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Introduction

In 1997 I wrote Liberty or Death, an account of Indian independence and partition. Almost as soon as it was out, I wanted to do a sequel which looked at India in a new way, for what it was becoming rather than for what others wanted it to be. Some sort of unleashing was taking place, the effects of which were not yet clear, and the country appeared to be passing through epic and long-awaited changes. I was diverted by a biography, though even while I was writing it I was noticing the little revolutions in India, and the historical impulses that lay behind them.

Nearly everyone has a reaction to India, even if they have never been there. They hate it or love it, think it mystical or profane; find it extravagant or ascetic; consider the food the best or the worst in the world. For East Asians, it is a competitor and a source of some of their own spiritual traditions. For Americans, it is a challenge, a potential hub of cooperation or economic rivalry – both countries are diverse and hulking, their national identities strong and to an extent constructed, their populations loquacious and outgoing and admiring of entrepreneurial success. For many Europeans, India is a religious place with a special, undefined message. For the British, it is a link to old prestige, a land interesting mainly in the past tense. For the Pakistanis – the estranged siblings of the Indians – it is a site of threat and fascination.

Public discourse about India is caught in these old ways of looking. Inside the country itself, responses to recent economic progress are often pinned either to earlier socialist instincts against capital and globalization, or on seeing it as a triumphant riposte to past humiliations. The postcolonial outlook – vital in the early years of freedom as a means to take the nation forward, and as an antidote to constant Western assumptions about the restricted destiny of former colonies – has become an intellectual straitjacket which limits fresh thought at a time when something new is happening.

In India I have tried to write about the country both from the inside and from the outside – or from a distance. The information passes through three different prisms. The first is political, the second economic and the third social. The individual stories, calamities, aspirations and triumphs of many people are at the heart of the narrative. Each of the three sections – Rashtra or nation, Lakshmi or wealth, Samaj or society – seeks to answer, in an indirect way, the question: why is India like it is today?

Rashtra is about the birth of a nation. For any country, the moment of conception or formation is vital in explaining what happens later (think of Israel or the United States). In those early days, India was a beacon to Asian and African peoples who were seeking freedom from foreign rule. The dream turned stagnant, as a controlled, statist mindset took over. India was nominally not aligned in the Cold War and the Soviet Union was its friend – but many Indians wished to go West to seek their fortune. New political leaders arose, powered by caste, religion or regional affinity, and politics in India changed, following its own unique conventions and traditions. A handful of families became ever more important; the final chapter in Rashtra looks at how Indian democracy really works, and at the triumph of nepotism.

In Lakshmi, recent economic liberalization is placed in a deeper historical context. Why was international trade rejected with such force and certainty after independence? What makes a new nation prosperous? Why did people raised on a diet of socialism become robustly and even rapaciously capitalist, embracing the idea of economic creativity? Who becomes super-rich, who gets by and who remains super-poor? The rapid growth of the Indian economy was sparked by a near calamity in 1991, when the remnants of the country’s gold reserves had to be sent to Switzerland in a bid to raise cash. There was nothing inevitable about India’s rise, and Lakshmi uses the personal tales of the poor and the rich to explain how it happened.

The third section, Samaj, is more nebulous: it is about broad social patterns, and the characteristics that make India itself. The narrative shows things that might be taken for granted in India
– the fact the ‘untouchable’ father of the constitution was not allowed to sit in a classroom, the misconduct of the police and bureaucracy, the role of servants, the genetics of caste, the importance of India’s many Muslims and their loyalty to the national ideal, and the deep and enduring influence of forms of faith. Through looking at the past, and sometimes at quite distant moments in history, the apparent peculiarities and continuing problems of the present can be revealed.

Globally, India is now sometimes portrayed as having a competitive edge over more sluggish developed countries that have abandoned thrift, given up on saving and refuse to postpone gratification. Values that are embedded in an Indian way of life appear to have an unexpected relevance. A friend, Niranjan, forwarded me an email. It caught the idea that people like himself had a distinctive way of operating, and their lateral approach presented them with a new advantage. Like other Indians, Niranjan was taking pleasure in the possibility that the citizens of his country were highly motivated, and no longer perceived only as the victims of famine or superstition:


An Indian man walks into a bank in New York City and asks for the loan officer. He tells the loan officer that he is going to India on business for two weeks and needs to borrow $5,000. The bank officer tells him that the bank will need some form of security for the loan, so the Indian man hands over the keys of a new Ferrari parked on the street in front of the bank. He produces the title and everything checks out. The loan officer agrees to accept the car as collateral for the loan.

The bank’s president and its officers all enjoy a good laugh at the Indian for using a $250,000 Ferrari as collateral against a $5,000 loan. An employee of the bank then drives the Ferrari into the bank’s underground garage and parks it there. Two weeks later, the Indian returns, repays the $5,000 and the interest, which comes to $15.41.

The loan officer says, ‘Sir, we are very happy to have had your business, and this transaction has worked out very nicely, but we are a little puzzled. While you were away, we checked you out and found that you are a multi millionaire. What puzzles us is, why would you bother to borrow $5,000.’

The Indian replies: ‘Where else in New York City can I park my car for two weeks for only $15.41 and expect it to be there when I return?’

Ah, the mind of the Indian!



With its overlap of extreme wealth and lavish poverty, its mix of the educated and the ignorant, its competing ideologies, its lack of uniformity, its kindness and profound cruelty, its complex relationships with religion, its parallel realities and the rapid speed of social change – India is a macrocosm, and may be the world’s default setting for the future.


PART I

Rashtra

Nation

1.

Accelerated History

In Ladakh the air is thin and dry, and it is cold even when the sunlight burns you. Tashi Norbu could remember how, in 1948, Buddhist monks in their dark red robes had built an improvised, rocky airstrip near the monastery in Leh. Out of the sky came a buzzing metal shape, a Dakota aeroplane carrying India’s new prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. It landed in a cloud of dust.

‘We had never seen a car or a motor vehicle at that time,’ Tashi Norbu said, sitting above his apricot orchard, speaking in a Tibetan dialect. He was an old man, an expert in medicinal herbs, water diversion and the correct way to shoot a bow and arrow. He wore a long brown robe secured with a lime-coloured sash, and on his head he had wedged a homburg.

‘There were no roads in Ladakh. A plane lands from the sky, you can’t imagine … All the local people put their hands together and prayed to the plane, we were all praying.’

Ladakh is a mountainous region by the borders of Tibet, China and Pakistan. In the rush of history, it might have ended up on the wrong side of the line; but it is in India. It feels like the remoter parts of Tibet, though without the Chinese influence. By a quirk of history, Ladakhis follow Tibetan Buddhism, having avoided the waves of Muslim invasions that changed the traditions of their neighbours. Geographically inaccessible, the region preserves an ancient way of living. The present, powerless King of Ladakh’s lineage dates back an incredible thirty-eight generations to 975. His family lost their influence more than a century ago, and he lives in a little hilltop palace.

Tashi Norbu thought of himself as a Ladakhi above all else. ‘As children, we hadn’t heard about India. We didn’t know who the Indians were. We knew they were “gyagarpa”, people who came from the plains, but it was not until I grew older and saw a map that I understood how big India was. Some things changed after independence: a politician came to visit us from Srinagar in Kashmir, but we didn’t know what that meant, whether he was a religious leader or a king, or what.

‘I can remember when I first saw the Indian army using kerosene! I couldn’t believe the flames, how easily they could make them. They told us we could buy kerosene in Leh if we sold eggs. We would take the eggs, carry them like a baby while crossing the [Indus] river, sell them to a trader, buy the kerosene, and carry the kerosene back to the village.

‘Pandit Nehru told the chief lama he should become a leader, and the lama said since we were in a mountain region he would rather be a worker. He handed a shovel to Nehru, who began digging! They took some photographs of it. Yes, I am content to be with India. We would never have got along with Pakistan, because they are Mohammedans and follow different customs. As for China, it is communist; you have to take permission for everything you want to do, and you can’t speak your mind. In India you can speak your mind, so I’m happy to be with them.’1

Ladakh is about as far north as you can get in India. The modern nation created after independence was implacably diverse, culturally and geographically.

Tamil Nadu is more than 1,500 miles south of Ladakh. It is a different kind of world. While Ladakhis are wiry, with narrow facial apertures – a small nose, mouth and ears and slit eyes, perhaps in response to the icy, windy climate – Tamils usually have a wide sprawl of a face, in keeping with the southern lushness. The land is rich with vegetation, paddy fields and mango trees, and the view from the coast is filled with fishing boats, long painted skiffs with curved prows, catching kingfish. Young men dive low for stone fruit – giant blue-green mussels, which they pluck off the rocks.

