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Foreword

The search for a young visionary was a path-breaking initiative taken by India Habitat Centre three years ago. In our quest to enlarge the
space for discourse on issues of concern we acutely felt the noticeable lack of the ‘youth’ and ‘young’ dimensions. It seemed that quite literally
the young had to earn their spurs and grey hair before their perspectives could be taken into account with any degree of seriousness. In a
country where an increasingly dominant section comprised the young we wanted to create a platform where the ‘young’ shared their thoughts
on the kind of environment they would like to strive for and articulate a value system which reflected their ‘longings’ and ‘belongings’.

It is very heartening to know that our efforts to give the Habitat Young Visionary Award an ‘All-India’ dimension is being received with
enthusiasm. This has encouraged us to stay with the effort and reinforce our commitment to the cause by enlarging the participant base. We
have positioned the award as a fellowship for a fully funded summer programme at the Cambridge University. This we thought would be the
most appropriate bridge to cross into wider horizons and condition a young mind to factor in global trends for the choices (s)he will make
personally and her/his environment.

No doubt the contest for this award instituted by India Habitat Centre is in its infancy, but we are hoping that it soon achieves holistically
its intent to serve as a reflection of contemplative originality and intrinsic cogency rather than for its declaiming skills. We have tried to assign
themes to help the participants to focus their beliefs and weave their thoughts around them; and we have also tried absence of a structured
theme. We found that between the two approaches, assigning a theme worked to get a better response.

Ideally, since the award is for cogency of thought and belief in the framework the speaker creates, we would want the participants to proceed
from a given context of the country’s environment and then outline his vision for change. Perhaps we would graduate to this in a year or so.

93 young students from all over India have contested for the award this year. This is very encouraging. More importantly it is serving to
strengthen a platform ‘of ’ and ‘for’ young voices to a point that the views expressed every year will be listened to and given the due credence
that the stakeholders of tomorrow truly deserve.

Raj Liberhan
Director

India Habitat Centre

VA-Book-27-06.p65 9/19/06, 7:36 PM9



V O I C E S      O F      T H E      Y O U N G  -  2 0 0 6

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○

�� �� ��

VA-Book-27-06.p65 9/19/06, 7:37 PM10



○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○

V O I C E S      O F      T H E      Y O U N G  -  2 0 0 6�� �� �� 1

So once upon a time there was a land…a land of myriad
contradictions, of paradoxes and parallels. A land of
myths and realities. Realities harder to believe than those

myths. A land, which lived and died with every breath it took.

Some say that India truly began after it gained
independence, others opine that India is its history, its glorious
struggle for freedom. I contest that India is, its today. Its here
and now. Its present. And herein lies the greatest cause for
concern. The cause to stand up and take action, or stand up
and run (depending on who you are). India today, is a
schizophrenic state - simultaneously flourishing and
floundering. Which half of the glass you have, depends on
who you are and what your name is (or is not).

My views on the State, on India as it stands today, could
well be bracketed as ‘anti-nationalistic’ and shoved aside. But if
being ‘anti nationalistic’ is worse than being ‘anti humanity’
then that’s a risk I’d have to take. Nationalism, then. What
exactly is it meant to be? What are its intended effects? Is
Nationalism India’s energy drink, something which
temporarily boosts the citizen’s sugar levels, so the nation goes
into over drive, and then comes crashing down? Maybe
nationalism is like that new corporate job, the one that

promises you a paid family vacation to Egypt every year.
Knowing fully well that since you’ll be working every waking
hour, you won’t have the energy to take a trip to the chemist,
leave alone have a functional family who would want to
accompany you. Nationalism is the New Drug. The Drug,
which proclaims to cure every disease; only because it keeps
you hallucinated.

India tries to use this label to sell all kinds of products to
us, from justifying wars and nuclear bombs, to asking us to be
accomplices in State made follies—all for the divine cause of
Nationalism. Or was it Jingoism? I forget. The similarities are
sometimes confusing. The state proclaims that the country
and the economy are doing great, Thank you for asking. How?
Well, the GDP says so, and heaven knows that GDP does not
lie. So what if farmers are committing suicides, or if 70% of
Indians live in rural areas? So what if ‘The Time’ says that “A
quarter of the world’s truly destitute—300 million people each
subsisting on less than $1 a day—live in India”. So what? We
told you that the GDP does not lie. And shame on you if you
disagree, how can you be so anti-nationalistic?

This nationalism— at whose altar millions are being
sacrificed—is often fuelled by defining ‘The Other’. Indian

        —Kakul Gautam
Lady Sri Ram College for Women, Delhi

Nationalism is
the New
Drug. The
Drug, which
proclaims to
cure every
disease; only
because it
keeps you
hallucinated.

Contemporary India—Flourishing or Floundering
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Nationalism will run for 500 km if you throw stones at
Pakistanis. You are good for another 1000km if you throw a
few punches at those ‘damned Goras’ for leaving your country
as it is today. Then puff out your chest and say that it was us,
who gave Milan the lycra churidar, announce to the world that
Swastik is ours. Those who dare to whisper that we gave the
world non-violence. Don’t. Hang your head in shame, but
don’t say it…at least, not out loud.

Nationalism, is then an easy concept to define— become
an accomplice of all state policies and if anyone dare dissent,
run them over and say you did it for nationalism and for the
sovereignty of the Indian State.

Let us then talk about the Indian State. Who or what is it?
How come it likes a certain kind of people and not the other?
It is simple, if you happen to be below the poverty line, (or
even within shouting distance of it) then The State is not on
your side. It will tell you that it is, even as it systemically tries
to reduce you to a statistic, but that is only because the state
does not wish to be cruel to you. The state however calls you
by name if you’re an Ambani or a Mittal because then you are
doing the state proud. It’s not the fault of the state, it just has
too many children; some are convenient, some aren’t. However
in this Land of Karma, you make your fortune, the State in no
circumstances must be blamed.

The Indian State started out by promising above all, dignity
in the quotidian sphere of life. Now if you were in Gujarat in
2002 and if you belonged to the weaker section of the ‘wrong’
community then you might have been subject to violence, to
civil rioting where the State played Big Daddy to it all. If later
you try to prove it, then they call you anti-nationalistic. The
state might be benevolent enough to admit a certain

knowledge of the events that occurred, but it legitamizes the
killing of hundreds as a ‘reaction’. And no, the state shall
answer no more questions.

The state changes a little, every 5 years, a few names
change, but the core concepts remain the same—profit. The
state will often sell out its own people and their ideologies
under the rubric of ‘strategic partnership’, as with the IAEA
vote, where they betrayed our own non-aligned position. The
State however always acts in the interest of its children. And
what do children know anyway? Watch closely, listen intently,
and you will see how the vocabulary used by the state to define
its motives, is floundering. The state is not such a smooth
operator anymore. Or maybe, the children grew up.

There are many concepts in India, which have failed,
because there has been no evolution in these concepts. We
failed to revamp our paradigms, to look at old ideas through
new glasses. Case in point—the AFSPA. After independence,
the country needed integration. Assimilation was seen equal to
Integration. A draconian law—the AFSPA was enacted in
1958 to counter the NAGA insurgent movement. 1958—we
didn’t question it because of the euphoria of independence,
the good intentions of the state were taken for granted. Forty
seven years later and the only time we bother to talk about it,
is when the people there protest naked, or the insurgents kill
some army men. There is then something inherently flawed in
a state that lets its citizens die. Where your caste, class and
predominantly your reach in the world, determines the
amount of attention you get.

We have been battling reservation politics for ages. Why
then are the same castes still marginalized? Why are the Dalits
and the Adivasis shoved aside once the ballot count is done?

Then puff out
your chest

and say that it
was us, who

gave Milan
the lycra
churidar,

announce to
the world that

Swastik is
ours.
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Dalits continue to be antagonized. To be killed. To be
massacred. To be looked down upon. Adivasis continue to be
mere numbers, the first to be displaced in the new
development game. The state says, ‘its out of our hands. We
gave you reservation didn’t we?’ So then maybe it is in
someone else’s hands? Or maybe the state is a schizophrenic
state? Maybe if you’re unfavourably placed in terms of caste
and class then the state will give you subsidies and thats all.
After all, everyone makes their own destinies. But if you
happen to be a Tata or a Birla, then the state will help you get
richer. Everyone likes to back the winning horse. So the state
then draws up policies, which help you, because you are the
golden egg laying goose. The ‘babudom’ reigns and
industrialists get to have a say in environmental laws. And
when the poor ones make some noise, the state hands them a
subsidy, a policy or sometimes a promise. This is Cooption Of
Dissent. Read: New State Strategy.

Now, when things like rape happen, the state sends its
representatives to educate people. Then  police officers give
sound bytes like ‘if you dress provocatively, you have it

coming’. It is the age-old state tactic- change the behaviour of
the victim, than of the abuser. Less complex that way.

State Hypocrisy. It’s the new product on the market. You
don’t have to pay for it, if you are poor you get it free,
compliments of the state. The state will talk of the interests of
the public sector even as it opens the gate to mass
manufactured products, which break the backbone of our
indigenous industries. State hypocrisy is not easy to
comprehend. The state will jargonize its actions,
‘intellectualize’ them. Whole ranges of crimes are committed
under the excuse, ‘ We must globalize. It’s the need of the day.’
Thousands are left unemployed and poverty ridden. But they
can always go home and tell their starving children, ‘you see,
we had to globalize. It was the need of the day.’

However while the Indian State flounders, many other
things persist. What flourishes is the poor man’s dogged faith
in the system. What flourish are our everyday, nameless,
countless heroes. What flourishes is that flagrant will to keep
fighting. What flourishes is the human spirit. Amen.

Everyone likes
to back the
winning
horse. So the
state then
draws up
policies,
which help
you, because
you are the
golden egg
laying goose.

Contemporary India—Flourishing or Floundering
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A vibrant democracy, a large reservoir of skilled
manpower, a self confident middle class at the cutting
edge of new technology, a nuclear power and above all

a huge and acknowledged potential” is what we can say five
decades after India’s independence. The country faces an
unacceptable performance – potential gap. This is the
particular reason which restricts India to gain its position as
an Economic Super Power.

India remains a large country with a small economy. It
makes up 16% of the world’s population but its global GNP
share is only 1.5 percent and its contribution to world trade is
only 0.7%.

The realization has dawned that India cannot remain
cocooned in some mythical self sufficiency, that it is now a
part of global economy. This implies that India cannot judge
itself only by Indian standards. Today, it is India’s moment of
opportunity. The challenge is to convert hope into reality.

India Now and Before
India has a 5000 year old civilization with 325 spoken

languages and 1652 dialects. It has 18 official languages with a
3.28 million sq. km in area sustaining a population of 1.3

billion people. Our GDP is at $576 billion growing at 8%
annually. India has a parliamentary form of government. It can
boast of being the world’s largest democracy with the world’s
4th largest economy. It is the largest English speaking nation in
the world. It has the 3rd largest standing army force, over 1.5
million strong and 2nd largest pool of scientists and engineers
in the world.

In India today we have a lady, born a catholic (Sonia
Gandhi) stepping aside so a Sikh (Dr Man Mohan Singh)
sworn in by a Muslim President (Dr. Abdul Kalam) to lead a
nation that is 82% Hindu. I defy anyone to cite another
country with such diversity and tolerance to its political
leadership.

The Indian economy in the Pre–British period consisted of
isolated and self sustaining villages on the one hand, and
towns which were the seats of administration, pilgrimage,
commerce & handicrafts, on the other. The first era of Indian
planning began with the Industrial Policy Resolution of 1948
which contemplated a mixed economy, reserving a sphere for
the private sector and another for public sector, and then in
1956 with the new classification of various industries. But it
was the Industrial Policy of 1991 which actually paved the way

 —Parikshit Chopra
Amity Business School, Noida

“ I defy anyone
to cite

another
country with

such diversity
and tolerance
to its political

leadership.
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for rapid growth, to unshackle the Indian industrial economy
from bureaucratic control and liberalization of the Indian
economy.

India’s Achievements
Fifteen years ago, few of us had heard of Information

Technology. Today, exports from this industry are worth $12
billion — that is, over Rs 50,000 crores a year. That figure is
20 per cent of our total exports. McKinsey believes India’s
revenues from IT industry will fetch $87 billion by 2008.

