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A crisis of faith

Rescue Hinduism from extremes of ‘secular’ vote bank politics and blatant bigotry
Pavan K Varma

As polling begins in Gujarat, an objective observer can
easily witness how the pendulum has swung, over the
last 70 years, on the relationship between religion and
politics. Jawaharlal Nehru candidly described himself as
a ‘Hindu agnostic’ or a ‘scientific humanist’. In his
autobiography he wrote: “The spectacle of what is called
religion, or at any rate organised religion, in India and
elsewhere, has filled me with horror ... Almost always it
seemed to stand for blind belief and reactions, dogma
and bigotry, superstition, exploitation and the
preservation of vested interests.”

In the Gujarat elections Nehru'’s great grandson, Rahul Gandhi has, by contrast, created a new record - at
least by his standards - in the number of temples he has visited. Why has the pendulum towards a display
of religious belief oscillated so visibly between two legatees of the same Congress party in the space of
these 70 years?To answer this question, it is important to understand that while Hinduism itself is
eclectic enough to accommodate Nehru'’s agnosticism - the Charvaka school of philosophy in Hinduism is
openly atheistic - religious faith has always remained a dynamic conditioning factor for the vast majority
of Indians. In the early years after 1947, because of Gandhiji’'s uncompromising belief in the need for
coexistence between faiths, and Nehru’'s emphasis on cultivating a ‘modern scientific temper’, faith did
not degenerate to communalism. If today, things have changed, there are, at least, two important reasons.

The first is a betrayal by the ‘secular’ political class, and many members of the liberal fraternity.
Secularism did not mean that Muslims become a vote bank for electoral gain. Such a policy, and the
unnecessary appeasement that was often its consequence, created an opposite reaction even among
Hindus who did not wish to be communal.Equally, the upper crust of the liberal class was guilty of a
transparent cultural rootlessness that was more ignorant than secular. For the anglicised elite - which
has, for instance, probably never read the Ramayana, and which may perhaps be unable even to give a
line by line meaning of the national anthem - religion became tantamount to medievalism, and all
religious practices the equivalent of ritual and superstition. Such a disdainful dismissal marooned this
class in a ‘progressive’ island of its own, cut off from the religio-cultural impulses that continue to
animate the vast majority of Indians.

A second reason is the deliberate communalisation of the social milieu by the Hindutva brigade, again for
the purpose of electoral dividends. The planned creation of religious tension to polarise votes along
Hindu-Muslim divides has been in evidence for the last several decades, and can be seen in Gujarat
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elections as well, where democratic opponents are cynically called ‘Khilji ki Aulad’, Aurangzeb, and ‘Babar
Bhakt'. The vitriolic politics being played over the Ram Mandir-Babri Masjid dispute, even when the
matter is before the Supreme Court, is further evidence of this malevolent design.All those not
‘sufficiently’ Hindu, according to the arbitrary definition of illiterate fringe groups, are dismissed as anti-
Hindu, as though Hinduism can be straitjacketed according to the dictates of those who actually know
very little about what Hinduism really is. Such a dictatorial approach is based on hatred, violence and
exclusion, the very opposite of what Hinduism actually stands for.

The manner in which, most recently, a Muslim migrant worker from Bengal was hacked to death and then
put to flames, in the name of preventing love jihad, is a grim reminder of where this politics can lead us.
Quite apart from the sheer inhumanity of this act, what is forgotten is that there is a directly negative
correlation between enduring economic growth and endemic social instability.Hinduism, therefore,
needs to be reclaimed, both from the reflex — but rootless - secularists, and from rampant bigotry. This
probably explains why parties like Congress want to erode the impression that they are complicit in vote
bank politics, and unwarranted appeasement of any one community. That is why we see Rahul Gandhi
visiting temples in Gujarat, while still speaking about the need to respect all faiths.