When the Indian national flag was chosen at independence, a tricolour of saffron, white and green, Ashoka’s wheel of dharma, or law, was placed at its centre. The emperor Ashoka had united the subcontinent before the birth of Christ, but even his kingdom stopped advancing when it reached the south. The southern tip of India, perhaps more than any other place on earth, has an unbroken chain to the ancient past. There have been caste wars, the usual comings and goings of power, with one imperial dynasty replacing another in earlier times, but no invasion. European traders – British, Dutch, Portuguese and French – had all pursued their interests forcefully over the centuries, but the society had retained its own earlier forms. It would be as if the religion or culture at the time of the pharaoh Amenhotep III, who ruled Egypt in the fourteenth century BCE, had survived in snatches in the everyday life of modern Egyptians.

The noise of central and northern India can at times drown out the subtlety of the south, which has been so vital in determining the country’s present status. On the edge of Chennai or Madras, it can be so luxuriant and humid and quiet that you feel as if you are in another land; but it is just another face of India, with the tinkle of bicycle bells and the echoes of a temple the only distraction. Saravankumar, a professor, described it to me this way: ‘The identity we have here goes right back to the first century, to the Tamil poem Puram 183. I would say my Tamilness comes from the language.’2 I could understand what he meant, and could see – or hear, on the street and in the home – how the high-speed, bubbling Tamil tongue was part of the environment. So while the north had its upheavals, the south went on for ever.

The nation can be triangulated in many ways: it is all India. Far across to the east, about 1,750 miles from Chennai and the same distance from Ladakh – up near Burma, Bhutan and Bangladesh – lies Meghalaya. It is a hilly and rainy state, a kingdom with rushing waterfalls, tropical forests and unexpectedly successful rock groups. The people look different from Tamils or Ladakhis, and follow their own traditions.

Take just one tribe in Meghalaya as an example, the Khasi people, who are more than a million strong. Their language bears some connection to Khmer, which is spoken in Cambodia. They are a matrilineal society: their family name comes from the mother’s side, and the last daughter in the family to leave the family home is the custodian of all ancestral property. The Khasi religion is not connected to any other faith, and emphasizes a belief in one supreme god, U Blei. In their creation myth, the Moon (which is male) and the Sun (which is female) stand symbolically for the divine presence. The Khasis have a covenant with their deity – who is the dispenser, the maker, the giver, the creator, the divine law. They believe in the concept of ‘iapan’, or pleading with god for everything they need, and are very sure about how they came to be on earth – by descending a golden ladder from the mount of heaven’s navel. What they are not sure about is how exactly man came to be created by god.

As Kynpham Sing Nongkynrih, a Khasi, explained to me in perfect English: ‘Although we believe we were created by god, we also think that it is not the business of humans to know exactly how. As I said, the Khasis believe in one supreme god, who is formless, or rather whose form man cannot even begin to imagine, for that is forbidden. A Khasi does not believe in idol worship, since he must not conceive the appearance of god. We do not have a place of worship since our religion is private and familial. True worship takes place in one’s heart, or at one’s family’s hearth. Because of this, the Khasi religion remains largely unorganized, and it is completely lacking in missionary tendencies. This is because a Khasi believes his god is also the god of the Hindu, the Muslim, the Christian, and of all other people. His motto is, therefore, “Ieit la ka jong, burom ia kiwei”
– “Love one’s own, and respect others.” As for me, I will always prefer my own religion to any other because it’s the only religion that I know which does not believe in hell’s damnation. The Khasi universe is two-tier – heaven and earth – and there is no room for hell.’3

Each of these disparate places was part of the nation that was born in 1947.

When the British gained control of the subcontinent in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, they often preferred to rule through a local potentate. They did not make a lot of converts to Christianity. By propping up client rulers and giving them imperial baubles and titles, they could secure influence at minimum cost. This strategy of containment succeeded until the early twentieth century, when a new class of Indian nationalists, stirred by ideals of liberty and democracy, used peaceful mass resistance to campaign for an end to foreign rule. The Indian National Congress had been established in 1885 by English-speaking professionals who wanted a greater involvement in government. Under the creative guidance of Mohandas Gandhi – the Mahatma, or ‘great soul’ – the Congress became a popular movement of liberation from the British empire.

While this new political force challenged imperial control and promoted itself as the true voice of India, many Muslims, who made up nearly a quarter of the population, felt excluded by the largely Hindu idiom in which it operated. The Muslim elite, which still retained much of its influence after the decline of the Mughals and the rise of the European powers, was not attracted by what Gandhi represented. Many felt that for all the talk of inclusiveness, the Congress leadership was made up largely of Hindus from the higher end of the caste system who would, if India became independent, undermine the security and status of Muslims. With their homespun khadi clothing, their emphasis on Hindi rather than Urdu as the national language of India, their big rallies and their belief in profound social reform, the Congress leaders seemed like a threat. The Congress-run provincial governments which took office in parts of India in the 1930s were presented as the heralds of a new ‘Hindu Raj’.

When political uncertainty grew during the Second World War, large numbers of Muslims turned to Mohammad Ali Jinnah, who wanted to establish a homeland or a place of safety for their community in parts of north India where Muslims were in a majority. The Indian National Congress failed to acknowledge the gravity of this demand. As late as 1946, Jinnah’s Muslim League was willing to accept a federation in which defence, foreign policy and communications remained under common control, rather than a fully independent Pakistan. During the final negotiations, Jinnah was boxed in by a triumphalist Congress and British incompetence: the result was the bloody and disastrous partition of the Indian empire into two dominions, Pakistan and India.

It was a time of accelerated history, when a political leader’s decisions might have enormous and fateful consequences. In the largest mass migration in history, Hindus and Sikhs escaped to India and Muslims escaped to Pakistan. Even setting aside the vast, unexpected convulsion during the creation of the two new wings, East and West Pakistan, the shape of free India remained highly unclear. Most significantly, the status of India’s princely rulers was left unresolved at independence. Each kingdom had its own treaty with London, and control could not legally be handed over to the successor government – controlled by the Congress – without a signature.

Take Jodhpur as an example: Hanwant Singh was a volatile young man, and like most princely rulers he was not accustomed to being told what to do. Tall and bulky with a toothbrush moustache, he was called ‘Big Boy’ by his father. He liked playing polo, shooting sand grouse and performing magic tricks. As heir to the dry, flinty kingdom of Jodhpur in the west of India, a princely state not much smaller than England, his life had been mapped out for him. When he went to boarding school, he took with him two cars, a stable of horses and a retinue of servants, including a tailor and a barber.4

In June 1947, life became more complicated. His father died, making him Maharaja of Jodhpur just as India was about to become free. On the personal side, the 23-year-old intended shortly to breach protocol by marrying a European, although not long before that he had taken a sixteen-year-old princess from Gujarat as his first bride. He dealt with the tension by going off on pig-sticking hunts, but the decisions facing him could not be postponed because he was in an unexpectedly important political position. Jodhpur bordered the emerging Muslim homeland of Pakistan, and its founder, Jinnah, had asked him to break with India and link his kingdom to the new nation. Unfortunately, the prince and most of his people were Hindu. Jinnah offered extraordinarily favourable terms: the maharaja could use Karachi as a free port, purchase whatever weapons he wanted, control the railway line to Sindh and receive free grain for famine relief. It sounded like a good deal. He agreed to sign up for Pakistan. Then, as he was about to touch his fountain pen to the paper, he learned that none of his fellow Rajput princes had yet thrown in their lot with the Pakistanis and he got cold feet. He told Jinnah he would go home and think about it.5

India’s capital had moved earlier in the century from Calcutta to a processional new city on the edge of ancient Delhi. A few days after he met Jinnah, the maharaja was staying at New Delhi’s finest hotel, the Imperial. A short south Indian man appeared there and told him he must come to Government House and meet the viceroy. This was unexpected. Unlike other members of the princely order, the Maharaja of Jodhpur disliked the British, and was glad they were leaving, even if his late father had been made a Knight Commander of the Most Exalted Order of the Star of India by the King Emperor George V. He claimed that as a boy he had at night crept out of his marble and sandstone palace (which had been built by his father over fifteen years, using 3,000 skeletal labourers) and put up anti-colonial wall posters. Hanwant Singh did as he was told, and accompanied the south Indian man to Government House.

Here the departing imperial power, in the form of the suave viceroy Mountbatten, told him it would be unwise to join Pakistan since his subjects could rise up in rebellion.6 The maharaja was incensed. It was clear that what the viceroy was really saying was that independent India’s new rulers – lawyers, agitators, socialists, Gandhians; the sort of people who had never shot a sand grouse – would foment revolution against His Highness. He wanted the imperialists to leave, but he certainly did not want their power or his patrimony to be taken over by the Indian National Congress. So would the new Indian government, then, give him what Pakistan had promised? Mountbatten looked to his adviser. No, said the short south Indian man – V. P. Menon, the senior political reforms commissioner – but they might offer a donation of grain. The big prince argued and blustered at Lord Mountbatten, and prevaricated and argued some more, and finally signed the instrument of accession.