Infosys had not even been born 25 years ago. Wipro was a
company selling vegetable oil. Indeed, other than the ‘‘Tata’’ in
Tata Consultancy Services, there is scarcely a name in the IT
industry that was known then.

And what’s the average age in the industry? Just 26 and a
half! These 26/27-year-olds have changed the world’s
perception of India. It’s not just a country of snake-charmers;
it’s a country against which protectionist walls have to be
erected. Of course, we can also charm snakes.

The facts speak for themselves:
● 15 of the world’s major Automobile makers are

obtaining components from Indian companies. This
business fetched India $1.5 billion in 2004 and will
fetch $15 billion by 2007.

● World renowned TQM expert Yasutoshi Washio
predicts that Indian manufacturing quality will over
take that of Japan by 2013.

● 9 out of 10 diamond stones sold in the world pass
through India.

● Garment exports are expected to increase to current
levels of $6 billion to $25 billion by 2010.

● The foreign exchange reserves are at a whooping $137
billion.

● Mobile phones are growing at about 1.5 million
subscribers every month.

● Wal-Mart sources $1 billion worth of goods from India-
half its apparel and expects it to grow to $10 billion in
the next couple of years. GAP sources about $600
million and Tommy Hilfiger about $100 million worth
of apparel.

● India has prepaid $3 billion owed to the World Bank
and Asian Development Bank and is providing aid to 11
countries, writing off their debt and loaning the Indian
Monitory Fund $300 million dollars.

● GE with $80 million invested in India employs 16000
staff, 1600 R&D staff who are qualified in PhD’s and
masters degree.

● Staff at the Intel’s office has gone up from 10 employees
to 1200 in four years and is expected to touch 2500 by
the end of 2006.

● It is estimated that there are 1,50,000 IT professionals
in Bangalore as compared to the 1,20,000 in the Silicon
Valley.

● The domestic BPO sector is projected to increase sales
from $4 billion in 2004 to $65 billion in 2010
(McKinsey).

● 100 of the fortune 500 companies are now present in
India compared to 33 in China.

The Way To Go
We have many challenges; nearly 260 million people who

are below the poverty line have to join the mainstream of a
good life. Hundred percent literacy, health for all, multiple
agricultural and industrial productivity and a lifestyle with a
value system have to emerge.

Hundred
percent
literacy, health
for all,
multiple
agricultural
and industrial
productivity
and a lifestyle
with a value
system have
to emerge.

Contemporary India—Flourishing or Floundering
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● The Knowledge Economy: In the 21st century a new
society is emerging where knowledge is the primary
production resource rather than capital or labour. People’s
lives can be enriched by IT driven technology and
human life can be further extended with the use of
Nano Technology. Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam said,
“It is the knowledge society that will transform India
into a developed nation”.

● Bio Technologic India: India can reap huge incentives
in the field of Bio Technology. India is rich in herbs,
germplasm and micro organisms. Industrially developed
countries are importing this bio – resources in raw
forms, adding value to them and then exporting them
back to other developing countries including India. Out
of the global herbal products market of $61bn, India has
a share of not even $100mn. Hence there is a
tremendous opportunity for a high market share.

● The Human Development Index: A Human
Development Index works on three points:
● High Life Expectancy
● Literacy Rate
● Standard of Living

Economic growth contributes most to poverty reduction
when it expands the employment, productivity, wages and
proper channelization of public resources.

The nations strength resides predominantly in its natural
and human resources which we must leverage. Human
resources particularly with a large young population, is the
unique core strength of India. The nation needs young leaders
who can command the change for transformation of India into

a developed nation and economy embedded in a knowledge
society.

● Infrastructure Development: The line between
infrastructure and development is not a once for all
affair. It is a continuous process; and progress in
development has to be preceded, accompanied, and
followed by progress in infrastructure, if we are to fulfill
our declared objectives of self accelerating process of
economic development.

Polices in Action for Development
● Policy for small scale industries: Reservation of items of

manufacture exclusively for the small scale sector forms
an important focus of the industrial policy as a measure
of protecting this sector. Since 1999, industrial
undertakings with an investment of upto Rupees One
crore are within the small scale and ancillary sector. A
differential investment limit has been adopted since
2001 for 41 reserved items where the investment limit
upto Rupees Five crores is prescribed for qualifying as a
small scale unit. 749 items are reserved for manufacture
in the small scale sector. All undertakings other than the
small scale industrial undertakings engaged in items
reserved for manufacture in the small scale sector are
required to obtain an industrial license.

● Policy of foreign direct investment: Promotion of
foreign direct investment forms an integral part of
India’s economic policies. The role of foreign direct
investment in accelerating economic growth is by way of
infusion of capital, technology and modern management
practices. The department has put in place a liberal and
transparent foreign investment regime where most

The nation
needs young
leaders who

can command
the change for
transformation
of India into a

developed
nation and

economy
embedded in
a knowledge

society.
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activities are opened to foreign investments.

● Disinvestment: The process of disinvestment means
selling off partially or wholly the assets of state owned
undertakings to the private sector. Obviously, the private
sector comes to influence or fully control the
management and production decisions of the firms
concerned.

At the commencement of the First Plan India had only 4
public sector enterprises with an asset of Rs 290 million. In
spite of disinvestment, the PSEs had in 2000-01 assets worth
Rs 2741140 million. They have over the years made
significant contributions in lignite, coal, crude oil, zinc,
aluminum, finished steel, heavy electricals, etc. In 2000-01 as
many as 122 enterprises made a profit with top ten accounting
for 70 per cent or Rs 196040 million. PSEs in petroleum,
power and communications contributed 60 per cent of the
total profit. Even after we adjust for the losses, the post-tax
profit of all the PSEs is low and ways and methods can be

found to bring improvement after a thorough investigation
into the factors responsible for the losses.

Conclusion
Fifteen years from now I don’t see India floundering, but as

a country with a high standard of living, providing world class
services and perhaps membership in G-8. With the reforms
process that are under way, 8-9 per cent growth rate will surely
kick start the domestic markets.

India is ready to do everything that is required, to work as
many miles as may be required, to make the vision of being a
superpower a reality.

India will become a power driving a great international
financial and economic institution. It will be great powers in
the full sense of the word, shaping global politics. That, in a
sense, is the opportunity in hand and also the challenge. The
rest of the world looks at us with interest, with concern, but
the decision is in our hands.

India is ready
to do
everything
that is
required, to
work as many
miles as may
be required,
to make the
vision of being
a superpower
a reality.

Contemporary India—Flourishing or Floundering
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Contemporary India with a scientist President and an
economist Prime Minister is very successfully
treading the fast track of development. Starling from

an utterly ruined and exploited country under the rule of the
haughty Britishers who sponged away the India wealth, the
story of India’s success is one of the proverbial rise from ‘rags
to riches’.

India’s development within a short span of time, to the
level of a country which on its own conducted nuclear test,
joining the elite club of nuclear powers, and now becoming a
rightful contender for getting a permanent seat in UN
Security Council, speaks volumes about India’s success.

Statistics and facts bear a testimony to this, that the
country once thought to be just a place for the ‘snake
charmers’ is making its presence felt in the land of ‘elephants’.
In fact, India is flourishing in the real sense, catching the
imagination of the world and thus causing blinking of the eyes
of westerners who are awestruck at the sudden metamorphosis
of this sleeping giant.

When Kanwal Sibal, a retired foreign secretary says,
“there is little doubt that India became a major player in

—Syed Tahseen Raza
Mohsinul Mulk Hall, Aligarh

the international checker board. It forced the world to
engage with India on an entirely new basis,” there is no
exaggeration in it. The truth of this statement is vindicated
by the Prime Minister of Singapore Lee Juan Yew, who
says, “China and India will shake the world…, and in terms
of global corporate presence and representation, India is ahead
of China.”

India has arrived on the world market with a bang – five
lakh engineers, 2.5 lakh doctors and 75 lakh graduates.

Goldman Sach’s BRIC report sees India as the third largest
economy in the world by 2050. Another report says that by
2020 only, India will be the fourth largest economy.

All is going well for India now – an improved investment
climate, high economic growth, a young population (70%
population below 34 years of age) and above all positive
attitude of people. India is now among one of the best
performing economies of the world in terms of annual growth
rate of Gross Domestic Product.

Mr. Kumar Mangalam Birla, Chairman Aditya Birla Group
says, “we have emerged stronger, fitter and a leader in many ways.
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I believe we are at an inflection point, past consolidation into a
phase of growth not just incremental but accelerated”.

The fact that our foreign exchange reserve crossed 1 $
billion, reflects the growing confidence of investors in India.
The companies of India netted over Rs. 70000 crore in
exports when the global economy was seething in 2002-03.
There are 16 companies whose exports net over Rs. 1000
crore, 15 companies export goods worth Rs. 500 crore and
150 compnaies which earn over Rs.100 crore in foreign
exchange. The FORBE’S list has included 18 Indian
companies under its list.

Noting these positive developments, the US National
Intelligence Council in its report has predicted that India
will become global player in the 21st century. For the first time
India has entered the ranks of the world’s tenth largest
economies.

The World Bank has described India as an Asian Giant and
its report mentions -  ‘This country rose form 12th to 10th in
dollar term between 2002-04, its G.D.P. overtaking Korea and
Mexico.’

The economy of India has grown by more than 7% in the
past two years.

Apart from economic advancement, the performance of
India in political sphere is also praiseworthy. The present
Prime Minister of India, Dr. Manmohan Singh has
successfully come from two foreign trips. In France the Prime
Minister very competently ‘leveraged India’s new economic clout
into advancing the vital strategic objective of breaking the
restrictive Nuclear Suppliers Groups’.

In US, he very intelligently coaxed President Bush to work
for giving legal status to India in the nuclear powers club, in
return of giving, “voluntary” right of inspection of only the
civilian nuclear facilities to the international atomic watchdog
I.A.E.A.

Those who allege India to have become a party to the US
unilateralism in view of India’s voting in Iran’s case, alongside
U.S., must remember that India remained on its principle and
didn’t join US on its war against Iraq inspite of enormous US
pressure. It out-rightly rejected this proposal. This bears ample
proof that India has its independent foreign policy. It has
matured politically and has now become very realistic in its
approach. It takes decision according to whichever way suits
best for the national interest. Now there is no place for
misplaced idealism or shibboleth of third worldism.

Showing utmost political maturity, India shoved aside
decades of sloth and signed major agreement with China, a
country earlier thought of as a backstabber and talk with it
was a big no.

Our country has now refused to be trapped hopelessly in
the remains of a bad yesterday, proving once again that this is
a nation hardened by history, that it suffers only to renew
itself the other day and that it keeps pace with the changing
needs so as to be in consonance with the ever changing time.
Talks with Pakistan, restoration of the Muzaffarabad bus
service, the historic exchange of prisoners etc are the cases in
point.

Another important factor which radiates the flourishing of
India is its successful and smooth functioning of democracy.
Right from its start, it allowed Universal Adult Franchise, a

It takes
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unique achievement in itself. Many scholars at that time
predicted that a country as poor, illiterate and diverse as India,
could not survive on Universal Adult Franchise but succeeding
years proved them wrong.

These days the general election in India is the largest
organized human event in history so much so that Indian
Election experts are invited by America.

Inspite of being not very affluent, the wisdom of Indian
electorate has been proven time and again. “The Economist”
of London has very rightly made an apt comment regarding
Indian electorate that, “the Indians have more political wisdom
per thousand calories than any other people”.

Prof Lani Gunier of Havard Law school says, “The best
barometer to measure the health of a society is to look at the
condition of its minorities who are like the coal minor’s canary…,
the first to notice toxic gases in coal mines.” Seeing with this
perspective also, Indians electroate’s performance is quite good.
They discarded the NDA under whose aegis Gujarat cauldron
of 2002 took place, not with landing the hooplah of India
shining. Communal forces have been out-rightly discarded
and secularism is on its hold. At present the sovereign head of
India is a Muslim and the Prime Minister is a Sikh both from
minority community.

Social conditions are also developing fast. The number of
middle class enjoying a good standard of living is growing at a
rapid pace. The hope for an egalitarian society is fulfilling its
dream as today we have 13% scheduled caste grade I officers
in the I.A.S. climbing from less than 1% in the early 50’s.
The Indian diaspora with their commitment and hardwork are
also making India proud.

