate job creation in this vitally important sector, 
the government needs to make farming profitable by:
• reducing input costs by increasing subsidies on 

fertilisers, electricity, water, etc.;
• providing output price support;
• increasing public investment in agriculture—

which is absolutely essential for agricultural 

 Table 6: Total Government Employment 
(Centre+State+Local Govt.+Quasi Govt.)29  

(in lakh)

Year Total Employment

1981 154.8

1991 190.6

2012 176.1
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growth; and
• waiving all farm debts, including debts to private 

moneylenders, and ensuring availability of 
institutional credit to farmers at subsidised rates.
In other words, the government needs to increase 

public investment in all agriculture related sectors. 
It needs to be at least doubled or trebled. Where will 
the money come from for this? We discuss this issue 
later in this essay.

This will reverse the decline in Indian agriculture 
and bring back employment generation to at least 
the pre-globalisation levels. Had employment 
generation in agriculture during the post-reform 
years continued at the same rate as during the period 
1983 to 1993–94 (when CAGR was 1.51%, see 
Table 3), total employment in agriculture would have 
gone up to 308 million by 2009–10 instead of 245 
million. In other words, instead of the net 2.4 million 
jobs created during the 16-year period 1994–2010, 
65.5 million jobs would have been created in the 
agricultural sector—an additional 63 million jobs!

ii) Provide Incentives for the Small Scale 
Sector

As discussed above, the overwhelming proportion 
of employment in the country is provided by the 
informal sector, including what the government 
calls the Micro, Small and Medium enterprises 
(MSMEs). The Modi government has announced 
a scheme known as Mudra Yojana. Under this, the 
government provides a loan of between Rs 50,000 to 
Rs 10 lakh to people wishing to be entrepreneurs and 
setting up micro enterprises. According to official 
statistics, over the last three years since the scheme 
was launched in 2015, nearly 13 crore people have 
been sanctioned a total of Rs 6 lakh crore under this 
scheme till May 25, 2018 (of which Rs 5.81 lakh 
crore has been disbursed). A simple calculation 
shows that the average of sanctioned loans under 
this Yojana comes to Rs 46,530 while the disbursed 
amount is Rs 45,034.30  While the Modi Government 
has been claiming  that this scheme has helped create 
several crore jobs, this is obviously another of its big 
lies; the amount of loan being disbursed under this 
scheme is too inadequate for setting up any kind of 
small scale business.

The government must substantially boost the 
financial incentives it provides for entrepreneurs 

interested in setting up MSMEs, including both the 
amount of loan and the interest subsidy for this loan, 
as well as provide other incentives, such as reserving 
production of several items for this sector and 
banning imports of these items to protect this sector 
from unfair competition with subsidised imports 
by recession hit automated plants of multinational 
corporations. The money for this is there—we 
discuss this later in this essay.

iii) Create More Government Jobs
Lakhs of youth are mobilising across the country 

demanding reservations for their castes—when there 
are no government jobs! They are all fighting for a 
slice of the public employment ‘cake’, when there 
is no cake on the table.

Instead, we all need to unite, across castes and 
communities, and demand more government jobs. 
To make an estimate of how many government jobs 
can possibly be created in India, let us compare the 
number of government jobs in India with that in 
the USA and other developed countries, per lakh 
of population.

Unlike the propaganda being daily fed to us 
by our politicians and bureaucrats, public sector 
employment in India is not high; on the contrary, it is 
very low when compared to the developed countries, 
all of whom are unabashedly free market economies 
(see Table 7). An important reason why public sector 
employment in the developed countries is high is 
because of their high social sector expenditures. 
Most developed countries spend substantial sums 
on providing social security for their citizens, 
including universal health coverage, free school 
education and free or cheap university education, old 
age pension, maternity benefits, disability benefits, 
family allowance such as child care allowance, 
and much more. This obviously requires that they 
employ a large number of people in the social sectors 
to provide these services to their population.

The USA has one of the lowest levels of public 
sector employment (per lakh of population) among 
the developed countries. Even if we take this as the 
level that India should reach, that is, if India is to 
have the same number of public sector employees 
per lakh of population as the USA, then India’s 
public sector employment would have to increase 
to at least 88.9 million.31 Presently, there are only 
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17.6 million public sector employees in India. This 
means an additional 71.3 million or 7.13 crore jobs 
would be created—that too, decent, formal jobs!

Table 7: Public Sector Employment  
per Lakh of Population32 

 Sweden 15,070

 France  8,760

 USA  7,220

 India  1,430

Therefore, instead of fighting amongst ourselves 
on the basis of caste, religion, region and so on, let 
us unite and demand that the government should 
increase its social sector spending, and create more 
public sector jobs. That would create at least a few 
crore jobs! Creation of such a large number of public 
sector jobs will lead to the creation of at least as 
many private sector jobs if not more, as the creation 
of so many well-paid jobs in the public sector will 
give a big boost to demand and will therefore lead 
to a huge increase in private sector production—as 
Keynes had pointed out several decades ago.

For instance, if in Maharashtra State alone, the 
government decides to take urgent and decisive steps 
to send all children compulsorily to school, and 
provide them free and good quality education (of 
Kendriya Vidyalaya standards) up to Class XII, this 
would require the opening of thousands of schools 
and recruitment of a very large number of teachers. 
How many? We have estimated that for this, the 
government would need to recruit an additional 19 
lakh teachers in the minimum!33  

And if so many school teachers are recruited, 
that would call for a big increase in the number of 
associate staff, from clerks to laboratory assistants 
to peons and so on. So many schools would need 
to be constructed, furniture made, school textbooks 
printed, and so on. This would lead to a big increase 
in jobs in all these industries. The recruitment of 
so many school teachers and associate staff in 
schools would lead to a big increase in the demand 
for consumer goods and so there would be much 
job creation in these industries too. So much job 
creation, in just a single state in the country, only 
by investing in providing compulsory, good quality 
education to all children!

And it is not just education, but all welfare 

services, that are in a terrible state in our country. 
Therefore, we are not at all exaggerating when we 
estimate that if the government indeed decided to 
provide good quality essential services to all people 
in the country, it would lead to the creation of several 
crore jobs.

But Where Will the Money Come From?
Our readers will say—that is all ok, but where 

will the money come from for all this? India is a 
poor country, the government does not have enough 
money to implement this.

That the Indian Government has no money 
is a myth, propagated by the government and its 
propagandists. The reality is, the Indian Government 
has been doling out subsidies to the rich to the tune 
of several lakh crore rupees every year. To give two 
stunning examples:
• Successive governments at the Centre have 

been giving tax concessions to the country’s 
corporate houses and super-rich every year, for 
the last several years, ever since the economic 
reforms began. Over the 13–year period 2005–06 
to 2017–18, these tax write-offs total a mind-
boggling Rs 58.6 lakh crore!34  

• Over the 15-year period 2004–18, Indian public 
sector banks have written off a whopping Rs 4.6 
lakh crore worth of loans given to big corporate 
houses. Of this amount, Rs 3.1 lakh crore has 
been waived by the Modi Government during 
its four years in power.35  Apart from this, during 
this period, banks have also restructured loans—
which is a more roundabout way of writing off 
loans—given to these high and mighty, probably 
to the tune of Rs 10 lakh crore or so.36  
Apart from this, other concessions being 

given to the rich include handing over control 
of the country’s mineral wealth and resources to 
private corporations in return for negligible royalty 
payments, transferring ownership of our profitable 
public sector corporations to foreign and Indian 
private business houses at throwaway prices, direct 
subsidies to private corporations in the name of 
‘public–private–partnership’ for infrastructural 
projects, and so on. These transfers of public wealth 
to private coffers also total several lakh crore  
rupees.37 
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If the government reduces these concessions 
/ transfers of public money to the country’s uber 
rich, it can substantially increase its expenditure 
on agriculture and the social sectors.38  That would 
lead to a big increase in agricultural jobs, as well as 
create several crore government jobs.

To Conclude
Friends, the reason why there are no jobs, 

the reason why there is such acute joblessness 
in the country, is not because of the ‘other’—
unemployment is not because reservation for Dalits 
and STs and OBCs has snatched away jobs. The 
reason is that there are simply no decent, formal 
sector jobs. And that is because of globalisation, 
because of the neoliberal economic policies being 
implemented in the country. Once we well and truly 
realise this, only then, instead of mobilising against 
the ‘other’, ‘we’ will unite with the ‘other’ and 
unitedly raise demands that challenge the economic 
policy orientation in the country and will truly lead 
to job creation and enough decent jobs for all.
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Unique ID is not unique, does not certify 
anything, says UIDAI

In a shocking admission, the UIDAI (Unique 
Identification Authority of India) has admitted, in 
response to a RTI (Right to Information) query, that 
it does not certify the identity, address, date of birth, 
resident status or existence of any individual or any 
Aadhaar number. 

