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Maulana Azad Memorial Lecture delivered by His Excellency Shri.

Balmiki Prasad Singh, Governor of Sikkim on 11th November 2011

at Teen Murti Auditorium, New Delhi.

Thank you Mr. President, for inviting me to deliver Maulana Azad

Memorial Lecture this evening. It is a singular honour to speak in

memory of one of India’s most distinguished sons a man whose life and

work has an enduring relevance for our country. Some statesmen are

important within the context of their times. Others, specially great men

and women, have timeless messages. Maulana Azad was one of these

and that is why his significance must never be forgotten.

The early life of leaders is often the crucible of their greatness –

shaping their character and moulding their intellect. This is particularly

so in the case of Maulana Azad. So, let me begin my reflections focusing

on the Maulana’s formative years.
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Formative Years

Maulana Abul Kalam Muhiyuddin Ahmed was born in Mecca, the

holiest Islamic city this day, in the year 1888. He is popularly known as

Maulana Azad as he had adopted Azad (free) as his pen name. His

birthday is also celebrated as National Education Day across the country.

Maulana Abul Kalam Azad was a man of many facets - scholar,

poet, journalist, freedom fighter and leader of the Indian National

Congress. He was an adept linguist – able to communicate in several

languages: Arabic, English, Urdu, Hindi, Persian and Bengali. Long

before the contemporary use of the term ‘multi-cultured’, this Maulana

was a truly multi-cultural personality.

Abul Kalam was groomed to become a Muslim clergyman. He,

however, shaped his own life in a totally different manner. A multi-

dimensional personality, Maulana Azad bloomed into a valiant freedom

fighter; an apostle of Hindu-Muslim unity; and a builder of modern

India. In short, he was that unusual being – combining activism,

idealism and practical policy – making.
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The Rebel and The Freedom Fighter

Maulana Azad radiated on the national scene quite early in his life.

The outcome of World War-I was a disaster for Turkey. The war led to

the military occupation of Istanbul (then Constantinople) and abolition

of the caliphate- an Islamic system of governance in which the State

rules under Islamic laws. Peace was restored under the Treaty of

Versailles in 1919. The caliphate also had a religious importance for

Muslims all over the world. The sympathy of Indian Muslims

particularly, (mostly Sunni Muslims), with Turkey and the Ottoman

caliphate, however, was sincere, deep and wide-spread. Maualana Azad

gave expressions to all these in a magazine in Urdu set up and edited by

him called Al-Hilal as early as in 1912.

The innate spirit of freedom coupled with the indifference of the

British rulers towards the plight of common people of India made him a

rebel. He found in Mahatma Gandhi – a person 19 years older than him-

a friend and an ally. The fact that Mahatma Gandhi too supported the

Khilafat movement brought them closer. Azad became an enthusiastic
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supporter of Mahatma Gandhi and his ideals of non-violence and civil-

disobedience. He too started to organize non-cooperation movements at

various places as a Congress activist.

The British were early to recognize the potential of Azad. They

saw in him an enemy of formidable prowess. Al-Hilal was banned in

1914. He started another weekly Al-Balagh in 1914 and this too was

banned two years later. He was expelled from his home town Calcutta

and interned in Ranchi in 1916 - a ban that was lifted only after the

conclusion of the First World War in 1920.

When Azad was barely 35, his colleagues in the Indian National

Congress chose him to be their President at its special session held in

Delhi in 1923. He was elected Congress President in its session in

Ramgarh in 1940, and continued to give leadership to the Indian

National Congress till 1946. This was an extraordinary display of

confidence, especially as there were several claimants to this high office.



5

Vision of India

As time went on, two contrasting visions about the future of India

predominated the freedom struggle emerged: one, advocating integrity

of India based on Hindu-Muslim unity; and the other the creation of

Pakistan based on two-nation theory. These sentiments found powerful

exposition in the Congress Presidential address made by Maulana Azad

in 1940 and the Muslim League Presidential address delivered by Md.

Ali Jinnah in the same year.

In his address, Maulana Azad asserted that, “it was India’s historic

destiny that many human races and cultures should flow to her, finding a

home in her hospitable soil, and that many a caravan should find rest

here….. Eleven hundred years of common history (of Islam and

Hinduism) have enriched India with our common achievements. Our

languages, our poetry, our literature, our culture, our art, our dress, our

manners and customs, the innumerable happenings of our daily life,
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everything bears the stamp of our joint endeavour…... These thousand

years of our joint life have moulded us into a common nationality…...