The per capita availability of grain and cloth is greater than
before and health care is better. Now even foreigners are
coming to India for cheaper medical treatment.

Today India is for more integrated than it was at 1947.
Problems do occur but have resulted in stronger identities and
a larger Indian consciousness. Nativism is now giving place to
Indianism.

Disasters and calamities do not dumbstruck us. We have
defiantly faced the havocs of nature like the earthquake or
tsunami on national level. The whole country unites as a
family in giving succour and solace to the victims.

In the field of education also, India is progressing. The
literacy rate in 2001 reached 64.8% from 52.21% in 1991. This
increase of 12.5% during this period is the highest increase in any
decade.

It is also an achievement that the rate of growth in literacy
is more in rural areas than in urban areas. The gap in male -
female literacy rate has decreased from 24.84% in 1991 to 21.60
in 2001.

In higher studies the IIT’s, AIIMS and IIM’s of India could
compete with the best institutions of the world.

Recently Times Higher Education Supplement ranked the
IIT’s as 3rd in all Technological Universities of the world.

Seeing the enormous talent of Indian students the
European Union has announced 100 Erasmus Mundus
Scholarship for Indian students which was previously offered
to European students only.
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In scientific, technological and bio medical research India
has made a mark. The launching of EDUSAT – a satellite
purely for educational purposes marks a great lead forward in
the area of satellite education. Space technology has also got a
boost.

Culturally India is witnessing a great renaissance. Indian
music, dance and various performing art have blossomed in
the last 50 years. Now these have greater audience and their
appeal is becoming universal. Language of India has seen
resurgence. Indian writing in English, like that of Arundhati

Roy, Jhumpa Lahiri etc has been acclaimed in the English
speaking world.

In the field of sports and entertainment also India is
shining. Sania Mirza, Lender Paes, Sachin Tendulkar,
Vishwanath Anand and Shekhar Kapoor, Amitabh Bacchan,
Aishwarya Rai, Shah Rukh Khan are the bright Indian faces in
the world arena.

All the above mentioned points emphatically substantiate
the fact that the contemporary India is really flourishing.
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One man’s terrorist, is another man’s freedom fighter.
Why? Since, what is moral for one is immoral for
the other. This is the fate of a lose, highly subjective

and personal term called morals. The repercussions are made
worse when ‘we’ feel the need for a moral policeman. What’s
even better: we have a constitutional provision for it.

Morals, per se, aren’t good or bad. It’s their selective and
opportunity-based use that distorts them. Let me remind you
that the Society evolved first, then the governments. So today,
is the State trying to challenge the intelligentsia of its own
source? Had our morals been faulty, the civilizations would
have vanished even before the idea of States was conceived.
What is the State today: a conglomerate of senior citizens, with
greying hair and protruding bellies, with ulterior religious and
political affiliations and a point of view which, most certainly,
finds an opposition in their own community. People who are
unable to tackle the challenges of their own lives, but are more
than active in the social circuit as ‘preachers’, form the State.
So, for me, the State is in an abysmal state! My reservations are
quite simple. When someone preaches a particular culture/
ideology, then that person should himself have imbibed all
those qualities and act on them. In today’s times, I fail to
identify any such ‘messiah’ of culture and morals, who has no

 —Aditya Mahajan
St. Stephens College, Delhi

ulterior motives, or has pursued his utopian ideals.

Consider the recent shutting down of dance bars in
Mumbai. I strongly believe that the reasons were more
political, less moral. The moral angle here was that the girls
were earning their bread through amoral means. Remedy:
instead of the State ensuring that they come out of the pit, by
giving them jobs or vocational training, the State shut the
bars. Result: most of these bar girls have been caught in
prostitution rackets in the National Capital. So, the ‘cause’
which propelled the government to take this action has quite
noticeably backfired in its face.

The question arises: Who will guard the moral fabric of the
society? My vision on this issue is three fold. We first need to
identify the dichotomy in our own society in making choices,
and then we need to closely examine certain problems that
have plagued our society for ages and whether they could be
solved if we dropped this guise of morals. And finally, I will
summarize my vision by giving you an affordable solution.
Thus, the main tenets of my arguments would be based on:

a) The right to do or to do it right
b) Contemporary India: Flourishing or floundering?

People who
are unable to
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lives, but are
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c) We have not inherited the earth from our fathers; we
have borrowed it from our children.

It doesn’t require a genius to realize that the above
mentioned points are the other motions for the contest. Its not
that I had any paucity of points, it’s just that they followed my
rational chain of thought. The common thread that connects
all of them is made of morals.

The Right to do or to Do it Right
When people talk about honesty, recollect the cliché:

Corruption is a way of life and an honest man is a liability. It’s
not that I want everyone to be dishonest. It’s just that people
should take their call. For most people, the above is a choice in
favour of one against the other. I however believe that the two
can co-exist. In fact, when the society as a whole judges our
actions on the basis of morals vs rationality, I have seen that
the people who have managed both together have succeeded.
The cases in point could be many industrialists, artists and
people of critical acclaim, who had allegations of moral
compromise against them, but eventually over shadowed these
accusations through their hard work, perseverance and much-
deserved success.

The moral angle for the ‘Casting Couch’ has raised many a
questions. I certainly believe that it is only your talent that can
give you real success. So the people who were not duped, but
made an informed choice and accepted it, satisfied both sides
of the argument. They were street smart in getting their first
break, and were honest to their talent, which they wanted to
project, one way or the other. The undeserving was eliminated
automatically.

The moral issues pertaining to the on going debate on

‘brain-drain’ also falls under the same category. The State,
and its constituents, believes that it is un-patriotic and
highly selfish of the people to leave their country in search
of better job opportunities, quality of life, security of
future and other such aspirations. My question is simple:
are people who live in this country, contribute not a penny,
criticize the system and do nothing more than add to its
woes, any more patriotic? The people who leave the
country are both honest to their talent and rational in their
decisions. They know that with their potential, they can do
far better, than in a system where work ethics are again a
subject of debate. These people, who otherwise would be
just another tax payer (or maybe not even that), work
abroad, chip in a part of their savings in the form of FDI’s
and FII’s, an integral part of our economy. So the resources
that the government spent on them, eventually, turn into a
lucrative investment.

Contemporary India: Flourishing and
Floundering: Selective Development

My heart fills with pride when I notice the bull-run in
the market, a thriving GDP, favorable demographic shift
and an optimistic chance of India making it to the coveted
Security Council. But then, when I read about farmer
suicides, dowry deaths, minor molestation and many other
such disturbing events, I wonder whether the dream-
budget is more of a dream, less of a budget. Contemporary
India is not what the Page 3 reflects; it’s still very agrarian,
fragmented and illiterate. The country might become a
super power in another 20 years, but that’s not
contemporary. Thus, again, when people, who come from
the innumerable stratas of society, adjudicate on the basis
of morals, issues that have plagued our society for ages will
never find their solutions.
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The pseudo-moralists claim that the commodification of
human body for sexual gratification is amoral. Ask them what
they have done to help the cause, and they look the other way.
Issues surrounding legalization of prostitution are favored in
the light of rationality; opposed on grounds of morals. When
we see a teacher, a doctor, an engineer, why can’t we see the
prostitute as another professional? Legalizing it will help
eliminate the pimp, make it more of a choice than coercion,
bring them in main stream society and will help the NGOs to
openly give them STD information. We, social stalwarts can
visit them in the dark, but refuse to treat them as humans. I
fail to understand this hypocrisy.

On the issue of abortion, euthanasia and cloning, the
moralists believe that they tantamount to playing God;
which is amoral. They don’t feel the immense pain the
patient is going through, with no propensity of recovery. In
most cases, even the families want the doctor to pull the
plug. The case of Venkatesh is one such example. As for
abortion, it should completely be the mothers’ choice,
whether she wants the baby or not, after all, the State isn’t
going to run her family. And, an unwanted child can never
have a normal growth. Cloning, which holds astronomical
potential, is again put on the back burner because of the
same ill reasoning.

Censorship in media is again a ‘filter’, which is monitored
by a panel with ‘superior’ morals, who feel that the people,
who run the second largest democracy in the world, will lose
their rationality when they see the visual truth.

We Have Not Inheritted the Earth from Our Fore-
Fathers; We Have Borrowed It from our Children

I couldn’t agree more. I clearly remember that our fore-
fathers were apes. I certainly don’t want to inherit that aspect
of their life. As for my children, I want them to inherit a
progressive civilization, not a regressive potpourri of issues.
Most of the issues mentioned above could have been
conclusively dealt with had we not codified our morals. For
tomorrow, we are passing the same ailments to our children,
which we should have solved. We, as the custodians of the
heritage, have a lot to answer.

The much awaited solution is simple: stop waiting for
someone to tell you what is right or wrong. Be your own
moral policeman. Gandhiji’s talisman shouldn’t be forgotten as
a page in the NCERT. Trust your instincts, rationality and
enact your role in this social globalization. Until we take the
responsibility on our shoulders, stop pinning the faults on the
government, we can never succeed. Show our conscious first,
State later, that we can carry off our attire without looking
vulgar. Give other alternatives also a chance. Let us grow in
the atmosphere of education, not mere literacy, for even an
illiterate can have strength of character, which a graduate
might lack. Lets us not misinterpret religion, or get foxed by
the ‘guardians’ of culture. A policeman enforces something we
have to involuntarily accept. Let’s make the morals a choice,
which collude with the holistic picture. The State should
suggest, not enforce. The senators with the grey might not
always be wrong. I have no greys; but I know I’m right. This is
my vision, guided by a proportional set of morals.

Let’s make the
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Policing through Morals

One of the first things that are taught to a political
science student is that morals are not consistent
through space and time and also that they are NOT

enforceable by law. Morals in fact are nothing but a set of
guidelines or conventions that are accepted by the bulk of the
society and their violation would only lead to criticism and
not physical or monetary punishment.

Policing; enforcement; regulation is an act of making
people conform to a certain principle; mostly laws but in
some cases even dogmas, doctrines and morals. Thus, here
lies the connection. Policing through morals (moral policing)
is a way of regulating the mass to conform to a certain set of
morals.

Now, to a true blooded liberal, conformity is not the best
thing in society. I, for example, being one, would not be very
keen on this idea of conformity for I believe in liberty,
individualism and rationality. Every individual is rational and
has the right to make her/his own choices. And the state must

—Nishtha Kumar
Lady Shri Ram College for Women, Delhi

“…that which concerns principles of right and wrong is a moral.”
- dictionary definition, “moral”

respect this liberty possessed by every individual and must
maintain minimal interference. So really, for me, what’s all this
talk about moral policing?

Althusser’s View: State Apparatuses
This entire issue of moral policing reminds me a lot of

Louis Althusser, who spoke extensively about Coercive/
Repressive State Apparatus and Ideological State Apparatus.
According to him, the state makes use of certain methods to
command the obedience of citizens that really is his primary
question; why do citizens obey laws of the state? He explains
the Repressive State Apparatus as a state that can enforce
behaviour directly, such as the police, and the criminal justice
system and the prison system. Through these “apparatuses” the
state has the power to force you “physically” to behave. On the
other hand, he describes the Ideological State Apparatus as
institutions that generate ideologies, which we as individuals
act in accordance with. This is done through schools, religion,
the family, legal systems, politics, arts, etc. They inculcate in
us ideas and values, which we as individuals inevitably start to,
believe (or don’t believe).
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So when we talk of moral policing, we can’t help but refer
to Althusser’s unique observation of an Ideological State
Apparatus. As I read on what Althusser had to say about this
concept, I found my self gravely disagreeing with him when he
spoke of his Ideological State Apparatus being found in
societies governed by capitalism. In my opinion, capitalism
does nothing of the sort. It is a mere economic set up. And
this set up is based on liberal ideas and in particular the
concept of a free market. So ideologically controlling people to
conform in a certain way is out of the question.

Perhaps I am going about this in the wrong way; in which
case, let me examine what exactly is meant by moral policing;
what exactly happens to a country if the state administers
moral policing; and what are the reasons for having such a
state tool.

My Analysis
Morals are what societies are based on. As the word’s literal

definition iterates, morals concern right and wrong. They are
those unwritten customs and practices and conventions that
everyone is expected to follow because the majority does so, or
as the Marxists put it, what the minority wants for the
majority to follow. This raises the question; who decides what
is right and what is wrong?