 The admission that the UIDAI does not certify 
anything is a blow to every organisation and process 
that relies on the UIDAI for certifying the identity, 
address, date of birth, resident status or existence 
of any individual. It is now evident that not only is 
nothing identified, nothing is certified by the UIDAI.

 The UIDAI also admitted that the biometric 
data of an individual does not pull up a unique 
record. This is an admission that the biometrics does 
not uniquely identify any person. This completely 
demolishes the myth of providing a unique identity 
to Indians.

 The UIDAI has no idea about the identification 
documents used to assign an Aadhaar number to 
enrolment packets submitted by the enrolment 
agencies. This has damning repercussions for the 
genuineness of the entire Aadhaar database. In 
a previous RTI the UIDAI had admitted that the 
Aadhaar database or the processes of de-duplication 
had never been subject to verification or audit. 
Now an admission that even the data about the 
documents submitted for enrolment are not known 
to the UIDAI. Private agencies were paid for each 
enrolment packet they submitted. Private agencies 
also benefit by being able to use ghost identities 
that they may have created to claim subsidies, park 
black money, do benami (accounts and transactions 
undertaken using a ghost or a duplicate identity) 

Linking Aadhaar to Bank Accounts will Destroy the 
Banking System

Anupam Saraph

transactions, and launder money. 
 The RTI replies call to question the very basis 

of using the Aadhaar as a means to identify anyone, 
to use it to establish age, resident status, address or 
even existence of a person. It calls to question the 
use of Aadhaar in governance and financial systems.

 The UIDAI has refused information about the 
enrolment operators and supervisors registered with 
the UIDAI. Only 8 state governments and 12 PSUs 
(public sector undertakings) have been authorised 
by UIDAI to act as registrars for the purpose of 
enrolling individuals. These 20 registrars had hired 
enrolment agencies who hired these operators. The 
20 Registrars put together do not have a geographical 
reach to the 707 districts, 600,000 villages and 5,000 
towns and cities of India. With the information 
of enrolment operators being withheld, the entire 
enrolment process to create the world’s largest 
biometric database is called to question.

 The Supreme Court of India is hearing more 
than 22 PILs challenging the use of Aadhaar. The 
RTI replies make it evident that two successive 
governments have been taken for a complete ride by 
private interests controlling the Aadhaar ecosystem. 
The entire Aadhaar database is not worth the cost 
of the media used to store it and is the biggest 
technology scam since the invention of computers. 
It possesses the biggest risk to national security as 
every database in the country capable of identifying 
the citizens and beneficiaries is being replaced or 
destroyed by the Aadhaar database. Linking, seeding 
or using Aadhaar to construct or replace existing 
databases will make it impossible to protect the 
country’s economic, social, security and governance 
processes as they fail to identify threats, frauds, 
corruption, money laundering, and cyber war.
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Destroying the banking system
Despite this fundamental defect with Aadhaar, 

on June 1, 2017, India’s Department of Revenue 
(DoR) issued a Notification mandating the linking of 
every bank account with an Aadhaar number before 
December 31, 2017. While lawyers have pointed 
out several illegalities, including the scope, of the 
notification of this subordinate legislation under the 
Prevention of Money Laundering Act (PMLA), the 
failure of the DoR to consistently protect national 
interest is unbelievable.

This latest notification will enable the creation 
of benami bank accounts and allow benami 
transactions on such a huge scale that it will destroy 
the Indian banking system and hence the Indian 
economy. Aadhaar is the best state sponsored 
enabling mechanism for money launderers to enable 
benami bank accounts. Aadhaar can even help the 
money launderer to take over your bank accounts. 
Aadhaar is also the enabling mechanism to scale 
benami transactions.

Here are just 4 ways in which linking the 
Aadhaar to PAN or a bank account will hurt you, 
destroy the Indian economy:
1. The innocent will lose money, reputation and 

access to justice, dignity and livelihood as their 
Aadhaar numbers can act as mules for money 
laundering, their subsidy and other Aadhaar 
enabled payments can be easily compromised, 
their access to their own bank accounts be 
denied, or they can be framed for economic 
offences. Helpless citizens and businesses may 
also find themselves at the receiving end of 
covert human rights violations as even their 
access to money and existence is disabled by 
deactivation or blocking of Aadhaar leaving no 
recourse to survival.

2. Linking Aadhaar to bank accounts or PAN 
converts India into the new tax haven for money 
launderers as it becomes easy to remotely create 
benami accounts and operate benami transactions 
while claiming complete legitimacy. This will 
destroy India’s economy and governance.

3. Corruption will increase as it becomes easier 
when proceeds will not be traceable to the 
corrupt. It will be increasingly difficult to restore 
swarajya and impossible to ensure suraiya.

4. Banks will not be able to contain non-performing-
assets, fraud and financial misappropriation 

as the real users of banking services will be 
untraceable. The economy will be completely 
out of control as the black and white economies 
become indistinguishable.
We are in a policy vacuum as the NITI Aayog 

and the bureaucracy have failed to recognise the 
Trojan horse and protect national interest. Unless 
the RBI de-licenses the payments systems based on 
Aadhaar (AEPS) immediately and the government 
stays linking Aadhaar to PAN and bank accounts, 
our leadership will have failed to protect India from 
this fast colonisation of India by the private interests 
driving Aadhaar.

Enabling benami bank accounts
Benami accounts get created when banks fail to 

identify the real customers who own the accounts. 
The Panama Papers exposed data of thousands of 
benami accounts created through a Panamanian law 
firm, Mossack Fonseca. The Panama Papers exposed 
one modus operandi of hiding the real owners of the 
assets in tax havens.

Prudent bankers recognise the importance of 
knowing who they bank with. Before it bowed to 
pressure from the Ministry of Finance in January 
2011, the RBI had warned that the Aadhaar 
enrolment process does not have due diligence. It 
pointed out that for Aadhaar enrolment verification 
is not compulsory, as confirmed by the UIDAI in 
the Demographic Data Standards and Verification 
Procedure, and does not require document based 
verification. The RBI also highlighted that such use 
of Aadhaar as third party identification is against 
Prevention of Money Laundering Act. While 
resisting the use of Aadhaar, the RBI also raised the 
issue of the perceived misuse of such accounts for 
terrorist financing.

Under pressure from the UIDAI and the 
Department of Revenue, Ministry of Finance, the 
RBI, through its circular dated January 27, 2011, 
allowed bank accounts to be opened exclusively 
on the basis of Aadhaar number. However the RBI 
required such accounts to be put to restrictions 
and be subjected to conditions and limitations 
prescribed for small accounts, so as to prevent 
money laundering.

Not happy with the restrictions, the UIDAI 
pressed the RBI to lift these restrictions placed 
on accounts opened with Aadhaar numbers. On 
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September 28, 2011, the UIDAI succeeded in getting 
the RBI to backtrack and suspend the restrictions of 
the PMLA on bank accounts opened solely through 
Aadhaar. The UIDAI also succeeded in causing the 
RBI further to accept eKYC (the electronic version 
of KYC administered by UIDAI) or remotely using 
information associated with an Aadhaar number as 
KYC. 

To put the problem in perspective, Aadhaar 
enrolment was completely outsourced to private 
parties by the UIDAI with the sole aim of building 
the worlds largest biometric database. No one in the 
Aadhaar enrolment process was required to identify 
anyone. At best they had to merely verify documents 
that were submitted for enrolment. Needless to say 
anyone in possession of your documents could enrol 
with minor changes in any demographic information 
or with different biometrics. Field stories of 
enrolments are full with descriptions of biometric 
jugaad including using combination of persons, use 
of biometric masks, biometric modifications, and 
other ingenious methods to maximise registrations.

According to the IT Minister Ravi Shankar 
Prasad, 34,000 operators who tried to make fake 
Aadhaar Cards have been blacklisted. Even if each 
operator worked for a year before being blacklisted, 
assuming that each of them made about 100 cards 
a day, this amounts to over a billion cards. That is 
more than 95 percent of the database. The Aadhaar 
enrolment has been unlike that of any other identity 
document, easily scaling the creation of duplicate 
and ghost identities.

While there is widespread belief that biometric 
authentication at time of opening a bank account 
prevents benami, it ignores the field realities of 
mobile phone SIM cards being issued on Aadhaar 
photocopies and used to open bank accounts, of 
having remotely “downloadable” accounts, and 
also plain simple use of photocopies of Aadhaar or 
parallel Aadhaar databases to open bank accounts. 
With Aadhaar, banks do not have any trace of the 
real customer. The real customer is simply masked 
by a benami owner using an Aadhaar number.