Whether we like it or not, we have now become an Indian nation, united

and indivisible. No fantasy or artificial scheming to separate and divide

can break this unity”.

The vision of Md. Ali Jinnah was sharply different. In his

presidential address, he declared that, “it is a dream that Hindus and

Muslims can evolve a common nationality, and this misconception of

one Indian nation has gone far beyond the limits, and is the cause of

most of our troubles, and will lead India to destruction, if we fail to

revise our actions in time. The Hindus and Muslims belong to two

different religious philosophies, social customs and literature. They

neither intermarry, nor interdine together, and indeed they belong to two

different civilizations which are based mainly on conflicting ideas and

conceptions. Their aspects on and of life are different”. These two

statements were, in fact, the manifestos of the Congress and the Muslim

League. The conflict over these visions became central to the outcome
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of the freedom struggle. In many ways, we are still grappling with the

legacies of these notions.

The Statesman

On 3rd June 1947, the British announced a proposal to partition

India as India and Pakistan on religious lines, with the princely states

free to choose between either dominion. Jinnah won the day, and his

vision became a reality and the rest is history. However, it is important

to note that while Jinnah claimed success, a sizable portion of the

Muslim community preferred Azad’s ideas.

The partition was not only a political tragedy but also a

civilizational failure. Maulana Azad advocated that religion must not be

used as an instrument for gaining political power as it is meant for

transformation of human soul. He had then declared ‘God alone knows

what is in the womb of future’. Much can be said about all this but our

meeting today is not an appropriate occasion to discuss the history of

partition or the future of the Indian sub-continent.
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And yet, history of freedom struggle would be incomplete without

appreciation of the contrasting roles of Md. Ali Jinnah and Maulana

Abul Kalam Azad.

The saga of the freedom struggle itself would have been different

both in character and content without these two illustrious persons. In

fact, it would have been poorer without the inspiring presence of

Maulana Azad.

The Nation Builder

A nation is built not only from the actions that bring about

independence. It is also the product of the framework that facilitates its

functioning. A weak framework creates a shallow nation – a strong

framework provides conditions for future success. Azad understood this

well. As a member of the Constituent Assembly that drafted India’s

Constitution, Maulana Azad was instrumental in enshrining principles of

secularism, religious freedom and equality for all Indians in the

Constitution.
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Maulana Azad became India’s first education minister in the

Council of Ministers headed by the Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru.

As a cabinet minister, he played a significant role in framing of national

policies of the new Republic. He, along with Nehru, was one of the

founders of the first Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) set up in 1951

and the University Grants Commission in 1953. He foresaw a great

future in IITs for India’s progress. As Culture Minister, he helped

establish Sangeet Natak Akademy for promotion of drama and music

(1953), Sahitya Akademi for promotion of Indian literature (1954), and

Lalit Kala Akademi for promotion of painting and sculpture (1954) to

strengthen the vibrancy and independence of our artists and scholars and

thus equipping them with a platform at national level for creative

dialogue. In short, these institutions were established to provide public

space for national conversations in their respective fields of activity.
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While researching for my book India’s Culture: The State, the Arts

and Beyond, I came across interesting dialogues between Nehru and

Azad concerning India’s policy in the realm of culture. They approached

this with considerable sensitivity that was amply reflected in the

introduction of cultural pageantry at the Republic Day parade and the

State purchase of works of art for the national and regional museums.

On occasions similar to our Republic Day, several countries hold

impressive military parades to demonstrate their armed strength to the

world. Azad and Nehru thought that it would be appropriate that India

display its cultural strength along with its military power. This has since

been adopted by several other countries.

In June 1948, Prime Minister Nehru chanced upon a large number

of paintings of the mother-daughter duo of Hungarian artists, Mrs Sass

Brunner and Miss Elizabeth Brunner in Nainital. He purchased a few

paintings. On return, he wrote to Maulana Azad recommending eight of

their paintings to be acquired by the Government at a cost of 15000/- (as

indicated by the artists). This matter was sent to the experts, who felt
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that the price asked for was too high. A series of letters and notes were

exchanged. The experts did not yield to the price indicated by the artists.

