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Idea of India 

The “Idea of India” is a metaphor that opens up and re-kindles a vast hope of music 
- a metaphor that grapples with something indefinable. The idea of India comprises 
- and is not limited to -- the immensity of its history, its civilization, its enduring 
ways of life and thinking, its eternal verities and values. In the ultimate analysis, the 
idea of India is a potent solution for all that has militated against the idea 
throughout history. Today, the “Idea of India” is up against its ultimate test.  

Indian civilization is underpinned by certain eternal and enduring verities. India 
and Indians cannot give up those values even if they want to. This is because their 
roots are deep and they define and condition what it means to be an Indian. The 
origins are lost in the mists of time and every new archeological discovery only 
unsettles our contemporary conceptions of this ancient land and its civilisational 
inheritance. 

Will Hutton in his work “The World We’re In” devoted a chapter to the “Idea of 
Europe”. He spoke of the struggle of Europe against capitalism and free markets of 
the American brand as distinguished from Europe’s own comparatively more 
humane version. Hutton’s definition of the ‘idea of Europe’ is consequentialist - He 
said:1 

“An effective Europe, delivering at European level what nation-states cannot perform 
at national level, through political processes that were accountable and transparent, would 
help to re-legitimize politics and democracy alike. It would do two things. The act of 
delivering something that could not be delivered at national level would be proof positive 
that Europe has a raison d’etre that warrants the support of its citizens. It would be 
government for the people. Second, it would, as Jurgen Habermas argues persuasively, 
begin to identify Europe not as a nation-state in the sense of having a common descent, 
language and history, but as a civic community that volunteers to have a collective 
expression in Europe-wide actions. It would be the first step in creating a European civic 
society which might ultimately be the foundation for a functioning European democracy.” 

 

                                                      
 * Key Note Address, Rajiv Gandhi Foundation, May 10, 2003, New Delhi.  
 1. Will Hutton: ‘The World we’re in’, p. 311 
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Speaking of what idea of Europe should incorporate he said: 

“What it must do instead is find ways of returning to Jacques Delors’s agenda of 
positive integration around a social Europe and of organizing a European economic and 
social space. In short, it has to find ways of defending European values and the best of the 
European economic and social model - and to be proud and self conscious in what it is 
doing. In an age of globalization, the priority is no longer negative integration to establish 
a single market; that job is largely done and has its own powerful momentum. The new 
injunction is to protect and further the interests of Europe’s citizens in an age where the 
market is king, creating a vibrant and distinct European capitalism that incorporates its 
history and the views of its peoples.”2  

In a very poignant further statement on the idea of Europe that could stand for 
the idea of India as well -- Hutton said “Above all, it must believe in Europe. It must 
do so urgently, not only for itself but for all those who believe in multilateral action 
to create international public goods - a process which Europe is trail-blazing for the 
globe.” Today’s India too must believe in the ‘idea of India’ and set a trail-blazing 
humanism in development pattern that will be trail-blazing for the globe. 

“Idea of India” also accommodates certain contradictions. It accepts that India lives 
concurrently in several centuries - both past and future. Therefore the “idea of India” 
is incomplete without its historical strengths, its obscurantisms and its own historical 
and historic weaknesses. In this ancient land many streams in religion saw their 
unification and confluence. Christianity and Islam interacted -- with and occasionally 
confronted -- Hinduism and the result was the realisation of the universality of mystic 
experience. As a scholar observed, “It is well known that in pluralistic societies the 
common people being exposed to the experience of each other’s belief systems and 
practices, often manage to merge them. People begin by sharing experiences and 
practices -out of neighbourly courtesy. This they manage to do without infringing 
their own basic belief systems. They accommodate the divergent only to the extent 
that no major infringement of their own faith might occur. They do often 
compromise with minor infringements. Quite often, too, fresh myths appear to justify 
such mutual accommodation at the level of “little traditions”3 

Ancient India’s contribution to Art, Architecture, Aesthetics, Music, Drama, 
Dance, Sculpture and other brilliant and soul touching manifestations of the finer 
graces of human imagination and creativity and of the dimensions of curiosity are 
breath-taking. The whole world looked at the stupendous achievement with wide-
eyed wonder and asked itself what kind of an inner civilisational strength, peace and 
tranquility that could have achieved such grandeurs of expression. 