Even your Aadhaar can be used, without your 
knowledge, by a perpetrator to open multiple 
accounts in order to use it to collect bribes, park 
black money, or siphon your subsidies. In the eyes 
of law enforcement, if these accounts are discovered, 
you will be the criminal.

To compound the problem, UIDAI has no 
liability for benami bank accounts opened with 
Aadhaar. After the introduction of the Aadhaar 
to open bank accounts, the accounts and deposits 
have doubled in 5 years. No one knows who really 
controls these accounts.

Enabling benami transactions
Even when it had no mandate to develop banking 

platforms, in 2009, the UIDAI signed an MoU 
with the National Payments Corporation of India 
(NPCI), a non government company, to develop 
an Aadhaar Enabled Payment System (AEPS). In 
this MoU the UIDAI has no responsibility for your 
banking transactions and the NPCI has no obligation 
to the RBI. The payment system uses the Aadhaar 
linked to a bank account as a financial address to 
do electronic money transfers from one Aadhaar 
number to another.

Unless an Aadhaar is linked to the account, the 
AEPS cannot access the bank account. Linking a 
PAN to the Aadhaar will have the same effect as 
linking the Aadhaar to a bank account as the PAN 
is already linked to the bank account. Such accounts 
become Aadhaar enabled. Aadhaar enabled bank 
accounts are ready to be used by the AEPS for 
Aadhaar to Aadhaar money transfers.

Linking an Aadhaar to a bank account is done 
through a process called as ‘seeding’ an Aadhaar 
number to a bank account. After receiving the 
Aadhaar number from the customer, the bank 
uploads such numbers’ into a ‘NPCI mapper’ or 
a repository of Aadhaar numbers and Institution 
Identification Number (IIN) numbers used for the 
purpose of routing transactions to the destination 
banks. The IIN is a unique 6-digit number issued 
by NPCI to the participating bank. 

If you ‘seed’ your Aadhaar with another bank 
account, the NPCI mapper is overwritten with the 
IIN  of this new bank. But what is not realised 
is this: someone else can also do this. And this 
facilitates a money launderer to launder money, 
using your account. All that he has to do is, ‘seed’ 
your Aadhaar with another bank account. After that, 
when he transfers money to your Aadhaar number, 
using the Aadhaar Enabled Payment System, this 
money gets transferred to this new bank account in 
this new bank as the IIN recognises this new bank 
account as being linked to your Aadhaar number. 
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Then, the money launderer can transfer this money 
via the AEPS to whichever account he wants, and 
then re-seed the NPCI’s mapper with the original IIN 
for the Aadhaar number, completely wiping out any 
trace of money to the alternate IIN. Like transactions 
of bearer shares in Panama, such money transfers 
becomes no different from a hawala (an alternative 
or parallel remittance system that works outside 
formal banking systems) transaction between real 
parties who remain anonymous or benami.

Your Aadhaar number can be used to facilitate 
such benami money transfers. If these money 
transfers linked to your Aadhaar number are detected 
by investigation officers or tax authorities, you and 
not the real operator will be held on suspicion of 
economic offences.

The NPCI’s idea of Aadhaar to Aadhaar banking 
itself is fundamentally flawed. It is surprising that 
the RBI has licensed this payment system under the 
Payment and Settlements Act.

All money is ultimately stored in bank accounts 
and not in the name of a person. Nowhere in the 
world does one transfer money to a person, you 
transfer it to a person’s account. Money transfers 
to and from a bank account makes every money 
transfer traceable from source to destination making 
money laundering difficult, if not impossible. 
Hawala schemes make money transfers untraceable 
by eliminating the bank accounts. Money transfers 
that, like the hawala, are based on the premise that 
you do not share an account number, with someone 
transferring money to you, are inherently flawed in 
auditability as they wipe out the money trail.

The idea of a mapper, as used by NPCI’s AEPS, 
does not allow for instructions from sender but 
relies on periodic update of IIN in the NPCI’s table 
mapping Aadhaar numbers from banks. As multiple 
banks have to upload the Aadhaar numbers seeded 
with accounts held by them, this cannot guarantee 
desired results.

Perhaps the worst aspect of the mapper is that 
it slices the business process and outsources parts. 
This destroys the responsibility of the payment 
system from any single party as was in the case of 
NEFT or RTGS. Neither the NPCI, the UIDAI or 
the banks are responsible in such money transfers. 
They merely provide “look-up” services. In this 
system, a single compromised or rogue bank branch, 
or the perpetuator’s ability to exploit a good one, is 

enough to siphon off subsidy, park black money or 
take bribes.

Such money transfers would be difficult, if not 
impossible, to trace without a whistleblower. A few 
cases have been reported that suggest the large scale 
play of this scenario already. For example more than 
40,000 erroneous transfers were reported through 
AEPS in DBT transfers meant as part of drought 
relief for farmers in Karnataka. The government 
allegedly blamed the banks for failure to seed the 
correct Aadhaar numbers with the beneficiaries.

Governments across India had been using the 
RBI’s own payment system, the NEFT or RTGS, 
to undertake electronic money transfers. There is 
absolutely no reason to switch public payments from 
NEFT to AEPS, run by a non-government company.

Preventing disaster
If the government and the Supreme Court 

implement the wisdom of the three orders of the 
Supreme Court of India on the use of Aadhaar, they 
can yet save the country from disaster resulting from 
the private interests driving Aadhaar.

In its first order of September 23, 2011 the 
Supreme Court had indicated that “no person should 
suffer for not getting the Aadhaar card inspite of the 
fact that some authority had issued a circular making 
it mandatory and when any person applies to get the 
Aadhaar Card voluntarily”.

On August 11, 2015, the 3 member bench 
restricted the use of Aadhaar and indicated that it 
may not be used for any other purpose.

On October 15, 2015, a 5 member bench led by the 
Chief Justice had emphasised that “the Aadhaar card 
Scheme is purely voluntary and it cannot be made 
mandatory till the matter is finally decided by this 
Court”. It had restricted the voluntary use of Aadhaar 
to public distribution system (PDS) Scheme, the 
liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) distribution scheme, 
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS), National Social 
Assistance Programme (Old Age Pensions, Widow 
Pensions, Disability Pensions), Prime Minister’s Jan 
Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) and Employees’ Provident 
Fund Organisation (EPFO).

In the meantime, following Mahatma Gandhi’s 
footsteps and refusing to link Aadhaar to anything 
may be the only option left for you.

Email: anupamsaraph@gmail.com



JANATA, August 12-19, 2018 45

India is going to celebrate its 72nd Independence 
Day. This is the time to introspect about the progress 
made after establishment of a democratic setup 
and transformation of society from backward to 
prosperous India. The fact remains that while India 
has a wide ambit of Fundamental Rights, it still 
lacks in providing certain fundamental facilities 
and infrastructure for all citizens, Citizen’s Right 
to Health being one of them. This is the call of the 
time to take newer directions and lessons from all 
developed countries in the world that have given 
priorities to make health as a Fundamental Right in 
their country.

Citizen Right to Health: What Does it 
Mean?

The Right to Health extends not only to timely 
and appropriate healthcare but also to the underlying 
determinants of health, such as access to safe and 
potable water and adequate sanitation, an adequate 
supply of safe food, nutrition and housing, healthy 
occupational and environmental conditions and 
access to health-related education and information, 
including pertaining to sexual and reproductive 
health.

According to the General Comment of the 
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, Right to Health contains four elements:
1) Availability: Functioning public health and 

health care facilities, goods and services, as well 
as programmes in sufficient quantity.

2) Accessibility: All health facilities, goods and 
services accessible to everyone. Accessibility 
has four overlapping dimensions:

 i. Non-discrimination;
 ii. Physical accessibility;

 iii. Economical accessibility;
 iv. Information accessibility.
3) Acceptability: All health facilities, goods and 

services must be respectful of medical ethics 
and culturally appropriate, as well as sensitive 
to gender and life-cycle requirements.

4) Quality: Health facilities, goods and services 
must be scientifically and medically appropriate 
and of good quality.

International Bodies on Citizen’s Right 
to Health

Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights states: “Everyone has the right to a standard 
of living adequate for the health and well-being of 
himself and of his family, including medical care and 
necessary social services, and the right to security 
in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, 
widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in 
circumstances beyond his control.”

WHO Constitution states: “The enjoyment of the 
highest attainable standard of health is one of the 
fundamentals rights of every human being without 
the distinction of race, religion, political belief, 
economic or social condition.”

The Right to Health or the Right to Healthcare is 
recognized in at least 115 constitutions of the world. 
This includes several small and economically weak 
countries, such as Sri Lanka, Cuba and Bangladesh.

