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Urban Naxal is the latest of many epithets used to discredit progressives as ‘elite’
Editorial

Urban Naxal, what a weird phrase. It shares a genealogy with many other phrases used to discredit
middle-class ‘left-liberals’, all over the world. Whether it's champagne socialists, limousine liberals, or
radical chic - the seeming incongruity or tension between the two words is meant to convey the
hypocrisy or deceit at the heart of it. In the right-wing imagination, this powerful network speaking for
the powerless is just using them for its own shady ends (‘breaking India’, apparently). Or they're just
trying to signal virtue. Knowing that their own privileges are safe, they sneer at hardworking small-
town/new-middle-class citizens.

These jholawalas, leftovers of the old developmental state, we are told, resist economic reform because
they are threatened by its energies, its rude blast of aspiration. The Modi government, we are also told, is
the long suppressed voice of those whom generations of PLUs patronised and ignored. These epithets
obviously have some emotional charge, to have resonated around the world. The idea of privileged
people claiming empathy with the most vulnerable has been cast as a great con job, the Brahmin left’s
attempt to keep the in-between classes and castes down. But what part of these accusations makes sense,
and when is it just name calling?

Critics say that most well-off progressive types don’t have ‘skin in the game’, they glibly recommend
policies like reservations or public education because they don’t have to bear its costs, they’re not
competing for those finite resources. This accusation may be partly warranted. But obviously, it doesn’t
apply to the activists being currently investigated - most of whom have devoted their lives to their
causes. Secondly, there is a visible contradiction between the comfortable lives of many ‘left-liberals’ and
their stated commitment to equality. Why don’t they just give away their money, practise what they
preach? ‘If you're an egalitarian how come you'’re so rich? was a question somewhat answered by the
philosopher GA Cohen. The short defence is that it’s about structural change, not individual charity. They
are choosing parties and mobilising for causes that will potentially redistribute some of their privilege -
they put their vote where their voice is.

Third, there is indeed a touch of condescension in some of them. They do not always respect the
rationality of those unlike them, portraying them as religious dupes or resentful losers, people who ‘vote
against their own interests’. That’s why Mani Shankar Aiyar upsets so many people, he reminds them of
other hyper-educated, English-speaking brahminical snobs. But, but, but. Despite these small particles of
truth, the idea of the well-heeled povertarian is an enormous sleight of hand, to delegitimise those whose
arguments you don’t like. To pretend that a few well-connected people in Lutyens’ Delhi are the only
vestiges of these beliefs is easier than contending with the true diversity of progressive voices, which
happen to include a few ‘champagne socialists’.

We know that better-off people have always played some part in social transformation, from Marx and
Engels to influential politicians of the last century. In the US, the idea of ‘limousine liberal’ took root in the
1930s as a reaction to an activist government. The family capitalists whose interests were threatened by
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his New Deal were enraged at his betrayal of his patrician background.
Roosevelt was even accused of being a closet Jew, a drunk, a syphilitic and a foul communist - echoes of
RSS slurs about Nehru, anyone? Such leaders and parties might have elite origins, but at least they are
pushing back against their material self-interest.

In any case, even our champagne socialists are certainly not the rich or dominant - at most, they might be
what George Orwell half-jokingly identified as the “lower-upper-middle class”. Some of them have
cultural capital and voice - as professors, NGO workers, a few civil servants and judges and journalists -
but they are not the string pullers of some mighty ecosystem. Their ethos is more and more marginal in a
middle class that's changed in character after economic liberalisation. What's more, most of those
described as urban Naxals or jholawalas are not seeking anything more explosive than the standard goals
of social democracy. They are arguing for a welfare floor for the vulnerable, not advocating armed
revolution. To call for universal health or education is not to bring state-led tyranny, it is to widen
opportunity, make ‘aspiration’ meaningful for everyone.