Unfortunately, such a corrective on the part of Congress does not seem to have led to any corresponding
introspection on the part of BJP. In fact, the visit of the Congress leader to temples and his declaration
that he is proud to be a Hindu, seems to have triggered a frenetic attempt by BJP leaders to discount this
avowal of faith, and increase the shrillness of the communal stratum of their -electoral
campaign.Ultimately, between the polarities of secular vote bank politics and blatant communalism, India
must once again embrace the sanity of Mahatma Gandhi. While Gandhiji made no secret of his belief in
religion - religious symbols occurred frequently in his writings and public pronouncements - there was
not the slightest doubt about his catholic spirit and his respect for all religions.He genuinely believed that
religion itself teaches people - even while they profess different faiths - how to live in peace and amity. It
is this form of secularism, which is rooted in the civilisational milieu of our country - and not the cynical
distortions of it - that must be resurrected if we are to preserve the composite fabric of our nation.
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aRader 78T fhar ar=m &1 I8 8 § 1 I8 w8 3ifaH dal@ # agarg & & AT SRy gl & 916
& INMRFRE T T Fg Tohal AN, AfFd 0T AT H 37 T Tu & fov 59 gauet & gwa o, a8
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g STl Ig Hah [T 3Tor gHm- ATRe! o foav 8 3R IR & forw o
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Peasant mobilisations have achieved very little because of the urban bias of the BJP

Christophe Jaffrelot, [The writer is senior research fellow at CERI-sciences po/CNRS, Paris and
professor of politics and sociology at King's Institute, London]

“Bharat vs India”, a phrase coined by Charan Singh to describe the conflict between villages and cities,
remains relevant. This is evident from the Kisan Sansad (farmers’ parliament) that met in Delhi last
month. More than 40,000 peasants belonging to 180 farmers’ organisations came together to form the All
India Kisan Sangharsh Coordination Committee (AIKSCC).Rural India has lagged behind the cities since
the 1991 economic reforms. According to the National Sample Survey, the average Monthly Per Capita
Expenditure (MPCE) in 1993-94 was Rs 281 in rural India and Rs 458 in urban India. It rose to Rs 772 (up
174 per cent) and Rs 1,472 (up 221 per cent) for rural and urban India respectively in 2007-08, which
means that the gap between rural and urban jumped from 63 to 91 percentage points. The gap
diminished somewhat between 2007-08 and 2011-12, with rural MPCE reaching Rs 1,430 (up 85 per
cent) as an average and the urban rising to 2,630 (up 79 per cent), but it remained more than 20
percentage points higher than what it was in 1993-94 at 84 percentage points.

This is partly due to the slow growth of agriculture over the last decade. Between the years 2005-06 and
2011-12, the average annual growth rate of industry at constant 2004-05 prices has been 7.5 per cent,
while services grew at an ever-quicker pace, 9.95 per cent. However, agriculture lagged behind at 3.8 per
cent. In the following three years, 2012-2015, the average agricultural GDP growth rate was 1.7 per cent.
In 2014-15, the growth rate of agriculture was negative at - 0.2 per cent. It was only 1.1 per cent in 2015-
16 and, thanks to a good monsoon, about 4 per cent in 2016-17, the growth rate the five-year plan
considered as necessary to ensure food security.

Different factors are responsible for these changes. First, the size of holdings has shrunk over the years:
The average land owned by peasants fell from 0.725 ha to 0.592 ha between 2002-03 and 2012-13. As a
result, the proportion of those owning less than one ha increased from 79.7 per cent to 82.8 per cent.
Since a farm household needs at least 1 hectare of land to make ends meet, over half of the farmers are in
debt: The average loan amount for a farm household in India today is Rs 47,000. Second, irrigation has
stagnated with less than half of Indian farmland irrigated, partly because of the groundwater crisis:
Water tables fell by 65 per cent in 10 years. Third, peasants suffer from one obsession of the government:
The price of food. To neutralise any risk of inflation on that front, the growth rate of rural wages has been
limited — in 2015, it was the lowest in 10 years (and lower than the inflation rate). That was related to
the squeezing of the MGNREGA programme, which was blamed for rising rural wages. But more than
wages, food prices were targeted. To spare urban consumers, they were kept low and the government
even precipitated food prices deflation by allowing imports. Soyabean is a case in point, when this year
market was flooded with cheap soyabean oil imports. Though the government can impose duty up to 45
per cent, but it kept the rate at 12.5 per cent.

