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Foreword

One of the most delightful possibilities of a book like this, a mark of its hospitality, is its
invitation to an errant writer to write the Foreword. So an absentee essay' transforms itself
in its second incarnation into a Foreword, describing not the book which is formidable in
its competence, but the future as a possibility. I admit my generation dreamt of the future
at a diffe ent level from the participants of the book. Here one senses a politics of anxiety,
of responsibility, where ecology and justice in particular become all encompassing words
for a world of possibilities. For my generation, the future was the domain of dissent, of the
possibility of eccentricity. As a student, I was proud that it was Ananda Coomaraswamy
and not Daniel Bell who coined the word ‘the post-industrial society’. I loved pointing out
that Jules Verne’s Captain Nemo was actually an Indian prince displaced by the mutiny.
To make assurance double sure, I would add that ET as an extra-terrestrial was an idea
invented by Satyajit Ray and pursued by Steven Spielberg. It was not just the Science
Fiction (SF) part of the future that fascinated me. In fact, SF hardly found a hold in India
and the fascination Indians had for the detective novel hardly extended to SE Partly our
mythology was so rich, so replete with aliens, monsters, witches that one did not need
SF as a genre. But SF or not, the Indian national movement was definitely futuristic.
Whether one considers Coomaraswamy, Geddes, Saha, or Gandhi, one realizes the national
movement was futuristic in myriads of ways. First, one must emphasize that Gandhi was
no luddite. His ashrams were futuristic, ethical, and scientific experiments, laboratories of
disciplined minds thinking of the future while the rest of the world slumbered. Patrick
Geddes who was first professor of sociology dreamt of futuristic cities and a futuristic
science. In fact, he wanted India to embody the idea of a post-Germanic science, a science
that went beyond the extractive competence of the mine and the dreams of a steam engine.
Tagore’s Santiniketan was partly a shared dream between Geddes and the poet dreaming of
a futuristic university. Meghnad Saha and the science and culture group realized the danger
of synthetic chemistry for products like lac, indigo, madder, and hoped that a science as
a rishi-hood of the future would protect our primary products. The future, they warned,
could raise prospects of obsolescence, erasure, triage, that if progress was one side of the



Foreword

coin, obsolescence was the other. A. K. Coomaraswamy in fact wrote that the Indian
national movement had to fight a guerrilla war against the museum as it smelt of death
and formaldehyde. In fact, futurism was the constant refrain of the national movement,
a dream that fades out in the first decades of Independence. In that sense, Gandhi’s sense
of Swadesi and Swaraj were a heuristics for the future, an idea which some of the essays
take up as eco-swaraj.

Thee is a second point, a composite of style and content, that one must emphasize.
Our futurism was playful, dissenting and epistemic for India; the future was a compost
heap of dissenting and defeated imaginations. The future was an anthology of diffe ences, a
thesaurus of diversity which democracy hoped to keep alive. Part of it arose from the ethical
contract, the responsibility our activists at Chipko, Lokayan, Kalpavriksh felt that India
could not develop linearly like the West, that the tribal, the nomad could not disappear but
had to be part of the possibilities of the future. Secondly, that India would always have to
be a society that existed in multiple time because only a society with multiple time made
democracy a set of pluralistic possibilities. As a result, the future in India had to be a social
contract between the oral, the textual, and the digital. The world of the Brundtland Report
is too narrow, too provincial a language to build the idea of sustainability. Sustainable
futures in India meant alternative futures. Individual choice alone was inadequate. What
one needed was the copious availability of alternative epistemologies and technologies. The
future would never be singular or hegemonic because then the future becomes a warrant
for genocide or extinction.

One word will occur again and again throughout these set of essays: sustainability.
Sustainability should not be thought of an English term, a prim word invented by a
governess, but a polysemic world, dreaming diversity, and inventing an array of vernacular
ideas, reinventing word and world. Dissenting epistemologies become critical for this
world, but the word epistemology itself needs to be redefined. It is not just a laboratory
system of legitimating or validating a scientific fact, an excuse for political correctness in
science. One has to move beyond the officia world and think of epistemology as related
to life, lifeworld, lifestyle, livelihood, lifecycle. Epistemologies have to be plural so one
senses the power of coping, and jugaad as we appreciate the potency of the scientific
method. Dissenting epistemologies are critical to open up the world of the future. Think
of the world of energy and as we move beyond electricity, nuclear, solar, wind, waste, we
are moving to diffe ent epistemological worlds, where efficienc needs plurality to remain
meaningful. Alternative energy systems and alternative epistemologies go together. This is
what Gandbhi tried to articulate with his two words Swadesi and Swaraj. Swadesi refers to
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the local, to the neighbourhood, to the vernacular, the parochial. Swaraj is cosmic, oceanic,
planetary. It demands an ethic of responsibility where the neighbourhood reaches out to
the cosmos, where a dewdrop resonates with the ocean. It is an ethics of scale, of panarchy,
where the future is a pretext for constantly reinventing democracy beyond the electoral and
majoritarian imaginations. The future thus becomes an attempt to rethink the frames of
imagination, between the body, the sensorium, nature, language, and technology. One has
to speak of the future at least in an introduction, in holistic terms. One often gets caught
in silos of the mind where the future gets so obsessively specialized that the whole is less
than the sum of the parts and that is one tragedy the future cannot survive. In this context,
one must add that one group hardly cited in future studies today is the Theosophists.
The movement is dismissed as a cranky set of frauds despite being the mainstay of the
original Congress party. Few remember that Allan Octavian Hume was not just President of
Congress but a great ornithologist, who wrote a text on agricultural policy looking at local
proverbs, and a person who wished to lead the Theosophist movement. Theosophy provided
a literal circus of epistemologies which created new futures for childhood (Montessori), new
notions of art and colour (Kandinsky and Roerich), new articulations of diversity (Alfred
Wallace). The celebration of past and futures they delved in has still to be matched. The
future in that sense is rarely a celebration, a festival of possibilities. It becomes more a
domesticated list of the possible imposing of restraint on wild thought or dreams of action.

To the playfulness that Theosophy created, one must add a sense of ethics. Play is
required to guarantee that the future does not become a dismal science, an obsession
with methodologies and techniques. At the least, one must add the clown, the trickster,
the Shaman to the social scientist as high priest and expert. One must summon the
storyteller so that the language of social science and technology does not become arid.
We need to remember that social scientists make poor storytellers. We tend to leave
out the unexpected from the future, by becoming too extrapolative, by consolidating
on current imaginations without allowing for surprise and emergence. One has to go
beyond current categories, particularly in economics, where the current ideas of efficien ,
rationality and cost-benefit might be adequate. Futures have to have a sense of surprise, of
ambush, of tentativeness, and basing them on current syllabi and ideology dooms them
to a procrustean past. Questioning categories and epistemologies becomes part of the
everydayness of the future. The legislator with his/her wish list is obvious in each of these
essays. Their competence is obvious but what the future needs is a dream, a creativity of a
diffe ent kind. The Franco-Greek philosopher, Cornelius Castoriadis put it pithily. He said
one must distinguish between the imagination and the imaginary. The imagination springs
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from an extrapolation of current categories and concepts. If we say nation state, we have
already created a cartography around boundary, state, citizen, sovereignty, security. The
imaginary is a horizon, it dreams of worlds which have yet to appear, of possibilities still
to be thought through, even of worlds still to be constructed. I am wagering this book
has more of the imaginary as possibilities because Swaraj in that heuristic sense has to go
beyond the current syllabus of thought. The realism of the future needs a touch of the
surreal to be acceptable. The danger here is the current logic of development Jesuitically
positing sequences and predictable scenarios. The current human development indicators,
the millennial indices lack both a sense of dream and nightmare, partly because of the
poverty of dissent, partly because too many of our futurists belong to the think tanks of
today. Luckily this anthology, rooted in ecological and social activism and a critique of
economic categories, might guarantee that the emancipations of the future do not break
down into dull scenarios. This is critical because one finds it difficul to accept today
that both liberal and left imaginations have little to offer the future except the chains of
current thought. If the content is a wish list if not a dream, one senses interesting effo ts
to go beyond current diktats. The quirky and the eccentric are struggling past the dismally
technocratic. The high priests survive but the Shaman delivers the punchlines.

Books on the future in India tend to be of two kinds. The first, deeply embedded in
social science and ecology tend to be professional, almost as if the future is a behavioural
science. The second tends to be literary, open to SF scenarios, have a touch of the utopian
and the impossible. This book is more of the first kind and a consolidation of some of the
best essays in that genre. But any book on the future to me is a project in process and I
always insist on more. I want the literary to combine with the scientific to create a wider
world of conjectures. I wish they had more SF scenarios, and even invited a prophet and
an astrologer not just as a sign of grace and humour but as an acknowledgement that
insights today come from manifold directions.

Second, I wish there was more on war and violence, on genocides, because many of
the alternative realities that we are dreaming of need to go beyond the logic of genocide,
apocalypse, and extinction. Extrapolations are important but we need new creation myths
of the future, a summons to a storytelling of a diffe ent kind.

Thi d, one wishes that there was a sense of evil. A positivistic, well behaved future does
not appeal to me. The future could be a necropolis. Violence and its future need a longer
discourse. But maybe one is listing all this because one is looking through the window
at the richness of the effo t. Yet as the window creates both the power of desire and the
objectivity of distance, one must greet this book both as good news and as the beginnings of
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a project. The future has become a tenuous project in recent times where the past becomes
an obsession. The varieties of the future might provide the therapy for a society obsessed
with rewriting the past. In that sense, the future and the ethics of the future might be a
liberating possibility in more ways than one. It might teach our current regime that the
future can be a creative possibility, a way of escaping the current mediocrity of options.
In fact, J. P Donleavy, the author, once said “the future is a diffe ent country where we
will behave diffe ently”. If the book just does that, it might open a new generation to the
possibilities of a playful democracy. One can hardly ask for more in a Foreword.

Shiv Visvanathan

Endnotes

1. ‘Editors’ note: Shiv was requested to contribute an essay for the book, and the ‘errantness’ he
mentions is about the essay never arriving! But we are delighted to have his foreword instead.
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Preface

Journeys to this Book ... and Beyond

We present this book with a personal note from each of us, a brief collective note on the
journey of the book. Our more substantive views on the issues this book deals with are

laid out in the introductory and concluding essays.

(Ashish’s journey)

Since 1978, just into high school, I've been protesting and resisting. Critiquing government
policies that prioritize business and growth over ecological and human rights, supporting
peoples’ movements against displacement and dispossession, challenging conservation
programmes that exclude people and development policies that exclude other species.
The e are plenty of fi es around, so fi e-fighting is a more than full-time job.

It is not, however, satisfactory. Not so much because the victories seem to be less than
the defeats (this is to be expected given the force of the capitalist, statist, casteist, and
patriarchal juggernaut we are up against). More because all too often, I found myself in an
overwhelmingly negative atmosphere, saying the ‘no’ word way more than I'd like to. ‘No’
to this, ‘no’ to that.... But ‘yes’ to what, I asked myself? “Yes to what', asked an increasingly
impatient number of people who, even if sympathetic to our protests, wanted to know
what were our answers to meeting human needs and aspirations.

It’s not that I was not aware of solutions. In our travels my companions in Kalpavriksh
and I frequently came across initiatives on the ground that appeared to be answering the
question ‘yes to what?’ Thiswas particularly true of the domain of biodiversity conservation,
where we documented and promoted the concept and practice of Community Conserved
Areas (CCAs), later to become an internationally recognized phenomenon, or of co-
management by various actors, as alternatives to exclusionary, western wildlife protection
policies adopted in India and elsewhere. Or of organic farming as a solution to food needs
that did not poison the earth as did the Green Revolution approach. Or of decentralized

water harvesting versus mega-dams.
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These explorations and realizations were however sporadic and in a few specific sectors.
They did not amount to a comprehensive answer to the question ‘yes to what?” Some of us
began to explore the key principles and lessons emerging from these grassroots initiatives,
to see if there were common threads emerging. Around 2011-12, I wrote a couple of
exploratory pieces on ‘radical ecological democracy’ (RED), proposing a preliminary
synthesis of these principles. Then Aseem Shrivastava and I consolidated this in our 2012
book Churning the Earth: The Making of Global India, in which we critiqued economic
globalization as also laid out a skeleton of radical alternatives to such globalization. But
the critique was 300 pages, the alternatives 100, still an imbalance I was not satisfied with.

Soon after the book Kalpavriksh initiated the Vikalp Sangam process, attempting to
document and network movements, groups and individuals working on alternatives in the
entire range of human endeavour. From 2014 till now, this has yielded several hundred stories
and over a dozen detailed case studies, ten confluences of people in various parts of India,
and outreach materials like articles, booklets, and films. Most important, it has increased our
understanding of the common threads, encapsulated in an evolving document ‘In Search of
Alternatives” which is a sort of collective visioning of the future that we want (see http://
www.kalpavriksh.org/images/alternatives/Alternativesframework4thdraftMarch2016.pdf).

Around the time the Vikalp Sangam process was started, I also wondered what it would
be like to ask some prominent thinkers, activists, and activist-thinkers what their vision of
the future was. What could India in 2047, a century after Independence, or even 2100,
look like, if one were to let one’s imagination and hopes run free? How could we get
there, were there already some signs that indicated possibilities and probabilities? And so
this book.

Thisjourney of discovery within India has been made even more exciting by the fortune
of visiting and getting connected to alternative initiatives in some other parts of the world.
Many collectives and individuals are envisioning more just, equitable, wiser futures, many
of them based on actual experience that shows the feasibility of such visions. This volume
from India is a humble contribution to this most important of human tasks: the quest for

a healthy planet for ourselves and for all of life that we are part of.

(Joy’s journey)

When Ashish invited me to be part of this book project as a co-editor with him I very
happily accepted it without even thinking about the extent of work involved and whether
I would be able to do justice to it, given my numerous other commitments. The main
reason for my getting involved in this is that the theme of the book, Alternative Futures,
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appealed to me greatly and I also saw it as a natural progression to what I have been doing
over the last 3035 years. I have been part of collectives and organizations that have, in
a way, shaped my journey as an activist and as a researcher. The slogan ‘sangharsh-aur-
nirmaan’ (struggle/resistance and reconstruction) popularized by Shahid Shankar Guha
Niyogi also had a great influence on me, like many others, who got into socio-political
movements in the 1980s’.

I got my grounding in ‘politics based on alternatives’ while I was a full time activist with
Mukti Sangharsh Movement (MSM), an anti-drought mass movement of the toiling people
in Sangli district (Maharashtra, India). MSM taught me that along with resistance or saying
‘no’ to destructive projects it is also important that toilers articulate what they want and
mobilize themselves around a positive agenda. Though MSM started with mobilizing the
Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS) workers, it soon became a collective space for
participatory studies, experimentation, and developing peoples’ alternatives to government’s
plans, programmes, and projects. MSM organized struggles to implement these alternatives
that helped to change the character of EGS work in the region and also pressurized the
government to restructure public irrigation schemes on more equitable, sustainable lines.
Baliraja dam, born out of the struggle against indiscriminate sand excavation from the
river Yerala, a tributary of Krishna River, soon became the mascot of equitable water
distribution. The struggle against Uchangi dam in Kolhapur district (Maharashtra) was
also fought on the basis of an alternative plan and forced the government to accept it.
The e are many such examples.

MSM also brought together political activists, people’s science movement activists
and pro-people scientists and technologists to conceptually engage with developmental
issues, experiment and develop alternatives. The vision of a ‘biomass based decentralized,
sustainable and equitable agro-industrial society’ emerged from this collective search.

My journey into the arena of alternatives got politically sharpened because of my
association with Shramik Mukti Dal (SMD), a New Left political trend in Maharashtra.
For SMD, creation of an exploitation free society (in terms of class, caste, patriarchy,
ethnicity, etc.), that is materially and spiritually enriched and in harmony with nature is
the goal of radical social transformation. According to SMD revolution is not merely taking
control of the means and methods of production developed by modern capitalism (which
are detrimental to both nature and humans) but also developing them in a sustainable
manner without compromising on the primary productivity of the ecosystem, and also
increasingly shifting the base of development to renewable resources. SMD also believes
that it is important to involve toiling masses in developing alternatives in all sectors that
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affect their lives. In fact fighting the state on the basis of people’s alternatives can further
expand the frontiers of peoples’ power (samantar sattha or parallel power).

Since 1990-91 Society for Participative Ecosystem Management (SOPPECOM)
provided the institutional space for me in this journey. SOPPECOM was set up primarily
to pursue the diffe ent elements of the alternative vision (of a biomass based, decentralized,
sustainable, and equitable agro-industrial society) in a more systematic and grounded
manner. SOPPECOM could come up with an alternative paradigm in the water sector
characterized by integration of sources, sustainable water and land use, equitable access and
participatory management. The alternative proposal to restructure the destructive Sardar
Sarovar Project (SSP) by my friend Suhas Paranjape and I under the guidance of K. R.
Datye in the 1990s’, was another important contribution that we could make in the water-
environment-development sector, towards reconciling the polarized discourse in the water
sector around large versus small.

In 2014, Kalpavriksh initiated the Vikalp Sangam process and I have been fortunate to
get associated with it. The Sangams that I could attend were eye openers to me through new
exposures to a wide variety of alternatives in various sectors under diffe ent bio-physical,
socio-economic, and cultural contexts.

This book is thus a very significant milestone in my journey so far, and has been a
tremendous learning experience. The diverse sectors and authors the book could string
together and the alternative ideas, concepts, experiences they have brought forth have
been mindboggling. Collectively they can help us to get out of the shackles of the ever-
growing cynicism of ‘there is no alternative’ (TINA) syndrome and provide the contours
for a better tomorrow.

(Our collective journey towards this book)

After joining hands for this book, our first tasks were to conceive the broad framework or
brief that we would send the authors, to list the topics we wanted covered, and identify
possible authors for each. All of these were continuously adapted and modified over the
first few months, as we got comments on the themes from prospective authors, some
authors did not work out and we had to look for others, and the list of themes too kept
growing as we realized more and more gaps in our first list. From the initial idea of perhaps
fifteen essays or so, it grew to over thirty (and yet gaps have remained, as we explain in
the introductory essay)! Given our restless minds, we not only kept adding topics and
authors, but also activities, such as the dialogue of authors that we organized in February
2016 (see essay by Bajpai and Bhagat). As the saying goes in Hindi, we are good at apne
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pair pe kulhadi marna (dropping the axe on our own foot). And why not, as long as the
end result is worth it?

All this started in October 2014, and we are now sending the book to press in mid-
2017. Nearly three years of an exciting, sometimes frustrating or banal, often surprising,
and always educational journey — a journey with many co-travellers.
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Envisioning India’s Future: An Introduction’

Ashish Kothari and K. ]. Joy

A Bit about the Book

Envisioning the future is a perilous task. However, good one’s understanding of history,
and strong one’s faith in the lessons it teaches us, though robust our systems of modelling
using the best methodologies and technologies available to us, we could still be horribly,
embarrassingly wrong. But then, the vision could also turn out to be correct; more
important, it could actually even influence the course of current events such that at least
elements of it come true. Look at science fiction: how often has it turned out to be science
fact!

Our brief to the exciting galaxy of authors in this volume was to indulge in some such
vision-setting, for a moment letting the imagination run riot, not get caught in the shackles
of what is ‘realistic’ and ‘feasible’. But since we did not want this to be an exercise only
in imagination, we also requested authors to build on the current context, and to provide
actual examples and instances from the past or present that point to the real possibility of
such visions coming true. Theessays in this collection range from the somewhat cautious to
the adventurously imaginative, and we believe they all have value in providing us direction,
hope, and an inkling of what may yet be.

In this opening essay we mainly provide an overview of the collection, clubbing the
essays into four key spheres of human existence: political, socio-cultural, economic,
and ecological. In the concluding essay we elaborate more on these arenas, sketching
a futuristic vision of justice, equity, and ecological wisdom. We acknowledge here that
the framework of four spheres we are using for both the opening and the concluding
essays, is based on an ongoing process of dialogue and sharing of experiences that we
are involved with, the Vikalp Sangam or Alternatives Confluence ? as also on some of
our previous work on an alternative paradigm called radical ecological democracy or
‘eco-swaraj’ (Kothari, 2014).

The division of the thirty two thematic essays in this volume into the four spheres is
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necessarily imperfect, for the essays and the topics they cover do not neatly fit into any
one arena, and the spheres themselves overlap with each other (a bit like the Olympics
symbol!). We would like to avoid the academic trap of neat categorization. Nevertheless, we

believe this framework provides us a basis for analysis, as also for envisioning of the future.

Key Elements of the Future
Ecological futures

India’s imperilled environment has been the subject of much research, activism, and action.
The staggering loss of ecosystems and biodiversity, the toxification of our water, air, and
soil, the erosion of productive soils, and a host of other problems are evidence of the
unsustainability of human activity in India (as indeed in the world as a whole, as shown
by recent studies on how we have crossed several planetary boundaries, notably Rockstrom
et al., 2009). In such a situation, what futures can be envisioned that rescue us from the
steep decline into ecological collapse?

Safeguarding the ecosystems and biodiversity that sustain us is clearly a crucial part of
what needs to be done. Over the last few decades there have been many initiatives, both
within and outside government, towards this. These include protected areas and legal
protection to particular species, ‘reserving’ forests for restricted use, and other governmental
measures; they also include widespread community initiatives that sustain either ancient
practices like sacred ecosystems or enable new ones as a response to scarcity, wildlife decline,
or other situations. Unfortunately, the former in particular, have mostly been within an
exclusionary conservation paradigm that attempts to separate people from nature; and
simultaneously the state has been rather generous in giving over critical ecosystems to
‘development’ projects such as mining and dams.

In this volume, Kartik Shanker, Meera Anna Oommen, and Nitin Rai point to the
problems of such paradigms and to how neo-liberalism has promoted commodification in
several forms. They argue for a holistic approach that integrates conservation ideals with
social and environmental justice. They propose a reconciliation ecology that aims for greater
conservation values for the countryside and recognizes that ethnic and linguistic influences
have resulted in heterogeneous, multi-use landscapes with an amazing array of bio-cultural
diversity. Any conservation approach has to embrace community and traditional knowledge
as an ethical and moral imperative to distributive justice so that it can address a variety of
issues ranging from inequalities to oppression.

Clearly such an approach calls into question also the overall model of environmental
governance in India. Sharachchandra Lele and Geetanjoy Sahu point out that though the
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country has very many laws for protecting the environment, aided by a pro-active judiciary
(which has even interpreted the Constitutional right to life as including the right to a clean
environment), the current state of the environment is deplorable. Presently, environmental
governance has four major issues: regulatory failure, limits to judicial activism, domination
of neo-liberal growth ideas, and the assumption that conservatism is environmentalism.
They argue that the future of environmental governance has to start with embracing
environmentalism as a way of life, that is, quality of life, sustainability, and environmental
justice. Additionally, institutional design has to be re-worked, such that it can encompass
biophysical and social justice goals. Better environmental governance requires a change in
value systems, concern for social justice and a belief in the democratic process.

One specific aspect of India’s natural resources that is under severe and increasing
crises is water. We have this strangely contradictory situation in which all cultures in the
country have revered water as sacred, have considered rivers or the sea as the birthplace
of life, and yet everywhere we have allowed their degradation into polluted, encroached,
overexploited, or drained out ecosystems. The e is also significant inequality in access to
water for various purposes. With water crises looming large across many parts of India,
paradigm shifts are needed in how we manage this crucial element of nature. This is what
Shripad Dharmadhikary and Himanshu Thakkar write about, pointing to the need to
move away from the extreme anthropocentrism and inequity of current water use to one
where water is seen as an integral part of ecosystems, and its multifaceted values (cultural,
sustenance, and economic) are considered. A fundamental shift towards the core values of
sustainability, equity, efficien , and democratization is needed. The authors provide some
examples of seeds of hope, both from officia sources as well non-governmental actors, and
suggest elements of a future vision as also its achievement through institutional changes,
creating successful examples, and replicating them at a larger level.

Basic to an ecologically just and sustainable future, and to social and economic equity
that we deal with below, is the issue of energy. Access to sufficien quantities of energy
is an important determinant of human well-being. With climate change, the sources of
energy and mode of generation have become very critical. Harish Hande, Vivek Shastry,
and Rachita Misra argue for the availability of affo dable clean energy technology that can
meet both development goals and environment quality. Central to this is the promotion of
Decentralized Renewable Energy (DRE), which provides an opportunity to improve access
to modern energy services for the poorest members in society. Thisessay lays out possibilities
for the future by engaging with various policy levels, and the financial and technological
changes that are required to promote sustainable development and equitable distribution
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of resources. To ensure energy access for diffe entiated populations of rural and urban
centres, the authors highlight initiatives such as DRE extension and integration, policy
convergence for low carbon village development, energy entrepreneurship as a livelihood,
and community resource centres. Indias energy future lies in creating a collaborative
economy where changes in consumption patterns are promoted, and access to energy

services is deemed higher than ownership.

Political futures

Relations of power are integral to all interactions in society, from interpersonal and family
life to global governance. These relations are contained within a complex web of hierarchies,
inequities, and complementarities. For this volume we use the term ‘political’ to include
collective processes and institutions of decision-making at various levels from village and
city (or collectives within these) to state, nation, and the globe.

In many ways India is an intensely hierarchical society, with inequities in power
manifested in all spheres of life from the family to the nation. Traditional inequities based
on caste, ethnicities, gender, wealth, and status in the ruling hierarchy have been added
to in recent times by one’s position in the state’s hierarchy and the increasing dominance
of capitalism in the market. The interplay amongst all these is complex and at times
contradictory, but the predominant reality is one of a society with intense inequities in
power. The representative form of democracy India has adopted has not managed to achieve
a fundamental change in this situation, despite the potential advantage that marginalized
communities with large populations have in an electoral set-up where majority votes can
be made to count. In such a situation, what changes are needed to achieve a society with
greater political equity and access?

M. P. Parameswaran envisions a rural unit that is politically, economically and in other
ways self-governing; we describe this in greater detail in the ‘Economic Futures' section
below.

Pallav Das, in his essay on power, lays out the contours of inequities, traditional and new,
and notes that in response to attempts to change the status quo, the state or entrenched
forces are responding increasingly with violence. He then investigates the organic attempts
at resistance rooted in the traditions of communities, and asks whether these show us the
way to an egalitarian power structure based on the ‘commons’? He proposes that peoples’
movements and progressive forces forge a ‘New Power Alliance’ that has the experience and
the motivation to challenge the existing power structure and its economically exploitative

and environmentally ruinous agenda.



Envisioning India’s Future

Aruna Roy, Nikhil Dey, and Praavita Kashyap, using their vast grassroots experience
in making governance more accountable, examine what changes are needed in India’s
democratic framework. The emergence and spread of mass movements demanding
transparency, accountability, wages, and community rights, have pressed the nerve centres
of the entire neo-liberal structure. Campaigns such as those for Right to Information, and
Guaranteed Employment have increased our understanding of the nature and challenges
of participatory democracy. They have shown that despite a neo-liberal economy and
polity, what seems impossible can be achieved. They propose the idea of direct democracy,
through a ‘rainbow coalition of grassroots social movements’, somewhat akin to what
Das has proposed. Such a coalition would allow cross-fertilization of ideas and bring out
intricate connections between economic, social, and political rights with ecological rights.

One specific aspect of political structure is law. India has a complex Constitution, one
of the world’s largest bodies of law, and a large repertoire of judicial interpretations of law,
in themselves path-breaking. In this context Arpitha Kodiveri examines the opportunities
and limitations of law, describes the range of factors (social, political, economic, and
cultural) that influences it, and lists three major daunting challenges: access to justice,
social acceptance of law, and multiple forms of injustice. She then argues for a legal future
that strives for a social democracy, by engaging with the principles of decentralization,
equality and innovation in justice delivery. She proposes opening up of the legislature
and the judiciary to the participation of citizens in making law as well as resolving legal
disputes. Central to this, is the creation of mediation centres that can play a crucial role
in establishing a constant connection between law and society, to bring out layers and
complex notions of identity.

A recurrent theme in India, especially in the debates that take place within civil society
regarding various aspects of society, is the relationship between diffe ent political ideologies,
or diffe ent ideological and philosophical traditions that have political ramifications. The
debate is often divisive, as orthodox and rigid positions are taken leading to a Gandhi vs.
Ambedkar vs. Marx vs. whomever else or a religion and spirituality vs. rationalist, or a
traditional vs. modern schism. Are there ways to overcome these divides, can something
be found in all or many of these ideologies to arrive at either a grand synthesis, or some
sort of unity in diversity that assists in realizing an equitable, just, and sustainable society?

Aditya Nigam and Bharat Patankar address this challenge in diffe ent ways. The former
draws on some important early to mid-twentieth century Indian thinkers to propose the
concept of radical social democracy, an idea for the future that appeals for a change
in what Ambedkar called the social conscience of the people. In its practice, it would
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institutionalize the ethics of sharing, so that resources become part of the commons.
Radical social democracy will strive for systems that do not fall prey to powerful oligarchies,
and instead enable institutional forms that can provide space for the plurality of visions for
the imagined future. It will, at the very least, give people the opportunity to make informed
choices when problematic questions arise that may not lend themselves to easy resolutions.
It will be a socialism freed of the state, ‘deeply connected to actual lived practices on the
ground and drawing its principles and norms from them’. In this, and other ways, such
a system, liberated from historical contestations, could integrate many ideals of Gandhi,
Ambedkar, M. N. Roy, Igbal, Tagore, and other critical thinkers who may otherwise be
seen as contradicting each other.

Patankar approaches the issue from the standpoint of theory. He argues for a multilinear
critical theory, one that recognizes human existence as the combination of various social,
political, economic, and cultural relations, and emerges from the multilinearity’ of
exploitation, the evolution of struggles and the evolution of dreams of a future society.
In his effo t in developing this multilinear critical theory, Patankar draws insights from
writings of Ambedkar, Phule, Marx, and Kosambi. A society of liberated humanity is a
dream that can come true, says the author, if the approach for total transformation has
the base of such a theory.

Finally, relevant to political futures is a crucial question: what is India’s role in the global
order? Muchkund Dubey deals with this question through a focus on the United Nations
(UN), which has a crucial role in creating a peaceful world in which people of all nations
could prosper. He points out that the 1960s” and 70s” were a golden era of international
cooperation; however, by the 1990s’, the major powers succeeded in weakening this by
dismantling the UN’s capacity to deliver public goods to the international community.
Dubey argues for a new, dynamic and democratic multilateral governance of the future
world order. Central to this will be to restore and revamp the essential functions and enhance
the capacity of the UN. It should become a voice for people through effecti e participation
of all countries and civil society organizations. This would also require democratization
of the decision-making process in the IMF and the World Bank, and bringing WTO
under the UN framework, ensuring accountability of multinational corporations, global
surveillance, and regulation of international financial markets. India’s role should be an
initiative for restructuring the world order, by building a global coalition for a new dynamic
and democratic multilateralism, including trying to bring on board countries like China

(and other BRICs nations).
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Economic futures

While the origin of the word ‘economy’ refers to the management of oikos (our home/
family in Greek), here we are referring to it mostly as the management of materials and
finances. India’s economy, building on a long history of primary production (farming,
pastoralism, fisheries, forestry) as also secondary (textiles, crafts, metalwork, and much
else), has shifted after Independence from a predominantly state-led (‘socialist’, at least in
part) to a predominantly corporate or corporate state-led (increasingly ‘capitalist’) character.
Using conventional parameters it is today one of the world’s largest economies. But it is
also clear that this model of economic development that India has adopted has not led to
well-being and prosperity for all and also appears to be unsustainable, given the natural
and human resources we have. This is all the more so with the globalized economy that
we have gone in for, especially after 1991 (Shrivastava and Kothari, 2012). Can a diffe ent
economic future be envisioned in which the problems of gross inequality, marginalization
of hundreds of millions, and ecological unsustainability are tackled and there is sustainable
well-being for all?

Under this theme we have essays covering pastoralism, agriculture and food, biomass
based agro-industrial development, crafts, industry, energy, localization, transportation, and
markets. Together they unfold crucial aspects of a future that can be economically and
ecologically regenerative and democratic.

Pastoralism, as a way of life and livelihood activity, predates settled agriculture. Ilse
Kohler-Rollefson and Hanwant Singh Rathore, the latter himself a pastoralist, bring out the
contribution it makes to both the economy and ecological systems in India, though very
often it goes unnoticed. It is an insightful food production system developed by livestock
keepers through observation and knowledge, over many generations. Despite a natural
nexus with the green economy, these people are not strongly organized and superseded by
industrial production. The authors argue for an enabling environment that can integrate
pastoral production with nature conservation, ensure space for pastoralists in the landscape,
and develop combined livestock production and environmental protection as an attractive
‘career’ option for young people. According to them the future of pastoralist production
will be a decentralized form of livestock keeping and optimal use of local biomass. Theyalso
propose pathways — such as documentation of indigenous livestock production, alternate
livestock development framework, and development of value chains — to promote and
support pastoralism.

Agriculture (cultivation), another primary sector of production, is intimately
connected to nutritional security, livelihoods, and ecology, though since the introduction
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of Green Revolution agriculture this relationship is increasingly under threat because of
commercialization and high external input based agriculture. Bharat Mansata, Kavitha
Kuruganti, Vijay Jardhari, and Vasant Futane, (three of them part or full-time farmers)
briefly outline the history of ancient forests” roots of food and farming and its nutritional
security to forest dependent communities. Government policy paradigms have ignored
the traditional knowledge systems and skill sets of farmers, especially women, and
adivasis. These authors argue for a future which assures Anna Swaraj (food sovereignty)
and food security to all, dignified livelihoods to farmers, ecological sustainability, and co-
evolution. Central to this is biodiverse, ecological farming — a path of agro-ecology, based
on careful management of natural resources by small-scale farmers — several examples
of this are presented. Such a path will reduce vulnerability to fluctuations and extremes
of climate and weather conditions, and increase self-reliance towards food sovereignty.
Crafts offer us a transition from the primary sectors to the secondary sectors of the
economy. The e are two essays on secondary sectors — crafts and industries. According to
Uzramma, craft industries in India have retained their relevance throughout the Industrial
Age, in spite of the domination of high-energy industrial production. This provides
an opportunity for India to by-pass the option of high-energy industrialization which
benefits only a few, in favour of low-energy, dispersed craft industries, which could usher
in democracy in production, a basic building block for true social equity. Craft industries
use low-cost infrastructure and need small capital investment, which make it possible for
ownership of production to be widely held. With the looming threat of climate change,
India’s low-energy craft industries will gain in viability. Traditional Indian craft products,
like the heritage craft practices of other civilizations, embody specific cultural traits that
give them a distinctive identity, highly valued in contemporary markets. In recognition of
all these aspects, democratic rights of producers to raw material, institutional finance, and
the legal ownership of their specific product identities must be guaranteed by the State.
Dunu Roy begins his essay on industry and industrial workers with a brief history
of industrialization in the world and the parallel patterns in India. In the organized,
formal sector of Indian industry, labour laws are somewhat functional, primarily because
of the organized strength of the work-force. Workers in the informal sector are self-
employed — there is the absence of an employer to negotiate with, lack of access to credit,
transportation, markets, skills, and space to carry on livelihoods. Then there is the ‘illegal’
sector, in which working people do not have even the minimum protection of the law as
they are deemed illegal. Workers in all these sectors have been creatively registering their

opposition to disinvestment and restructuring, privatization and foreign investment, denial
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of organizing rights and fair wages, contractual labour and labour law reforms, demolitions,
and evictions. This has fuelled resistance to the state-corporate strategy of division and
consolidation. However, according to Roy, the future of industrial work lies in a radical
change of two crucial determinants of capitalist society, that is, competition and profit.
The essay provides a few examples of movements that have been trying to challenge these
determinants, but the real problem lies in the absence of a politics and theorization that
can go beyond these attempts by workers, and challenge and change all structures of
exploitation, inequality, and injustice.

Thediscourse around economic reforms — liberalization, privatization, and globalization —
in the country has moved beyond mere critique to articulation as well as grounding of
alternative ideas and approaches. The e are several essays that deal with this important
issue, discussing possibilities for regional and local economies, and conceptualizing bazaars
for local exchanges.

According to Aseem Shrivastava and Elango Rangasamy, the corporate market economy
has equated development with economic growth and that has led to huge ecological damage
and destruction of human communities. Globalization has resulted in the centralization
of power with a few nations and companies, who regulate the tightly networked business
economy. The essay argues for localization and regionalization of economies that are
ecologically stable and renewable. It would mean clusters of 2030 villages, with a town as
a hub, which are collectively self-sufficient and a panchayat academy as a crucial institution
of learning. Such an economy will be a ‘Network Growth Economy’. The essay lists out
strategies to achieve a new, decentralized, economic architecture, which will challenge the
industrial and globalized economy. An example is given of Kuthambakkam village in Tamil
Nadu, which anchored itself in the vision of Gram Swaraj when Elango, one of the authors
of this essay, was sarpanch (village head). The village now enjoys good concrete roads, an
effecti e drainage system, safe drinking water, manufacture-based livelihoods, and energy-
efficien street lighting, in addition to having pucca houses. This village is an example of
decentralized, ecologically more sensitive and renewable economy.

Related to this is the essay by K. J. Joy, on how the biomass based strategy can revitalize
or regenerate the rural economy and ecology, opening up a sustainable and equitable
developmental pathway. If a typical family of fi e persons can either produce or get access
to about 18 tonnes of biomass then it can meet all needs like food, fodder, and fuel, and
still have enough left for a decentralized, energy efficien agro-industrial development in
rural areas. The essay details how bulk biomass can be used in infrastructure sectors like
water, buildings, roads, etc., with already available technologies that have significant cost,
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energy saving, employment, and participatory advantages over conventional technologies.
If renewable energy sources can also be brought in then the energy required for processing
biomass also becomes available in a dispersed manner. The author proposes a concept of
integrated production-cum-energy generation units (IPEUs) for all this.

M. P. Parameswaran takes the above possibilities further with a far-reaching vision of
a vibrant, self-reliant village in the Kerala of 2047. Based on peoples’ movements and the
combined inspiration of Gandhi, Jaiprakash Narayan, and Marx, the village has aimed
at increasing longevity free of morbidity till a balance is reached between birth rate and
death rate and the population stabilizes, increasing freedom from dependence on alienated
work, and increasing equality, diversity, and tolerance. Thiswas achieved by enhancing the
decentralized planning process already experimented with in Kerala, people choosing their
own candidates rather than allowing political parties to do so. This process was supported
by significant stress on alternative education through a set of dedicated teachers, social
security for children and the elderly, a cyclical agricultural system enabling food security,
local manufacturing of a range of products (exchanged with other products in neighbouring
panchayats), and redistribution of unoccupied homes to those with inadequate housing,
and decentralized water and energy self-sufficien . The combination of a rural base with
some urban amenities converted the area into a rurban one. Various hurdles along the way
were resolved through strong democratic dialogue and knowledge generation.

Rajni Bakshi briefly traces 2500 years of history to map the characteristics of the Indian
market culture. According to her, contemporary notions of growth and technological
advancement have changed both modes and relations of production. In a market culture
of limitless accumulation, there is need to explore the possibility of a culture based on
the notion of sufficienc and common good. The essay visualizes a village level economy,
which will be self-sustaining for essentials and capable of expanding space for a non-
monetized exchange. Such an economy will have community-based systems of protection
and revitalization of natural resources. The starting point of such a bazaar is to change the
aspiration of accumulation into the ethics of commons and public goods.

The Indian city is facing multiple crises, including the abysmal living conditions of
most of its residents, especially the poor. It also causes multiple crises outside of its limits,
in its parasitic relationship with the village. How can these be changed?

Rakesh Kapoor looks at the major challenges that urban India faces in the next three
decades and beyond, including poor infrastructure, highly inadequate water and electricity
supply, slums, waste disposal, and poor public transport. Amongst the underlying causes
of these is poor governance, financial weakness, the lack of innovation, and populist
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schemes. Arguing that a better quality of life for Indians — urban and rural — requires
fundamental departures from current approaches, mind sets, and institutions, Kapoor
suggests a radically diffe ent vision for urban plus rural India 2047, built around the ideas
of dispersed urbanization with small towns as development and skilling hubs, innovative
mechanisms for financing, public authorities at multiple levels to regulate the uses of land
and water, empowering urban local bodies (ULBs) or urban local governments (ULGs) for
decentralized governance, innovation in sustainable resource use and solutions for urban
areas to create ‘regenerative’ and ‘smart’ cities, and low carbon pathways. This suggested
future will be based on extensive use of renewable energy sources, minimal waste generation,
minimum ecological footprint, provision of decent housing to all citizens and resilience to
disasters. Kapoor notes that the ultimate challenge for Indians, including political leaders,
is to first of all envision another future for urban plus rural India, and then to take along
all constituents of our population to achieve that vision.

One of the crucial sectors of urban India is transportation. Although most cities have
extensive urban planning, despite all fl overs, road widening, and other road infrastructure
projects, the problem of traffi is intensifying with each passing year. Sujit Patwardhan
explores the contemporary scene, and details out the vision for the future of transport
in urban India. According to him, transport planning in India has been predominantly
car centred, resulting in edging out of the bicycle, carriages, and other modes of public
transport. It has also resulted in greater rate of increase in levels of pollution. The essay
proposes people-centric sustainable transport that can make a city pleasant and safe,
where people can walk, cycle, and reach destinations without dependence on automobiles.
Central to this is the environment-centric city planning that will promote compact forms
of residential development, reduced dependence on automobile transport, mixed land use
planning, protection of natural assets of the city, and effecti e waste management.

Sustainable and equitable futures are closely linked to technology choices that society
makes, amongst other things. Dinesh Abrol engages with the question of technology
within a broader frame of political economy. The contemporary technological systems are
guided by the dominant neo-liberal knowledge production, which is extremely extractive
in nature and results in increasing inequality. The research and development institutions
are centralized and have closed their doors to alternate forms of science and technology.
For example, the agro-ecosystems and landscapes have drastically degraded due to current
models of monoculture and chemical-intensive agriculture. Today, India is facing a growing
reliance on the capitalist mode of production and consumption. The essay explores
technological alternatives in agriculture and rural industrialization programmes, sustainable
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transportation, energy sector and housing or habitat development. It urges strategies that
prioritize the process of development of changes in the dominant structures and the
existing cultural norms of consumption, by protagonists committed to pursuing peoples
democracies and socialist democracies. The basic needs of peasantry and working class are
their priority. The essay argues for technological alternatives that can play a significant
role in the above, and that can trigger a radical transformation in socio-technical systems,
guided by social equity driven ecological transformation with alternate social carriers of

innovation and development.

Socio-cultural futures

India’s ancient civilizational features are rapidly changing under the influence of
modernization, but they nevertheless provide a foundation and continue to be a factor
in social and cultural life. Contradictions and complementarities abound in the relations
of caste, class, gender, age, ethnicity, ability, geography, kinship, demographics, sexuality,
and in the interplay of tradition and modernity. Profound inequities and exploitation are
found alongside with equally strong solidarity and harmony. In what may appear to be
an increasingly confusing complexity, what futures can be envisioned that minimize the
conflicts and maximize the complementarity, in which diversity is more a source of strength
than of divisiveness?

The section on socio-cultural futures has essays dealing with language, art, media,
knowledge, health, sexuality, dalits and caste, gender, adivasis, and minorities. Most of
these also straddle the economic, political, and socio-cultural spheres.

One crucial aspect of culture is language. India is a land of at least seven hundred
and eighty living languages — one out of every eight languages in the world. According
to Ganesh Devy, languages are worldviews rather than just modes of communication
and lack of this recognition along with stress on economic viability, have resulted in the
disappearance of many indigenous languages. The technological revolution in terms of
communication has profoundly affected the way the modern world communicates and
several ethnic and cultural groups are facing the threat of elimination. The essay argues
that we need to support languages that are not popular or in the mainstream or have not
reached the cities. This would mean harnessing initiatives to protect languages to a much
greater extent, such as maintaining e-libraries, literary societies, and initiating magazines
of and for indigenous languages. India will be able to face the challenge of securing its
great language diversity only by embracing its multi-linguistic and multi-cultural identity.

Learning and education opportunities are at the heart of culture (and much else of what
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is contained in this book). Tultul Biswas and Rajesh Khindri point out education plays
a crucial role in the transmission of ideas, life experiences, culture, knowledge, language,
and so on, from one generation to the other. The school, as an agency of imparting
education, becomes a vital site of these transmissions. However, school systems are also
responsible for reinforcing inequalities and prejudices that are already prevalent in the
society. The dysfunctional government school system in India is populated by students
from the most marginalized sections of the society. On the other hand, private schools
reflect the highly class stratified Indian society, and do not even engage with the students
from the marginalized sections. Such stratification is further amplified with caste, religion,
and gender inequalities that are deeply embedded in the Indian society. Education has
been reduced to business and there is no space for the creative and holistic development
of a child. Inspired by the ideas of Avijit Pathak, this essay argues for the vision of
future education that can open up opportunities and unleash the potential towards the
development of a balanced, just, and responsive students and teachers. Examples of a few
initiatives that have moved away from the conventional school structure and opened new
ways of creating interactive, inclusive, open-ended learning environment show that such
a future, even though challenging, is possible.

Sudha Gopalakrishnan explores the inheritance and contemporary representation of art
(limited to the performing arts) in India. India has been a land of various traditional art
forms like arts, theatre, dance, and music; these have also been sites of resistance to and
ridicule of the dominant establishment. However, market-oriented approach to performing
arts has degraded the legacy of art forms, and reduced them to mere economic ends. The
essay argues that the future of art has to balance the context-specific significance with
relevance to the larger world. This type of a ‘balance’ can be struck by creating public
spaces, collectives, and organizations that work on exploring and preserving local cultures.
Art also has to transgress beyond established/conventional boundaries to enable the cultural
fl w. It can also be systematically archived and preserved. A new possibility of art would
entail recognizing its renewable potential or something that creates value.

Paranjoy Guha Thaku ta looks for what alternative media should strive to bring to the
public sphere, as also how to make it more responsive to the segments of the population
and issues often shut out by the profit-dri en corporate media. The emergence of oligopoly
in the Indian media has resulted in the loss of heterogeneity and plurality. It has become
unresponsive and has squeezed its coverage of issues like agriculture, dalits, marginalized
farmers, and environment. The digitization of media has resulted in a transformed fl w of
information in spite of the access divide around the world, and gives hope for a democratic
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future. An ideal scenario would be that aggregation and dissemination of the information
in the digital world is not controlled by a powerful few; rather ordinary concerned citizens
of the country collect and disseminate information regulated by an independent body,
which can deter errant journalists. The essay suggests the need for people of diffe ent
backgrounds, yet of the same persuasion, to come together. Media practitioners should
collaborate with whistle blowers, representatives of civil society and political activists to
bring out unpleasant truths and deliver greater transparency.

According to Rajeshwari Raina, in the era of neo-liberalism, knowledge has been reduced
to mere achievement of economic ends. A highly centralized science and technology
establishment serves only the state and the private sector corporations. Policy-making, higher
education, scientific research, production of commodities, all the knowledge enterprises,
accept knowledge’s monetized version. The essay envisions the future of knowledge in
India based on democratic values and community-based knowledge systems. Such a system
will integrate and decentralize the inter-linkages between diverse natural, social, physical,
and financial assets. Central to this is the creation of institutional arrangements that
integrate diverse knowledge systems and abide by the principles of equality and justice. The
scientific community has to mobilize itself to do the right kind of science in democratized,
decentralized ways with the capacity of inclusion and deliberation. This relates closely to
Abrol’s essay on technology.

Abhay Shukla and Rakhal Gaitonde say that the history of the development of the
health system in India is marked by consistent gaps between the rhetoric expressed in policy
documents, and the actual resources allocated for the realization of these policies. India has
a policy like National Rural Health Mission (NRHM), based on a model of participatory
planning and community-based governance, but the implementation is swayed by the logic
of commodification of the health sector under the neo-liberal framework. The essay argues
for a Health Systems Approach, to move towards the democratization of the public health
system and socialization of the private health care system. Central to this approach is a
Universal Health Care (UHC) System that will bring in the vast majority of public and
private health care providers under a single integrated system, including multiple systems
of health. This system will be publicly managed and funded. UHC will require radical
changes in provisioning, governance, and financing, such that it can ensure free access
to quality health care for the entire population, along with ensuring a decent and secure
income and professional satisfaction for health care professionals.