Fulfilling the Right to Health is not just about 
money. Despite its status as a ‘less-developed’ 
country, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and others have 
achieved impressive results in health, nutrition 
and family planning with levels of public health 
expenditure lower than in countries with similar 
incomes whose health outcomes are considerably 
worse. Current life expectancy of Sri Lanka is 

Citizen’s Right to Health

Radhey Shiam
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73 years, Cuba 78 and Bangladesh 71 years, as 
compared to a regional average of only 61 years. 

Cuba is one of the best performers on the 
American continent and in the Third World, 
achieving results like those of most developed 
nations. Cuba’s healthcare system is based on 
preventive medicine and the results achieved are 
outstanding. 

Citizen Right to Health in the Indian 
Constitution

Right to Health is not included as an explicit 
fundamental right in the Indian Constitution. Most 
provisions related to health are in Part IV (Directive 
Principles). These are: 
• Article 38 says that the State will secure a social 

order for the promotion of welfare of the people. 
Providing affordable healthcare is one of the 
ways to promote welfare.

• Article 41 calls upon the State to make effective 
provision for providing public assistance in case 
of sickness and disablement. 

• Article 47 make it the duty of the State to raise 
the level of nutrition, and improve public health 
as among its primary duties. It also calls upon the 
State to bring about prohibition of  consumption 
of intoxicating drinking and drugs that are 
injurious to health. 

• Article 48A says that the State shall endeavour 
to provide a pollution-free environment for good 
health. 
Apart from Directives Principle of State Policy, 

some other provisions related to health come under 
the 11th and 12th Schedule as subjects of Panchayats 
and Municipalities respectively. These include 
drinking water, health and sanitation, family welfare, 
women and child development, social welfare etc. 

The above description makes it clear that most 
provisions related to health come under the Directive 
Principles in the Constitution, and therefore are 
nonjusticiable and no person can go to court for non-
fulfilment of these directives. However, the judiciary 
has expanded the scope of the above mentioned 
articles by reading them along with Article 21 (right 
to life) and has thus established Right to Health as 
an implied fundamental right. Not only Article 21 
but also other articles under Part III have been linked 

to Right to Health. 

Challenges
Low Public Expenditure on Healthcare

According to the Draft National Health Policy, 
2015, 63 million people are pushed into poverty every 
year as they are unable to bear their healthcare costs, 
and many lose their lives due to their inability to 
bear these expenses. As per the 2017 Health Survey, 
even India’s best performing state of Kerala had a 
per person disease burden that is 2.7 times higher 
than China, indicating major room for improvement. 
India ranks 145th among 195 countries in terms of 
quality and accessibility of healthcare, behind its 
neighbours like China, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and 
Bhutan, according to a Lancet study.

An important reason for this is India’s low public 
expenditure on healthcare. WHO recommends that 
countries should spend 5% of GDP (Gross Domestic 
Product) on health. The advanced countries spend 
more than this; public healthcare spending as a 
percentage of GDP in 27 advanced economies rose 
from 5% to more than 7% over the period 1990–
2008, with spending in 2008 ranging from 5.5% 
for Australia to 8.7% for France. Public healthcare 
spending in several emerging economies is between 
3–5% of GDP—especially in East European 
countries and several Latin American countries like 
Argentina, Brazil and Chile. In contrast, India spends 
barely 1% of its GDP on health. India’s public health 
expenditure is amongst the lowest in the world, even 
lower than sub-Saharan Africa.

Consequently, the public health system is in a 
bad shape. The rural healthcare infrastructure is 
a three tier system—a sub-centre, primary health 
centre (PHC) and community health centre (CHC). 
Even by standards set by the government, there is 
a shortfall of about 20% in sub-centres, about 23% 
in PHCs and about 32% in CHCs. Where these 
health centres exist, a majority of them are deficient 
in infrastructure, with even doctors not available.  
PHCs in India are short of more than 3,000 doctors, 
with the shortage being 200% over the last 10 years. 
Furthermore, there is an 83% shortage of specialist 
medical professionals (surgeons, physicians, etc) 
in CHCs across India, with many States having 
no specialists at all. This dismal state of public 
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healthcare has forced citizens to depend upon the 
private sector for treatment; of the total health 
spending in the country, public health spending 
accounts for only 30.5%, households undertake the 
rest. The dismal state of public health services and 
the high costs of healthcare in the private sector 
are responsible for pushing crores of people into 
poverty every year.  

Taking cognisance of this crisis, the Prime 
Minister’s Office announced in 2012 that the 
government had decided to triple its outlay for the 
health sector in the Twelfth Five Year Plan (2012–
17), and would increase it from an average of 0.9% 
of GDP in the five years ending March 31, 2012 
to 2.5% by 2017.  After coming to power, the BJP 
too reiterated this spending target in the National 
Health Policy (NHP) 2017 released by it, stating 
that the Centre would spend 1% of GDP on this (the 
remaining would be spent by the States); however, it 
shifted the target year to 2025. Health experts have 
pointed out that considering the appalling state of 
public healthcare services in the country, such a 
low level of public health expenditure is inadequate 
to make available decent quality affordable public 
healthcare services for the entire population.

Even if we ignore this, and take the promise 
of the Central government that it will increase its 
allocation on health to 1% of GDP by 2025, a simple 
back-of-the-envelope calculation shows that for 
achieving this target, government spending on health 
needs to grow by at least 20% a year. However, the 
allocation for Ministry of Health and Family Welfare 
has increased by only a miniscule amount, from Rs 
53,294 crore in last year’s revised estimate to Rs 
54,600 crore this year, an increase of only 2.45%, 
implying a cut in real terms. As a percentage of 
GDP, it has declined from 0.32% in 2017–18 RE to 
0.29% in 2018–19. 

Scarcity of medical institutes and doctors
India has 10.4 lakh allopathic doctors and 7.6 

lakh AYUSH doctors. Including both categories, 
India has one doctor for every 921 people, as of 
December 2017, which is way ahead of the doctor–
population ratio of 1:1000 prescribed by the World 
Health Organisation. If allopathy doctors alone are 
considered, the ratio soars to 1:1596. These ratios 
appear to be quite good, but they hide a dismal 

statistic.
The majority of doctors in India are in the private 

sector. As per recent statistics released by the health 
ministry under National Health Profile-2018, of the 
total 10.4 lakh allopathic doctors in the country, only 
1.15 lakh are in government service, which works 
out to a doctor-population ratio of 1:11,082

One out of 10 medicines in India 'fake'; may 
cause severe illness: WHO

The drugs prescribed by the doctors to cure a 
person’s disease are unfortunately adulterated most 
of the times. An estimated one in 10 medical products 
circulating in low- and middle-income countries like 
India are either "substandard or falsified", says a new 
research report from the World Health Organisation 
(WHO). According to WHO, these medicines not 
only fail to treat or prevent diseases but can also 
cause serious illness or even death.

Most counterfei t  medicines are taken 
unknowingly, as detecting counterfeit medicines is 
difficult, even for health care professionals.

How doctors and private hospitals are fleecing 
patients

Most Indians consider doctors as next to God 
if not God. However, with the private sector 
dominating the  healthcare sector in India, and with 
this sector entirely oriented towards profit making, 
unethical practices are on the increase, such as:
• Prescribing more tests than necessary. 
• Prescribing expensive medicines/vaccines when 

cheaper and quality substitutes are available. 
• Use of stent in heart disease treatment or similar 

other procedures even if not needed. 
• Gynaecologists at private hospitals are well-

known to force pregnant women to go for 
C-section which pays better than normal 
deliveries.

• Luring poor and uneducated people to agree 
to donate organs, kidney, for which there is no 
dearth of high paying customers and more.

Suggestions for Implementing Right to 
Health
1. India should increase its expenditure on 
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Healthcare to 5% of the GDP, of which the 
Centre’s share should be 40%.

2. This increased allocation for healthcare must 
initially be focussed on improving public 
primary healthcare, by taking steps to eliminate 
shortfalls in sub-centres, PHCs and CHCs, and 
ensuring availability of doctors, nurses and 
other para-medics in all these health centres. 
Ensure adequate numbers of trained healthcare 
providers and technical health care workers at 
different levels to achieve WHO norms of at 
least 23 health workers per 10,000 populations 
(doctors, nurses and midwives).

3. In all these health centres, there should be 
availability of free medicines, and facilities for 
free medical tests. This would also require that 
diagnostic facilities be made available in all 
public hospitals. 

4. There is a need to integrate AYUSH practitioners 
into the public healthcare system in the country, 
and a high-level committee of experts must be 
set up to go into this.

5. The Essential Drugs List should be revised and 
expanded, and rational use of drugs ensured. 
Public sector should be strengthened to protect 
the capacity of domestic drug and vaccines 
industry to meet national needs.