This finally compelled Nehru to observe that if the Government was

unable to pay the price asked for by the artists, he would pay himself. In

a minute dated 23rd September, 1948, Maulana Azad finally closed the

matter by saying that ‘the bill for the paintings may be sanctioned and

the price asked for may be given to the artists’. This kind of sensitivity

and high level of attention in purchasing these paintings besides

respecting the opinions of officials and experts, paved the way for the

constitution of the Art Purchase Committee for government museums

under the Chairmanship of the Vice-President of India.

Maulana Azad’s life, belief and attitudes are an enduring reminder

of how an individual can rise above parochial interests and community

ties to enlightened citizenship. To me, Azad symbolizes how the higher

instincts of nationalism can overcome the often unhealthy and exclusive
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attachments that we have to our localities and our inherited prejudices.

India may fulfill its greatness through its economic prowess, its political

stability and its social achievements. Yet, India will only realize the

fullness of its destiny when Indians learn to look beyond sectarianism

and see their community and communal progress linked to the

wholeness that the phrase Mother India implies.

That integrated vision was what Azad perceived in the ideas and

ideals of Mahatma Gandhi and the Freedom Movement – ideas and

ideals that have served this country well for decades. But, ideas and

ideals also have to be refreshed and reintegrated from time to time.

The Beginning

In a poem entitled ‘The Sunset of the Century’ written on the last

day of the 19th century, Tagore observed: ‘the last sun of the century

sets amidst the blood-red clouds of the West and the whirlwind of

hatred’. The mood on the last day of the 20th century, however, was one

of hope. Many viewed the conclusion of the Cold War as the end of

major conflicts in global politics and the emergence of a harmonious
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world. This expectation was short-lived. The attack on the United States

of America on September 11, 2001 established another reality -

religiously motivated violence will pose a major threat to world peace.

This raises another issue – should we, in Azad’s reflective spirit,

seek new interpretations that can mobilize new and redefined moral and

social concepts to meet the challenges of today. This is why I suggest we

give thought to a conglomeration of constructs that blend past and

present into a vision that I call Bahudhā.

II

The New Century

The Bahudhā approach for both society and polity has interesting

origins. Metaphorically speaking, the 21st century began with the rise of

the sun in the morning of 11th September, 2001 as the aircraft flown by

Al- Qaeda attacked USA’s World Trade Center at New York, Pentagon
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– its defence headquarters in Washington DC; and in the plains of

Pennsylvania. The attack lasted just 102 hours but heralded an era that

has forced a more realistic appreciation of the world.

It became a landmark not only in the lives of those who were

physically affected and had barely survived but also of numerous others

including myself. The response of individuals, however, varied.

Ten days later on September 21, 2001 President George W. Bush

in his address to the American people declared America’s commitment

‘to the destruction and to the defeat of the global terror network’ and

went on to assert : ‘every nation in every region now has a decision to

make: either you are with us or you are with the terrorists’. Soon

commenced the military attack on Afghanistan. The regime change in

Afghanistan was followed by invasion of Iraq and more recently the

entry of the US navy seal in Abottabad in Pakistan on 1st May, 2011
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leading to capture and killing of Osama bin-Laden, the leader of Al-

Qaeda.

Persons like the young musician P.J. Harvey reacted in a different

manner. Polly composed some memorable lyrics including the famous

‘the mess that we’re in and the city sun sets over me’. My own reaction

was somewhat different and needs to be narrated.

At the time of this catastrophe, I was Executive Director of the

World Bank, at Washington DC. In the aftermath of the tragedy, it

became fashionable for every think-tank to discuss two questions: ‘What

went wrong?’ and ‘Why people hate us (Americans)?’ I happened to

attend one such meeting during September itself. The gathering was

impressive, I was seated almost opposite the Chairperson. The guest

speaker had concluded on the somber note of the need for building a

coalition of nations against terrorism. He also spoke of the radicalization

of Islam, values of religious pluralism, and the need for tolerance. The
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presentation over, the Chairperson asked for comments and looked at

me. She said that India may have the answer in view of its heritage of

pluralism and originality of mind, and gave me the floor. I was not

prepared. I recall having said then that ‘while India may have the

answer, I do not’ and went on to narrate my experiences in handling

terrorism in India. I was aware of the inadequacy of my response. For

the real question was : What could we do to achieve harmony in a world

so globalized, yet with nations so unequal, living in mutual distrust, fear

and worse terror?