One of the questions philosophy has always wrestled with is: what is it that makes
our lives meaningful? Arvind Narrain looks at this from the perspective of multiple
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sexualities, noting that the answer provided by late capitalism is consumption, which
claims to satisfy various (created) human needs. The deeply unsatisfactory nature of
this claim is best gestured to by the anti-hero in Brett Easton Ellis’s ‘American Psycho’,
who finds out that an existence in which ‘to consume’ is the very definition of what it
is to be human, kills the human within you. This essay is written in the spirit of trying
to decipher how one derives meaning in life in the contemporary era. While there are
many possible answers, this essay argues that at least two concepts are deeply meaningful
to human existence. The first is the notion of love for one person and the second is
the notion of love in a wider sense, which can be characterized as the love of justice or
empathy for the suffering other. These two concepts are explored biographically by going
to three queer lives lived on the margins of the societal consensus, namely, the lives of
Swapna and Sucheta as well as Chelsea Manning.

Dalits have lived in the most inhuman conditions through history. According to Anand
Teltumbde, the dalit movement has failed to recognize class consciousness, such that,
even policies like reservations, has only benefitted better off sections of the dalits. Th
majority of dalits still do not have access to elementary education, health, employment,
democratic rights, and modern values, as caste identities continue to dominate the
Indian public sphere. Central to his vision is the abolishment of caste and communal
consciousness from the public spaces so that humanity can march towards a society based
on the principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity. He also offers a ten-point agenda
for this transformation, including outlawing castes, abolition of political reservations,
separation of politics and religion, freezing reservation to the present population, and
revamping it, keeping distributive justice as its core, and adoption of proportional
representation system.

If we can envision a caste-free India, can we also envision a future without gender
inequities and patriarchy? Yes, it is possible, says Manisha Gupte. The notions of patriarchy
that legitimize the control of men over women’s production, reproduction, and sexuality
dominate the present world. The author brings out glimpses of India without gender
binaries and patriarchy. A society without gender binaries will refute sexual interactions
as power-laden transactions; people will have reproductive and sexual rights; women will
have open and safe access to private and public spaces and inequalities related to caste,
class and religion would be abolished. The essay argues for intersectional approach (of
class, caste, patriarchy, ethnicity,) and re-visioning of politics through lived realities of the
subordinated, to fight the issues of inequality and injustice. This will force the removal
of any kind of hierarchies related to caste, gender, class, ethnicity, and sexuality and will
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strengthen the values of equality, democratic participation by centre-staging the knowledge
and the wisdom of people who witness and experience discrimination.

Another marginalized group in India are ethnic (including religious) minorities. Irfan
Engineer looks at the evolution of religious identities in colonial and post-colonial India
and the consequent dilution of community living. Due to the deepening of communal
consciousness by cultural entrepreneurs, stronger prejudices and contests have emerged.
The Constitution of India has granted stronger privileges to minorities without recognizing
the diffe entiated intensity with which they experience discrimination and marginalization.
On the other hand, ‘fundamentalists’ have used these loopholes to create communal ripples.
Taking the example of a mohalla (neighbourhood) committee in Bhiwandi, the essay
proposes the building of local social networks and groups of diverse communities to tackle
communal tensions. According to him, it is rather difficul to envisage the future of
minorities under the present political regime and a society dominated by the capitalist
notions of development. However, alongside the struggle for social justice, inclusion, and
livelihoods, the essay envisions a struggle for democratization of culture. This would mean
an intra-inter struggle of communities and deconstruction of identities by the marginalized,
such that the diffe entiation of the majority and minority becomes irrelevant.

Adivasis have been amongst the most marginalized in India, variously persecuted,
dispossessed, neglected, vilified, and looked down upon. Gladson Dungdung brings out this
reality in his essay, showing the multiple ways in which adivasis have never been treated as
equal citizens, and their history has rarely been part of the dominant narrative of what India
is. In recent times the alienation of adivasis from their lands by the globalized development
process has become even more acute. It is not surprising that many of them wonder if
they ever gained Independence. Even the welfare approach of the state towards adivasis
has been inappropriate and violative of their culture (including their languages), ecological
connections, governance systems, and autonomy. In such a context, Dungdung paints an
alternative future that would consist of territorial autonomy, well-being or development
paths built on their own worldviews and aspirations, action on urgent problems of health
and education, communities regaining their lost lands, territories, and resources, and full
rights to self-determination, self-reliance, and self-rule. Th ough this, Dungdung says that
perhaps adivasis, ‘can also help the rest of Indian society to become more equitable, just,

and ecologically sustainable.’

Is a Coherent Vision Emerging?

Given the very wide range of themes being dealt with, and the diverse backgrounds of
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the authors, it is not expected that there will be a single common vision emerging in
this volume. Indeed this may not even be desirable, for there is no reason to prioritize
a single vision over a plurality. Nevertheless, we do think that some broad common
trends, such as the quest for ecological sustainability and socio-economic justice and
equity, the exploration of a more accountable and deep democracy, and the celebration
of diversity of various kinds (without allowing this to degrade into divisiveness), do show
themselves as threads through the volume. Admittedly, this is partly due to the choice
of authors that we as editors made, but only partly, for in many cases we were not fully
aware of the kinds of positions they would take. The complex and complicating factors
are, however, in the detail of what people have said about sustainability and equity and
justice, not only the broad strokes.

We deal with this finer grained analysis, including in it our own perspectives, in the
concluding essay. We elaborate there what India in 2100 could be,* as told by a woman
addressing a large gathering taking place simultaneously in many sites. She tells of a
civilization based on fi e crucial intersecting spheres: direct political democracy in which
all people have the right, capacity, and forums to take part in decision-making; economic
democracy in which the means of production and the forms of consumption are publicly
controlled (‘public’ here meaning collectivities of people, not the state), local self-reliance
takes precedence over larger scale economic relations, and relations of caring and sharing
are brought back centre-stage in place of monetary or commodified ones; social justice
which strives towards equity and mutual respect amongst various sections of people as also
the abolition of divisive categories like caste; cultural and knowledge diversity in which
all forms of knowing and being are respected; and all these built on a base of ecological
sustainability, resilience, and wisdom that includes rebuilding a relationship of respect and
oneness with the rest of nature. She provides a number of examples from the early twenty
first century that already provided an inkling of what transformations were possible. It is
not a picture of everything being rosy and positive, but of one where the processes of equity,
justice, and ecological wisdom have been firmly set into place, and much transformation
already achieved.

Impossible Utopias?
Some readers of this volume are likely to be critical of the often ‘utopian’ nature of the
visions expressed by authors. Those who posit such futures are charged of being dreamy-

eyed, unrealistic, living in their own worlds. This is understandable, for we are constantly
made aware of how serious a situation we are in, how difficul it is to make even small
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changes and then to sustain them... and for those with historical knowledge, how many
revolutions have started with similar visions but failed to achieve them.

Understandable, yes, but not, we contend, justified. Movements based on ideals of
equity, justice, ecological sustainability, fairness, peace, and so on, may have failed to
achieve ideal states, but they have pushed open spaces for significant transformations. One
has to only look at the women’s movements, or the struggles of indigenous peoples or of
those labelled as ‘disabled’, or of those fighting for democratic reforms, or those shaking
off colonial shackles, to realize how much they have achieved. If the pioneers of these
movements had given up on their dreams as soon as they hit the first hurdle, or even before
that, by heeding the sceptics around them, we would have seen no such transformations.

Several international agreements, and the Constitutions of many countries, contain
utopian elements in them. Yet we do not dismiss them outright. On the contrary, they
become guiding documents for action and policy to move towards, or to hold up when
human rights and ecological violations take place. Vision documents can be like beacon
lights we can see in the distance when struggling through a fog or a dark night, since at
least they provide us some hope and a direction to head towards. We have, for too long,
been suppressed by notions of what is ‘practical’ and ‘realistic’, stripping us of the power
to dream. We contend that this act of dreaming, of envisioning, is an entirely legitimate
and necessary exercise particularly in the current context of despair and cynicism stuck in
the quagmire of material reality.

As stated by Argentinian movie director Fernando Birri, cited by Eduardo Galeano:

‘Utopia is on the horizon. I move two steps closer; it moves two steps further away.
I walk another ten steps, and utopia runs ten steps further away.

As much as I may walk, I never reach it.

So what’s the point of utopia? The point is this: it makes us continually advance.”

In any case, those who are selling us the quintessential American dream, where each of
us will have immense economic wealth and the latest cars and automated house and so
on, are proving to be selling us not only impossibilities but also insane greediness for
material acquisitions as providing the ‘good life’. It is a nightmare, not a dream: the planet
can simply not sustain such promises, and the gross inequities being created in trying to
achieve them are leading us to perilous social conflicts. And so, as one of us has written
previously in association with another colleague: ‘Between the seemingly ‘impossible’ path
(of a radical ecological democracy) and the manifestly insane one, we prefer the former’
(Shrivastava and Kothari, 2012).
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What the Book Does Not Cover

Diverse and wide-ranging as the essays in this volume are, there are still major gaps and
limitations in coverage. We were aware of some even as we were requesting this set of essays,
and identified some more along the way. Subjects like spirituality, religion, and other aspects
of culture (other than language), are either missing or dealt with indirectly. Of the primary
occupations, fisheries are absent altogether. Human rights,® and within that the specifi
element of child rights or of ‘diffe ently-abled’ people, is another thematic gap, as is the
issue of rights to land and the commons. Minorities in areas other than religion have not
been dealt with. The e is no specific focus on youth. An essay on macro-economics would
have been a useful addition, as would have been one on the future of work. And sports and
recreation remains neglected — somehow it was never part of our field of vision till too late!
Finally, several essays cover a part of the themes they take up, not necessarily comprehensively,
partly due to restrictions of space, partly depending on the expertize of the author(s).

Though the essays are not focused on particular regions, it is apparent that in their
collective geographical coverage there are gaps, such as north-eastern India, and the island
communities.

Readers will undoubtedly find other such gaps, which the editors take sole responsibility
for. We realize also that covering the entire range of themes and sectors would need several
volumes. Hopefully this volume can stimulate more such writing and dialogue, covering
missing themes and regions, in an ongoing process of visioning India’s future.

Finally, it should be clear but nonetheless worth stating, that neither this volume nor
any of the authors in it are claiming to be #be definiti e vision or voice on the subjects
dealt with. On each of these subjects, there can be diverse perspectives, even more so when
we are talking about possible visions of the future, not only analysis of what has gone past
and what is present. Also, there is no claim that all the perspectives and visions presented
here are consistent with each other. However, our hope is that this set of thirty-odd essays
provides some elements of a coherent collective vision based on the common elements of
justice, equity, and sustainability, and stimulates more such reflection and thinking and

dialogue, to make such a vision more robust, inspiring, and ultimately, actionable.
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Endnotes

1.

We acknowledge the contribution of Shrishtee Bajpai of Kalpavriksh, who drafted the summaries
of essays that we have used as a base for describing the key points of each author.

See http://kalpavriksh.org/index.php/alternatives/alternatives-knowledge-center/353-vikalp-sangam-
coverage; see especially “The Search for Alternatives: Key Aspects and Principles’, http://kalpavriksh.
org/images/alternatives/Articles/Alternativesframework3rddraftVSprocess20mar2015Eng.pdf. In this
note the arenas are referred to as pillars, and the social and cultural are dealt with separately, which
we have merged in this essay.

The author has adapted this algebraic concept to engage with social theory from a multipronged
and eclectic perspective.

It is worth pointing out here that there is an inconsistency in the time frame that diffe ent authors
have taken; many have spoken about India in 2100, but a couple have considered scenarios for
2047 (hundred years after India’s Independence). This is partly due to unclear communication by
the editors to the authors, and partly due to the authors wanting to provide either an extended
(2100) or a shortened (2047) scenario.
heeps://creatologue.com/2011/09/01/what-purpose-does-utopia-serve/.

A promised essay on this did not come in on time.
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Changing Natures: A Democratic and Dynamic
Approach to Biodiversity Conservation

Kartik Shanker, Meera Anna Oommen, Nitin Rai

Summary

This essay provides a brief historical background of the dominant conservation paradigm
and its social-political context before calling for a holistic approach. It stresses that both
exclusionary conservation and development in the last century share a common past in the
legacies of large-scale socio-political processes such as colonialism, post-colonial agendas and
neo-liberalism. While this approach has had some positive outcomes for the conservation
of endangered species and habitats, it has also resulted in the creation of conservation
silos and disenfranchised communities. The recent turn to commodification of conservation
areas through tourism and carbon sequestration interventions has accentuated material and

discursive conflicts

This essay argues for reconciliation ecology that aims for greater emphasis on heterogeneous,
multi-use landscapes which can create a greater engagement with conservation for civil
society in general, and result in better outcomes for biodiversity. This holistic approach is
a departure from an exclusionary paradigm, replacing it with a vision for the future that
conforms to the ideals of social and environmental justice while striving towards achieving

conservation targets.

Introduction

India encompasses an enviable diversity of flora and fauna within its territorial boundaries.
Despite being one of the seventeen mega-diversity countries in the world, and host to four
global biodiversity hotspots, India has perhaps lost fewer of its large vertebrates to complete
extinction than many others. This outcome is the result of a range of factors including
(but not restricted to) a long history of conservation and tolerance to species accorded by
human communities throughout the length and breadth of the country, and the numerous
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historical and political contingencies and biophysical features that together sustain this
impressive diversity. On the flip side of this optimistic outlook can be found issues such
as local extinctions of species, habitat loss and the overwhelming negative impacts of
development and of conservation itself: of dispossession, loss of livelihoods and the loss
of cultural diversity and dignity. The conservation scenario in India therefore remains a
paradox with elements of hope entwined with loss.

Protected areas have now become a global model for the conservation of biological diversity
with some scholars even demanding that half the land area of the earth be enclosed as a
formally protected network in order to stem the decline in biological diversity (Wilson, 2016).
Modern day conservation in India, comprising largely of protected area (PA) establishment
and legal protection of threatened species outside PAs, has its roots in British colonial
era initiatives premised on the demarcation and notification of areas initially for timber
management and later as wildlife reserves (Saberwal and Rangarajan, 2003; Rangarajan,
1996a). American discourses on sustainability and dessication such as those of Marsh (1864)
and romanticist contributions such as Muir, Tho eau, and Leopold were also influential in
determining forestry and conservation trajectories (Guha, 1989; Saberwal, 1997). A focus
on colonial era practices and extra-local influences, however, hides the longer history of
forest protection that India has experienced for many centuries. Forests have always been an
important resource for kings, colonial rulers and now the independent state, and therefore
been protected and controlled in a variety of ways (Trautmann, 2015). It is safe to assume
that such control by the state will continue into the future. The social and ecological costs
of such top down conservation and control approaches have, however, been high.

As researchers and practitioners working in this field, we attempt a critical appraisal of
key aspects of conservation in India with a view to suggesting approaches that are already
pertinent and likely to become even more so in the next few decades. More specificall ,
we argue that the continuing emphasis on inviolate conservation and ‘pristine’ landscapes
has had adverse social and ecological consequences. Though the numbers of certain species
may have increased, this, by itself, need not mean that there have been positive impacts
at a broader level, and in some cases, the increase itself has had some social and economic
costs such as herbivores raiding agricultural crops. The shortcomings of the protected
area model call for the adoption of a holistic approach that not only interrogates the
diffe ent elements within the conventional conservation framework, but also incorporates
concerns related to uneven development, socio-economic inequalities, and ethical and
cultural specificities, all of which lead to multi-scale and multi-actor power diffe entials.
In our opinion, such an approach could provide a viable alternative to the exclusionary
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paradigm and hopefully usher in a vision for the future that conforms to the ideals of social
and environmental justice while striving towards achieving conservation targets. Further,
we submit that a broader environmental and social agenda is of paramount importance in
an era of unprecedented global transformations ranging from climate change to the local
and regional impacts wrought by globalization and industrialization.

We begin this essay with a brief historical sketch of the development of the dominant
conservation paradigm in India, and the socio-political context that generated it. In this
section, we stress that as the comparative histories of tropical developing countries affir
both exclusionary conservation and development in the last century share a common history
in the legacies of large-scale socio-political processes such as colonialism, post-colonial agendas
and neo-liberalism. Hence, there is a need to view conservation and development as linked
agendas. In the sections following this, we use a simple thematic interrogation (of what?
where? who? and how?) to offer suggestions for a broadening of the conservation agenda from
a protection-centric model to a more spatially as well as socially heterogeneous framework
that could adequately address India’s long-term ecological and social goals.

Conservation and Development: two sides of the same coin

Across most of the world, modern conservation has been largely driven by notions of
wilderness as ‘pristine’ nature and the need to protect such landscapes from a variety of
human-induced impacts. While the assumption of pristineness itself has been called to
question both in terms of its authenticity and of its questionable creation as a political
project across colonial landscapes, it should suffic to say that conservation in India too
has followed a similar trajectory. A focus on protected areas (especially officiall created,
exclusionary ones) remains the hallmark of the conservation movement globally, as well as
in India. Although there were also pre-colonial forms of this conservation approach (e.g.
protection of individual species such as elephants, establishment of hunting preserves and
forest patches along the boundaries of kingdoms), the colonial period consolidated the
idea of exclusionary conservation (Trautmann, 2015). During British rule in India, the
control of forests was taken over by the state to fuel various colonial enterprises such as
plantation development, ship-building and the construction of railways. Forests were put
under a system of intense management for production of timber (scientific forestry) while
at the same time placing restrictions on traditional practices such as shifting cultivation
and hunting by forest communities (Guha, 1983; Pouchepadass, 1995). Although wildlife,
especially species involved in crop-raiding and direct attacks, were systematically eradicated

during the earlier colonial period, concerns about scarcity of animals for hunting prompted
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the establishment of reserves for the purpose of managing wildlife populations (Rangarajan,
1996a; 1996b; 1998). Many of these reserves were demarcated as the continuations or
extensions of already existing royal hunting preserves. By the end of the colonial period,
forests in India were thus simultaneously under intense production for timber and intense
‘protection’ for hunting.

Independent India continued with the management of forests for timber and the
hunting of wildlife in reserves until 1972 when a global movement in conservation and
a growing awareness of environmental degradation resulted in the enactment of the Wild
Life Protection Act by the Government of India. The Act banned hunting of listed species
and protected areas were notified mostly as wildlife sanctuaries and national parks across
the country. Additional forest, grassland, marine, and mountain areas came under these
conservation categories even as India continued to lose forests outside these islands of
protection, to meet its development goals. The intensification of conservation within
protected areas and the conversion of forests outside for developmental purposes has not
only continued, but in recent years accelerated to worrying levels.

At the core of the conservation discourse leading up to this period was the reliance on
presumably inviolate, wild and pristine landscapes for the singular purpose of conserving
biological diversity. That such pristine areas do not exist outside of a political construct is
often ignored with the result that landscapes that have had long histories of people’s use
and residence are targeted for conservation and eventual displacement of the people who
historically managed and produced these landscapes. The notification of these landscapes
as PAs has resulted in adverse social and ecological outcomes such as the displacement of
people and the curbing of local management and traditional use systems (Wani and Kothari,
2007). As a consequence of the negative implications of protected areas, the decades leading
up to the new millennium saw the initiation of a number of inclusive approaches to
conservation. These include the Integrated Conservation Development Projects (ICDDPs) of
the 1980s” to more recent community-based conservation (CBC) with a focus on poverty
alleviation models and their variants. ICDPs were top-down strategies that were aimed at
reducing the resistance to exclusionary approaches while not changing the essence of the
fortress approach (Hughes and Flintan, 2001). In India, a number of initiatives such as
Joint Forest Management (JEM) and the ‘India Ecodevelopment’ projects were initiated
around some protected areas to reduce pressure on forests and garner community support
(Sundar, 2005; Shahabuddin, 2010).

Following on the heels of the global turn towards neo-liberalization, India too liberalized
its economy in 1991. The slow but sure integration of the Indian economic system with
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global markets resulted in the increasing commodification of nature. Over the years,
commodification has taken several forms, such as the valuation of forests for its subsequent
conversion to non-forest purposes on payment for each hectare of forest diverted; or the
conversion of protected areas into tourism destinations through the construction of these
areas as pristine and wild. Neo-liberal policies have also been instrumental in catalysing
large-scale changes in modified landscapes through their impact on land use, agricultural
practices, and food security and sovereignty (Shrivastava and Kothari, 2012). In addition,
neo-liberal commodification has also been the key driver of payments for ecosystem services
(PES) strategies such as REDD and REDD+ (Dressler and Roth, 2011; Biischer ez a/.,
2012) which are now also being employed in India with unclear benefits for conservation
or communities (Jha, 2012; Lele, 2012; Ghosh, 2015).

To summarize, a broader look at large-scale land-use and conservation trajectories in
tropical developing countries (including India) over the past century or so reveals that there
are common overarching processes such as colonialism and neo-liberalism. Though not
without their own regional and place-based specificities, colonial practices were instrumental
in the transformation of the tropics along several fronts such as deforestation and plantation
agriculture. At the same time, to overcome the scarcities induced by excessive extraction,
colonial policies eventually prompted the establishment of exclusionary protected areas,
which resulted in adverse impacts such as exclusion of people from native lands, the
creation of inequalities, and the erosion of cultural connections with land (Grove, 1995).

Recently, economic neo-liberalization has brought about shifts in agricultural commodity
production and increase in demand for land resulting in the separation and intensification
of agricultural production and state led conservation within their respective ‘zones’. The
establishment of protected areas for conservation lends itself to its eventual commodification
for tourism and more recently as repositories of carbon. Thus, neo-liberal policies have been
increasingly integrated into the conservation agenda under which capitalist expansion and
conservation are not only deemed compatible, but also desirable (Igoe and Brockington,
2007; Castree, 2010). The socially problematic outcomes of conservation interventions
mandates a more inclusive and ethical strategy with a strong foundation in the principles
of social and environmental justice. In the sections below, we critique the contemporary
approach to conservation and present approaches that we believe offer a more sustainable

and holistic alternative.

What: re-imagining diversity

Conservation in India has historically revolved around charismatic large mammals and the
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protection of their populations and habitats. Terrestrial mammals like elephants, rhinos,
tigers, lions, and primates still command a significant proportion of time, effo t, and
financial resources in the country’s conservation effo ts. Even on the marine side, large
iconic vertebrates such as sea turtles garner both headlines and money (Shanker, 2015).
While this focus on flagships has been valuable for raising the profile of conservation in the
public eye, and may have been relevant during the early part of the conservation phase, it is
necessary to revisit the contemporary relevance of this approach. Single species effo ts need
to be evaluated not only on their positive outcomes, but also for their counter-productive
impacts and inadequacies that affect India’s conservation context as a whole. For example,
there are pockets of extensive conflict between elephants and humans in north eastern and
southern India when populations have spilled over from nearby sanctuaries, resulting in
numerous problematic impacts (Miinster and Miinster, 2012; Barua ez a/., 2013). Similarly,
conservation of green turtles both locally and in nearby Sri Lanka may have led to increases
in foraging populations in the Lakshadweep Islands, which has led to both direct and
indirect (through decimation of sea grass patches) conflict with fishers (Arthur ez al.,
2013). Many large herbivores such as elephants and sea turtles are charismatic icons for
conservation, but are also known to be ecosystem modifiers, with transformative effects
on tree and sea grass communities respectively (Lal ez /., 2010; Christianen ez al., 2014).
In Bharatpur National Park for instance, grazing by domestic water buffaloes created
the wetland habitat that was essential for birds. When grazing was banned by the Forest
Department, the vegetation grew so rapidly that the habitat transformed and bird densities
dropped to alarming levels, provoking the department to allow grass cutting by people
to mimic grazing (Lewis, 2003). These cases demonstrate that a single species focus can
impede or even act counter to the larger goals of biodiversity conservation.

Another frequently raised caveat is that a focus on an iconic species or small group
of species can divert attention away from a variety of others, perhaps equally deserving
in attention but lacking in charisma. The Indian wild pig is a case in point. Despite
being one of the most problematic species of crop-raiding animals in the country, very
little research attention has been focused on this important species. The case often made
for the reliance on large mammals and other iconic species (as flagships, umbrellas, and
indicators) is also that they serve as surrogates for other diversity and can be effecti e
tools to spatially prioritize areas for conservation. In general, it has been found that many
such ‘indicator’ species do not serve as particularly good surrogates for biodiversity in
general (Andelman and Fagan, 2000; Das ez al., 2006). The extensive diversity of plants,
as well as terrestrial and marine invertebrates which dominate some of these ecosystems
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both in terms of abundance and diversity, and which have the potential for a variety of
human benefits (many still undocumented) do not get adequately represented in these
species-centric studies/strategies. By ignoring this diversity, we also ignore important
ecosystem processes and functions.

In other cases, successful species conservation has resulted in increases in populations
of large vertebrates that have historically been involved in conflicts with people (elephants,
wild pig, macaques). Many local communities who are involved in long-term antagonistic
relationships with such species, or find themselves engaged in new conflict where there
may have been none earlier, blame either the State (as custodians of these species) or
conservationists (as guardians) for these conflicts. Forest margins, especially the peripheries
of parks with large vertebrates, are likely to continue as zones of escalated conflict under
better protection regimes that result in the spillover of species.

Moving on from flagships, one of the primary imperatives of conservation effo ts in
India should be to broaden the notion of biodiversity, that is, to understand diversity at
diffe ent scales, to appreciate the value of biodiversity in terms of its utilitarian, aesthetic,
symbolic and intrinsic benefits, and for the preservation of long-term ecosystem function
and services. However, as much as conservation needs to conceptually broaden its canvas
to include lesser known species, given the scale of diversity, more single species studies and
interventions will be neither easy, nor efficien or desirable. Moreover, research on tropical
systems has drawn explicit attention to the importance of maintaining and facilitating
ecological and evolutionary processes (Gardner ez al, 2009). Planning for long-term
persistence of biological diversity and ecosystem services requires a shift from species-based
to process-based thinking, and perhaps by complementing long-term in-depth studies
with ‘satisficin * strategies — approaches that can provide good enough solutions (Simon,
1956) to a greater number of species and habitats. This also requires a concomitant shift
in perspective from a protected-areas-as-islands mentality to a more holistic conservation
framework that addresses landscape mosaics which comprise land uses that range from
high to low diversity, as well as an openness towards embracing more efficien research
methodologies.

In this vision, conservation would privilege processes which enable the long-term
maintenance of biological diversity and ecosystem services such as the maintenance of
meta-populations, pollination, and climate regulation. Prioritization exercises would
accommodate a much broader range of taxa and use modern conservation planning
methods that include principles of complementarity (Margules and Pressey, 2000) wherein
areas are selected, not individually, but to maximize their benefit as a whole, or even better,
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as a network. Conservation would also then mandate the exploration of fundamental
socio-economic trade-offs and networks and large-scale influences on an equal footing
with ecological processes. Closer examinations of neo-liberal and globalizing agendas that
bring about large-scale changes in land use, agrarian practices, and urbanizing processes
that affect the mobility of populations, and trade policies that impact food security
would need to be a part of this shift to a broader conservation agenda. Understanding
these changes is essential to tackling conservation challenges due to the interlinked and

considerable outcomes of these processes on biodiversity and landscapes.

Where: from exclusionary enclaves to reconciled landscapes

Broadening the notion of biodiversity begs for a larger spatial spread of conservation
initiatives beyond these exclusionary spaces (Chazdon ez 4/., 2009; Shankar Raman, 2015).
In the past century, protected areas have no doubt played an important role in saving
endangered species and habitats in India. However, their creation and spatial configuration
have been the consequence of historical contingency. Theexistence of royal hunting grounds
and preserves and the exclusionary practices of Indian forestry transitioned easily into a
formal network that has little to do with the principles mandated by formal conservation
planning exercises. Significant biophysical spaces such as the marine realm have hardly any
representation in the conservation network. Moreover, the restriction of wildlife to protected
areas has resulted in reduction in connectivity, alteration of genetic fl ws, reduction of
home ranges, increase in local abundances of wildlife causing conflict with humans, and
erosion of local peoples” ability to live with wildlife. In the current conservation scenario,
areas outside the formal PA network are accorded little value by conservationists themselves,
and are perceived by local people as spaces where wildlife should not be occurring. Often,
local people consider wildlife spilling over into the countryside as government property,
a widespread perception with antecedents in colonial and recent conservation practices
which enclosed wildlife in exclusionary reserves and removed them from outside parks (see
Treves, 1999, for a similar pattern in Africa). Frequently, the fallout of such a perception
is escalated conflict, especially retaliatory attacks on endangered species of conservation
significance. A range of hidden dimensions from uncompensated psychosocial impacts to
opportunity and transaction costs have increasingly been shown to be contributing to the
problem (Barua ez 4/., 2013).

The critical question for future conservation is whether the current PA network
would be capable of serving the greater goal of conservation that not only protects select

species, but also achieves its long-term ecological processes-based goals. By setting a strict
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protectionist agenda of securing a certain percentage of the country’s area with too extreme
a focus on the preservation of wilderness, we need to question whether we are ignoring
or exacerbating issues in areas outside reserves which could nevertheless be of critical
importance in the long-term maintenance of biological diversity and ecosystem services. In
addition, unfettered development in these areas is likely to impact not just the biodiversity
in these locations. Th ough a variety of ecological, geographic, and social processes, the
biodiversity in adjacent (or even distant) locations, which may include high priority areas
for conservation, would also be impacted.

The outcomes of this narrow focus are not only ecological, but also social such as
retaliatory attacks on species, organized protests against conservation practices and acts of
every day resistance. Examples of increasing human-wildlife conflict include leopard attacks
on humans, elephant raids on agriculture and the constant but not very visible impacts
of primate and herbivore related crop losses (Karanth ez al., 2013). These wildlife induced
impacts combine with the livelihood implications of protected area establishment such as
curtailment of access and displacement to give rise to vocal campaigns by human rights
groups against the establishment of protected areas (Bijoy, 2011).

In any case, ‘pristine’ protected areas with no human activity are conceptually a paradox.
On the one hand, the enforcing authority (say government) will need to be present to
ensure that there is no unauthorized presence in the area. Second, those in favour of such
pristine areas (typically conservation biologists and urban conservationists) will argue that
their presence is required for research and monitoring. In effect then, like colonial preserves
for hunting, this then becomes little more than a land grab for yet another elite section
of society.

Considering these problematic impacts, a revised framework for conservation is in
order.

For many years, Michael Rosenzweig has championed the idea that species richness
patterns across the globe are largely driven by the species-area relationship, that is, the larger
the area, the more the species. The corollary, of course, is that when the available area for
species disappears due to one reason or another, in the long run, the total number of species
that can be supported will also decline (Rosenzweig, 2001). Hence, the preservation of
enclaves that form a tiny fraction of the Earth’s area will never be sufficien either for the
long-term maintenance of species and even less so for that of critical ecological services. In
his proposal for ‘reconciliation ecology’, Rosenzweig argues that human landscapes must
therefore be managed to be friendlier to biodiversity, creating a win-win system for both
humans and non-human species (Rosenzweig, 2003a, b). While the idea is not new and

33



Shanker, Oommen, and Rai

has been subjected to scrutiny, controversy, and support, it is appealing at more levels than
just its biological implications of greater areas for species survival.

The biological consequences of such a project lie in transforming or maintaining human
dominated or influenced landscapes in diffe ent ways. For a range of smaller and motile
taxa, it may be possible to make the matrix itself less hostile. This may come about by
marginally altering land use policies to promote diverse vegetation types. For other taxa, it
may be necessary to create corridors and refuges that allow them to use larger landscapes
that are currently inaccessible to them. In the Indian context, which is dominated by less
intensive agricultural practices and a diversity of traditional use systems, a reconciliatory
approach might be a more feasible solution than a strict PA versus non-PA division.
Moreover, in many parts of India, management regimes such as common property land
use have traditionally incorporated at lease some features of reconciled landscapes. Low
intensity agriculture and pastoral landscapes in the country often serve as biodiversity
friendly matrices.! Hence, ‘reconciliation’ landscapes that have benefits for both people,
biodiversity and ecosystem services are not hard to imagine in India.

However, the cultural implications of this project may be even more profound. A
combination of traditional property and resource management systems, production, and
extraction practices, locally-suited agricultural varieties and livestock breeds, religious
factors, ethnic, and linguistic influences have resulted in heterogeneous, multi-use
landscapes with an amazing array of bio-cultural diversity. When viewed from this
perspective, there is a wide constituency of people who, by living on the land and working
it, already fall within the ambit of conservation, though not explicitly categorised or
articulated as such; globally there is recognition of such practices as Indigenous Peoples
and Community Conserved Territories and Areas, or ICCAs (www.iccaconsortium.org).
Current development and agricultural (including pastoral and fisheries) practices are
rapidly transforming landscapes from diverse multi-cropped areas to single cropped and
high yielding areas. For reconciliation approaches to work in such changing contexts
there needs to be better integration of conservation and agricultural policy.

Reconciliation ecology therefore envisages greater conservation values for the countryside
and hinges on the re-conceptualization of landscapes and seascapes as connected, historical,
and dynamic. Recognizing that these landscapes were historically used and managed by
local residents and that landscapes are connected to each other and therefore allow the
movement of many species will not only extend the area under a new conservation paradigm
but also reduce the conflicts that form part of the current conservation practice. This is

likely to be not only more effecti e, but more socially just (and therefore viable in the long
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term) than Wilson’s ‘half-earth’ alternative (2016) which would also create more area for
biodiversity and wildlife but at the considerable cost of further marginalizing communities
and alienating people from nature.

In practical terms, this would involve the move to a more dynamic categorization
of conservation areas where the focus is not on conservation alone but a multiple set
of ecological and livelihood priorities that are negotiated amongst local and regional
stakeholders. Thiswill mean, however, that practices that are seen to fundamentally alter
the landscapes such as intensive agriculture, mining, and large infrastructural projects
will have to be regulated and are likely to affect the industrialization goals of the state.
We therefore believe that any discussion of conservation needs to necessarily include a
reconsideration of the economic growth models which currently assume that conservation
can happen in biodiversity islands while the rest of the land and sea is put under some
form of intense production.” The future of conservation in India is therefore intrinsically
linked to the developmental approach that the government and local stakeholders can
negotiate amongst themselves.

Who: saviours, scoundrels, and scapegoats

The issue of conservation governance dealing with who takes conservation decisions, has
become quite well-established in the last few years, at least at global levels, as recognized
by both the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) (Borrini-Feyerabend ez /., 2013). In conceptual terms,
modern Indian conservation is a mix of several ideologies ranging from utilitarian colonial
and post-colonial extraction to Western romanticist notions among elite intellectuals and
conservationists who were influential in the creation of exclusionary spaces that today
constitute India’s parks. As Cronon (1995) explains in the case of North America, this
cultural tradition of ‘undisturbed wilderness’ is also characterized by misperceptions about
historical use of land and by an erasure of history (e.g., colonial land grabs). Together this
has resulted in a modern tendency to view any kind of use of natural spaces, species, or
resources as abuse. The exclusion of people from their land went hand in hand with both
systems. In the colonial period, extractive practices for imperial expansion were justified in
the form of the White Man’s burden which mandated the colonist to manage the native
and his land as the latter was considered to be incapable of taking care of his own legacy. A
similar throwback from colonial times is visible in the treatment of local communities and
tribal populations by conservationists. Although this has been pointed out several times,

a point worth reiterating is a tendency to treat people living inside or close to protected
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areas as the primary threats to species and ecosystems without adequately problematizing
the milieu that brings about local extractive practices.

In India, these values can be traced to a spectrum of ethical standpoints adopted by
conservationists and other stakeholder groups over the years. Reflecting a wider conservation
agenda that includes diverse stakeholder groups and multiple use landscapes, as suggested by
Norton (2000), we urge for the adoption of a more pluralistic and inclusive ethic. This calls
for the contextual adoption of a continuum of human values related to biological diversity
that are not only held by conservationists but also by tribal communities, agriculturalists,
pastoralists, urban folk, and numerous other stakeholder groups.

While there have been sporadic effo ts to involve people in conservation in India, little
has changed about the underlying approach. The much touted eco-development initiatives
of the government were aimed at reducing dependence on the forest through the provision
of alternative livelihoods. The goal of increasing incomes from non-forest based livelihoods
was met through the establishment of eco-development committees (EDCs) consisting
of local peasants and forest dwellers but under the control of the forest department.
The forest department pushed the formation of these EDCs and undermined the role
of constitutional local bodies (Sundar, 2000). At the same time, civil society advocacy
of and guidance on more inclusionary, participatory conservation pathways such as joint
protected area management based on co-governance, diversification of governance types
and co-existence have been ignored by officia agencies; even formal commitments under
legally binding instruments like the Convention on Biological Diversity’s Programme of
Work on Protected Areas which enjoin India to move towards rights-based, participatory
conservation, have not been implemented (Kothari er al, 1996; ATREE er al,
2007a, b). Even the few measures for participation that were officiall mandated in the
Wild Life Protection Act (WLPA) and the National Wildlife Action Plan, such as Sanctuary
Advisory Committees, have not been implemented for any protected area. On the contrary,
conservation has become more centralized and exclusive. Even as legislation for granting
of forest rights, the Forest Rights Act (FRA), was being notified, the WLPA was being
strengthened and inviolate areas for tiger conservation were being legislated (Bijoy, 2011).

Local participation in conservation and forest management received a boost in 2006 with
the notification of the Forest Rights Act. This unprecedented legislation gives adivasis and
traditional forest dwellers rights, not just to livelihoods such as cultivation and forest produce
harvest, but also, and more relevant to our account, the right to manage and conserve
areas according to their customary practice. Thisis an empowering legislation under which
many communities have in the last few years begun to claim rights. It is worth noting
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that while state governments have been willing to grant rights to individual households for
cultivation of forest land, there has been resistance by the state, and especially the forest
administration, to granting rights to the community for use and management of forests.
The reason for the reticence is that community forest rights (CFR) threaten state control
over forests and landscapes. Even in cases where CFRs have been granted, communities
have found it difficul to exercise their conservation rights due to the conflict between the
FRA and the WLPA in determining who controls conservation areas (Rai, 2014). Neither
of these legislations has a process laid out for post rights situations. In the decade since the
FRA has been notified, there have been a few examples of local conservation effo ts within
protected areas. After years of struggle, communities in three protected areas have received
CEFR rights: Biligiri Rangaswamy Temple Tiger Reserve (BRT, Karnataka), Shoolpaneshwar
Wildlife Sanctuary (Gujarat), and Simlipal Tiger Reserve (Odisha). In BRT, although rights
were granted in 2011, gram sabhas have not been allowed to exercise their rights due to
the singular implementation of the WLPA over the FRA (Madegowda ez al., 2013).

Much of the recent scholarship on conservation endorses the ‘principle of local support’,
which proposes that conservation cannot succeed without local communities. This often
serves as the raison detre for involving local people, but as Brockington (2004) points
out, this premise is often overrated, as the realities of power have shown that conservation
alliances have routinely marginalized the poor, displaced people from their native lands or
excluded them in diffe ent ways. In other words, the idea of local support is a myth given
that the communities are powerless to defend their rights or interests in the face of more
powerful interests who determine conservation goals. Following Brockington’s argument,
we would like to emphasize that community involvement should not be contingent on
whether a project will succeed or fail (without community support) but rather, on the
ethical and moral imperatives relating to justice and democratic principles.

How: dynamic systems, plural solutions

In our essay, we have argued that there need to be changes in three dimensions: what,
where, and who. First, we need to re-imagine diversity so that it accommodates a broader
array of life forms, what Charles Darwin (1859) might have referred to as ‘grandeur
in this view of life’. This re-imagination needs to occur not merely in the corridors of
science, but in society. This vision of biodiversity then accords value for a variety of
landscapes, not just the select preserves that house a few iconic species. Hence, we propose
that conservation is best served by landscapes that reconcile a range of human use and
biodiversity values, emphasizing ecosystem function and process as well as justice and
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equity. We suggest going beyond the current categories of protected areas to acknowledge
a range of community-based and customary areas such as the indigenous peoples’ and
community conserved territories and areas or ICCAs (Pathak, 2001). Finally, we need to
abandon any approaches that lead to further alienation between people and environment,
such as exclusionary areas would do. Broadly, a proportion may very well need to be
designated as free of extractive use or destructive activities, but such designations need
not exclude people from those areas. In fact, we endorse the notion that communities
that are connected with the land and the sea are the best stewards of the environment
and resources. We emphasize that the biggest driver of ecosystem and biodiversity decline
today are current economic growth models based on accumulation at any cost which
has resulted in not only enormous social and economic inequality but also ecological
degradation at unprecedented scales.

In summary, our vision is for a landscape that contains many constantly changing
ecological and social elements which acknowledges that these systems are governed by
non-equilibrial processes and cannot therefore be managed as static systems. We envision
connected landscapes that are open for access by all citizens. This will mean putting
more land under common property regimes managed by nested democratic institutions.?
We need to move to a more dynamic categorization of conservation areas to facilitate
the inclusion of more land into a new conservation rationale where the focus is not
on conservation alone but a multiple set of priorities that are negotiated amongst local
and regional stakeholders. This will result in making more areas biodiversity friendly and
accommodate species in landscapes that are currently seen to be unfriendly to biodiversity
such as agricultural and urban landscapes. For example, cities may have relatively little
biodiversity and certainly few endangered or iconic species (though there are some), but
they have a disproportionate effect on the environment, as well as policy relating to it. It
therefore becomes imperative to re-imagine conservation in these spaces. While there is a
recent focus on urban biodiversity and conservation, and there have been some successes
at city-wide scales, we suggest that small communities work best together. We envision
a neighbourhood scale greening of cities with a city scale focus on certain icons that can
promote and sustain interest in conservation.

The proposal for such a democratic and dynamic approach to conservation has been
made for India in the past, and most comprehensively in the National Biodiversity Strategy
and Action Plan (Kalpavriksh and TPCG, 2005). Amongst the major actions listed in the
NBSAP were a landscape approach for conservation; a move to a public trust doctrine for

land and water management; a decentralized nature governance structure; and recognition
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of local knowledge and management systems. The NBSAP, which was prepared by a
coalition of civil society groups, was rejected by the Ministry of Environment and Forests,
which had commissioned the plan in the first place. The rejection of the plan indicates the
challenges that face effo ts to change the nature of biodiversity conservation governance in
India. We imagine a future in which both state and society are open to questioning and
revising established conservation practice and welcome new and hybrid ways of governing
nature based on customary and scientific knowledge through democratic processes.

In order to achieve these goals, we need to engage constantly both with nature as well
as with society to find equitable and appropriate paths to environmental conservation and
sustainability. Both knowledge and action need to be democratized in order to adopt an
equitable ethic and approach to addressing. Although inputs from the natural sciences
have dominated conservation frameworks, an increasing acceptance of the need for ecology
and society to be managed as an interlinked system has led to an increased analytical
focus on conservation social science in the past few decades. Political, ecological, and
historical explorations that deal with asymmetric power relations, the analysis of fortress
conservation, and neo-liberal approaches have been important axes of political enquiry.
Of particular relevance in this context would be the acceptance of topics that dare not be
broached, which upset the long-held tenets of the ‘Edenic sciences’ (Robbins and Moore,
2013) such as hunting and sustainable use that often provoke the ire of animal rights
activists and radical conservationists.

Conservation in socially heterogeneous systems also brings into context the diffe ent
constituencies of knowledge that could inform future directions. While the dichotomy
between scientific and traditional knowledge has been explored at a theoretical level,
(Agrawal, 1995) two practical cautions are significant. Firstly, there is a privileging of
scientific knowledge, despite the fact that this form of science is often normative, reflecting
the biases and preferences of its providers (Lackey, 2007). An examination of this politics
of science at the science-policy interface is especially pertinent because conservation biology
is a ‘mission-driven discipline’ which often requires its practitioners to take a stand, and
advocacy for a particular cause should be scientifically and ethically justified (Chan, 2008).
Similarly, there is also a need to examine the ‘new traditionalist discourse’ (which valorizes
traditional systems as benign, sustainable, and exclusively indigenous) not only in terms
of the claims of sustainability of diffe ent traditional practices, but also its embedding in
social domination and subordination (Sinha ez al., 1997). The power to produce certain
forms of knowledge gives selected actors the power to govern in specific ways. We hope to
see in future a democratic production of knowledge in which more forms of knowledge are
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included enabling what Visvanathan (2005) has called ‘cognitive justice’.* This will ensure
more equitable conservation governance than is currently the case.

Finally, we would like to emphasize a critical concept that is inherent in the idea of
this collection of essays — that futures are intertwined. Environment issues are connected
to development, health, education, poverty, dignity, democracy, and justice. We believe
that the path to a better environmental future lies in being able to understand and act on
these connections. This calls for the breaking down of boundaries that separate areas of
enquiry and of action.

In closing, we would like to emphasize a brave new hopeful vision for environmental
conservation that requires us to think beyond the boundaries of ecology. Our social,
psychological, and physical well-being is closely linked to the health of the planet, but we
can only achieve those goals by adopting a pluralistic philosophy to human-environment
relations and by instituting processes which promote connections, at every level, with

nature, in all its forms.

Endnotes

1. PL also see Food and Agriculture Futures essay in this volume.

2. PL also see Localization Futures, Dare to Dream, and Concluding essay of this volume.
3. Pl also see Democracy, and Power Futures essays in this volume.

4. Pl also see Knowledge Futures essay in this volume.
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Environmental Governance in Future India:
Principles, Structures, and Pathways

Sharachchandra Lele and Geetanjoy Sahu

Summary

The current state of environmental governance in India is suffering from multiple
contradictions. On one hand, the country has series of rules and regulations for the protection
and safeguarding of biodiversity, water, air, and so on. Moreover, Indian judiciary has been
proactive in support of environmental concerns and has even declared the right to clean
environment to be a fundamental right to life. On the other hand, the current state of the
environment in India is deplorable, major rivers in India are highly polluted, forests are
diverted for dams, mining, etc., and India is among the twenty most polluted countries in
the world.

This essay explores the reasons for the complex nature of environmental governance and
suggests that the future of environmental governance should envisage a transformed
value system and framework of environment and development. Presently, environmental
governance has four major issues: regulatory failure, limits to judicial activism, domination

of neo-liberal growth ideas, and the assumption that conservatism is environmentalism.

The essay argues that the future of environmental governance has to start with embracing
environmentalism as a way of life, that is, quality of life, sustainability, and environmental
justice. Additionally, institutional design has to be re-worked, such that it can encompass
biophysical and social justice goals. Better environmental governance requires a change in

value systems, concern for social justice, and a belief in the democratic process.

Introduction

The environment is implicated in all human activities, spheres, locations, and scales:
production and consumption, domestic and commercial, urban and rural, local and global.
Consequently, the governance of the environment is also a vast topic, covering the use
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of natural resources such as forests, water, and minerals as well as the disposal of waste
products and other impacts that emerge, such as air and water pollution, and questions
of biodiversity loss and climate change.

In this essay on re-imagining the future of environmental governance in India, we
cover some of the overarching issues, but focus particularly on issues related to pollution
regulation at multiple levels—the day-to-day monitoring and enforcement by pollution
control boards, the setting of standards, and the regulation of potentially polluting
industrial projects through the environmental clearance process—Ileaving other dimensions
such as governance of forest and water resources to other essays.! Given, however, the
strong connection between ‘local” pollution (air, water, soil, or solid waste) and the ‘global’
pollutant that is causing climate change (CO,),” we include a discussion on the governance
of carbon emissions in this essay. We use the term environmental governance rather than
environmental management or pollution regulation because we include not just polluters
and regulators, but also the pollutees, that is, those experiencing the pollution, wider
civil society groups, the judiciary, and the state that sets up and influences many of these
processes and institutions, including the legal framework governing pollution.

After a brief overview of the current state of affairs and its likely causes, we present
an alternative vision that involves shifts in normative ideas, ideologies, institutions, and
cultures, and the bounding assumptions we make in developing this vision. We then offer
a few thoughts on how a transition towards this vision might begin.