6. In India, The Drugs and Cosmetics Act (1940) 
amended in 2008 increased the punishment for 
offenders, but there are still certain challenges, 
including inconsistent application of laws across 
states, weak drug quality investigation systems, 
and weak prosecution of counterfeit medicine 
manufacturers. More effective adherence to 
existing laws and adopting stricter laws has 
the potential to improve the fight against 
counterfeiting.

7. Many fresh doctors go abroad in search of good 
jobs and settle there. So, there should be a policy 
or provision that a doctor must practice at least 
5 years in India, out of which 2 years must be in 
rural areas.

8. Ensure provision of important social services 
that are essential for improving health of 
citizens, such as  food security, clean and safe 
drinking water, and sanitation for all citizens. 
Also give emphasis to improving availability of 
playgrounds and sports facilities for all children 
and youth.  

Conclusion
The present policy of Government of India 

for providing health facilities to maximum people 
through its schemes is a positive step. However, it is 
not enough the country needs to have Citizen Right 
to Health a part of legislation, to provide the health 
facility to the entire population of the country living 
in urban & Rural areas.

Right to Health is an internationally recognised 
fundamental human right. But the current national 
health apparatus in India is an out-of-pocket one. 
Millions of poor patients have access to a doctor 
only if they can pay the bill at the time of treatment 
or if they are sick enough to be admitted to a 
public hospital’s emergency ward. If Article 21B is 
introduced in the Indian Constitution, the failure to 
provide health care will have legal consequences. 
Moving forward, India should look to evolve its 
healthcare system beyond the current assurance-
based approach. In view of the potential dynamic spin 
offs of a strong health sector, public opinion needs 
to be mobilised through Civil Society participation 
in order to have Right to Health as a Fundamental 
Right and make it a part of constitutional apparatus.

The right to health is fundamental, since it 
enables an individual to enjoy all the other rights—
for example, education, employment and so on. 
If implemented, it could bring an overhaul to the 
health care sector. For this, the public sector must 
be strengthened. A properly framed right to health 
could enable courts to take a close look at policy 
measures that are clearly retrogressive and push the 
policymakers towards a commitment to universal 
public health care.

A country which boasts of being a global 
superpower, of sending a rocket to Mars, and of 
being among the largest producers of both doctors 
and medicines in the world, should be able to ensure 
good quality, rational health care for everyone in 
the country.

Citizen Right to Health is the key for the 
emergence of a strong and prosperous nation—a 
lesson of contemporary history for the progress of 
a democratic & strong nation of the world. 

Email: bhartiyaektaparishad@gmail.com
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There is a great deal of false and inaccurate 
information about Nicaragua in the media. Even 
on the left some have simply repeated the dubious 
claims of CNN and Nicaragua’s oligarchic media to 
support removal of President Ortega.

This article seeks to correct the record, describe 
what is happening in Nicaragua and why. As we write 
this, the coup seems to be failing, people have rallied 
for peace (as the massive march held on July 19, 
the 39th anniversary of the Sandinista Revolution, 
showed) and the truth is coming out. It is important 
to understand what is occurring because Nicaragua 
is an example of the types of violent coups the US 
and wealthy use to put in place business dominated, 
neoliberal governments. If people understand these 
tactics, they will become less effective.

Mixing up the Class Interests
The coup attempt brought the class divisions 

in Nicaragua into the open. Piero Coen, the richest 
man in Nicaragua, owner of all national Western 
Union operations and an agrochemical company, 
personally arrived on the first day of protests at the 
Polytechnical University in Managua, to encourage 
students to keep protesting, promising his continued 
support.

The traditional landed oligarchy of Nicaragua, 
politically led by the Chamorro family, publishes 
constant ultimatums to the government through its 
media outlets and finances the roadblocks that have 
paralyzed the country for the last eight weeks.

The Catholic Church, long allied with the 
oligarchs, has put its full weight behind creating and 
sustaining anti-government actions, including  its 
universities, high schools, churches, bank accounts, 
vehicles, tweets, Sunday sermons, and a one-sided 

effort to mediate the National Dialogue. Bishops 
have made death threats against the President and 
his family, and a priest has been filmed supervising 
the torture of Sandinistas. 

A common claim is Ortega has cozied up to the 
traditional oligarchy, but the opposite is true. This is 
the first government since Nicaraguan independence 
that does not include the oligarchy. Since the 1830s 
through the 1990s, all Nicaraguan governments—
even during the Sandinista Revolution—included 
people from the elite “last names,” of Chamorro, 
Cardenal, Belli, Pellas, Lacayo, Montealegre, 
Gurdián. The government since 2007 does not, 
which is why these families are supporting the coup.

Ortega detractors claim his three-part dialogue 
including labor unions, capitalists and the State is an 
alliance with big business. In fact, that process has 
yielded the highest growth rate in Central America 
and annual minimum wage increases 5–7% above 
inflation, improving workers’ living conditions 
and lifting people out of poverty. The anti-poverty 
Borgen project reports that poverty fell by 30% 
between 2005 and 2014.

The Ortega government is implementing 
economic policies that are the opposite of 
neoliberalism. The government has increased 
investment in infrastructure and transportation, 
maintains water and electricity within the public 
sector, and has moved perviously privatised essential 
services such as health care and primary education 
into the public sector. This has ensured a stable 
economic structure that favors the real economy 
over the speculative economy.

What liberal and even leftists commentators 
overlook is that unlike the Lula government in Brazil, 
which reduced poverty through cash payouts to poor 
families, Nicaragua has redistributed productive 

Correcting the Record: What is Really Happening  
in Nicaragua?

Kevin Zeese and Nils McCune



JANATA, August 12-19, 2018 51

capital in order to develop a self-sufficient popular 
economy. The FSLN model is better understood as 
an emphasis on the popular economy over the State 
or capitalist spheres.  

While the private sector employs about 15% of 
Nicaraguan workers, the informal sector employs 
over 60%. The informal sector has benefitted from 
$400 million in public investments, much of it 
coming from the ALBA alliance funds to finance 
micro-loans for small and medium-sized agricultural 
enterprises. Policies to facilitate credit, equipment, 
training, animals, seeds and subsidized fuel further 
support these enterprises. The small and medium 
producers of Nicaragua have led the country to 
produce 80–90% of its food and end its dependence 
on IMF loans.

Workers and peasants—many of whom are self-
employed having benefited from productive capital 
given to them after the Sandinista Revolution—have 
been the most important beneficiaries of the social 
developments of the last decade. This includes the 
hundreds of thousands of peasant farmers who 
have received land title, and the indigenous people 
who have been granted nearly one-quarter of the 
national territory—this has been collectively given 
to them, as territory of indigenous nations. The social 
movements of workers, peasants and indigenous 
groups were the popular support base that brought 
the FSLN back into power in 2007.

The grant of land titles and assistance given to 
small businesses have also emphasized equality for 
women, resulting in Nicaragua having the lowest 
level of gender inequality in Latin America. In 
gender equality, Nicaragua is ranked 12 out of 145 
countries in the world, just behind Germany.

Over t ime, the FSLN government has 
incorporated the massive self-employed sector as 
well as the maquiladora workers (i.e. textile workers 
in foreign-owned plants located in free trade zones 
created by previous neoliberal governments) into 
the healthcare and pension system. This has resulted 
in an increase in its financial expenditures, which 
required new steps to ensure fiscal stability. The 
government therefore proposed reforms to social 
security contributions by employers and workers. 
The government proposed increasing employer 
contributions to pension and health funds by 3.5%, 
while only slightly increasing worker contributions 
by 0.75%, and shifting 5% of pensioners’ cash 

transfers into their healthcare fund. The reform 
also ended a loophole which allowed high-income 
individuals to claim a low income in order to access 
health benefits. The business lobby called for 
protests against this reform, and this triggered the 
private sector and student protests on April 18th that 
led to a three-month attempt at counter-revolution 
that was finally defeated in July. 

The Ortega government proposal was a counter-
proposal to the IMF proposal to raise the retirement 
age and more than double the number of weeks that 
workers would need to pay into the pension fund 
in order to access benefits. That the government 
felt strong enough to deny the austerity demands 
of the IMF and the business lobby is a sign that the 
bargaining strength of private capital has declined 
in Nicaragua. The main reason behind this is that 
Nicaragua’s impressive economic growth, a 38% 
increase in GDP over the period 2006–2017, has 
been led by small-scale producers and increased 
public spending. However, the opposition used 
manipulative Facebook ads that presented the reform 
as an austerity measure, plus spread fake news of 
a student death on April 18th, to generate protests 
across the country on April 19th. Immediately, the 
regime change machine lurched into motion.   