In 2017 summer, farmers across India started agitating for better prices. They wanted the M.S.
Swaminathan Commission report, which recommended minimum support prices, to be implemented.
Maharashtra farmers demanded better prices for onions and other pulses; in Himachal Pradesh, it was
for tomatoes; in Punjab and Haryana, it was potatoes and maize; in Rajasthan, garlic; in Gujarat,
groundnuts; in Madhya Pradesh, soyabean; in Andhra, Telangana and Karnataka, chilli and so on. In June,
when Maharashtra farmers, who were on strike, took out a march to Mumbai, the BJP government agreed
to a Rs 30,000-crore loan waiver. The protest spread to Madhya Pradesh, where five people were killed in
Mandsaur district in police firing. Farmers mobilised also because of demonetisation, which badly
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affected rural India.Though the agitation fit the traditional pattern of kisan politics, the mobilisations,
unlike in the previous decades, achieved little. Loans were waived for peasants, mainly in Maharashtra
and UP. However, this measure didn’t help much. The procedure to receive reimbursement is
bureaucratic and the amount waived is sometimes minimal (Rs 10 to Rs 500). Besides, only a third of the
small and marginal farmers have access to institutional credit: Banks do not lend money to the poor. The
others turn to money lenders, who do not waive loans. Besides, loan waiver is only a temporary relief.

Why did the peasant mobilisations achieve so little? The reason could be the “urban consumer bias” of
the BJP, the new political hegemon. The party has turned its back to the Gandhian dimension of
Deendayal Upadhyaya’s Jana Sangh and is focussed on urban development, as evident from the smart
cities flagship programme. It sees industrialisation as the best way to modernise India and create jobs.
More urban dwellers supported the party than villagers in the 2014 election — by 10 percentage points,
according to the CSDS-Lokniti survey. The urban bias of the government was obvious in its attempt to
amend the Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2015 in favour of industrialists. When
the Opposition forced the government to backtrack, Prime Minister Modi invited the states to reform and
the BJP-ruled states were the first to change the law.Budget cuts have reduced the spending on the
Rashtriya Krishi Vikas Yojana and the Integrated Watershed Management Programme and Accelerated
Irrigation Benefits and Flood Management Programme. In this context, it isn’t surprising that 40 per cent
of Indian farmers do not like to farm any more. Hence the demand among young Patels, Marathas, Jats
and Kapus for reservations in the (urban) public sector.

Date: 08-12-17

An Oversight Problem

For now, Parliament is ill-equipped to oversee economic issues in an integrated way
Chakshu Roy, [The writer is head of Legislative and Civic Engagement, PRS Legislative Research]

In a piece for these columns, (‘Give accountability a chance’, IE, December 2) Surjit Bhalla suggested that
the RBI governor should testify before Parliament twice a year and raised the issue of parliamentarians
asking the right questions to the governor. His column, therefore, raises broader questions about
Parliament’s ability to oversee macroeconomic challenges facing the country.Currently, there is limited
debate in Parliament on macroeconomic and monetary policy issues. Parliament uses two mechanisms
for monitoring the national economy. The first is a debate in the House, the second is through
committees. The first is the most common way of highlighting issues. But there is hardly ever a focussed
debate on the economy in Parliament. The last time a discussion reviewed the economic situation was in
2008 and lasted for five hours in Lok Sabha. The subject is usually brought up during the debate on the
Union budget, and over the years the duration of budget discussions has been steadily decreasing. During
Parliament’s first decade, the debate on the budget lasted for an average of 123 hours. In the last decade,
this number has come down to 40 hours.

The other occasion when economic issues come up for discussion is when MPs are locking horns debating
rising prices in the country. During the last decade, it is a subject which forms part of Parliament’s agenda
almost every year. The debate on it remains inconclusive and follows a familiar pattern of ascribing
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blame and political rhetoric.The second forum for discussing the health of the economy is parliamentary
committees. These committees focus on holding specific government ministries accountable. They
scrutinise the finances, legislation, and working of ministries. Their mandate does not extend to
scrutinising cross-cutting macroeconomic issues. For example, in the last 10 years, the governor and the
deputy governors of RBI have testified at least 15 times before the committee on finance. Their testimony
was always limited in scope since the committee mostly examines policy issues and legislation being
dealt with by the finance ministry. It is only on one occasion that their testimony was on the overall
economic situation. Parliament has three finance committees — the Public Accounts, Estimates, and
Public Undertakings committee.