Current Context: progress or regression?

In assessing the current state of environmental governance in India, one faces the classic
dilemma of whether the glass is half-empty or half-full. On the one hand, following the
1972 Stockholm Conference, a Constitutional Amendment in 1976 made it incumbent
upon the state to ‘to protect and improve the environment and to safeguard forests and
wildlife of the country’ (Article 48A). A Department of Environment was then formed
(which later became a Ministry) and a series of laws were enacted, relating to air, water,
wildlife, forests, and then later biodiversity, genetic material, hazardous chemicals, and
more specific aspects. Currently, between the centre and the states, there are over 200
statutes that relate directly or indirectly to environmental protection. Perhaps no other
country in the world has as many environmental rules and regulations as we have in India!
Pollution Control Boards (PCBs) have been set up in all states to enforce pollution related
laws, and special agencies and structures have been created for conserving biodiversity and
for saving tigers. Industries are being required to install pollution control technologies and
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green ratings initiating by civil society organizations do seem to exert pressure on industries
to reduce pollution (Powers ez al., 2011). Moreover, in the past three decades, the judiciary
has become quite supportive of environmental protection, declaring the right to a clean
environment as being part of the fundamental right to life, enlarging the scope for public
interest litigation (PIL), and taking a very active role in cases of Delhi air pollution, Palar
River clean-up and India-wide forest management, among others (for more details, see
Sahu, 2014). The National Green Tribunal was set up to reduce the burden of litigation
on the Supreme Court and is currently playing a valuable role.

At the same time, the state of India’s environment continues to deteriorate. A WHO
report in December 2014 stated that of the twenty most air-polluted cities in the world,
thirteen were in India. Most Indian rivers are polluted by sewage, and an increasing number
are now getting affected by industrial pollution—the number of polluted rivers rising from
121 to 275 in fi e years (CPCB, 2015). Solid waste disposal is presenting major problems
and affecting villages around all major cities. Forests are being diverted to non-forest
activities such as mining, dams, and roads at an unprecedented rate (CSE, 2012). The list
seems to go on and on. And environmental conflicts have increased dramatically—around
mining, dams, pollution, water scarcity, forest rights, and several other issues. While some
of this increase may be due to increased awareness amongst communities about their rights,
there is no doubt that the frequency of violation of environmental rights® has increased as
the pressure on the environment escalated. Thisis particularly true in the post-1991 period,
when the liberalization of the Indian economy for the sake of economic growth translated
into rapid industrialization, as described vividly by Shrivastava and Kothari (2012). Not
surprisingly, environmental historian Ramachandra Guha (2013) has described recent India

as ‘an environmental basket-case’.

Multiple Causes of the Predicament

The reasons for this state of affairs are complex. First and foremost, there are regulatory
failures at multiple levels. In the case of day-to-day monitoring and enforcement of
pollution, the PCBs do a very poor job of enforcing the plethora of laws. Processing
paperwork for ‘consent to establish’ and ‘consent to operate’ takes the place of actual
environmental monitoring, corruption is rampant, and transparency and accountability
are very limited. The major reason for this is the manner in which the PCBs have been
structured. While statutorily set up as independent regulatory bodies, they retain the worst
of both worlds—the rules and regulations of government departments but the uncertainty
in funding of an autonomous body. Moreover, the governing bodies of the PCBs are
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filled with bureaucrats and industry representatives, and the CEOs of the PCBs are also
bureaucrats on temporary postings, rather than professionals (Lele ez al., 2015). At another
level, the process of anticipatory regulation of environmental impacts of large projects
through the ‘environmental clearance’ process set up under the Environment Protection Act
is also significantly fla ed (Menon and Kohli, 2009). Environmental impact assessments
(EIAs) that feed into this process are sloppy or bogus, public hearings are often a sham,
land acquisition is permitted to be carried out even before projects receive environmental
clearances, and the conditions imposed at the time of giving clearances are rarely complied
with post-facto.* Here, the flaw is both in the poorly designed process as in the absence
of agencies with the ability and authority to monitor compliance with the law. Moreover,
the EIA notification of 1994 has been amended more than twenty times over the last two
decades in ways that accommodate the interests of the project proponents. Finally, there
are areas where standards are inadequately framed, such as heavy metal pollution in water
(Jamwal ez al., 2016), or regulations do not exist at all, such as groundwater exploitation.

Second, while an activist judiciary might compensate for the state’s abdication of its
responsibility to implement the law, the limits and indeed the dangers of such judicial
activism are becoming apparent now. To begin with, the activism has always been limited
to the upper echelons (some High Courts and the Supreme Court); the lower courts in
particular and the excessively complicated judicial system in general continue to prevent
swift action against environmental polluters, who can get stay orders at will and escape with
light fines if they ever get convicted (Lele ez al., 2015). Moreover, the implementation of pro-
environment judgements through monitoring committees (in the absence of a responsive
state) has been found to have serious limitations (Sahu, 2010). Equally important, when
‘activism’ leads to consistent crossover into the domain of the executive, the results can
be positively harmful, as in the case of the amazing ‘continuing writ of mandamus’ in the
Godavarman case (Rosencranz and Lele, 2008),’ or the Supreme Court and later the NGT
trying to dictate the choice of technology or the date of vehicle obsolescence in the case
of urban air pollution. Finally, the ‘environmentalism’ of the Indian judiciary has serious
limits: it focuses on ‘green’ issues but not on their social justice dimensions (as when it
sought the removal of all forest ‘encroachments’ without understanding the complex history
of the problem (Sarin, 2014), and it eventually bows to the rhetoric of development and
‘eminent domain’ for state-led projects such as the Sardar Sarovar project on the Narmada
river (Sahu, 2014).

Thid, the larger socio-political context is not favourable to strong environmental
regulation. Successive governments have been obsessed with industrialization and economic
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growth, and have not only refused to fix the holes in the process and institutional
arrangements, but have gnawed away at existing regulations in various ways: appointing
weak ministers, who in turn appoint compromised clearance and appraisal committees, cut
funds, and more recently, openly advocate the gutting of environmental laws in the name
of rationalization.® Whatever little attempts have been made, such as trying to limit the
forested areas in which coal mining could be permitted, have been actively and concertedly
watered down in inter-ministerial battles, with pressure from the highest level, no matter
which party has been in power.” Thesshift in the nature of the discourse can be gauged from
the fact that the Ministry of Environment has in recent times focused more on proving
how it is business-friendly than on how it is a strong defender of the public’s right to a
clean environment. This speaks volumes of the influence that the corporate sector has had
on environmental policy.

Moreover, it is not only governments and industry working in cahoots: the public
constituency for a clean environment continues to be limited or even shrinking as the
consumerist boom enthrals the common man. As the gains from a post-liberalization
economic boom have accrued to the middle and upper classes, the only environmentalism
that has flourished is a ‘conservationism’ focused on saving tigers without questioning
the ecological footprint of the saviours' lifestyles. What little opposition may exist to
the impacts unleashed by industrialization on communities in the hinterland is being
squelched by the state: witness the systematic decimation of the anti-nuclear protests at
Kudankulam (Anonymous, 2012; Sudhakar and Vijaykumar, 2012), or of Greenpeace India
for mobilizing opposition to coal mining in tribal India (Kothari, 2015; Subramanian,
2015). And while those whose livelihoods are immediately threatened by dams, nuclear
plants, or mines may oppose such projects in the short run, it would be fair to say that most
of them do not see an alternative developmental pathway. Not surprisingly then, adivasi
youth in central India continue to migrate to towns even in areas where dispossession-
related displacement is not visible and where their parents lay claim to community forests
under the Forest Rights Act.® In the case of over-exploitation of groundwater, the virtual
absence of any regulation is mirrored in the absence of any serious social movements
against such depletion, because in most locations virtually everybody—rural or urban,
rich or poor, peasant or capitalist—is complicit in this particular form of environmental
depletion. In other words, while the political economy of capitalism plays a very significant
role, significant cultural changes involving changing attitudes towards the environment and
towards consumption are taking place (Wilhite, 2008), possibly triggered by technological
change that paints a vision of a limitless future.

50



Environmental Governance in Future India

Thus, the current state of environmental governance in India is the product of a complex
interplay between citizens-as-consumers, citizens-as-producers and citizens-as-rights-
holders, and their organized manifestations in the state, the corporate sector, the judiciary
and civil society. The solutions recommended have often been partial at best. The corporate
sector and upper and middles classes of course tend to see development as the solution
to everything—basically using an Environmental Kuznets Curve argument, backed up by
a belief in technology and the market.” The judiciary takes a top-down command-and-
control approach, stepping into the breach left by a retreating state, even if the band-aid
nature of such interventions is sometimes obvious and even if these interventions repeatedly
cross the line between the judiciary and the executive and involve micro-managing selected
cases. The same environmentalist judiciary continues to permit state projects that displace
rural communities (as in the case of the Sardar Sarovar project) or that expose rural
citizens to unacceptable levels of risk (as in the case of the Kudankulam nuclear power
plant) by accepting the state’s claims of due diligence and eminent domain. And activists,
swimming against the tide of consumerism and pressing against the heavy hand of the

' conservationists focus on top-down

state,'’ continue to speak in multiple tongues:
enforcement, social activists focus on transparency and decentralization, while a newer
generation of sustainability enthusiasts pins its hopes on technological fi es. A holistic
approach to environment and development, and therefore to environmental governance,

is yet to be shaped.

What Should Future Environmental Governance Look Like?

A progressive vision for environmental governance in future India would be founded
upon new value frameworks and ideas of environment and of development, institutional
arrangements based on new design principles, and vibrant processes that bring about

positive synergy between individuals and institutions.

Outlining Our Environmentalist Principles

To begin with, environmentalism would be understood not as something apart from
development (Narain, 2015), but in fact a multi-dimensional philosophy about a way of
life. It would include a close relationship with Nature as a goal in itself while recognizing
that meeting even basic human needs involves modifying Nature. It would include an ethical
position about respecting the rights of future generations as well as of intra-generational
justice in the use of Nature’s resources and disposal of waste generated by this use. In

other words, environmentalism would not be just about sustaining a certain lifestyle into
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the future, but also about rethinking the content of that lifestyle itself, as well as its
repercussions on others (human and non-human) in the present, that is, quality of life,
sustainability as well as environmental justice (Lele, 2013). Closely coupled to these values
would be concern for social justice (concern for the marginalized). Conversely, economic
growth as a social goal would be replaced by a focus on meeting basic needs and the quality
of life for all within environmental limits (Joy ez a/., 2004)—with the understanding that
these limits may be fle ed through technological innovation but may not be broken, and,
in tinkering with them, one must observe the ‘precautionary principle’.'? Finally, there
would be a deep commitment to democratic governance, for its own sake, as the process
to be adopted in taking decisions about balancing between material needs, non-material
quality of life, long-term sustainability, equity, and justice."”

The second feature of a progressive environmental governance framework would be an
institutional design that is adapted to the biophysical and the social context as well as to
the goals outlined above. Here, the eight design principles outlined by Ostrom (1990)
have been found to be valuable for the context of local-level common pool resources
with no wider externalities. But this framework has some limitations, which become
apparent even in the context of forests and water resource governance, and which become
particularly severe in the context of pollution problems. To begin with, even if one assumes
that resources such as pastures have only local biophysical linkages, the Ostrom design
principles primarily speak to the goal of ‘efficie ’ use, not necessarily sustainable use —
communities may collectively decide that wiping out the resource is the optimal thing
to do. Secondly, as is often noted in the case of forests, heterogeneity of local interests
(e.g., between fuel-wood collectors, timber growers, and graziers) and wider linkages
(e.g., between local actions in the forest and their downstream hydrological impacts
or impacts on rare wildlife that may be seen as a global heritage) are ubiquitous and
cannot be addressed through the Ostrom framework (Lele, 2004). The case of pollution
is extreme: pollution is usually a unidirectional externality from an ‘upstream/upwind’
polluter to a ‘downstream/downwind’ pollutee (or group of pollutees): e.g., upstream
tanneries and downstream farmers in Vellore (Sahu, 2010), or upstream textile industry
and downstream farmers in Tiruppur (Srinivasan ez al., 2014). Thus, if environmental
governance is to meet both environmental justice and sustainability goals, institutional
design will have to use a combination of two principles: decentralization of operational
authority to improve efficienc and to address local common-pool problems where they
exist, and overarching regulation that balances the rights of the producers to livelihoods
and those of others to a clean environment (Farrell and Keating, 2000). Furthermore,
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the goal of democratic process requires a variety of attributes: legitimacy, transparency,
accountability, and inclusiveness. For actual effecti eness, the organizations would need
strong ‘capability’, that is, technical and administrative skills, leadership, and resources.
Equally, conflict resolution and adjudication support is essential. Finally, a more systemic
approach would mean looking at prevention as much as cure.

Translating these Principles into a Vision

To translate these broad principles into a description of an environmentally sound future
for India, we must first clarify what ‘boundary assumptions’ we make. We assume that
India’s population will have stabilized at around 1.5 billion, that more than half of this
population will be in urban locations or non-farm occupations, and that the economy will
be a mix of small and large private players, with the state (at multiple levels) playing a
robust regulatory role. Technology will continue to play a very important role, but social
control over technologies will be much more democratic than it is today.

In this context, what shape will environmental governance take? Let us focus on pollution
control, an activity currently carried out by state-level PCBs. In a future India, the PCBs
may remain at the state level, but they would have several other features that draw upon
the principles outlined above within the boundary conditions indicated:

* For jurisdictional parsimony and environmental linkages: Subdivisions of the
PCBs would follow administrative jurisdictions (city boundaries, district boundaries)
but their planning and standard-setting would be done using biophysical units
such as watersheds and air-sheds'® and with district-level consultative committees.
Environmental clearances for new industries would rest with the PCBs (not with state
or central committees) and would be given, based on cumulative impact assessment
at these biophysical scales. At the same time, PCBs would have the authority to make
multiple bodies (municipalities, utilities, planning authorities) work in tandem to
ensure consistent approaches.’

» For administrative skill and leadership: The Chair of the Governing Board of
the PCB would be chosen through an open application/nomination process by an
independent multi-disciplinary selection committee, and the Chief Executive of the
PCB (currently called Member-Secretary) would be a professional hired by the PCB
through a similar open process and a renewable contract (not an IFS office coming
on deputation as is currently the case).

» For downward accountability and inclusiveness: A third of the members of the

Governing Board of the PCB would be explicitly representing potential pollutees,
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through a combination of elected official from diffe ent municipal and district-
level Panchayati Raj institutions and eminent public individuals and activists. A
third would be technical experts, selected by the same multi-disciplinary selection
committee mentioned above. Bureaucrats heading other government departments
or agencies or local bodies would not be present on the Governing Board. Potential
polluters (industries, commercial groups) would not be represented on the Board,
but would be part of consultative processes in setting of standards. Potential pollutees
would be part of public hearings on environmental clearances for large projects, of
social audits of the performance of the PCBs, and would have standard forums for
interaction with their representatives on the Governing Board.

* For transparency: Deliberations of the Governing Board would be telecast/webcast
publicly, as would be all hearings involving appeals against punitive orders/show-cause
notices. All environmental data would be collected and analysed ‘double-blind’ (the
PCB itself and an educational/research organization) and made publicly available via
the internet in local languages within hours of sampling. All environmental clearance
data would be mandatorily shared through similar media.

* For legitimacy: Being a statutory body confers some legitimacy, but PCBs will
also earn legitimacy by publicly presenting, adopting and implementing fi e-year
pollution reduction goals and demonstrating effecti eness, fairness, and transparency.

* For financial resources: Pollution cesses — on vehicles proportional to distance
travelled (with a rising slab rate) but inversely proportional to passengers carried, on
industries in proportion to production capacity, and on municipalities proportional
to sewage production — would fund the activities of the PCB. Rebates for reductions
in pollution intensities and surcharges for increases in these intensities would apply.

* For standard setting: States would compete with each other in setting higher
(not lower) standards. The process of standard setting itself would be continuous
and demystified. A large budget for medical research on human epidemiology of
pollutants and ecological research on ecosystem impacts would be complemented
by support to engineering institutions for research on monitoring and pollution
abatement technologies. At all stages of standard-setting, independent expert, and
wider public input will be mandatorily sought.

* For prevention at source: A holistic approach would be adopted, wherein prevention
or reduction at source would be given greater attention than simply end-of-pipe
solutions. Thiswould be in the form of shifts in industrial processes, brought about
not by just making technologies available for such shifts but by changing taxation
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policies drastically, so as to shift feedstock from petroleum to biomass.'® Again,
holism would mean that ‘solutions’ that breed their own problems, such as the
use of biotechnology (Richardson, 2012), would be eschewed in favour of more
‘nature-based’ processes. The same approach would apply to other sectors, such
as agriculture, where shifting to low-input or organic agriculture would obviate
the need for heavy investment in remediation of fertilizer runoff into streams and
pesticide residues in food.

For anticipatory regulation: To encourage reduction at source and prevent
irreversible damage, the idea of anticipatory regulation would shift from its current
weak and complex form of consent-processing and limited project-wise environmental
impact assessments (EIAs) to more comprehensive cumulative impact assessments,
and ex-ante identification of acceptable and unacceptable activities in diffe ent
areas. Similarly, for water pollution, regulation would start by identifying (through
a participatory process) the use for which a water body is meant, and then implement
catchment-level limits on the pollutant load that can keep the water body fit for
that use.

For technically sound and transparent monitoring. The PCB would focus on
meeting environmental standards through monitoring and enforcement, not focusing
as they do now on issuing permits and licenses. Water quality in streams, lakes,
various effluen discharge points and groundwater would be monitored through large
numbers of low-cost sensors that continuously upload data to publicly visible websites
and display boards. Air quality sensors and emission sensors would also be set up in
large numbers across urban areas and at industrial point sources; vehicular emissions
would also be monitored real time and shared publicly along with enforcement
data, so that it would be clear whether the heaviest polluters got penalized or not.
PCB’s monitoring would be supported (and verified) by citizen-level monitoring
programmes. Simultaneously, PCBs would have major outreach programmes to help
polluting industries achieve better compliance at lower cost.

For enforcement. PCBs would have powers of seizure and arrest for major violations.
But this would be complemented by social sanctions—naming and shaming of
the heaviest polluters. A strong effo t at recruiting staff with strong environmental
commitment into the PCBs would be complemented by culture building and internal
and external vigilance to minimize corruption.

For conflict resolution: Thid parties would have explicit locus standi to file cases

where enforcement is weak."” The Courts would have dedicated green benches at
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all levels starting from the lowest Courts. Expert testimony would be a standard
procedure in court cases. Pollution affected persons would have locus standi in Courts.
Court procedures would be simple and time bound, with disposal of pollution cases
within months. At the same time, the courts themselves would refrain from over-use
of the suo moto route for creating litigation and from getting involved in enforcing
environmental laws or micro-managing environmental solutions. They would focus
instead on ensuring ease of access to judicial remedy to the layperson and speedy
disposal of environmental cases.

» For building public awareness and support. The government would provide
substantial support for pollution literacy campaigns, as well as other complementary
activities to build awareness but also a culture of support for environmental
enforcement. Thiswould include working with consumer groups (to build consumer
awareness about products consumed), trade unions and other labour groups (to link
pollution and occupational health concerns) and with industry groups (to convince
them of fairness of standard-setting and enforcement and the need for them to
reduce profit expectations). A substantial part of environmental awareness building

would be bottom-up, with civil society groups leading the effo .

Integrating Carbon and Pollution Governance

CO, emissions will be a major concern in all environmental governance in future India
and it will be fully integrated into the governance of pollution. A multi-level institutional
framework will translate national commitments into state and district-level carbon budgets
that allow for regional variation in needs and abilities. The carbon-emission content of
all consumption will be communicated to consumers through sophisticated messaging
techniques. More importantly, technologies of energy generation and of industrial
production will have shifted to a ‘maximize-renewables minimize carbon’ mode. The
connection between carbon-friendly and local environment-friendly production and
consumption technologies will be exploited to the hilt. Carbon taxes will be used to
subsidize technological and institutional innovation, including mass transport and transition
to carbon-friendly urbanization patterns and lifestyles. Dispersed urbanization, each in
close contact with its rural periphery and drawing preferentially upon local rather than
global resources, will be the norm.

How Does One Get The e?

Outlining a vision is far easier than figuring out pathways for reaching it. With the ongoing
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attempts to dilute environmental laws, one wonders whether the state-led gains of the
19705 and 1980s’ and the judiciary-led gains of the 1990s" and 2000s—all driven by
strong civil society movements—will in fact be lost in the pursuit of economic growth that
has become the focal point of state policy over the past decade or more.'® This focus has
bred more confrontation (sangharsh) and left little space for creative movement (nirmaan)
towards the wider environmentally sound development paradigm mooted earlier in this
essay.

Nevertheless, one sees sparks in various places. Judicial activism and innovation has led
to the creation of several long-term participatory environmental governance mechanisms—
environmental monitoring and clearance committees headed by retired judges and
involving experts, civil society groups and state agencies. The Dahanu Taluka Environment
Protection Authority is one example—an authority that has attempted to ensure that
industrialization of the Dahanu region at the border of Maharashtra and Gujarat was
guided and regulated more meaningfully than would have been the case under normal
operation of environmental laws and enforcement (Sahu and Chawla, 2011). A similar
authority was created in the Palar basin to address the problem of tannery-induced water
pollution. Both institutions suffe ed from limitations, but the possibility they opened up
for more participatory environmental governance, rather than a purely technocratic one,
remains noteworthy (Sahu, 2010).

A more recent example is the ongoing mobilization around lakes in Bengaluru city.
These human-made irrigation tanks that provided water for cultivation in a rural landscape
got converted to recipients of sewage when the surroundings urbanized. A significant
movement has, however, emerged over the past fi e years to clean up these lakes (Baradwaj,
2014). From being a purely middle-class campaign to have a nice location for a morning
walk, the movement has diversified into a broader water management campaign. Sewage
treatment plants (STPs) are being set up on lakeshores to treat incoming sewage before
letting it out into the lake. Citizen groups are monitoring the functioning of these STDs,
and guarding against infl w of any other sewage. Neighbouring apartments that have
their own STPs are now applying for permission to discharge treated wastewater into
the lakes (Express News Service, 2016). Research groups are continuously sampling lake
quality, studying the additional role of reed beds in purifying the water, and trying to set
up open ‘dashboards’ on the internet that will display quantity and quality of lake water
continuously.”” These diverse groups are putting pressure on the PCB and on the municipal
body to deliver on the possibility of a multi-functional lake system. In parallel, a few citizen
groups are working on reducing their own water consumption.”” The long-term changes
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in jurisdiction and planning are yet to take place, but the scarcity of water in the region
is generating a lot of concern and interest in alternative solutions, that we believe might
eventually force such changes.

The challenge of environmental governance is in some ways a subset of the larger
challenge of democratic governance that our country has been facing since post-
Independence. Some of the core issues are common, viz., how does one create institutions
to deliver on certain normative criteria if the criteria are not shared by the population that
the institutions serve? Indian society has inherited value systems and structures that are not
often conducive to democratic governance — including patriarchy, caste, and xenophobia
or parochialism. These have been reinforced by processes of colonialism, post-colonial
centralization of authority and corporate capitalism. The same forces are partly responsible
for the environmental predicament. But environmental issues are also somewhat diffe ent
because of the complexities introduced by biophysical processes and technological changes,
particularly the multi-scalar nature of these processes and the linkages they introduce across
administrative and political boundaries. Bringing about better environmental governance
will require a change in values away from consumerism and anti-democratic functioning
and also the unleashing of the positive potential in technology and institutions.

Endnotes

1. PL see essays on Conservation, Energy, and Biomass Futures in this volume.

2. Much of modern industrial growth, the consequent pollution created by the production process,
and the waste it generates at the consumer end are all rooted in a carbon-based economy (CGCSCI,
2006, Chpt. 5).

3. These include both statutory rights, such as rights under various environmental laws, and
constitutional rights, such as the right to life, right to a healthy environment, and right to livelihood.
For more details, see Kohli and Menon, 2005, and Kohli and Menon, 2009.

5. This Supreme Court case began in 1995 and continues till today, with more than 2000 orders
issued, covering all states and all kinds of forestry matters. The Court, in 2002, constituted a
Central Empowered Committee accountable only to itself, and through it, not only took over
the role of the Forest Advisory Committee (FAC) that normally made recommendations on forest
diversions, but went into many other domains such as clearance of working plans and investigation
of forest clearance violations by mining companies, to name a few. The e was at one point open
confrontation between the Court and the Ministry as to the powers of the two committees and
the composition of the FAC.

6. ‘T S R Subramanian panel proposes new law, institutions to fast track green clearances’, Down to
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10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.
18.
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Earth, 20 Nov 2014, available at http://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/t-s-r-subramanian-panel-
proposes-new-law-institutions-to-fast-track-green-clearances-47482.

For instance, see Chakraborty and Sethi, 2015.

Based on field observations in Dindori district, Madhya Pradesh by Venkat Ramanujam, PhD
scholar, ATREE, and discussions with Dilip Gode, activist, Gondia district, Maharashtra. See also
Shah, 2010.

The Environmental Kuznets Curve is a purportedly inverted-U shaped curve describing the
relationship between economic growth and environmental quality. The underlying argument is
that ‘although economic growth usually leads to environmental deterioration in the early stages of
the process, in the end the best — and probably the only — way to attain a decent environment in
most countries is to become rich’ (Beckerman, 1992), because wealth enables societies to eventually
tackle environmental problems. This is akin to Simon Kuznets’ argument that economic growth
initially results in an increase in economic inequality but eventually inequality reduces.

See Guha, 2008.

Akin to, but updated forms, of the six varieties of Indian environmentalism identified by Gadgil
and Guha, 1995, pp. 111.

The concept that if the environmental impacts of a product or action are unknown or uncertain,
then the product should not be used or the action should not be taken.

Such a multi-dimensional vision has been articulated by several scholars at various times in specific
contexts. For instance Joy er a/,. (2004) in the context of watershed development or Lele ez al,
(2013) in the context of water management. A comprehensive set of principles is now emerging
through the Vikalp Sangam process: see http://kalpavriksh.org/index.php/alternatives/alternatives-
knowledge-center/353-vikalp-sangam-coverage.

Just as a watershed refers to an area drained by a particular stream, an air-shed refers to a region
where topography and wind patterns result in much of the air pollution remaining confined to
that particular region.

As against the current picture of urban authorities permitting high rise buildings without ensuring
that sewerage or water supply arrangements exist, or without factoring in the transport needs it
would generate and the air pollution consequences of the same.

This is intimately linked to the reduction of fossil fuel consumption: not only does the modern
method of processing chemicals depend heavily on fossil fuel use, but also the feedstock of modern
chemical industries is petroleum (CGCSCI, 2006, Ch. 3). It is these petrochemicals that constitute
the biggest source of local pollution. Major taxes on petroleum products will then serve to curb
their use in feedstock and the consequent pollution that they generate.

Currently, their ability to file cases depends entirely on the judiciary’s openness to PILs.

One area in which there continues to be some space for forward movement is forest rights. The
passing of the landmark Forest Rights Act 2006 gave rights to hundreds of village communities
in eastern Maharashtra (especially Gadchiroli and Gondia districts) and thousands of such
communities in Odisha state is an obvious example of a governance shift in the forest sector (see
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Shrivastava and Mahapatra 2013). We have not discussed it here for reasons of scope, as outlined
at the beginning of this essay.

19. See www.atree.org/research/ced/Iwl/BangaloreWater.

20. See http://biometrust.blogspot.ca.

References

Anonymous, 2012, Eminent Indians Speak Out Against Harassment of Anti-Nuclear Activists in
Koodankulam, available at http://www.dianuke.org/eminent-indians-speak-out-against-harassment-
of-anti-nuclear-activists-in-koodankulam/ (Last accessed in 12 Feb 2017).

Baradwaj, A., 2014, Awareness and participation towards encouraging sustainable urban water management:
A case study of the Jakkur Lake, Bangalore, M. A. (Creative Sustainability) Thesis, Department of
Design, Aalto University.

Beckerman, W., 1992, ‘Economic growth and the environment: Whose growth? Whose environment?” World
Development, 20(4): pp. 481-96.

CGCSCl, 20006, Sustainability in the Chemical Industry: Grand Challenges and Research Needs, Report
of Committee on Grand Challenges for Sustainability in the Chemical Industry, National Research
Council, Washington D.C.: National Academies Press.

Chakraborty, S. and N. Sethi, 2015, ‘Final number of inviolate coal blocks down from 206 to less
than 35’, Business Standard, 2 September 2015, http://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-
policy/final-number-of-inviolate-coal-blocks-d wn-from-206-to-less-than-35-115090200004_1.
html (Last accessed 12 Feb 2017).

CPCB, 2015, River Stretches for Restoration of Water Quality MINARS/37/2014-15, New Delhi: Central
Pollution Control Board.

CSE, 2012, Public Watch Report, New Delhi: Centre for Science and Environment.

Express News Service, 2016, “Treated Water From Apartment Complex to Fill up Puttenahalli Lake’,
The New Indian Express, 26 January, htep://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/bengaluru/Treated-
Water-From-Apartment-Complex-to-Fill-up-Puttenahalli-Lake/2015/05/18/article2820404.ece
(Last accessed in 12 Feb 2017).

Farrell, A. and T. J. Keating, 2000, ‘The globalization of smoke: Co-¢ olution in science and governance
of a commons probleny’, paper presented at Constituting the Commons: Crafting Sustainable Commons
in the Millennium, organized by International Association for the Study of Common Property
(IASCP), at Bloomington, Indiana, 31 May—4 June.

Gadgil, M. and R. Guha, 1995, Ecology and Equity: The Use and Abuse of Nature in Contemporary India,
New York and London: Routledge.

60



Environmental Governance in Future India

Guha, R., 2008, The rise and fall of Indian environmentalism, http://ramachandraguha.in/archives/
the-rise-and-fall-of-indian-environmentalism.html (Last accessed in 12 Feb 2017).

Guha, R., 2013, ‘The past & present of Indian environmentalism’, The Hindu, 27 March, heep:/[www.
thehindu.com/opinion/lead/the-past-present-of-indian-environmentalism/article4551665.ece  (Last
accessed in 12 Feb 2017).

Jamwal, P, S. Lele, and M. Menon, 2016, ‘Rethinking water quality standards in the context of urban
rivers’, paper presented at Urbanization and the Environment, Eighth Biennial Conference of the
Indian Society for Ecological Economics, organized by INSEE, 1ISc, ATREE, and NIAS, Bangalore,
4—6 January.

Joy, K. J., S. Paranjape, A. K. Kiran Kumar, R. Lele, and R. Adagale, 2004, ‘Watershed Development
Review: Issues and Prospects, CISED Technical Report, Bangalore: Centre for Interdisciplinary Studies

in Environment and Development.

Kohli, K. and M. Menon, 1994, Eleven Years of the Environment Impact Assessment Notification, 1994;
How Effecti e Has It Been?, Pune: Kalpavriksh, Just Environment Trust and Environment Justice
Initiative (Human Rights Law Network).

Kohli, K. and M. Menon, 2009, Calling the Bluff: Revealing the State of Monitoring and Compliance of
Environmental Clearance Conditions, Pune: Kalpavriksh.

Kothari, A., 2015, ‘MHA: A Ministry for Hounding Activists?’, India Together, available at hitp://
indiatogether.org/government-crackdown-on-the-activism-sector-reeks-of-arbitrariness-and-illegitimacy-
op-ed (Last accessed in 12 Feb 2017).

Lél¢, S., 2004, ‘Beyond State-Community Polarisations and Bogus “Joint’ness: Crafting Institutional
Solutions for Resource Management', in Globalization, Poverty and Conflict: A Critical “Development”
Reader, M.. Spoor (ed.), Dordrecht, Boston and London: Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp. 283-303.

Lele, S., 2013, ‘Environmentalisms, Justices, and the Limits of Ecosystems Services Frameworks’, in
The Justices and Injustices of Ecosystems Services, T. Sikor (ed.), Oxon, U.K.: Earthscan/Routledge,
pp- 119-39.

Lele, S., N. Heble, B. K. Thomas, and P. Jamwal, 2015, Regulation and Compliance in Industrial Water
Pollution: The Case of the Vrishabhavathy River, Bangalore, (unpublished manuscript), Bangalore:
Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and the Environment.

Lele, S., V. Srinivasan, P. Jamwal, B. K. Thomas, M. Eswar, and T. M. Zuhail, 2013, Water Management
in Arkavathy Basin: A Situation Analysis, Environment & Development Discussion Paper No. 1,

Bangalore: Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and the Environment.

Menon, M. and K. Kohli, 2009, ‘From impact assessment to clearance manufacture’, Economic &
Political Weekly 44(28), pp. 20-23.

Narain, S., 2015, ‘Indias environment: a review of four decades’, in State of Indias Environment 2015,
S. Narain (ed.), New Delhi: Centre for Science and Environment, pp. 11-20.

61



Lele and Sahu

Ostrom, E., 1990, Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action, New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Powers, N., A. Blackman, T. P. Lyon, and U. Narain, 2011, ‘Does disclosure reduce pollution? Evidence

from India’s green rating project’, Environmental and Resource Economics, 50(1); pp. 131-55.

Richardson, B., 2012, ‘From a fossil-fuel to a biobased economy: The politics of industrial biotechnology’,
Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 30(2): pp. 282-96.

Rosencranz, A. and S. Lél¢, 2008, ‘Supreme Court and India’s Forests’, Economic ¢ Political Weekly,
43(5), pp. 11-14.

Sahu, G., 2010, ‘Implementation of Environmental Judgments in Context: A Comparative Analysis of
Dahanu Thermal Power Plant Pollution Case in Maharashtra and Vellore Leather Industrial Pollution
Case in Tamil Nadw', LEAD: Law, Environment and Development Journal, 6(3): pp. 335-53.

Sahu, G., 2014, Environmental Jurisprudence and the Supreme Court, New Delhi: Orient Blackswan.

Sahu, G. and M. Chawla, 2011, ‘Environmental Movement in Dahanu: Competing Pulls’, Economic
& Political Weekly, 46(49): pp. 10-14.

Sarin, M., 2014, ‘Undoing Historical Injustice: Reclaiming citizenship rights and democratic forest
governance through the Forest Rights Act’, in Democratizing Forest Governance in India, S. Lele and
A. Menon (eds.), New Delhi: Oxford University Press, pp. 100—48.

Shah, A., 2010, In the Shadows of the State: Indigenous politics, environmentalism, and insurgency in
Jharkhand, India, Durham: Duke University Press.

Shrivastava, A. and A. Kothari, 2012, Churning the Earth: The Making of Global India, New Delhi:
Penguin India.

Shrivastava, K. S. and R. Mahapatra, 2013, ‘Bamboo rising’, Down 1o Earth, 31 March. heep://www.
downtoearth.org.in/coverage/bamboo-rising-40053 (Last accessed on 12 Feb 2017).

Srinivasan, V., D. S. Kumar, P Chinnasamy, S. Sulagna, D. Sakthivel, P. Paramasivam, and S. Lele, 2014,
Water Management in the Noyyal River Basin: A Situation Analysis, Environment and Development
Discussion Paper No. 2, Bangalore: Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology and the Environment.

Subramanian, S., 2015, ‘India’s war on Greenpeace’, The Guardian, 11 August, htep://www.theguardian.
com/world/2015/aug/11/indias-war-on-greenpeace (Last accessed on 12 Feb 2017).

Sudhakar, P and S. Vijaykumar, 2012, ‘Kudankulam: 11 protesters held on sedition charges, The
Hindu, 20 March, http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/kudankulam-11-protesters-
held-on-sedition-charges/article3013635.ece (Last accessed on 12 Feb 2017).

Wilhite, H., 2008, Consumption and the Transformation of Everyday Life: a view from South India,
London: Palgrave Macmillan.

62



The Future of Water in India

Shripad Dharmadhikary and Himanshu Thakkar

Summary

Water planning around the world is extremely anthropocentric and it is assumed that water
is only for human use. Within the human community also, this usage is prioritized to
benefit the rich. The essay stresses the need of radical change in the decision-making process,
mindset, and framework that go behind these decisions.

India is blessed with reasonably regular monsoon, a large number of perennial and
seasonal rivers, the Himalayas percieved as an inexhaustible source of water, availability of
groundwater as a decentralized source and traditional water management systems. However,
water resources development authorities have shown blatant disregard to these blessings and
have focussed on extractive policies of building big dams, big hydropower projects, large-

scale irrigation, and river interlinking projects and also unsustainable use of groundwater.

The essay lists out the key elements of the future of the water sector in India and argues
for a vision based on core values of sustainability, equity, efficien , and democratization.
Water should be seen as an integral part of ecosystems rather than a resource only for
human use. Even looking at human use, it is required that multifaceted factors are taken
into cognizance such as cultural value, sustenance value, and economic value. Access to the

poor is particularly important to focus on.

The paper shows how groundwater is India’s water lifeline and need to move towards
its sustainable use, making rainwater, local water systems, rivers, wetlands, forests and
community driven regulation as key components of the future and not large dams or inter
linking of rivers, which seem like mainstay of current estabishment paradigm. The paper
provides some examples of seeds of hope, both from officia sources as well non governmental
actors. The e are suggestions for what all will constitute future vision, but key issue is not

what but how to achieve the vision.

The strategy to achieve this vision will be to keep fighting for institutional level changes,
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challenge wrong and destructive effo ts, create successful examples, and replicate them at a
larger level. The paper concludes that we have long way to go before we can achieve desirable

state of water resources governance.

Introduction

Someone has correctly said that the future is not what happens but what we create.
When we think of the future of water, it is clear that there can be multiple futures. Each
future scenario is a trajectory taking off from today in a direction that is determined
by the choices we are making, the decisions we have taken. In today’s planning lies
tomorrow’s future.

This is obvious from the current state of water resources. Each of the serious issues in
the sector can be traced back to the choices we have made in the past. These choices relate
to how water is to be stored and used, how much water is to be stored and used, when,
how and where it is to be used, how we govern (including who decides) and manage our
water resources, rivers, their catchments, wetlands, forests, mountains, groundwater, and
other water bodies, and indeed, even in choices about what the water is to be used for.
The sum total of these choices can be said to define our framework towards water and
water resources.

One of the central and defining features of our prevailing mindset has been the notion
that any drop of water that is not extracted out for human use is a “waste”. This has
been stated in so many words in umpteen policy and planning documents. Consider this
statement from the First Five Year Plan (Gol, 1950):!

‘A more recent appraisal of the water resources of the country, based on an empirical formula
co-relating the river fl w in each basin with its rainfall and temperature, gives the total
annual fl w as equivalent to 1356 million acre-feet for the Indian Union. Of this only 76
million acre-feet or 5.6 per cent are at present being used for purposes of irrigation; the

rest fl w waste to the sea.’

Sixty six years later, little has changed in this approach, or in the other elements of the
current mindset. Some of the other elements include total anthropocentric planning —
water seems to be on earth only for use of humans, and even within the human community,
it seems to be prioritized for the benefit of the rich and the powerful — a belief that we
can extract water to a limitless extent, from rivers, lakes, and the ground; manipulate

prevailing ecosystems without bothering about the consequences; a faith that we can meet
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ever-increasing demands of water without any bounds, and that we need not question
whether all expressed desire or demand for consumption of water needs to be met, especially
if it is the consumption of the elite and the powerful with significant consequences for
the system in which water exists; a naive conviction that we can pour all sorts of toxic
and other effluent into water without creating any problems or that we can take care of
such problems in future, need not bother now; and an attitude that we can take and turn
around any element of the water cycle, twist and change its pathways, re-shape waterways,
rivers, drainage patterns to suit our desires, take water wherever we want, and justify, and
even glorify it as a ‘conquest of nature’, establishing humankind’s superiority over the
entire natural world.

So when we think of the future of water in India, we need to first understand the
decisions we are making, the decision-making processes and systems and the mindset and
framework which defines these decisions. If these elements remain as they now are, we are
likely to see a future that is more or less an extrapolation of what has come to pass over
the last few decades. And it is not going to be a pleasant one. It is a future where we are
likely to see most of our rivers having dried up, or reduced to a seasonal trickle. Often,
even this trickle is likely to mostly contain sewage and toxic effluents Groundwater would
have been exhausted or plummeted to unsustainable depths or be of unusable quality in
most areas of the country. Most water resources would be heavily polluted leading to
sickness and ill-health of large sections of the population. The rich, however, would be
protected by provision of bottled water, water purification devices and exclusive access to
cleaner water sources. While rivers would be linked to each other and all water extracted
and transported to farms mostly growing commercial crops, we would also find many areas
where even drinking water is scarce and poor people would be suffering from regular crop
losses. Since most surface water sources would have turned toxic, it will lead to disease
and social strife among the poor, but the rich classes will also not be able to escape these
consequences, since the whole ecology would be affected. Sounds familiar? Well, familiar
policies and practises will lead to a familiar future. Examples of water conflict are now
common across India: between people and state (Narmada dams,? hydropower projects
in North East India), people and corporations (e.g., Coca Cola and its extraction of
groundwater),” state and state (e.g., Cauvery), and so on.*

A diffe ent water future however is also possible. For that to happen, we need to choose
the appropriate path.

A starting point for this is the recognition of the realities as well as the blessings of
water in India.
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Ignoring the Blessings

While studying the water sector in India the traditional officia view that comes up is that
India has only about 2.4 per cent of earth’s land, 4 per cent of earth’s renewable water and
yet 18 per cent of global human population (Gol, 2012b).> Then the UN norms of per
capita water availability are paraded to say that India is water stressed or will soon become
a water scarce area. In reality these macro figu es hide more than they reveal.

India is in fact fortunate to have a number of blessings in the water sector. The first
blessing is the large number of rivers that we have, many of them perennial, and others
seasonal. The rainfall that we get with regularity of a calendar is the second major blessing.
The third major blessing we have is the Himalayas in the north, which are considered
the third pole of the world. It is considered an almost inexhaustible source of water
(water tower). The fourth major blessing of India is the groundwater sources available in
a decentralized way, which can also be used as a bank and insurance in addition to being
a lifeline, when other sources fail, provided they are used in a sustainable way. Another
major blessing that we would like to include in this list is India’s rich traditional knowledge
of water harvesting and water conservation technology and management systems.

However, the way we have gone about water resources development in India in the last
hundred odd years, it seems we do not value any of these blessings. Our emphasis and
priority has been building big hydropower and irrigation projects (mostly big dams), and
the latest in this list is the river linking project. Secondly, our consumption patterns, both
of water and everything else in which water is embedded (what many like to call virtual
water) is not sustainable or wise. This is reflected in many diffe ent ways, but to illustrate,
the North-West-India areas of Punjab and Haryana have predominantly water intensive
paddy-wheat cropping cycle, which is not sustainable considering the water availability,
with average annual rainfall in two states being 636 mm and 555 mm respectively (IMD,
2015). Similarly, large parts of Maharashtra and Karnataka that are growing sugarcane and
have a huge number of sugar factories are low rainfall drought prone areas where these
activities are totally inappropriate. The Krishna River basin that spans across Maharashtra,
Karnataka, Telangana, and Andhra Pradesh is declared a closed basin and large parts of
the basin are drought prone and perennially facing water scarcity. Yet from these very
basins, over three billion cubic metres of water are getting diverted on an annual basis, to
high rainfall Konkan area, only for hydropower generation and then mostly fl wing down
to sea.® To give an idea of how big this quantity of water is, it is equal to 1.2 million
Olympic size swimming pools or almost twice the live capacity of the massive Ujani Dam
in Maharashtra.
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The Vision

If we want a diffe ent future, we have to put in place an entirely diffe ent vision for the water
sector, a vision with the core values of sustainability, equity, efficien , and democratization.
Such a vision would start with how we look at water. We need to understand, appreciate
and respect water as both, an integral part of, as well as sustainer of the ecosystem. Our
vision needs to be based on the fact that water on this planet is not meant only for
human use but for all living (and non-life) forms. By definition, what we do is mostly
anthropocentric (in addition to anthropogenic and based on human values), yet, we would
need to take care that we are not trampling on and encroaching on the right to water of
others on Earth. Even looking at human ‘use’ of water, we would need to take cognisance
that water plays a multifaceted role in human life and economy. It has cultural, aesthetic,
sustenance, economic, and commercial values. Our vision and approach to water would
need to ensure balance amongst all these values.

Such a vision would ensure that even as the needs of human society are met, our rivers
and streams would be as close to free-fl wing as possible and not bound by large structures
and impoundments. Our vision would look at wetlands not as wastelands, to be encroached
upon, but as important parts of the water system in their own right. Water — in rivers,
streams, lakes, ponds — would be clean and unpolluted, with the quality so good that
people could just walk to the water and drink it, at most places. And that water bodies
would remain public commons so that people could actually have the right to walk up to
them. Control of water would remain in public hands, and not be privatized. Access to
water would be a right of everyone, and would not be denied to anyone because of any
reasons like a person’s caste, economic status and so on. In such a vision, there would be
harmony between human society and water systems.

What could be some of the key elements of such a vision?

* Respect water as an ecosystem and as a sustainer of ecosystems;

* Understand that water is not meant only for human use, but also for other life (and

non-life) forms;

* Harvest water where it falls, protect local water systems, wetlands, and create more

of them;

* Achieve sustained existence of rivers’ including environment fl ws from all existing

dams;

* Recognize that groundwater is our water lifeline and will remain so for a long time

to come; and if we want to sustain that water lifeline, we need to ensure that we
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harvest water where it falls and make groundwater recharge a focus area of our water
policy and programmes;

* Recognize the groundwater recharge systems, protect them, and create more such
systems;

* Recognize wetlands as an integral and significant part of water systems in their own
right and stop treating them as ‘wastelands’;

* Restore and maintain the quality of water in rivers, streams, and all water bodies;

* Community driven regulation of groundwater use, indeed of all water use;

* Democratic decision-making starting with prioritization of needs, options assessment,
selection of right option, implementation, and management;

* Participation based on awareness, information, and understanding;

* Sensible, judicious, wise, and responsible consumption of water as per democratically
accepted priorities;

* Adopt smart urban water management options: priority for not long distance but
local water sources, total recycling of waste water, protection of urban water bodies,
maximizing rainwater harvesting, and groundwater recharge;

* Sustainable industrial water use — based on appropriate citing policy and also
complete water reuse and recycle;

* Learning to understand and value aquifers, rivers, wetlands, local water bodies,
rainwater;

* Achieving cropping patterns that are appropriate to the local agro-climatic
characteristics;

e Adopt and encourage water saving cropping methods (e.g., System of Rice
Intensification, also applicable for other crops besides rice);

* Organic and locally appropriate agriculture to eliminate harmful chemicals and
minimize use of water (with particular attention to encouraging dry-land farming);

* Energy systems based on renewable sources (excluding large hydro), decentralized
generation, local grids;®

* Sustainable mountain environment;

* Creating reliable and transparent information systems regarding water, including
embedded/virtual water use;’

* Democratic institutions, decision-making, monitoring, compliance, regulation;

* Achieving optimum benefits from existing infrastructure;

* Understanding the special place, role, and concerns of North East, Tribal areas,
Himalayas, Western Ghats, Coastal areas, Deltas, dry-land areas;
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Demand Side Management'® ensuring that use of water is within sustainable limits
and that it is done in the most efficien way possible;

Ensuring fulfilment of basic needs of all through rights based approach that prioritizes
equity. One of the important aspects would be to ensure that access to water is tied
to basic/livelihood needs and not land ownership;

Learning to say NO to unsustainable demands on water;

Understanding the unique role of water in nature as an embedded element;
Democratic governance of each resource, area and project, including decision-making
processes;

Informed decision-making process with all necessary studies done before the decision,
both at project level and at basin level;

Free, prior and informed consent of all concerned for all major interventions;

A siting policy for water use activities in line with the ecological situation and water
availability;

Water resources development and management decisions taking changing climate
into account, the effects already visible in terms of changing monsoon, increased
droughts, floods and hailstorms, melting glaciers, increasing sea level rise;
Understanding and ensuring the key role rivers play in taking the sediment right up
to the deltas and the coastal areas, and in sustaining the freshwater-saltwater mix in
such areas on which ecosystems and fisheries are dependent, not allowing dams to
hamper this role;

Prior, credible Environment and Social Impact Assessment, Cumulative Impact
Assessment; achieving compliance through participatory environmental governance;
Managing water as commons, ensuring that everyone has access to it for meeting

basic needs, and that control on water is not privatized.