Since then I have been contemplating this theme with a view to

exploring an enduring framework for a global public policy – a policy

for harmony among different people and societies in the post 9/11 world

as seen through the lens of the Indian experience. Allow me to share

some of these thoughts with you.

The Bahudhā Approach
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I would like to call the approach I am suggesting Bahudhā. This

comes from my personal attachment to an attitude that has greatly

contributed to the enrichment of harmonious life in India: ‘respect for

another person’s view of truth with hope and belief that he or she may

be right’. This is best expressed in the Rigvedic hymn that enjoins:

Ekam Sad Vipra Bahudhā Vadanti

The Real is one, the learned speak of it variously

Etymologically speaking, the word Bahudhā is derived from the

word bahu, and dha is suffixed to it to make it an adverb. So, what does

Bahudhā mean? ‘Bahu’ denotes many ways or parts or forms or

directions. It is used to express manifoldness, much, and repeatedly.

When the word is used with the root kri, it means to make manifold or

multiply. Bahudhā is also used as an expression of intermittent

continuity in various time frames. It is used to express frequency, as in
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‘time and again’. Bahudhā suggests an eternal reality or continuum, a

dialogue of harmony, and peaceful living in society.

Pluralism could be the closed equivalent to Bahudhā in the English

language. Pluralism has been described in various ways in history,

sociology, and politics – cultural pluralism, political pluralism, and

pluralistic societies. Pluralism has also been seen in the context of the

co-existence of nation-state and ethnicity, equality and identity issues.

The Bahudhā approach recognizes that there is a distinction

between plural societies and pluralism. Pluralism is an inevitable

ingredient of democratic societies. The role of religion, language, and

ethnicity is very significant in plural societies. Pluralism in this context

is an imperative for both developed and developing societies.

Pluralist societies are necessarily multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and

multilingual societies. In such societies, there are various boundaries:

racial, linguistic, religious, and at times even ideological. The "Bahudhā

approach does not believe in annexation or transgression of boundaries

or assimilation of identities and propagation of a simplistic world view.
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It merely facilitates dialogue and thereby promotes understanding of the

collective good. The realization of one’s own identity may sustain

boundaries and yet, at the same time, understanding of other identities

may help formulate a public policy of harmony. The Bahudhā approach

is conscious of the fact that societies without boundaries are not

possible.

The culture of Bahudhā is deeply rooted in the inculcation of a

special attitude from an early age. Dialogue requires a state of mind

where one can strongly believe in one’s own way of looking at issues

while simultaneously accommodating another’s point of view. It is this

mental discipline that makes one willing to consider the validity of other

person’s view point.
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In short, the Bahudhā approach is both a celebration of diversity

and an attitude of mind that respects another person’s point of view.

Democracy and dialogue are central to this approach.

39. Diversity celebrates different religions, gods and goddesses and

belief systems. It also promotes a feeling that the world would be a dull

and over-uniform place if there was only one religion, one god, one

language, one folklore and one folktale. The human species cannot be all

of one belief or faith or system – humanity is diversity – something we

too often forget.

The inculcation of attitude of mind inspired by the Bahudhā

approach would mean that one hears others in a manner that is akin to

our behavior with family members or with our neighbours. This could

help us appreciate and even adopt good practices and value systems of

others without diminishing our own.

How is Bahudhā relevant in terms of formulation of public policy of

harmony in our modern world?

III
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The World We Live in

Let me dwell for a moment on the current condition of the world

we live in. It is imperative to realize that global politics is rapidly

changing both in its character and content. It is no longer a reserve of a

caste of professionals. The era of rational behaviour on the part of

nation-states which was the main objective of the world order set up by

the Treaty of Westphalia of 1648 no longer holds good. Between the

Russian revolution in 1917 and the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, even

reign of ideologies has been replaced by market interests and individual

and group emotions in international relations. People as well as nation-

states are increasingly getting conscious of their identities and their

place in the world.

At the risk of over-simplification, the vital question in this changed

world is ‘How should we live?’
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In this broad context, the relevance of Bahudhā approach in the

contemporary world could be viewed in the context of a series of

interrelated happenings such as globalization and its discontents; the

yearning for freedom and hope for a decent livelihood among youth; the

increasing importance of religion in human affairs; and the rise of

terrorism caused by and/or accompanied with a sense of fear, revenge

and humiliation.