Therefore, the existing parliamentary mechanisms are limited. They have ensured that Parliament does
not have a handle on the economic situation in the country. The institution requires a specialised
committee concentrating on the broader economic issues facing the country. Other parliaments have
such committees. The US Congress has a committee of both Houses called the Joint Economic Committee.
[t reviews economic conditions and recommends improvement in policy. The House of Lords in the UK
has an Economic Affairs Committee. Its role is to consider economic affairs and it is currently inquiring
into the impact of Brexit on Britain’s labour market. The idea of such a committee is not new for our
country.

In 2002, the national commission to review the functioning of the constitution highlighted the absence of
a parliamentary committee to oversee major economic issues in an integrated manner. The commission
recommended the setting up of a Nodal Standing Committee on National Economy supported with
adequate resources.The commission envisioned that the committee would conduct an ongoing analysis of
the national economy. It was of the opinion that the findings of this committee “would help both
government and parliament in orchestrating opinion on important policy issues for building a national
consensus.”If such a committee is constituted it could invite the RBI Governor and other government
functionaries like the chief economic adviser to testify and enrich its proceedings. With a broad mandate
of examining the national economy it would be able to connect and comment on a range of
interconnected policy issues impacting the economy.

Date: 08-12-17

Religion over law

Neither side in the Babri Masjid case is keen on a judicial solution. So far, the courts
themselves have, troublingly, adopted an approach that privileges religious
sentiment

A G Noorani, [The writer is a constitutional expert and commentator]

One is at a loss to understand why the Supreme Court took up for hearing appeals in the highly-charged
Babri Masjid case. In truth, neither side is keen on a judicial intervention, whatever they may say in
public. The BJP said so when it raised the issue in its Palampur Resolution of June 11, 1989: “It just cannot
be sorted out by a court of law. A court of law can settle issues of title, trespass, possession etc. But it just
cannot adjudicate as to whether Babar did actually invade Ayodhya, destroy a temple and build a mosque
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in its place. .. The sentiments of the people must be respected and Ram Janmabhoomi handed over to the
Hindus — if possible through a negotiated settlement, or else by legislation. Litigation certainly is no
answer”.However, since 1950, both sides have pursued their cause in civil suits raising issues of law and
fact; on title and adverse possession. Significantly, on June 11, 1989 itself, L. K. Advani said, “I am sure it
will translate into votes” in the 1989 election.

Two precedents are apposite. On May 2, 1940 the Privy Council rightly rejected the Muslims’ claim to the
Shaheedganj Mosque, though a deed of dedication of 1722 existed. But from 1762, the structure was
occupied by the Sikhs. The Privy Council ruled, “It is impossible to read into the modern Limitation Acts
any exception for property made waqf for the purposes of a mosque”. It held the scales evenly. “There has
never been any doubt that the property of a Hindu religion’s endowment — including thakurbari — is
subject to the law of limitation”. The Privy Council deprecated introduction of “expert advisers” and
ancient texts.

So, did the Supreme Court on 16 April 2004 in Karnataka Board of Wakf vs. Government of India and
Others (2004): “As far as a title suit of civil nature is concerned, there is no room for historical facts and
claims.” The Mecca Masjid was built by a saint in the 14th century. The Government of India acquired it in
1900 under the Ancient Monuments Preservation Act, 1904 (later the Ancient Monuments and
Archaeological Sites and Remains Act, 1958). The Muslims’ suits on title were dismissed on the principle
of adverse possession by the government. The Shaheedganj Gurudwara still stands tall in Lahore.