This is certainly not an exhaustive or a comprehensive list, but only presents some key

elements. What is important is that there are many robust examples of implementation of

these elements in the country, even as the dominant practices go largely in the opposite

direction.

Some Illustrative Examples

In this section we are providing brief descriptions of some examples where some of

these strategic steps have been implemented.

One of the most interesting admissions, confirming that the current paradigm of large-

dams driven irrigation has failed not only the environment but also the farmers has come
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from the Chief Minister of Maharashtra, Devendra Fadnavis. On 21 July 2015, in his
statement to the Maharashtra Assembly, he said:

‘Maharashtra has the country’s 40 per cent large dams, but 82 per cent area of the state
is rain fed. We have moved away from our vision of watershed and conservation...We did
not think about hydrology, geology and topography of a region before pushing large dams
everywhere. But this has to change’.

Coming from the Chief Minister of a state that has the highest number of large dams
in the country (Gol, 2012a), and twice that of the state with the second highest number,
that is, Madhya Pradesh, and yet has been facing terrible droughts and farmers™ suicides
on a large-scale on a regular basis, this is an admission that the future of water needs to
go on a diffe ent trajectory. The trajectory has also been indicated clearly by the Chief
Minister — decentralized rainwater harvesting through peoples’ participation is one of its
main pillars. While this initiative is reportedly showing good results even in the short time
since it has been taken up, there is concern that such thinking does not seem to extend
to a more comprehensive vision of water resources. This is evident from the fact that the
same Government has annulled the river zone regulation norms.

Of course, the idea is not new. Like most of the elements of a diffe ent trajectory that
we are proposing, this too has been around for many years. Struggles against large dams,
like the Narmada Bachao Andolan, have strongly advocated such an approach as the real
solution'" to problems of droughts, water supply, agricultural water needs, etc. The e are
a number of people who have done experiments with such work, obtained great results,
demonstrating that decentralized water harvesting is a far more effecti e solution to water
problems than large dams can provide. Several of these examples are mentioned in the

paragraphs that follow.

Local Water System: traditional wisdom

The traditional water harvesting technology and management systems can certainly be
counted as one of India’s blessings in water sector. This has been most brilliantly described
by well known Gandhian, Anupam Mishra, in his now famous books like Aaj Bhi Khare
Hai Talab, (‘the ponds are still standing’, published in 1993) and Rajasthan Ki Rajat Bunde
(‘the golden drops of Rajasthan’, 1995). The e is a lot we can learn from this wisdom even
today, while being mindful of the caste systems and its inherent injustices. In many parts
of India these systems and knowledge are still in use, or being revived, to meet water needs

in judicious ways.
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Watershed Development: Maharashtra

Thee are many examples of successful watershed development works—Maharashtra
possibly has one of the largest number. Maharashtra has been one of the progressive states
in the country when it comes to watershed development, participatory water management,
and a pioneering discourse surrounding equitable sharing of available water sources. Th
state has had a number of remarkable stories like Ralegan Siddhi and Hivare Bazaar,
the work of Samaj Parivarthan Kendra (SPK) and Society for Promoting Participative
Ecosystem Management (SOPPECOM) on water users associations in Waghad and
Palkhed, work of Paani Panchayat on equitable sharing of irrigation water particularly
arguing for allocation of water even to the landless, work of AFARM, Pani Sangarsh
Chalwal (Water Struggle Movement) of South Maharashtra, and others, in addition to a
number of centrally funded and state funded watershed programmes like Drought Prone
Area Programme (DPAP), Integrated Wasteland Development Programme (IWDP),
Adarsh Gaon Yojana, etc. The state has had its share of stalwarts like Late Vilasrao
Salunkhe, Anna Hazare, Popatrao Pawar, Late Dr Mukundrao Ghare, Smt Kalpanatai
Salunkhe, to name just a few. They talked about not only increasing water availability, but
also allocating and managing the available water resources equitably and sustainably and
many other facets of participatory watershed management which were strongly rooted

in equity, gender sensitivity, social realities and ecological sustainability.'

Well Recharging and Check-dams: Gujarat

While Gujarat is known for the massive Sardar Sarovar Dam and the movement against
the dam, namely the Narmada Bachao Andolan, students of water resources development
also know it for widespread well recharging and check-dam construction through social
movements. The significance of this work can be gauged from a paper by researchers of
International Water Management Institute and others (Shah ez 4/, 2009), where, after assessing
the relative impacts of large dams, groundwater recharge and decentralized water harvesting
structures, the authors conclude that per billion cubic metre (BCM) of water, large dams
served 17,150 ha, groundwater storage served 237,910 ha and decentralized water harvesting
structures served 2,532,000 ha. So for the same volume of water, groundwater storage served
about fourteen times more land that the land served by large dams and decentralized water
harvesting methods served one hundred and forty eight times more land. Though the value
per hectare of crops and milk was higher for land served by large dams, the aggregate value
of crops and milk from the lands served by groundwater and decentralized water harvesting
was each double the value of output from land served by dams for the state as a whole
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during the period under review. The water productivity (Rs./BCM) from groundwater and
decentralized water harvesting was thus 6.14 and thirty times higher, respectively, than
that from large dams. These figu es not only destroy the myth that large dams are more
productive, they establish clearly that large dams should be at best the option of last resort
after decentralized water harvesting and groundwater recharge systems.

Rivers: Arvari River parliament in Alwar

It is well known that the work of repair, maintenance of johads (traditional tank systems
of Rajasthan) and creation of more such structures with involvement of communities,
led by the Tarun Bharat Sangh in Rajasthan® led to rejuvenation of some of the local
streams that used to be dry soon after monsoon. In fact the then President of India went
in March 2000 to the communities to honour them for their achievement, possibly the
first time this ever happened. But less well known is the effo t of the communities who
came together in the form of a river parliament to manage the River Arvari once it was
rejuvenated. The e is a lot that the officia water management can learn from this effo t,
even though the Arvari River Parliament may not be as active now as in the past.

While these ideas have been around for decades, there are also many new and innovative

ideas that have come. One example of such innovations is System of Rice Intensification.

System of Rice Intensification

The system of rice intensification (SRI) is a new and evolving alternative to conventional
methods of rice cultivation'. In this method, rice seedlings are transplanted early (eight
to twelve days old compared to twenty one days in the conventional method). The
are transplanted in un-puddled condition; the seedlings are widely spaced. The field
are alternately kept wet and dry; they are not flooded until the panicle initiation stage
(1-3 cm of water in the field during the reproductive phase). The field is drained twenty
fi e days before harvest and organic manure is used as much as possible. Mechanical
weeding should start around ten days after transplantation; at least two weedings are
necessary, more are recommended. It is supposed to provide better growing conditions
in the root zone, save inputs, improve soil health and optimize water use efficien . Th
rice plants grown with this method are more drought and flood tolerant and hence cope
much better in changing climate.

India has over 24 million hectares under irrigated paddy. If SRI were to be applied on
all this land we would be able to increase our irrigated area by at least 50 per cent, using
the water now being used for paddy irrigation. It would also lead to a 50 per cent increase
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in rice production. Both these factors would have huge implications for water resource
management in India in the years to come. SRI kind of methods have also been found to
be effecti e in a number of crops including wheat, sugarcane, pulses, among others. The
question that immediately springs to mind is: With such far-reaching implications why is
the government not actively pushing the adoption of SRI with necessary priority?”® The e
is now state support for SRI in at least a few states (for example, Tripura, Tamil Nadu,
Andhra Pradesh, Bihar, Odisha, among others) and many states do so wholeheartedly,
but the support is not there from the Centre, nor is it integrated into the whole set of
agricultural policies and programmes.

The e are many other examples, including some from the urban areas such as Bhuj
water harvesting work for slums, Chennai rooftop harvesting, Bengaluru water harvesting
and recycling in Rainbow Drive and other colonies, revival of lakes with benefit of
groundwater recharge, Hivare Bazar in Maharashtra as an example of groundwater
regulation by the community, etc.,'® but we are not going into details of these here.

World Commission on Dams: A new framework for decision-making

Undoubtedly, the biggest and strongest social campaigns and movements on water issues
have happened around the issues of large dams, which is truer for India than possibly most
other countries. Here it is not possible to go into the details of these campaigns. However,
since India continues to be one of the biggest dam builders in the world, it needs to be
highlighted that large dams, including large hydro and even small hydro projects remain
highly contested projects in India. Many projects have been stopped because of such
protests, including Bhopalpatnam-Ichampalli in Maharashtra/AP, Koel Karo in Jharkhand-
Bihar, and Silent Valley in Kerala. One prominent case in point is the stoppage of the
highest capacity hydropower project of India, the 2000 MW Subansiri Lower Hydropower
project on Assam-Arunachal Pradesh border in Brahmaputra basin in North East India,
since December 2011. The work had to be stopped following long mass based campaign
in Assam, when over Rs. 5000 crores (50 billion) were already spent on the project. The
events'” that followed around the project have vindicated every issue that the movement
has raised since the work was stopped.

In this context, to indicate the road ahead, we must mention the report of the World
Commission on Dams (WCD, 2000), made public in November 2000 by Nelson Mandela.
This twelve member Commission was set up through a collective effo t in which the World
Bank, the governments, the industry, the campaigns and the anti dam movements were
involved. The report did not say that large dams are all bad or that large dams should not
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be built, but it did say that in too many cases disproportionate costs have been paid, the
benefits have been lower than projections and better alternatives were ignored. The report
provided a framework for arriving at better decisions in future. In India, where dams have
increasingly become an end in itself rather than the means to an end, the WCD guidelines
can indeed be very useful. Any project that follows the WCD guidelines is likely to have
much better public acceptance. We would strongly urge that the framework provided by
the WCD be made the basic framework for decisions around not just dams but all major
water sector interventions. While the Government of India has been reluctant to accept
this framework when the WCD had released its report, many of the key principles were
already present in India’s policy and legal regime and subsequent to the report launch
several other principles from the WCD have also been included. Thus, there is already a
basis on which to build, and take up the WCD framework, as a holistic framework. This
would play a big role in shifting the future of water in India to a more sustainable and
equitable direction.

The Strategy

How to achieve the vision is certainly a far more difficul exercise than putting it together.
Even preparing a credible road map for achieving the vision is not an easy task. Here
indeed, past experience could be in many ways useful though not always a full guide. It is
going to be tough to achieve the vision if we look at our current trajectory. The strategy
should be to keep fighting for institutional changes that will help tweak the trajectory
towards achieving such a vision, and create successful examples and learn right lessons
from such experiences for replication at the larger level, bringing necessary policy, legal,
and institutional changes. At the same time, there is also a need to have strategies that

would enhance resistance to unsustainable and inequitable water projects and processes.

Signs of Hope

One encouraging sign is that several officia documents and processes have had to take
cognizance of some of the elements of a new vision.

The admission by Maharashtra CM in his speech before the state legislature on 21 July
2015 that large dams seem to have failed the state is a part of several instances where the
officia machinery and establishment have started acknowledging — often grudgingly — the
failure of the past and current paradigm, and have started accepting the validity and need
for many of the elements of the framework that is being proposed in this paper.

For example, the National Water Policy (NWP) adopted in 2012, has a clear priority
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for the use of water, one that reflects the need for equity, the need to provide first for basic
needs, and for the needs of the environment (Gol, 2012b).

‘Safe Water for drinking and sanitation should be considered as pre-emptive needs, followed
by high priority allocation for other basic domestic needs (including needs of animals),
achieving food security, supporting sustenance agriculture and minimum eco-system needs.
Available water, after meeting the above needs, should be allocated in a manner to promote

its conservation and efficien use’.

Unfortunately, the policy and the Union Water Resources Ministry (now renamed as Union
Ministry of Water Resources, Ganga Rejuvenation, and River Development) are totally
silent on how to achieve this objective.

The National Water Policy (Gol, 2012b) also calls for environmental fl ws in all rivers,
saying (Sec. 3.3):

‘Ecological needs of the river should be determined, through scientific study, recognizing
that the natural river flows are characterized by low or no flows, small floods (freshets),
large floods, etc., and should accommodate developmental needs. A portion of river flows
should be kept aside to meet ecological needs ensuring that the low and high flow releases
are proportional to the natural flow regime, including base flow contribution in the low

flow season through regulated ground water use’ (pp. 4).

However, there is no real implementation of this stipulation.
The e is also a recommendation (Sec 2.2) to have a National Water Framework Law,
about which, the NWP says:

‘Such a framework law must recognize water not only as a scarce resource but also as
a sustainer of life and ecology. Therefore, water, particularly groundwater, needs to be
managed as a community resource held, by the state, under public trust doctrine to achieve
food security, livelihood, and equitable and sustainable development for all. Existing Acts
may have to be modified accordingly’ (pp. 4).

Indeed there is urgent need to ensure community driven regulation of groundwater
management, but there is absolutely no credible movement in that direction or for such
a framework law.

In recent years, the new Central Government, in May 2014, has initiated a major
programmes for Ganga Rejuvenation, with the aim to restore the wholeness of the river.
It has asserted that the principles on which the Ganga Rejuvenation will be based (and,
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hopefully, the same principles will apply to other rivers in the country too) are that of
‘aviraldhara (uninterrupted, continuous, and connected fl w), nirmaldhara (unpolluted
fl w), and geological and ecological integrity.’

The first ever joint report between Union Water Resources Ministry and Union
Ministry of Environment and Forests (March 2015) on assessment of environment fl ws
in rivers in India'® showed another hopeful sign for the future of Indian rivers. However,
that report is still under elaboration and development, and so we need to wait to see
its implementation.

In Uttarakhand, a number of significant developments before and after June 2013 floo
disaster have seen cancellation and stoppage of work on a number of disastrous projects and
declaration of a stretch of Bhagirathi river as Eco Sensitive Zone. In these developments,
the civil society, some regulatory agency persons, judiciary and media have played important
roles. In this still unfolding saga," there is not only hope for some tributaries of Ganga, but
there are also seeds for learning for states and nations across the Himalayas. But it remains
to be seen what lessons we learn from possibly the worst ever flood disasters of India.

In the context of heavily dammed rivers, one could mention the example of the
Chalakudy Puzha Samrakshan Samithi’s effo ts (Latha er a4/, 2012)* at developing a
diffe ent reservoir operation scheme to ensure better downstream fl ws as an intermediate
strategy.

Lest one gets too optimistic, it is important to note that while many of these
developments are as yet mere expressions of intentions, actions taken by the Government
are still following largely the earlier approaches. For example, the Maharashtra Government
does not seem to have any intention of breaking free of the stranglehold of water guzzling
crops like sugarcane which take up disproportionately high share of water in the state
or abandon many of the dam projects that came through corrupt decisions and without
credible processes. At the national level, the Government is aggressively pushing programme
like the Interlinking of Rivers and even on the Ganga, the approach on ground shows
no break from the failed experience of the past thirty to forty years of dealing with its
pollution. So one must exercise caution in assessing whether the Government is serious
about incorporating new approaches and breaking away from the past practices that have

caused such grave problems.

In Conclusion

Practices are still dominated by the old thoughts, and even as some of the newer ideas
are given a place, one cannot help feeling that this is just lip-service. The key is to push
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for the establishment to put their money where their mouth is, and ensure that once

some of these aspects find a place in the officia documents, they are also implemented

in practice, and properly. This will require continuous vigilance and push by all sections

of the society, including media, judiciary, academics and civil society among other actors.

Meanwhile, citizens can also continue to spread decentralized water harvesting and use/

management initiatives.

With such effo ts, a diffe ent future for water in India is possible, a future where rivers

fl w, where waters are largely unpolluted, the basic needs of all people are met, water is

also available for non-humans, and continues to play its role in ecology and nature.

Endnotes

10.

Chapter 26, Irrigation and Power.

See www.narmada.org for more details.

See, for example, http://www.righttowater.info/rights-in-practice/legal-approach-case-studies/case-
against-coca-cola-kerala-state-india/ (Last accessed in 5 June 2016).

Joy et al., 2008, is a good reference for more details and cases.

Para 1.1, Preamble, National Water Policy 2012, New Delhi: Ministry of Water Resources,
Government of India.

This is not to suggest that all water fl wing to sea is a waste, but to say that the water artificially
transferred from a deficit basin to high rainfall area is not even serving much useful purpose.
For more details on the principles of managing our rivers, see Delhi Declaration on Rivers adopted at
the first India Rivers Week during November 2014, at: heeps://sandrp.wordpress.com/2015/01/17/
let-our-rivers-live-delhi-declaration/ (Last accessed in 5 June 2016).

See also essay on Energy Futures in this volume.

Embedded or virtual water is the water consumed in the process of manufacturing or producing
a good. For example, production of milk would need water for drinking by the milch animal, as
well as for processing, packaging etc. All this water, divided by the quantity of milk produced,
would give the water “embedded” in a litre of milk. This is also sometimes referred as “virtual
water” which the milk contains or represents.

Demand Side Management basically means adjusting water use demands to meet objectives of
efficien , conservation, equity, sustainability, etc. This could include a slew of measures including
proper cropping patterns, water saving cropping methods, financial incentives and disincentives,
reducing losses, reuse and recycle, among others. See SANDRP blog for a detailed analysis of this
statement, at https://sandrp.wordpress.com/2015/07/26/we-pushed-large-dams-not-irrigation-cm-
fadnavis-assembly-speech/ (Last accessed in 5 June 2016).
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Sometimes this is phrased as ‘alternatives to large dams’. However, something is an alternative
if it does things similar to the original. In case of large dams, however, the benefits that can be
delivered by them are much lesser than what a decentralized system can, and come at much higher
costs. Thus, it’s not correct to call the latter as ‘alternatives’. Rather, they should be described as
the ‘real solutions’.

For details of some recent cases, see: https://sandrp.wordpress.com/2014/07/22/local-initiatives-for-
drought-proofing-maharashtra and https://sandrp.wordpress.com/2015/05/19/digging-deeper-into-
water-scarcity-after-watershed-development/ (Last accessed on 5 June 2016).

The e are many other noteworthy effo ts in Rajasthan, including the one called chauka system
practised in grazing lands, an innovation led by Laxmansingh in Laporia (Dudu Tehsil in Jaipur
district), see for some details: http://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/the — chauka-magic-20492
and heeps://sandrp.wordpress.com/2013/11/18/dharati-ratan-annual-festival/ (Last accessed on
5 June 2016).

See also essay on Food and Agriculture Futures in this volume.

For more details, see: http://sandrp.in/sri/sriintro (Last accessed on 5 June 2016).

The e are a number of publications and resources on such examples, including, say: Aaj Bhi Khare
Huai Talaab (Hindi, 1993) and Rajasthan Ki Rajat Bunde (Hindi, 1995), both by Shri Anupam
Mishra (Gandhi Peace Foundation), see for details: http://www.indiawaterportal.org/articles/aaj-bhi-
khare-hain-talaab-book-anupam-mishra and http://scroll.in/article/677189/for-more-than-20-years-
a-slim-book-has-helped-indian-farmers-become-self-reliant-in-water, (both Last accessed on 5 June,
2016); SANDRP blogs (e.g. https://sandrp.wordpress.com/2014/06/13/gawadewadi-a-success-story-
of-participatory-small-scale-water-conservation/ (Last accessed on 5 June 2016) and CSE, 1999.
For example, NHPC agreed to make huge changes in the structural and operational parameters
of the project following multiple officia committee reports.

For details, see: https://sandrp.wordpress.com/2015/04/15/mowr-report-on-assessment-of-e-fl ws-
is-welcome-needs-urgent-implementation/ (Last accessed on 5 June 2016). The actual report is an
unpublished document.

For details, see: https://sandrp.wordpress.com/2015/06/18/two-years-of-uttarakhand-flood-disaster
of-june-2013-why-is-state-centre-gambling-with-the-himalayas-the-ganga-lives-of-millions/  (Last
accessed on 5 June 2016).

See also: hteps://sandrp.wordpress.com/2013/09/28/public-pressure-leads-to-changes-in-kerala-
dam-operation/ (Last accessed on 5 June 2016).
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Energy Futures in India

Harish Hande, Vivek Shastry, Rachita Misra'

Summary

A prerequisite for ensuring any basic services, such as housing, health, education, entrepreneurship
opportunities, access to finance, etc., is the availability of energy. This essay argues for the
availability of affo dable clean energy technology that can meet both development goals and
environment quality. Central to this is the promotion of Decentralized Renewable Energy
(DRE), which provides an opportunity to improve access to modern energy services for
the poorest members in society. This essay lays out possibilities for the future by engaging
with various policy level, financial, and technological changes that are required to promote
sustainable development and equitable distribution of resources.

To ensure the energy access for diffe entiated populations of rural and urban centres, this
essay highlights initiatives such as DRE extension and integration, policy convergence for
low carbon village development, energy entrepreneurship as a livelihood, and community
resource centres. India’s energy future lies in creating a collaborative economy where changes
in consumption patterns are promoted and access to energy services is deemed higher than
ownership.

Introduction

Energy poverty is a major barrier to rural, economic, and social development. According
to National Sample Survey Organization (PIB, 2011) data, fuel, and light constitute the
second highest expenditure after food in rural areas. Improving access to modern energy
sources is an important means of realizing rural development, and a catalyst for other
spheres of human development. A prerequisite for ensuring guaranteed provision of any
basic amenities and productive utilizations is the availability of reliable power supply.

It is imperative that affo dable clean energy technologies are promoted to meet both

developmental goals and environmental quality.
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In India, the electricity sector contributes to about 47 per cent of all the CO, emissions,
with high possibility of these figu es increasing in the coming decade (Planning Commission,
2014). The big challenge India faces today is to provide electricity and modern energy
access to an additional 240 million people and sustainable cooking for 840 million (WEO,
2015) mainly located in rural areas. Recent policy effo ts to switch existing commercial
and urban users to clean energy sources have also picked up pace. Thee is a large scope
for clean energy interventions including Decentralized Renewable Energy (DRE), energy
efficienc and improved cooking solutions in these areas. DRE offers the opportunity to
improve access to modern energy services for the poorest members of society, which is
crucial for achieving many of the seventeen Sustainable Development Goals, beyond the
Affo dable and Clean Energy Goal (UN, 2015).

Energy is often a prerequisite and sometimes a catalyst for provision of other related
amenities such as housing, health, education, entrepreneurship opportunities, skills training,
access to finance, etc. As rightly pointed out by the UK Department for International
Development (DFID), demand for energy is a ‘derived demand’, especially for the urban
and rural poor, wherein no one wants energy in itself but rather the allied services it can
provide including cooking, water heating, lighting, refrigeration, water pumping, transport
and communications, etc, which are necessary preconditions for poverty alleviation of
masses (DFID, 2002). This energy requirement also has environmental implications.

Environment and Development: opposing paradigms?

‘.. (Malthus) said that we would raise population enough to lower our living standards
again. Well, we have raised the population, we did have this massive gain in productivity,
rise in living standards, we've had huge progress and now we have to ask can we sustainably
live with the planet and keep the gains to productions’ (Jeff ey Sachs)??

The e are varied perceptions and opinions about the relationship between economic
growth and preservation of environmental quality. It is believed that increased extraction
of natural resources will ultimately lead to augmented accrual of waste and concentrated
pollution, causing the rate of extraction becoming greater than the rate of regeneration
of the resource base. The widely acclaimed Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC)
hypothesis, postulated by Kuznets propounds this ‘trade-off between environment and
development’, implying that developing nations and economies in transition will have to
forego environmental quality for the sake of attaining higher echelons of socio-economic
development (Panayotou, 2003).
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However, the EKC hypothesis is based on the preconceived notion that economies in
transition will follow the carbon exhaustive developmental trajectories that was followed
earlier by the developing nations. Currently, developing nations do not have the luxury
to duplicate the emission trajectories and energy consumption pathways that had been
adopted by the developed nations during their phases of industrialization due to the
imminent danger of climate change lurking ahead. Developing nations will feel these
impacts most severely, although they have the least responsibility towards being the causal
agents of climate change. Developing nations are therefore faced with a dual undertaking —
alleviating poverty levels of the population and maintaining environmental quality and
natural resource base for our future generations, without increasing the threat of climate
change.

These two paradigms of economic growth and environmental preservation may not be
contradictory in nature after all. To achieve this equilibrium, a sustainable development
framework needs to be structured which relies on leapfrogging into a Renewable Energy
regime to provide clean, appropriate and efficien energy to the underserved segment
of the society. However, as critics like Mansoor Khan (2013) have pointed out, growth
cannot be an infinite, exponential curve that is typically imagined by the proponents of
development. Further, development trajectories need to consider a sustainable co-benefit
approach which propagates adoption of several mitigation options which also have other
‘co-benefit’ for sustainable development attached (CSTEP, 2015). The co-benefits of
DRE interventions in livelihoods, housing, education, etc., are explored in more detail
in the later sections.

Energy Projections: current models and shortcomings

In 2006, the Planning Commission, Government of India, presented a report on Integrated
Energy Policy (IEP). The primary guiding factor for energy demand projections in the IEP

report was the need to increase economic growth and GDP. It stated,

‘India needs to sustain an 8% to 10% economic growth rate, over the next 25 years, if
it is to eradicate poverty and meet its human development goals. To deliver a sustained
growth rate of 8% through 2031-32 and to meet the lifeline energy needs of all citizens,
India needs, at the very least, to increase its primary energy supply by 3 to 4 times and,
its electricity generation capacity/supply by 5 to 6 times of their 2003-04 levels’ (Planning
Commission, 2006, pp. xiii).

Prayas (2015) reviewed three broad approaches to energy demand estimation:
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* Energy needed for achieving certain GDP growth. This approach might not look

at socio-economic conditions, equality of access and equitable developmental goals.

* Energy needed for achieving developmental objectives or desirable outcomes,

represented by some proxies, which could be indices like the Human Development

Index (HDI).

* Disaggregated, bottom-up assessment of energy needs where specific developmental

goals form a detailed normative framework.
The Central Electricity Authority (CEA) carries out an elaborate exercise every fi e years,
called the Electric Power Survey (EPS) for forecasting the future electricity requirements
of the country. The main aim of the EPS is to assess electricity demand—thus it is not
a normative framework. For example, the 17th EPS report states that, “The electricity
consumption by the end consumer is the guiding factor for evaluating the electricity demand
for the future’ (CEA, 2007, pp. 45). In other words, it looks at what the consumption by
end consumer would be, but not how much should be needed, and for which purpose.

Several analysts have shown a strong association between HDI of various countries
and their per capita electricity consumption (Pasternak, 2000). A corollary is that this
HDI-electricity use co-relation can be used to work out the required per capita electricity
consumption for a desired HDI (say 0.7). When the data is plotted, the per capita electricity
consumption needed to ensure an HDI of 0.7 comes to about 2300 kWh per year, and
at the generation end this is equivalent to 2895 kWh.

It should be noted that there are several outliers that may be of interest. For example,
there are countries like Ecuador (1055 kWh, HDI 0.695) and Peru (1106 kWh, HDI
0.723) that have achieved HDI of 0.7 and above with relatively smaller per capita electricity
consumption per year. On the other hand, there is South Africa with HDI of only 0.597
but a consumption of 4803 kWh per capita per year.

While the HDI-electricity consumption correlation is robust, it hides great diffe ences
between the structures of the economies across various countries and their health and
education services. It could also mask the inequitable distribution of services within the
countries, with the poorer sections consuming much less electricity than the average
population. Hence, the outliers may be of more interest than those that lie on the best
fit line. These outliers can show how the same HDI can be achieved with less per capita
electricity use, by ensuring equitable access to services, and reducing wasteful consumption
at the top of the pyramid.

According to a 2008 report by a global consortium, the Ecological Footprint (EF) of
the planet was 1.78 global hectares (gha) per capita (WWF ez al, 2012, pp. 140-44).
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It can also be inferred from the report that at a sustainable level of footprint, the HDI
possible is around 0.55. To achieve an HDI of 0.7 countries would require an EF of 3.14
gha, much higher than the current (2008) global sustainable bio-capacity. This indicates
that the conventional approach to achieving a high HDI is unsustainable and there is a
need to re-examine these approaches.

Also needing re-examination is India’s Intended Nationally Determined Contribution
(INDC) submitted to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCCQ) in October 2015. While the proclamation of reducing the emissions intensity
by 33-35 per cent of 2005 levels by 2030 looks ambitious on the face of it, the resulting
trebling of emission intensity ‘shamefully hides behind the poor’ (Kothari and Adve, 2015).
The ecological footprint of the richest 1 per cent of Indians is over seventeen times that
of the poorest 40 per cent (Shrivastava and Kothari, 2012).

Prayas (2015), reviewed several studies that indicated that an energy supply of 1200 to
1800 kgoe (kilogram(s) of oil equivalent) per capita per year would be needed to provide
energy for a dignified living. Further, the International Energy Agency (IEA) calculated per
capita total primary energy supply in 2011 to be 1884 kgoe (IEA, 2013, pp. 48). Thus, it
is safe to say that the current global energy supply can meet the energy needs of everyone
on this planet, provided it is distributed equitably.

To deliver complete energy access and meet the growing aspirations, it is essential for
the ambitious plan to produce 40 per cent of electricity by non-fossil sources to have a
massive thrust on Decentralized Renewable Energy (DRE), towards a worthy vision of

democratic, equitable development.

DRE for Equitable Growth: visions and pathways

Envisioning equitable access to energy services requires a radical change in our approach
to consumption as well as generation. On the consumption end, a number of supply side
energy efficienc measures have been taken up, such as replacing bulbs with LEDs and
labelling efficien appliances; and better demand side management is possible through
demand response, time-of-day pricing, etc. These measures still do not go far enough to
fundamentally address the nature of wasteful consumption discussed earlier. That would
call for a systemic behavioural change that makes the end-users aware of their consumption
patterns and create compassion to save electricity for those at the bottom of the energy
ladder.

On the generation end, provision of reliable power supply for all would create enormous
pressure on the already strained centralized grid. This would translate to the construction
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of more coal fi ed power plants, large hydro projects, etc., that will need huge investments
and requirement for land resources to build infrastructure, having adverse impacts on our
environment and disruptive consequences for communities. Conventional power plants
also have longer gestation periods, and in remote areas and hilly terrains, the cost of
grid extension is substantially high (Nouni ez 4/, 2007). In addition, the business and
development opportunity cost of waiting for grid connection is often unaccounted for.
Under such circumstances, DRE solutions (stand-alone home energy systems, decentralized
micro-grids, grid-connected mini-grids, etc.,) play a crucial role in offsetting some of the
required demand for electricity generation without causing environmental degradation.

While the case for DRE in remote rural areas is sufficientl clear, less discussed is
its role in grid connected regions. The visions for the future need not erase the existing
grid. However, there needs to be a strong focus on drastically reducing fossil fuel based
electricity production and nuclear and large hydro sources that has been a subject of
human safety and social unrest issues. Unreliable day time electricity disproportionately
impacts small businesses in rural as well as urban areas (Akshatha, 2015), which can be
addressed by decentralized generation like micro-grids and rooftop systems. Scaling up
RE and DRE, its planned integration with the grid, together with penetration of energy
efficien appliances would lay the foundation for a future with responsible consumption
at the point of generation, reducing losses and the need for large unclean power sources.

So, what does that future look like?

The future would be for all citizens — rural, migrant and urban — to be energy self-
sufficient for each citizen or community to own, produce, and use energy responsibly
(under democratic, community based control and management, sourcing locally available
resources, with full knowledge of the impacts of their consumption on society and
environment) and productively (using efficient decentralized means to generate and sustain
employment). The future would be for the sun, wind, water and waste to power our houses,
our work, and our communities.

And how do we get there?

Rural: complete productive decentralization

Urban migration in India continues to increase because of decreasing employment
opportunities in rural India, increasing distress from the effects of environmental
degradation including climate change, and a continuing absence of basic amenities in
infrastructure, healthcare, finance, and education. Large-scale displacements as a result of
infrastructure projects are also sometimes a reason. On one level, migration indicates the
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growing regional imbalance and the urban-rural gap in the development story. Taking this
migration as a natural phenomenon, the government’s plan is to build 100 smart cities
to absorb this burgeoning migrant population, albeit an absence of serious discussion on
affo dability and social equity. At the end of the day, cities are more energy intensive, and
the decisions we make today will commit the remaining carbon emission capacity into
our infrastructure.’

The vision for rural India should be to leverage DRE to create long-term sustainable
livelihoods, and enable access to basic amenities.

DRE can enable electricity access in regions where grid extension is more expensive,
and also increase reliability in regions where the grid already exists. Powering rural India
completely with DRE can succeed as a vision only when DRE also succeeds in increasing
productive livelihood opportunities towards meeting rural needs and aspirations. Further,
with appropriate financing and operational models, end-users and communities can take
ownership of these DRE systems. The e is also a possibility of creating entrepreneurs to
provide these services on a need basis. Designing DRE as bankable assets for the rural
users makes them credit worthy and facilitate access to mainstream financing for other
developmental needs. The question is therefore not whether these aspirations have to be
sacrificed for environmental goals, but whether DRE can be massively scaled up to focus
more on productive, decentralized rural development, where the environmental benefits
are merely a useful by-product.

Technology and Policy Pathways

» Integrated district level planning: Integrated energy planning at a district level
would broadly involve three related activities — energy mapping, ecosystem analysis,
and needs assessment. Energy mapping involves grassroots assessments of low access
regions where electricity is unavailable, unreliable, and inadequate. To facilitate
energy access, it would be prudent to not only consider technological factors, but also
criteria such as a supportive policy environment, innovative and affo dable financing
solutions, and institutions for skill development and so on. Needs assessment would
also bring out the energy challenges in other sectors such as agriculture, health,
education, etc., making it possible to incorporate clean energy interventions in these
sectors.

* Low carbon village development: Developing low carbon plans for villages would
require a cross sectoral approach that focuses on fostering the entire ecosystem
necessary for creating sustainable livelihood opportunities and services that will uplift
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the standard of living in the long term. This requires looking beyond infrastructure
development, and moving towards a convergence of schemes that integrate DRE and
create a conducive policy environment for financial inclusion, sustainable livelihoods,
health, and education. For example, the central government’s Saansad Adarsh Gram
Yojana (SAGY) leverages the capacity of the MPs to transform villages into Adarsh
Grams (model villages) of holistic development in social, human, economic, and
personal fronts.

Clarity on grid extension and DRE integration: Lack of sufficien information about
future grid extension plans and grid complementarity would disincentivize investors
and possible players from entering the DRE space. Grid extension plans should be
made publicly available so that off grid energy companies can plan accordingly and
customers can know their communities” situation when deciding on buying solar
products. Energy mapping and techno-economic studies have to be enforced while
evaluating the current and future electrification strategy for states.

Energy in livelihood missions: The National and State Rural Livelihood Missions
in India work with a goal of poverty alleviation, but start with the assumption of
access to reliable electricity. In reality, rural and remote areas across the country
still reel under heavy power failures that worsen in the summer. When such an
energy scenario is tied to livelihood promotion, it results in a heavy reliance on
fossil fuels such as diesel and kerosene, which also eat into the earned income of
the households and enterprises. Making a clear link between energy access through
DRE and livelihood improvement can help change the way programmes are planned.
Energy efficienc in rural livelihoods: To address industrial energy consumption,
the Bureau of Energy Efficienc (BEE) has initiated a number of energy efficienc

measures to reduce consumption in medium to large industries and clusters.
Further, attractive rooftop-solar net metering schemes are now available to encourage
industries and commercial establishments to produce and consume their own
electricity. However, the role of energy efficienc in livelihood appliances for the
rural market has rarely been discussed. Power unavailability or severe scarcity makes
the use of electric livelihood appliances like sewing machines, ro#i rolling machines,
photocopiers, printers, flour mills, etc., unviable for rural households. While it is
possible to solar power these appliances to open up new livelihood opportunities,
currently inefficien motors and other components result in prohibitive costs for
backing these appliances with DRE. Adaptive innovation of technologies has to be
supported to increase the efficienc of small livelihood appliances, and incentives

87



Hande, Shastry, and Misra

have to be provided to back these livelihoods with DRE. This can lead to true

decentralization of services, and therefore better quality of life.

Capacity Building and Financing Pathways

* Small, low cost loans: Innovative mechanisms could include bank guarantee for
loans to energy entrepreneurs and end users (to reduce risk of bankers), interest
subsidy and margin money subsidy (to reduce on-going or one-time cost of end
users). These should be promoted as part of Priority Sector Lending. Creation of
targets and monitoring of these targets through the State Level Bankers' committee
(SLBC) could be an important way of ensuring compliance. Increased access to
seed-financing and low cost debt financing for small and medium sized energy
entrepreneurs is necessary to facilitate the growth of clean energy enterprises in the
region.

* Banker awareness creation: Banks should be encouraged to engage in decentralized
energy financing, with appropriate targets and monitoring. This can be undertaken
through training and capacity building workshops at various banking levels,
particularly in North-eastern and East Indian states where financing is yet to pick
up. These workshops must encompass practical demonstrations and discussions with
financiers who have engaged in energy lending.

o Skill development: To reduce the cost of training and skill development incurred
by individual entrepreneurs, there must be a thrust on creating curriculum and
teaching modules for training of RE technicians (as part of electricians’ and fitter’
programmes), operators and micro-entrepreneurs. The existing Industrial Training
Institutes (ITIs) and Rural Development and Self Employment Training Institutes
(RSETIs) can then be utilized to disseminate these courses at the local level and
build manpower on the ground. This can be combined with the work of the Skill
Development Mission and Rural Livelihood Mission at the state level.

Case Study: Energizing Livelihoods, ONergy Solar*

In Raidighi (West Bengal), Arun the owner of a paper mill factory is able to work
for longer hours and with more precision because of the installment of solar powered
lights and fans. Arun is able to create party strings, which he sells in Kolkata because
of the reliable source of light and electricity. Like the above paper mill factory, several
other small businesses, self-help groups, and other groups have been supported in
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providing reliable source of electricity and lighting and increasing their monthly
income and livelihoods.

Case Study: Low Carbon Rural Development, EDF and FCN’

Environmental Defence Fund and Fair Climate Network’s pilot low-carbon rural
development project began in fi e states: Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh,
Telengana, and Odisha, and extending to Bihar, Maharashtra and Uttarakhand. In
Chittor, Andhra Pradesh, with the introduction of the CROSS FCS Biogas Unit,
B. Devi’s kitchen environment has drastically improved. The biogas unit was
constructed near her house in November 2014. Now, she and her husband have
time to spend with their children, that was previously spent gathering fi ewood and
preparing meals. The overall objective of this work is to help farmer households
improve their livelihoods and adaptation capacity, while adopting a low-carbon
development pathway.

Case Study: Pico-Hydro Power for Households, Small-Scale
Sustainable Infrastructure Development Fund (S3IDF)°

In Karnataka, in many rural areas, especially in the hilly regions and coastal districts,
the terrain conditions make grid electricity supply either inaccessible or unreliable.
However, these areas provide ideal sites for small pico-hydro systems. Pico-hydro (or
small hydro-power) systems can generate sufficien power for household usage. In
2010, S3IDF provided twenty families, living in locations that are conducive to pico-
hydro systems, with gap-filling finance and bridge support with the help of Prakruti
Hydro Labs (PHL), a technology supply company that installs pico-hydro systems.
These pico-hydro systems have improved the economic and living conditions of these
twenty poor families by providing them with access to a perennial and renewable
energy source.

Case Study: Energy Efficien Rural Livelihoods, SELCO Foundation”

In Bondeli village deep in the forested region along Goa-Karnataka border, fifty
households are powered by an oversized 10 kW micro-grid installed by MG Solar
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Powertronics. Families here grow rice, and women spend a couple of hours each
day to mill this rice to make flou . The alternative is to spend on transporting bags
of rice to the nearest town 40 km away, and the village is completely cut off during
monsoon. While the village would’ve benefited from a small 2 HP flour mill, the
ones available in the market are inefficient and the existing inverter in this village
would not have been able to handle the starting current from these appliances.
SELCO Foundation identified this gap and retrofitted the flourmill with a higher
efficienc motor along with a Variable Frequency Drive (VED) to reduce the starting
current. This intervention made the flourmill compatible to run on the existing
micro-grid. It is now owned by the village committee, and a member is designated

to operate it as a local business.

Urban Poor: DRE solutions for an inclusive informal city

As discussed above, development and urbanization in India has been largely supplemented
by a surge of rural-urban migration. While this rate of migration and population growth
has been high, the cities have been unable to keep up with it in terms of infrastructure as
well as basic service delivery. This, furthers the economic divide, deepens urban poverty
and increases the growth of slums and informal settlements. According to the 2011 census,
17 per cent of urban population lived in slums, while one out of every fi e was a migrant
construction worker. In addition, according to the International Energy Agency (IEA),
around the world, a total of 208 million people living in urban areas do not have access to
electricity. In India itself, this number is as high as 5.7 million (Shrinivasan, 2013). These
communities end up using unsustainable fuels, such as kerosene or biomass, which are not
only harmful for the environment, but also impact their health and are not economically
sustainable.

But when looking at urban poor specificall , it is important to note that this group is
not as homogenous as it may seem. On a closer look, we realize that because the marginal
utility is very high amongst this group, the way the urban poor are able to access resources
also differs significantl . And this is directly related to their nature of tenure and livelihood
security in the city. While some live in notified slums and have metered electricity, others
have a very transitional role, living on daily wages and moving in and out of the city, or
encroach public or private land around the city depending on their livelihood and economic

needs (eg., informal migrant labour colonies, street vendors, nomadic craft communities).

90



Energy Futures in India

a. Notified slums: The recognized and notified slums by the government have access
to a metered electricity connection. However, because of the way these slums are
planned and constructed (not incorporating aspects of natural light and ventilation),
they are energy intensive and also result in high electricity bills, and lower savings
per month. In addition, because these households also serve as workshops or spaces
of small household industries, lack of lighting, and poor working conditions also
result in lower productivity.

Capacity Building, Technology, and Design Pathways

* Energy auditing: Energy auditors need to be trained locally, who can provide door
to door services in the communities. Conducting the assessment, performing the
calculations and monetizing the assessment in terms of savings, can make the solution
to communicate with the households easy. The saving is the diffe ence between the
current usages patterns and the suggested efficien technology.

* Financial services: Energy efficienc packages can be added to the portfolio of
banks. These would promote the use of CFLs, star rated products, efficien cook
stoves, etc.

Policy Pathways

Slum Redevelopment Schemes and Policies should look at energy efficien . By incorporating
simple passive architecture and construction technologies, efficienc in material usage and
construction technology can be enforced by the government.

b. Informal communities and liveliboods: Theflexibility of solutions that can be offe ed by
DRE can help result in energy solutions that look at formalizing the informality in our
cities. In this section we would look at developing an energy pathway for communities
that are transitional in nature. These may include:

* Informal migrant construction labourers: They look for seasonal employment
opportunities in the city and work as unskilled daily wage labourers. They move
between their native village and the city, or within the city from one encroached
land to another, depending on the proximity to their work site.

*  Nomadic craft communities: They travel from one city to another, depending on the
market and festivals. They live along the main streets, where they work and live in
the same space.

* Street vendors: They move around neighbourhoods selling their goods or services,
and do not have a fi ed location or infrastructure.
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Technology and Design Pathways

c. Shared resources and community centres: While, on one hand, migration needs to
be tackled at the source itself, by looking at appropriate sustainable development of rural
areas, we also need to look at policy responses in destination sites as well, i.e., the urban
areas. Keeping in mind the flexible energy needs and temporary nature of the communities,
decentralized renewable energy solutions can be deployed to serve the communities with
clean energy solutions. The case study below talks about a model that can be used to make
technology more affo dable by either looking at community ownership of the system, or
creating a livelihood opportunity out of it for a particular entrepreneur. By creating an
entrepreneur that owns the technology and rents it to the migrant communities on a daily
basis, the model would look at minimizing the capital cost on installation and serving the
flexible needs of the community.

The model can also be seen as an example of a collaborative economy, where it promotes
a sustainable way of development by bringing about a change in the consumption pattern,
where access is deemed higher to ownership. Especially valuable for the interim needs of
the informal communities in the city, the solution can be scaled up to serve a ‘kinetic
city® allowing for flexibility in usage, while facilitating more equitable distribution of
resources. Leveraging on existing public infrastructure, solar powered community centres
can be created to serve the energy and livelihood needs of the migrant communities. Other
examples are the models of bike sharing, laundromats, sharing work spaces, rental tools,

etc.

Case Study: Integrated Energy Centres, SELCO Foundation’

Integrated Energy Centres (IECs) are solar powered community centres that can
host a range of basic services and activities lacking in communities. Energy centres
are essentially solar powered independent service centres for rural/urban/peri-urban
spaces where a combination of energy services (such as lighting, mobile charging,
charged batteries, and others) can be provided on a daily/monthly rental basis. The
IEC can also serve as a health unit, education centre, livelihood centre or a community
space. Each IEC is custom designed to cater to the need in a community and to best
suit local environments and situations. Income generated by the IEC through the
various services goes towards recovering costs including running, maintenance and
capital costs of the centres. Such a shared system reduces the burden on customers
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of owning the systems and can be run by an entrepreneur who can be financed
using external funding. These centres become a hub for the underprivileged to access
services that are either difficul to obtain or unreliable. Examples of IECs facilitated
by SELCO Foundation can be seen in Kariammana Agrahara slum in Bangalore,
and Kanbargi slum in Belgaum, Karnataka.

Cities: energy self sufficien

The energy and water demands of cities are likely to be key determinants, playing an
important role in the future and sustainability of city infrastructure. Buildings account for
40 per cent of total electricity consumption (lighting, air conditioning, and plug loads),
and are projected to increase to 76 per cent by 2040 (CSE, 2014).

For cities to address their energy demand, the vision has to be for every house and
commercial establishment to be self-sufficien in energy (rooftop PV + efficien appliances
+ solar water heaters) and water (rainwater harvesting + grey water recycling). The e could
also be self-sufficien communities and co-ops, where energy produced in one part of the
community can be shared by the other residents. In the United States, for example, the
conversation is already shifting from green buildings and net-zero buildings to ‘Living
Buildings' that produce/collect more water, energy and food than they consume. With
almost 60-70 per cent of our building stock yet to be built by 2030, this will have huge
ramifications

With the right set of incentives, both residential and commercial sectors are poised to be
ideal markets for rooftop solar systems. In order to facilitate the most effecti e utilization
of rooftop solar system, energy efficien appliances would have to become prevalent in the
market. Market potential already exists with people using inverters and batteries which
produce power that is more expensive (Rs. 20 per kWh) power than solar (Rs. 7 per
kWh). Utility business models have to evolve, to enable a competitive environment for

entrepreneurs/businesses to offer attractive services.

Policy Pathways

Changes would be required in the incentives and mandates for households, commercial
establishments as well as state distribution companies.

* Building codes and city development plans: Building codes and urban development

plans determine land usage (residential versus commercial areas), including the
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number of floors that can be constructed in specific areas. In the current system,
residential areas suddenly turn into high-rises and commercial areas, allowing the
number of built floors to increase, and increasing the risk of shading solar panels of
the neighboring house. The efore, creating building codes and plans, laying them
down for a twenty-year period is critical in protecting the interests of home owners
who invest in rooftop PV systems or solar water heating systems.

* Mandated inclusion of solar systems in new construction: With codes and
plans in place, it would be possible for governments to create mandates for new
houses, apartment complexes and technology parks/special economic zones larger
than specific square feet areas, to have rooftop PV systems and solar water heating
systems. Today’s cities are often being built by a handful of real estate developers.
This warrants that developers be brought under the ambit of these mandates after
due consultation on the best solutions. Leading the way, Uttar Pradesh government
has made installation of rooftop solar panels mandatory for residences and office
constructed on an area of more than 5000 sq. feet. A building owner will have to
reserve 25 per cent of the area for the purpose.

* Meeting RPOs through rooftop and off grid: Strict enforcement of Renewable
Purchase Obligations (RPOs)' and nurturing the Renewable Energy Certificate
(REC) market will enhance investors confidence in DRE technologies. Currently,
most State utilities are unable to meet their RPOs, and this is not strictly enforced
by the regulators. Provisions could be introduced whereby the utilities could use
distributed generation assets such as decentralized micro grids and rooftop PV
systems within their jurisdiction to meet their obligations.