Globalization and its Discontents

Globalization, the new international system, has integrated

markets, nation-states and technologies to a degree never before

witnessed. This new process is enabling individuals, corporations and

countries to reach around the world further, faster, deeper and cheaper. It

is true that globalization has, in many ways, strengthened the hold of the

United States of America- the sole super power after 1991- over the rest

of the world. The recent rise of Asia, particularly of India and China, in
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recent years as economic powers, however, is gradually challenging the

Western pre-dominance in the world.

In a globalized world the poor are no longer ignorant of the world

of the rich. The rich can no longer ignore the tragedies of people of Asia,

Africa and Latin America for this could adversely affect them.

The Arab Spring

Today, there is lot of hope in the Arab world. The changes that

began in the first year of the second decade of the twenty-first century in

the Arab World constituted a titanic movement in history. It reminded

one of the nature of changes that were set into motion in the last decade

of the twentieth century that commenced with the fall of Berlin Wall,

dissolution of the Soviet Empire and democratic freedom for the east

European countries.

The ‘Jasmine Revolution’ of January, 2011 in Tunisia – so named

in view of the pride of place that jasmine occupies in Tunisian society
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was filled with talk of democracy and freedom. It was facilitated by use

of the mobile phone, the Internet, Facebook and Twitter- the new

instruments placed in the hands of youth by Information and

Communication Technology (ICT) revolution. Egypt and several other

Arab countries including Yemen, Syria and Libya followed suit. The

massive and spontaneous nature of street-protests posed decisive

challenge to the rule of autocrats and dictators. It was a huge reaction

against rulers who were stealing wealth of the community and depriving

people of their freedom.

In future, it may well that the Arab World would be ruled by

democratically elected leaders. The Arabs will exercise their rights to

regime change as in European countries, the US and India. It will,

however, take time for democratic institutions like the legislature, the

judiciary, the media and the election commission to acquire firm roots

and autonomous and independent character.
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In a globalized world, the youth are nurturing hope based on doing

better in this world here and now. They are no longer believers in fate

nor do they entertain the belief in some future better world, either on

earth or in heaven.

Religious Revival

The world is also witnessing a revival of religions as never before

in recent times. There is a revivalist movement among believers in

Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, Shinto, and Judaism. There

are signs that many Chinese and Russians are returning to religion.

Fundamentalist Islam is asserting itself even among the westernized

middles classes of Turkey and Egypt.

Religious resurgence is primarily a reaction to the loss of personal

identity and group stability produced by the process of social, economic,
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and cultural modernization that swept across the world in the second half

of the twentieth century. In the second half of the twentieth century

economic and social modernization became global in scope. With the

rapid decline in traditional systems of authority, people tend to get

separated from their roots in a bewildering maze of new rules and

expectations. Such people need new sources of identity, new forms of

stable community, and new sets of moral precepts to provide them with

a sense of meaning and purpose. Organized religious groups, both

mainstream and radical, are growing today precisely to meet these

needs. It has pervaded ‘every continent, every civilization, and virtually

every country’.

Privatization of Violence and Terrorism

Terrorism, including human bombs, is the latest instrument in

violent conflicts that are being sanctioned in the name of redressal of

religious and ethnic grievances. The story of the Al-Qaeda as a terrorist
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organization is ‘the story of eccentric and violent ideas sprouting in the

fertile ground of political and social turmoil’. The Islamic culture of

humiliation is deeply rooted in their sense of history and the game of

power politics. Islamists believe that ‘war on terror’ is just a western

euphemism for ‘war on Islam’. The concerned citizens in different

continents are asking: How to stop this cycle of violence that is leading

to more violence and suffering?

Today, the spectre of a nuclear holocaust can no longer be

dismissed as wild imagination. There is no road map with the United

Nations for achieving nuclear disarmament in a time-bound universal,

non-discriminatory, phased and verifiable manner. On the other hand,

the fact that some ‘rogue’ nations are already in possession of Weapons

of Mass Destruction (WMD), only fuels this growing sense of

insecurity. In a way, globalization has aided the expansion of a global

terror network. There is now constant sharing of intelligence and

technology between different terror outfits around the world. The porous
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borders, meant to allow free trade, are being exploited by terrorists to

carry out subversive activities.

The privatization of violence through terrorism poses a major

challenge. Invisible nature of the terrorist threat is a factor that is

contributing a sense of insecurity and fear particularly among the rich

and the middle class.