At this point the viceroy left the room – he had other things to do – and the Maharaja of Jodhpur found himself alone with V. P. Menon. The encounter was too much. He had no entourage with him here, no cowering Rajput retainers to show him respect in the usual manner. All the young maharaja had was the painful knowledge that he had just given up control over the huge kingdom his family had ruled for many hundreds of years. Should he have gone with Pakistan? Might he have stood out for full independence, and approached the United Nations for protection, as some other rulers such as the Nizam of Hyderabad were thinking of doing? And why, anyway, was this snaggletoothed southerner, this clerk, telling him what to do? Enraged, he pulled out a .22 calibre pistol, pointed it at his tormentor and shouted, ‘I refuse to take your dictation.’ He added for good measure that he was descended from the Sun, and would shoot down Menon like a dog if he betrayed the people of Jodhpur.7

V. P. Menon responded coolly and bureaucratically to the irate young Maharaja of Jodhpur, focusing on the matter at hand. His brief was to snare every princely kingdom for the new Indian union (few princely states fell inside Pakistan’s borders).

‘I told him,’ he wrote later, ‘that he was making a very serious mistake if he thought that by killing me, or threatening to kill me, he could get the accession abrogated.’8 The pistol disappeared. What Menon did not mention was that Jodhpur would soon be absorbed into the new state of Rajasthan, and that the days of the maharajas, rajas, nawabs and nizams were over, even if they were allowed to use regal red licence plates on their cars. Five years later, during the voting in India’s first general election, Hanwant Singh died along with his Muslim third wife in a plane crash; he never did learn that he had just been elected as Member of Parliament (MP) for Jodhpur.9

Imagine for a moment you are the good-looking Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister. With your colleagues, you have to decide what shape the new system of administration is going to take. Gandhi and Jinnah are old, and shortly to die, one from an assassin’s bullet, the other from lung disease. You are in your late fifties, a widower, and have spent in total nine years of your life in prison. How do you proceed?

Nehru had been given much time, like Nelson Mandela after him, to refine his political thinking. His jail during the Second World War was not a place of orange jumpsuits, black goggles and dead headphones: he and other members of the Congress Working Committee were installed in Ahmadnagar Fort, located in a dry region to the east of Bombay, and treated in something like gentlemanly fashion. He cultivated a small garden, and the group held impromptu seminars. He told his niece Chandralekha in a letter that he was ‘dabbling in Persian’, and learning much from his fellow detainees. ‘Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, Gujarati, Marathi, Tamil, Telugu, Sindhi and Oriya – we practically cover every important language of India.’10 His family sent books to him, and he wrote The Discovery of India, an elegant combination of history and propaganda. It was an engaged, nationalist work which drew on the wide learning of his fellow detainees, including his room-mate, Maulana Azad, the Mecca-born scholar who, unusually for a Muslim, had become a Congress leader.

The book’s premise was that India’s present culture was linked to the Indus Valley civilization of four or five thousand years ago, a sophisticated sphere of planned cities, baths and sculptures. While Hinduism had been a common thread for millennia, he felt it would be ‘entirely misleading to refer to Indian culture as Hindu culture’, since it contained Buddhist, Jain and Islamic influences too.11 The emperor Ashoka had brought unity to the subcontinent more than 2,000 years ago, and it would be wrong, he said, to describe the repeated invasions by Muslim marauders over the last millennium as Muslim invasions, ‘just as it would be wrong to refer to the coming of the British to India as a Christian invasion … The Afghans might well be considered a border Indian group, hardly strangers to India, and the period of their political dominance should be called the Indo-Afghan period.’ Although the Mughals were outsiders from Central Asia, ‘they fitted into the Indian structure with remarkable speed and began the Indo-Mughal period.’12 Having travelled widely in India during the 1930s, Nehru knew the nation had ‘depth of soul’ and realized that although its people varied hugely, ‘everywhere there was that tremendous impress of oneness, which had held all of us together for ages past, whatever political fate or misfortune had befallen us.’13 In this optimistic interpretation, India was a cheerfully composite and syncretic civilization, which would remain united.

London liked to think of Nehru as the last Englishman to rule India: rather, he came from a wealthy, Anglicized, Hindu Brahmin family, originally from Kashmir, which had been influenced both by the West and by the refined, mannered culture of the Muslim nobility. It was a world in which literary references were expected to range from ancient Indian thinkers to contemporary European writers. His view of history came from this intellectual collision: the culture of the nawabs met Cambridge University. Nehru had a liberal, modern, perceptive, pluralistic view of India’s past, and his ambition was to make it come true for the future too. The Discovery of India was a fine, slanted and sometimes romantic version of history.

Come freedom, how would he implement his nationalist dreams? Would it be easier to borrow the mechanisms of the departed colonialists? You could have an autocracy where one social group prevailed, or a dictatorship where progress grew out of the barrel of a gun. Or – and this is where India was unusual – you could have a public discussion about the ideal system of government, and which outdated traditions should be given up.

First, it was necessary to secure the nation, the rashtra. When the British empire closed down, it was near to collapse. The police were demoralized, the army was breaking along religious lines and the administration was cracking. The imperialists had left no effective peace-keeping force; nearly bankrupt after depending on American financial support during the Second World War, Britain’s main concern was to get out.14 In independent India the situation was particularly unstable because, from a legal and practical perspective, the government was inheriting less than half of the empire’s original land mass. The north-east and north-west became Pakistan, leaving six complete provinces (Bombay, Madras, Orissa, Bihar, the United Provinces and the Central Provinces) which had been under British rule, and the partitioned remnants of three others (Punjab, Bengal and Assam). The princely rulers, whose states had covered more than a third of the empire, were in theory free to do as they liked. Some had private armies, while the larger kingdoms like Kashmir and Hyderabad – which had a government income equal to that of Belgium – thought they might stand alone.

Congress had not come this far, had not endured the Morley–Minto reforms (which allowed a limited number of Indians to elect legislators) and the 1919 Jallianwala Bagh massacre (in which nearly 400 unarmed demonstrators were killed) and the Simon Commission (talks about talks) and the Round Table conferences (further talks, in London) and the Government of India Act of 1935 (which introduced some provincial self-government) and the Quit India movement (total opposition to British rule during the Second World War) and the Cripps Mission (a time-wasting exercise) and the Bengal famine (in which several million people perished) and the Simla conferences (further talks) and the tortuous negotiations with viceroys Wavell and Mountbatten and the baroque bigotry and chilly indifference of prime ministers Winston Churchill and Clement Attlee, let alone the beatings and marches and bandhs (general strikes) and dharnas (mass sit-ins) and the repeated terms of imprisonment, only to concede power to hereditary monarchs. According to the Gujarati lawyer and Congress power-broker Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, the princes of India were parasites, ‘rotten fruit … incompetent, worthless human beings, deprived of the power of independent thinking and whose manners and morals are those of the depraved’.15 To break their substantial influence, though, would require subtlety.

This was where V. P. Menon proved the perfect flexible operator. Clever and thoughtful, he was the son of a schoolmaster from Kerala in the far south, and had worked as a railway stoker, coal miner and Bangalore tobacco company clerk before gaining a junior post in the civil service. He had an unusual home life: after his wife left him and returned to southern India, he had moved in with the Keralite friends who had arranged their marriage, and the couple helped to bring up his two sons. When the husband died, Menon married his widow, who was some years his senior.16 In the years between the two world wars, he had worked his way up the civil service and become a respected senior bureaucrat.

Menon had recently drafted the text under which Congress and the Muslim League agreed the terms of independence. When Mountbatten asked him how to deal with the princes, he said they should be encouraged to join the new nation, giving up control of external affairs in return for the retention of autonomy and a chunk of local taxation – their ‘privy purses’. He wrote craftily later: ‘The alternative to a peaceful and friendly settlement of the states’ problem was to allow political agitation to develop in the states and to create, especially in the smaller ones, dire confusion and turmoil. Anyone conversant with the conditions in the country after partition must be aware of the inherent dangers of such a course.’17 Despite his own royal connections, Lord Mountbatten was a pragmatist who preferred Menon’s plan to risking the possible Balkanization of India into a subcontinent of warring states, as had happened in China during the 1920s. So he personally persuaded the princes to sign up.

After independence, as the north imploded in the violence and chaos of partition, Menon worked under the iron guidance of Vallabhbhai Patel to integrate the remaining princely states. It was an epic task (there were estimated to be 554 kingdoms in all) which he performed with great speed and diligence. Patel was clear in his intentions, telling his staff, ‘Do not question the extent of the personal wealth claimed by [the princes], and never ever confront the ladies of the household. I want their states – not their wealth.’18 V. P. Menon’s experience with the pistol-wielding Maharaja of Jodhpur was to be one of many bizarre encounters from Srinagar to Cape Comorin. His targets ranged from seriously obscure potentates to sophisticated royals who kept suites in the grander hotels of Paris or London; some taluqdars, or landowners, even approached him and asked to make treaties of accession despite having no princely status. The powerful and progressive Maharaja of Bikaner called on all hereditary rulers to be true patriots and embrace independent India, while an irate but inconsequential raja from near Mysore, who had only 16,000 subjects, refused to sign until the latest possible moment.