* Generation for self-sufficienc under CSR: With regard to large commercial
establishments and companies, there could be provisions within India’s CSR law to
include “Generation of Power using renewable energy sources for self-sufficien  as
a recognized intervention for social responsibility towards which company profits
could be utilized. If all of the industrial and commercial establishments move to
captive RE generation, the cross subsidy that currently exists between these sectors
and the residential segment would have to be re-structured to only support the most

vulnerable sections of the society, with other users paying the true price.

Financing Pathways

* Incentives for households: Across the state of Karnataka, the requirement to have
solar water heating systems in all new buildings that first came into effect in 2007
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has considerably improved the uptake. However, in addition to this mandate, it was
the rebate being provided for every house with a solar water heating system and an
indication of a two to four year payback that piqued the interest of new home owners.
Similar to the case of Solar water heaters, low interest loans at 2—4 per cent per
annum, routed through nationalized banks can provide households with the required
credit to purchase capital intensive rooftop systems. Since RE is already under the
priority sector lending category, reducing interest rates and using funds such as
National Clean Energy Fund (NCEF) to bridge the gap could be feasible and easy
to implement.

» Thid party leasing models: Another way of reducing the upfront capital costs
for households and commercial establishments is through third party solar leasing
models. A commercial company owns and operates the SPV system on the building
owner’s rooftop. Thebuilding owner does not pay the upfront cost of the SPV system
but instead leases the system by paying fi ed monthly installments over a specified
period of time and consumes the electricity generated by the leased system at a price
that is sometimes cheaper than that charged by utilities (TERI, 2014).

While such models have been accepted in the western countries, India faces unique
challenges to its implementation. Residential rooftops are generally considered private,
usable spaces where third party intrusion may not be acceptable. However, providing the
right incentive for both home owners as well as generators through effecti e implementation
of feed-in tariff mechanisms and creating a portfolio of low interest loans for rooftop
systems can go a long way in increasing adoption for households, small businesses and

small institutions in the urban space.

Technology Pathways
* Efficien appliances: Energy efficien appliances — TVs, mixer grinders, washing

machines — must become widely available and backed by reliable manufacturers
and suppliers. This would require both consumer awareness as well as government
policies, including incentives that increase demand and propel manufacturing.

* Retrofitting batteries and new storage: Due to poor electricity reliability in cities,
inverters and diesel generators with batteries are already being used on a large-scale.
If technology innovations can support retrofitting of these batteries enabling them to
also charge from solar, it could reduce the financial outfl w required of households
and commercial establishments. Improvements in storage technology could also
bring significant changes.
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Vision for the Energy Ecosystem

The realization is finally dawning that there cannot be one silver bullet solution; no one
size fits all for DRE solutions. Customization is a critical part of realizing the vision.
Though the solutions have to be deployed very rapidly to achieve complete energy access,
the implementation will require multiple approaches, all of which have to be supported in
parallel. Each of the solution deployment visions mentioned above will be supported by
strong networks in design, manufacturing, service, awareness, and governance.

* Design and manufacturing. A more people-focused and human-centric approach
to design for energy products and solutions (for both rich and poor) will bolster
stronger, more field- eady and feasible technology applications. Manufacturing would,
therefore, be driven by the learnings of such iterative design combined with energy
efficienc and field performance of products (across diverse community segments).
Supporting frugal innovations, local manufacturing and fabrication using local
materials can strengthen the decentralized technology ecosystem for clean energy,
while also creating more enterprises and livelihoods.

* Service networks: Service and installation networks for renewable energy would be
widespread with RE service centres within every 20-30 km radius, managed and
operated locally. Such service centres could be co-located with existing appliance
servicing shops, and also with training institutes like I'TIs and polytechnics. Trained
individuals in rural and urban areas — technicians and operators — will be equipped
to manage the centres and address doorstep servicing needs of households and
institutions. In areas with strong Self Help Group (SHG) networks, specific SHGs
could themselves own and operate the RE service centre as an energy cooperative.
Local entrepreneurship including mechanics, electricians, mobile repair shops,
SHGs with RE as their core livelihood and relatively larger implementers to
support with technology supply, spare parts and know-how (as required), could
together form a strong service network system that can be replicated across the
country — in rural, urban, and tribal contexts.

* Conservation awareness: Indian cities are driven by economics — while a certain
percentage of the population engages voluntarily in austerity measures and conservation
of energy and water, the larger percentage is more likely to respond to economic
indicators and incentives to change consumption patterns. While it is important to
not over-estimate the potential of energy efficienc measures, appropriate incentives
(and disincentives) and awareness programmes have to be designed to avoid unwanted
and wasteful consumption of energy by both rural and urban households. Information
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about alternative practices has to be disseminated widely to effect behavioral impacts
on energy intensive power users. Transparent billing mechanisms that clearly show
the amount of subsidy given to each user would be helpful in phasing out these
subsidies to reveal the true cost of power supply in the future.

* A more accepting government and banking structure: The practitioner perspectives
in India are growing, with diverse examples of technological and financial innovations
that have succeeded in diffe ent contexts. Despite these advances, the voices of
these practitioners are feeble, as a result of which millions of people that can be
served every day still remain in the dark. While successive governments have set
ambitious policies, and renewable energy has finally been categorized under priority
sector lending, India needs a governance structure that is receptive to the voices
of practitioners, social enterprises and entrepreneurs, especially empowering small
community collectives and cooperatives. Similarly, bankers must become more open
to lending credit to proven DRE technologies, especially to rural customers at the
bottom of the pyramid. This is paramount for DRE to be scaled up meaningfully.

Endnotes

1. Theauthors would like to acknowledge the contributions of Surabhi Rajagopal and Juhi Chatterjee
at SELCO Foundation.

2. Quoted from a lecture at London School of Economics, 2015.

3. htp://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2015/10/09/why-earths-future-
will-depend-on-how-we-build-our-cities/>wpmm=18&wpisrc=nl_green.

4. More brief case studies available on their website: http://onergy.in/case-study.php.

5. Details of the case study can be accessed at https://www.edf.org/sites/default/files/india_I w_
carbon_rural_development_fact_sheet.pdf.

6. Details of the case study can be accessed at http://s3idf.org/assets/2012/03/Pico-Hydro%20
Power%20for%20Households.pdf.

7. More brief case studies available on their website: http://onergy.in/case-study.php.

8.  Rahul Mehrotra defines Kinetic City as ‘a city in motion — a three-dimensional construct of
incremental development. The Kinetic City is temporary in nature and often built with recycled
material...It constantly modifies and reinvents itself... The processions, weddings, festivals, hawkers,
street vendors, and slum dwellers all create an ever-transforming streetscape — a city in constant
motion, where the very physical fabric is characterized by the kinetic’ (Huyssen, 2008, pp. 207).

9.  More about IECs on the SELCO Foundation website: http://www.selcofoundation.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/05/IEC_updateMarch2013.pdf.
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10. ‘Renewable Purchase Obligation refers to the obligation imposed by law on some entities to either
buy electricity generated by specified ‘green’ sources, or buy, in lieu of that, ‘renewable energy
certificates (RECs)’ from the market. The ‘obligated entities’ are mostly electricity distribution
companies and large consumers of power. RECs are issued to companies that produce green power,

who opt not to sell it at a preferable tariff to distribution companies’ (Ramesh, 2013).
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The Power Equation and India’s Future

Pallav Das

Summary

The power equation in India is marked by a high degree of inequality. The essay probes its
evolution in the country — from caste to the consolidation of capitalism in the contemporary
society, and their insidious nexus with politics. It explores why women, backward castes
and dalits, and various religious and ethnic minorities have been traditionally accorded an
inferior socio-economic position in society, and how the forces of modernization, in their
attempt to nudge this imbalance in power to a more just place, have been met with a new
and more pernicious development, that of physical violence, which has become increasingly
frequent, intense, and brazen. The essay then investigates the organic attempts at resistance
rooted in the traditions of indigenous communities taking shape in the Indian hinterland.
Could these decentralized and community based traditional structures show us the way to
an egalitarian power structure based on the ‘commons? The essay concludes with the idea
of forging a ‘New Power Alliance’ that has the experience and the motivation to challenge
the existing power structure and its economically exploitative and environmentally ruinous

agenda.

Introduction

What should the power equation look like in the future in India? That, obviously, depends
on how the people of this country view their current relationship with its existing construct.
Is there general satisfaction among them about how power, particularly political and socio-
economic power, is distributed and shared in the various societal structures that impact
their lives? Conversely, if there is discontent regarding how people interact with power
then what are the available avenues for addressing that dissatisfaction? How accessible
are those avenues to the people in general, and in fact, how meaningfully successful have

attempts at the redress of grievances (and attempts at change) been, historically? Is the
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existing power equation in India working to everyone’s satisfaction? And, why is there a
need to change it in the future?

This essay attempts to explore the nature of power in India, its historical roots and
evolution, and its impact on the current socio-economic conditions in the country. Based
on this discussion, it will further examine the need for change in how the power equation
operates within the Indian society. Finally, it will inquire into the ways in which the path
to the new future could unfold, the impediments and possible circumventing routes, and
what the new power dynamic could look like in an economically egalitarian, politically

radical, and environmentally sane society.

The Layers of Power

Robert Dahl, the political theorist closely associated with the pluralist conception of power
and its rather unconvincing attempt at empiricism, formulated a somewhat austere but
tenable definition of the notion of power. ‘My intuitive idea of power’, Dahl said, ‘is
something like this: A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something
that B would not otherwise do’ (Dahl, 1957, pp. 202-03). Defining an abstruse term like
power in simple words is not easy, yet Dahl’s definition does manage to signify the cold
logic of power — the compulsion of an individual or a collective B to comply with the will
of an A, acutely aware of the negative consequences of non-compliance. Power, then, as
traditionally understood, is a relational concept operating within a certain societal structure,
and the location of individuals or groups within that structure defines their access to power
with an unequivocal expression of inequality. Who has control over material resources in a
society and how it is maintained, and how social institutions are configu ed and to whose
advantage, are also factors to the access to power. Wealth, status, education, influence,
knowledge, and even raw muscle, are some of the ways in which power is expressed in a
society. Needless to say, the inequality inherent in power relations is sustained through all
possible means — manipulation of thought, coercion, cooption, deception, inducements,
fear, threat of violence, and of course the use of an existing advantageous position to ensure

continued dominance.

Power and Structural Violence

In any society, the relationships of power get fused into its structure over time. One of the
more astute examinations of that very link between power and the structure of society is
by Johan Galtung, a Norwegian mathematician and sociologist, specifically in the context
of conflict within and between societies. Galtung identifies three ways in which power is
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exercised in a society — through ideas, inducements, and punitive action. The disempowered
are expected to follow and contribute to the functioning of the operative ideology, which is
determined for them by those who wield power and have control over material resources.
They do so in exchange for remuneration set for them, but any refusal on their part to
participate in that process could lead to a commensurate amount of punishment, which
again is a part of the dynamic of power. For Galtung, the inequality inherent in this power
relationship leads to systemic oppression of one group by the other. It is a situation where
a section of society is marginalized, exploited, degraded, and debased without actually
experiencing physical violence. Galtung calls this the condition of ‘structural violence’, as it
closes all avenues for the disempowered to exercise any agency in their own lives, ultimately
being forced to accept the control of others over their lives and their prospects, reflecting
a classic case of complete socio-psychological impairment. Structural violence, in fact, is
not imposed upon the disempowered using a formal or a legal code. Instead, it becomes a
part of the dominant culture, which mutually reinforces its ideological imperative. Media,
popular culture and religion help shape society’s attitudes and beliefs towards structural
violence and consolidate its position as the dominant narrative of power in society.

A significant determinant of the stability and efficac of any kind of power relationship
is the internalization of its logic as well as the operating process by actors on both sides of
the equation. The Indian caste system is probably the most successful illustration of that
societal order. While power is expressed, implied, and accepted in India in many universally
recognizable and known forms, both modern and pre-modern, the caste system is unique
to the country because it is rooted in an intangible yet powerful notion of ‘purity’ of a
person and even a group. In fact, a person derives his or her relative purity from that which
is ascribed to a caste to which he or she belongs. The explanation of relative purity of a
particular caste group is defined on the basis of their occupation (the purity of priesthood
versus the impurity of scavenging) or if one was to give credence to the mythical origins
disclosed in the Rig Vedic Purusha Sukta (the Hymn of Man), to which part of the human
form of Lord Brahma was it constituted from (the head or the foot, etc.). These would
essentially remain implausible and dubious until and unless there was a uniform agreement
among all actors to accept that explanation as an axiom.

While the caste system has had a pernicious influence traditionally on the power
dynamics in India, the basic coordinates of the current power structure in the country
have become clearly evident over the last quarter century of neo-liberal fundamentalism —
an exceedingly centralized pretend democracy which is run by an entrenched political
class spread across a perfunctory and convenient ideological divide. It operates in close
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association with corporate elite pursuing an economic agenda of ceaseless growth, running
overwhelmingly on fossil fuels, and blind to its ecological consequences. To make sure
that this pact between the economic and political elite continues uninterruptedly, there is
a tacit understanding of minimal or no intervention in the social structure and its power
dynamic. It ensures that the boat never rocks.

If the current power dynamic in India causes inequality, discrimination and ecological
stress, what, then, should it look like in the India of the future, where these problems
have been successfully addressed? To change the existing equation of power completely,
one would have to create another dynamic, which is based on the equality of status
between various actors, where power is redistributed and shared equally and decisions
are designed to promote the good of everyone. At a societal level, then, the traditionally
disempowered groups would have to intervene at the place where power is located, the
state being one of the easily identifiable ones. In India, however, given how tradition
and history have situated power in various places in the society, the task has always been
more complex. But, at the same time, the opportunities for challenging and changing
entrenched power are also more numerous.

Power and the State
In his book, Change the World Without Taking Power, the Irish Marxist sociologist, John

Holloway ponders over the relevance of the state in effecting radical socio-political change.
Taking inspiration from the Zapatista movement in the Chiapas province of Mexico, he
contrasts the two distinct interpretations of the term, power, in the Spanish language, to
explain his distrust of the conventional revolutionary trajectory towards change — ‘poder
hacer’ or the power to create, to do, as opposed to ‘poder sobre, or power over, ‘the power
of domination and subjugation which stifles the power of the people to create’ (Ross,
2005). Holloway makes this important distinction to explain his disenchantment with
the revolutionary angst and preoccupation with capturing state power. ‘If we focus our
struggles on the state, we have to understand that the state pulls us in a certain direction.
It seeks to impose upon us a separation of our struggles from the society; it separates
leaders from the masses. It draws us into a diffe ent way of thinking and it pulls us into
a process of reconciliation with reality, and that reality is the reality of capitalism’ (ibid.).

The explicit pursuit of state power compromises our ability to look for creative answers
to the class centric and elite focused notion of power, and we end up in the same maze of
command and subordination. In our desire for change in the societal power structure we
should be looking to channel people’s own frustration and outrage about the oppression
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and discrimination in their lives into creative action. Consequently, we can neither wait for
the next election nor for the next revolution, because as Holloway states, ‘substituting one
state power for another just repeats the same problem over and over again and eventually
exhausts the revolution. This s the old way of thinking about the revolution and it doesnt
work anymore’ (ibid.).

Holloway believes that localized attempts at creating alternatives would lead to organized
political assertiveness at the grassroots level and create autonomous spaces within and
outside the capitalist system as well as the power structure. He refers to this process as the
creation of ‘cracks’ in the system. It is immaterial as to what the size of that crack is; it
could be an organized strike in a major industry or the establishment of a small farmers’
cooperative or the students” refusal to attend classes to protest the high cost of education.
As the incidence, intensity, amplitude, and the reach of these events increases, the actors
involved would become alive to their individual and collective power, and gain further
experience at how to express it through more concerted action. Like small cracks in a wall,
which deepen and converge with pressure, these spaces within society come together to
allow the possibility of the collapse of the edifice.

The Search for Alternatives

What do these cracks look like in the current scenario in India? Some very interesting
experiments are emerging from deep in the hinterland. In 2013, for instance, the residents
of the village of Mendha Lekha in Maharashtra’s Gadchiroli district decided to transfer the
ownership of their farmlands to the gram sabha, or the village assembly — a total of 200
ha belonging to fifty two families (Pallavi, 2013). The village is in the adivasi (indigenous
communities) belt of the state and the Gond tribal community of this area considers
land as a community resource and not as individual property. This has resonance in the
revolutionary concept of the ‘commons’ (air, water, forests, etc.) but goes a step further
because it organizes cultivable land into collective ownership. Even though the erstwhile
owners cultivate most of the land in Mendha Lekha, decisions about its use are taken
collectively. This ensures that the land stays in the ownership of the village and individual
owners are not tempted to sell to land sharks operating in the adivasi region. As Devaji
Tofa, a community leader said, “With private ownership, people tend to get selfish and
isolated’ (ibid.).

The poverty rate for rural adivasi areas in Maharashtra is an astounding 56 per cent, and 54
per cent tribal children in India are chronically undernourished.! As their forests get destroyed,
land gets cleaved and gouged for mining, and water sources become foul, the tribal communities
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are looking for alternatives. Mendha Lekha created the first crack in the local power
structure in 2009, when it became one of the first two villages in India to win community
rights over forests under the Forests Rights Act. Following this the village was able to take
over the management of forest produce (particularly bamboo), water harvesting in the
forests, as well as organizing income generating projects, there. The gram sabha ensures
100 per cent employment in the village, and every working adult gets work according to
their capability. Women have an equal stake in the new power dynamic and form 50 per
cent of all management committees. Also, there are strict term limitations for serving on
committees and people are selected instead of being elected to them.

The decentralized and community oriented power structure in Mendha Lekha shares
many of its progressive attributes with the Zapatista communes in Chiapas, Mexico,
and the Kurdish communitarian organizations in the Rojava region of Northern Syria.
Direct democracy, bottom up model of development, cooperative rather than market
fundamentalist economy, gender egalitarianism, consultative, non-hierarchical decision-
making — it is a concerted attempt at framing a new power dynamic in Chiapas and Rojava.
The Zapatistas have withdrawn from the state apparatus of Mexico and the Kurds aspire
to a stateless society, both quite certain of their ideological moorings. The Gond adivasi
communities of Mendha Lekha, grounded in the earth and modest by culture would never
lay claim to such lofty ambitions: yet, they have taken the first necessary steps towards
recalibrating the power dynamic in their immediate surroundings. ‘Our government is in
Mumbai and Delhi, but we are the government in our village’ (Mumbai Dilli mein hamaari
sarkar, hamaare gaon mein hum hi sarkar) is the slogan that reflects this philosophy. The
experiment is a reminder of Holloway’s conception of ‘the power to create’ and is a bold
challenge to the state’s ‘power over’ that they have lived under for all these years (Pathak,
2001; Pathak, er 4l., 2008). Is it possible to replicate this experiment elsewhere in India?
How can this crack in the power structure become deeper and wider? The most significant
aspect of Gadchiroli’s demographics is that its population is nearly 40 per cent tribal
and overwhelmingly so in the rural areas. The district abuts other adivasi majority areas
in Maharashtra and in the adjoining states, Chhattisgarh and Andhra Pradesh as well.
With similar attributes of access to natural resources and sharing the progressive adivasi
traditions, communities in these areas should have been expected to adopt the Mendha
Lekha model of decentralized power and decision-making quite readily. Yet, the reality is
somewhat diffe ent.

Themost important factor behind the replication of successful socio-political experiments
is the proof of their sustainability, ease and regularity of communicating that success to a
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larger audience and, most importantly, the absence of any kind of wanton and gratuitous
pressure, which would prevent the possibility of the first two conditions. The e have been
substantial hitches in this regard in Gadchiroli. The adivasi hinterland of central India is
witnessing a power struggle focused on its rich natural resources. The extractive pressures
of neo-liberalism reached these parts soon after the opening of the Indian economy.
Concomitant with that, the ultra-left Naxalite rebellion against the state also gained ground
owing to the disaffection and alienation of the local communities from the developmental
process. As would be expected, this conflict for power has severely destabilized the lives of
the people in this region, including in Gadchiroli district.

The Mendha Lekha experiment came into the crosshair of, both, the Naxalites and the
state. The forces of the armed rebellion have been furious at the success of the initiative
because it emerges out of a convergence of the adivasi community’s traditional ability
to manage its affairs, particularly the commons, and a state sponsored policy like the
Forests Rights Act (FRA). Espousing a militant strategy for the capture of the state and
a top down model of decision-making, the ultra-left, it seems, is anxious to confront
any initiatives which seek to transfer power at the local level, however limited it may be.
Consequently, to discourage any possibility of its replication, the Naxalites came down hard
on the Mendha Lekha initiative, and community leaders and local official were threatened,
publicly humiliated in ‘people’s courts’ and even kidnapped for the crime of being ‘the
agents of the state’. On the other hand, the state tried to back track on its promise
of granting ‘community forest rights’ under FRA. Last year, the Forest Department, in
a typical case of bureaucratic artifice, asked the gram sabhas in Maharashtra to pass a
resolution to reinstate the Joint Forest Management Committees, which in fact had been
made redundant by FRA (Pallavi, 2014). This move would have prevented the villages
from taking independent decisions regarding the management of their forests, a right,
which they had struggled long and hard to get. Given the immense pressures from all
sides, it is not surprising that building on the Mendha Lekha model of decentralization of
power in India has been somewhat sporadic and minimal. Of late, though, several other
communities in this part of Maharashtra have gained community forest rights and are
asserting some form of autonomy.

Power and the Commons

The experiment at Mendha Lekha has opened up a distinct new possibility for mounting
a challenge to the existing power dynamic in India, despite running into setbacks and
strife after a promising beginning. Most importantly, it has allowed the possibility of the
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idea of the ‘commons’ to gain new recognition in the country due to the strategic and
well-organized manner in which the village community was able to use the Forests Rights
Act to manage its immediate natural resource of the bamboo forests. The community,
however, went beyond the limited scope of a state sponsored policy initiative and decided
to transfer the ownership of their farmlands to the gram sabha, thus underscoring the
power imperative of its own intentions. In a rudimentary sense the idea of the ‘commons’
refers to the resource people have in common, what they share and don’t have to pay
for. But, recent scholarly work on the subject has further flushed out its context and
meaning. Massimo De Angelis, a professor of Political Economy at the University of
East London and the author of 7he Beginning of History: Value Struggles and Global
Capital (De Angelis, 2010) has highlighted three identifying elements of the commons.
‘First, all commons involve some sort of common pool of resources, understood as non-
commodified means of fulfilling peoples’ needs. Second, the commons are necessarily
created and sustained by communities — communities are sets of commoners who share
these resources and who define for themselves the rules according to which they are
accessed and used. The third and most important element in terms of conceptualizing
the commons is the verb ‘to common’™ — the social process that creates and reproduces
the commons’ (ibid.). De Angelis explains the notion of ‘to common’ or ‘commoning’
with reference to the medieval customs of collecting wood in the forests or setting
up villages on the king’s land, which were recognized as rights by the sovereign. Th
important point here, and of relevance to the present context of the commons, is that
these rights were not granted by the king, but it was the existing customs which were
‘acknowledged as de facto rights” (ibid.).

People’s own agency in expressing and acquiring collective ownership over their
immediate resources is the operative aspect of power that emerges out of the idea of the
commons. Recently, another path breaking experiment was undertaken in Telengana, this
time concerning groundwater in the drought prone district of Mahbubnagar (Bhaduri ez
al., 2015). To address the issue of a continually plunging water table, the borewell owners
of Chellapur village decided to pool their groundwater to create a water grid. The results
were quite impressive — the irrigated area doubled and the grain production increased by a
massive 240 per cent. What was most remarkable, however, was that a village community
came together with an NGO to implement a strategy, which stepped away from the
conventional notion of groundwater as private property and adopted a ‘commons’ approach
of collective ownership. Even those who didn’t have their own borewells were allowed to
share groundwater at a price. The collective approach was environmentally sound too, as it
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helped in controlling competitive digging of wells, ultimately reducing the pressure on the
level of groundwater. These experiments at sharing local resources demonstrate a significant
‘crack’ in the power structure and will be replicated in areas with similar predicaments.
The idea of the ‘commons’ has not only provided proactive radical alternatives for
development policies, it has also inspired democratic resistance towards destructive
initiatives taken up by the state in the name of economic growth. The hard battle the local
communities in Niyamgiri in Orissa fought and won against the Vedanta mining company
(The Hindu, 2010)* and the continuing tenacious struggle in opposition to the POSCO
Steel project (DTE staff, 2015) also in Odisha, are prime examples of the ideological tussle
currently in progress in the country. The e are a number of similar struggles taking place
all over India where the communities are resisting takeover of their natural resources. These
contests are all the more relevant in the adivasi heartland of the country. Capitalism depends
for its survival on endless growth, for which it needs to extend its reach to the farthest
corners for natural resources, to enclose new ‘commons’ for exploitation and extraction.
The central Indian peninsula is one of those last remaining areas of abundance. But, along
with that need for resources, the global capital also requires to commodify spheres of life
and social processes, which have been hitherto untouched by the market and its pernicious
logic of profit, such as the adivasi areas. These socio-economic transformations act as potent
displays of the power of capitalism. And by extension of that logic, accomplishing these
transformations makes it even more powerful. Yet, the peaceful resistance effo ts such as
the one mounted in Niyamgiri, help in the creation of an alternative. The resolve of the
adivasi communities in central India to neither open up their commons for extraction nor
get co-opted into the operative logic of the market is an expression of their own sense
of power, which they derive from their egalitarian socio-economic beliefs rooted in their
customs. This compelling blend of democratic resistance and traditional practices centred
on the commons is necessary for challenging corporate hegemony over the developmental
model in India and is going to be a significant determinant of the future of the power

equation in the country.

Power and the Solidarity of the Excluded

The commons model is relevant beyond the adivasi area of India. The e are a large number
of ecosystem and agriculture dependent communities in the country, including substantial
populations of pastoralists and fishers, which can benefit from that approach. In these areas
it is important to seek to regain power in the manufacture of traditional crafts, production
from basic agricultural commodities, and aquatic and other kinds of nature-based produce
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by linking them through a localized system of exchange.” The commons model, in fact,
is the only one able to ensure the sustenance of the cultural and ecological context of the
people’s lives. The traditional village republic in India was built upon the exchange of goods
and services, which were locally sourced. While it was rife with social inequalities, it was
nonetheless an efficien model based on economic self-sufficien . But it was unglued by
colonialism and mercantilism and then destroyed by industrial and finance capital when
India opened itself up to globalization.

A small beginning could be made in the shape of a network of a farmers’ cooperative
providing local produce; an alternative energy grouping offering access to solar and other
clean sources of power; and ancillary services groups — a crafts guild manufacturing basic tools
for daily life as well as traditional handicrafts and a group of lawyers and scribes for providing
legal advice in cases of conflict or for dealing with extra local administrative authorities.
The farmers’ cooperative would also have experts in traditional medicine for guiding people
towards a healthy lifestyle. Additionally, the alternative energy grouping would include in its
purview the technical aspects of digital connectivity, and the crafts guild would encompass
the larger ambit of education inspired by Mahatma Gandhi’s idea of ‘Nai Taleen.*

These groups would be formed on the basis of equal status for all adult men and
women within the organization, and as equal investors sharing in surplus. This would
ensure that profit motive does not become an overriding factor as it has in capitalist
exchange. The Dharani Farmer’s Cooperative in Andhra Pradesh and the Khamir Textile
Cooperative in Kutch in Gujarat are recent examples of successful initiatives propelled
by similar ideas.” These groups would also trade with others in the network on the basis
of equality, by assigning mutually acceptable value for all goods and services. A network
would have a representative committee based on equal participation of both genders to
solve intra network issues and also represent it outside. The members would nominate the
representatives for a fi ed duration and their work would not be remunerative. Ideally,
such a network would not be spread over more than a typical block in an Indian district,
for it to be self-sufficien and self-operative.

The most important problem for crafting such a network would be how to deal with the
residual feelings of caste and community solidarity and related notions of superiority and
subordination, which people would probably carry into such networks from their earlier
lives. Given that these groupings and networks would be made out of choice and with
the sound intent of an egalitarian existence, they would self-select people with respect for
those attributes. Those who feel uncomfortable with the idea of equality would either not
join or leave in some time. If such a network were able to display success and longevity
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as a ‘crack’ within the existing system, then it would become a power structure worthy
of replication. Conversely, however, if the experiment becomes replicable it would come
under immense pressure from the existing power dynamic, which would either try to co-
opt it with major changes or choke it through pressure on its material independence. It
could also face physical violence and effo ts at elimination if it becomes a major threat to
the existence of the current system of power.

Recalibrating Power, Challenging Violence

Violence and poverty are two overlapping categories of socio-economic abuse in India and
dalits, tribals, Muslims, ethnic minorities, and women continually suffer their consequences —
more than other sections of the Indian population. Furthermore, in the last few decades
a large part of this cross-section has also faced the impact of environmental degradation
the most — particularly loss of traditional nature based livelihoods, dislocation due to
developmental projects, loss of agricultural land due to desertification, water shortages or
deluges caused by climate change, and leading an environmentally deleterious life in urban
ghettoes (Shrivastava and Kothari, 2012). They also face regular human rights violations
for any signs of dissent, and even active state repression in case their dissent is perceived
as anti-national rebellion.

While Johan Galtung’s analysis of power examines the violence and discrimination
present in the structure of power that defines human interactions, the threat of apparent
violence has always existed behind the expression of power. Hannah Arendt, the German-
American political theorist, whose work preceded that of Galtung by a few decades,
examined the nature of the relationship between the two concepts and found that they
were distinct from each other and blatant violence, at most, is a perversion of power. Power,
according to Arendt is, ‘the human ability not just to act but to act in concert. When
we say of somebody that he is “in power” we actually refer to his being empowered by a
certain number of people to act in their name’ (Arendt, 1970, pp. 143). The Brahmin, thus,
represents the collective power of Sanatan Dharma of Brahminical Hinduism, by becoming
the ‘true’ repository of ritual purity around which the caste system is organized. And, then,
as if talking about repression against the ‘untouchables’, Arendt states, ‘Even the most
despotic domination we know of, the rule of master over slaves, who always outnumbered
him, did not rest on superior means of coercion as such, but on the organized solidarity
of the masters’ (ibid., pp. 149). In the Indian context, the anxiety for compliance that
the Brahminical order had created among the lower castes through the socially organized
instruments of pollution and exclusion, seldom forced the need for threat of violence to be
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activated. According to Arendt, power is not created through violence; in fact, when power
devolves to violence it is eventually destroyed. In words, which turned out to be quite
prophetic in her analysis of totalitarian states, Arendt affirme that, ‘Power and violence are
opposites; where the one rules absolutely, the other is absent. Violence appears where power
is in jeopardy, but left to its own course it ends in power’s disappearance’ (ibid., pp. 155).

In contemporary India there is a continuum, which operates from the aggregated
constitutional promise of equality for all, to the personalized space where the possibility
as well the eventuality of discrimination and sometimes, physical violence, is habitual, and
ingrained. The distance between the poles is so enormous that often the legal and moral
limits imposed by the constitution are insolently breached without much of a consequence
on the other end. Violence against dalits and lower castes, women, and religious and
ethnic minorities represents the power of the ritually sanctified personalized space which
expands and contracts at will and melds when needed with similar organic spaces, confident
of its safe distance from constitutional probity. Is the rise in class, caste, communal,
gender, ethnic, and environmental violence in India a pointer towards the beginning of
the unravelling of its power structure? Is violence the betraying sign of a change, albeit
quite slow and messy? It feels as if the notion of power known to this country, however
pernicious it was, is stretched at its seams and collapsing routinely. Violence fills the vacuum
sporadically but without really being able to provide long-term stability to the structure.
The present moment, consumed as it is by corporate and financial greed is truly a moment
of oppressive indiffe ence for anyone who doesn’t share its logic of immediate gratification
and sustained profit. What it shares, however, with the predicament of a substantial subset
of the population of the country is the violence it has committed to the ecology and the
climate in the country and worldwide. As D. R. Nagaraj, the Kannadiga literary critic said
in his prescient comment about the rapid changes taking place post liberalization, ‘In this
modern nation, Muslims, Harijans, tribals, and the poor will all be decimated. They will
be crushed to pulp under the weight of desire and machines’ (Vajpayi, 2011 pp. 115). But,
is that their declared destiny? The e has to be an alternative to decimation.

The New Power Alliance

It is true that in a literal Marxist sense the oppressed groups in India don’t form an
economic class but as Nicos Poulantzas, the Greek Marxist theorist envisaged, they do
share a similar ‘class position’, as survivors of economic and ecological oppression as well
as physical violence originating from an unequal access to power. Called the New Power
Alliance (NPA), this group — women, tribals, dalits, Muslims, and lower castes — stands at
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the cusp of an alliance forming moment to challenge their subjugation by entrenched power
elite.® In the process can they effect a revolutionary political and ecological transformation
that India desperately needs, now? The ‘common’ here is the threat of destruction, which
leads to the ‘common’ of the promise of struggle. As survivors of violence these groups
cannot affo d to use violent means of resistance themselves because, that would amount to a
cooption into the methods of the oppressor, and thus prevent them from making the stark
contrast needed to project their unique identity. Moreover, unlike the ultra-left rebellion
in the forests of central India, these groups are diffused all through rural and urban India
and could be crushed by the state machinery if given the perception of being armed. As a
medium term strategy, these groups, in fact, need to persuade the ultra-left group to give
up arms and join a peaceful resistance movement towards change in the power structure.

All revolutionary discourse, in some form or the other, has affirme and encouraged the
course of action, which moves towards the establishment of people’s power. The idea of
change, when it is detached from the pursuit of state power, frees people from the anxiety
of large-scale mobilization to challenge the established nexus between corporations and the
political and bureaucratic elite in India. The socio-psychological space which is essential
for creative alternatives to the current power dynamic is often clouded by uncertainty and
the threat of failure, because the task is so huge and the adversary so intimidating and
‘powerful’. The power dynamic has to be challenged at strategic levels without getting too
overwrought about its size and scope, as well as its desired impact on the ultimate goal
of changing the power equation. That wisdom is becoming apparent in more and more
meaningful ways all over India, as modest and yet very effecti e grassroots challenges
emerge on the horizon without the need for loud proclamations. Tha’s what has begun
changing the power dynamic in India.

The Future of Power

So, finall , to come back to the initial question, based on the above discussion — what could
the power equation look like in the future in India, say fifty years from now? Could the
Indian society evolve into a stateless dispensation free of stratification, self-regulated and
self-organized, where the traditional notion of power itself becomes completely redundant?
What would the society look like if wealth, status, education, influence, networks — all
the necessary attributes of power under free market fundamentalism — become irrelevant
to human engagements in India? To paraphrase Robert Dahl, ‘4 would exercise no power
over B in pursuit of any task and vice versa, yet the two would form a relationship of
equality, reciprocity and sharing where all the necessary tasks of their lives get done under
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the rubric of mutual care’. If this ideal (some would even call it utopian) future was attained

then what would the transformed shape of the power dynamic look like in India? Let us

explore that future:

Power and the political economy

The essential logic of economic activity would be the fulfilment of livelihood needs
and not the logic of accumulation.

Cooperative forms of production would be the basis of industry. All decisions
regarding the raising of capital, setting up of infrastructure and machinery, production
targets, etc., and other day-to-day activities would be taken through an informed
consultative and democratic process. All personnel would have an equal say in the
decision-making process, whatever be the nature of their specialization.

Banks and financial institutions would also be cooperatively owned and would work
on behalf of the people. The chief aim of the banks would be to facilitate and sustain
economic activity in its area of operation and not to make profit

The chief economic unit would be an eco-region, roughly similar to a current state
in India. It would be created on the basis of its common ecological and geographical
features — it could for instance be a coastal mangrove area or a mountainous region
or a flat arid area. All economic activity in an eco-region would be designed around
its ecology, and would maintain its integrity.

All eco-regions would be small units comprising not more than ten current districts.
Large contiguous tracts of similar ecological and geographical features would be
divided into smaller units.

All economic activity would be guided by the larger goal of maintaining environmental
equilibrium and all industrial and production activity would have to submit itself
to periodic public audits.

All surpluses would be shared equally among the members of a particular production
unit.

Economic activity would not be guided by the notion of endless growth. In fact,
whenever a situation warrants it, de-growth would be introduced to bring an industry
or a production unit back to equilibrium.

Power and political structures

In a politically egalitarian India all formal structures of decision-making (as far as
possible) would be formed on the basis of direct democracy (Kothari and Das, 2016).
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Institutions formed by representational elections would be downwardly accountable,
i.e. to those groups and people they are representing.

All elected bodies would be completely transparent and would work under the
oversight of watchdog committees at that level.

All elected office (at national, state, and other levels) would be restricted to two
terms but they would not be successive. You would have to give yourself a break of
at least one term before trying for another one. No elected or representational offic

would be for more than two years.

The expenditure for elections would be done through a collective fund and every
candidate would have access to an equal amount. The time allotted for canvassing
would be sufficien to make an outreach but not unnecessarily lengthy. All elections
would be conducted, as far as possible, at the same time, so as to optimize election
expenditure.

All office would submit to a right to recall halfway through a term, if a minimum
agreed upon number of people were to ask for that option to be explored.

All elected chambers would have equal representation for women and men.

Power and the social structure

All citizens of the country would be considered equal in their legal, economic, and
social status.

All communities would be considered equal. No traditional notions of ritual
superiority of communities or religious groups would be accepted in the social or
legal spheres. The e would be legal sanctions and penalties for any expression or
practice of discrimination based on community association.

Both sexes would have equal social and legal status. They would have access to
equal opportunities for education and employment.

Religious beliefs would be strictly personal and would not be allowed to influence
public decision-making process.

The family unit would be encouraged not to be guided by any residual patriarchal
influence. Female as well as male role models would be encouraged to be followed

and emulated by the youth and the kids.

Conclusion

While it’s tempting to imagine a scenario where the state has withered away to usher in an

egalitarian dynamic of power in society, and those who've been traditionally and historically
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deprived of any say over their own current circumstances as well as future prospects are
in a position to exercise their will, it is also quite sobering to look at the realistic picture.
The task of reaching that desired goal is challenging to say the least. Yet, the journey to
that imagined future is the most exciting that one could take, and also the most essential
to propel the human evolution to the next desired level of equality.

Endnotes

1.  Poverty data 2004-05, www.tribal.nic.in (Last accessed on 26 June 2016).

2. http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/it-is-no-to-vedantas-mine-project-in-orissa/
article591546.ece (Last accessed 26 on June 2016).

3. See essays on Craft, Localization, and Market Future essays in this volume.

4. ‘Nai Taleem’ or ‘New Education’ was symbolic of the holistic manner in which Mahatma Gandhi
approached India’s struggle against British colonialism — not just as a political battle but also as
an initiative towards socio-economic resurgence. He imagined education to be the fundamental
element towards the creation of a new society, where the Indian youth were not just learning to
be the most efficien little clerks for the colonial government. Gandhi emphasized the importance
of learning traditional crafts as the method for getting an insight into history, geography, science,
and mathematics. This unique restructuring of pedagogy towards the skills of the backward
castes in the Indian social system was a clever way in which he wanted to move away from the
upper caste stranglehold on knowledge through its emphasis on reading, writing, and abstract
conceptualization. Unfortunately, however, Nehru and the rest of the elite in post-Independence
India ignored Gandhi’s revolutionary ideas about education and gradually laid them to rest after
his assassination.

5. www.timbaktu-organic.org (Last accessed on 26 June 2016); www.khamir.org (Last accessed on
26 June 2016).

6.  See also Democracy Futures essay in this volume.
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Allowing People to Shape Our Democratic Future

Aruna Roy, Nikhil Dey, Praavita Kashyap with the MKSS

‘Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained in time past.
If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.
What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetual possibility
Only in a world of speculation.
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present....’

(Eliot, 1936)

Summary

The essay explores social movements that have challenged the elite and have creatively used
the non-electoral democratic space to have their voices heard, such as, MKSS (Mazdoor
Kisan Shakti Sangathan), RTT (Right to Information), and rights-based legislations. The
coming up of mass movements, led by the people demanding transparency, accountability,
wages, community rights, have pressed the nerve centres of the entire neo-liberal structure.
The rights-based campaigns led a discourse that went beyond counter-rhetoric and initiated

much better understanding of the nature and challenges of participatory democracy.

The essay proposes the idea of direct democracy through a ‘rainbow coalition of grassroots
social movements’. Such a coalition would facilitate cross-fertilization of ideas and bring out
the intricate connections between economic, social, political rights with ecological rights.
The essay raises a vexing question of finding space for the above vision in the midst of
global power and financial capital, suggesting that the movements should strive for utopia
by constantly bringing in the logical causality of democratic practice.
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Introduction

Given the fact that democracy reflects complexity, dreams of the future are bound to be
hazy, untidy, and unfinished; the wonder lies in its ability to serve as a platform of our
collective conscience. Unlike other utopian concepts, it does not allow space for the luxury
of self-deception. Expectations rise and fall with its successes and failures, but hope stays to
push the process on. We often overlook the etymology of the word — an acknowledgement
that this system places ordinary people at the centre of its theory and practice. History has
vindicated this hypothesis in keeping collective conscience and wisdom alive. Collective
interest defines a more equitable, inclusive, and sustainable world.

The current evaluative discourse is coloured by the perceptions of the privileged.
Despite misgivings Indian democracy has kept the electoral machine working. We might
acknowledge collective action, but we rarely acknowledge the power and presence of
collective thought. The challenging task of preparing a democratic vision for the future
will have to give space and acknowledge the deliberate subaltern effo ts of the past and
the present. Since ordinary citizens do not have easy access to the visible and formal
mainstream platforms of public debate, their opinion, aspirations, and expectations can
often be drawn from popular public action. As persons located in what is sometimes called
‘peoples’ or social movements’ in India, this document will reflect and share, the hope that
kindles and helps articulate our vision of the future.

With Independence in India, came democracy, and in theory at least, a government by
the people. At the same time, those who were forced to share power and discard privilege
found it extremely difficul to deal with the notion of peoples” participation. They worked
to quickly adjust to the new Constitutional and legal framework, and used their existing
power and influence to focus on areas where the electoral system could be manipulated
and captured. The ruling classes with the underpinning of the feudal and colonial past
continue to haunt us. They have succeeded in elite capture, and use every trick possible in
the electoral system to regain and retain power. The displaced feudal chief has often come
back as the elected leader. The dilemma is that though identity politics has been effecti e
in a limited sense to overcome marginalization, it has also strengthened the basic caste
structure in India; and given birth to a non-accountable elite that has captured leadership
based on the idea of caste loyalties. The market has also created new elite. Contemporary
democratic practice faces huge challenges and yet it is one of our only areas of hope.

India’s future will last only as long as our commitment to democracy lasts. The elite
critique of democracy is dismissive of its basic principles. During the Independence
movement, there was an understanding amongst elite groups of the need for freedom of
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expression and fundamental rights born from personal experience. Many of the leaders
had spent years in jail, and had been part of a very sustained and celebrated national
movement. Thispeoples’ movement for freedom was enriched by the Gandhian principles
of satyagraha, as well as vigorous debates between diffe ent ideological strains that were
simultaneously working on a blueprint for the independent nation state. Democracy
was the lowest common denominator, as all groups realized that the multiple identities,
along with the intrinsic plurality and diversity across the subcontinent required space
for expression and participation.

The elites within each group have continued to reap the benefits of an iniquitous
economic and social milieu. A sophisticated exercise comprising extreme use of
force against sub-national movements, and co-option of their leadership, has helped
integrate the elites of those communities into the ‘national mainstream’. An imperfect
democracy has given marginalized people some space and voice, but their leadership
has disproportionately benefited from the ‘representative’ character of the democratic
framework. In fact, dissent voiced by large numbers of marginalized people has given
their leadership an opportunity to join the mainstream elite — although they remain at
the margins of that elite club. Neo-liberal globalization and the market economy have
given these elites an opportunity to better themselves — often at the cost of the economy,
and by using their power and ‘leadership’ to squeeze their communities. A section of
the poor — particularly tribal communities under siege for their mineral resources, land,
water, and forests — has turned towards an armed counterforce for help and support.
Many other small and decentralized effo ts have attempted to assert their democratic
right to participation. As community based struggles multiply, and dissent is manifested
against the economic model using democratic modes of struggle, the elite leadership
has begun to express impatience with democracy itself. For the poor and marginalized,
democracy is a lifeline for expression and dissent.

As these social and economic struggles for equality and expression continue, democracy
becomes a ground for contestation, at a level of concept and practice. Participation,
decentralization, and self-rule are ideas that do not essentially question the nation state,
but do help give space to more voices of dissent. Decentralization and self-rule also raise
issues of internal democracy, especially in the entrenched hierarchies of caste Indian society.
Democracy remains an imperfect place essential for the survival of these adversarial groups.
For the poor and marginalized, perhaps the real challenge is to use democratic space to
return to its conceptual roots and establish participatory modes which give each citizen
a voice at all points and at all times. That is why the nature of democratic assertion has
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turned revolutionary slogans on their head: from an idea of overthrowing the state to
laying ownership over the state — Yeh sarkar hamari aapki, Nahin kisi ke baap ki’ (this
government is ours, it does not belong to anyone’s father). It is this assertion that gave
birth to the idea that people in a democracy can, and will, themselves ask questions and
demand answers at all times. It also leads us down the path of a more institutionalized
idea of a participatory democracy. For them, then, the nation state is themselves.

Social Movements and Participatory Politics

Peoples’ movements (like the Narmada Bachao Andolan, Chipko Movement, Chhattisgarh
Mukti Morcha) have tried to address issues related to power structures, but not been
completely successful in preventing or overcoming the capture of electoral politics by the
elite. At the same time, they have very effecti ely and creatively used the non-electoral
democratic space to have their voices heard. Independent India has witnessed progressive
social movements emerge from amongst India’s most marginalized communities. The
Narmada Bachao movement for example was one of the first anti-dam struggles in India
that brought together people from across the country in support of the residents of the dam-
affected area. The movement changed India’s understanding of dams and fundamentally
questioned the mainstream narrative of development. These movements have influenced
Indian democracy, politics, and development, in profound ways. It is a continuing irony
that despite these effo ts, the largest numbers became the fringe, and the minority elite
continues to classify itself as the mainstream. Despite this classification, as exceptions on the
fringes of the ‘mainstream’, the assertions of peoples’ movements for equal participation and
voice, marks the intersection of an uneasy engagement — between representative democracy
and participatory democracy, between complementary and adversarial politics.

Those at the lower ends of the socio-economic hierarchy realized soon enough, that the
struggle for freedom had to continue even after Independence. Thestructure of non-violent
civil disobedience, a legacy of the national movement, shaped the struggle for justice and
equality and influenced public action. Theleadership of the freedom struggles pre-occupied
with removing an external adversary faced the challenge of running the government, and its
identification with the concerns of the poor, marginalized, and exploited took a subordinate
place.

Ambedkar, who had struggled to find equal space for dalit and marginalized communities
within the national movement, was far more sceptical and perhaps more realistic than
Gandhi about what self-rule would mean. He quite rightly concentrated on a strong
Constitutional framework, while realizing the limitations of law and governance in a
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democracy that inherited a feudal society and a market economy. Ambedkar’s insightful
apprehensions expressed just before the adoption of the Constitution continue to be
relevant today:

On the 26th of January 1950, we are going to enter into a life of contradictions. In politics
we will have equality and in social and economic life we will have inequality. In politics
we will be recognizing the principle of one man one vote and one vote one value. In our
social and economic life, we shall, by reason of our social and economic structure, continue

to deny the principle of one man one value.

How long shall we continue to live this life of contradictions? How long shall we continue
to deny equality in our social and economic life? If we continue to deny it for long, we will
do so only by putting our political democracy in peril. We must remove this contradiction
at the earliest possible moment or else those who suffer from inequality will blow up the
structure of political democracy which this Assembly has so laboriously built up.’