Isn’t every member of society an individual? And as such an
individual, does she or does he not possess rationality? Why
must he then adopt morals set up by someone else? Of course,
these questions would be the perfect queue for the
Communitarians to step up and say that humans are all linked
together. They would argue that what humans perceive as
right and wrong is in the context of their own society and the
relationships that are formed within it.

I firmly stand by my belief that individuals must be given
the freedom to do what they perceive to be good for them; for
they are rational, have the ability to make rational choices and
therefore are bound to make them in general. No one should
coerce them, directly or indirectly, to follow certain customs,
which they have not rationally decided on. But please don’t get
me wrong. I am not saying that there should be anarchy. Of
course, there will be laws in society backed by legal
proceedings. And these laws will maintain a state of status quo.
Liberty is for all, but it should not come at the cost of chaos
that could lead to a disruption of the system and an overall
disruption of peace in general.

Moral policing thus entails the state wanting to make
people follow a certain set of morals. In a way making sure
that no one goes against those morals. This sort of set up
brings with it the notion that the individual is the means and
the state is the end. For the state is merely working as a moral
police to meet its own ends. That appears to be the most
logical explanation for having moral policing as a tool. Why
not start distributing mind-numbing drugs while we’re at it?
Surely thoughtless drones that all exist in sync with each other
form a far better society. No one thinks on their own, no one
acts on their own and no one steps up to question.

We need to realize that a direct objective of moral policing
is nothing but restraint. It binds the individual. It prevents
one to think out of the box, for the state makes sure that the
individual is following certain conventions which it has
indirectly set as the norm. And perhaps the state might also
subversively work towards imparting punishment through
indirect means. And the final stage in such a state would be
the complete elimination of the space in which one can revolt
by completely taking over the citizens’ consciences.
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Hegemony would be the most probably consequence of
moral policing of the state. I am reminded of Gramsci, who
talked about different types of Hegemony in his prison
notebooks. Hegemony is a situation in which the dominated
accept their domination. However, after attaining consent, the
ruler tends to exercise power without question. Common
examples of the same are found in the existing patriarchal set
ups. With moral policing, eventually a citizen will fall to a
state where he accepts that the ongoing moral policing of the
state is the way society should be structured and that there is
no other better option that should be pondered over. The
space to rebel the norm is completely annihilated.

I’m Not Convinced
So, if in every way that I look at it, moral policing does not

appear to be the “right” option, then why must any state adopt
such a concept? The reasons presented thus forth were some.
But none too convincing to me as a liberal. One argument
stated that people don’t always know what is right for them;
they tend to make choices which bring only short term gain,
while in the long run they prove to be mistakes. Another
argument stated that people must be directed to follow certain
morals which prove to be best for common good. A third
argument stated something similar; morality needs to be
regulated so that people’s actions conform in such a way as to
lead to the progress of the state through unhampered growth.

Each of these arguments seems rather weak for all talk
about curtailment of liberty. I might seem to be too stuck on
the idea of liberty and rationality, but I must assure you that
these two ideas form the basis for a “good” life. Without the

acceptance that an individual possesses both of them, there
would be no progress possible in the human race. They are the
two stand points in an individual’s life.

Moral policing thus entails with it several limits on it
reasons. It focuses only on the society as a whole in turn
undermining the significance of the individual. Please don’t
get me wrong. Group welfare is important but not at such a
high cost; individual freedom should always remain the
primary principle.

Conclusion
Morality is important in society, but like all things it

should stay within its limits, which need to be well defined
when it comes to social dynamics. There are enough laws in
the state which ensure peace and prevent chaos. But they
remain within their limits. Using the tool of moral policing
tends to work outside the arena of morality and ends up
transforming into a mutated concept of the same. And often
these states transform into different setups, which are
completely devoid of the original meaning for which they
were set up, like the Theocratic state, the Militaristic state,
Dictatorships, etc. I am not implying that the above
mentioned state structures are wrong; I’m merely trying to
reiterate the fact that they are types where the amount of
individual liberty guaranteed is next to none.

Besides, only in an environment of true freedom, can an
individual such as myself, wish to truly express myself through
forums such as these.
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I read the topic a couple of days ago and it just set me
thinking. What is moral policing? Which all aspects of
our lives does it translate into? What is its impact in the

public sphere? And frankly most importantly does it shadow
my personal life?

“An actress in Chennai (who by the way was so popular
that there was a temple built in her name) expresses her
opinion about pre marital sex and the state steps in.”

“Girls must not wear the colour red to class in one of the
well known colleges of Mumbai because it distracts the boys.
Girls must not make overt or covert sexual advances at boys
even if they are their boyfriends/husbands, because ‘good girls’
do not do so. The boys who sing in public are ‘lafangas’-hooligans”

“The president of a very powerful nation in the west insists
that the national HIV prevention policy take the stand that
youngsters must wait to get married to have sexual
intercourse, instead of popularizing condoms because that’s
how a ‘cultured society’ should behave”

“And I- a girl, must not write so openly about ‘sex’ and
‘sexuality’. ”

—Ruchika Mohanty
Lady Shri Ram College for Women, Delhi

“the faculty in my college wanted to scan the essay before
we send it in for some inexplicable reason.”

“I have had to explicitly steer clear of names in all my
examples and will continue to do so in the entire essay for fear
of upsetting the moral sensibilities of the readers”.

So lets rephrase the questions, which aspect of our lives
does moral policing not spill into?

The proponents of the idea of moral policing have
arguments in favour of their stand. They enlist on board this
bandwagon one of the greatest social and political critics, not
really of our times, but great all the same. I heard them talk of
the Hobbes theory of social contract. Now I’m not the greatest
student of the theory but I do believe the adapted version goes
something like this….

We exist in societies and not as individuals because people
have certain needs - economic, cultural, physical,
psychological, which cannot be fulfilled without a symbiotic
arrangement. Thus human beings by mutual consent are living
in the society. The society is therefore a loosely held
congregation and each person has his individual space as long
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as his individual space does not encroach upon the rights of
another.

Good. Which means that we are allowed to “be” as long as
we are not getting into each other’s way. This obviously implies
that there will be and has to be a certain amount of
curtailment of freedom. For example, I cannot claim the right
to run wild and butcher people simply because it is my right to
“be”.

My submission is, what gives the state (in which the society
divest its power) to tell me which sex to have intercourse with
(referring to the Indian Penal Code’s provision to imprison
somebody who indulges in intercourse ‘against the laws of
nature’) or for the state to set a limit on the type of education
that will be considered by it as formal, or the society’s right to
inform me of the length of my skirt or the court’s right to
judge a woman’s character as moral or immoral, when the
question under consideration is the violation of her physical
and spiritual space by a person without her consent, the
constitution’s right to enforce a law that judges marital rape as
a null concept solely because the relationship between the man
and the woman is one which is sanctified by the society and
the religion.

My argument is not against societal rules; my argument is
against the societal rules that are established as unquestionable
and absolute. The argument is against the rules that do not
sustain the test of logic and reason- the ones which “are the
way they are”.

Now coming to the practical translation of my arguments. I
will be substantiating my stand by giving a few examples from
our own societal set up, which I feel are situations that raise

myriad questions regarding the very concept of morality.

Let me start with an incident which I’m sure is still fresh in
the mind of many, the famous case of a ward boy raping one
of the nurses in a hospital so brutally that apart form the
apparent sexual damage and emotional damage, he ripped one
of her eyes out. Now keeping in mind the healthy concept of
censoring oneself, I will refrain from giving a more detailed
and gory description of the damage. After a two year long legal
battle, which I’m sure wasn’t the happiest time of the woman’s
life, our excellent young man suggests that he will marry the
poor “victim”. How nice! The court passes the suggestion on
to the victim with a benevolent smile. Albeit the victim
refused, that does not dissolve the court of the absurd
moralistic suggestion that it may just not be such a bad idea to
live in “holy matrimony” with the perpetrator of this heinous
crime. Courts as a rule are expected to steer clear of out of
court settlements in criminal trials for fear of coercion but
purely because in this case the “chastity” of the woman was in
question the court seemed to have made this exception.

Let us move on to examples that are not one off in their
nature. Consider the family welfare policy that India has been
following for the past many years. Let me start by stating that
for the past 7 years the Indian medical fraternity has been well
aware that the transmission of HIV/AIDS has started vertically
i.e. from the high risk group of truck drivers, sex workers, gay
men to the general public. In fact according to the 2002
NACO report  37% of the people living with HIV/AIDS are
women of which 1% are sex workers. Obviously most women
have contracted HIV from their husbands. the state policy
family welfare continued until very recently to promote
sterilization as a method of contraception instead of use of
condoms. Condoms if popularized would be the best method

The argument
is against the
rules that do

not sustain
the test of
logic and

reason- the
ones which

“are the way
they are”.

VA-Book-27-06.p65 9/19/06, 7:38 PM34



○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○

V O I C E S      O F      T H E      Y O U N G  -  2 0 0 6�� �� �� 25

for the general public to protect themselves from unwanted
pregnancy, STDs and HIV/AIDS. Yet condoms are something,
which have largely been kept under wraps. In fact in the early
1990’s when the first state sponsored condom advertisement
was released, I’m not sure how many people remember it, but
I distinctly remember it being so ambiguous. It was an ad for
“nirodh” which I understood 7 years later in class 12 was a
condom and understood recently in a “sex education”
workshop was a protective method. Before that I never had the
courage to ask and the advertisement, frankly two young
people walking hand in hand into the sun, doesn’t tell the
viewer diddlysquat. On the other hand the kamasutra
advertisement which I’m sure if I had seen would probably
have told me a little earlier exactly what this object which is
pretty mush treated as “you know who” is. Had contraception
been a concept more widely understood by men and women
alike would probably have saved our society from the
pandemic we are now faced with. The other element closely
linked to the topic of the essay which has hampered the HIV
prevention drive in India is the inability of the drive to divorce
the movement from moral judgments. “Its ok for a sex worker
to have HIV. She deserves it. It is ok for her clients to have
HIV, they are immoral men. And what can the poor wife of
this immoral man do after all.” If the drive only left out the

“immorality” and armed the infected and affected with the
power to negotiate their safety.

I understand that the issue isn’t as simple as I am making it
out to be. But I also understand that it isn’t all that
complicated. For many years now organizations, individuals
have been asking for the establishment of a more gender
equitable society. The only way I feel the same can be achieved
is by ensuring that all institutions of the society steer clear of
moral evaluations. Which means that families, educational
institutions, courts, governments and hence individuals base
the rules and judgements on basic tenets of humanism instead
of the tenets of “good” behaviour.

I feel that now more than any other time in history we
need to reevaluate the social fabric and its logical reasoning
because now, is the time of change. National boundaries are
slowly relaxing, economic freedom is trying to establish itself;
closed cultural societies are looking beyond and mixing. Slowly
all the myriad colours around us are beginning to mix and all
the colours of the palette come together to make white - the
colour of equality and peace. If we do not question pre-
existing notions that are losing their significance we may just
leave behind a lot of victims of our stupidity.
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Ethics, or moral philosophy, is the study of human
actions in respect to their being right or wrong. The
actions of individuals and social groups supply the

subject matter of ethics. But this loaded term gets more and
more complex when it is applied in the society i.e. when we
head towards its practical application.

 We are not always sure about what moral principle should
govern a particular decision because of their interrelated and
ambiguous nature.

We may also disagree, as to the very meaning of the
principle or the virtue in question. And there are moral
conflicts between nations and well-meaning individuals. Moral
disagreement can sometimes reach back to the basic question
of why we should be moral at all, or why we should respect
moral obligation. Hence, comes the question of moral
regulation or policing.

The regime of moral regulation that emerged in the early
20th century was incorporated into the welfare state structures
that emerged after World War ll. It remained largely intact
until the 1960s. The past thirty-five years have seen a partial
moral deregulation, in the face of changes in capitalist society

and the emergence of militant lesbian/gay and women’s
movements. Capitalism, then, both opened up new spaces for
the development of sexuality and shut them down with a
regime of moral regulation. In the recent past, this regime of
moral regulation has undergone important changes. There has
been a partial moral deregulation as rules have been relaxed in
certain areas of life. Yet at the same time, new forms of moral
policing have been introduced.