                                                      
 2. Will Hutton: ‘The World we’re in’, p 311-12  
 3. Swami Ved Bharathi: Unifying Streams in Religion.  
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In the long harmonious tradition of Hindu-Muslim relations, it is not unusual 
for Muslim singers to sing in praise of Durga, Rama and Krishna. Accommodation 
is focussed to absorb traditions and forms of older religions into newer religions. 
Christianity came into India well over a century before it went to Rome. The first 
Church in India was built within half century of the Christian era. ‘Common 
humanity asserts itself not only in unifications which occur through a natural 
process not yet understood’. 

It was not as if republican forms of government were unknown to ancient India. 
Indeed, ancient India was studded with republics. Political power was not the 
monopoly of any caste or group. It was open throughout Indian history. Monarchy, 
wherever it existed was not absolute. Kings were limited in their power against their 
own subjects. They respected cultural pluralism. There were great harmonizing 
internal strengths which influenced the inter-relationship between religion, society 
and politics. A near century of Mauryan rule, crowned by the reign of Ashoka, in the 
pre-Christian era was a shining example of the great values of ancient Indian polity. 
The great king spiritualised political power. He did not seek to extend his reign and 
territories towards ‘natural frontiers’ but spread the message of his creed of love and 
humanity beyond his own political boundaries. Indeed, if one were asked as to what 
is the single most important legacy of ancient India, the undoubted answer is the 
tradition of tolerance, respect for diversities, accommodation of pluralism and 
reverence for life. 

Every civilization must absorb some degree of self-criticism and disillusionment; 
but there are special periods in the nation’s history when self-criticism ceases to be 
an instrument for self correction; but becomes one for self-destruction. Everyone 
suddenly seems to become too sharp for loyalty. Disenchantment with institutions 
of governance produces cynicism. Cynicism kills values and shakes the bond that 
unite people. Eruption of violence is the result if remedial steps are denied for long. 

There were, it is true, great rigidities of religious practices. Paul Kennedy in his 
“Rise and Fall of the Great Powers” says: 

“The sheer rigidity of Hindu religious taboos militated against modernisation: rodents 
and insects could not be killed, so vast amounts of food stuffs were lost; social mores about 
handling refuse and excreta led to permanently insanitary conditions, a breeding ground 
for bubonic plagues ..... 

Here were social checks of the deepest sort to any attempts at radical change. 
Small wonder that many Britons, having first plundered and then tried to govern 
India in accordance with Utilitarian principles, finally left with the feeling that the 
country was still a mystery to them.” 
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But then the ‘idea of India’ also includes how hope can rise above such 
destructive national impulses. Indian history is replete with manifestations of such 
power of self-correction and redemption. 

India’s independence was a dramatic event in the history that profoundly 
influenced India but, in a non-trivial sense, transformed the world itself. That was 
the culmination of the Gandhian spirit. Gandhi’s technique of non-violent 
confrontation became his hallmark. Gandhi’s Satyagraha entered into World -
Lexicon. Webster’s Third International Dictionary aptly sums up this technique as 
“one of the means of achieving social and political reform by means of tolerance and 
active goodwill coupled with firmness in one’s cause expressed through non-
violence, passive resistance and non-cooperation”. 