The National Dialogue shows the class interests 
in conflict. The opposition’s Civic Alliance for 
Justice and Democracy has as its key figures: 
José Adan Aguirre, leader of the private business 
lobby; Maria Nelly Tellez, director of Cargill in 
Nicaragua and head of the US–Nicaragua Chamber 
of Commerce; the private university students 
of the April 19th Movement; Michael Healy, 
manager of a Colombian sugar corporation and 
head of the agribusiness lobby; Juan Sebastian 
Chamorro, who represents the oligarchy dressed 
as civil society; Carlos Tunnermann, 85-year-old 
ex-Sandinista minister and ex-chancellor of the 
National University; Azalea Solis, head of a US 
government-funded feminist organization; and 
Medardo Mairena, a ‘peasant leader’ funded by the 
US government, who lived 17 years in Costa Rica 
before being deported in 2017 for human trafficking. 
Tunnermann, Solis and the April 19th students are 
all associated with the Movement for Renovation of 
Sandinismo (MRS), a tiny Sandinista offshoot party 
that nonetheless merits special attention.  

In the 1980s, many of the Sandinista Front’s top 
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level cadre were in fact the children of some of the 
famous oligarchic families, such as the Cardenal 
brothers and part of the Chamorro family, in charge 
of the revolutionary government’s ministries of 
Culture and Education and its media, respectively. 
After FSLN’s election loss in 1990, the children of 
the oligarchy staged an exodus from the party. Along 
with them, some of the most notable intellectual, 
military and intelligence cadre left and formed, over 
time, the MRS. The new party renounced socialism, 
blamed all of the mistakes of the Revolution on 
Daniel Ortega and over time took over the sphere 
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in 
Nicaragua, including feminist, environmentalist, 
youth, media and human rights organizations.

Since 2007, the MRS has become increasingly 
close to the extreme right-wing of the US Republican 
Party. Since the outbreak of violence in April, many 
if not most of the sources cited by Western media 
come from this party, which has the support of less 
than 2% of the Nicaraguan electorate. This allows the 
oligarchs to couch their violent attempt to reinstall 
neoliberalism in leftist-sounding discourse of former 
Sandinistas critical of the Ortega government.

It is a farce to claim that workers and peasants are 
behind the unrest. La Vía Campesina, the National 
Union of Farmers and Ranchers, the Association 
of Rural Workers, the National Workers’ Front, the 
indigenous Mayangna Nation and other movements 
and organizations have been unequivocal in their 
demands for an end to the violence and their support 
for the Ortega government. This unrest is a full-
scale regime change operation carried out by media 
oligarchs, a network of NGOs funded by the US 
government, armed elements of elite landholding 
families and the Catholic Church, and has opened 
the window for drug cartels and organized crime to 
gain a foothold in Nicaragua.

The Elephant in the Room
Which brings us to US government involvement 

in the violent coup.
Several years ago, the US government decided 

that rather than finance opposition political parties, 
which have lost enormous legitimacy in Nicaragua, 
it would finance the NGO civil society sector. The 
National Endowment for Democracy (NED) gave 
more than $700,000 to build the opposition to the 

government in 2017, and has granted more than $4.4 
million since 2014. The overarching purpose of this 
funding was to provide a coordinated strategy and 
media voice for opposition groups in Nicaragua.

NED founding father, Allen Weinstein, described 
NED as the overt CIA, saying, “A lot of what we 
do today was done covertly 25 years ago by the 
CIA.” In Nicaragua, rather than the traditional right-
wing, NED funds the MRS-affiliated organizations 
which pose left-sounding critiques of the Sandinista 
government. Most of the groups in the opposition’s 
Civic Alliance for Justice and Democracy, even 
the April 19th students, have received funding 
from the NED. The regime change activists use 
Sandinista slogans, songs and symbols even as 
they burn historic monuments, paint over the red-
and-black markers of fallen martyrs, and physically 
attack members of the Sandinista party. Apart from 
most of the prominent leaders of the opposition, 
there is a network of over 2,000 young people who 
have received trainings with NED funds on topics 
such as social media skills for democracy defense. 
This battalion of social media warriors was able to 
immediately shape and control public opinion in 
Facebook in the five days from April 18th to 22nd, 
leading to spontaneous violent protests across the 
country.

On the Violence
One of the ways in which reporting on Nicaragua 

has ventured farthest from the truth is calling the 
opposition “nonviolent.” The violence script, 
modelled on the 2014 and 2017 guarimba protests 
in Venezuela, is to organize armed attacks on 
government buildings, entice the police to send in 
anti-riot squads, engage in filmed confrontations 
and publish edited footage online claiming that 
the government is being violent against nonviolent 
protesters.

Over 60 government buildings have been burned 
down, schools, hospitals, health centres attacked, 
55 ambulances damaged, resulting in at least $112 
million in infrastructure damage. Several small 
businesses have shut down and 200,000 jobs lost, 
causing devastating economic impact during the 
protests. Violence has included, in addition to 
thousands of injuries, 15 students and 16 police 
officers killed, as well as over 200 Sandinistas 
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kidnapped, many of them publicly tortured. 
Violent opposition atrocities were misreported as 
government repression. 

The National Police of Nicaragua has been 
long-recognized for its model of community 
policing (in contrast to militarized police in most 
Central American countries), its relative lack of 
corruption, and its mostly female top brass. The 
coup strategy has sought to destroy public trust in 
the police through egregious use of fake news, such 
as the many false claims of assassinations, beatings, 
torture, and disappearances in the week from April 
17 to 23. Several young people whose photos were 
carried in opposition rallies as victims of police 
violence have turned out to be alive and well.

Since May, the opposition further intensified its 
offensive, building roadblocks across the country. 
These roadblocks, usually built with large paving 
stones, were manned by between 5 and 100 armed 
men with bandannas or masks, the vast majority of 
them being paid men who come from a background 
of petty crime. 

These roadblocks have been the centres of 
violence. Workers who need to pass through 
roadblocks were often robbed, punched, insulted, 
and, if suspected of being Sandinistas, tied up, 
stripped naked, tortured, painted in blue-and-white, 
and sometimes killed. There have been several 
instances of people dying in ambulances unable to 
pass roadblocks, and one case of a 10-year-old girl 
being kidnapped and raped at the roadblock in Las 
Maderas.  

The Nicaraguan government initially largely 
kept the police off the streets, to prevent encounters 
and accusations of repression. At the same time, 
rather than simply arrest violent protestors, which 
certainly would have given the opposition the 
battle deaths it craves, the government called for 
a National Dialogue, mediated by the Catholic 
Church, in which the opposition could bring forward 
any proposal for human rights and political reform. 
The government created a parliamentary Truth and 
Peace Commission and launched an independent 
Public Ministry query.

As a result, a process of organizing self-defense 
developed. Families who have been displaced, 
young people who have been beaten, robbed or 
tortured and veterans of the 1979 insurrection and/or 
the Contra War, held vigil round the Sandinista Front 

headquarters in each town. In many places they 
built barricades against opposition attacks. In the 
towns that did not have such community-organized 
barricades, the human toll from opposition violence 
has been much greater. The National Union of 
Nicaraguan Students has been particularly targeted 
by opposition violence, and several student leaders 
have been brutally assaulted and even killed. 

There have been four major opposition rallies 
since April, directed toward mobilizing the upper-
middle class Nicaraguans who live in the suburbs 
between Managua and Masaya. These rallies featured 
a who’s-who of high society, including beauty 
queens, business owners and oligarchs, as well as 
university students of the April 19th Movement, the 
moral high-ground for the opposition.

Three months into the conflict, none of the mortal 
victims have been from the upper classes. All have 
come from the popular classes of Nicaragua. Despite 
claims of total repression, the richer classes feel 
perfectly safe to participate in public protests by 
day. The night time armed attacks have generally 
been carried out by people who come from poor 
neighbourhoods, many of whom are paid two to 
four times the minimum daily wage for each night 
of destruction.

Unfortunately, most Nicaraguan human rights 
organizations are funded by NED and controlled 
by the Movement for Sandinista Renovation. 
These organizations have accused the Nicaraguan 
government of dictatorship and genocide throughout 
Ortega’s presidency. International human rights 
organizations, including Amnesty International 
have been criticized for their one-sided reports, 
which include none of the information provided 
by the government or individuals who identify as 
Sandinistas.

Finally, in July, the government moved to 
dismantle the roadblocks. Hundreds of thousands 
of people participated in rallies called by the 
government demanding peace and an end to violence. 
While sporadic incidents of sadistic violence have 
continued, clearly, the strategy of the coup-mongers 
to force out the government has failed.  

Why Nicaragua?
Ortega won his third term in 2016 with 72.4 

percent of the vote with 66 percent turnout, very 
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high compared to US elections. Not only has 
Nicaragua put in place an economy that treats the 
poor as producers, with remarkable results raising 
their standard of living in 10 years, but it also has a 
government that consistently rejects US imperialism, 
allying with Cuba, Venezuela, and Palestine, and 
voices support for Puerto Rican independence and 
a peaceful solution to Korean crisis. Nicaragua is a 
member of member of Bolivarian Alliance of the 
Americas (ALBA) and the Community of Latin 
American and Caribbean States, a Latin American 
alternative to the OAS; neither organisations include 
the US or Canada. It has also allied with China for 
a proposed canal project and Russia for security 
cooperation. For all of these reasons the US wants 
to install a US-friendly Nicaraguan government.