Moral Policing in India
Moral policing has been on the rise in India. Sections of

the civil society have demanded explanations from the
government on this latest move, some even organizing
rehabilitation measures. The greater challenge however, is to
counter the society’s stigmatized attitude towards the women.
What is horrifying is that these attitudes have fertile breeding
grounds in the minds of high profile members of the
government who have been democratically elected.

A popular actress who speaks her mind about matters of
sexuality is coerced into apologizing, thanks to an orgy of
politically backed protests, which include effigy burning and
shrill cries for her arrest and banishment from the State for
allegedly “denigrating Tamil women.” In an engineering

—Yamini Patel
National Law Institute University, Bhopal
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college in Chennai’s suburbs, a student is pulled up for
wearing a dark shirt in violation of the institution’s  ‘code’ that
requires male students to wear only light-coloured shirts!  The
incident happens a couple of  months after the Vice-
Chancellor of Anna University ‘bans’ the wearing of jeans, T- ,
shirts, and sleeveless tops in 231 engineering colleges across the
State to make students dress “in a way that befits our culture.”
Something of a trend can be discerned in these disparate
happenings. The culture cops of Tamil Nadu are menacing
young people’s rights, including freedom of expression; and
also targeting girls and women in a sanctimonious, sexist way,
as several women’s organizations have pointed out. The recent
ban on dance bars in Maharashtra has sent the country’s
hospitality industry reeling under a feeling of insecurity while
its business is rather ironically witnessing the best of times in
recent years. The reason most easily apparent for their concern
is the levels’ of moral policing being enforced by the state,
which industry analysts generally feel is bizarre.

Moral Policing - Not just
The state is not interested in a system of ordered liberty

wherein citizens solve their own personal problems on their
own initiatives and with their own institutions. This loss of
individual and local responsibility is encouraged by a state only
too willing to step in to fill this void. It does so with its own
laws and institutions, which gain more and more, control of
the economy and social institutions. The further loss of a
transcendent sense of purpose allows the state to portray itself
as the proper organ for justifying every human activity. This
enhances the power of the state since no real room is left for a
free and responsible citizenry to do anything on its own.
Everything becomes politicized, especially those things in the
most sensitive area of charity and compassion. The tax power
is the measure of compassion. State schools and agencies take

control of the primary functions of the family, whose decay is
itself  largely the result of “compassionate” state intervention.

 The political project becomes one of refashioning man. He
is made into a sort of being that will be able to live in this new
benevolent state fashioned out of the compassion of the
conditioners. It is here that the modern all-caring state comes
into direct conflict with human nature or transcendent
purpose. The common good becomes its good. It fashions
what can be or must be. The redefinition of man gives the
state enormous new scope and power. It indeed makes a divine
claim.

We question the state’s role in defining and controlling the
morality of its citizens and its use of punitive religious and
municipal laws. Forced and fearful compliance with such laws,
results not in a more moral society but a mass of terrified,
submissive and hypocritical subjects.

Any law that attempts to regulate a citizen’s life to the
smallest detail has far-reaching consequences to the point that
it becomes unjust and unenforceable.

The vague provisions of such laws leave them wide open to
interpretation and abuse by enforcement officers, which can
lead to selective prosecution and victimization, usually on
those from a marginalized class, gender and/or community.
The responsibility of the Government is to uphold and protect
the rights of its citizens to justice, equality, freedom and
dignity at all times.

Psyche of the Indian People
 I think that overall we Indians are brainwashed into

thinking that it is alright for the government to control,
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having grown up in the benevolent shadow of the paternalistic
government of Chacha Nehru and his feudalistic socialism and
its oh-so-wonderful command control license permit quota raj.
We don’t question the intrusion of the government in every
aspect of our social and economic lives, in our private and
public lives. Not having lived in a truly free society, we even
lack the imagination to consider what a free society is like.

The attitude of following a higher authority is very deeply
ingrained in us. The parents share a part of blame. Many of
them try to control the lives of their adult children, and rarely
encourage independent thought and judgement.

Moral Policing - An Alternate Approach
 The shout against ‘moral policing’ rests on this logic.

 “If the society were to police, it would be lawless. If the
community were to do it, it would be oppressive. If the family
were to police, it would be stifling. So allow the law, only the
law, to police. That is, allow only the state to police. In other
words, allow only the police to police.” But the police, the
liberals know, enforce only the law, not morals. So the liberals
want people unburdened of morals, that is, to be free of
morals. They seem keen to raise an amoral people and call
them free. But, how free would such free people be? They
would be the least free, in fact. They will be the most State-
dependent, in substance. Take the Swedish people, adored as
the freest and most advanced in human development index, as
an example. In the end the Swedish are most state-dependent
in fact and consequently the least free in substance. Result, a
couple of years ago, the Swedish Government had to enact
that the uncared for aged Swedish could appoint a helper to
look after them at State’s cost. Sweden survives this because its
population is just two-thirds of Mumbai’s. Can we, a nation

some 120 times bigger, think of such a moral, actually amoral,
as most of us see it, model! This kind of liberalism knocks
down marriages and families; erodes respect for society.

Families cannot be established or nurtured by law, nor can
communities be organized or saved by law.

Society is composed of minorities, each of which considers
itself to possess a monopoly of the moral norm. Reconciling
their demands and attitudes to each other will inevitably fall
into the state orbit of responsibility, as long as they remain the
emergency service of first resort.

The conventional wisdom today is that Government should
get out of the back of the people. There was a time when we
talked about the commanding heights of the economy being
controlled by the state. Now the prevailing philosophy is to
remove the state from the economy and allow the market
forces to prevail. At the same time, there is not enough
realization of two things. The first is that, however, much
liberal we may become and however closely we may get linked
to the global economy, ultimately the Government has to
perform the basic task of governance. Governance begins with
building and maintaining an orderly society. Also when the
family and other such institutions are dead, the state has to
step in to fill the void, care for the aged, the infirm, and the
unemployed.

The second thing is that without an orderly and peaceful
society there will be no economic development. This means
there will be no trade either locally or globally. Maintenance of
law and order therefore, is a perennial function of any
government worth its name and this is directly linked with the
policing.
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Various other examples similarly can also be quoted. For
instance, the Constitution of India legitimizes such moral
policing by the state through Article 19 that deals with
protection of the right to freedom of speech. Clause 19.2
states that the state may impose “reasonable restrictions” on the
right to freedom and expression in the interests of morality -
among other things like sovereignty, integrity etc. Further,
clause 19.4 empowers the state to limit the right to form
associations and unions in the  name of morality.

Another major reason justifying the state’s activity is
people’s helplessness in stopping by themselves without any
help of state, the havoc abusers of law can cause on others.
Keeping this view in mind it is reasonable to believe that the
State may ban Valentine’s day celebrations deeming it to be
amoral.

Another problem is our culture and the way we think about
morality.  The Indian people tend to blame alcohol (the
substance) for the problems it causes, rather than blaming the
subtler things which are real reasons which cause problems
such as addiction and DUI. So instead of giving the freedom
to consume alcohol and providing education about
consumption, addiction, DUI etc. we simply ban the

substance. Same goes for “gutka” ban in Maharashtra. Its
probably the same reason why we have a censor board (instead
of simply a rating system which puts the responsibility on
people).

I think the problem is our “perception of problem”. It’s not
because we are brainwashed but I think it is deeply ingrained
in our culture. So its not surprising that it is reflected in our
government!

To conclude it would be logical to say that there are always
some who violate what is right, and hence the state is unlikely
to wither away, at least until very far-reaching and
fundamental changes occur in human nature. However, such
limited use of the state, for a handful of miscreants, is not the
issue. What we must try to avoid is relying on the state to
maintain social order, which can be achieved more humanely
and at less cost by the voluntary observance of those values we
all hold dear, such as driving without endangering others and
paying our share of the communities’ burdens. In short, the
more people generally agree with one another about what is to
be done and encourage one another to live up to these
agreements, the smaller the role that coercive authority will
play and the more civil the community.
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try to avoid is
relying on the
state to
maintain social
order, which
can be
achieved more
humanely and
at less cost by
the voluntary
observance of
those values
we all hold
dear

Moral Policing by State: Limits of Reasons

VA-Book-27-06.p65 9/19/06, 7:38 PM39



V O I C E S      O F      T H E      Y O U N G  -  2 0 0 6

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○

�� �� ��30

Like Anne Frank, I started questioning the world and its
ways at an early age.  However, the topic of ‘morals’ was
never the point of contention-thanks to my grandma’s

stories. I knew it was bedtime when she quietly whispered
into my ears- “And the moral of the story is…” I faced the
challenging dilemma regarding its definition only when I
grew up to experience the complex world around me. Like
many, I grappled. Morals may be strictly defined as the
‘concern with the distinction between good and evil or right
and wrong’.
1 In reality, the definition is far from simple. Many describe
morality as ‘a complex of principles based on cultural,
religious, and philosophical concepts and beliefs, by which
an individual determines whether his or her actions are right
or wrong.’ Often morals are interchangeably used for ‘ethics’
and Morality is defined as the ‘doctrines governing moral
duties, or the duties of men in their social character’. We
may not agree on a universal definition of morals and
morality but there is a general consensus that morality is
situational. Therefore any attempts to codify and regulate

Yavnika Khanna
College of Business Studies, Delhi

morality by the state has unintended consequences on the
economic, social and cultural fabric.

Morality has to be distinguished from ‘legality’. Often,
the state uses legal measures to regulate morality.  What
may be moral for one group of people may not be
considered ‘moral’ within another set whereas laws by and
large are applied to all the citizens of the nation. Imagine
the consequences, if morality were to be standardized across
the nation! The two terms are often the heart of a
controversy- an act may be immoral but not illegal or what
is denoted as immoral in one society could be perfectly
moral and legal in another one. However, disparate strands
of lives are subject to common oppression by the
government when it comes to deciding which film to watch
on Fridays, which substances to consume or what to do in
their bedrooms. Not only the state intervenes, it punishes
for what it thinks is wrong. The definition of what it
considers as a “wrong” is inevitably linked to its own
political ends.

1 According to WordNet-a Cognitive Science Laboratory developed by Princeton University available at www.wordnet.princeton.edu/perl/webwn
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The central question that arises in the midst of this
maelstrom is: To what extent can the state get in the way of
the lives of the citizens (presumably for their ‘welfare’) before
it becomes oppressive and authoritarian?

Thomas Hobbes opted for a ‘politics of divine
containment’ where the fundamental aim of government was
to construct an egalitarian social order, with little tolerance
for dissent. 2In Hobbes’ model of the ideal Commonwealth
captured in his Leviathan (1641), the sovereign would rule as
God’s prefect on earth, ensuring that the boundaries of
discursive economies, social norms and political activity
would not be violated.

3French thinker, Rousseau hoped to justify the citizen’s
forced membership to the nation-state by emphasizing both
the obligations and benefits of civic culture. The challenge that
stands before Rousseau (and for that matter, the governments)
is to find the means to morally justify such social bondage and
submission to the greater will of the community as a whole.
The modern state demonstrates a distinct fear of human
beings and independent human agency. Almost all
governments all over the world show a tendency to over-police
the citizenry, panicking that all hell will break loose if there is
no social policing at all. The state forgets the basic
underpinning that human beings are far more rational,
responsible and socially-conscious than they think them to be.
The same streak of anti-humanism characterizes the seemingly
dissimilar acts of public executions by Taliban, censoring
broadcast media and banning jeans in colleges.

Stifled Voices
Government clampdown on Dance bars: Politics or

morality?
On April 12, 2005 the state government imposed a ban on

the dance bars everywhere in Maharashtra including in
Mumbai. The self-proclaimed moral custodian and the
Deputy Chief Minister of Maharashtra suddenly declared that
the bars were having a “corrupting influence” on the city’s
cultural fabric.

An estimated 175000 bar girls and 3, 00,000 bar-waiters
were rendered unemployed.4  Interestingly, the ban came after
renewal of the licenses of all dance bars in January. One
cannot help and see this as a politically motivated move, how
else could state let go the Rs.1500 crores inflow into the state
exchequer?