— B. R Ambekar’s speech to the Constituent Assembly
on November 25, 1949

Democratic Governance: claiming a share of power

The capture of representative democracy by elite structures shifted the focus of subaltern
social movements to an ever-growing demand for participation and equality. In the
complex and fractured divisions of class, caste, religion and gender, language and
regional diversities, it has suited the ruling elite to dismiss peoples’ participation in
governance as disarray and chaos, accusing such effo ts as contributing to inefficien
and ‘misgovernance’. Thee is a litany of clever, misinformed myths created to reduce
democracy to just the casting of the vote. Thefailure of performance because of corruption
and arbitrary use of power became pinned to the rhetoric of socialism, equality, and
garibi hatao (poverty alleviation). The proponents of inequality used the frustration with
failure to discredit and dump ideas themselves; the market was offe ed as the panacea to
all ills. The State seemed to respond to the demand for decentralization with the 73rd
and 74th amendments to the Constitution (respectively providing greater powers to
elected rural and urban bodies, at local levels), that did bring a vast number of elected
representatives into the political sphere. However, their real power was in question as
the liberalization of India’s economy in 1991 took away economic decision-making from
local communities (Shrivastava and Kothari, 2012).
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Markets and the Politics of Profi

In this market driven scenario it was argued that only purchasing power could meet
basic needs. However, for the huge numbers without privileges of birth and money,
the State cannot become irrelevant. While the State ironically reduced its own role, the
most disadvantaged were struggling to ensure that the State did not abdicate its basic
responsibility. The campaigns and struggles sought to re-establish the argument that the
State had an obligation to protect the interests of the people against the unaccountable
power of money.

Economic liberalization brought affluenc to some and growth rates began to rise. The
disadvantaged remained fighting for survival as before, as they continued to look for work
and the basic necessities of health and food, to survive. The ‘market’ quite clearly failed
to meet their basic minimum needs. They had no money to use the private hospitals,
schools that mushroomed even in relatively small villages. Latest figu es from India’s Socio
Economic Caste Census of 2014 show how far we have to go, particularly in rural India,
even after almost seventy years of Independence. ‘Of the 300 million households surveyed,
an overwhelming majority (73 per cent) live in villages. Of this rural population, less than
5 per cent earn enough to pay taxes, only 2.5 per cent own a four-wheeler vehicle and
less than 10 per cent have salaried jobs. Rural India has depressing statistics in education
where access to education remains skewed with only 3.5 per cent of students graduating
and around 35.7 per cent of residents who can’t read or write’.?

Reforming the Reforms

With the persistence of extreme poverty came the reinvention of basic concepts of reform.
‘Land reform’ meant facilitation of transfer of land to the rich, and land developers,
symbolized by the passage of the SEZ Act. ‘Labour reformy’, meant the dismantling of
labour protection laws. Large numbers of people at the base of the economic pyramid felt
the shrinking of responsibility and accountability of agencies of the State.

The corporate sector began to dabble in development effo ts, and corporate social
responsibility (CSR) was presented as the more efficien form of ‘charity’ to the ‘destitute’.
In one sense this took the discourse back to an earlier generation when development
was considered assistance to the poor or marginalized in the form of welfare rather than
empowerment. What is worse, today CSR appears to be a way for companies to enhance
their social image; it can also be used to fund government programmes in partnership with
companies, making dangerous incursions into the arena of government. Model villages,

projects, schools, and a ‘reformed” and liberalized media began to look for ‘happy stories’
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to promote the new design. Electronic and print media were ‘liberated’ from the burden
of being the fourth estate’. The reality reflected in human development indicators have
continued to aggregate stories of malnutrition, starvation, illiteracy, and poor health. A
new interpretation of civil society intervention called public private partnerships (PPP)
emerged. The private sector was enabled to play the development role for government,
for a price. Independent or more politically conscious ‘civil society’ was not a part of this
framework.

Th ough the Looking Glass — the MKSS, the RTI, and democratic

explorations

A group of activists moved to a tiny village, Devdungri in central Rajasthan in mid 1987
at the cusp of market globalization. Living and working through the late 80s’ and early
90s’, they watched from the ‘grassroots’ an India being overtaken by events across the
world. A little over 1000 people came together on the Ist of May 1990 in a small town
called Bhim to form the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS). The ruling elite
saw it as a quixotic effo t, out of sync with the times. For them, a workers and peasants
organization was seen as aligned to Moscow and Beijing, born irrelevant. The MKSS
and its constituents were deeply uncomfortable with the so-called market paradigm. It
continued to swim against the tide — albeit in a limited area in Rajasthan. The early
and mid 90s’, saw the beginnings of the campaign for Right to Information (RTI) and
the battle for guaranteed wage employment. The people of the area demanded work,
minimum wages, and copies of the accounts and documents of development expenditure.
This pressed on the nerve centres of corruption and exploitation in the administrative
system. The demand for transparency and access to officia records had begun. It was
initially met with incredulity and denial by the system — that the provision of records
was an ‘impossible’ demand to meet.

Hum Janenge, Hum Jiyenge (We will Know, We will Live)

At the time, some social movements supportive of the MKSS’ land and minimum wage
struggles were deeply sceptical about the RTT campaign, perceived as a dilution of its core
concerns. Ordinary people thought diffe ently, they saw the direct link between basic needs
juxtaposed with exploitation and manipulation of records with impunity. The stealing and
deprivation was experienced everyday when development funds were stolen, false entries
made in the records. Mohanji,> a member of the MKSS, a dalit activist, singer, composer,

and lyricist, composed a song in 1990 where he sang:
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peble waale chor bhaiya bandookon se maarte thhe,
abhi waale chor to kalmon se maare re — Raj choron kal’

(The earlier thieves used to kill with guns, the thieves of today kill with pens — The state
is made of thieves!)

Disclosure of papers exposed real thieves. This time the arbitrary use of caste and class
power did not work in the face of irrefutable ‘evidence’. The innovative platform of the jan
sunwai’ (public hearing) evolved as a mode to audit officia accounts and implementation
in the public domain, worked to establish the truth. A new dynamic was born, almost
like a chemical reaction. The dissemination of information and ensuing debates brought
a dramatic change in power relationships. The hearings brought the poor and the middle
class together in a new alliance. The focus was State irresponsibility, lack of financial

transparency and a need for accountable governance.

India not Shining: pressure for new enactments

When the India Shining campaign failed to give the Bharatiya Janta Party (BJP) a second
term, it was seen as an acknowledgement and as an assertion of popular will against the
neo-liberal reform driven model of development. The MKSS witnessed the organic growth
of a powerful movement emerging for transparency, the Right to Information, and a
democratic demand for a share in governance. The marginalized wanted a more responsive,
accountable government in which they could participate. ‘Peoples’ movements’ reflected
the political aspirations of people within a democratic framework of rights.

In 2004, the newly elected United Progressive Alliance (UPA) Government (anchored
by the Congress party but with several other parties including the Left parties),
acknowledged the nature of the mandate by issuing a set of promises, through the
National Common Minimum Programme (NCMP). At least three landmark legislations
articulated by social movements were passed: The Right to Information Act, the National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act, and the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional
Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act (in short, the Forest Rights Act). Th
basic structure of these legislations were drafted with inputs from peoples’ movements,
that included a broad cross section, including people living at the grassroots, academics,
journalists, even retired judges. These legislations provided a new set of significan
entitlements to the people, and recognized the democratic need to empower ordinary
citizens and fix responsibility on the State to deliver. These promised legislations would not

have been passed without sustained campaigning and pressure on the UPA Government.
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The persistent pressure on government, political parties, and a public debate, clause by
clause, even as the legislations were being forwarded to parliament later, marked a new
period in the engagement of peoples’ organizations and movements with the mainstream
policy making process. A broad coalition in support of these legislations emerged in
and out of parliament, as social movements, one section of the Congress, and the Left
parties worked together to make the promises in the NCMP a reality. These legislations
began to be used from the date of their passage. The laws such as the RTT sustained
and strengthened the movements. Despite repeated attempts to amend and dilute the
law, including by the Courts, the use of the RTI has grown. It has changed power
relationships, starting from the poor in the village who had to beg the powerful even to
access basic entitlements like food and employment, to the ordinary person who could
now ask questions of the Supreme Court and the Prime Minister’s offic and demand
accountability. In addition, people have been able to play a role in exposing major scams
relating to coal block and spectrum allotment, land deals, and development policy and
allocation, in every aspect of governance and power. It is manifest in the movement’s
expanding impact, with a growing capacity to protect the legislation.

The election result of 2004 was a clear rejection of the ‘India Shining’ Campaign of the
National Democratic Alliance (NDA) and therefore presented a unique moment in the
political discourse. The UPA, in its first term (2004-2009) had two contradictory streams —
one which recognized the strong reaction of the unorganized sector and agricultural
communities to a growth trajectory that had often come at their cost, the other celebrated
the growth rate, and insisted on a corporate driven growth agenda. Thanks to this stream
in the UPA, foreign domestic investment and stock market indices continued to be a
more important indication of success than increased spending and utilization of rural
development funds. Reform led to a series of international treaties and trade agreements
determining the economic policies with a deep impact on peoples’ lives. On the other hand
the National Common Minimum Programme (NCMP) of the UPA’s first term was a set
of promises to the people of India. The rights-based legislations promised in the NCMP
became a part of an accountable set of measures and legislations. They were backed by
the Left parties who played an important role in counter-veiling corporate interests and
supporting the rights-based legislations. In UPA’s second term (2009-14), in the absence
of a clear set of promises, and with the Left parties having left the coalition, the new
rights-based legislations under consideration including the Land Acquisition Act and the
Food Security Act, were severely diluted before being passed by Parliament. The nature of
Indian democracy was changing once again.
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How Democratic is ‘Civil Society’?

‘Civil society’ grew but its extremely diverse character was still to be acknowledged and
understood. In contemporary political phraseology, the conglomerate of non-party political
formations is sometimes referred to as a part of ‘civil society’. Civil society is made up of a
range of organizations; including many that specifically identify themselves as non-political.
While civil society is a more recent term, the earlier phraseology like NGOs, and voluntary
organizations failed to distinguish between the objective and working process of diffe ent
organizations. Even where terms like ‘community-based organizations’ (CBOs) were used it
did not identify what the particular purpose of the organization would be. The efore one of
the most important ways to define any organization is to identify its purpose and connect
it with its politics. In an India divided by class, caste, gender, and religion, the crisscross
of feudal, modern, bigoted, and the rational, no one definition could cover all. The label
civil society was and is a misnomer that tries to standardize a very plural people. Diffe ent
formations might sometimes agree on the importance of an issue, but expectations and
ideas are varied and often contradictory. The efore it is important for all organizations to
make clear their purpose, alliances, and broad political ideology. Even for those who choose
not to call themselves political, the rest of us need to understand their politics within the
democratic framework — whom they prioritize, why, what their positions are on equality
in access to resources and decision-making. The new emphasis on equality and access to
decision-making is what has led to the varied movements for a participatory democracy.
Civil society organizations need to be classified in a manner similar to the way
political parties are, by their ideologies and their constituencies. At a time when political
mobilizations are taking place around popular issues, there are claims and counter claims
from diffe ent sides of the ideological spectrum, on representing ‘the people’. It is therefore
extremely important to understand who ‘the people’ are, and what conception there is of
the future. For the MKSS, State, people, and civil society have been and will remain a
deeply interlinked complex web that needs to be better understood for the greater common

good.

From Rhetoric to Practice

Although the MKSS was never aligned to a political party it accepted that democratic
processes are deeply political. To that extent the MKSS has been and remains a political
organization, aligned to the rights of the poor and marginalized.

The MKSS began to shape the tools and means with people who stood to gain the most
through participatory democracy — to analyse the cause and the effect of law and policy,
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to trace the benefits. The popularly accepted rhetoric of transparency and accountability
had to be used, to transform and truly democratize the structures of government and
governance. Governance in independent India had to be made far more inclusive and
participatory, and all the processes of governance needed to be made transparent along
with all the manifestations. It became clear, that forcing the structures of power to take
note, change their relationship with the citizen, and incorporate such changes in law and
practice, was imperative for the struggle towards any form of equality.

The campaigns for the right to work, right to information, right to food, all addressed
basic questions of entrenched inequality and injustice. The discourse matured and
went beyond mere counter-rhetoric and demands. The indiffe ence to government and
governance changed to a demand for participation, and an assertion that the functioning
of democracy must be bottom up. In this paradigm, ‘good governance’ as defined by
international agencies like the World Bank was challenged and juxtaposed with the real
demands and architecture of ‘democratic governance’ as defined by people’s movements.
Participation of ordinary people and social movements in the pre-legislative, legislative,
implementation, and auditing process, was an essential cornerstone of the definition of
democratic governance. The efore the top-down approach of thrusting policies formulated
by corporates and technocrats on the people and defining their implementation as ‘good
governance’ was being continually questioned. Instead people insisted that democratic
participation extended beyond the vote to ensure people and their voices were incorporated
within every act of governance. The importance of using statistics, building theoretical
frameworks, drafting policies, and legislations, answering the critiques, had become clear to
such campaigns and movements when they began to stake a claim in the decision-making
process. This also initiated a much better understanding of the challenges of the nature of
participatory democracy. The transformation of a common sense idiom into the language
of governance was a singular contribution of all the peoples’ campaigns of the last two
decades; examples include the movement towards ‘tribal self-rule’ in many adivasi regions
of central and eastern India, or the work of Urban Setu in Bhuj at empowering urban

citizens with information, enabling them to be part of the town’s governance.”

Attack on Rights-based Legislations and Freedom of Expression
The last decade of both the UPA II government and the new Modi-led BJP government

have seen determined attempts from the ruling elite to undermine and dilute the rights-
based legislations. The rights-based legislations and the right to participate are under threat.
In 2014, a new government came to power where the political dispensation has fashioned
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a critique of the last government, with a spurious argument that India’s economic decline
was because of rights-based laws — even legislations unanimously supported in parliament.
It seems like the frontal attacks have now been replaced by attempts to surreptitiously
undermine the laws and even the basic framework of the Constitution. Dissent from the
mainstream, accepted paradigm of development is seen as a threat. The Right to Freedom
of Expression is not an esoteric right confined to intellectual debates and rights — it is
fundamental to a healthy democracy. People who have the courage and the commitment
to face the ire of the state, and who question the arbitrary use of power are targeted. Yet
they continue to try and use the space created by Constitutional guarantees to restrict their
rights by the government and its agents.

The unease of the government, past or present, demonstrates how these rights-based
participatory laws are actually changing basic relationships between the voter and the
representative. The design of the RTT enabled citizens to realize their sovereignty, changing
the unequal relationship between citizens and government. It has challenged concentrations
of power, and made the state accountable and responsive to the common citizen. The RTI
has grown into an immensely popular movement with approximately fi e to eight million
RTT applications a year. While the RTT has had huge successes, the act of filing an RTI
and even getting part of an answer triggers off a process of challenging the arbitrary use
of power. Users have threatened entrenched power with focused questions. Even though
more than forty six of them have been murdered because they dared to challenge the
impunity of the powerful, the number of applications continues to increase. The RTT has
evolved into a decentralized, self-generated process, enabling ordinary people to participate
in governance to the best of their ability, using Constitutional legitimacy and asserting the
right to sovereignty. The legal imagination of the RTT Act can be seen in the proviso to
its exemption clause (section 8) for instance: ‘Provided that the information which cannot
be denied to the Parliament or a State Legislature shall not be denied to any person.” It
is the first law that puts the elected representative at par with the voter and penalizes the
office personally for not providing information.

From Transparency to Accountability

India has survived an onslaught on the rights-based legislations by a hostile political regime.
Questions have advanced from transparency towards accountability. The conception of the
RTI came from ordinary people, and they faced the problems of lack of accountability. In
Bhilwara, celebrating Ambedkar Jayanti (Babasaheb Ambedkar’s birth anniversary), a group
of dalits defined their concept of journeying towards a more accountable and equal society.
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They said they needed: ‘Jankari, Sunwayi, Karvayi, Bhaghidari, Surakshsa’ (information,
hearing, time bound action, participation, and protection). The MKSS added the sixth —
an open democratic platform like the jan sunwai. Popularly known as the ‘Bhilwara
Principles’, they have become part of the political lexicon of the MKSS.

Thelast decade has seen rights-based movements make extraordinary gains with a slew of
legislations, while the larger framework and direction of development and politics marched
on in the opposite direction. We are faced with a question of whether these embryonic
movements of widespread decentralization, participatory and incremental political change,
eventually produce an alternate vision to address some of the fundamental crises of our
time — the human and ecological condition.

Social movements in India have provided some signs of hope and credible alternative
paradigms. With the RTT for instance, there are a million mutinies (between eight to
ten million annual applications) against corruption and arbitrary action. The RTT Act
is an example of a huge, deliberate, and popular search for alternatives. If one were
to zoom in to examine the details of the applications, we would see that the RTT Act
is strongly based on the principles and the human urge for equality and participation
defining the natural trajectory of a popular movement. The e is a desire for transparency
and to transmute the obvious logic of democratic rights into accountability. The RTT has
created and crafted a practical tool that every ordinary citizen can use. This expression
of a right does not reject the necessity of representative democracy, but underscores the
need for accountability.

Workers and peasants in central Rajasthan had a daily struggle to access everyday
necessities. They were sharp enough to realize that their battle for copies of the muster
rolls, bills and vouchers, contained very broad principles of transparency, the right to
information, the right to expression, the right to life and indeed the right to demand
equality.

It is perhaps the same common sense assertion of what is needed, that led to a simple
and straightforward demand for the Employment Guarantee Act. ‘Har haath ko kaam do,
kaam ka poora daam do!’ (Let every labouring hand get work and give full (just) wages
for every work) was the slogan that actually put forth a most obvious universal desire to
be gainfully employed and receive a fair and just remuneration for work done. Ask any
worker or citizen anywhere in India whether they subscribe to these basic principles of
work and there will be universal affirmation Work is essential to life, livelihood, and the
joy of human existence. With that there must be dignity, equality, and the ability to make
life choices. The demand for a stipulated number of days of work at minimum wages
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cannot be seen as a fulfilment of that human urge. It is the beginnings of establishing every
individual’s right to work, employment, and livelihood. In neo-liberal times, this very small
demand seemed an impossible dream. The e was a universal discussion of a shrinking state
in a time when the state took on the responsibility for policing dissent and enforcing free
trade. It was acknowledged that huge numbers of people would suffer the ill effects of this
global market economy. Safety nets were to be designed to keep a drowning population’s
nose just above the water level. If the RTT was frowned upon as giving too many political
rights to the citizen, the idea of enshrining any economic or development rights in law
should have been rejected outright. And yet the NREGA was legislated at the time when
neo-liberal globalization was in its full stretch.

The potential in Indian democracy reached a kind of fruition when the RTT and
NREGA together pushed a spate of rights-based legislations that put the citizen at
the centre of economic, social, and political entitlements. When the time came for
implementation, information had to be extracted from bureaucrats who had every
reason to hide their deeds and misdeeds. Guaranteed employment had to be provided
by functionaries who were most threatened by it. That is why these movements have
forced a discourse on a vision of democracy that would challenge the concentration of
power and vested interests of the ruling elite. This manifested itself in not only proposing,
but also attempting to institutionalize within the laws, the modes of participation and
accountability to the people.

The Challenge of Institutionalizing Direct Democracy

For the citizen, the RTI represents a huge breakthrough from the limitations of the
once in fi e-year vote syndrome of representative democracy where they are trapped
without practical avenues of participation. The RTT allowed the citizen to make links to
transparency, accountability and participation as initiated and controlled by citizens. This
is a fundamental first step in moving toward direct democracy. In the lexicon of peoples
movements, this is also a diffe ent paradigm from one that assumes that change will only
come after the overthrow of the state and its replacement by another, better (read, us)
set of rulers. Though the provision of slogans that move from humara paisa, humara
hisab (our money, our accounts) to paise humare aap ke, nahin kisi ke baap ke (money is
ours not yours or your dynasty’s) and then to sarkar humare aap ki, nabin kisi ke baap
ki (government is ours not yours or your dynasty’s), the RTI movement laid its claim to
governance itself, at all times and on all matters. This enables and empowers all citizens

at all times to question any decision-makers and legitimizes the value of their opinion.
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The institutionalizing of direct democracy also requires us to go beyond slogans and
rhetoric and work out the nuts bolts and procedures of the direct democracy paradigm.
In social audits therefore, it is not just a group of people coming together to express an
opinion on a matter and calling it a jan sunwai or a social audit. Like any audit procedure
it requires a set of necessary conditions, a certain amount of facilitation, ensuring access
to understandable information, a platform that records peoples’ comments and necessary
outcomes. All this needs to be done on a regular basis whether or not there are groups
in that area. Similarly a participatory pre-legislative consultative process requires a set of
procedures before it can really be considered a credible paradigm of decision-making.
The RTT has enabled the practical institutionalization of peoples’ participation and direct
democracy.

Transparency was obviously only a first step. But knowing was not enough, there had to
be the capacity to enforce accountability: to ask questions and secure answers, to examine,
to analyze, to suggest, monitor, and audit whatever was being done in the name of the
people. The popular slogan humara paisa, humara hisab (our money, our accounts) began
to be incorporated in the concept of public audits and statutory social audits. While the
Constitutional right to freedom of speech and expression had given democratic space to
people to express themselves, it was the vote that gave them the power to seat and unseat
rulers. Bringing rulers to account in a day-to-day fashion has only happened through these
institutionalized forms of participatory governance. The RTI gave the right to demand
answers, and social audit empowered every citizen to ensure compliance. These are small
persistent modes for a continual attempt to break concentrations of power that exist even
in an elected government. It answers the often heard supercilious remark from the system,
‘you voted them in, now suffer them!

The RTT and social audit are generic modes that can be used by all movements fighting
for justice on the basis of truth. They can only function in a synergetic relationship with
democratic space and practice. In fact they string together a rainbow coalition of the
marginalized. The RTI has shown it has a transformative potential for any individual
or movement facing unaccountable power. The idea of public audit moves beyond
information towards institutionalized accountability. These are cultural movements,
changing relationships, and bringing about change even in those who use it to question.

The RTT is not a magic wand capable of creating utopia but it is an expression of how
common sense, collective action, and democratic practice can come together to change
things on an ongoing basis. We can confidently say that the RTT has already strengthened
our democracy in important ways, and posterity will still see it as landmark legislation and
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as seminal to fostering direct democracy. Most importantly, the human rights, ecological
and social movements for justice, equality and freedom intertwine to represent human

aspirations for a sustainable future.

Vision for the Future

We stand at a point in history when apparently rulers of countries around the world
have accepted capitalism, the market, and economic growth as a dominant development
paradigm. The capitalist framework not only accepts inequality but also encourages it. It is a
system that has not managed to provide the majority (i.e., particularly in the global south)
access to basic human needs. It has corroded justice and dignity. Wealth is concentrated in
smaller and smaller groups of affluen people and corporations, encouraging phenomenal
and irrational greed. It asserts without a qualm that the continued deprivation of a majority
of people is an inevitable but manageable corollary. The most blatant and unsustainable
consequence of this paradigm is the threat to ecological balances and the future of the
Earth. It is not just climate change but also the plunder of finite resources at an alarming
and unrelenting pace. At this pace evidence tells us the Earth will collapse. And yet, the
dominant paradigm hurtles on.

Independent grassroots peoples’ movements are perhaps an organic attempt to address
the tension between political equality of the vote and continued social and economic
inequality of social identities and capitalism. These democratic movements have asserted
rights to fundamentally question inequality of all kinds. They have used the political
equality of the vote, to show its limitations, and used participation so gained, to fight
economic and social inequality. Social movements have begun to construct, brick by
brick, the architecture of participatory democracy, a vision which details the possibility of
incremental but fundamental change. The growing synergy between peoples’ movements
has also allowed an organic cross-fertilization of ideas, to enable people to see the intrinsic
connections between economic, social and political rights, with ecology and the control over
natural resources. Control over natural resources is vital to the existence of communities. It
is understood too, that only the equal rights of community-owned natural resources will

ensure their organic and sustained regeneration.

The Rainbow Coalition of Peoples’ Movements

The whole range of movements, organizations and persons engaged in participatory
democracy for control over natural resources and in participatory decision-making is

a rainbow coalition. One of the safeguards is that everyone has equal access to power
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based on citizenship. The RTT movement has been the empowering of people within that
political equality. The coalition between those saying local decision-making and those
saying that the basis of decision-making must be equal access to information and common
property resources, that whole range comes together to deepen the understanding of how
decisions can be taken at the local level. Everyone has great expertise, and experience in
each area and the coming together gives us a composite understanding. So the coming
together helps us construct a social economic political framework based on participatory
decision-making.

It is clear that the growth obsession is a spiral to self-destruction. Will ‘participatory’
decision-making, local markets, grassroots movements, and social constructs based on
equality be able to counter the myths of consumer satisfaction sold by global power of
finance and capital? Can an alternate vision of a more just, equitable, and sustainable
future find space to communicate and spread globally? Can we have a democratic polity
that respects plurality and the sanctity of basic equality, and human rights for all?

As Ambedkar pointed out, social hierarchies and unbridled capitalism are inimical
to democracy. The e are enough popular voices that seek to weave together, pluralism,
justice, and equality in democratic practice. How can rationality win the battle against
the arguments for instant gratification? In fact, the strength of popular movements is their
tenacity to state the rational, and to never let these questions be passed by. Theyunderstood,
as Eliot did, that logical causality binds the present irrevocably to the past and the future.
It is a vision that accepts the rights of all, while diligently and persistently exploring the
possibilities of democratic practice. It is imperative to protect the fundamental right to
express with freedom in a democracy. The voices, which speak truth to power, persist and
continue to articulate, keeping democracy’s legacy alive.

Eduardo Galeano, quoting Fernando Birri said, “‘Utopia is on the horizon. As I move
two steps closer; it moves two steps further away. I walk another ten steps and the horizon
is ten steps further away. ... I'll never reach it. So what’s the point of a utopia? The point
is: to keep us walking’ (Manrique ez 4/., 2001).

When we move beyond the radical revolutionary idea of overthrow of the state — the
problem is, what will the new state look like and how to ensure that the new set of
rulers will not fall prey to the same power problems? So with the RTI the government is
answerable to each individual at all times, laying claim to the state. The continual process
of breaking concentrations of power is strengthened by the RTI. It will always seem like
there is a further horizon. The point is to keep going, to keep learning and to collectively
participate in building better futures.
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Endnotes

1. See details in http://parliamentofindia.nic.in/ls/debates/ ol11p11.htm (Last accessed in March
2017).

2. For details refer to htep://edition.cnn.com/2015/08/02/asia/india-poor-census-secc/ (Last accessed
in March 2017).

3. In India the word %7’ suffixed to a name is used to accord respect.

4. See  hup://bhujbolechhe.org/en/partners/urban-setu-initiative-kutch-nav-nirmav-abhiyan  and
hteps://www.academia.edu/5875292/Setu_Bhuj_Bridging governance_gap (Last accessed in
March 2017).
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Legal Futures for India

Arpitha Kodiveri

Summary

The essay examines the opportunities and limitations of law in India and gives the examples
that illustrate its dynamic nature and the range of factors (social, political, economic,
and cultural) that influence it. The essay argues for a legal future that strives for a social
democracy, by engaging with the principles of decentralization, equality, and innovation in

justice delivery.

The Indian legal system has three major daunting challenges: access to justice, social
acceptance of law, and multiple forms of injustice. To combat these challenges, the essay
proposes opening up of the legislature and the judiciary to common citizens as a method
of actively engaging citizens impacted by legal issues to participate in the process of making
law as well as resolving legal disputes. Central to this, is the creation of mediation centres
that can play a crucial role in establishing a constant connection between law and society
to bring out layers and complex notions of identity.

Introduction

W. H. Auden (1940) in his poem ‘Law, like Love’ writes:
Law is neither wrong nor right,
Law is only crimes
Punished by places and by times,
Law is the clothes men wear
anytime, anywhere,
Law is Good morning and Good night.

Others say, Law is our Fate;
Others say, Law is our State;
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Others say, others say
Law is no more,

Law has gone away.
(Auden, 1940, pp. 113)

Law as Auden describes it determines the everyday and is omnipresent in our lives. More
so he describes the law as a site of struggle where its source, implementation and interests
are contested and like love these struggles bring with them possibilities as well as a constant
churn of transformation. India’s legal history stands testament to such struggle where
multiple interests are debated while embedded in a complex societal fabric. This social
fabric is contextualized by issues of caste, class, poverty, and gender. The e have been several
critical junctures in India’s legal travails but a few key moments have been — the making
of India’s Constitution in 1950 which serves as the supreme legal framework; the political
emergency in 1975 which in some ways paved the beginning of human rights; women’s
rights and environmental movements; and the economic reforms of 1991, to name a
few. These critical junctures have seen the passing of some progressive legal opinions and
legislations and some that are regressive and violate the ethos of the Constitution. Yet this
fragmented nature of law is what allows it to act as an enabler as well as a constraint in
our path to seek social, economic, political, and ecological justice. The law is subject to a
myriad of influences from social movements to mere expression of economic intent, it is
the negotiation of these influences that the law to an extent facilitates or defines.

Extending from this abstract understanding of the legal realm in India as one where
influences, powers and interest are negotiated, I would like to elicit this dynamic nature of
law in recent examples where these interests have been negotiated through street protests,
parliamentary processes, and the enforcement and implementation of law. It is through
these examples that I would like to chronicle the opportunities and limitations that the use
of law has as an instrument in achieving sustainability, equity, and justice before venturing
into the possible legal futures.

On 16 December 2012, ‘Nirbhaya' a twenty three year old physiotherapy intern was
brutally gang raped in Delhi. Thisact of violence triggered country wide protests demanding
safety for women and justice for the victim. This demand for justice increased the pressure
on the judiciary to react appropriately to the crime. What often goes unnoticed is how this
country-wide unrest and street protests created an avenue for direct engagement with the
judiciary and legislature. The demand for safety of women was couched with an urgent
need for legal reforms that could address these demands. These protests, along with the
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pressure from other sources like the international media, resulted in the formation of
a judicial committee headed by Justice Verma which suggested reforms to the existing
criminal law framework (Narang, 2014). These reforms were then adopted in the form
of the Criminal Law (Amendment) Ordinance, 2013, which altered the legal landscape
while dealing with crimes against women. The challenge still remains that despite this legal
framework the amount of time taken to address rape cases continues to be slow despite
the setting up of six fast track courts (Shakil, 2014). The case has however increased the
amount of public discussion on violence against women and the number of cases reported
has increased since the Nirbhaya incident (Narang, 2014). It is here that the challenge
emerges where progressive legal reforms that cross the institutional barriers of the judiciary
and the legislative through a judicial committee set the foundation for legal redress for
victims of violence. Yet, for the reforms to be implemented, it requires a drastic shift in
the functioning of the judiciary whose institutional memory needs to dramatically absorb
these reforms. This, in many ways, is a key challenge that the use of legal reforms puts
forth which requires a paradigm shift in its functioning. The use of street protests provided
for increased public discussion and created an enabling environment for more women to
come out and report their cases but the institutional response to these reports remain weak.
This was a unique instance where the law responded to the nationwide protests. The e was
a sense of unison in the legal and public imagination. This however does not occur often.
Let us now take the case of Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code which states:

‘Unnatural offences—whoe er voluntarily has carnal intercourse against the order of nature
with any man, woman or animal—shall be punished with imprisonment for life, or with
imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend to ten years, and shall

also be liable to fine’

This section criminalizes sexual activities which are ‘against the order of nature’. Thi
is a case where the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) community were
criminalized within the existing legal framework. Its constitutionality came to be
challenged in the High Court of Delhi by the Naz Foundation and it went on to be
decriminalized where adult consensual sexual activities in private were permitted. When
this decision came to be challenged in the Supreme Court, Section 377 was upheld. Thi
exposes one of the core challenges that are embedded in the use of law and the courts
in particular, for justice. The hierarchical structure, which allows for appeals to higher
courts which at times can allow for better redress, can also result in a change from a
progressive to a regressive decision. This occurred in the present case. What is more
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important to note is that in the case of Nirbhaya there was a semblance of alliances
across diffe ent segments of society in relation to its demand for justice while in the
present case this alliance building is still taking place. The degree of social acceptance
towards the LGBT community is quite low and this brings us to the other challenge and
opportunity that the law presents. The challenge is whether striking down Section 377
would create more social acceptance towards the community or if an evolved societal
imagination that allows for acceptance would result in the same being reflected in law.
This inter-relationship is present in most cases concerning marginalized communities
and the law becomes the site for contestation.

In the case where the Narmada Bachao Andolan tried to challenge the construction of
the Sardar Sarovar Dam on the grounds that it would cause large-scale displacement of
adivasis and other local communities in the area, the Supreme Court dismissed the petition
on the basis that the larger purpose of the dam was to provide water for irrigation and
drinking purposes especially to non-riparian states like Rajasthan. This hierarchy of the
rights of water of certain communities at the cost of compromising the right of adivasis
to their land and waters is another instance where judicial discretion in interpreting a legal
dispute reinforces power structures. Such preference of the rights of one community at the
cost of the other is a complex balancing act but the scales often weigh heavier to the side
of those communities that are more powerful by virtue of aligning with the development
agenda of the state and correspond to state interests. The language of rights is thus fraught
with the question where legitimate rights holders are denied rights by giving preference to
claims emerging from communities more powerful.

The legislature as a site for struggle or the push for drafting new legislations to address
injustice have been successful, yet like the other approaches of using the law, they come
with their specific set of challenges. The Forest Rights Act is an example where historical
injustice committed to forest dwelling communities by denying them their rights in forest
areas through colonial forest laws was challenged and their rights were recognized. This is
an example where the political struggle found its expression in a new legislation, and it
was possible because these effo ts were complemented by political will in the then United
Progressive Alliance government to pass such a law. The legislature also acts as what John
Austin (1980), a noted legal philosopher called a space where law becomes the command of
the sovereign, and this can be seen in the proposed amendments to India’s environmental
laws' and the passing of a new land ordinance? that shrinks the democratic space available
for communities impacted by it to articulate their interests®. In this case the political will

is moving towards growth centric legal amendments. The challenge then of achieving the
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goals of social, economic, and political justice through shaping legislative discourse in India
is that it is subject to the changing priorities of the government in power.

These instances illustrate the challenges associated with using the law and the ability
of law to address injustice. These challenges can be located more broadly in problems
of access to justice, social acceptance of law and law’s ability to address the multifaceted
nature of injustice.

Future of Law

In 2047, I would envision that the law has been able to break down existing power structures
that maintain social, economic, and political inequality in India. The law achieves this ideal
of justice by opening up the legislature and judiciary to greater citizen participation where
citizens have internalized the virtues of rights and rule of law. The e are three components
to this vision of law.

First, ensuring access to justice by changing the current form of the legislature and the
judiciary to be more localized and citizen driven.

Second, enabling the making of a society where values of justice, equality, and
sustainability are virtues that are prioritized and expressed through law.

Thi d, ensuring access to justice by expanding the existing notion of procedure accepted
by law, particularly in relation to evidence. By expanding the notion of procedure what I
am aiming at is the loosening of procedural barriers particularly criteria of what amounts to
evidence. I propose a radical shift where criteria for evidence under the Indian Evidence Act,
1972 are softened to accommodate communities or citizens who have been marginalized
from gaining access to such evidence, particularly when it is being produced to access
rights. An example of this is in the Forest Rights Act, 2006 where communities who are
unable to provide evidence such as land records for claiming their rights within forest
areas can produce a statement by an elder reduced to writing®. This softening of criteria
will enable access to justice by overcoming the evidentiary barrier. Evidence as understood
legally usually involves state-legitimized facts, or scientific information whose authenticity is
usually ensured by the recommendation of certain labs by state actors. This monopolization
of evidence in the hands of the state, particularly in access to rights, acts as a barrier for
communities unable to affo d the costs of sourcing such evidence. The Right to Information
Act, 2005 acts as a critical link in breaking this monopolization of legal evidence by the state,
but this continues to involve a process of engaging with the state in request for information.
It is the lack of this complete disengagement with the state which frames the evidentiary
barrier to rights. In light of the procedural innovation as put forth in the FRA, I propose
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that community generated legal evidence like oral histories should be considered authentic
and accepted by law. Testimonies of events already enter the realm of legally accepted form
of evidence to validate the happenings of an incident. I propose the expansion of this notion
of evidence to apply to rights claims. For instance in the case of a claimed right to cultural
heritage for a community, oral histories and songs that allude to such cultural links should
be considered as authentic evidence. These three arms will have to feed into each other to
allow law to break the existing power structures by creating enough room for them to be
challenged by citizens. It would also impact these power centres which may take the form

of large corporations or the state.

Opening up the Legislature and Judiciary

Presently the functions of the legislature and judiciary are controlled by the state, with
limited scope for citizen participation. Citizen participation is curtailed to electing a
representative government and contributing to functioning of local authorities which were
a product of decentralization. To enable more citizen engagement I propose the complete
restructuring of the current form of the legislature and the judiciary. This restructuring is
grounded in the values of access to justice and citizen controlled process of formulation
of law and dispute resolution.

Thelegislature is presently composed of two houses of parliament the Lok Sabha (House
of the People) and Rajya Sabha (Council of States) which act as two avenues to balance
the interests of the centre and the state. It is my contention that within this structure the
process of law making becomes an act of power struggle between elected political parties
in the diffe ent houses while the citizens impacted by the bill are sometimes invited to
provide comments on the proposed legislation.

What if we open up the legislature to a third house at the lowest unit level of governance
where bills can be proposed, debated and discussed? The 73rd and 74th Amendment
to the Indian Constitution® devolved executive and administrative powers to rural and
urban areas but did not devolve legislative powers. The relevance of laws is specific to the
realities in diffe ent geographies and this subjectivity is not adequately captured in the
Rajya Sabha. This decentralization of legislative powers will prevent the law becoming the
command of the sovereign and engender accountability to citizens in the legislative process.
This process will allow for the making of more nuanced legislation as the impact of the
proposed legislation on diffe ent communities will be negotiated. For direct democracy to
be realized there is a need for legislative intent to be subject to debate and critical analysis
which has the power to reshape and change it.
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To illustrate how this would function we can take the example of the proposed land
ordinance. The ordinance proposed to do away with the consent clause for the acquisition
of land either for public purpose® or public-private partnership projects. If this third
house of parliament were alive this amendment to the existing land acquisition act would
require the approval with two-thirds majority of the diffe ent grams (village units) and
municipality units (assuming here that this will function as the lowest unit of governance)
to this bill. The resistance to the introduction of this clause by adivasi’s, dalits and farmers
can be legitimately expressed in the third house and the upper houses will be legally
bound to consider this resistance and alter the bill. This may seem like a herculean task
to involve the diffe ent grams and municipality units. Yet this will ensure that the consent
and considerations of the impacted population are adequately taken into account in the
legislative decision-making process.

Thisstructure will also give the grams and municipality units’ agency in introducing laws
applicable to their area making legislative response more specific to the issues experienced
in the area, and provide an avenue for customary laws to find its way into the formal
legal process. The challenges with this approach are many as it may result in multiplicity
of laws and create more conflict, yet it can act as a potential medium to strengthen the
relationship between the citizen and the state structures in the legislative process.

The judiciary in India is a multi-layered and complex structure which is suffering from
issues of inefficienc and access to justice. The present judicial structure consists of the
courts, namely, the district courts, High Courts and the Supreme Court as well as specialized
courts and tribunals like the administrative tribunals and the Lok Adalats” which form a
part of the alternative dispute resolution mechanisms available. The present structure has
tried to address the question of access to justice by diversion of disputes to specialized
legal avenues like the National Green Tribunal, reducing the burden on courts; expanding
the notion of locus standi® through the public interest litigation system thereby increasing
access to courts (Bhagwati and Dias, 2012). Present attempts have been the establishment
of gram nyayalayas’ (village courts) in diffe ent panchayats. Though the state has attempted
through these diffe ent methods to increase access to justice, whether these approaches
actually increases access is yet to be studied. I speculate that though the present structure
attempts to address the question of access to justice it falls short, as it does not place
sufficien emphasis on methods of mediation and negotiation.'® The adversarial method of
conflict resolution can cost the parties to the dispute as the goal is to win and the decision
is in the hands of a judge, whereas in a mediation proceeding the parties to the dispute
work together to resolve the dispute giving them more agency in deciding the outcome.
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The setting up of localized mediation centres which can be formally recognized can prove
to be an interesting alternative. Though Lok Adalats tried to establish localized access to
the judiciary they continued to rely on the discretion of judges which can alienate solutions
which the parties to the dispute may arrive at. Mediation centres controlled by the citizens
and assisted by the legal aid centre can pave the way for a new model to create an active
judicial presence in diffe ent areas and reduce the burden on courts.

An ideal for law to be able to break the existing power structures is that it has to be
supported by a society where justice, equality, and sustainability are paramount. To realize
this ideal state it would require a constant connection between law and society which
would entail an interaction with social norms, customary laws with the formal legal system.
Customary laws provide a historical basis for understanding norms and conflict resolution
methods within particular communities and its interaction with the formal legal system has
been ridden with conflict. In 2047, customary laws enjoy an interesting equation with the
formal legal system where they gain the acceptance of the latter, but in areas of conflict,
the customary law will prevail unless it is contrary to the virtues of justice, equity and
sustainability as internalized by society. Thereason customary law would prevail is to enable
cultural and societal norms particular to that community to exist and avoid being eroded
by new legal structures that come with statutory law. This hierarchy of customary law to
statutory law can be broken in instances where it violates the ideal of justice, equity, and
sustainability. An example that can be seen in present times, where a Khap panchayat'
in Uttar Pradesh ordered women to be raped as punishment for their brother marrying
outside his caste (Bhatia, 2015). With the opening up of the judiciary and the legislature
this interaction and negotiation would be more possible.

In 2047, every process of law making and implementation will involve the rights holders
in its negotiation. The law will be more layered with laws ranging from the national, state
to the local level with the Constitution continuing to be the supreme law of the land.
In an event of conflict between different laws priority would be given to the local laws,
followed by state laws and then central laws, which will make judicial interpretation more
locally relevant. However, if any of these layers of law conflict with the Constitution, the
Constitutional position on the issue would prevail. With mediation being a dominant
method of dispute resolution it will allow for more organic settlement of disputes where
the settlement being an agreement between the two parties can move beyond the frame
of the local, state and national laws. Another change that would occur in 2047 is that
when India is a signatory to any international treaties, in order to realize her obligations

under these, she would mandatorily incorporate the ethos of the international treaty into
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domestic legislation. Thisincorporation will be subject to the three tiered legislative process
described earlier.

Pathways

As I laid down my vision, I was keen to study other interventions which were already moving
towards this ideal to arrive at the suggested pathways. My search for these interventions led
me to interview three innovators in the space of law and justice—Deepta Sateesh, Director
of the Law + Environment + Design Laboratory, Danish Shiekh, a human rights lawyer at
the Alternative Law Forum and Gulika Reddy, who is the founder of Schools of Equality.
These three new interventions are moving towards the two aspects of my vision. The first
being access to justice and the other being the creation of an enabling environment for a
society to prioritize justice, equality, and sustainability. It is tough to place these initiatives
into either of these aspects but I have chosen to do so, based on the greater emphasis on
one of these aspects.

Access to Justice by Designing New Possibilities

Access to justice is traditionally viewed as the lack of the ability of law to respond to injustices
due to lack of legal protection or judicial and institutional access. In my vision I propose
to address this by opening up the legislature and judiciary for more citizen engagements.
The Law + Environment + Design Laboratory adds another dimension to this question
of access to justice by stating that the language of the law itself is a barrier in its use and
suggests the need to move beyond its text heavy nature to something more accessible which
is visual. This democratizes the knowledge of law, enabling a participatory process either
in the making of law or its implementation, and of developing legal strategies. Deepta
Sateesh suggests that at times it might also be excessive reliance on the legal framework in
addressing injustice that creates a perception of the lack of legal redress or lack of access
to justice. She articulates that the legal struggles need to be complemented with spiritual,
social and cultural resources and creative intervention. This showcases that opening up of
the judiciary and legislature needs to be accompanied with creative intervention that makes
the language of law accessible and even look beyond the law to resolve or address conflict

The Law + Environment + Design Laboratory was set up in 2011 as a collaborative
effo t between environmental lawyers from Natural Justice and Designers from the Srishti
School of Art, Design, and Technology. It was created with the vision to challenge existing
legal, environmental, social, cultural, and economic frameworks with interdisciplinarity.
The experiments at the lab reveal the potential for design and design methodology to
navigate some of the challenges that the use of law entails.
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‘The ground is complex and the law tends to simplify or generalize and the language of
the law can distance or alienate people from using it’, says Deepta Sateesh, as she begins
to reveal her journey of working with the law in assisting communities in their struggle
to assert their rights over resources. The first experiment of bringing these two disciplines
together was when designers worked on communicating the Forest Rights Act, 2006 to
pastoral communities in Kutch and Sariska who were engaged in a struggle to assert their
rights under the Act. The problem with the implementation of such a progressive Act is a
matter of communicating the nature of rights available within it and how to access them.
The visual medium provides an interesting opportunity to dilute the text heavy nature of
law making. The use of the visual medium acts as a way of democratizing the knowledge
of law, enabling a richer engagement of communities which this law impacts and citizens
in the future. It fundamentally challenges the approaches towards lawyering where legal
strategies are constructed by lawyers. Instead, through the visual medium, it opens up the
conversation with other stakeholders who are likely to be impacted by such legal action.
The first experiment resulted in the creation of a board game on the Forest Rights Act,
2006 and a paralegal toolkit. This experiment further provides a new lens to look at the
problem of access to justice as not one of lack of access to redress or other institutional
aspects but locates it in the language of the law.

‘Law can only act as one outlet and design provides an opportunity to explore others’,
is what Deepta Sateesh says to describe the point where legal intervention cannot address
all aspects or impacts that a community may face from a particular injustice.

The next experiment with law and design was to revive the myths and narratives of
the Khoi-San community in South Africa to provide an alternative way to address the
collective trauma that they had experienced from a historical process of marginalization.
Thelegal struggle could not address this collective trauma and there was a need for a design
intervention to complement the legal effo ts. This came in the form of a graphic novel
that built on the power of narratives that rebuild the myths of the Khoi-San people and
the story of their ancestors to provide spiritual and cultural relief in their struggles. This
showcases that the experience of injustice cannot always be resolved or addressed by law
alone and there is a need to complement legal effo ts with the use of narratives or other
creative methods that can engage communities.

‘The e is a dissatisfaction or dissonance with the way policies are being implemented
on the ground; this, to an extent, is because the law generalizes the particularity of places
and relationships’, states Deepta Sateesh, as she highlights the possibilities that design holds
for law. She states that the distance between the law or legal framework and its context of
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implementation is a product of the colonial frame that we continue to sit within. It is her
vision to use design as a way of understanding the frame that is particular to India and to

then begin to propose diffe ent ways to navigating conflict from there.

Society that Prioritizes Equality and Justice

The two interventions featured here are moving towards this ideal by expanding the scope
of existing legal structures to understand the complexity of identity based discrimination
through a comprehensive anti-discrimination law and the other by incorporating human
rights education in the school curriculum through Schools of Equality.

Towards a comprehensive anti-discrimination law

‘One example I often refer to is what my colleague Sumathy describes — where in a
Kolkata village a Dalit female to male (Trans-man) was in a relationship with an upper
caste woman. The upper caste family wanted the relationship to come to an end. In their
effo ts to do so, they inflicted violence, the Dalit Trans-man was stripped and paraded
nude. In such an instance will one look at it as a question of caste atrocity, gender identity
or a question of sexual orientation. How can a legal framework that’s insular grapple
with something like this?’, says Danish, as he begins to lay out the framework for a
comprehensive anti-discrimination law. The underlying principles that fuel this effo t is the
idea of intersectionality and the need for law to embrace the complex notion of identity as
well as acknowledging the multiple strands of discrimination that take place with a single
individual or instance of injustice.