Some activists are using the law to fight for justice, against the state’s bullying, or amplifying the voice of
those whose aspirations may not match the desires of the mainstream. Obviously, Maoist ideologues or
violent separatists do exist — but to use them to discredit the Left is like hitching ordinary Hindus to the
Sanatan Sanstha’s murderous worldview. So to sum up, urban Naxals, champagne socialists, etc are just
stage villains for the conservative imagination. Fellow-feeling and solidarity are perfectly natural
impulses, and they will survive this onslaught too.
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The nature of dissent

Dissent is necessary not only for democracy — it is necessary for the survival of the human race

Sundar Sarukkai,(Sundar Sarukkai is Professor of Philosophy at the National Institute of
Advanced Studies, Bengaluru)

Disagreeing with each other is a fundamental human trait.
There is not a single individual who does not disagree with
something or the other all the time. Philosophers argue that a
baby meaningfully attains its sense of the self — its recognition
of I’ and the concept of ‘mine’ — when it first begins to say no’.
At a primordial level, we become individuals only through this
act of stating our disagreement. There is no family without
dissent between parents and the children, or between the
siblings. A family which learns to deal with dissent rather than
authoritatively dismissing it is a more harmonious family.

A way of being

We dissent at home, with our friends and with our colleagues in the places we work. It is through these
ways of dissenting that we establish a relationship with them. Our relations with our friends are based as
much on how we learn to live with our disagreements as on other things. The relationship between
spouses is filled with many moments of disagreement. If our friends and family consist only of those who
agree with us all the time, then we will not have any friends and family. Learning to live with others, the
first requisite for a social existence, is about learning how to live with them when they disagree with us.

Dissent is so ingrained in us that we don’t even need others to disagree. We constantly disagree with
ourselves. We argue with our own selves all the time as if each one of us is an individual made up of many
selves. When we think, we are often dissenting with our own selves. When we stifle dissent within our
own minds, we stop thinking. Many of our meaningful acts also occur from this dissenting conversation of
our many selves.

Social dissent

Dissent is thus a condition of existence and the real problem is not dissent but silent assent. When we
agree collectively, we are silently assenting, agreeing with what is being said and done. This is really not
the existential characteristic of a human being but only that of a ‘bonded mind’. However, some might say
that assent is the way societies come together, and it is needed for a stable society. But this is plain
wrong. Just as a baby attains its sense of self through dissent, so too does a society get its own identity by
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learning to dissent. In other words, we will have a stronger identity of what our society and nation are
through forms of dissent.

Moreover, every process of forming the social needs dissent. A group made up of people who agree to
everything all the time is not really a society but an oligarchy. It becomes a society only through
disagreements and dissent. Dissent, paradoxically, is the glue which makes a decent society possible.

A mature society is one which has the capacity to manage dissent since members of a society will always
disagree with each other on something or the other. Democratic societies are the best of the available
models in managing dissent with the least harmful effect on the dissenter. This is the true work of
democracy; elections and voting are the means to achieve this. The essence of democracy is to be found in
the method it uses to deal with dissent, which is through discussion and debate, along with particular
ethical norms.

A democratic society manages dissent by trying to make individual practices of dissent into social
practices. Academics and research are two important activities where dissent is at the core. No society
has survived without making changes to what was present earlier. New knowledge and new ways of
understanding the world, for good or bad, has always been part of every society.

How is new knowledge, new understanding, created? Many new ideas arise by going against earlier
established norms and truths. Science, in its broadest meaning, is not possible without dissent since it is
by finding flaws with the views of others that new science is created. No two philosophers agree on one
point, and no two social scientists are in perfect harmony with each other’s thoughts. Artists are
constantly breaking boundaries set by their friends and peers. Buddha and Mahavira were dissenters
first and philosophers next. The Ramayana and Mahabharata are filled with stories of dissent and
responsible ways of dealing with it.

Thus, when academics dissent, it is part of their job expectation to do so! Dissent is not just about
criticism, it is also about showing new perspectives. The scientific community does not imprison
scientists for dissenting although we are increasingly finding today that social scientists and artists are
being targeted in the name of dissent. This has grown to such an extent that when faculty members
dissent about unlawful hiring practices, they face harassment and suspension.