Chains extend to basic choices
Raju and Mala, a lesbian couple in a conservative and

remote district in Punjab made a juicy media byte when they
decided to dismiss the convention of ‘man weds his bride’.
Their sexual lives and preferences are not only disregarded by
the society but also the law books. The Indian Penal Code
regards same sex communion as a criminal offense. The
offenders could be sentenced to a lifetime of imprisonment
besides being fined. Incidentally, Queen Victoria’s government
devised this archaic law in 1860. It is also worthwhile to note
that Britain has now deleted this section in its own law! It is
absurd to note that section 377 is far cry from accepting
human diversity.

2 William E. Connolly, ‘Hobbes: The Politics of Divine Containment’, in Political Theory and Modernity, Oxford: Blackwell, 1988.

3William E. Connolly, ‘Rousseau: Docility through Citizenship’, in Political Theory and Modernity, Oxford: Blackwell, 1988.

4 Statistics from www.indianngos.com

The state
forgets the
basic
underpinning
that human
beings are far
more rational,
responsible
and socially-
conscious
than they
think them to
be.

Moral Policing by State: Limits of Reasons

VA-Book-27-06.p65 9/19/06, 7:38 PM41



V O I C E S      O F      T H E      Y O U N G  -  2 0 0 6

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○
○

○

�� �� ��32

The law criminalizes all sexual acts that do not lead to
proliferation of human race. Moreover, there have been
instances where the law enforcement agencies have
blackmailed homosexuals who are too afraid to come out in
the open due to social stigma.

Trust Thy Citizens!
No individual or community at present is allowed to run its

own community radio broadcast. 5Only reputed educational
institutions or organizations affiliated to the government are
allowed to apply for Community radio licenses. Community
radio in a democracy like India could prove to be a vibrant
network for information dissemination. Besides radio shares
immense popularity and can penetrate into the remotest
regions of the nation. It is precisely this reason that the
government currently not only tells the channels what not to
do but also what to do- reducing the medium into a
government mouth piece. The channels have to follow the
Programme Code of All India Radio, thus defeating the whole
purpose of community radio which is to cater to local needs.
Further, these channels cannot carry political content or
advertisements. The content regulations prescribe
commonsensical conventions like those that the content
broadcasted should not ‘promote-anti-national attitudes’ and
‘improper exploitation of religious susceptibilities’. Why
should the state presume that the citizens possess malafide
intentions? Far from encouraging free expression, the
Department of Telecommunication seized a transmitter set up
by a World Bank-funded and state-government supported
programme in Andhra Pradesh, Mana Radio, run by the
Society for Elimination of Rural Poverty. The government is
actually yanking channels off air!

The Emperor has no Clothes
James A Dorn in his essay “Rise of Government and the

Decline of Morality” lucidly says that Government
intervention in the economy, in the community and in the
society has increased the payoff from political action and
reduced the scope of private action. He accuses the state of
being intellectually, morally and constitutionally bankrupt.

Though we keep hearing of numerous examples of the state
erring on accounts of corruption, perpetrating terrorism,
proliferating nuclear weapons and causing custodial deaths
(and a few months ago-a police constable raping a young girl
in Marine Drive) –some of us still think our morality can be
decided in the parliament.

In a poor country like India, the State should have better
things to do rather than create a raucous every Valentines Day
and penalize couples romancing at Chowpatti beach. Besides,
the state is accountable to public for carrying any such
clampdowns, because the State uses up tax payers’ money.
Government benevolence is artificial. In fact, French liberal
Frederick Bastiat goes as far as to term it as a ‘legal plunder’.

The State allows individuals to undertake all kinds of
perilous actions-from mountaineering to smoking and even
eating fire. It allows people to consume liquor and well, in
Delhi, the state undertakings supply liquor! These are all
pursuits which raise concerns for mothers and insurance
companies alike, but are readily tolerated by the State.

John Stuart Mill, British liberal philosopher urged that the
state had no right to intervene to prevent individuals from
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5 Licensing procedure for community radio accessed on 20 September 2005 at http://mib.nic.in/informationb/CODES/frames.htm
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doing something that harmed them, if no harm was being
thereby done to the rest of the society. “Over himself and his
body and mind, individual is sovereign” proclaimed Mill.
Considering the entirety of the scenario, can the state be
expected to become moral?

Conclusion
It is difficult to chalk out definite boundaries while talking

of morality. Boundaries melt into one another-what one group
finds moral the other may not. If the citizens allow the state to

enter one domain it is most likely to make its way into almost
everything. The state can express its opinion on matters of
public welfare but punishing citizens for not complying is
immoral- Morality ends where coercion begins.

Each day numerous silent freedom struggles are being
fought.  In the India of my vision, Tagore’s dream will be
lived- India would be a land ‘where the head is held high and
mind is without fear’.

Morality ends
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“To be or not to be, that is the question,” says Hamlet, the
prince of Denmark in the great Shakespearian tragedy.

The spirit of his father, the king of Denmark, beckons
Hamlet from the heaven to take revenge on his uncle, the
murderer of his father and the usurper of the throne of
Denmark. The uncle is seated in prayer, totally unarmed and
unprotected, a sitting duck for an avenger. Take revenge he
must, but should he kill him in the state of prayer?
“Conscience doth make a coward of us all,” declares Hamlet,
and removes himself from the scene. ‘End should justify the
means’, or ‘means should justify the end’. That is the
question. Hitler was the exponent of the first, and Gandhi,
the apostle of the second. History remembers both, but how
differently!

“Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains,” says
Rousseau, the great French philosopher. In the conduct of his
affairs man is governed by certain social norms, codes of
conduct and laws enacted by the society to control his
behaviour. Man, however, is too complex and too intelligent a
creature to be really controlled by preset rules. Further, no
norm can be final in a growing body organization, which a
society is. History is replete with instances where people of

great substance rebelled against the norms of society, got
punished for their acts of defiance, but finally succeeded in
getting their ideas accepted, and setting new norms for the
coming generations. Christ was crucified, Socrates was made
to drink the poison, and Galileo was condemned to prison. All
these greats exercised their right to do, but societies thought
that they were not doing right. Today they are hailed as the
source of light for the entire mankind. Satipratha (the practice
of self immolation by the widows) was, once upon a time, the
right of a woman as well as a right thing to do in a Hindu
society. Today it is neither. India still debates whether Gandhi
was right in accepting the partition of India. The civilized
world today is divided over the question of capital punishment
and on many other issues of importance. When the man and
society are in such a state of evolution and change, right to do
will keep on changing and so will the do it right.

Further, societies differ, and, therefore, there can be no
uniformity about the social norms and guidelines to govern
human behaviour. While for a Muslim it is absolutely normal
to marry more than one woman, for a Hindu or a Christian it
is out rightly unlawful. It is no more a question of right or
wrong here. It is a question of what is acceptable in a
particular society. That means what is right and lawful in one

—Manasi Singh
Hindu College, Delhi
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society, can become wrong and unlawful in another. So there
is nothing absolute about what the right or wrong is.

Also, sometimes it appears that it is the powerful, which
decide what their own right is and what is right for others. In
other words ‘might is right’ appears to be a reality. Right to
keep nuclear arms is right for one country but another country
can be attacked for exercising its right to do the same right
thing. In the matters related to what is right or wrong for a
woman, man has for long tried to be the deciding authority.

When right and wrong are in such a fluid state, and when
their authority itself is sometimes so questionable, should not
the man be freed from the chains of social norms? Should not
then he be let free to follow his natural instincts, to do
whatever he thinks is his right to do? That is where he was in
the Stone Age, when it was absolutely natural for him to kill
an animal to satisfy his hunger. He, however, raised himself to
the state of Buddha, to whom, killing even an ant was
inhuman.

It is such a puzzle. A free man creates laws to curtail his
own freedom, to control his own right to do. An intelligent
creature, that man is, cannot be acting against his own
interests, and, therefore, it is logical to conclude that his right
to do must be having its origin in do it right. And if it is so the
two should never be in conflict with each other. Both should
go hand in hand. It should never be a matter of choice
between ‘Right to do’ and ‘Do it right’. It, however, is.

What then is the solution? Is there anything like universal
laws, which can  help a person in this state of confusion? Yes
there are. There are laws of inner working. But before we
understand those, let us understand what the purpose of all

these rights and responsibilities is. What are we trying to
ensure by enacting all the laws to govern human behaviour?
What is the objective of all the norms, social, ethical, moral or
whatever? Law, be it inner or outer, why after all? What
ultimately are we seeking?

 The ultimate quest for a human being is the quest for
happiness. While different people may have different opinions
about what happiness is all about, for the sake of having a
uniform reference point let us agree that happiness is
something in which the spirit of the man experiences the joy
of existence, something which is  lasting, which makes man
flourish, which enriches his sojourn on planet earth, which
results into growth and brings about self-fulfillment.

Generations come and go, civilizations develop and get
destroyed, but human spirit does not change. Neither does its
quest for a lasting happiness. So there has to be something
more permanent than the fickle social norms to ensure that
lasting happiness. There have to be some principles that act as
a lighthouse in the rough waters of life, something like the law
of gravity, a law, which is impossible to break, acting against
which we can only break ourselves.

Counting a few such principles, there are integrity and
honesty, which create the foundation of trust so essential for
cooperation and long-term personal growth; and human
dignity, containing in it man’s inalienable rights of ‘Life,
Liberty, and Pursuit of Happiness’. Another principle is
service, or the idea of making a contribution. Another is
quality or excellence. Then there is the principle of potential,
which Deepak Chopra calls the Law of Pure Potentiality, the
idea that we can grow and develop, with the accompanying
need for principles such as patience, nurturance, and
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encouragement. Enumerating these in his book, ‘Seven Habits
of Highly Effective People’ Stephen R. Covey says, “ Principles
are not practices. While practices are situation-specific,
principles are deep, fundamental truths that have universal
application. They apply to individuals, to marriages, to
families, to private and public organizations of every kind.”

Let these principles be the guide in the affairs of the man.
True, we may still require those practices, those enacted laws,
but our effort should be directed towards living and leading a
principle-based life. Once these principles take deep roots in
our value system, there will never be a confrontation between
‘Right to do’ and ‘Do it right’, between the means and the ends.

The question arises how to do it. Here comes the role of
leadership, the role of having a vision, a longer-term view of
life, of caring and developing, and of handing over the torch of
effective living to the next generation. It is not only the
nations that require leaders. Leaders are required in every
sphere of human activity, and they will not descend from some
alien land. Each one of us needs to assume this role as parents

in our homes, as teachers in schools and colleges, as students
at the campus, as workers and managers in the organizations,
and above all simply as citizens of the planet earth in
whichever walk of life we may be. We have to just make sure
that the leadership we provide is principle-based and our acts
are directed towards greater human happiness, for action
speaks louder than words. Each one of us has to be a role
model for the people whose life we are in a position to
influence.

Every great journey begins with one step. Every great
enterprise starts with one person’s dream. Each one of us can
make a difference. Let each one of us play his role in the
drama, rather Dharma of life, upholding the principles of
human dignity, integrity, honesty, truthfulness, quality,
potential, growth, patience and encouragement, making his
appearance on this stage a beautiful and enriching experience
both for himself and for others. Let each one of us leave a
legacy, which is worth being relived time and again. Let us not
look for shortcuts. As there are no shortcuts to success, there
are no shortcuts to lasting happiness.
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We live in a time of rapidly mounting crisis.
Extensive human economic activity, especially in
the last century, has pushed the biosphere far from

its natural equilibrium point. We are now reaping the
consequences of that carelessness and disregard for the earth,
in the form of freak weather phenomena, frequent
earthquakes, global warming, and, most tellingly, less and less
resources. In the last decade, human consumption and waste
production has reached its highest point ever, exceeding by
approximately 15 percent the planet’s biological capacity to
produce and absorb. Commodity prices recently hit a 24-year
high, driven by worries that burgeoning global demand is
rapidly outstripping supply. It is predicted that we will shortly
use up all our resources, that new and alternate technologies
will not meet growing needs, or easily replace old ones, and
that these will be accompanied by irreversible climate change
and food shortage.

The age of arrogance is over. We can no longer pretend that
the earth and its resources exist for our own personal
convenience, to be used, wasted and discarded at will. It is

“When the last tree has died and the last river been poisoned and the last fish been caught, we will realize we
cannot eat money.”  - Cree

time to realize that the idea of claiming ownership of the earth
-for ourselves, or for any other generation, or any other
species, is ridiculous. The earth is no commodity, but the
source of our sustenance, the source of life and livelihood. It is
our collective responsibility to protect natural resources and
nature, for our own survival as a species, for the survival of all
species and all beings, and for the survival of the planet as a
whole.