Humiliation and Hope

The world is being guided by a sense of Humiliation and by a

sense of Hope. Humiliation is the injured confidence of people and the

nation-states when they come to believe that for no fault of theirs they

were/are badly treated and that their physical and human resources

were/are exploited by a few powerful countries and companies.

On the other side of spectrum, there are several countries where

people and particularly the boys and girls are hopeful for their future.

They are confident that the future belongs to them and that they will be



29

able to realize their potential in their life-time and leave a better future

for their children and grand-children.

The free flow of goods, ideas and technology is being

accompanied by rapid rise of a sense of humiliation and other identity

related issues. People are increasingly viewing their identity not only in

terms of nation-states to which they belong, but also as members of their

religious, racial, and ethnic groups. Such consciousness of one’s heritage

and a sense of pride in it gives them satisfaction. Yet, concurrently, a

lack of understanding of and with other members of society about

economic opportunities, political rights, and religious sensibilities

provides grounds for discord and often degenerates into violence. It also

frequently leads to the formation of certain negative images and

opinions that guide individuals and group actions for a long time to

come.

Intolerance is on the rise. In spite of the fact that we live in an

information age, we do not understand the aspirations and beliefs of
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other people adequately. Instead, we insist upon images and data that

obscure rather than illuminate our vision. On the other hand, the world is

growing more complex and individuals, nations and cultures are

showing increasing concerns about their identities. All these impact on

international politics.

The world is undergoing a gloomy period in its history. There is

something coarse, and at times extremely cruel, in our behavior towards

each other. Social and religious resentment accompanied by economic

inequality and the exploitation of deprived individuals and backward

nations has the propensity to create lasting disturbances in the world.

Above all, the problem of terrorism and the ecology crisis call for

augmentation of our dialogue processes and enhancement of cooperation

skills. It is very evident that the direction of world affairs, unless

significantly changed, will bring disaster and tragedy of untold

perceptions.

Need for Change and Bahudhā Approach
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So we need a new kind of world to be constructed by people,

states, and religious communities. Perhaps, the major world religions

could seize the opportunities provided by globalization to transform their

messages and reach out to a new global audience. Faith informs the daily

struggles of millions in confronting larger political conflicts regarding

democracy, human rights, and economic development. New ways are to

be found to create or reinvigorate collective identities, whose influence

can both promote social welfare and fuel terrorism and inter-religious

conflict.

In the circumstances, our perception as well as our approach needs

to change radically to avoid collapse of the existing international order.

This is both for self-preservation and collective survival. The emotional

frontier is becoming as important as our geographical frontiers. A

tolerant world calls for appreciation of differences and similarities of

others with one’s values and belief systems. The Bahudhā approach is
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needed both for understanding of other societies and peoples and for

living in harmony. How do we secure these?

IV

How to Secure Bahudhā

The Bahudhā approach could be secured particularly through (i)

religious harmony; (ii) educational programming; (iii) strengthening of

international political architecture: the United Nations; and (iv) the use

of military power in terms of the UN Charter.

Relevance of Religion

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the famous German

thinker Friedrich Neitzsche (1844-1900) made an astounding statement

declaring the ‘death of God’. Advances in science and technology gave

human beings new powers of control over the forces of nature and that,
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in turn, led several writers and thinkers to declare their independence

from God. The Age of Reason had dawned and started asserting itself.

By the end of the twentieth century, however, religion began to re-

assert itself and began to influence world events. Politicians, journalists,

and scholars started realizing and often exploiting the extremely

powerful value of the religious motives of citizens and the need to use

their beliefs in the promotion of development, peace and happiness in

society.

Simultaneously, religions also witnessed the rise of fundamentalist

groups in their midst. Jewish fundamentalists, Hindu radicals, angry

Buddhist monks, Christian rightists, and Muslim fundamentalists started

catching news headlines. The rise of Islamist elements among believers

of Islam, in particular, received extraordinary notice in the West and
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people began expressing their worldview in terms of civilizational clash

between Islam and Christianity.

Culture, theology and territory are linking global and local

religious identities as globalization is changing the very nature of

religion and its role in international affairs.

Globalization is also making religion more pluralistic. It is felt that

the kind of religious monopolies that have benefited the formalized

churches in central Europe, the Catholic Church in Latin America, and

Hinduism in India will be difficult to sustain. Religion is increasingly, if

unevenly, becoming a matter of choices about whether to believe,

whether to embrace one particular kind of religion, and, if so, what

elements or sect of that religion to embrace.