The complication was Kashmir, which should logically have joined Pakistan since it had a Muslim majority. The Hindu ruler thought otherwise, and India and Pakistan fought their first war within months of the end of empire. This led to the rough partition of its territory in a form that left everyone unhappy.

Each Indian kingdom was different, showing the sheer range of the subcontinent’s social, ethnic and religious communities. Up in the ancient hill kingdom of Tripura in the north-east, the monarch was a child, and his mother signed away the state on his behalf. In Orissa, Menon found ‘excited aborigines’ were fighting the local raja with bows and arrows in an effort to make him join India. A neighbouring Oriya prince was attempting to sell his kingdom’s mineral rights in perpetuity before surrendering. In Rewa, a nervous V. P. Menon found himself gheraoed, or surrounded, by a fierce mob which refused to let him enter the palace. He suspected the ruler had himself arranged this reception, and asked him to put in writing that he refused to cooperate; the maharaja became nervous, and backed down.

Menon crisscrossed India by aeroplane, working out the best way to integrate the new nation. In Danta, a tiny state in Gujarat, a peculiar problem occurred: he could not contact the ruler. It seemed His Highness spent much of each day and night performing Hindu rituals, and between June and September in particular had not a moment to spare for official duties. In October 1948, he agreed his son could take the throne and sign the document of accession. In Cochin the royal family included several hundred princesses, and Menon made special provision for them because he thought they resembled ‘a rare collection of birds’ that would be unlikely to survive if released into the wild. Where necessary, he made symbolic concessions, enabling rulers to retain their ancient princely dignity; in one case, he allowed a grant for the supply and maintenance of royal cars. ‘It is high statesmanship,’ wrote Mountbatten’s press attaché admiringly, ‘that can cover a revolutionary act in the mantle of traditional form.’19

Without the integration of the princely states, it would not have been possible for India to become a cohesive nation, or to invent itself as a modern democracy. In the crack-up of partition, the temptation might have been to reach for the gun and the edict. For many people, though, bloodshed would be the abiding memory.

The events of 1947 have an enduring capacity to shock. Bir Bahadur Singh is a retired shopkeeper, a handsome old man with an elaborate white beard. In the spring of that year, his village near Rawalpindi, in what is today Pakistan, came under siege. All the Sikh families in the area gathered together in a haveli, a large house with a courtyard. When they walked across the rooftops between the buildings, they risked being shot. There seemed to be no way out. In the distance they could see fires burning and, according to the rumours, a large gang of armed men was approaching the village, seeking revenge for horrific attacks committed against Muslims many hundreds of miles away in Bengal. Yet only days before that, everything had been normal: theirs was a lovely village, protected by hills which were dotted with trees and bushes, running down to fields of ripening green wheat and paddy and an orchard, and the houses themselves were well-built and well-ordered and the place was kept clean.

A local Muslim farmhand came to the trapped Sikhs and offered a solution. If they gave him a woman of his choosing, he would try to broker a settlement with the mob. It was discussed. What was the use of keeping the girl? Hadn’t this one been having a secret relationship with the farmhand? Wasn’t she a bad girl anyway? Why not give her up, if it meant saving all their lives? It was agreed: she would be swapped for freedom. But when the farmhand returned, Bir Bahadur Singh’s father intervened and said no, this was a question of their dignity. A long cultural tradition of purity and sacrifice met raw fear. They would pay money, pay anything, but they would not give up a member of the community. He told them that even centuries before in the time of Mahmud of Ghazni, the first of the Muslim invaders of India, they had never abandoned their women to these raiders. ‘We brought those girls back,’ he said in Punjabi, casting his imagination across many hundreds of years, ‘and today you are asking us to give you this girl, absolutely not.’ They would preserve their honour, and face death.

What happened next has lived with Bir Bahadur Singh ever since. Tears came down his face and he turned his head away to one side as he described – sixty years on – how his father had prayed to the Sikh gurus. Seeing there was no way out, he would sacrifice the vulnerable before being killed himself, knowing the girls faced abduction, rape and forced conversion. Bir Bahadur Singh’s father took his kirpan, his sword. A labourer confronted him and asked to be killed because he had swollen knees and would not be able to run. The labourer was beheaded. Another old man came and said to him: ‘Do you think I will allow Musalmans to cut this beard of mine and make me go to Lahore as a sheikh? For this reason kill me.’ So he too was killed. Now Bir Bahadur Singh’s father approached his own daughter, Maan.

‘My father said, “Maan Beta, come here.” She was eighteen or nineteen years old, two years older than me. She sat down and my father raised his sword, but it didn’t strike properly. My sister lifted her plait over her head, and my father angrily pulled her scarf back and brought down his sword. Her head rolled away. My uncles started beheading. All you could hear was the “cut cut cut” sound. They just chanted god’s name. Nobody ran away, nobody screamed.’

Twenty-five women and girls were killed in this haveli, in this one village. Nearly all of the men died too, including Bir Bahadur Singh’s father, but the son escaped. When he thinks back to those childhood days, he remembers the happier moments, like the times when he was little and sat with an old Muslim lady whom he called dadi, or grandmother. ‘Her name was Ma Hussaini, and I would go and sit on one side in her lap, and her granddaughter would sit on the other side. I used to pull her plait and push her away and she would catch hold of my jura, my hair [the Sikh topknot], and push me away. I would say she is my dadi and she would say she is my dadi.’ Relations between the communities were destroyed by the reciprocal massacres. Bir Bahadur Singh wondered, looking back over the decades, whether Hindus and Sikhs were themselves in part to blame, through their attitude to caste and religion. When they visited a Muslim household during his childhood, the family would refuse to eat, and if they were walking with a lunch box and happened to shake hands with a Muslim along the way, the food would become polluted and have to be thrown away. ‘If we had been willing to drink from the same cups,’ he said wistfully, ‘we would have remained united, we would not have had these differences, thousands of lives would not have been lost, and there would have been no partition.’20

During the months after August 1947, similar scenes of retribution were played out across the north, and an estimated one million people were murdered. In Punjab, in particular, each community killed and was killed, raped and was raped, looted and was looted. Because India was perceived as the natural successor to the Indian empire and retained many of its institutions, Pakistan found itself in a desperate situation, financially insecure and lacking the key structures that were needed in a fledgling nation. In a terrible irony, it became the opposite of a place of safety. Jinnah’s dream of a secular homeland for Muslims – ‘You may belong to any religion or caste or creed, that has nothing to do with the business of the state,’ he had told his people at its foundation – was replaced by a kind of chaos, as they struggled to establish a functioning country.21 Many hoped the partition would be temporary, and Pakistan and India might reunite; you did not require a passport to travel between the two new nations in those days.22 In the rush to gain freedom, nobody had worked out what division might entail. Nehru’s niece, Nayantara Sahgal, unwittingly summed up the problem: ‘As children the idea of Pakistan was a joke – literally a joke. It was so outlandish and absurd to imagine that we would have such a thing happen in India.’23

Everywhere, there was change, as traditions were uprooted. The character of Delhi altered for ever as hundreds of thousands of Muslims fled to Pakistan, to be replaced by an even larger number of homeless Sikh and Hindu Punjabis. Yet despite the chaos, killing, kidnapping, food shortages and refugee camps, discussion was quickly underway in India about a constitutional settlement. Indeed, less than a week after the transfer of power from the British, politicians were busy in New Delhi debating such trivial matters as flag protocol in Hyderabad, and the president of the Constituent Assembly had to remind these leaders – never slow to express an opinion, or a number of opinions, since in India people tend to have more than one answer – of the matter at hand: ‘May I point out that we have met here today for the purpose of proceeding with the framing of the Constitution.’24

Just over two years later, a document was agreed which has remained in place to this day, even during a brief hiatus in the 1970s when a state of emergency was declared. Free India was to be a secular, democratic republic, with strong reformist instincts. In the Muslim homeland, the framing of a constitution was postponed after Jinnah’s death only a few months later and democratic politics were to be offset by decades of military rule; Pakistan’s constitution has been suspended and reworked several times, and is still up for debate.

Earlier, both opponents of independence like Winston Churchill and supporters like Franklin D. Roosevelt had been sceptical of the idea that India would adopt a universal franchise. Could Asiatics rule themselves? Was democracy possible in such a fissiparous and undeveloped place? Remarkably, the new constitution was arrived at after vigorous discussion between rival interest groups: tribal people, communists, Muslim women and Hindu fundamentalists all had their say, and the final document, the longest constitution in the world, was overseen by Dr Bhimrao Ambedkar, a formidable lawyer who had been born an ‘untouchable’, a man who came from a community that was still expected to step aside when walking in the road rather than cross the path of someone from a higher caste.