More important is the example Nicaragua has set 
for a successful social and economic model outside 
the US sphere of domination. Generating over 75% 
of its energy from renewable sources, Nicaragua 
was the only country with the moral authority to 
oppose the Paris Climate Agreement as being too 
weak  (it later joined the treaty one day after Trump 
pulled the US out, stating “we opposed the Paris 
agreement out of responsibility, the US opposes it 
out of irresponsibility”).  

In 2017, the US House of Representatives 
unanimously passed the Nicaraguan Investment 
Conditionality Act (NICA Act), which if passed by 
the Senate will force the US government to veto loans 
from international institutions to the Nicaraguan 
government. This US imperialism will cripple 
Nicaragua’s ability to build roads, update hospitals, 
construct renewable energy plants, and transition 
from extensive livestock raising to integrated 
animal-forestry systems, among other consequences. 
It may also signify the end of many popular social 
programs, such as subsidized electricity, stable bus 
fares, and free medical treatment of chronic diseases.

The US Executive Branch has used the Global 
Magnitsky Act to target the finances of leaders of 
the Electoral Supreme Court, the National Police, 
the city government of Managua and the ALBA 
corporation in Nicaragua. Police officers and public 
health bureaucrats have been told their US visas have 
been revoked. The point, of course, is not whether 
these officials have or have not committed acts that 
merit their reprimand in Nicaragua, but whether 
the US government should have the jurisdiction to 

intimidate and corner public officials of Nicaragua.  

An Upside Down Class War
It is important to understand the nature of US and 

oligarch coups in this era and the role of media and 
NGO deception because it is repeated in multiple 
Latin American and other countries. We can expect 
a similar attack on recently elected Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador in Mexico, if he seeks the changes 
he has promised.

The US has sought to dominate Nicaragua 
since the mid-1800s. The wealthy in Nicaragua 
have sought return of US-allied governance since 
the Sandinistas rose to power. This failing coup 
does not mean the end of their efforts or the end of 
corporate media misinformation. Knowing what is 
really occurring and sharing that information is the 
antidote to defeating them in Nicaragua and around 
the world.

Nicaragua is a class war turned upside down. 
The government has raised the living standards 
of the impoverished majority through wealth 
redistribution. The oligarchs and the United States, 
unable to install neoliberalism through elections, 
created a political crisis, highlighted by false media 
coverage to force Ortega to resign. The coup is 
failing, the truth is coming out, and should not be 
forgotten.
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Most Americans are unaware that hundreds of 
US bases and hundreds of thousands of US troops 
encircle the globe. Although few know it, the United 
States garrisons the planet unlike any country in 
history, and the evidence is on view from Honduras 
to Oman, Japan to Germany, Singapore to Djibouti. 
To the extent that Americans think about these 
bases at all, they generally assume they’re essential 
to national security and global peace. US leaders 
have claimed as much since most of them were 
established during World War II and the early days 
of the Cold War. 

There are now around 800 US bases in foreign 
countries. Seventy years after World War II, there 
are still 174 US “base sites” in Germany, 113 in 
Japan, and 83 in South Korea, according to the 
Pentagon. Hundreds more dot the planet in around 
80 countries, including Aruba and Australia, Bahrain 
and Bulgaria, Colombia, Kenya, and Qatar, among 
many other places. The United States likely has more 
bases in foreign lands than any other people, nation, 
or empire in history.

Oddly enough, however, the mainstream media 
rarely report or comment on the issue. Rarely does 
anyone ask if we need hundreds of bases overseas 
or if, at an estimated annual cost of perhaps $156 
billion or more, the US can afford them. Rarely does 
anyone wonder how we would feel if China, Russia 
or Iran built even a single base anywhere near our 
borders, let alone in the United States.

The Base Nation’s Scale
Our 800 bases outside the 50 states and 

Washington, D.C., come in all sizes and shapes. 
Some are city-sized “Little Americas”—places 
like Ramstein Air Base in Germany, Kadena Air 

Base in Okinawa, and the little known Navy and 
Air Force base on Diego Garcia in the Indian 
Ocean. These support a remarkable infrastructure, 
including schools, hospitals, power plants, housing 
complexes, and an array of amenities often referred 
to as “Burger Kings and bowling alleys.” Among 
the smallest US installations globally are “lily 
pad” bases (also known as “cooperative security 
locations”), which tend to house drones, surveillance 
aircraft, or pre-positioned weaponry and supplies. 
These are increasingly found in parts of Africa and 
Eastern Europe that had previously lacked much of 
a US military presence.

Other facilities scattered across the planet 
include ports and airfields, repair complexes, 
training areas, nuclear weapons installations, missile 
testing sites, arsenals, warehouses, barracks, military 
schools, listening and communications posts and a 
growing array of drone bases. Military hospitals and 
prisons, rehab facilities, CIA paramilitary bases, and 
intelligence facilities (including former CIA “black 
site” prisons) must also be considered part of our 
Base Nation because of their military functions. 
Even US military resorts and recreation areas in 
places like the Bavarian Alps and Seoul, South 
Korea, are bases of a kind. Worldwide, the military 
runs more than 170 golf courses.

The Pentagon’s overseas presence is actually 
even larger. There are US troops or other military 
personnel in about 160 foreign countries and 
territories, including small numbers of marines 
guarding embassies and larger deployments of 
trainers and advisors like the roughly 3,500 now 
working with the Iraqi Army. And don’t forget 
the Navy’s 11 aircraft carriers. Each should be 
considered a kind of floating base, or as the Navy 
tellingly refers to them, “four and a half acres of 

How US Military Bases Abroad Undermine National 
Security and Harm Us All

David Vine
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sovereign US territory.” Finally, above the seas, one 
finds a growing military presence in space.

The United States of course isn’t the only 
country to control military bases outside its territory.  
Great Britain still has about seven bases and France 
five in former colonies. Russia has around eight 
in former Soviet republics. For the first time since 
World War II, Japan’s “Self-Defence Forces” have 
a foreign base in Djibouti in the Horn of Africa, 
alongside US and French bases there. South Korea, 
India, Chile, Turkey, and Israel each reportedly have 
at least one foreign base. There are also reports that 
China may be seeking its first base overseas. In total, 
these countries probably have about 30 installations 
abroad. This means that the United States has 
approximately 95% of the world’s foreign bases.

“Forward” Forever?
Although the United States has had bases 

in foreign lands since shortly after it gained its 
independence, nothing like today’s massive global 
deployment of military force was imaginable 
until World War II. In 1940, with the flash of a 
pen, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed a 
“destroyers-for-bases” deal with Great Britain that 
instantly gave the United States 99-year leases to 
installations in British colonies worldwide. Base 
acquisition and construction accelerated rapidly 
once the country entered the war. By 1945, the US 
military was building base facilities at a rate of 
112 a month. By war’s end, the global total topped 
2,000 sites. In only five years, the United States 
had developed history’s first truly global network 
of bases, vastly overshadowing that of the British 
Empire upon which “the sun never set.”

After the war, the military returned about half 
the installations but maintained what historian 
George Stambuk termed a “permanent institution” 
of bases abroad. Their number spiked during the 
wars in Korea and Vietnam, declining after each 
of them. By the time the Soviet Union imploded 
in 1991, there were about 1,600 US bases abroad, 
with some 300,000 US troops stationed on those in 
Europe alone.

Although the military vacated about 60% of 
its foreign garrisons in the 1990s, the overall base 
infrastructure stayed relatively intact. Despite 
additional base closures in Europe and to a lesser 

extent in East Asia over the last decade and despite 
the absence of a superpower adversary, nearly 
250,000 troops are still deployed on installations 
worldwide. Although there are about half as many 
bases as there were in 1989, the number of countries 
with US bases has roughly doubled from 40 to 80. 
In recent years, President Obama’s “Pacific pivot” 
has meant billions of dollars in profligate spending 
in Asia, where the military already had hundreds 
of bases and tens of thousands of troops. Billions 
more have been sunk into building an unparalleled 
permanent base infrastructure in every Persian Gulf 
country save Iran. In Europe, the Pentagon has been 
spending billions more erecting expensive new bases 
at the same time that it has been closing others.