The current world population, already over six billion, is
clearly too large for our planet to support; eight hundred
million people suffer from malnutrition. Faced with this,
much of the developing world faces a stark choice: protecting
the environment or feeding its people, or in other words,
feeding its current population or being able to feed future
populations. Our water problems are, in particular, some of
the most pressing, and most mismanaged, as well as those with
the maximum potential for international disputes. Across the
world, rivers have been straightened to ease navigation,
banked for flood control, dammed and diverted for irrigation,
and filled with toxic waste. To facilitate development, wetlands

—Naintara Maya Oberoi
Lady Shri Ram College for Women, Delhi

It is time to
realize that
the idea of
claiming
ownership of
the earth -for
ourselves, or
for any other
generation, or
any other
species, is
ridiculous.

We Have Not Inherited the Earth from Our Fathers; We are Borrowing It from Our Children
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have been drained, natural flows and stream channels altered.
The result is a world where most major rivers and lakes no
longer retain their full ecological function, which severely
hampers how water sources replenish and renew themselves.
Significantly, Palestine rejected a recent peace proposal from
Israel because, among other things, it did not give them
control of water resources within their semi-arid territory.
Israel’s water policy heightens political resentment and,
ultimately, makes reaching any peace agreement more difficult,
lending credence to the fears that the next world war will be
fought not about Serbia or Poland, but about water and other
natural resources.

One of the biggest flashpoints of ecological concerns
relates, quite literally, to nuclear power and to industrial
forces. Touted as a solution to our resource problems, nuclear
power is in reality, only a bigger problem with overwhelmingly
disastrous consequences for our health and the earth’s. While
proponents of nuclear power argue that that it is a great
alternative to fossil fuels, which are not only ecologically
harmful, but also running out, the process of uranium
enrichment for fuel for nuclear power releases huge quantities
of carbon dioxide and dichlorotetrafluoroethane or CFC-114
(which is a considerably more potent global warmer and heat
trapper than carbon dioxide) into the air. Every nuclear reactor
produces tonnes of highly radioactive waste each year, the
majority of which is extremely long-lived, and must be isolated
from the ecosphere for thousands of years. As it leaks into the
environment, it will bio-concentrate by orders of magnitude at
each step of the food chain, becoming more and more
terrifying the further up the chain it travels. The effects of this
on future generations are inconceivable, but a prelude can
already be seen in the large number of genetic mutations and
occurrences of disease found near industrial areas where toxic

factory waste is dumped by the kilolitre into nearby rivers and
soil. These, the only source of water and food respectively for
entire villages, become not fountainheads of sustenance
livelihood, but of slow death, psychological disorders, genetic
defects, skin and lung cancers, and poisoned occupations. The
phenomenon by which people are first deprived of the means
to their livelihood, and then inducted into the system itself, by
being provided an alternative job at the very nuclear power
plant or factory that has taken their occupation from them,
allows no protest, tolerates no criticism of ruthless industrial
development. It silences by pretending to sustain, when in
reality, it poisons and stifles.

But the tension between the forces of development and the
fight for environmental preservation is misleading; the two are
not antithetical to each other. It is only the particular
twentieth-century implementations of capitalism, which took
no notice of the environment, that allow us to believe so. A
new industrial system, in fact, a new industrial approach
armed with environmental conscience and consciousness is
possible. It is no longer feasible to go on behaving as if the
environment is a minor, unimportant, and extraneous factor
of production, and we must accept it as the centre of all
economies, the wellspring of all sustenance and resources.
Future economic progress will now best take place in
democratic economies in which all forms of capital, including
human, manufactured, financial, and natural capital, are fully
valued, where technology is not extractive but replenishing,
and where the goal is not wealth but collective well-being.

In the next century, as human population doubles and
resources shrink, a great transformation of industry has to
occur, attempting to create a world economy that uses
radically less material and energy. The concept of sustainable

It is no longer
feasible to go
on behaving

as if the
environment

is a minor,
unimportant,

and
extraneous

factor of
production,

and we must
accept it as

the centre of
all

economies...
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development is intended to be a means of planning and acting
so that we may meet our current needs while preserving
biodiversity, natural ecosystems, and resources bases for the
future. In simpler words, sustainability is providing for the
best for people and the environment both now and in the
indefinite future, achieving the well being of the ecosystem as
well as the human race. To this end, we must re-evaluate our
entire system of production and consumption, every tool,
machine and process. Anything that is produced by the world
economy should fulfil not just the criteria of being
economically viable but also of being environmentally
sustainable, generating or saving as much energy as it
consumes. A product or process or service must be valued by
how much energy goes into its production, and how much
energy it takes to replace the precious raw materials used.

Increasing the productivity of resources, and reducing waste
will slow resource depletion, lower pollution, and also provide
added forms of employment. The alarming trend of worldwide
planetary destruction can be halted and possibly, eventually
even reversed, by reinvesting in sustaining, restoring, and
expanding stocks of natural capital, so that the biosphere can
rest and replenish itself. In the meantime, perhaps a
moratorium on new scientific innovations that may have
potentially negative implications for the planet and people is
necessary; if human history shows us that we have been
unwise and self-centered, we can now learn to be patient and
wise. We cannot now behave as if we are unaware of the

implications of our actions, we cannot now plunder and waste,
believing it our right to drive the earth to destruction and
toxic barrenness.

We, as a race, hope to inhabit this planet for a good many
more millennia. That inhabitancy can only be possible if we
curtail our careless and arrogant patterns of production and
consumption, and their acclerating effects on the planet. We
must make sure our descendants inherit a viable world and an
economy of workable technology. We cannot now live as we
have for so long, ignoring the vitality and humanity of the
earth, and nourishing only ourselves. If we claim the title of
the most evolved race on earth, we must also shoulder the
stewardship of the planet, and this goes beyond mere
economic values, and certainly beyond feeding our own
insatiable desires. It means preserving and protecting the
elements and returning all we take to the cycle of regeneration.
It means restoring the equilibrium we have shattered, and
emphasizing the environmental, ethical and spiritual values
that are vital to any true and viable civilization. It means living
in right relation to the earth, recognizing that it is a living
entity, not putting price tags on its resources, but valuing and
preserving them. And finally, it means achieving our utmost
potential and well-being through the well-being of all around
us, living not as if we have no relation to the soil beneath our
concrete, but with a true sense of celebration of the planet,
living not just on the earth, but with it.

It means living
in right
relation to the
earth,
recognizing
that it is a
living entity,
not putting
price tags on
its resources,
but valuing
and
preserving
them.

We Have Not Inherited the Earth from Our Fathers; We are Borrowing It from Our Children
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Children of God

An agonized wail emanates from a post-surgery recovery
room, renting the cool night air. A pale young mother
clings to her grotesquely sick hydrocephalic newborn. The

baby’s eyeballs are twisted rancorously in their tender sockets and
its sutures are separated. Its dilated scalp veins and peculiarly
water-melon-sized head clinch the pathetic vision. The mother’s
face contorts with horror as the baby’s face turns into a malevolent
shade of blue. As the child breathes its last, its head lolling back
lifelessly, the woman’s wild screams continue unabated, reaching
an insurgent crescendo. She is unconscious of the doctor’s arm on
her shoulder, unconscious of being whisked away in a stretcher
with a grief-stricken husband in tow.

Isn’t it unarguably clear that we, the present generation are
enjoying immensely at the expense of our future progenies?
We have not acquired the right to despoil future’s children.
Drawing benefits from the plethora of scientific and
technological advancements, which have bombarded the globe
today, is acceptable only if we do not in the process thwart the
ability of our future generations to meet their needs. I care
deeply about nature and humanity. I hereby make a personal
pledge to the youth of the present era and the potential yet-to-
be-born global visionaries of tomorrow.

—Nischinta Amarnath
Stella Maris College, Chennai

The human race is far from perfect. No optimality can be
realized in practical life. What can be achieved is a near-
perfect trade-off between equity and efficiency through
induced incentives – the second best, which in many an
instance has proven to engender results substantially more
promising than those of that elusive first-best solution. Given
this scenario, humanity warrants my love, reverence and
nurturance. The world will continue to evolve in a positive
direction, if each of us takes decisions, unfailingly keeping the
future in view.

The tragic demise of the hydrocephalic newborn in the
prelude to my article symbolizes the apathetic face of the
nuclear ethos, which reigns supreme in all its turbulence
today. My heart leapt to my throat when I beheld those lucidly
coloured photographs of what in cold medical nomenclature is
termed as ‘congenital anomalies’ (which you and I would
better understand as hideous birth deformities). Instances of
babies being born with brains rotting outside their skulls,
heads bearing deformed legs, half a head and nothing more
than a head and two amphibian arms, are numerous. Aren’t we
responsible for these obscenities?

  Birth deformities constitute merely the tip of the chilling
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iceberg. Hedonistic pursuits have led us to indulge in activities
that cast a devastating impact on the world ecosystem in the
guise of cyclones, global warming, over-exploitation and
exhaustion of resources, reduced soil fertility and loss of
biodiversity on account of toxicities and high levels of air and
water pollution. The disruption of the marine ecosystem along
the Black Sea Coast, which is unceremoniously used, as a
drainage yard by six surrounding countries is not unknown to
many. Only 6 of the hitherto 26 species of commercial fish
remain in sizeable quantity today, thanks to the cumulative
effects of 60,000 tonnes of phosphorous, which the sea was
later found to contain. This action on our part also insinuates
an abuse of common property and open-access resources.
What can we offer to our future generations if we deface the
gift of the Divine that is nature? Should they be left to pick up
the shattered remnants of a disturbed ecological balance or rot
in the injury we have subject our environment to?

Fortunately, environmentalists, developmental economists
and social activists are pitching in to influence policy makers
to execute action-packed solution strategies with governmental
foresight. The ban imposed on the sale of snakeskin, which
extended a profitable avenue to leather manufacturers and the
Chipko movement, which, initiated en masse moved
deforesters so much that it weaned them away from felling
down rows of trees, are cases in point that are to be chronicled
proudly in the annals of Indian environmental history.
However, blindly urging economic and environmental growth
will lead us nowhere unless this oft-repeated multi-dimensional
variable that we term ‘development’ encompasses another
component – ‘long-range planning’ – to ensure sustainability.

Charity begins at home, they say. So, what can I as a core
constituent of the future of tomorrow, do to alleviate the

impact of wanton human activity on our planet?

To begin with, I would as a parent teach my children to be
responsible for themselves, instilling in them strong ethics,
value systems and cultural beliefs that they could pass on to
their scion, radiating love and harmony across the world.

As a writer, media analyst and the mastermind of a media
unit, I will play an integral role in repositioning the media
sector as an engineer of a revolutionary change in the mindsets
and attitudes of the masses. I would like to establish a
nationally based media enterprise and contribute to the
expansion of tangible and intangible wealth in our nation.

As an entrepreneur in my own right, I will lay emphasis on
increasing both human and non-human aspects of wealth for
society, directing more focus on expanding human wealth,
which we can harvest from the present value of earnings
obtained by putting our intellect to constructive use as against
non-human wealth, which is generated from the value of
income acquired from financial and capital assets. While the
non-human wealth resource pool would indeed endow us with
the materialistic delights of life, it is human wealth, which is
the sole key to spiritual enlightenment, which I view as a
sentinel of peace, love and harmony – three elements that
would triumph over greed at a personal level and imperialism
at the international level. The latter can be seen in numerous
examples that world history is replete with.

Another related question pops into my mind. Are the
world’s superpowers today doling out grants and aids to
backward nations because of a genuine concern for the less
developed? Or do they take pleasure in reasserting their
‘superior positions’? If the syndrome of Dogs Vs Underdogs is
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at play, I can state with conviction that the trend will not
continue for long. With the brilliant foray of transnational
conglomerates into the Indian economy, India is scaling newfound
heights as a hard-to-rout competitor in the global market. If
our nation keeps up this level of performance and develops
Her intellectual capital with emphasis on ‘Quality Improvement’,
she would Herself become a superpower by 2030.

But what delays us from achieving this objective? Although
India is welcoming change and producing platoons of
highbrows, She is not able to mount the high-development
status stallion, owing to mass corruption, inadvertent
squandering of resources, dissipation of disbursed state
revenues into unintended zones, inefficient administrative
capacity, unpunctuality and lack of prioritisation and
streamlining of activities.