Sovereignty was to be derived from the people, and justice, liberty, equality and fraternity were to be the aspiration of each citizen. Like the United States, modern India was founded on the idea that a few good men (and women, in this case) might come together and dream of a great nation, and enshrine that dream in law.

Stung by suggestions that the new dispensation would be a stitch-up for Congress, Nehru in particular was adamant that all shades of opinion should be heard. Dr Ambedkar was recruited as law minister, although he had long been a political opponent. Nehru helped to shake up the very social rules that had brought him – the only son of a family of Kashmiri Pandits or Brahmins, who was sent abroad to be educated at the same boarding school as Churchill – to prominence. The constitution was to be about more than politics; it would be about society, on a grand scale.

The makers of the Indian Constitution met for the first time on 9 December 1946 (the very day on which a baby girl called Sonia Maino was born in Italy, handcuffed to history). In the Constituent Assembly in New Delhi bright new lights and electrically heated desks were in place, and leading figures in the soon to be victorious independence movement sat in tiered rows in semi-circles facing the dais. The assembly’s members included historic names such as Nehru, Ambedkar, Patel, C. Rajagopalachari, Shyama Prasad Mookerji, Sarat Chandra Bose, J. B. Kripalani, Nehru’s son-in law Feroze Gandhi, Jagjivan Ram, Maulana Azad and G. B. Pant. The chairman advised delegates to think carefully and to look to ‘the historic Constitutional Convention held at Philadelphia by the American constitution-makers, for their country. Having thrown off their allegiance to the British King in Parliament, they met and drew up what has been regarded, and justly so, as the soundest, and most practical and workable republican constitution in existence.’25 The United States was an important example for Indians, a large and diverse nation which had thrown off the British colonial yoke and invented itself as a new country with a fresh identity.

Over the succeeding months, the Constituent Assembly framed the future shape of the Indian nation, for better or for worse. It would be a parliamentary democracy, rather than an executive presidency, and would use the first-past-the-post electoral system. Many leaders contributed to the discussions: Nehru drew the big picture, Patel did the heavy lifting in committee, Ambedkar thought on his feet. Although their ambitions were in the main liberal, diverse and progressive, nearly all of the delegates came from within the Congress family. Their intellectual influences combined Indian traditions and ideas with European and American principles of creative popular sovereignty. The process was full of questions. What is the ideal way to run a very large country? Should power be held at a local level, giving people the opportunity to make their own decisions about the best way to live? Or was it better to retain control at the centre, to help develop a common national purpose at a time of change and reconstruction? Who organizes elections? How do you select the judiciary? How do you respect the position of minorities without letting them dominate? Of course, there were digressions.

A delegate from Assam in the far north-east said the death penalty should be abolished since it gave glory to the recipient, while a Christian member from Travancore was concerned the assembly should not sit on a Sunday.

A representative from Orissa asked about the problem of nepotism: ‘We know today the Government of India contains people who are the wife’s brother or sister-in-law’s cousin … The evil tradition is there. It is a very bad tradition.’26 How would it be prevented, when everyday Indian life was still built around devotion to membership of the extended family (unlike the English, who went nuclear in the thirteenth century)?

A Muslim politician argued strongly that followers of minority religions should ‘consider themselves and one another as full and equal citizens of a secular state’, because in her opinion the reservation of parliamentary seats for Muslims had encouraged cultural divisions.27 But the reservation of seats for disadvantaged lower castes and undeveloped indigenous tribes was agreed.

Hansa Mehta, a Hindu lawmaker from Bombay who translated Shakespeare and Molière into Gujarati, believed the tradition across many communities of keeping women in seclusion was ‘an inhuman custom’ which had to be abolished. ‘As far as the Hindu religion is concerned,’ she said, ‘it does not enjoin purdah. Islam does. But, I feel that Islam will be better rid of this evil. Any evil practised in the name of religion cannot be guaranteed by the Constitution and I hope that our Muslim friends will remember that.’28 The previous year, Mehta had been responsible for altering the text of Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights from ‘All men are born free and equal …’ to ‘All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.’ Her objection was not a matter of feminist semantics; when Eleanor Roosevelt told Mehta that ‘the word “men” used in this sense was generally accepted to include all human beings’, she rightly pointed out this was not true in much of India, where a newborn girl child might be left unnamed or even left to die.29

A delegate from Mysore spoke in a language few listeners could comprehend: ‘My information is that he is speaking in Canarese
[Kannada],’ said a puzzled speaker. ‘This is the third occasion when a gentleman has spoken in a language which is not understood by the bulk of the members present here.’30 The member, T. Channiah, was making a valuable symbolic point: many Indians did not speak Hindustani, the widely used composite of Hindi and Urdu.31 Another day he suggested – in English – that India’s figurehead president should be chosen alternately from north and south, to avoid dominance by northerners.32 India’s presidents have been picked from all across the country, but only two out of fourteen prime ministers so far have come from the south, and neither was from the far south.

Although the Constituent Assembly contained political and social revolutionaries, there were also many traditional types who wanted a return to time-honoured values. They believed that religion, as practised in ancient times, offered a pure template for living. For many Hindus, it was essential the slaughter of cows be banned. Others wanted the creation of village republics, as Mohandas Gandhi had demanded. The Gandhian Constitution for Free India, drafted in 1946 by his disciple S. N. Agarwal, proposed the primary political unit would be the panchayat, or village council, which should control interest rates, the collection of land revenue and cooperative farming, with assistance from patwaris (keepers of land records, who had a reputation for taking bribes). Chowkidars, or village watchmen, would guard the polity, armed with sticks. Political parties would disappear or be abolished, and a strong central government would not be needed, only an ‘All-India Panchayat’ supervising customs, defence, the currency and economic development plans. India would be a radically decentralized rural society. Whether an army of Gandhian chowkidars would have been sufficient to check the invasion of Kashmir in October 1947 by Pathan fighters from Pakistan remains open to question.33

Ambedkar for one was determined that the village, which he regarded as ‘a den of ignorance’ – not surprisingly, given the humiliations he had experienced as an untouchable – should never be empowered in this way. Drawing on other countries’ constitutions and borrowing heavily from the surprisingly progressive terms of the Government of India Act of 1935, he fashioned what he called ‘a flexible federation’. There would be a single integrated judiciary, which would be distinct from the executive. ‘Subject to the maintenance of the republican form of government,’ he said tellingly, ‘each state in the USA is free to make its own constitution, whereas the constitution of the Indian union and of the states is a single frame from which neither can get out and within which they must work.’34

The list of new rights was substantial. The Indian citizen could not be turned away from a shop, hotel, public well, bathing ghat or water tank on the grounds of sex, race, caste, place of birth or religion. At the stroke of a pen, untouchability was abolished and its practice in any form was forbidden. Every citizen had the right to freedom of speech and expression, the right to assemble peaceably and form associations, and the right to move freely within the territory of India. No accused person could be compelled to be a witness against him- or herself. Minority groups with a distinct script or language (there were several hundred) were permitted to use them freely. No religious instruction was to be provided by state educational institutions. The sort of tribalism that beset many new nations after freedom from colonial rule was specifically refuted in this document. It did not escape the makers of the Constitution that other countries, such as Turkey, were seeking to promote unity by preventing minorities from using separate languages; or indeed that the former colonial power had an established religion and no written constitution. The range of options available to the creators of the Indian Constitution was enormous, and there was nothing inevitable about the framing of the final result. Much of the world was still colonized by the European powers: the Indians were the pioneers, with few political models to go by, seeking to achieve something luminous and unprecedented.

The solution to the clash between traditionalists and progressives was to turn contentious subjects into Directive Principles of State Policy – meaning they were aspirations rather than laws. In this way, matters like the promotion of cottage industries or ‘prohibiting the slaughter of cows and calves’ became directive principles of the Constitution. Crucially, and unwisely, a common religious or personal law for all citizens was not agreed. Instead, India retained the separate ‘civil codes’ that had been created by the British after the mutiny or rebellion of 1857 to keep minority communities tame. This meant Muslims in particular were able to maintain antiquated laws on matters such as polygamy and inheritance. Changing this system (‘The State shall endeavour to secure for the citizens a uniform civil code throughout the territory of India’) became an aspiration that could be deferred indefinitely.35 They got around the problem of ‘India’ being originally a name given to the subcontinent by Persian outsiders by beginning the Constitution with the phrase: ‘India, that is Bharat, shall be a Union of States.’ After that, there were no further references to the subject except in the index: ‘BHARAT–See INDIA’. It was a clever move: it had been presumed before 1947 that the new leaders would pick the less inclusive ‘Hindustan’.