Gandhiana is itself an inseparable and integral component of the idea of India. 
There is woeful lack of understanding in the world of this. In a report on “Preventing 
Deadly Conflict” (December 1997) the Carnegie Commission observed: 

“The world of next century will be markedly more crowded, interdependent 
economically, closely linked technologically, increasingly vulnerable ecologically and 
progressively more interconnected culturally. Trends in this direction have long been 
apparent, but what has only recently come into sharper focus is the importance of 
managing the peace of change and its widespread repercussions. Contributing to this focus 
is the highly destructive power and universal availability of modern weaponry.” 

“Chemical and biological weapons pose new dangers to poor and rich countries alike. 
Disaffected groups may seek inexpensive weapons of mass destruction, some of which can be 
produced from ingredients normally sold for commercial purposes.” 

“An ounce of type A- botulinal toxin, properly dispersed, could kill every man, woman 
and child in North America .... Just eight ounces of the substance could kill every creature 
on the planet” Many lethal gases are colourless and odourless and can lead to immediate or 
slow agonizing death for thousands. These weapons can be delivered in missiles or dropped 
from planes, exploded in ground ordnance, set in time-delay devices, released via remote 
control, or put in water supplies. Large concentrations of unsuspecting civilians, especially 
in urban settings, are vulnerable.” 

What has been the influence of Gandhi on the politics of the world? We see it 
enacted all over the world. The triumph of spirit over physical might - a kind of re-
enactment of Gandhi’s Salt March. Nehru himself was amazed at the astuteness of 
Gandhi and his sense of history of the “Boston Tea Party” which was somewhat 
similar to the Salt March. The ‘Boston Tea Party’ as it came to be known later, was 
the American colonists reaction to the monopoly of the East India Company over 
tea trade in America. Aware of the East India Company’s ‘relentless barbarity, its 
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black, sordid and cruel avarice’ the colonists had dumped 342 chests of tea into 
Boston Harbour. At another place they burnt the tea and the ship that brought it. 

In the U.S.A, Martin Lurther King Jr. in his ‘Stride towards Freedom’ wrote, “the 
choice is no longer between violence and non-violence. It is either non-violence or 
non-existence”. 

Far from being a local experiment, this technique of nonviolent confrontation has 
caught the imagination of the oppressed people all over the world. It deeply 
influenced and changed the course of political development in many parts of the 
world like South Africa, USA, Czechoslovakia, Philippines and elsewhere. B.R. 
Nanda, in an illuminating article on “Gandhi and non-violence: Doctrines of 
Ahimsa and Satyagraha” refers to this proliferation of Gandhian technique. The 
second half of the last century saw the spirit of the Salt March enacted elsewhere in 
different parts of the globe.  

India: After Independence 

For the first time in two thousand years, a country grimly struggling to be re-born 
into a life of dignity after a long spell of foreign domination began to shape its own 
Constitution. One remarkable feature was the quality of the debates in the 
Constituent Assembly. The grim after-math of the partition and the senseless 
violence it unleashed did not make the debates bitter. On the contrary, the 
Constitution makers re-affirmed their faith in the ‘idea of India’ -- the pluralist 
tradition of the country and gave the posterity a noble document. The republican 
spirit of the Constitution and the assurances to the minorities were affirmations of a 
great inheritance. The Constitution established a federal democratic polity and 
contains guarantees against arbitrary government. It also took note that in a feudal 
society only collective action can promise wider benefits. But at the same time it is 
to be realised that special interests that hold strategic controls can retard progress. 
Adult franchise, protective discrimination, aided by cultural and intellectual 
movements within society have helped to impart a ‘social depth’ to constitutional 
experiments and concerns. Fifty years of governance in the post-independent India 
have shown a remarkable constructive capacity but they have also thrown up great 
weaknesses. 