What is required is a judicious blend of creative and
practical thought, which would revamp the standards of
policy-making by infusing social and distributive justice and
encouraging a more conducive global ambience for women,
marginalized or otherwise. If I, as a first-generation media
baron, possessed the power to influence change at every level
of society, economists and political analysts are the groups of
persons I would first work on.

I would adopt innovative CSR (Corporate Social
Responsibility) initiatives to educate the downtrodden and
marginalized. When I frame a budget for personal or
professional purposes, I will balance my luxuries with the
needs of humanity. I would plough back a portion of retained
earnings from my company to set up a trust exclusively for the

purpose of initiating awareness campaigns on prevailing social
issues, funding meritorious but financially precarious students
and encouraging individuals from the lower economic strata to
enroll at tertiary levels of education.

Growth should never be stagnant even in nations that have
successfully attained high standards of living and an enriching
quality of life. Constant innovations are necessary to accelerate
the pace of dynamism of an economy. But in inventing and
innovating, environmental concerns must not be forgotten.
Resource exhaustion is to be handled effectively too. As a
writer, I would embark on projects that involve propelling
producers and Governments to create a pool of savings from
exhaustible resources (like oil) and reinvest the percentage of
returns obtained from their extraction into renewable capital
assets (such as investments in large-scale water desalination
projects, as Saudi Arabia is currently resorting to).

If we are to lead a discordance-free existence, bigotry and
ethnocentrism must be fended off. An acceptance of and
adaptability to diverse cultures and lifestyles is essential to keep
at bay the evils of war, technology and insouciance, infusing
the power of love in every soul. We are all Children of God.
What each of us needs as the curtain of life draws to a close is
the blissful knowledge of having made a difference to
someone’s life (no matter how small a difference it may be)
and six feet of ground to rest in eternal peace.

I will therefore be instrumental in bequeathing to the
future generations a world, which is technologically,
economically, ecologically and morally feasible.
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Present Imperfect

Those days are still very vivid in my memory. The days
when with the outset of winter and onset of the spring
the sparrows, the pigeons would begin flitting in and

out of verandahs in our house in search of suitable crevices,
spaces in the ventilators to build their nests and lay eggs. The
sparrows would as if by some previous arrangement occupy the
back verandah while the pigeons the front verandah.. I would
watch them amazingly. The cacophony of their incessant
chirping  with the break of the dawn would act as a signal for
me to get out of the bed to get ready to go to the school. I was
then in the 9th standard. The following year I had my 10th

Board examinations. I  needed to get up earlier than the dawn
and so I switched over to the time alarm. 11th standard was less
taxing but I needed to go to the school. It was at this time that
I observed the absence of flurry of the flitting in and  out of
the sparrows and pigeons in our house. Though I could spot
them outside in the open they were not in their usual large
numbers. There were fewer of them. Missing among them was
my favorite sparrow with a leg broken which used to make
her wobble around. I was sad. I could not comprehend the
reasons for their so large a disappearance until I came across an
article in the Femina which voiced concern over the dwindling
population of the sparrows and pigeons in the cities and listed

 —Shailey Hingorani
Lady Shri Ram College for Women, Delhi

reasons therefore which I have discussed later in this article.
Another species which is fast becoming extinct, at least in
India, is the vulture. It is believed the population of the
vultures in Indian cities has dwindled by a whopping 90%.
The exact reasons for this are not known.

Past Imperfect
Everybody concedes that the earth is not the same as we

inherited from our forefathers. It is badly bruised today. Man
in his greed to make his life extra comfortable has played
havoc with the earth’s natural resources  and harmed the
ecological balance. What is tragic is  that he is not any happier
than his previous generation and  the real happiness still eludes
him.

The ills afflicting the earth are all well known. I would not
go into their details but briefly list them as follows:

● pollution, which is a direct result of over-population,
industrialization and other human activities like
agriculture and deforestation has loaded earth with
diverse pollutants

● soil erosion
● desertification, change of river directions, extinction of

species vulnerable ecosystem, depletion of natural
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resources, waste accumulation, deforestation, thinning
of ozone layer and global warming.

All these ills are man-made, man induced and not natural.
Man is the only organism which tries to modify the
environment to fulfill his needs. His acts, wanton as they are,
have often disturbed the links and balance of the
environment leading to disastrous effects not only for himself
but sadly for other organisms too. It is alright for man to do
whatever he wants to do with his life but to upset the rhythm
and harmony of the life of other organisms is surely a sinful
and unpardonable act. It is here that I would like to come back
to my story about depletion of population of sparrows and
pigeons in our cities. The said article ascribed it to the huge
surge in the volume of air waves due to increased use of
mobile phones and reasoned that the mobile phone micro
waves damaged the nervous system of these birds and
ultimately led to their deaths. Of course the mobile companies
vehemently denied.

 The solutions to the ills harming the earth too are very
widely known. I would list them as under:

● There is a need to save energy, to introduce energy-
efficient motor vehicles.

● The dependence on oil has to be reduced.

● Deforestation has to be checked.

● More trees need to be planted.

● The concentration of the greenhouse gases in the earth’s
atmosphere has to be reduced.

      There is no dearth of solutions, viable ones at that.

Future Perfect
I am not an expert, nor have studied the subject or

researched into any aspect of it. I am a commoner with a
genuine interest and concern for the earth and environment. I
believe despite all the harm that has been done to the earth by
the man, the situation is not alarming. Man is not fool, but
only a bit lethargic. He would sooner or later restore the earth
to its old glory because he knows on it depends his very own
survival. The reasons for my optimism spring from the
following:

● The communication revolution sweeping the world for
the past couple of years has squeezed the world into a
small global village where everybody is watching every
other body 24*7*365. It is no longer possible to get
away with  sinful acts. The blackbucks, the chinkaras,
the peacocks, the blacknaped hares, the tigers all must
rest assured that no harm would ever come to them
again. The hunters have become hunted. The sparrows,
the pigeons must take heart from this. They have
innumerous well-wishers constantly looking for any ill
effects that the congested air waves may be causing to
them.

● A very good and refreshing phenomenon that has lately
unfolded itself on the national scene is that the eminent
persons in fields other than the politics have stopped
being passive and moot spectators of the games that the
politician play day in day out in the name of public
interest to further their interests. They now evince keen
interest in the affairs of the nation and are not afraid to
speak their mind. One of the very eminent editors
beautifully described this phenomenon thus ‘Fifteen
years of reform may not have drawn out all of the
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socialist venom in our systems but they have brought
about enough change so that it is no longer so easy to
paint a Murthy, a Tata, a Premji or an Ambani as a mere
capitalist usurper…’ They are adored by the masses. It is
no wonder then that when these persons show their
concern over the need to improve environment
conditions in the country, the Governments sit up, take
note and start correcting the things.

● The recent flooding of Mumbai due to the
unprecedented heavy rains in its history united the rich
and poor to the need for less dependence on the
Government agencies and doing their own little bits
and lending Government their cooperation. The result.
The ubiquitous polythene bags get banished from the
Mumbai overnight.

● The authorities the world over are veering towards the
fact that the nuclear energy is the only non-greenhouse
gas emitting power source that can effectively replace the
fossil fuels and satisfy global demand. India is today at
the threshold of new nuclear technologies- those being
developed indigenously and those that may be available
from the outside. India is also fast developing and
adopting the non-conventional sources of energy like
hydro, wind, solar, hydrogen, ethanol, bio-diesel, etc.

● Though despite crores of rupees spent on the ‘Clean
Ganga’ and the ‘Clean Yamuna’ river projects, the two
rivers continue to be as dirty and polluted as ever, there
is really no need to throw in the towel yet. The Thames
river in London too was once like our present day
Ganga and Yamuna rivers. The London authorities did
not give up and ultimately succeeded in cleansing the
river. If they can do it, our authorities too would rise to

the occasion one day and emulate them.

● The air quality in USA is said to be 30% better than
what it was at the time of the first earth day in 1970.
Given a correct political will and active involvement of
the people such a thing can be successfully replicated in
India too The Delhi Government has shown the way by
making CNG mandatory for all the public transport. It
may not have made the air cleaner but has definitely
reduced the visible pollution that used to cause
suffocation and burning in the eyes. It would not be
long before this movement spreads to other parts of
India.

● The Supreme Court admirably assisted by the media
and NGOs has made it difficult for the political
establishment to abdicate its responsibility to provide a
clean and pollution-free environment to the citizens. So
the sprawling ridge in Delhi has been freed from the
petrol pumps and encroachments sitting amidst it,
much to the relief and joy of the citizens.

Conclusion
In conclusion, I would like to say that the children need

have no fears. They are going to inherit an earth that would be
a thing of joy forever to them. Let the celebrations begin!

Every body concedes that the earth is bruised today but is
it as bruised as the doomsayers would have us believe.
According to them

● the climate is sizzling;

● forests are being mutilated;

● water is becoming toxic;
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● oceans are becoming dead;

● earth is being slaughtered by the surging population and
consumption; and

● that we have already reached the point of no return in
terms of atmospheric temperature and pollutants.

I am a diehard optimist. While there is much to be vigilant
about and much to work towards, at the same time there is
much to applaud and much to support. For example:

● In many countries of EU sustainability and environment
are major issues in the general elections.

●  In China a major programme of reforestation has
pulled Asia out of the red in forest denudation.

●  Japan has the highest instance of tree to human land
use ratio.

● Athletes participating in the upcoming Southeast Asian
Games in the Philippines are asking for toxic free, zero
waste games as was done during 2002 World Cup in
Seoul and the Sydney Olympics before that.

● China currently is said to be home to 16 of the 20 most
polluted cities in the world with capital Beijing earning
the dubious distinction of being the most polluted city
in the world. It would have to clean up the pollution in
Beijing and other cities before the 2008 Olympic Games
begin there. China has no choice but to clean up fast,
very fast.

● Our own India is the champion of small scale farming
and natural medicine.

● Apart from all these positive pluses, one very significant
thing that has been happening in the last 3-4 years is the
catapulting of India to the centre stage of the world
affairs. Thanks to the prowess of its Knowledge
Industry, India’s voice is no longer a voice in wilderness.
It is now heard with due respect by one and all.

● My vision is that with India playing a very active role in
the world affairs, the process of environmental
protection and improvement would get a big boost.
Our people may not be prosper and most of them
subsist on simple dal roti or bhat but these very poor
people rank very high on the world happiness scale.

There is a lesson in it for the rest of the world:
● Consume less and consume wisely.

● Consume less food; it would keep you fit and healthy.

● Consume less water as there is already severe shortage of
potable water. It is a myth that 8 glasses of water a day
are must.  Yogis in ancient India used to go without
food and water for days on end without any ill effect.

● Consume less oil, prefer walking to transport.

● If any further degradation of the earth is to be stopped,
the humans must give up their crass consumerism, their
belief that the earth is a  bottomless pit of resources.

●  Make ‘simple living and simple thinking’,  the motto of
your life.

●  A sensitized campaign backed by some celebrities
endorsing it would need to be launched to wean away
the people from the consumerist life style and return to
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The villages
would need
to be made
self-contained
and self-
sufficient so
that the
people do not
migrate to
towns and
cities.

the village life style, in tune with the nature.

● The urbanization has to be discouraged and reversed.
The villages would need to be made self-contained and
self-sufficient so that the people do not migrate to towns
and cities.

● Luckily for the rest of the world, there is already a well
thought out and viable model for this in India. A brain
child of Dr. A.P.J. Kalam, our much respected and loved
President, it is called PURA— that is— Providing

Urban Amenities in Rural Areas.

● If the measures outlined above are implemented in right
earnest, I am sure we would be able to hand over to our
children a far better earth and if the good work
continues our great great children several generations
down may get an earth of Satya Yug kind where the
biblical prophecy of “lion lying down with the lamb” or
“the child handling the snake without fear of being
bitten” would be fulfilled.
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We Have Not Inherited the Earth from Our Fathers; We are Borrowing It from Our Children
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India Habitat Centre
Lodhi Road,

New Delhi – 110003
Telephone: 24682000 Fax: 24682010

Email: ihc@vsnl.com
Website: www.indiahabitat.org

VA-Book-27-06.p65 9/19/06, 7:39 PM68