The Allahabad High Court not only ignored these rulings, giving primacy to faith over law, but flouted a
unanimous ruling of the Supreme Court in 1994. The Babri Masjid has existed at Ayodhya since 1528. It
was demolished on December 6, 1992. Parliament enacted the Acquisition of Certain Area at Ayodhya
Act, 1993. On January 7, 1993 the president sought the Supreme Court’s advisory opinion. Section 4(3) of
the Act abated all pending suits in respect of the Masjid. This was struck down unanimously by the five
judges on the ground that it wiped out the Muslims’ case on adverse possession, even assuming that a
temple existed on the site formerly. The court declined to give the advisory opinion.A full bench of the
Allahabad High Court went against these rulings. The president’s question rejected by the Supreme Court
read: “Whether a Hindu temple or any Hindu religious structure existed prior to the construction of the
Ram Janma Bhumi-Babri Masjid ... in the area on which the structure stood?” (Ismail Faruqui & Ors. vs.
Union of India & Ors. [1994] 6 SCC 360, page 385). Yet, the Allahabad High Court ordered the
Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) on 5 March 2003 to answer: “Whether there was any
temple/structure which was demolished and mosque was constructed on the disputed site?” On that
single ground of defiance, the High Court’s judgments invite a clear rejection by the Supreme Court. The
case can then proceed, if at all, strictly on the facts and the law.

By a weird order on September 30, 2010, Justices Sibqghat Ullah Khan and Sudhir Agarwal ordered a
tripartite partition of the masjid. The portion where Shri Ram’s idol is kept is given to Hindus, the
Nirmohi Akhara gets a portion including the Ram Chabutra and Sita Rasoi and Muslims get the leftovers.
No defined area is assigned to them. Justice Dharam Veer Sharma rejected the Muslims’ case in toto.When
the appeals came up for admission on May 9, 2011 Justices Aftab Alam and R. M. Lodha found the
judgment “strange”. No one had asked for the partition. This stemmed from the high court’s basic
approach in giving primacy to religion over the law of the land. Religious texts were quoted to prove that
the masjid was no masjid in the Islamic law and the Hindu religion prevailed over the law of limitation.
Agarwal and Sharma held that the masjid was erected on the site of a demolished temple. “The rule of
adverse possession is not applicable according to Hindu law”.
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They two judges held: “Once we find that by way of faith and traditions, Hindus have been worshipping
the place of birth of Lord Rama at the site in dispute, we have no reason but to hold in a matter relating to
such a kind of historical event that for all practical purposes, this is the place of birth of Lord Rama.”This
approach inspired Agarwal and Sharma’s deep excursion into the past, beginning with Mohammed bin
Qasim’s invasion in 712. A litany of “Muslim” outrages followed. “Attack, demolition and construction of
mosques and madarsas in place of temples and religious institutions had taken place for the last about
1,100 years,” Sharma said. Agarwal clutched at a book by an Austrian traveler Josef Tiefenthaler who had
visited the site around 1766, quoting him profusely and crediting him with identifying Ram’s place of
birth. Agarwal called him an “Australian Christian priest” and agreed with him that it was not Babar’s
general Mir Baqi but Aurangzeb who built the Babri Masjid. The book based this on hearsay. “Others say
that it was constructed by Babar,” it noted.The Narendra Modi Government seeks to use the courts to
enforce the BJP’s triple agenda — uniform civil code, abrogation of Article 370 and a Ram temple at
Ayodhya. It will not enforce the Supreme Court’s verdict in case it goes in favour of Muslims. Its eyes are
set on the 2019 elections.
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Date: 08-12-17
Capital crisis

By recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, the U.S. has endangered the peace
process