Thelandscape of discrimination law in India is variegated, dispersed, and lacks insight into
the intersecting and unifying nature of discrimination across recognized identity markers. Th
Indian Constitution provides a guarantee against discrimination on a number of prohibited
grounds including race, caste, place of birth and sex, but the manner in which these have
been operationalized through legislation and policy measures leaves a lot to be desired. It is
here that the efforts of Danish and the Alternative Law Forum lie in enabling the articulation
for such a comprehensive framework. Danish recounts that the first time this conversation
took place was in 2012 where the LGBT movement was discussing the path ahead and an
element that emerged was non-discrimination. This piqued his interest and he began to
research on the need for a new discrimination framework. More so now, he emphasizes,
given the regime change due to which religious minorities are particularly vulnerable. It is
this unique ability of the project to understand questions of intersectionality and indirect

discrimination that allow for it to pave the way for a new legal future for India.
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The idea of intersectionality was first developed by Kimberle Crenshaw, an American
scholar in the field of critical race theory, when she was speaking about black women
(Crenshaw, 1991). So if you are a dalit and a woman, you arent facing two distinct
discriminations, but rather a particular experience of discrimination as a dalit woman.
We haven’t had much discussion on intersections yet. In terms of legislations, the Persons
with Disabilities Act and the Prevention of Atrocities Act deal with discrimination against
certain categories. But how does one go about dealing with discrimination on multiple
grounds was a question posed by Jayna Kothari, an advocate in the Bangalore High Court,
in the consultation held by the Alternative Law Forum in 2012, for understanding the need
for a comprehensive anti-discrimination law (Sheikh, 2014). It is this intersectionality that
this project aims to address. The other aspect is the lack of an expansive interpretation of
Article 15 of the Constitution where only fi e grounds of discrimination are protected.
Danish states that,

‘The e is little or no recognition of the concepts of indirect discrimination and reasonable
accommodation in India law, whether Constitutional or statutory. Both Articles 15 and
16 have specific affirmat e action provisions for women, children, ‘scheduled castes and
tribes” and ‘other backward classes’. On the whole, attention has been spent instead on the
limits of affirmat e action. In practice, however, reservations have come to be regarded as
the most important, if not the only, means of taking affirmat e action. The problem then
is that we haven’t focused on how to make reservations more effecti e, how to ensure that
once you get individuals into institutions how do you deal with more systemic effects of

discrimination and exclusion against them.’

These aspects then lay the foundation for the need for an anti-discrimination legislation
to address what Danish refers to as ‘analogous experiences of diffe ent communities who
are discriminated against’.

The effo ts are presently underway in working towards a draft document that will
showcase the legal framework for a potential legislation. Presently they are occurring at
two levels. One, the doctrinal, where there is an extensive mapping of existing laws and
its protection of discrimination on certain grounds and then the aspect of narratives or
lived experience of discrimination. The team has been interviewing activists, civil society
lawyers, and individuals on how they experience discrimination on the basis of their
identity. They then intend to bring both these aspects together which Danish recounts is a
messier process than he describes it to be. “The challenges with this project are many’ says
Danish, the first being to make the case on the ground for the viability of such an initiative.
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Despite this challenge he states that the only way to build political consensus around issues
of discrimination is to forge alliances across diffe ent groups, given that experiences of
discrimination can overlap. He concludes that there is a need for building alliances between
vulnerable communities by recognizing the larger notion of discrimination as opposed to
an isolated experience of injustice.

This effo t of developing a comprehensive anti-discrimination framework will provide
a legislative base for society to prioritize the need for equality and justice. It will do so by
enabling victims of multiple strands of discrimination to seek the shelter of law. As Danish
Sheikh says, ‘Prejudice is not going to end soon so we need a system that is accessible
and a system where if something happens to me I can seek remedy; when I face indirect
discrimination, to be able to give it a name, which I have not been able to do yet'.

Schools of equality

‘Growing up in India, I felt anger at the normalization of social injustice. My belief that
the law was a powerful instrument for social change motivated me to go to law school, says
Gulika Reddy, as she describes her path towards this initiative. Upon graduating from law
school she worked as a human rights lawyer in the Madras High Court. It was here that
she realized that good legislation is only part of the solution. Several other challenges exist
which lie outside the ambit of litigation. These related to lack of rights awareness, access to
counsel and ineffecti e implementation of the law. To address these issues she set up a new
collaborative programme that brought together non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
and National Law Schools to organize periodic rights awareness programmes and dispense
free legal aid for indigent and marginalized women. Despite receiving free legal assistance
she notices that women at the awareness workshops expressed reluctance to approach the
legal system, as they felt further victimized by the judicial process and functionaries under
the law. It became apparent to her that insensitivity present within the Court system was
symptomatic of widely held beliefs about women and gender roles in society.
Recognizing that gender socialization begins early and is reinforced by societal institutions,
culture, and media, she started Schools of Equality, an activity-based programme that
runs alongside the mainstream curriculum in high schools and encourages students to
examine issues relating to equality and shift social attitudes that perpetuate gender-
based violence and other forms of social injustice. As a part of the programme, they will
interact with leaders from social justice movements, lawyers, artists, writers, photographers,
musicians, performance artists, and therapists to articulate their views on equality and
social justice. The programme enables students to understand diversity and equality,
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preparing them to address issues that they are faced with as members of society. What
Schools of Equality attempts to do is address the challenge of social acceptance of a legal
framework. The programme allows students to interrogate and engage with the idea of
equality and challenge the perception of identity and its impact on the way discrimination
is experienced. Gulika recounts an interesting experiment where students were asked to pen
down an entire constitution. In their experience of doing so they have been able to address
questions of discrimination at the basic level of a ‘joke’ and reflect on their own practices
of discrimination (Shenoy, 2015). Thisalso provides them with the opportunity to engage
with the law and understand its spirit which will cultivate a culture of social acceptance of
progressive legislations and criticism of regressive ones based on the standards of equality.

They are presently working with schools for underprivileged youth in Kadapa, a rural
district in Andhra Pradesh. Her effo ts through the Schools for Equality do provide a pathway
for establishing a critical link between law and society in the case of discrimination. Thoug
the programme in many ways centres on the question of human rights and discrimination,
it holds a key in bridging the link between an active citizen engagement in making laws and
resolving disputes to a society where such values of equality are understood.

Conclusion

These legal visions provide an insight into the potential legal futures and pathways for
India to allow for the law to contribute more effecti ely to the pillars of Vikalp Sangam.'
I would like to conclude with the view that law as a site of struggle will continue to act
as a space where these pillars are realized or challenged but law as Auden says, is like love

which is flippant, confusing yet eternally fulfilling.

‘Like love we dont know where or why,
Like love we can’t compel or fl ,
Like love we often weep,

Like love we seldom keep.’

(Auden, 1940, pp. 113)

Endnotes

1. In 2014 the present government formed a High Level Committee chaired by T. S. R. Subramanian
to review four key environmental legislations. The recommendations of this Committee sought
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to dilute present environmental clearance processes with a single-window clearance by suggesting
amendments to the four key legislations. Details of the recommendation are available at hetp://www.
accessinitiative.org/blog/2014/11/recommendations-high-level-committee-review-environmental-
laws-india (Last accessed on 24 November, 2015). These recommendations went on to be rejected
by a parliamentary standing committee set up on the issue.

In 2014 the Modi led government introduced amendments to the present Right to Fair
Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013
through an ordinance. The most concerning of the proposed amendments was to do away with
provisions which required consent of the gram sabha in the case of projects being undertaken
for public purpose and those undertaken under a public-private partnership. Though the land
ordinance lapsed, the state governments have been empowered to make amendments in the state
laws in accordance to the ordinance.

The democratic space for communities is shrinking because of the reducing spaces for community
engagement in the process of gaining environmental clearance and land acquisition based on the
proposed amendments.

Rule 13 (i) of the Rules as amended in 2012 of the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest
Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2000.

73rd and 74th Amendment to the Constitution were brought about in 1992 for the establishment
of the Panchayat Raj system in rural areas and Municipalities in urban areas to realize the objective
of localized governance.

Public purpose has been defined in Sec 2 (1) of the Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency
in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013.

Lok Adalat or people’s court was an initiative by Justice P N. Bhagwati to introduce a non-
adversarial system of dispute resolution in villages.

The rule of locus standi refers to the requirement that a person who brings a case before the court
should have suffe ed a legal injury. Thisrule has been altered in the case of Public Interest Litigation
where any person can institute a case before the court, if there is a question of public interest.
Gram nyayalayas are village courts established by the Gram Nyayalayas Act, 2008 to ensure speedy
justice.

Mediation here is being referred to as a formal process where parties to the dispute, guided by a
mediator, arrive at workable solution to the dispute derived by the parties.

Khap panchayats are panchayats in rural areas composed primarily of male village elders.
Thepillars specifically are ecological sustainability, social well-being and justice, direct and delegated
responsibility, economic diversity and cultural and knowledge democracy; see “The Search for
Alternatives: Key Aspects and Principles’, at http://www.vikalpsangam.org/about/the-search-for-
alternatives-key-aspects-and-principles/#_ftn1.
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For a Radical Social Democracy:
Imagining Possible Indian Future/s

Aditya Nigam

‘Pure time, then, is not a string of separate, reversible instants; it is an organic whole in
which the past is not left behind, but is moving along with, and operating in, the present.
And the future is given to it not as lying before, yet to be traversed; it is given only in the
sense that it is present in its nature as an open possibility.’

— Muhammad Igbal (2011, pp. 50)'

Summary

Drawing on the writings of some important early to mid-twentieth century Indian thinkers,
the essay proposes the concept of radical social democracy, an idea for the future that appeals
for a change in what Ambedkar called the social conscience of the people. In its practice, it
will institutionalize the ethics of sharing, so that the resources become part of the commons.
The radical social democracy will relentlessly strive for the systems that do not fall prey to
powerful oligarchies and enable institutional forms that can provide space for the plurality
of visions for the imagined future.

Since the future is not a moment in time that is yet to arrive, rather it is shaped through
every moment of our present, hence, it has to be imagined, taking into account the fact,
that there are far more groups that have a stake in how it shapes up than ever before. The
present form of parliamentary democracy, dominated by the party-form, reduces all politics
and contestation to mass manipulation, where effecti ely oligarchies rule in the name of
the masses, without allowing for complexities of any sort to be debated. Radical social
democracy, at the very least, would give people the opportunity to make informed choices

when problematic questions arise, that may not lend themselves to easy resolutions.
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The Future, Here and Now

The future, goes an apocryphal saying, is not what it used to be.? It is difficul from
our notions of linear time to imagine how something that has not yet come, could have
already changed beyond recognition. The future is, after all, always something that is yet
to come, a ‘not-yet, to borrow Ernst Bloch’s expression. And yet, it is interesting to think
of the possibility of a time that never was, having so irretrievably changed that we might
perhaps need to revisit all our temporal concepts—modernity, progress, history, future,
development—so that we may understand the meaning of this enigmatic statement.

Once upon a time, our future used to be one of abundance, of ‘man’s’ complete mastery
over nature. It used to be a future that was driven by technology and large-scale industry,
where technology, it was believed, would liberate us from the everyday drudgery of work
and we would be left free to enjoy the beauties of life, have time for aesthetic pursuits and
write poetry. Human emancipation was imagined to be predicated upon the domination
and control of Nature. All of Nature’s bounties were for us to consume and enjoy. Thiswas
pretty much the global hegemonic vision that also ruled the imagination of the makers of
modern India. Critics like Gandhi and Tagore were soon consigned to the safety of school
textbooks, while adivasi cosmologies and their notions of their future were seen as signs
of backwardness to be eradicated at all costs. Indeed, the power of this vision was most
dramatically evident in the life and works of B. R. Ambedkar whose rejection of village
autonomy and of traditional occupations and livelihoods was decisive, as was his embrace
of modernity and technology. An important aspect of this global dream of a utopian
future was the idea that certain modes of being belonged to an unviable past that had to
be obliterated. Their backwardness was a drag that held back the rest of humanity from
reaching the Promised Land. Thus was Time mapped on to Space in a way that made
large parts of the non-Western world and its modes of being to be an embodiment of the
past. Conversely, the present was also relocated elsewhere — in Europe — where History
was apparently happening. It mattered little what your or my present actually was, for it
was always only the past of an abstraction called World-History or World-System. That
was where the future was arriving at any given moment. That present-becoming-future
was the future for the rest of the world.?

We can resist such a construction by making a radical claim to the effect that we no
longer recognize any such thing as a singular World which has only one present. We
could join Tagore in wanting to ‘kill the giant abstraction which is claiming the sacrifice
of individuals all over the world under highly painted masks of delusion’ (Bhattacharya,
1997, pp. 58).* And this would not be a very outlandish claim. After all, there are modes
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of being, once thought to be relics of the past, which have refused to oblige the moderns
by disappearing into the pages of history. They will pretty much be part of our future
which now has begun to already look diffe ent from what it used to only a few decades ago.

Nature too, has not been gracious enough to oblige us. It is already talking back,
indeed striking back in anger. Climate change is an afflictio of the condition called
the homo sapiens, but it is not a condition that nature passively bears; on the contrary,
it is like that sleeping snake at the bottom of the earth, which has been roused to fury.’
The future now is no longer one where a part of humanity basks in aesthetic pleasures,
having dispensed with another part of humanity and brought nature itself under its
complete domination. It is a future, already arriving — a future where the moderns will
have to make peace on equal terms with both the ‘wretched of the earth’ and an angry
and uncompromising nature.

It is a future, in other words, that is already here. Everything that we do today—from
building high energy consuming cities with fl overs and malls, to destruction of agricultural
land for luxury living—will remain with us for decades to come, maybe even centuries; and
in the case of plastics and nuclear waste, even millennia! It will affect everything, bringing
in its train changes ranging from erratic and devastating climatic changes to destruction
of our food security. As Iqbal’s statement cited in the epigraph to this paper suggests, the
future must be seen not as something that is ‘yet to be traversed’ but as a set of open
possibilities connected deeply with the present, which is in turn structured by the past
which continues to operate within it. A crucial point in Igbal’s assertion is that the future
represents a set of open possibilities. In our times, I understand this to be a consequence
of the fact that there are today far more people and social groups who have a stake in how
the future shapes up, than there used to be some decades ago. No longer is it a matter for
state and political elites, policy-makers, economists, and corporations to decide. Whether
there will be a nuclear power plant in Koodankulan or Jaitapur is a decision that can longer
be left to this nexus of the political elite, experts and corporations — let us call it the power
bloc. Nor can the decision to simply hand over the natural commons to corporations be
left to them. The e were movements and struggles against such moves earlier too; but what
has changed significantly is that at a global level, the presence and legitimacy of other
stakeholders has now become impossible to ignore.

Take for instance the idea of ‘inter-generational equity’, first mooted in the Stockholm
Conference on Human Environment in 1972, which has become one of the key nodes
around which revolve not only our critiques of what we do to our ‘natural resources’ but
also the way in which we think of the future. In demanding that the present generation
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leave behind an earth for coming generations, in a condition at least as good as it was
received in, the idea of inter-generational equity places upon the present the responsibility
of shaping the future by exercising discretion and restraint. It forces us to acknowledge
that the future is being shaped at every moment of our present, here and now. In other
words, it is not a moment in time that is yet to arrive — a time that will begin when this
burdensome prehistory of oppression ends. The e is no apocalypse that will mark the end
of the drudgery of historical time and lead us into the realm of Eternity. The e is also no
‘revolutionary moment” which will put an end, once and for all, to all exploitation and lead
to a new beginning like a classless society without exploitation. It is no longer possible to
assume that we can let capital wreak havoc now, in the hope that we will set it right once
the revolution takes place, for there will be nothing left to set right at this rate.

The recognition that there are many more players in the field than the power bloc, leads
to the enunciation of a fundamentally diffe ent set of normative principles.

One example from our recent history will suffic to explain this better. In the wake of
the popular struggles against land acquisition, especially after the Singur and Nandigram
(West Bengal) struggles, the debate on land acquisition acquired new urgency. Struggles
against Special Economic Zones and mining through mass dispossession of tribal
communities drew attention to larger questions of justice that had so far been ignored
in the name of an inescapable economic logic. In that context, the Minister for Mines
in the second term of the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government (2009-14),
B. K. Handique, made a proposal in parliament, giving the tribal communities 26 per
cent stake in the proceeds from mining. The proposal came from the group of ministers
in the course of drawing up the Mines and Minerals (Development and Regulation)
Bill and was vehemently opposed by industry bodies like the Federation of Indian
Chambers of Commerce and Industry. Even though that proposal apparently went into
cold storage, more recently the anti-mining struggle in Goa managed to get the Supreme
Court to direct, in April 2014, the formation of a Permanent Fund by putting back 10
per cent of the profits from iron ore mining in the state. The Supreme Court basically
accepted the principle that a percentage of the mining should go back to the community
and subsequent generations, acknowledging them too as stakeholders, even though the
proportion of profits earmarked for it leave much to be desired. It is of course possible
to see this move as an attempt at incorporation of dissent and a way of buying out
resistance but it is equally important to recognize that this move too is being fie cely
resisted by the mining corporations. In other words, it is a matter of profound conflic
and contestation in which, often, such small changes can become the thin edge of the
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wedge for mass struggles and dissenting voices to transform the terms of policy and
judicial discourse. Needless to say, this in no way represents an alternative vision of the
world — a vision with which many movements on the ground operate.®

In another striking move, dubbed populist by the power bloc and intellectuals associated
with it, the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) government in Delhi has decided in principle to
provide consumers 20 kilolitres of water a month (700 litres a day) free of cost. The
argument for this measure advanced by the AAP is that water is the lifeline and cannot
be treated as an economic good — at least up to a certain minimum level. Beyond that
level, whoever wants to consume excess water must pay higher tariffs. This position runs
fundamentally against any argument for the privatization of water. This argument clearly
draws on the experience of numerous struggles and movements across the world and points
towards a diffe ent ethic of living.

The future is now practically indistinguishable from our living present. That is why
many contemporary movements are so deeply invested in the ‘here and now’. For feminism
it was always so — the struggle against patriarchy was never a deferred struggle. I have
argued, elsewhere, that this concern with the ‘here and now’ marks our post-utopian
moment more generally, and movements like the dalit movement or the ecological struggles

in particular too, are no longer prepared to wait for an indefinite future.

Technology and Indian Thought Traditions

If the future, for our nineteenth century forbears like Marx, was one of super-abundance
and freedom from the drudgery of work through the sheer revolutionary power/s of
technology and the productive forces, at the beginning of the twenty-first century that
option no longer seems viable. In productivism lay the hope of the future, not only for
Marxism but in fact, for all other modern ideologies, for much of the last three centuries.
Today we seem to have arrived at the limit point of that imagination.

Already, by the middle of the twentieth century, Marxists like Herbert Marcuse were
writing of the technological dystopia that the modern world was beginning to be (Marcuse,
1964). In his justifiably famous book One-Dimensional Man, he had spoken of the
technological rationality of modern industrial society as something that increasingly tends
towards totalitarianism of some form or the other. Technological optimism had already
been severely dented with the rise of fascism and Nazism and reached its mid-century
climax with the dropping of the atomic bomb by the so-called ‘free world’ over a hapless
civilian population. That was where Marcuse had begun his story of the technological
dystopia of the modern world.
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India has had a robust tradition of the critique of technology and what Tagore termed
‘machinicdemon’ — jantradaanav (Bhattacharya, 1997, pp. 32). If there were those like
Jawaharlal Nehru, B. R. Ambedkar, and M. N. Roy, who shared the technological optimism
of their times, there were figu es like Gandhi and Tagore who struck a diffe ent note on
this issue.

A relentless critique of modern technology is pervasive in Tagore’s writings — both fiction
and non-fiction. Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj, of course, was an early and prescient text in this
regard and his rejection of machine-based modern civilization was uncompromising. But
there are interesting dissonances between the positions of these two giant figu es of twentieth
century India. Gandhi’s early attack on machinery drew on his reading of Romesh Chandra
Dutt’s Economic History of India, which, according to his own account, made him weep
when he first read it. His conclusion: ‘It is machinery that has impoverished India. It is
difficul to measure the harm that Manchester has done to us. It is due to Manchester that
Indian handicraft has all but disappeared’ (Parel, 1997, pp. 107). Elsewhere, many years
later, he underlined this basic point once again, when he said that what he objected to was,
‘the craze for machinery, not machinery as such’. He explicated this further: “The craze is
for what they call labour-saving machinery. Men go on “saving labour” till thousands are
without work and thrown on the open streets to die of starvation’ (ibid., pp. 166). It is
clear from these statements that Gandhi’s primary concern was with the labour displacing
power of technology. But even more importantly, in this later statement, Gandhi tied up
this opposition to machinery to the concentration of economic and political power: ‘I
want the concentration of wealth, not in the hands of the few, but in the hands of all.
“Today machinery merely helps a few to ride on the backs of millions' (ibid., pp. 166, emphasis
added). This connection between machinery, industrialization and centralization was seen
by many Indian thinkers through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but there were
also some who believed that it was possible to have a modern industrialized economy
without centralization and destruction of the rural economy.

While it is true that most thinkers of modern India had already accepted the superiority
of modern science and technology, as persuasively argued by Partha Chatterjee (1994), it
is interesting that even many of those who accepted the West’s superiority in this regard,
had deep reservations with regard to industrialism of the kind that the West embodied.”
Right from the nineteenth century onwards, this attitude resulted from a commitment of
the colonized intelligentsia to the rural population and concern for the appalling conditions
of its existence. Thus an early modernist figu e like Rammohun Roy too ‘realized the
strategic significance of the renovated and modernized village panchayats (Ganguli, 1977,
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pp- 87). He maintained that these panchayats could be the building blocks of an economy
‘reconstructed from the bottom upwards’. The future Indian economy, he believed, could
not be a centralized structure (ibid., pp. 87).

Tagore was entirely in agreement with Gandhi as far as his critique of technology went
but he discerned among the participants of Gandhi’s Non-Cooperation Movement, the
powerful presence of what he called the ‘slave mentality’. And he could not quite absolve
Gandhi himself of some responsibility in encouraging it: “Where Mahatma Gandhi has
declared war against the tyranny of the machine which is oppressing the whole world, we
are all enrolled under his banner. But we must refuse to accept as our ally the illusion-
haunted magic-ridden slave mentality that is at the root of all the poverty and insult
under which the country groans’ (Bhattacharya, 1997, pp. 84). For one thing, Tagore was
deeply suspicious of Gandhi’s presentation of the charkba as the alternative mantra to the
domination of the machine. “To one and all he simply says: Spin and weave, spin and
weave... Is this the call of the New Age to new creation?’ (ibid., pp. 81). Tagore saw in
this cult of the charkha the potential to numb the mind, to reduce the human personality
to banal levels: ‘But if man be stunted by big machines, the danger of his being stunted
by small machines must not be lost sight of” (ibid., pp. 82). Tagore revolted against the
peculiar kind of ‘political asceticism’ that he had begun to identify with the Gandhian
project. For, in the end, Tagore’s was a call for the joyful celebration of life that was
predicated upon the exaltation of the individual’s capacity for reason and creativity: “We
have enough of magic in this country — magical revelation, magical healing, and all kinds
of divine intervention in mundane affairs. That is exactly why I am so anxious to instate
reason on its throne’ (ibid., pp. 82).

On this point, Tagore seems to be considerably closer to Amebdkar, even though the
latter differs with both Gandhi and Tagore on the general issue of machinery. Ambedkar
experienced the advent of the machine and technology in general as immensely liberating,
which is clearly linked to the fact that unlike Gandhi and Tagore, his reference point
is the community of labour of the most degrading kinds — the labour that untouchable
castes had been traditionally made to perform in Hindu society. Such labour obviously
held little romantic appeal for him. But Ambedkar’s response to ‘Gandhism’ on the
question of machinery is not merely experiential. He underlines that what separates
humans from animals is culture, which he sees as ‘essential for man’. He underlines that
a life of culture is made possible only when there is sufficien leisure (Rodrigues, 2002).
Leisure means the lessening of the toil necessary for satisfying the physical wants of life.
This toil, he argues, can only be lessened when machine takes the place of man. Machinery
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and modern civilization are thus indispensable for emancipating man from leading the life
of a brute’ (ibid., pp. 159).

Both Gandhi and Ambedkar, it seems to me, were basing themselves on very real
experiences of the impact of machinery on diffe ent sections of the population of India —
even though neither of them actually experienced its impact directly at a personal level,
though Ambedkar certainly had a closer acquaintance with it, via members of his family.
It is difficul to deny the deeply unsettling impact of machinery and industrialization on
large sections of the Indian population, leading to large-scale destitution, that so moved
Gandhi.® It is equally difficul to deny the liberatory potential of machinery where it
came to populations forced into the most degrading and humiliating forms of work, the
dalits. Nor is it possible, at a more general level, to deny Ambedkar’s point about the
availability of leisure through technology — something that more recent technologies do
in terms of liberating women to some extent from the drudgery of household work.?
It is interesting here to note that Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain’s story ‘Sultana’s Dream’,'
published a few years before Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj, actually visualized a women’s utopia
that was based on both a reversal of the division of labour and a vision of technology as
liberating." It is also not without significance that it is the imagination of control over
solar power that forms an important ingredient of the technological basis of Rokeya’s
utopia.

Most discussions of the Gandhi-Ambedkar debate end up affirmin one or the other
of the positions, replaying old animosities and stances taken in relation to tradition and
modernity. It is far more important, however, to recognize that both Gandhi and Ambedkar,
and in a diffe ent sense, Tagore and Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, articulate diffe ent responses
to the question of technology that give voice to diffe ent aspects of an existential reality in
a society like India’s. Any contemporary discussion of their positions must take this point
into account as an index of the complex terrain of India’s encounter with modernity. Only
then can we possibly begin to appreciate the fact that even when the imperative of ecology
and global climate change force us to re-appraise our attitude to technology-fetishism, we
cannot at the same time affo d to ignore the fact that even today, there are domains of

life where its impact is liberatory.

Radical Social Democracy: Ambedkar and M. N. Roy

‘Democracy is another name for equality. Parliamentary democracy developed a passion for
liberty. It never made even a nodding acquaintance with equality. It failed to realize the

162



For a Radical Social Democracy

significance of equality and did not even endeavour to strike a balance between liberty and
equality, with the result that liberty swallowed equality and made democracy a game and
a farce.’

— B. R. Ambedkar'?

In the above quote, Ambedkar makes a distinction between democracy, which he sees
as synonymous with equality and parliamentary democracy — its actually existing, liberal
form — that, in its passion for liberty, has ignored equality. The implication of his critique
of parliamentary democracy is, obviously, that one needs to find other forms that will
rectify the situation and bring democracy closer to its central concern, namely, equality.

Equality, however, must be understood in its broadest sense as equality along many
diffe ent axes — class, caste, gender, community, and so on. It is not possible to have
equality in one arena alone. At one level, Ambedkar’s effo ts to institute ‘safeguards’ in
the form of reservations in both employment and political representation, can be read as
attempts to make democracy more egalitarian. However, these effo ts could not go beyond
safeguards for specific communities or social groups like the dalits and adivasis and even
in those contexts, amounted to making the best of a bad deal. The larger question of what
he called social democracy, however, remained quite unexplored.

It may be interesting at this point to bring M. N. Roy, another outspoken modern
Indian critic of parliamentary democracy, into the discussion. For Roy too, one of the
key elements responsible for the degeneration of democracy was ‘parliamentarism’ — the
other being laissez faire. Between the two, they gave unbridled power to a small minority
to exploit the majority. Roy actually zeroes in on the very idea of representation and
delegation, integral to parliamentary democracy, as the villain of the piece. ‘Constitutional
pundits declare that this [representation] is democracy itself; but in reality it is a negation
of democracy, based on the contempt for the demos (Roy, 1981, pp. 77). Roy’s was
a critique articulated in the context of the global experience of the rise of fascism and
totalitarianism and he held the ‘eclipse of the individual’, in the service of the state in
modern polities responsible for the malaise of parliamentary democracy. His critique of
representation leads him to a rejection of the party-form as such, which he began to
see as instrumental in the dissolution of the individual into an altogether threatening
entity called the ‘masses’. “The purpose of election propaganda is to create a state of
mass hysteria® (ibid., pp. 53).

In a very diffe ent way, Ambedkar’s deepest suspicions too related to the question of
the ‘masses’ — for he saw them all through the nationalist movement as entirely upper
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caste in character. In a context where the untouchables were a small minority, any mass
mobilization was bound to be threatening to the interests of the minorities, in this case, the
dalits. Ambedkar’s strategy was therefore to reject the very idea of the local — his critique
of the villages being that they were ‘sinks of localism’ — and displace the entire question of
dalit emancipation to the terrain of the state. In contrast, Roy’s critique led him towards
what he called ‘radical democracy’, which he visualized as a network of local republics with
people directly electing their representatives without the mediation of parties.

At a superficial level, these two might seem to be very contradictory visions — one
which placed exclusive reliance on the state and the other that moved towards a network
of local republics that sound suspiciously close to the Gandhian notion of Gram Swaraj
or even Tagore’s idea of swadeshi samaj (Bhattacharya 1997, pp. 25)."* However, I will
argue that there is a link that connects the Ambedkarite search for social democracy to
Roy’s radical democracy. This link lies in the value Ambedkar places on the issue of social
reform while arguing that in the final analysis, no law or state can ensure the protection
of democratic values; it has to come from the “...social and moral conscience of society...’
(Rodrigues, 2002, pp. 122). In fact, he goes on to quote Edmund Burke to say that ‘there
is no method found of punishing the multitude’ and that while law can punish a solitary
offende, “...it can never operate against a whole body of people who are determined to
defy it” With such an understanding, it was hardly possible for Amebdkar to support a
strong state-centric vision of social democracy. His argument, therefore, turned to the idea
of a ‘social conscience’ of the people at large, which alone could °...safeguard all rights,
fundamental and non-fundamental’. That is why, in this well known essay on ‘Ranade,
Gandhi and Jinnah', Ambedkar makes a case against the arguments of those he calls the
‘political school of the intelligentsia’ and accords priority to the issue of social reform
over the political goal of self-government. “The politicals never realized that democracy
was not a form of government: it was essentially a form of society, he therefore asserts
(ibid., pp. 123). Elsewhere, in What Congress and Gandhi Have Done to the Untouchables,
he goes one step further in arguing that ‘self-government and democracy become real
not when a Constitution based on adult suffrage comes into existence, but when the
governing class loses its power to govern’ (ibid., pp. 134). What precisely does this mean?
Given that Ambedkar never supported the idea of the oppressed class(es) overthrowing
the powerful ‘governing class’ by a revolution, I read this statement to mean that he
visualized a possible scenario where the power of the governing class would be hemmed in
by other countervailing powers that would represent, in some sense, the social conscience.

Since Ambedkar was hugely sceptical of the majority community, this appeal to the social
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conscience could only make sense if the social itself was reconfigu ed. This reconfiguration
does not make sense if one believes that the majority community can never change, for in
that case, the dalits would have to remain a permanent minority. Such a reconfiguration,
it is evident, calls for a powerful social reform movement, one which cannot but be based
on a serious intellectual challenge to the old order. Something of this kind is suggested by
Ambedkar towards the end of his Annihilation of Caste:

‘...(T)he Hindus must consider whether the time has not come for them to recognize that
there is nothing fi ed, nothing eternal, nothing sanatan; that everything is changing, that
change is the law of life for individuals as well as for society. n a changing society, there
must be a constant revolution of old values and the Hindus must realize that if there must be

standards to measure the acts of men, there must also be a readiness to revise those standards’

(ibid., pp. 304, emphasis added).

It should be clear then that the idea of social democracy only becomes meaningful in
the context of a society reconstituted through a radical change in ways of thinking. In Roy
too, the idea of radical democracy is predicated on the idea of an intellectual revolution that
had to precede any social revolution. In his later years, Roy was to elaborate the idea of an
intellectual revolution into a full-fledged programme for an Indian Renaissance that would
accomplish something of a modern transformation of our ways of life, not very diffe ent
from the kind Ambedkar had in mind. One can wager that in a society thus transformed,
Ambedkar too would have been willing to rethink his ideas on decentralization and local
democracy. In a diffe ent way, then, this could tie up with the more general inclination
among many early twentieth century Indian thinkers towards some combination of a

modernized panchayat system blended with a cooperative economy.

Possible Indian Future/s

The futures that we imagine today, I have suggested earlier, will be crucially framed by what
we do today. Our collective future/s can no longer be imagined in terms of transcendent
ideals that must be realized by making the world conform to those ideals. Such transcendent
utopianism has been at the root of our modern miseries, writ large across the global history
of the twentieth century. Modernist utopias, irrespective of whether they were Marxist or
liberal free market type (a code word for capitalist utopias), eventually became massive
projects of social engineering that relied crucially on the state to enforce them. These
projects were inherently violent, based as they were on the cognitive arrogance of the
modern mind that sought to eliminate all signs of ‘backwardness’ and ‘irrationality’ by
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bringing them in tandem with what it saw as the only way to be rational. Economically,
such a vision was predicated upon the violent destruction of all ‘pre-capitalist’ forms of
‘ownership’ — non-individual, not codified in legal instruments, often based on use and
access by communities. Thiswas particularly true of adivasi or indigenous people’s relation
to their land and habitat, to the resources they accessed from them. The transformation
of such pre-capitalist property into bourgeois private property was co-terminus with two
things: the uprooting of traditional communities and the production of the individual
property owner on the one hand, and the concentration of the new individualized
property in a few hands on the other. In other words, it instituted mass dispossession and
concentration of property in a few hands as part of the same mechanism, just as we see
happening before our very eyes today. The political form so far called ‘democracy’ was,
in effect, one of electoral oligarchies — call it ‘party-cracy’, if you will. The institutions
called political parties became the instruments of keeping the new economic dispensation
in place, thanks to their state-centric nature. Representation through parties was a way of
containing egalitarian democratic urges, not a way of expanding them, as the philosopher
Jacques Ranciere has recently reminded us.!

Our imagination of our collective future/s must therefore look beyond these, drawing
appropriate lessons from the disastrous experiences of modernity. We must understand that
capitalism was not an aberration in the modernist project but was integral to it — which
is why socialism, even while it thought it was presenting an alternative to capitalism, in
fact only mimicked it.

And yet, there was something in that socialist idea — an egalitarian ethos tied to an ethic
of sharing — that was liquidated thanks to its dream of replicating capitalism’s ‘achievements’
through an excessive reliance on the state. The idea was not transcendent, but rather,
immanent in the lived practices of many indigenous/adivasi communities. That is why
the new movement of indigenous people in Bolivia led by Evo Morales, calls itself the
Movement for Socialism. The diffe ence between the modernist socialism of the twentieth
century and the new twenty-first century socialisms will be that while the former believed
that the whole world had to first undergo capitalist transformation before socialism could
be realized, the latter believes that the natural commons cannot be privatized, that the
earth cannot be reduced to land and a provider of ‘natural resources— a mere commodity
or a ‘factor of production’. Nor can water or air be transformed into economic goods or
commodities for private corporations to profit from. The battle today, in other words, is for
the commons. The battle is for reclaiming popular control over the commons not via the

alienating and dubious agency of the state, but directly. In the world of nation-states and
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powerful global economic and financial institutions, however, much of this remains within
the realm of utopia, since states remain even now the structural limit and the ultimate
horizon of intelligibility, of relative autonomy vis-a-vis global powers. Thatis perhaps why
even the Evo Morales story ultimately remains tragic because state-domination still remains
a reality in Bolivia, as does extractivism, even if in somewhat modified form.

Nonetheless, a struggle is on, at this very moment, for reclaiming a part of the legacy
of the socialist idea. The socialism of the future, it is clear, cannot be a state-directed
enterprise. It has to be immanent; it has to be molecular. Thatis to say, it must be deeply
connected to actual lived practices on the ground and drawing its principles and norms
from them. The e are many instances in India today where local communities have taken
charge of their lives and worked wonders by relying on such lived practices. On the other
hand, the logic of private property has transformed ordinary life practices of sharing into
something called ‘piracy’, against which states and private corporations act in tandem,
criminalizing them. That itself shows how powerful their presumed impact on corporate
profits is understood to be. Thesocialism of the future will have to be relentlessly egalitarian
in its practice and will have to institutionalize the ethic of sharing as one that undercuts
the logic of private property. This socialism, if one wishes to call it that, it should by now
be evident, will prioritize ecological concerns and those of well-being over abstract ones
of development. The political form of that socialism can only be something like a radical
social democracy that continuously strives to find institutional forms beyond those of
direct participation and those of the political party — forms that are not susceptible to
appropriation by powerful oligarchies.”

Perhaps the most daunting challenge today is to spell out a specifically Indian vision
of possible futures. The difficult lies in the virtual impossibility of reconciling various
diffe ent imperatives that govern the way diffe ent futures are imagined. To take one
very evident example, we could see how problematic the demand for the preservation of
traditional livelihoods raised by various ecological struggles can be for dalits.

Today, when predatory corporate capital is rapidly taking over all the natural commons
and even privately owned agricultural land, the importance of the issue of preservation of
traditional and not-so-traditional livelihoods of adivasi and peasant communities can hardly
be overstated. At any rate, it has become necessary to oppose their forcible dispossession
in the name of some large design or logic of History. At the very least, the imperative
of justice demands that people be given the opportunity of making informed choices.
However, for dalits employed in some of the most degrading occupations like manual

scavenging, the only possible release lies in leaving those occupations.'® But, in the perverse
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world of Brahmanical Hinduism, the release was never easy. In the first place, there were
litctle options for alternative employment available for people belonging to these social
groups, since they had been aggressively denied all possibility of educating themselves and
accumulating wealth. Badri Narayan’s study of the nara-maveshi movement that continued
for decades in the state of Uttar Pradesh, for instance shows how difficul it was for the
scavenging chamars to refuse to carry the carcasses of dead animals, for they had to face
violent reprisals for their refusal'” (Narayan, 2011). It was not even possible for individual
members of these castes, even till about a couple of decades ago, to escape to the city —
so powerful was the control of the upper castes. It was not for nothing that Ambedkar
saw the liberation of dalits as linked to a dual flight — a flight from Hindu religion and
a flight from the village to the city. This speaks of quite a diffe ent relation to the lived
world from that of the adivasi or the peasant whose struggle revolves around the refusal
to leave the land and livelihood.

Similarly, with the rise of Hindutva, the issue of minorities, especially Muslims, in India
has become highly contentious in Indian politics once more."® A daily war of attrition is
carried on by Hindutva forces that often use the Muslim/minority question as a proxy for
settling issues of caste division in Hinduism. Untouchable castes can neither leave the fold
and adopt another religion, as can be seen from the frantic campaigns around so-called
gharvapasi, nor can they find an honourable place in Hindu society as is evident from the
continuing daily instances of humiliation that occur across the length and breadth of the
country. The communal question in that sense is, and has always been, a displaced caste
question."”

But at another level, the communal issue goes much deeper, tied as it is to the question
of nation and nationalism as such. Right from the days of the anti-colonial struggle,
dominant Indian nationalism of all hues — secular and Hindu — designated the ‘communal
Muslim’ as the antithesis of ‘national/nationalist Hindu’. Much of this politics was closely
tied to the imagination of the Indian nation as going back three thousand years to a hoary
Hindu past. In order to justify their exclusiveness nations always inhabit such mythical
times that apparently bestow them with a sense of eternity.

It is interesting that Gandhi refused such an exclusivist idea of nationhood. Indeed,
as has been argued by scholars like Ashis Nandy, Gandhi’s refusal of nation is tied to
his repudiation of history. Actual empirical history to him was always a domain of
conflicts and violence and proved nothing about the universal idea of love that marked
all religions. It may not be altogether without significance that he chose to call his famous
tract, his manifesto, Hind Swaraj. By designating the subject-object of his Swaraj as Hind,
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Gandhi had made an important statement. India, to him, was not a pristine Bharat (or
Bharatvarsha) whose roots lay far back in mythical time, an unadulterated entity whose
purity the nationalists wanted to resurrect. It was rather the geographical entity called
Hind — the India of Ais time — that encompassed within its fl w, the diffe ent currents
and tributaries that had joined it over centuries. It was therefore neither possible nor
desirable to separate its diffe ent components from one another. Gandhi’s Hind and
Iqbal’s Hindi (not the language but the inhabitants of Hind) resonate with the same sense
of celebration of a vibrant world in motion — not one that is fixated on an imaginary
mythical past.?

The past moves along with the present, says Igbal, and operates within it. But the
problem, as we know, is that there is not one past. The challenge of thinking of a common
future is, therefore, a challenge of reconstituting our pasts as well, of rendering them
legible in ways that are radically diffe ent from the ways in which nations and nationalisms
constitute a singular past — that is to say by referring back to some pristine time which
inevitably makes it exclusivist. Indeed, even for those who apparently live or lived in the
same time, the pasts may not be the same. We know after all that the great battles that
were fought by the Sramanic traditions like Buddhism, Jainism, or the Ajivikas against
the dominant Brahmanical one, have a diffe ent story to tell about what we assume to be
the same past.”’ Many of lower caste revolts in the early twentieth century after all, drew
precisely upon those traditions, especially Buddhism, in order to articulate their vision of
an emancipated future.

The only way of imagining a common future, it seems then, is to liberate ourselves
from actual, empirical history, somewhat in the manner of Gandhi, thereby sidestepping
the actual history of conflicts. Historically situated contentions and conflicts that often
determine the conduct of figu es like Gandhi, Igbal, Ambedkar, or Tagore can actually
become an impediment in appreciating what might be truly valuable in their thought.
Their encounter, I suggest, needs to be restaged by liberating them from the limits set by
their historical contexts. This is not to suggest that their diffe ences can be ironed out.
Rather, it is to suggest that we contemporize them, make them speak to us today rather
than enchain ourselves in historical conflicts they were forced into.

The problem of imagining an exploitation-free future for India, it should be clear by
now, is not really one that can be resolved by thinking of it only along one axis. If we
think of the future only in terms of its being free of class exploitation, for example, we
lose out on other important forms of oppression and exploitation that continue in our
society like those linked to caste and patriarchy, which are part and parcel of our traditional
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society. Over and above these, there are modern forms of exploitation and violence that

mark our society which have to do with modern modes of being — the mass displacement

of communities and populations from their traditional habitat and forms of livelihood.

Thinking of the future in terms of a specific content therefore limits our understanding.

We need to think in fact of political forms that will enable diffe ent struggles to impact

upon the ways in which the society of the future shapes up. The idea of a radical social

democracy that draws on both Ambedkar and Roy and indeed takes what is positive in

the ideas of Gandhi and Tagore, opens up precisely such possibilities for us.

Endnotes

1.

Some of Igbal’s ruminations on Time are, to some extent, influenced by early twentieth century
French philosopher, Henri Bergson but that should not concern us here, just as it has never
really mattered that Spinoza’s fundamental move of making God immanent to the universe, in
all probability drew from Eastern pantheistic ideas. Iqbal’s explicit purpose in these lectures was
the reconstruction of Islamic thought in the face of challenges of the modern age for which he
drew liberally from diffe ent sources.

The e are various possible authors of this statement, in its many variations and it is difficul to
trace its origin. Some of the earliest seem to be poet and philosopher Paul Valery and litterateurs
Laura Riding and Robert Graves — both in 1937. For a useful list of references and possible origins
of the statement, see http://quoteinvestigator.com/2012/12/06/future-not-used/ (Last accessed on
20 May 2015).

Thoseinterested further can see an elaboration of this argument in the context of Indian nationalism
in Nigam, 2006.

In a letter addressed to Gandhi, in response to the latter’s request that Tagore give a statement in
support of the Non-Cooperation Movement, Tagore actually sent out an angst-ridden critique of
the abstraction called nationalism.

This expression has been used by the adivasi inhabitants of Jadugoda (Jharkhand) where uranium
mining by the Department of Atomic Energy has unleashed radioactivity leading to high incidence
of cancer among the local inhabitants. In the film Buddha Weeps in Jadugoda, by Jharkhand-based
film-maker Shri Prakash, Ghanshyam Beruli of the Jharkhandi Organization Against Radiation,
invokes this powerful image of a snake being roused to anger.

Borrowing from an expression used by Lester Brown, I have argued in another article, that a new
Copernican revolution is already underway, which radically reverses the relationship between the
economy and ecology and which must increasingly determine our understanding of ‘economic
development’ in the twenty-first century. Interested readers may see Nigam 2010 for an elaboration
of this argument. In that larger scheme of things, I suggest, it will be through small, imperceptible
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changes that bigger changes will make their presence felt, whatever the intentions of the powers
that be.

For a reading that complicates, in another way, the straightforward modern versus anti-modern or
pro-development versus anti-development view of these divergent tendencies in Indian thought,
see Srinivasan (2014).

Pl. see Craft Futures essay in this volume.

Interestingly, in the 1924 statement cited earlier, Gandhi himself lauds the Singer Sewing Machine
as having saved the woman from the tedious process of sewing and seaming with her own hands
(Parel, 1997, pp. 166). A caveat is necessary here though: while technology can in some respects
be liberating from certain kinds of degrading work, one needs to recognize the prior existence of
sexual and caste-based division of labour and that technology does nothing towards transformation
of those relations and prejudices that go with them.

The story is available in digital form at http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/sultana/dream/
dream.html (Last accessed on 23 September 2015).

This comparison has recently been made by Rajeswari Sunder Rajan in a lecture, ‘Feminism’s
Futures: The Limits and Ambitions of Sultana’s Dream’. The lecture was delivered as the first
Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain Memorial Lecture at the Centre for Women’s Studies, and is
now published (Sunder Rajan, 2015).

B. R. Ambedkar, Speech delivered at the All-India Trade Union Workers Study Camp, Delhi,
September 1943 (Das, 2010, pp. 48).

Tagore wrote an important essay entitled ‘Swadeshi Samaj’ in 1905 which is available in virtually all
Tagore collections. Its idea of a decentralized society was essentially anti-statist and was something
Tagore held on to all through his life. Both Tagore’s swadeshi samaj and Gandhi’s Gram Swaraj are
ubiquitous ideas scattered throughout their writings. Gandhi’s pronouncements on Gram Swaraj
are available in the collection, Village Swaraj, compiled by H. M. Vyas (1962) and published
by Navajivan Publishing House, Ahmedabad. It is available online in pdf format at htep://
gandhiashramsevagram.org/pdf-books/village-swaraj.pdf (Last accessed on 23 September 2015).
See Ranciere (2007).

At one level, then, such a vision of radical social democracy is not very diffe ent from that of
‘radical ecological democracy’ that some scholar-activists have been talking and writing about.
See, for instance, Kothari (2014). Important in this vision of a radical ecological democracy, is
the bottom-up imagination of a future society, that is to say, an imagination that starts from the
everyday practices of ordinary people rather than from macro structures and concepts.

See essay on Dalit Futures in this volume.

Things have started and changing slowly over the years and lately some very vocal protests have
emerged, witnessed for instance, in the struggle after the Una incident in Gujarat. The refusal to
carry carcasses by dalits in Gujarat, following the flogging of four dalit youth by cow vigilantes,
received massive support not just within Gujarat, but elsewhere in the country as well.

See essay on Religious Minority Futures in this volume.
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19. For an elaboration of this argument see Nigam, 2006 and Menon, 2006.

20. The reference here is of course, to Igbal’s famous lines ‘Hindi hain hum, vatan hai Hindostan
hamara.

21. Sramanic traditions were essentially counter traditions to the Vedic/Brahmanic one, which was
largely a houscholder’s or lay person’s religion, heavily based on rituals that gave the Brahmans,
as custodians of Vedic knowledge, a position of exclusive power. As against this, the sramanic
traditions became associated with wandering ascetic renunciates who rejected Vedic ritualism as
also the dominance of the Brahmans. Buddhism, in particular, also became associated with an
egalitarian ethos that rejected caste distinctions.
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Multilinear Critical Theory:
For a Society of Liberated Humanity

Bharat Patankar

Summary

The essay argues for a multilinear critical theory, by probing the need and aspects of a theory
that recognizes human existence as the combination of various social, political, economic,
and cultural relations. Aspects of a multilinear critical theory come from the multilinearity
of exploitation, the evolution of struggles, and the nature of the evolution of dreams of a

future society.

A society of liberated humanity is a dream that can come true if the approach for total
transformation has its base on a multilinear critical theory. Central to this theory is the
synthesis of multiple theories, into a theory that cognizes the multiplicity and contradictory
nature of human existence and can come up with an alternate transformatory process of

exploitation-free society, through the socio-economic analysis of the world order.