When Ambedkar presented the final draft of the document to the Constituent Assembly in November 1948, he was in a confident mood. The depression he had suffered from was lifting – it had been a life of many reverses – and he had recently got married again, to a reputable Saraswat Brahmin. ‘No constitution is perfect,’ he told his listeners, ‘[but] I feel that it is workable, it is flexible and it is strong enough to hold the country together both in peacetime and in wartime. Indeed, if I may say so, if things go wrong under the new constitution, the reason will not be that we had a bad constitution. What we will have to say is, that Man was vile. Sir, I move.’36

Dr Ambedkar was making an important point: a constitution is a mechanism, not a solution, and it has to be operated properly if it is to work well. What is notable from this distance is how eloquent, forward-looking and thoughtful these debates were.

India’s Constitution, as Ambedkar said, was not perfect. Man and woman would sometimes be vile. But many of the good things that were to happen in India over the succeeding decades arose from it, and it offered a stability that proved to be lacking in most neighbouring countries. It was a clear, well-intentioned and cleverly thought-out document which balanced liberty and security, shared power and did not rely on the goodwill of any one leader. India was taking a gamble on democracy, on the precept that individuals would no longer rely on the whim of others to represent their interests. In 1966 the former Australian ambassador to India, Walter Crocker, wrote: ‘If India is not run by dictators, Rightist, or Leftist, or Militarist, she will be run by politicians, more and more drawn from, or conditioned by, the outcastes and the low castes. For this is the majority, and, thanks to the ballot-box, it will be the votes of the majority which will set up and pull down governments … In abolishing the British raj, and in propagating ideas of equality, so hastily and in the way they did, Nehru and the upper-class Indian nationalists of English education abolished themselves.’37

Nehru’s niece, Nayantara Sahgal, had just turned twenty when India became independent. Her mother, Vijayalakshmi Pandit, was shortly to become India’s ambassador to the US, and Nayantara lived for much of the time in her uncle the prime minister’s house. She remembered the sheer excitement of those days, and the feeling that something new was being created. ‘We were infected by the sense of at last arriving on the scene to take charge of one’s own affairs,’ she told me. ‘I had been in the USA during the Second World War, and the shops in India seemed very empty by comparison. All the English shops were winding up, and things like foreign cosmetics and English china were off the shelves by about 1950. The idea was that we didn’t need foreign luxuries, and we would only be able to buy Elizabeth Arden if we went abroad. They wanted to make room for the new Indian products that were going to fill the shelves.

‘It was extraordinary to be able to go around Delhi and visit people, and to meet the president in Rashtrapati Bhavan, which had been Viceroy’s House. My family having been rebels, we hadn’t visited these places in Delhi before. Many of the new leaders at that time were living a very austere sort of life. Some people were busy wanting to rename roads, and to pull down statues like the one of King George V on Rajpath. My uncle didn’t like that, and always said it was an absurd thing to try to wipe out history. In Hyderabad after the police takeover, they wanted to name a street after him. He said no, on no account. I think the leaders were trying to reflect the idealism of what they were hoping to create. It wasn’t an exclusive thing. The Constituent Assembly was composed of all opinions. Everybody had a say in it. We had a sense of trepidation and adventure. When my uncle came to power, he was out to make a new world: he was not about to fit into the imperatives of the old world.’38

Like most victors, the founding mothers and fathers instinctively wrote history in their own image. Mohammad Ali Jinnah’s earlier role in the nationalist movement (Nehru’s father Motilal had said that Jinnah showed the way to Hindu–Muslim unity) was edited out, as were the missteps Congress had made in its dealings with the Muslim League. To justify the shape of free India, Jinnah was presented as a troublemaker who had subverted unity for his own purposes (in a later movie, he was played by Christopher Lee, who had previously been Dracula). With parts of the subcontinent reworked into a Muslim homeland, it became necessary to find a different basis for the new nation, in which religion could not be permitted to define identity: India would not be a Hindu homeland.

As well as other minorities such as Buddhists, Jains and Christians, 35 million Muslims remained in India, and needed to be kept safe. Some were even now having their houses stolen under the guise of being homes belonging to migrants who had gone to Pakistan. Vallabhbhai Patel had no doubt that stability was more important than anything else: ‘the first requirement of any progressive country is internal and external security.’39

In the months immediately following partition, some chief ministers forced Muslims to leave for Pakistan.40 Although there were few religious riots in India in the 1950s, the Muslim community faced suspicion and discrimination, and found it hard to get jobs in public service or the police. In his regular letters to the chief ministers of all the states, Nehru stressed the need for a psychological integration of India’s people. He believed passionately in the idea of non-alignment, that India could fashion a new global role and reputation for itself, outside the rules of the major power blocs. Outdated prejudices had to be abandoned, and the nation needed to see in itself a reflection of modernity. When he heard that a rabid monkey had not been killed in Lucknow because an official was fearful of offending devotees of the monkey deity Hanuman, he fired off a furious letter to the chief ministers: ‘I think it is little short of scandalous that such a question even should arise in the mind of a District Magistrate when a mad monkey is going about biting hundreds of people. We have to decide whether India is going to be a fit country for human beings to live in or for monkeys or for other animals to take possession of.’41

Although he never made the point explicitly, I believe Nehru’s attitude was conditioned by the trauma he experienced during partition as he toured riot-torn regions and refugee camps, sometimes intervening at personal risk to stop looting and mayhem. He was not averse to clouting miscreants and ordering crowds to be peaceful in a way that would be hard to picture in an unruly country today, in this era of suicide bombings and sequestered leaders. Mohammed Yunus, a Pathan politician from Peshawar in the north-west and the youngest of forty-two children, remembered going to Jamia Millia Islamia university with him when they heard news of a riot. ‘We drove to the scene, and they were very surprised to see him. We could see there had just been great violence. Pandit Nehru climbed up on to a wall and addressed the crowd. He said, “I want to be the prime minister of a country where Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs and Christians can live in harmony. Did we get our freedom so that you could kill each other?” He was very brave. The riot stopped.’42

Nehru was also left miserable by the murder of his old guide and mentor, Mohandas Gandhi, by a Hindu extremist. Before independence, he had a naïve assumption that sectarian antagonism would end once the imperialists had departed, telling a visiting reporter, ‘When the British go, there will be no more communal trouble in India.’43 And now millions of citizens were dead or displaced. Should he have responded more cautiously after the Muslim League’s dramatic gains in the provincial elections of 1945–6? If Congress had been more patient, might the horrors of partition have been avoided? During those terrible days, Nehru had the cruellest awakening imaginable to the dangers facing his own dream. Unless free India could be united around a modern, democratic ideal, unless he could hold on to the secular faith that he had tried to propagate, his life’s work would be a failure. He disliked ardent followers of any religious tradition, whether they were Hindu babas, Muslim clerics or Christian missionaries, and he despised unscientific superstition.

In order to achieve social harmony in a battered land where most people followed and took comfort from religion, Indian children were taught now that an individual’s primary allegiance should be to the nation rather than to any communal or caste identity. Jains, Jews, Christians, Sikhs, Buddhists, Parsis, Muslims and Hindus were all encouraged to believe in a common purpose. Before the first general election in 1952 – at that time the largest example of organized voting ever, with an electorate of 174 million – the election commission did its best to educate the public about the virtues and implications of a universal franchise. The Constitution was drummed into the head of every pupil at school, and children are still given essays with titles like ‘Why am I a Patriot?’ Textbooks emphasize the importance of being a good citizen. The Class 7 civics textbook has chapters on ‘Directive Principles of State Policy’ and ‘Citizenship’. The junior citizen is taught that ‘After years of slavery under the British rule our people became very poor’, and a good citizen ‘votes for those who, he believes, will run the government properly. He pays his taxes on time. He knows that the interests of the nation are much more important than his own.’44 Indian patriotism, while often strident and self-righteous, contains little jingoism compared to that of many other countries, for dissent is part of the national idea. Although the internal boundaries of India were soon to be redrawn along linguistic lines, increasing regional power, people were told to think of themselves as Indians first. When the French writer André Malraux asked the agnostic Nehru late in life what had been his most difficult task, he replied, ‘Creating a secular state in a religious country.’

Historical elision was required too: it became necessary to say the Muslim invasions of earlier centuries had been part of a give and take, a contest for political space which had brought new food and music to India, and did not mark any real cleavage with the Hindu majority. It was suggested, pace The Discovery of India, that the country had a unique and admirable ability to absorb hostile external forces, and this should continue. So the formation of India’s extraordinary diversity over many hundreds of years became politicized, and the past was required to be glimpsed through the prism of the present. Nehru’s vision was warming and didactic, but it was not shared by all his colleagues.