[t is not that dissent is necessary only for democracy — it is necessary for the survival of the human race.
Any society which eradicates dissent has only succeeded in eradicating itself. We cannot afford to forget
the examples of Nazi Germany or Stalinist Russia. A sustainable, harmonious society can only be formed
from practices which deal with dissent respectfully and ethically.

Ethics of dissent

The importance of dissent is not just that it is good for democracy. There is also a fundamental ethical
principle involved in dissent. Any society which muzzles dissent is acting unethically. Let me give two
ethical principles associated with dissent. First, its relation to non-violence, a principle which is so
integral to the unique Indian practices of dissent from ancient times to Gandhi and Ambedkar. Second,
dissent is an ethical means of protecting those who are worse off than others. Dissent is not mere
complaint which all of us, however privileged we are, indulge in. Social dissent is a necessary voice for all
those who are oppressed and are marginalised for various reasons. This is the only thing they have in a
world which has denied them the basic dignity of a social life.
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The ethical principle is that the worse off in a society have greater right to dissent and protest even when
the more privileged may not agree or sympathise with that dissent. This is the truly ethical principle that
can sustain a mature society. Thus, when we hear the voices of dissent from the oppressed and the
marginalised, it is ethically incumbent upon those who are better off than them to give them greater
space and greater freedom to dissent. Any of us, particularly the more well-off population, who support
any government which wants to use its power to stop dissent of those who are suffering from injustice of
various kinds are being used as partners in this unethical action. We act immorally when we sit in the
comfort of our homes and abuse those who fight for the rights of the poor and oppressed. When we
condemn them in the name of the nation, we are performing an unethical act of further condemning those
who are already condemned.
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Beyond uniformity

The Law Commission’s advice to end discrimination in personal laws is persuasive
Editorial

The Law Commission’s consultation paper on reform of family laws is a progressive document that
avoids the advocacy of a uniform civil code merely for the sake of uniformity. Instead, it adopts an
approach that would facilitate movement towards establishing a body of civil law that promotes equality
within the law governing each community. In other words, it advocates the removal of discriminatory
provisions in the law relating to aspects such as marriage, divorce, succession and adoption in all
religions — and the adoption of certain universal principles that would address gender bias and other
forms of existing discrimination. A simple way of moving towards a common marriage law is to make 18
the marriageable age for all communities and genders.

When the age of majority and the age of voting, among other indicators of adulthood, stand at 18, there is
no reason for differential treatment on this score. The Commission rightly points out that the present age
of 21 for men merely affirms the stereotype that the wife should be younger. Decriminalising adultery
and making it a common ground for divorce, simplifying the ‘no-fault’ divorce procedure and introducing
‘irretrievable breakdown’ as a ground for dissolving any marriage are other measures it throws open for
discussion. The panel suggests abolition of the 30-day notice period for civil marriages to prevent its
misuse by those against inter-caste and inter-religious marriages. It also suggests division of property
equally after divorce, and removal of illnesses that can be cured or controlled from possible grounds of
divorce. The thrust of the Law Commission’s report is founded on the idea that “the mere existence of
difference does not imply discrimination, but is indicative of a robust democracy.” Changes have been
mooted to give equal treatment to children and parents of any gender in guardianship and adoption
matters.

The juvenile law principle that the child’s best interest is the ‘paramount consideration’ has also been put
forward for universal application. While calling for a wider public debate on its views, the Law
Commission has framed the issue in the most reasonable way possible when it says it has “dealt with
laws that are discriminatory rather than providing a uniform civil code which is neither necessary nor
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desirable at this stage.” In a strict and narrow reading, this goes against the Directive Principles of State
Policy that favour a uniform civil code; also, some court judgments have questioned why such a code was
not yet in place. However, in a world that increasingly heeds cultural diversity, it is unnecessary that
every aspect of personal law should be dealt with in exactly the same manner. A just code is one in which
universal principles of equality, non-discrimination and avoidance of taboos and social assumptions are
applicable in equal measure within every community’s set of laws.
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