The Context

In the era of imperialist globalization, to talk about multilinear critical theoretical approach
is a challenging task. It is challenging, first, because it has to confront and come to grips
with multi-dimensional reality. Second, it has to unfold or unravel the various social,
economic and cultural existences of the same individual in the form of persons belonging
to a particular class, caste, community, nationality, gender, race, and cultural group. Thid,
the relation between humans and nature, which is translated through the medium of social,
economic and cultural existences and has a bearing on the very existence of humanity as a
whole, has become more complex, because more and more aspects of nature are becoming
new productive forces of today’s social-economic system.
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The Base for Multilinear Theo y in India

With reference to India, and also the world, we should discuss the various points raised
by Babasaheb Ambedkar, Mahatma Phule, Karl Marx, and D. D. Kosambi in relation
to the inevitability of the multilinear approach.! Ambedkar, in his “What Survives of the
Marxian Creed,” says,

‘Apart from the general falsification of the Marxian thesis that socialism is inevitable, many
of the other propositions stated in the lists have also been demolished both by logic as well
as by experience ... What remains of Marx is a residue of fi e. This residue in my view
consists of four items: (i) The function of philosophy is to reconstruct the world and not
to waste its time in explaining the origin of the world; (ii) The e is a conflict of interest
between class and class; (iii) That private ownership of property brings power to one class
and sorrow to another through exploitation; (iv) That it is necessary for the good of society

that the sorrow be removed by the abolition of private property.
(Ambedkar, 1987, pp. 444)

Along with this, in his book Annibilation of Caste (Writings and Speeches, Vol. 1), he raises

another question for socialists.

‘“That the social order prevalent in India is a matter which a socialist must deal with...is a
proposition which in my opinion is incontrovertible. He will be compelled to take account
of caste after the revolution, if he does not take account of it before the revolution. This is
only another way of saying that, turn in any direction you like, caste is the monster that
crosses your path. You cannot have political reform, you cannot have economic reform,
unless you kill this monster.’

(1979, pp. 47)
He further says,

‘The e can be only one answer to this question, and it is that inter-dining and intermarriage
are repugnant to the beliefs and dogmas which the Hindus regard as sacred. Caste is not a
physical object like a wall of bricks or a line of barbed wire... Caste is a notion; it is a state
of the mind. The destruction of caste does not therefore mean the destruction of a physical

barrier. It means a notional change.’

(ibid., pp. 68)
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At the same time, he points out,

‘Now the first thing that is to be argued against this view is that the caste system is not
merely a division of labour. It is also a division of labourers. Civilized society undoubtedly
needs a division of labour. But in no civilized society is division of labour accompanied
by this unnatural division of labourers into watertight compartments. The caste system is
not merely a division of labourers — it is a hierarchy in which the divisions of labourers are
graded one above the other. In no other country is the division of labour accompanied by
the division of labourers.”

(ibid., pp. 47)

The quotes above raise some important points that Ambedkar wants to put forth. First, that
any theory claiming to be a transformative theory has some things which are universal and
some aspects which remain applicable to the particular era and also to the specific social
formations. At the crux of the theory should be the theoretical aspects which are applicable
over many historical eras. Gautam Buddha talked about his own thoughts in the same
way. Thatis why he gave the message of attadeepabhav (Be your own light), and suggested
that his followers should keep whatever is universal in his teaching and discard what has
become obsolete. Second, he wants to point out that though the objective existence of
certain phenomenon (in this case caste) is important for understanding the laws of motion
of that phenomenon, for the purpose of abolishing exploitation and transcending towards
the formation of a new society, the subjective aspect also is very important, sometimes
more important. Thid, he wants to point out that binary exploitation (class) is not the
only form of exploitation but graded inequality also is a very important basic form of
exploitation which brings about division of labourers, which is more difficul to overcome.
This therefore brings forth the suggestion towards adoption of a multilinear approach as
the basis on which one could go towards critical theory.

D. D. Kosambi, in his Introduction to the Study of Indian History, says, ‘For the purpose
of this work, history is defined as the presentation, in chronological order, of successive
developments in the means and relations of production’ (Kosambi, 1975, pp. 1). Quoting
Marx further, from his Critique of Political Economy:

‘... The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of
society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to
which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of
material life conditions the general process of social, political and intellectual life. It is not
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the consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social existence that
determines their consciousness’ (Marx, 1859, as cited in Kosambi, 1975, pp. 425).

Kosambi further quotes:

‘In studying such transformations it is always necessary to distinguish between the material
transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can be determined with
a precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, artistic or philosophic — in
short, ideological forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out.
As one does not judge an individual by what he thinks about himself, so one cannot judge
such a period of transformation by its consciousness, but, on the contrary, this consciousness
must be explained from the contradictions of material life, from the conflict existing between
the social process of production and the relations of production. No social order is ever
destroyed before all the productive forces for which it is sufficien having developed, and
new, superior relations of production never replace older ones before the material conditions
for their existence have matured within the framework of the old society’.

(ibid., pp. 426)

Here Marx is contradictory in his propositions. This contradictoriness could also be called
as dialectical method. But there is a problem with these propositions in any case. Marx
definitely gives secondary importance to the ideological forms wherein people become
conscious of their condition. In his early writings, he says, ‘But theory also becomes a
material force once it has gripped the masses. Theo y is capable of gripping the masses
when it demonstrates ad hominem, and it demonstrates ad hominem as soon as it becomes
radical. To be radical is to grasp things by the root. But for man the root is man himself’
(ibid., pp. 251). Here Marx gives the solution to the contradiction in which he brings
himself in the Critique of Political Economy. Thus, as Kosambi says, history cannot be a
chronological order of successive development in the means and relations of production
but also, very basically, changes in juridical, political, religious, aesthetic, and philosophical
forms of consciousness. When Marx says that existence determines consciousness, it cannot
by any means be taken as the ensemble of forces and relations of production. Existence
also includes cultural, ethical, ideological, religious dimensions. So these two aspects of
existence always are in humanity as a single whole and not as eclectic summation of these

aspects. In Capital (1972) Marx says,

‘Capitalist production, by collecting the population in great centres, and causing an ever-

increasing preponderance of town population, on the one hand concentrates the historical
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and motive power of society; on the other hand, it disturbs the circulation of matter between
man and the soil, i.e., prevents the return to the soil of its elements consumed by man in the
form of food and clothing; it therefore violates the conditions necessary to the lasting fertility
of the soil. By this action it destroys at the same time the health of the town laborer and
the intellectual life of the rural laborer. But while upsetting the naturally grown condition
for maintenance of that circulation of matter, it imperiously calls for its restoration as a
system, as a regulating law of social production, and under a form appropriate to the full
development of the human race’ (pp. 505).

Th ough this analysis Marx goes much beyond the narrow concept of revolution, which
he himself proposes almost at the end of Capital, Volume 1.

‘The monopoly of capital becomes a fetter upon the mode of production, which has sprung
up and flourished along with, and under it. Centralization of the means of production
and socialization at last reach a point where they become incompatible with their capitalist
integument. Thisintegument is burst asunder. The knell of capitalist private property sounds.
The expropriators are expropriated.’

(ibid., pp. 763)

From his early writings onwards, up until his ‘Letter to Vera Zasulich’ (1965), he has not
given a straitjacketed stages theory through which history will go. But responding to Vera
Zasulich, for example, he says that if the organized strength of the working class and the
peasantry is sufficien to carry the mirs (traditional collective farms in Russia) to modern
collective farms in a socialistic way, then it is not necessary for Russian social-economic
situation to first go through bourgeois transformation and then to socialism (Marx and
Engels, 1848, pp. 142). After the Paris Commune he corrects the mistake in the Communist
Manifesto and writes in the Preface that Communards were showing sufficient that
the proletarian revolution cannot use the same state given by the bourgeois mode of
production, but has to create its own proletarian state with proletarian democracy. Lastly it
could be pointed out that though he says at the end of Capizal that the ‘expropriators are
expropriated’ — meaning thereby that the means of production created by the proletariat are
made private property of the bourgeoisie and bourgeoisie then is expropriated from those
means of production and collectively taken over by the proletariat — he has nevertheless
held that the mode of production of the future liberated society has to emerge within the
womb of capitalist society itself. This means the totality of the aspects of future society
should keep getting shaped inside the womb of existing capitalist society. This necessitates
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developing various insights and theoretical propositions of Marx in a multilinear way and
synthesizing these with the propositions of Ambedkar, Phule, etc. His farsighted theoretical
proposition talks of exchange of matter between soil and humans. This carries the insight
which could be thoroughly developed in the twenty first century for dealing with the
question of the relation between ecology and abolition of exploitation, with the creation
of the new society of a healthy nature. This insight couldn’t be used unless and until one
adopts multilinear critical theoretical approach to understand Marx and others.

Phule had adopted multilinear critical theoretical approach towards understanding the
causes of exploitation in India. An excellent example of this could be seen in his book
Shetkaryaca Asud (“Whipcord of the Peasant’, 1882). He tries to grasp the totality from
multiple aspects — the materialist view of history should be taken to understand the
evolution of the exploitation he confronted, in which he includes the aspects of evolution
of the state, caste, class, and gender exploitation, and also the role of the ecological
paradigm in this evolution. Surprisingly, even though he takes his own materialist
standpoint of history and dialectical approach in this book, he starts the book with
the semi-poetical lines, ‘without knowledge wisdom was lost; without wisdom values
are lost; without values progress is lost; without progress wealth is lost; without wealth
Shudras are ruined; and all this happens because of one thing, the lack of knowledge’
(Phule, 1969, pp. 189). Here apparently one would say how is knowledge given such
a central role in the shaping of the future of humanity, in this case the toiling masses?
If there is forceful separation of the mass of people from acquiring, developing and
exchanging knowledge and, on the other side, if it is wielded by a minority of the people
as an instrument of domination and exploitation, then of course it becomes a great
material force. Women, Shudras, and Atishudras* were supposed to have only experiential
knowledge and were banned from developing this experiential knowledge into a scientifi
abstract knowledge, which creates a wall of separation between manual labour and mental
labour. This separation, along with the ban on having control over natural resources by
any means, cannot bring about anything but slavery to these excluded caste sections.
This slavery is maintained on the basis of religio-cultural rules by punishing those who
break the rules. So women’s slavery as women and graded inequality with division of
labourers into watertight compartments creates a situation which needs an alternative.
This is not only in terms of new productive forces and relations of production but also
in abolition of separation between manual and mental labour. It means creation of new
ideological cultural consciousness on the basis of which a revolutionary praxis could

become successful.
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On this basis Phule uses a combined method:
* Understanding the nature of industry and imperialism with its effects on Indian
social relations and economy;

* Effects on forest, agriculture, and water resources;

* Effects on caste relations;

* Effects on cultural values;

* Ideology and religion.
He gives alternative practices for going towards a new exploitation free society, a new
dream. On this basis he proposes an alliance which he calls ‘Stri-Shudra-Atishudra’ alliance.
In caste terms it meant, in those days, an alliance of all women and all non-brahman, non-
trader and non kshatriya castes. Phule also had his perspective about toiling people. That
is why he said, ‘all men and women should become toiling people’ (ibid., pp. 441). This
proposition of Jotiba Phule can form the primary basis on which we can do a synthesis of
critical theoretical propositions of Marx, Babasaheb Ambedkar, Phule himself, Kosambi,
Gramsci, etc. Interestingly, this proposition not only contains the method of critical analysis
of society, it also finds the roots of multifaceted exploitation and proposing concrete
alternatives for changing the world. As Marx, in the spring of 1845, says in 7hesis on
Feuerbach, ‘the philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is
to change i’ (Marx, 1975, pp. 423).

Ambedkar also tries to use a combined method. That is why he talks about:

* Annihilation of caste system;

¢ End of Brahmanism;

* Abolition of capitalism;

* Acceptance of a quasi-religion which doesn't contradict the scientific attitude towards

social transformation;

* Abolition of gender exploitation.
So he talks about two enemies, capitalism and Brahmanism, embraces Buddhism with
hundreds of thousands of his followers, resigns from the ministership in protest for reforms
in the Hindu Code Bill as one of the instruments for going towards women’s liberation
and, the only comparison he does between philosophies is between Buddha and Marx.

From a comparative analysis of the approaches of Marx, Phule, and Ambedkar, we
come to the understanding that the first aspect of multilinearity fl ws from inevitable
multilinearity of the aspects of exploitation and necessity of relatively autonomous and
combined struggles for the end of this exploitation, along with the dream of a new society
which has an ecologically sustainable character towards prosperity. The second aspect of
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multilinearity comes from the qualitatively diffe ent nature of historical evolution of various
societies in the world and its effects on the existing social-economic structure. The third
comes from the nature of evolution of the dream of future society, which compels taking
into account the evolution of liberated humanity coming from people who are exploited on
the basis of class, caste, gender, race, community, nationality, etc., and at the same time to
take note of geo-ecological and geographical diffe ences between the various areas, nations
and nationalities. Kosambi (1975), in certain ways, has taken note of some of these aspects.

Aspects of Multilinear Critical Theo y

Based on the discussion above, we can come to the conclusion about some important
aspects to be noted for the creation of the multilinear critical theory and synthesis of
various critical theories for creation of exploitation-free society.

1. Exploitation is multifaceted and every factor has independent existence though
intertwined with the other facets of exploitation. No facet of exploitation could be
abolished without abolishing all the other facets. The struggles for the abolition of
caste, class, gender, racial, etc., exploitations are then also going to be autonomous
and yet intertwined.

2. No section of exploited people could be called as playing the role of vanguard in
the creation of the new exploitation-free society. If at all we go by the logic of
Marxist theory then, according to Jotiba Phule, women should become the vanguard
for the creation of liberated humanity. Like in theory, where we are talking about
multilinearity about the transformatory movement we also have to talk about
multilinear combined leadership of the social sections.

3. Dialectical shaping of each other by subjective critical consciousness of society and
objective processes in the field of culture, mode of production, nature, should be the
basis for understanding history, contemporary society, as well as the future march
towards creation of liberated humanity. One-sided deterministic approach would
lead to a mechanical conclusion and wrong propositions for the transformatory
processes.

4. Theworld created by humans for themselves through their actions, and the remaining
world of nature, should also be considered as being in a dialectical relationship. The
changing role of any natural resource in its mode of use by humans would bring a
change in all aspects of human society. At the same time, it would change the way
the rest of nature affects the world created by humans.

5. Humans don’t and cannot live on basic necessities like food and shelter, but they
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also live on the basis of fulfilment of cultural, ideological, emotional, sexual, etc.,
requirements. They are the beings who want to rejoice when they are happy, to
express their sorrows when they are sad, and anger in various forms. They want to
express their love for nature also in various forms, and so on. Multilinear critical
theory should take note of this nature of humans unified in the form of human
existence.

6. On the background of the nature of human existence comes the question of religion.
Though religion as such has a recent entry into human history, it has become a very
important factor which should be dealt with if all sections of humanity, specifically
exploited humans, have to be brought into, in Phule’s words, ekmeylok (unified
humanity). Unless and until this happens total transformation of society and creation
of a new society is impossible. From the standpoint of rationalism and scientific
attitude it is understood today that religion is an irrational thing. Belief in heaven
and gods is irrational and false. But there is a flaw in this kind of theory, because
religion is a truth of human society created by society itself for some kind of necessity
of life. In the introduction to his Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, Marx
says: ‘Religious suffering is at one and the same time the expression of real suffering
and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature,
the heart of a heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of
the people. The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the
demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give up their illusions about
their condition is to call on them to give up a condition that requires illusion. The
criticism of religion is, therefore, in embryo the criticism of that vale of tears of which
religion is the halo’ (pp. 244).

So the transformatory movement cannot take a position of opposing religion as
an institution in terms of enmity. Any critical theory should address this question
in terms of understanding the emergence of a particular religion and acceptance
of it by millions of people. Only if one tries to understand this process, does the
requirement of something like religion (which is not contradictory to the scientific or
rational understanding) become obvious. Ambedkar and Phule tried to understand
religion in the same way. This brings forth the question of whether human existence
requires the aspect of what could be called as quasi-religion, or faith, which is not
based on blind belief and mysticism. Religions like Buddhism or Phule’s Sarvajanik
Satyadharma (roughly translated, ‘people’s religion of truth’) are to be considered to
evolve the theory. Even after the ‘soulless’ conditions get transformed into conditions
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with soul, and the heartless world gets transformed into a world with heart, whether
there is going to remain the necessity of religion is the problematic to be solved.

. When natural resources like wind, solar energy, energy of the waves of the ocean,
sound waves, light waves, etc., go on becoming part of the capital market and
part of the production process as means of production or condition of production,
then relations between nature and human creation becomes qualitatively diffe ent.
Because these are the resources which are not palpable resources like ores or stones or
natural gas. Theseare renewable resources which are not consumed in the production
process, and which are part of the very basic ecological processes of nature. Today’s
stage of imperialist globalization is rapidly bringing these kind of resources into the
capitalist realm but understanding about their relation to property ownership, to
being a commodity, is not thought about at all. For example, if wind is used for
electricity generation, it is the density and speed of the wind which is used and the
issue doesn't remain only in the limits of relation of the wind to the production
process but the relation of speed and density to it. Thisshows that basically capitalism
has started going much beyond the framework of hitherto used means, conditions
and instruments of production and this is only superficially understood or tried to
be understood by a handful of attempts. This necessitates the multilinear theory
which includes understanding of natural resources by using the method of natural
sciences on the one hand and understanding of the new relations of human world
with these resources and their functions by using the method of social sciences. It
seems one has to go beyond this eclectic combination of the two sciences and go
towards evolution of a unified theory dealing with both these aspects.

. Emergence of cyberspace and ‘virtual reality’ has also created a new powerful and
determining factor in the process of transformation of society. It exists in both
subjective and objective worlds of human existence. Rather, it could be said where
subjectivity ends and where objectivity starts is very difficul to decide in this space
of human life. This also goes beyond the traditional understanding of the social
relations of production, mode of production, instruments of production, means of
production, etc. Despite this the sector occupies a very crucial role in today’s world
capitalist economy, and has to be thought about in terms of its role in the dream
of an alternative society. This also requires a unified theory drawing from the fields
of natural and social sciences.

. The question of freedom and necessity, or freedom versus necessity, becomes very

relevant and crucial in the period of imperialist globalization and ensemble of the
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social formations in the world. This needs an understanding that the collective
interest should be more important than individual freedom if one has to choose in
terms of the end of exploitation and prosperity of all human beings. The multilinear
critical theory has to deal with this question in such a way that these two things
should not be counterpoised as they have traditionally been. Ambedkar and Marx
deal with this question in almost the same way though it is more correctly expressed
by Marx: ‘In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms,
we shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the condition
for the free development of all’ (Marx and Engels, 1848, pp. 27). Here there is no
contradiction between individual freedom and well-being of the collective.

Experiencing Necessity of Multilinear Critical Theo y in Practice

This necessity was experienced during the people’s movement even before the emergence of
imperialist globalization. In the late 60s’ and early 70s’ world capitalism and the dominant
mode of production, that is the capitalist mode of production in India was also in crises.
This crises was felt by people because of rapidly increasing unemployment among the first
young generation after Independence, shortage of food-grains, because of the generalized
droughts in many states, and obstacles felt by oppressed caste and class youth in getting
educated at higher levels. Thiswas also the period when the young generation of intellectuals
threw themselves into the struggles of toiling farmers, agricultural labourers, adivasis, dalits,
and women in emerging social movements. They started facing the problem of multiple
identities, exploitations and cultural specificities in the same groups of people they were
working with. I was working with my comrades in movements of three oppressed social
sections — adivasis, agricultural labourers, and working class. While we were trying to
organize in an adivasi majority area, sometimes, because of the daily life circumstances,
adivasis used to identify themselves only as adivasis and secondarily as agricultural labourers
or toiling farmers. Adivasi women were getting oppressed and sexually exploited by the
landholding caste people who of course belonged to the landowner class also. Women,
while fighting against this oppression, as women found their identities as ‘adivasi women’
overshadowing their identity as women — a dilemma of gender oppression and class
oppression as labourers.

This experience gave rise to the necessity of analysis of caste, gender, nationality and
community independently as well as in relation to class. While conscious critical social
practice emerged with these, integrated theoretical approach did not, and theory as well as
practice have remained eclectic till now. Some fresh attempts for caste annihilation movement
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have recently emerged in Maharashtra. But because of the eclectic sectional movements
of various classes and gender, it is becoming very difficul for organizations that had
traditionally organized around class, mainly of the trade union kind, to lead and mobilize
masses for caste annihilation movement, which these masses do not understand because
of long-drawn ideological presentations and sectional movement practices. In fact, there
should be a programme based on a dream of an alternative society which is prosperous,
ecologically balanced, and based on decentralized production along with annihilation of
caste, class, gender, race, and so on, in an integrated manner, with alternative cultural
practices and values.” Such a programme could only emerge out of multilinear critical
theoretical approach which is capable of analysing existing social-economic formations in
India and the world. In other words, this programme should have a potential such that
every exploited section should feel compelled to go beyond their sectional interests and
still feel that this would liberate them from all kinds of exploitation to give them a society
of liberated humanity. This is not an easy task either theoretically or practically. However,
until this happens the existing social order would remain intact and continue giving some
concessions to the struggling people or suppress their struggles for some period.

It may be noted that in the academic field as well as theoretical work being done by
those active in mass transformation movements, intellectuals are writing about caste and
gender and even class in terms of the old realities which are not coinciding with the
existing realities of caste, class, gender relations. For example, the percentage of people
living off the caste jobs assigned by the traditional caste system has reduced to a great
extent in India. Still, the theoretical discourse goes on as if that reality still existed. People
doing research are not going to the roots of the caste system, as Babasaheb Ambedkar and
Jotirao Phule did, for finding out the laws of motion of the caste system as a system. If
this is not the basis of one’s analysis, then only the superficial reality could be analyzed
and that too in a schematic and descriptive way. But if one bases oneself on the laws of
motion for analysis of today’s caste system, then one would find that though the superficial
and statistical reality has indeed changed, the laws of motion of the caste system have not
changed. They are still in existence. We can only find certain glimpses or beginnings of
analysis from the standpoint of laws of motion with regard to caste system and, we are
still far away from the real understanding. This is also true about the radically changed
nature of gender and class relations. Because of this, there is an absence of an alternative
direction to these struggles. On top of this, understanding both of the intertwining of all
these relations in the social formation and the effects of imperialist globalization has on
this intertwining is totally lacking.
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The realization through experience of the inevitability of multilinear critical theory
also came about in the movements of rural toiling people in relation to Reliance
Corporation’s coal-based energy generation plant (it tried to start the plant in Raigad
district of Maharashtra to produce 3000 megawatts electricity). The government and the
company itself defended the project on the basis of shortfall of electricity generation for
Maharashtra and the capability of the project to generate employment. Usually these
projects are opposed on the basis of negative approach by saying that farmers should not be
dispossessed of their land, and employment generated will not absorb the unemployment
created by the dispossession. This is a defensive argument to maintain a status quo which
does not give an answer to the illusionary developmental model imposed on the minds of
the young generation of the affected families. At the same time looking at such struggles
across India, they generally become losing struggles. The e was an attempt in this particular
movement in the Konkan region of Maharashtra to give an alternative, in a book published
by the movement, Towards a Prosperous and Beautiful Konkan: An Alternative Energy Plan.
A long-drawn struggle of fi e years, with mass participation of men and women, forced
the state to revert acquired land. Along with this, the government had to agree to explore
this alternative plan. This kind of approach has to get generalized, without remaining
project-specific. It should be part of decentralized agro-industrial sustainable development
which encompasses the alternative in the fields of ecological balance, land and water use,
integrated water use, and development of the use of renewable resources.*

The movement could base its struggle on multilinear theoretical perspective against
freely using wind as private property by the multinational and other kind of windmill
companies. Here the movement achieved a victory to keep wind as a public resource and
forced the government to make companies to pay for the use of this public resource.

A struggle for equitable water use based on minimum basic livelihood requirements in
addition to drinking and domestic water use also threw up theoretical problems. Delinking
right to this water use from the ownership of the land or house and assuring this amount of
water before giving it to commercial use violates today’s basis of giving right over water in
proportion to ownership of land or other productive resource. In other words it challenges the
practice of treating water as private property. Thisraises a theoretical question about the process
of challenging private property in land and the industrial sector. The conventional concept
of common property in land in an exploitation free society is to have big collective farms
worked with big machinery like harvesters, etc. It also has no aspect of increased productivity
from land by the use of organic farming and modern methods of water and land relationship

based on root zone volumetric supply of water. It also has not got any aspect which deals
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with the kind of renewable energy based decentralized industries which would be related to
specific products in agriculture, replacing fossil fuel raw materials. In short, renewable energy
based decentralized agro-industrial complexes which could be easily collectively controlled by
people themselves were not imagined in the older perspective. The old perspective accepted
the capitalist model of industry and agriculture which makes centralization inevitable, which
pollutes, saps the soil and labourers for enriching the centralized structure and endangers
the sustainability and ecological balance and health of nature and humans. The means of
production, forces of production and instruments of production, conditions of production,
and relation of the overall production processes to nature unquestioningly took the same
form and content as the capitalist mode of production. The movement for equitable water
distribution created these problematics, to be solved theoretically and to bring them into a
practical programme.

The creative practical movement which deals with gradually going towards establishing
alternatives related to the future society requires a theory for going from subconscious to
conscious to critical conscious thinking in activists working for change. This cannot come
about merely through study circles. It requires a dialectical relationship between multinear
critical theory and conscious practice of the movement which never loses the link with
the final aim of exploitation-free society. To the extent these two aspects go on enriching
each other, to that extent the process of social transformation doesn’t take place suddenly
at a particular point of time, but happens as an everyday process, unfolding towards the
realization of the dream. The theory about this relation is also not developed to the extent
which would fulfil the needs of the era of imperialist globalization.

Finally, one should be cautious about the multinear critical approach being endangered
in falling into an eclectic approach. The need of the hour is that the multilinear approach
should be a synthesis of various theoretical approaches into a single theoretical approach
which cognizes the multiplicity and contradictions in actual life and emerges as a theory
which gives analysis of the world social order and socio-economic formation in India. At
the same time it comes up with alternative unified processes through which the established

socio-economic formation in India could be transformed.

Unfolding Multilinear Critical Theo y: a practical programme towards
total transformation

Thefollowing points emerge when considering how multilinear critical theory could unfold:
1. The vision of future society gives you the alternative in all fields of society to be
brought into this world. These final alternatives should be translated into the kind of
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immediate demands of the people which are not moving in circles in the established
system but go on unfolding towards ultimate alternatives. At various stages these
could be called as pre-figurati e forms which would be developing through a series
of movements into final unfolding. Such movements (unlike the circular movements
within the established system) would encourage people to contribute creatively into a
forward direction towards total transformation. This should be the major correction
to be brought about urgently in the life of the circular movements which have
become estranged from the ideology of transformation and their concrete processes
of the same.

2. Any new society cannot emerge out of the old without having its own cultural ethos
and value system. The totality of this could be called as Renaissance which unfolds
the culture and values of the society of liberated humanity. But Renaissance is a thing
which cannot be a movement based on a planned programme and organized in a
very systematic manner like the movements in other fields of life. This movement
should come from the peoples’ hearts in a spontaneous conscious manner. Thus, the
function of multilinear critical theory would be to point towards creation of inspiring
points which would trigger the imagination of the people at large and then, they
themselves, like wildfi e, start unfolding a total process in this field

3. It is also necessary for the movement based on multilinear critical theory to intervene
in education in general and the field of science and technology in particular, because
these fields are crucial for development of alternative productive forces based on
renewables and the natural resources which are not exhaustible. This is a very
laborious and tenuous task and needs patience and work with the scientists and
technologists who are ready to participate in this process. Otherwise wind energy
comes in as a part of renewable based productive force but the body of the tower
used for harvesting wind comes from fossil raw materials creating pollution and using
resource like water in large amounts and pollutes it too. One can say this becomes
one of the major tasks to be undertaken for unfolding of social movement towards
a society of liberated humanity.

4. A society of liberated humanity presupposes the process of withering away of the
state.” Hence finding out the processes through which the very necessity of the state
for any society could be abolished is essential. Thisinvolves incorporating a process of
collective decision-making, decentralization, abolishing hierarchical structures of any
kind, building the capacity of the population through mass education for enabling
them to implement decentralized, collectively controlled processes of production.
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At the same time simple methods of coordination rather than the current forms
of democratic centralization should be evolved in all the organizations which are
involved in transformatory process including political organizations.

. It is very clear that organized violence is the main precursor for the beginning
of exploitation and creation of state ruling over society, and threatening violent
suppression of people. We have to think about the forms of movement which are
non-violent but still determined. It is clear that this is a highly contentious point if
we look at the historical process which the society has gone through till now. But
we cannot ignore the truth that organized violence is always a precursor for creation
not only of the state but also most prominently of all women’s exploitation. The
states in the world have acquired the instruments of violence of such a quality and
quantity that they can demolish this world many times! Against this background,
peoples’ movements see participation by hundreds of thousands of people there by
compelling violent forces of the state to withdraw, and the dream of going towards
creating a society of liberated humanity cannot but adopt non-violent forms of the
movement.

. The main strength of any state was never its oppressive or violent power of killing
thousands of people with the help of its armed machinery. Sanction given by the
people at large for existence of the state as an institution is the major factor for its
continued existence and that of its machinery. The process of searching how and
through what processes this sanction is renewed by the state as an institution through
the fields of culture, law, education, value systems, developmental patterns, etc.,
should go on and also unfold into a continual finding out of the non-violent forms.
Experiences of various movements world over show that this process is possible on
a wider scale and in a more consistent way.

. Autonomy of the various aspects of the movement consistent with autonomy of the
sectors in concretely existing society is the major precondition for development of the
creative unfolding of these aspects and their merging into one process. Consideration
of primacy of one aspect over another is proved wrong because even the established
exploitative society has these varied aspects functioning in autonomous spontaneous
ways, though connected with each other. So the movements in the fields of the
economy, liberation from gender oppression, caste annihilation, creation of new
culture, generation of new scientific and technological knowledge and programmes,
creative arts, should have their autonomy along with inter-wovenness, synthesizing
into peoples movement as a whole. This would require the formulations about
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movements under the leadership of the proletariat or this or that section to be left
aside and adopting democratic balance and coordination of the various movements

as an alternative.

. The various examples of actual movements and their contributions and drawbacks

will help us in this unfolding as a multifaceted process. It is not necessary that
these movements should be led by ‘revolutionary’ ideology. People can contribute
in various movements without this kind of leadership. The e are many examples of
such kind, right from Paris Commune till now, including the movements the world
over during the late 60s" and early 70s’.

. It is also important to understand that there could be perspectives, experimentations,

pre-figurati e forms, which are leading towards society of liberated humanity, but there
cannot be a blueprint of such a society. People would go on developing it through
this process towards a reality in the future. Multilinear critical theory emerging out of
dialectical dialogue between activists, thinkers and people can only become one of the
mainstreams of this process. Without well-founded dreams no transformation can take
place. But such dreams should have their feet firmly on the ground of the practical
movement and actually existing situation of the period. Even where the dreams are
not seen explicitly by the leading people in the movement, the masses themselves
do so, such that new dreams become possible on the basis of the outcome of their
struggle. The function of multilinear critical theory to bring about a society of liberated
humanity is to come up with the dream that it is going to be possible and is also
necessary.

Endnotes

1.

This essay does not include M. K. Gandhi’s thoughts and practice; there is need to understand
and build these also into the multilinear critical theory, in particular the philosophy and practice
of non-violence, the ability to mobilize millions of ‘ordinary’ people including women, and other
such aspects.

These are expressions used for the castes who are not supposed to belong to the three higher
varnas, that is, brahman, kshatriya and vaishya. In today’s legal terminology all OBCs could be
termed as Shudras and BCs could be termed as Atishudras.

PL see several other relevant essays in this volume, including those on Localization, Dare to Dream,
and the Concluding essay.
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4. DL see essays on Biomass, Localization, Energy and Water Futures in this volume.

5. Pl see essay on Power Futures in this volume.
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The Future World Order and India’s
Role in Shaping It

Muchkund Dubey

Summary

The United Nations (UN) was created not only to prevent future wars, but also to seek
out and address the root causes of war through its activities in social, economic, political
and human rights fields. The vision was to create a peaceful world in which people of all
nations could prosper. The 60s’ and 70s’ can be regarded as the golden era of international
cooperation in the economic field. However, by the beginning of the 1990s’, the major
powers succeeded in weakening the organization significantly by dismantling its capacity to
deliver public goods to the international community. We are living in an unstable, disorderly
world, where international norms of governance are enfeebled, particularly by the actions

of a few powerful nations.

This essay argues for a new, dynamic and democratic multilateral governance of the future
world order. Central to this will be to restore and revamp the essential functions and enhance
the capacity (financially and for peacemaking) of the UN It should become a voice for
people around the world through effecti e participation of all countries and civil society
organizations. It should also be the arena for the global accountability of multinational
corporations, global surveillance, and regulation of international financial markets. India
should take the initiative for restructuring the world order by building a global coalition
for a new dynamic and democratic multilateralism under the UN.

The Post Second World War World Order

The post Second World War world order has been dominated by the hegemony of the
major powers that emerged victorious from the War. At the institutional level, it has
been underpinned by the United Nations and its family of organizations. It is basically a
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multilateral world order with a residue of hegemonism reflected in the veto power of the
Permanent Members of the Security Council.

With all its deficiencies, the United Nations, in its objectives, original functions, and
structure, represented the highest level of excellence in the evolution of multilateralism. It
was based on the twin pillars of a body of commonly shared human values and of basic
principles of international law. The values represented by the United Nations consist of
those which have been cherished by humankind through time immemorial. Some of these
are peace, cooperation, harmony, and solidarity derived from the awareness of common
humanity. The others like fundamental freedoms, basic human rights, equality, and justice,
have evolved through the more recent strivings of humankind.

The United Nations was created not only to prevent another World War akin to
WW II, nor even a possible Thid World War, but (as per the Charter of the UN,
1945), ‘to save the succeeding generations from the scourge of war’. One of the means
by which the UN was meant to set about accomplishing this task was to seek to root
out causes of war through its activities in the economic, social, cultural, and human
rights fields. The Charter contains extensive provisions in this regard. Besides, a whole
network of institutions, including in particular the UN specialized agencies, have either
been brought in association with or established by the United Nations to serve this
purpose. The UNESCO Constitution describes this overall purpose of the Charter in a
succinct manner: ‘Since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that
the defence of peace must be constructed’.

Th oughout history, great thinkers and visionaries have aspired to ‘one world’. Mahatma
Gandhi had said: ‘I would not want to live in a world that was not one world’ (Asian
Relations Organization, 1948). Jawaharlal Nehru had seen UN as the harbinger of such
a world. At the Asian Relations Conference held in New Delhi in March-April 1947 he
said: “We have arrived at a stage in human affairs when the ideal of that “One World”
and some kind of a world federation seems to be essential though there are many dangers
and obstacles in the way.... We, therefore, support the United Nations structure which is
painfully emerging from its infancy’ (Asian Relations Organization, 1948).

Though the United Nations was by no means conceived as a world government, it
was envisaged and structured as a central over-arching authority both in the military and
non-military fields of security. The Charter left no scope for the functioning of a rival
instrumentality for the prevention of ‘threats to the peace, breaches of the peace, and acts
of aggression’. The Charter envisaged no non-Charter response to threats to international
security. The use of force without the Security Council’s authorization was permitted only
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in an exercise of ‘the inherent right of individual or collective self-defence’ and that too
only in the event of an ‘armed attack’.

In the social, economic, cultural and human rights fields, the UN, according to
the Charter, represented the planetary system or the authoritative central piece of the
international system. According to Article 1 of the Charter, the UN is ‘to be a centre for
harmonizing the actions of nations in the attainment of these common ends’. Article 57
provides that ‘the various specialized agencies... shall be brought into relationship with the
United Nations'. Here please mark the use of the word ‘shall’. This means that none of
the agencies, including the World Bank, the IMF and the WTO has the choice of opting
out of association with UN Article 59 which empowers the UN ‘to initiate negotiations...
for the creation of any new specialized agencies required for the accomplishment of the
purposes set forth in Article 55’. The hegemonist element in the Charter in the form of
the veto was sought to be mitigated by such measures as ‘Unite For Peace’ adopted by the
General Assembly, its direct role in the realm of disarmament and the initiatives taken by it
for convening global conferences, including those on the issue of security and disarmament.
However, the veto remained a ground reality by which the Permanent Members immunized
themselves from any action to be taken against them under the enforcement provisions
of the Security Council and made such action against other powers conditional upon
unanimity among them.

In spite of numerous failures of the UN, the period between the mid-60s’ and the mid-
70s" can legitimately be regarded as the golden era of international economic cooperation.
That was the period when new organizations like UNDP, UNCTAD, UNIDO, and
UNEP were established. Schemes like the General System of Preferences (GSP), Integrated
Programme of Commodity Market Organization, Compensatory Financing, Supplementary
Financing, Special Drawing Rights, and Debt Amelioration and Forgiveness were advanced
and agreed upon. In the early 70s’, two Declarations and Programmes of Action for
the Establishment of a New International Economic Order were adopted. A Charter of
Economic Rights and Duties was also promulgated. In the late 70s’, the first International
Development Strategy representing the closest approximation to development planning at
the global level was adopted by the General Assembly.

But from the end of the 70s’, major powers mounted a deliberate, well planned and
concerted attack on the United Nations. By the beginning of the 1990s’, they succeeded in
weakening the Organization substantially, changing its agenda in the economic field beyond
recognition and drastically whittling down its core competence. They also succeeded in
putting their own economic policies beyond the pale of UN scrutiny and surveillance. The
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UN was declared by these countries as incompetent to deal with its Charter functions in
the realms of money, finance, trade, external indebtedness and development strategy. These
functions were transferred to the IME, World Bank, and the WTO, the organizations which
the major economic powers, by virtue of their voting strength or power to retaliation in
the case of WTO, dominate and use as instruments for advancing their interest. The UN
is now considered to be competent to deal only with disaster relief, post-war rehabilitation
and construction, and humanitarian issues. Instead of being a negotiating forum for
undertaking legally or morally binding commitments, the UN has become a debating
society.

The major powers adopted a series of devices to bring the UN to its present state.
They launched a false, misguided, and misinformed campaign against the efficienc and
the integrity of the United Nations. They derided and went back on the whole body of
consensus that was achieved in the development field during the 60s” and the early 70s.
The other device they adopted for weakening the UN was to keep it’s organizations on
the brink of financial bankruptcy by withholding dues and applying budgetary squeeze
in the form of ‘zero nominal growth” in budget. A major factor accounting for the loss of
autonomy of the United Nations and the distortion of its priorities has been its growing
‘voluntarizatior’, that is, the growing practice of putting the funding of its activities on a
voluntary basis.

Even during the golden era, developed countries succeeded in maintaining their
stranglehold over the world economy, using the rules and regimes governing the international
economic order as an instrument for exploitation. Commodity prices continued to register
a secular decline. Domestic agriculture of the major developed countries was kept outside
the rules of GATT. Textile products were taken out of the purview of GATT rules from
the early 70s" and developing countries were obliged to apply voluntary restrictions on
their other competitive exports to developed countries. No dent was allowed to be made
on the restrictive business practices of their transnational corporations and the effo t made
in the UN to keep an international surveillance over their activities and develop a code of
conduct for their operation was abruptly brought to an end by the beginning of the 80s’.
Even in its operational activities, the UN was not allowed to undertake programmes or
projects which were likely to adversely affect the business of the companies of developed
countries in the developing countries.

In the area of peacekeeping, the UN remained paralysed during the Cold War for want
of unanimity among the Permanent Members of the Security Council. Thisrole was revived
from 1989 to 1992 when the number of peacekeeping operations undertaken by the UN
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was several times more than those during the entire Cold War period of over forty years. But
just when the United Nations seemed to be doing justice to its Charter function relating
to the maintenance of peace and security, the major powers stepped in to marginalize it
once again in this sphere. For example, they did not authorize it to get involved in conflict
situations in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria. The outcome was the continuation of these
conflicts involving massive scale killings, displacement and destruction.

The major powers and scholars of these countries have often claimed that the hegemony
of these countries in the world order has been mainly responsible for maintaining peace
during the post-war period. They have argued that their policy of deterrence based on the
doctrine of mutual assured destruction prevented wars and maintained peace. But that was
true only of inter-state wars among major powers; wars and conflicts remained endemic
in Thid World countries. Moreover, the policy of deterrence resulted in a nuclear arms
race of unprecedented dimension. In the early 70s’, it reached a stage where the world
lived under the spectre of a ‘nuclear winter’. This doctrine also resulted in the widespread
adoption of a cult of militarism, not only by the two rival powers and their allies but also
other countries of the world.

Even the reforms in the UN have been invariably driven by major developed countries,
aimed at maintaining status quo in the international order, eliminate pluralism, stem
dissent inconvenient to major powers and tighten their grip over the UN institutions. The
overall effect has been general enfeebling of the UN brought about mainly by dismantling
its capacity to deliver public goods to the international community and transferring its
roles and functions to institutions which major powers control.

After the end of the Cold War, the United States emerged as the only superpower in
the world, facilitated by the disintegration of the Communist system led by the Soviet
Union. Other major military and economic powers joined it for maintaining the status
quo in the world order. This was because they saw the main threat to their security coming
from the rise of new powers, particularly in the Thid World. Thus, instead of two rival
power blocs contending for hegemony, there emerged a new alliance striving to establish
its supremacy vis-a-vis the rest of the world. This alliance consisted of both, the East, the
West, and Japan. China too was a member, albeit an informal one, of the new alliance. This
alliance put in place a number of exclusive discriminatory regimes which had the purpose
of freezing the level and structure of the development of developing countries. These
included the Australia Group (for chemical weapons), the Missile Technology Control
Regime (for missiles), and the London Club, later renamed as Nuclear Suppliers Group
(for nuclear weapons). Some of the environmental regimes established at that time, like
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the Montreal Protocol, were also designed for the same purpose. The Agreement on Trade-
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS), the Agreement on Trade-Related
Investment Measures (TRIMs), and the Agreement on Agriculture under the WTO had
the effect of limiting the space for macro-economic policy making by developing countries
and freezing their technological development at the current level.

Largely as a result of this consensus on the strategic objectives of major powers, the two
years before the end of the Cold War and a decade after it, turned out to be very fruitful for
progress in arms control and the strengthening of the non-proliferation regime. The United
States and Soviet Union/Russia took parallel unilateral initiatives to eliminate tactical nuclear
weapons. In the non-nuclear field, two major agreements were concluded: the treaty among
the NATO and the now defunct Warsaw Pact countries to slash their conventional arms
by almost half, and an unprecedented convention to ban the development, production,
stockpiling, deployment, and use of chemical weapons. The non-proliferation regime was
strengthened as 40 states joined the NPT during this period including two major nuclear
weapon powers (China and France), seven countries abandoned their nuclear weapon
programmes voluntarily, and the NPT was extended indefinitely in 1995.

The second half of the 1990s’ saw the consolidation of the superpower status of the
United States. The US Administration also arrogated to itself the discretion to act outside
the UN either unilaterally or through ‘coalitions of the willing’, to intervene in troubled
spots in the world in pursuance of its national interest. It waged wars in Kosovo, Iraq,
and Afghanistan and heavily bombarded the then Yugoslavia. Thankfull , the unilateral
moment in world history did not last very long. The year 2001 marked the beginning of
its end and by 2005, it was all but over. After that, there was a precipitate decline in the
prestige and power of the United States.

A major factor bringing about this change was the shift of economic power balance
from Europe and the United States to Asia. Major emerging Asian economies, particularly
China and India, have grown up to three times faster than the United States and Europe,
continuously for a period of nearly three decades. From the mid-1990s’, China, Russia,
India, and other like-minded powers have been giving frequent calls for a multi-polar world
order and taking action like the formation of groups such as BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India,
China, South Africa) and SCO (Shanghai Cooperation Organization), to bring this about.

Globalization has also brought about major diffe ences in world power balance. Because
of globalization, a major power, howsoever mighty, cannot work in isolation from other
emerging powers. Moreover, globalization has facilitated the proliferation and strengthening
of transnational actors, particularly national and international civil society organizations.
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No power can now affo d to ignore this phenomenon. The liberal world order led by
the United States has also been challenged on normative grounds, which has given rise
to a tide of anti-Americanism in a large swath of the Thid World, particularly West
Asia and Pakistan. Another major reason for the decline of the American order has been
domestic — the rising income inequality, declining infrastructure and massive burden of
debts. These burdens on the US economy have been imposed in no small measures due
to its involvement in the Iraq and Afghan wars which, according to one estimate, has a
price tag of six trillion US dollars (Acharya, 2015).

Future of the World

We are living in an unstable, disorderly, fractured, unequal, and unjust world. The
institutional mechanism for global governance is enfeebled and remains generally ineffecti e.
International law is being flagrantly flouted by major powers and dictatorial regimes.
This situation is unlikely to change and, most probably, would deteriorate in the coming
decades.

We envisage the continuation of the current trend of recession, slow growth or stagnation
in the economies of major developed countries. In emerging economies, particularly China,
India, Russia, Brazil, South Africa, and Turkey, the high rates of growth witnessed during the
last fifteen years have started slowing down. However, the potentiality for growth in most of
these countries is still high. They have still a long way to go for catching up with developed
countries in the areas of education, health, and infrastructure. They are still far from being
able to meet the minimum needs, particularly in the services sector, of their people.

Most of the other developing countries, particularly in Africa and South Asia, are
likely to maintain the current momentum in their growth and may perhaps grow faster.
They have even greater leeway to make in diffe ent sectors. Foreign aid is going to remain
concentrated in these countries. To fuel the relatively high rates of growth in the emerging
economies, their natural resources are likely to remain keenly coveted. Consequently, there
is likely to be an increase in foreign investments in these countries in the coming years,
particularly by India and China.

If the growth in the emerging economies and other developing countries is inclusive
and equitable, it will not only have greater chance for being sustainable but will also
have a positive impact on the world economy. This will very much depend upon drastic
improvement in governance in these countries, their adoption of the right kind of
development strategy and the space permitted to them by major economic powers for
planning and carrying out their development activities.
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But the world is likely to remain sharply divided between the rich and the poor and
economically strong and weak nations. For, countries growing faster have still a long
way to go before catching up the developed countries. Moreover, beyond a point, it
is technology which keeps the growth momentum going. The vast numbers of these
countries are likely to remain technologically backward in the next three to four decades.
Moreover, the catch up is likely to be faster so far as the size of the economies is
concerned, but when it comes to the standard of living measured in terms of per capita
incomes, the distance separating the currently developed countries and the developing
countries will continue to remain vast.

Military interventions by major powers in the name of the international community’s
right to protect but in reality designed to get rid of inconvenient rulers and governments,
will continue to take place. So will be the brutal suppression of ethnic aspirations and
democratic rights in pursuit of sectarian interests. Minorities will remain under threat in
most dictatorial regimes and in those democracies which have adopted ethnicity or religion
as the guiding principle of the state. Even in countries like India where democracy has taken
firmer roots, minority communities will come under threat because of the recrudescence
from time to time of majoritarian oppression and aggressiveness. It is very unlikely that
stability will return in the near future to countries and regions which have gone through the
process of regime change by armed intervention and those where war is being waged and
sophisticated arms inducted on a large-scale, for serving sectarian purposes or preventing
a transition to some form of democratic governance.

At the institutional level, UN is likely to be further weakened and marginalized in
the coming years. Its activities are likely to remain confined to technical assistance and
relief operations financed through voluntary contributions and trust funds that give the
contributors a firm control over the institution. Developed countries will continue to
use the United Nations only as and when it suits their interest. The preference of the
United States will remain to be for, to use the words of Joseph Nye, the eminent expert in
security matters, ‘multilateralism a /z carte, in which UN is just one option. In the process,
the current trend of building and strengthening structures outside the United Nations,
which these countries control, will continue. These include NATO, G-7, and G-20.
The proliferation of mega size regional arrangements like the Trans-Pacific Partnership,
Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership, and new generation regimes for trade
i