Patel, now the deputy prime minister, was openly sectarian in private conversation, and doubtful Pakistan would survive: ‘The Muslims do not like to work hard. They want to wear fine clothes and sing ghazals. Who will do the hard work in Pakistan?’ he asked.45 As far as he was concerned, most Muslims were lower-caste Hindus whose ancestors had been converted centuries before, and for the first time in centuries the Hindus were in the driving seat. His department launched a campaign to drive Muslims out of the civil service if they were deemed sympathetic to Pakistan.46 When Nehru wrote to him condemning some remarks he had made, Patel responded that while he opposed violence against Muslims, the basic cause was Pakistan’s misbehaviour. He wielded the sword of Damocles, saying India’s Muslims had ‘a responsibility to remove the doubts and misgivings entertained by a large section of the people about their loyalty’.47 But how were they to perform this difficult task? They might (or might not) have been Muslim League supporters, but this did not mean they endorsed the consequences of territorial partition, or were disloyal.

The rupture between the prime minister and his deputy, which to the credit of both men they did their best to resolve before Patel’s death from heart failure in December 1950, was symptomatic of what was to become a running sore in India’s public and intellectual life. Was a particular policy secular or communal? Had a politician made a communal remark, intentionally or otherwise? Bound into the idea of modern India was a belief that the state had a duty to remain neutral in matters of religion. In the aftermath of partition and its massacres, a commitment to secularism – a refusal to set India’s religious communities at each other’s throats – was seen by some as the true mark of the respectable politician. The historian Sanjay Subrahmanyam has observed that the word ‘secularism’ has ‘a deep meaning and significance in India that many Europeans simply don’t understand. Thus “secularism” has become almost as Indian a word as “preponed” or “denting” (for removing a dent in a car).’48

In parallel to the rise of Congress in the early twentieth century, a new movement sprang up which sought to unify all Hindus under the banner of Hindutva, or Hinduness. This was a cultural rather than a religious definition: one of the movement’s founders, Vinayak Savarkar – who had been sentenced to fifty years’ imprisonment by the British for sedition – said you could be an atheist but still qualify as a Hindu.49 Seeking inspiration, the early proponents of Hindutva were impressed by the racial ideas of the Nazis, which has led historians to connect them, with the advantage of telescopic hindsight, to the crimes of Hitler and the Holocaust. Their movement was in part a political response to the rise of pan-Islamism in India and beyond.50 After the First World War, Mohandas Gandhi had given his backing to the Khilafat movement, which called for the restoration of the recently abolished Islamic Caliphate. This gesture was an opportunistic and finally unsuccessful attempt by Gandhi to gain mass Muslim support. (The demand for the Caliphate would later be taken up by al-Qaeda, which may explain Osama bin Laden’s admiration for Gandhi, who he said brought down the British empire ‘by boycotting its products and wearing non-Western clothes’).51 If Muslims were banding together, why should Hindus not do the same? As the pro-Hindu impetus grew, old wounds were prodded. If 70 per cent of the population of India – this figure would rise to over 80 per cent after partition – were Hindu, why were Hindus not more assertive? Surely they should go back to the wisdom of the rishis, and discover a purer way to live? What had made them so weak that they had suffered centuries of foreign enslavement? Why did they not band together and kick out the whites? Heroes from the distant past were invoked for their cunning and bravery in times of war.

The almost inadvertent end to the first surge of Hindutva came in 1948, when a follower of the movement killed Gandhi. Many of its supporters were imprisoned, and this strand of thinking was excluded from respectable political debate. The Nehruvian secular line, effectively a fudging of history, became the official view in an effort to maintain a unified society. This approach brought benefits, but also stirred a deep resentment among Hindu nationalists, which would bubble up in future years.

In 1996, I visited Gandhi’s ashram in Ahmedabad. It was a sorry, decrepit place, some way from its founding principles. Even before his death Gandhi no longer provided the core ideas of independent India, and the ashram’s neglect seemed unsurprising. In a nearby shop, I noticed a wall chart called ‘Top Officials of the World’. It was a little out of date, and showed Margaret Thatcher wearing a glam-rock jacket, and Ronald Reagan covered in at least a week’s worth of stubble, thanks to the haphazard printing process. After that, I began to collect Indian wall charts – some of which can still be found in provincial bookshops and stationery stores. The charts in many ways gave a better idea of the principles of the new nation. My favourite was ‘An Ideal Boy’, which shows wonderfully evocative, stylized cartoons of an exemplary son of India.

The ideal boy is a chubby-thighed little fellow who gets up early, bathes daily, reads attentively at school and goes for a morning walk in a well-manicured garden, wearing shorts. He ‘brushes up the teeth’, salutes his parents and ‘takes meals in time’, his mother hovering shyly over his shoulder and popping a roti on to his plate. The ideal boy is paler than most Indians, and has a definitely Hindu look to him, but I doubt the chart was intended to be sectarian. Matching him on the ‘Bad Habits’ wall chart are some less than ideal boys who play with electricity, tease a dog and purchase fly-blown snacks from a street vendor who, inadvertently I guess, bears a precise resemblance to India’s first president, Dr Rajendra Prasad. They also fly kites in a dangerous fashion, gamble (though with well-combed hair) and ‘take law in hands’ by throwing a cricket ball through a shop window. On another wall chart, illustrating the law of karma, a naughty boy jettisons a banana skin and promptly slips over on it.52

The pious sentiment, the optimism and strong moral ambition of ‘An Ideal Boy’ arose directly from the nationalist project which began in India in 1950 when the Constitution came into force. Many injunctions which now seem amusing were aimed at people who had no experience of behaviour outside their immediate social context, and needed to be shown the way. They would be guided in the etiquette of railway stations, hospitals or bus stops, or telegraph and postal services. One chart shows ‘An Individual Family’ (mother and father tend a tulsi plant, son and daughter draw water from a well) and ‘Combined Family’ (father sits in a dhoti on a deck chair reading a newspaper, mother squats on the floor combing daughter’s hair, sisters-in-law prepare vegetables quietly, boys do useful deeds). Other charts were aimed at the prevention of disease, in this land where many people were sick and hungry: recommendations included ‘sleeping on clean bed’, ‘keep your nails short and clean’, ‘always breathe through the nose’, ‘destroy mosquitoes’ and ‘always use latrine’. The last instruction has not always been followed; I once saw a man at a Delhi market pissing against a painted sign which read, in English, ‘No Person Should Urinate Here’.

The moralizing intentions of ‘An Ideal Boy’ were in their way Nehruvian. Another popular picture shows Chacha Nehru – Uncle Nehru – reading a story to assorted children, who are chosen by their clothing and physiognomy to represent every variety of Indian. His ideas for the future nation were broad. He expected the state to intervene in people’s lives in ways it had never done before in India. Like other postcolonial leaders, he was very ambitious. Nehru’s aspirations ranged from enforcing lasting social change to reforming the holding of agricultural land, from developing an Indian space programme to building giant dams, from the creation of an economic planning commission to the promotion of a foreign policy built on queasy notions of Asian brotherhood. As prime minister, he had a rare ability to take the longer view of the country’s destiny and global status, unconstrained by caste, religion or regional parochialism. This did not prevent him from getting things wrong, but his mistakes were made in the service of a larger idea, grounded in democratic participation.

He resisted any challenge to the Constitution. An attempt by President Rajendra Prasad in 1951 to take away power from the prime minister was blocked. Prasad said that he intended to rely on his own judgement when deciding whether to sign bills into law. His legal argument was specious, and Nehru at once referred it to the attorney-general and another respected lawyer. Their response was clear: the president’s position was analogous to that of ‘a constitutional monarch in England’ and any move to alter it would ‘upset the whole constitutional structure envisaged at the time when the Constitution was passed [and] make the President a kind of dictator’. Prasad’s move inadvertently strengthened the Constitution by clarifying the law and establishing the precedent that power rested with the prime minister and the cabinet.53

Nehru made a point of consulting Parliament, and refused to give peremptory orders. When his cabinet colleague Amrit Kaur requested him to intervene on a particular matter, he refused. ‘What you are asking me,’ he said to her, ‘is that I be a dictator. You have come to the wrong person.’54 Unlike other world leaders, he did not seek personal wealth. In his later years, he was supported and advised by his widowed daughter, Indira Gandhi, who became his official hostess. Living in a house formerly occupied by the British military commander-in-chief, Nehru attempted to pull the new rashtra together. Edifying measures were taken to emphasize the unity within the nation’s diversity. He would start each day by seeing flocks of random visitors, some with petitions or grievances, others lobbying over policy, some just come to catch a glimpse of the new ruler. Refugees camped on his lawns and by his gate, and he did not send them away.

Nehru’s premiership lasted nearly seventeen years, until his death in 1964. By the end, many things were unravelling. His devotion to insular socialist planning had not brought prosperity, and the country’s share of world trade had halved. His government failed to introduce mass education or to enforce land reforms; the Portuguese colony of Goa was annexed at gunpoint; troops were used against the Nagas, a tribal people in the north-east who wanted to secede and had been fighting to establish a sovereign state. The Congress organization was dividing into factions, and being challenged at the ballot box – in 1957 a communist administration was elected in the state of Kerala. Gone was the austere glamour of the freedom movement; the Congress uniform of white khadi, or homespun cloth, had become the vestment of a new ruling class. Nehru had colleagues who were mediocre, and in some cases corrupt. When powerful regional politicians like Pratap Singh Kairon in Punjab misused power or embezzled money, he tended to do little. When he did intercede, as in Kashmir – where the leader, Sheikh Abdullah, was imprisoned on dubious charges of conniving with Pakistan – Nehru still somehow managed to retain a personal link. At Nehru’s cremation, a weeping Abdullah would stand by the pyre and throw flowers into the flames.