Amongst the achievements, the most notable is the trend towards a progressive 
transformation of Indian society. The composition of the Parliament itself has 
undergone a great change. More people from the lower social strata have achieved 
progressively higher representations. The small man began to assert his place in the 
sun. 
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India has also achieved very significant human development. The 73rd and 74th 
Constitutional Amendments, when implemented full-steam, will transform rural 
India and the local self governments. The most notable amongst the achievements is 
the economic area of agricultural production. Between 1950 -2000 index of 
agricultural production increased more than four fold. English wheat took 1000 
years to quadruple per hectare. In 1947 India produced six million tonnes of wheat. 
In 2000 the production was 75.6 million tonnes. The remarkable breaks-through in 
wheat and rice production made Dr. William Gadd call the great experiment in 
India the “Green Revolution”. In 1968 a special stamp was released celebrating 
“Wheat Revolution”. Index of industrial production went up from 7.9 in 1950-51 
to 154.7 in 1999-2000. This is no mean achievement for a country that relied on 
food aid until early 1960s. Prudent fiscal and economic management enabled India 
to avert the fiscal crisis that many east Asian countries experienced. On the contrary, 
India’s GDP grew annually by 6-8% per annum between 1994 and 2000 except in 
the year 1997-98 when it grew by 4%. 

The State of Kerala has shown what a society empowered by education and by 
access to information can really achieve. About the turn of the last century the life 
expectancy at birth of an Indian was just 20.9 years. It is now 80 years for the urban 
female in Kerala. Infant mortality in the beginning of the last century was around 
200. It is just 16 in urban Kerala today. Indeed it is said that a child born in Kerala 
today can expect to live longer than a child born in Washington. 

On the positive side the experience of 50 years has shown that great social and 
economic changes can be negotiated through institutions of liberal democracy. This 
is a clear rebuttal of the thesis of Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore that democracy and 
development do not go together. 

But then it must be said that while the philosophy of liberal democracy has an 
assured foundation, however, the techniques of its practice have thrown - up quite a 
few increasingly disturbing puzzles. There are many forces that we find at work that 
tend to obliterate all the gains. These are the pervasive criminalisation of politics, 
politicization of criminals, the deep distortion of the electoral process and pervasive 
bureaucratic corruption and inefficiency beyond all acceptable limits. Equally 
disturbing is the slower pace of socio-economic change. India ranks 123rd on the 
Human Development Index. Only 50 countries in the world have a lower 
development index. Over a hundred years ago Vivekananda and Aurobindo 
cautioned against the neglect of the masses. Equality of opportunity which is the 
soul of social equality is yet an unrealized goal. 

As a reaction to the grim events associated with the vivisection of the country the 
Constitution makers envisaged a strong centre. This commenced the process of over 
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centralization with the concentration of power at the higher echelons of political 
executive and permanent civil services. The crux of the problem is the pervasive 
political and electoral corruption which will surely corrode the values of liberal 
democracy. Unfortunately initiative for reform rests in the hands of just those who 
are the best beneficiaries of the conditions that badly need reform. The deep 
divisions in the social structure help the corrupt politician to set up one group 
against another and confound the real issue. If electoral processes are not reformed 
the future of the country is surely doomed. 

The next is the great global changes that Science and Technology ushers in. An 
American scholar observed that “Today the world is divided not by ideology but by 
technology. A small part of the globe, accounting for some 15% of the earth’s 
population, provides nearly all of the world’s technology innovations. A second part 
involving perhaps over half of the world’s population, is able to adopt these 
technologies in production and consumption. The remaining part, covering around 
a third of the world’s population is technically disconnected·····” 

The world witnesses oppressive economic inequalities of the international 
economic order. The key issues, however, are the correlation between economic 
development and social opportunity, particularly in the context of the grim realities 
of the international economic order and the great transformation that science and 
technology are ushering in. Inequality and income gap between the top fifth of 
people in the rich part of the world and the bottom fifth in the poorest was 30:1 in 
1960. In 1997 it became 74:1. 