EDITORIAL

U.S. President Donald Trump’s decision to recognise Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, despite warnings
at home and abroad, will worsen the Israel-Palestine conflict. Jerusalem, which houses holy places of all
three Abrahamic religions and is claimed by both Israelis and Palestinians, is at the very heart of the
dispute. Israel built its seat of power in West Jerusalem decades ago and occupied the East during the
1967 war, and later annexed it. Palestinians insist that East Jerusalem should be the capital of their future
state. Even though there is a Congressional resolution in the U.S. urging Washington to relocate its
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, previous American Presidents avoided doing so given the legal,
ethical and political implications of the issue, besides their commitment to a negotiated two-state
settlement. By breaking with this consensus, Mr. Trump has in effect endorsed the Israeli claims to East
Jerusalem. The decision will likely help him bolster his image among the Jewish lobby in Washington as
well as American evangelical groups, his social base. Israel is obviously happy. Though Arab countries
have voiced protest, they are unlikely to challenge an American decision. Mr. Trump’s move raises vital
questions about U.S. diplomacy in the region besides putting new roadblocks in the peace process. It
could be viewed as illegal as the Israeli claim that Jerusalem “complete and united” is its capital has been
declared “null and void” by UN Security Council Resolution 478, which also asks member-countries to
“withdraw diplomatic missions from the Holy City”. The U.S. is now acting against the spirit of this
resolution.
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The Jerusalem gambit risks triggering another cycle of protests and repression in the Occupied
Territories. In 2000, Ariel Sharon’s visit to the al-Agsa compound in the Old City sparked the second
intifada. Palestinians are expressing similar distress today. The peace process is not going anywhere,
while Israel has gradually been tightening its occupation and building new settlements. Hamas has
already called for a third intifada. In the longer term, Mr. Trump has just made the two-state solution
more complicated. The Israeli-Palestine conflict can be settled only after an agreement is reached on the
status of Jerusalem. The city was not part of Israel in the original 1947 UN plan to partition Palestine.
Jerusalem, which was supposed to be ruled by an international trusteeship, was conquered by Israel. This
is why the UN has not recognised it as Israel’s capital. With his latest announcement, Mr. Trump has
endorsed the occupation. And in doing so, he has undermined the U.S.’s position as a neutral broker in
Israeli-Palestinian talks. In short, he has dealt a blow to the peace process.

Date: 08-12-17

Defection, disaffection

The Tenth Schedule is meant to curb opportunistic party-hopping, not stifle dissent
EDITORIAL

The disqualification of dissident Janata Dal (United) leaders Sharad Yadav and Ali Anwar as members of
the Rajya Sabha was done in needless haste. Even if it did not violate the letter of the anti-defection
legislation, the Chairman of the Rajya Sabha, Vice-President M. Venkaiah Naidu, could have considered
whether it militated against its spirit. In his order, he cited the time-consuming procedural requirements
as the justification for not referring the issue to the committee of privileges. Mr. Naidu took the view that
all such cases should be disposed of within three months as any delay would be tantamount to subverting
the anti-defection law. But neither Mr. Yadav nor Mr. Anwar posed a threat to any government to warrant
such fast-tracking of the disqualification process. The decision under the Tenth Schedule of the
Constitution was sought to be justified on the basis of the argument that the two members voluntarily
gave up the membership of their party when they attended political rallies organised by rival parties. Mr.
Naidu went by the fact that the faction led by Mr. Yadav did not command a majority within the JD(U)
legislature party in the Rajya Sabha. Quite correctly, he did not accept the contention of the two members
that it was the JD(U) leader Nitish Kumar who had given up membership of the party by quitting the
Mahagathbandhan, the grand political alliance that had brought the party to power in Bihar. It is current
political affiliation and not past electoral alliance that is relevant to the disqualification process. However,
neither Mr. Yadav nor Mr. Anwar had disobeyed a whip or posed a danger to the stability of any
government. Given this, the Rajya Sabha Chairman could have taken the assistance of the privileges
committee before deciding the case. It is the fact that he did not exhaust all the procedural avenues before
him that has left him open to charges that his ruling has a political hue.

The JD(U) order is the latest in a long list of contentious decisions on disqualification by presiding
officers. In many State Assemblies, such disqualification proceedings have had an impact on the very
survival of the government, most recently in Tamil Nadu and Uttarakhand. Invariably, presiding officers
take a politically partisan view, necessitating judicial intervention. India’s party-based parliamentary
democracy requires MPs and MLAs to strike a fine balance between their roles as representatives of the
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people and of a political party. As members of the legislature are elected by votes sought in their own
name and in the name of their party, the provisions of the Tenth Schedule should not be misused to stifle
dissent, whether inside or outside the House. The anti-defection law works best as an insurance against
violation of the people’s mandate for a party, but it cannot be made a tool to stifle all dissent.
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