After Nehru’s death, the democratic structures he had put in place came right: he had refused to groom or nominate a successor as prime minister, but it took Congress MPs only a week to choose a new leader, by consensus. He was Lal Bahadur Shastri, a small, impressive, scholarly man who had been born to a poor family in the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh, or what was known from 1950 as Uttar Pradesh.

Were the ideas of Jawaharlal Nehru and the founders too ambitious? Was India really a nation, or a collection of diverse peoples who had been thrown together under British rule, and granted independence? More than six decades later, there are 7 billion people living on the planet. Nearly 1.2 billion of them are Indian. So every sixth person walking on the earth is Indian, and a fair few more are ethnically or culturally Indian (though if you are Pakistani or Bangladeshi, you may not want to hear this). Is it right to ascribe unity and similarity to so many different people? Is it fashionable to do so? Is it possible to say that a nightworker in a call centre in Karnataka, an elderly Sikkimese princess, a displaced Adivasi, or tribal, from Madhya Pradesh, a deposed Rajput maharani, a Mizo craftsman on the Burmese border, a thrusting Punjabi garment exporter, a Malayali nurse, a magistrate from Kashmir, a Tamil Brahmin chef, a rock star from Meghalaya, a Gujarati stockbroker, a Musahar (a hereditary rat-eater) from Bihar, an eye surgeon from Thiruvananthapuram, a thriving Marwari businesswoman, a farmer from Karnataka, an Assamese tea picker, a lecherous Pahari politician, a Maoist revolutionary from Chhattisgarh, a languid Maharashtrian cricketer, an Ollywood (the Oriya language version of Hollywood) actress and a Bengali painter-cum-civil servant have anything in common?

The prevailing intellectual convention, arising from the academic straitjacket of poststructuralist theory, multicultural incomprehension and general postcolonial angst, is that it would be wrong to make deductions based on group identity or nationality. To say the French are arrogant, the Japanese inscrutable or the Germans Germanic is unacceptable, even if there is a discernible element of truth in each of these assertions. In the same way, deductions about different Indian communities tend to be made in private rather than in public, but few, even within the communities themselves, would deny their accuracy.

Take a popular email that has been doing the rounds:

BENGAL

1 Bengali = poet

2 Bengalis = film society

3 Bengalis = political party

4 Bengalis = two political parties

TAMIL BRAHMIN

1 Tam Brahm = priest at the Vardarajaperumal temple

2 Tam Brahms = maths tuition class

3 Tam Brahms = queue outside the US consulate at 4 a.m.

4 Tam Brahms = Thyagaraja Music Festival in Santa Clara

MALAYALI

1 Mallu = coconut stall

2 Mallus = boat race

3 Mallus = Gulf job racket

4 Mallus = oil slick

GUJARATI

1 Gujju = share-broker in a Mumbai train

2 Gujjus = rummy game in a Mumbai train

3 Gujjus = Mumbai’s noisiest restaurant

4 Gujjus = stock market scam

In each case, the depiction is close enough to reality for the stereotype to work: the artistic and disputatious Bengali, the clever, superior Tam Brahm, the Malayali from Kerala with its rivers and coconuts now transplanted to a job in the Gulf and the canny Gujju are all figures from Indian life, whether in the workplace or in a movie. These are only the stereotypes relating to particular states, rather than to more closely defined social, ethnic, religious or caste communities. There are further examples cited in the chain email, but to ensure this book is not burned on the streets of Patna or Lucknow, I will leave out the entries for Bihar and Uttar Pradesh.

One more:

3 Punjabis = assault on McAloo Tikkis at local McDonald’s

Any member of a community may be distinct, but the wholesale effect of involuntary group identity is stronger in India than in most other countries. This is caused by two things: the fact that, until recently, marriage outside your community was difficult and unusual, and the absence of substantial immigration. There has been no large-scale migration to India for around 500 years, since the arrival of Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur’s armies at about the time the first Europeans were peopling America. Protected geographically by the sea and by the Himalayas, Indian society managed to remain intact to an extraordinary degree during the colonial period. This caused, inevitably, a measure of integration or understanding between the existing communities. In the days of British rule there was little settlement except on a temporary basis, and social restrictions about eating, as well as the barrier of purdah (which had by now been borrowed by Hindus from Muslims, in the same way that caste had been borrowed by Muslims from Hindus), meant the opportunities for quotidian social interaction between Indians and Europeans were severely limited. Barriers of race, religion and culture, as well as their own national sense of identity and exclusivity, made the British less likely than earlier conquerors to be subsumed into India. Some wore local clothes and took a native mistress, but this did not amount to any sort of assimilation. At the start of the twentieth century, there were around 1,500 British executive officials in India, in addition to a much larger number of military officers and soldiers, and they existed in a separate world of dances, polo and the club, described in Kipling’s short stories. After independence, apart from a small number of missionaries, tea planters and business people, the Europeans went home.

Traditions that are today identifiably Indian are rooted in a very distant past. Nearly a thousand years ago, the Muslim polymath Al-Biruni travelled through India and wrote a brilliantly perceptive account of the world and the systems of thought he encountered,
Kitab Tahqiq ma li-l-Hind, commonly known as The India. Originally from Central Asia, Al-Biruni noticed the concentration on philosophy and mathematics, the emphasis on the purity of fire and water, the throwing away of earthen plates after use and the avoidance of touching between communities; he commented on the Hindus’ religious flexibility, observing that ‘at the utmost, they fight with words, but they will never stake their soul or body or their property on religious controversy’; he recorded their ‘hideous fictions’, like the notion that god could have a thousand eyes; he observed that Hindus ‘sip the stall [urine] of cows [during rituals], but they do not eat their meat’, and that men wear earrings and ‘a girdle called yajnopavita [the sacred thread, worn by the higher castes], passing from the left shoulder to the right side of the waist … In their meetings they sit cross-legged. They spit out and blow their noses without any respect for the elder ones present.’55 When the emperor Babur wrote in his diary in the 1520s that Hindustan had ‘innumerable and endless workmen of every kind
… a fixed caste for every sort of work’, or that women ‘tie on a cloth, a half of which goes around the waist while the other is thrown over the head’, he could have been writing about rural north India now.56 The recipe for kulfi used by the wife of the emperor Jahangir, Noor Jehan, is the same as the recipe used today. The mricchakatika, or little clay cart, is a common child’s toy (you pull a string to make the cart roll along, and it gives a tuk-tuk-tuk sound), but Mricchakatika is also the title of a Sanskrit play dating back to 200 BCE, a play which Nehru was reading when he flew above the carnage of Punjab in 1947.

So the past becomes a part of the present, and ancient history is linked to everyday life in a way that is unmatched in any other world culture, in a form that is wholly unselfconscious. A seal found at the ancient city of Mohenjo-daro dating to around 2000 BCE shows a figure, seated in a yogic position, which seems to be a representation of the deity Shiva. To a Hindu today (who might sit in that very yoga position each morning) the pose, the trident, the bull and the phallus would be immediately familiar: a similar representation of Shiva might be found painted on a roadside rock or dangling from a truck’s rearview mirror. Many Indians, conscious of their timelessness but often with no informed idea of their own history, are connected to their distant ancestral past every day. Modernity is converted to a purely Indian form.

The founding parents laid down the Constitution, but would the children follow it? A Delhi lawyer said to me while discussing the high ideals of Nehru and his fellows, ‘The problem with India is Indians.’ He meant that the rules were all there, but nobody obeyed them. Indians do not go by the book.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/9781846142147_India_006_IMGX.png
Pakisan

]
§
H

3

195060 196170 197180 198190 199






OPS/images/9781846142147_India_002_IMGX.png
Rbovem: 7180 6170 3160 4150 a1-go Belowso







OPS/images/9781846142147_India_007_IMGX.png





OPS/images/cover.jpg
AN INTIMATE
BIOGRAPHY OF
1.2 BILLION
PEOPLE





OPS/images/9781846142147_India_004_IMGX.png
£
E
H
£

350 1960 1570 1380 1990 2000
Year







OPS/images/9781846142147_India_001_IMGX.png





OPS/images/9781846142147_India_005_IMGX.png
H

suyiny
1981 1984 1987 1990 1993 1996 1999 2002 2005 2015 2025°

Year







OPS/images/9781846142147_India_003_IMGX.png
“Rbove T 71%0 6170 s1-60 4150 3140 Below 30
Age