There is increasing apprehension about the effect of globalisation. In an 
illuminating analysis Prof Amartya Sen made these poignant observations: 

“Globalisation has been gathering momentum rapidly across the world. The globe is 
getting smaller remarkably fast, bringing with it new opportunities as well as fresh 
problems. Can we make good use of the world trade, reap serious benefits from it, without 
being battered or marginalized? Would economic integration help us in general, or should 
we do our best to resist it? Will there be losers as well as gainers, and who will they be? 
How can the threat to the potential losers be reduced or eliminated? Economics is not, of 
course, the only subject affected by globalisaiton, and there are in particular, cultural 
matters.” 

“It would be a great mistake to see globalisation as being an inescapable harbinger of 
down fall and misery. Global participation is basically an enhancement of economic 
opportunity, and its benefits can be plentifully reaped and its costs minimized through 
appropriate domestic policies, paying particular attention to the availability and 
distributional equity of economic and social opportunities. If a generalized fear of 
globalisation is a false alarm, an unreasoned conviction in favour of less governance is a 
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source of real danger. The simple diagnostic slogan that India’s problems stem from over-
governance is a dangerous half-truth that can wound, on the one hand, while it tries to 
salvage, on the other.”  

Science and Technology will transform the face of world. New kinds of property 
and privileges will emerge. Correspondingly newer kinds of deprivation and poverty 
will also emerge. There are, in India, 400 million children below the age of 14 
whose physical and moral upbringing is an enormous responsibility. Over 100 
million of them are from the Dalit sections. Nearly 40% of the world’s tuberculars 
are in India; 30% of the world’s blind are in India. HIV is a distinct threat. 

These problems can be surmounted by a wise deployment of technology. 
Technology can revolutionise management of education, health-care, communication 
and governance. The key factor is the political will and the realisation that corruption 
and inefficiency in public life are the biggest enemies of development. Enormous 
disparities of global wealth between the North and South the West and the rest is a 
reality. In a recent work Harnado De Soto said: 

“Even in the poorest countries the poor save. The value of the savings among the poor, in 
fact is, immense: forty times all the foreign aid received throughout the world since 1945.” 

If USA raises its budget for foreign aid to 0. 7 % of national income as 
recommended by UN, it would take that richest country 150 years to transfer to the 
world’s poor the wealth they already possess. 

By our calculations, the total value of the real estate held but not legally owned by 
the poor of the Third World and former Communist nations is atleast $ 9.3 trillion. 
This number is worth pondering. $ 9.3 trillion is about as much as the total 
circulating US money supply. It is very nearly as much as the total value of all the 
companies listed on the main stock-exchange of the world’s twenty most developed 
countries, forty six times as much as all the World Bank loans of the past three 
decades, and ninety three times as much as all development assistance from all 
advanced countries to the Third World in the same period. 

Speaking of the poor, he writes: 

 “The words ‘international poverty’ too easily bring to mind images of destitute beggars 
sleeping on the kerbsides of Calcutta and hungry African children starving on the sand. 
These scenes are, of course, real, and millions of our fellow human beings demand and 
deserve our help. Nevertheless, the grimmest picture of the Third World is not the most 
accurate. Worse, it draws attention away from the arduous achievements of those small 
triumphed over every imaginable obstacle to create greater part of the wealth of the society. 
A truer image would depict a man and a woman who have painstakingly saved to 
construct a house for themselves and their children, who are creating enterprises where 
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nobody imagined they could be built. I resent the characterisation of such heroic 
entrepreneurs as contributors to the problem of global poverty. They are not the problem. 
They are the solution.”  

Conclusion 

The crisis is crisis of leadership. It is given to this present day politician, the rare and 
great opportunity of reestablishing the ‘Idea of India’ and to earn the eternal 
gratitude of a grateful nation and of the future generation of Indians. If the 
politician exchanges this great opportunity for a mere mess of pottage, he will be, in 
the words of Shakespeare: 

“A poor player 

 That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 

And then is heard no more.” 

With him the grand ‘Idea of India’ will also be no more. 

●————● 
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