Since the start of the Cold War, the idea that 
our country should have a large collection of bases 
and hundreds of thousands of troops permanently 
stationed overseas has remained a quasi-religious 
dictum of foreign and national security policy. The 
nearly 70-year-old idea underlying this deeply held 
belief is known as the “forward strategy.” Originally, 
the strategy held that the United States should 
maintain large concentrations of military forces and 
bases as close as possible to the Soviet Union to 
hem in and “contain” its supposed urge to expand.

But the disappearance of the Soviet Union made 
remarkably little difference to the forward strategy. 
Two decades after the Soviet Union’s demise, 
support for the forward strategy has remained the 
consensus among politicians of both parties, national 
security experts, military officials, journalists 
and almost everyone else in Washington’s power 
structure. Opposition of any sort to maintaining 
large numbers of overseas bases and troops has long 
been pilloried as peacenik idealism or the sort of 
isolationism that allowed Hitler to conquer Europe.

Costs of Garrisoning the World
There are many reasons to question the overseas 

base status quo. The most obvious one is economic. 
Garrisons overseas are very expensive. According to 
the RAND Corporation, even when host countries 
like Japan and Germany cover some of the costs, 
US taxpayers still pay an annual average of $10,000 
to $40,000 more per year to station a member of 
the military abroad than in the United States. The 
expense of transportation, the higher cost of living 
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in some host countries, and the need to provide 
schools, hospitals, housing and other support to 
family members of military personnel mean that the 
dollars add up quickly—especially with more than 
half a million troops, family members, and civilian 
employees on bases overseas at any time.

By my very conservative calculations, 
maintaining installations and troops overseas 
cost at least $85 billion in 2014—more than the 
discretionary budget of every government agency 
except the Defence Department itself. If the US 
presence in Afghanistan and Iraq is included, that 
bill reaches $156 billion or more.

While bases may be costly for taxpayers, they are 
extremely profitable for the country’s privateers of 
twenty-first-century war like DynCorp International 
and former Halliburton subsidiary KBR. As scholar 
and former CIA consultant Chalmers Johnson noted, 
“Our installations abroad bring profits to civilian 
industries,” which win billions in contracts annually 
to “build and maintain our far-flung outposts.”

Meanwhile, many of the communities hosting 
bases overseas never see the economic windfalls that 
US and local leaders regularly promise. Some areas, 
especially in poor rural communities, have seen 
short-term economic booms touched off by base 
construction. In the long-term, however, most bases 
rarely create sustainable, healthy local economies. 
Compared with other forms of economic activity, 
they represent unproductive uses of land, employ 
relatively few people for the expanses occupied, and 
contribute little to local economic growth. Research 
has consistently shown that when bases finally 
close, the economic impact is generally limited 
and in some cases actually positive—that is, local 
communities can end up better off when they trade 
bases for housing, schools, shopping complexes, and 
other forms of economic development.

Meanwhile for the United States, investing 
taxpayer dollars in the construction and maintenance 
of overseas bases means forgoing investments in 
areas like education, transportation, housing, and 
healthcare, despite the fact that these industries are 
more of a boon to overall economic productivity and 
create more jobs compared to equivalent military 
spending. Think about what $85 billion per year 
would mean in terms of rebuilding the country’s 
crumbling civilian infrastructure.

Human Toll
Beyond the financial costs are the human ones. 

The families of military personnel are among those 
who suffer from the spread of overseas bases given 
the strain of distant deployments, family separations 
and frequent moves. Overseas bases also contribute 
to the shocking rates of sexual assault in the 
military: an estimated 30% of servicewomen are 
victimised during their time in the military and a 
disproportionate number of these crimes happen at 
bases abroad. Outside the base gates, in places like 
South Korea, one often finds exploitative prostitution 
industries geared to US military personnel.

Worldwide, bases have caused widespread 
environmental damage because of toxic leaks, 
accidents, and in some cases the deliberate dumping 
of hazardous materials. GI crime has long angered 
locals. In Okinawa and elsewhere, US troops have 
repeatedly committed horrific acts of rape against 
local women. From Greenland to the tropical island 
of Diego Garcia, the military has displaced local 
peoples from their lands to build its bases.

In contrast to frequently invoked rhetoric about 
spreading democracy, the military has shown a 
preference for establishing bases in undemocratic 
and often despotic states like Qatar and Bahrain. 
In Iraq, Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia, US bases 
have created fertile breeding grounds for radicalism 
and anti-Americanism. The presence of bases near 
Muslim holy sites in Saudi Arabia was a major 
recruiting tool for al-Qaeda and part of Osama bin 
Laden’s professed motivation for the September 11, 
2001, attacks.

Although this kind of perpetual turmoil is 
little noticed at home, bases abroad have all too 
often generate grievances, protest and antagonistic 
relationships. Although few here recognise it, our 
bases are a major part of the image the United States 
presents to the world—and they often show us in an 
extremely unflattering light.

Creating a New Cold War, Base by Base
It is also not at all clear that bases enhance 

national security and global peace in any way. In the 
absence of a superpower enemy, the argument that 
bases many thousands of miles from US shores are 
necessary to defend the United States—or even its 
allies—is a hard argument to make. On the contrary, 
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the global collection of bases has generally enabled 
the launching of military interventions, drone strikes 
and wars of choice that have resulted in repeated 
disasters, costing millions of lives and untold 
destruction from Vietnam to Iraq.

By making it easier to wage foreign wars, bases 
overseas have ensured that military action is an ever 
more attractive option—often the only imaginable 
option—for US policymakers. As the anthropologist 
Catherine Lutz has said, when all you have in your 
foreign policy toolbox is a hammer, everything starts 
to look like a nail. Ultimately, bases abroad have 
frequently made war more likely rather than less.

Proponents of the long-outdated forward strategy 
will reply that overseas bases “deter” enemies and 
help keep the global peace. Few have provided 
anything of substance to support their claims. While 
there is some evidence that military forces can 
indeed deter imminent threats, little if any research 
suggests that overseas bases are an effective form 
of long-term deterrence. Studies by both the Bush 
administration and the RAND Corporation—not 
exactly left-wing peaceniks—indicate that advances 
in transportation technology have largely erased 
the advantage of stationing troops abroad. In the 
case of a legitimate defensive war or peacekeeping 
operation, the military could generally deploy troops 
just as quickly from domestic bases as from most 
bases abroad. Rapid sealift and airlift capabilities 
coupled with agreements allowing the use of bases 
in allied nations and, potentially, pre-positioned 
supplies are a dramatically less expensive and less 
inflammatory alternative to maintaining permanent 
bases overseas.

It is also questionable whether such bases 
actually increase the security of host nations. The 
presence of US bases can turn a country into an 
explicit target for foreign powers or militants—just 
as US installations have endangered Americans 
overseas.

Similarly, rather than stabilising dangerous 
regions, foreign bases frequently heighten military 
tensions and discourage diplomatic solutions to 
conflicts. Imagine how US leaders would respond 
if China were to build even a single small base in 
Mexico, Canada or the Caribbean. Notably, the 
most dangerous moment during the Cold War—the 
1962 Cuban missile crisis—revolved around the 
construction of Soviet nuclear missile facilities in 

Cuba, roughly 90 miles from the US border.
Placing US bases near the borders of countries 

like China, Russia and Iran, for example, increases 
threats to their security and encourages them to 
respond by boosting their own military spending 
and activity. US officials may insist that building 
yet more bases in East Asia is a defensive act meant 
to ensure peace in the Pacific, but tell that to the 
Chinese. That country’s leaders are undoubtedly 
not “reassured” by the creation of yet more bases 
encircling their borders. Contrary to the claim that 
such installations increase global security, they tend 
to ratchet up regional tensions, increasing the risk 
of future military confrontation.

In this way, just as the war on terror has become 
a global conflict that only seems to spread terror, the 
creation of new US bases to protect against imagined 
future Chinese or Russian threats runs the risk of 
becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. These bases 
may ultimately help create the very threat they are 
supposedly designed to protect against. In other 
words, far from making the world a safer place, US 
bases can actually make war more likely and the 
country less secure.

Behind the Wire
In his farewell address to the nation upon leaving 

the White House in 1961, President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower famously warned the nation about the 
insidious economic, political, and even spiritual 
effects of what he dubbed “the military–industrial–
congressional complex,” the vast interlocking 
national security state born out of World War II. 
Our 70-year-old collection of bases is evidence of 
how, despite Ike’s warning, the United States has 
entered a permanent state of war with an economy, a 
government and a global system of power enmeshed 
in preparations for future conflicts.

America’s overseas bases offer a window onto 
our military’s impact in the world and in our own 
daily lives. The history of these hulking “Little 
Americas” of concrete, fast food, and weaponry 
provides a living chronicle of the United States in 
the post-World War II era. 

We may think such bases have made us safer. In 
reality, they’ve helped lock us inside a permanently 
militarised society that has made all of us—everyone 
on this planet—less secure, damaging lives at home 
and abroad.