In coming decades religion is likely to make increasing impact

upon and even alter relations of the nation-states in several parts of the
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world. At a basic level, religion will be an important factor in

understanding the general foreign policy orientations of many countries.

Religion is a potent force. As an agent for the generation of peace

and happiness, it facilitates goodwill among people, and helps them to

lead a life of spirituality and fulfillment. In recent years, people like

Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King have used it for achieving

justice and freedom. Swami Vivekananda and Mother Teresa were

inspired by their religious faiths to serve the poor, the derelict, and the

discarded. It is religious faith which has driven the Dalai Lama to

propagate the message of love and peace not only among his Tibetan

people (including those living in exile in India) but also in distant lands.

A massive transformation in approach towards application of

science and new technology, towards harmony among different faiths,

and towards cooperation with neighbours and the international

community based on the values of democracy, secularism, and dialogue

is manifesting itself. Threats are also present- from terrorism, hatred,
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exploitation, globalization, and one’s own narrowness. Amidst these,

one has to move collectively as human beings towards a peaceful and

harmonious living that demands both rationality and love. On us lies the

responsibility to provide these elements.

The re-assertion of religion in public affairs has also revived the

traditional belief that ‘my religion is the best’. Identifying religion with

dogmas and beliefs had led to several wars in the past and inflicted

sufferings on fellow citizens began receding inhuman consciousness.

Several questions are being asked: what is the political role of religion?

How does it affect state policy? What is our religious experience?

The well-known Sufi poet Maulana Jalaluddin Rumi beautifully

enunciates the Islamic faith when he writes, “The lamps are different but

the light is the same: it comes from beyond”. There are similar

expressions in other religions as well. All these strengthen the logic that

there can be salvation outside the church or the synagogue, outside the

temple or the sangh, and outside the mosque or the gurudwara. Even
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under the guidance of the same scripture, different communities have

developed different ways of worship and communion with the creator.

This, in turn, has created manifold forms of religious dialogues and

forms of worship.

What we need is a synthesis of these values-spiritual and moral as

well as intellectual-with the aim of producing a fully integrated human

being. Such an individual would be both inward looking as well as

outward looking, who searches his own mind in order that his nobler self

may prevail at all times, and at the same time recognize his obligations

to his fellow men and the world around him.

Education

Education has a central role to play in building a harmonious

society. Education must begin at home as it is here that intolerance

towards other faiths has its origins. We know that it is not only love and

compassion but also hatred and intolerance that are widespread. Just as

people can be taught to hate, they can also learn to treat others with love,
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dignity and respect. In fact, the issue of public policy of harmony is

critically linked with education.

There is an urgent need to focus on the educational curriculum in

order to purge it of content that spreads hatred and/or distorts history.

Effective education also demands the development of a creative mind

and scientific temper.

Utilizing education as an instrument of harmony is not an easy

task. The educational curriculum, in particular, has become in several

countries an ideological battleground. The interpretation of historical

events often excites religious and ethnic groups who start taking

positions that are not always rational. Yet, education is the most

dependable resource for preparing the youth for initiating dialogue.

We have to look beyond the events that have characterized the

global scene since 9/11. Two aspects of education would, however,

remain paramount. First, education must strive to create in young minds
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a willingness to tolerate differences of opinion and the desire to

understand different points of view. Second, the massive progress in

science and technology has tended to stress the intellectual rather than

moral and spiritual values.

Societies marked by a continuing intolerant ethos, in which

religious or ethnic groups blindly espouse their narrowest possible

perceptions, education can play a role. Patience and time are needed for

education to play its expected meaningful role in bringing peace and

harmony in the world. The biggest positive factor is that despite all odds

youth in many parts of the world are full of hope.

The International Political Architecture: The United Nations

Resolving conflict, however, goes much beyond education.

Towards this end, the UN has to be strengthened in terms of its Charter

so that it becomes an effective conflict resolution organization. The

global political order must reflect the best interests, rules, and practices

that states hold in common.
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As we look towards the future, it appears that the prevailing

nation-state system would continue to be a primary structure. An

international order based on the rule of law and consent of nation-states

can alone be an effective conflict resolution mechanism.

The UN is the best forum for generation of understanding among

nation-states in the realm of politics and economy. It can also be a forum

where dialogue among nations can be initiated and sustained. Such

dialogues can support efforts towards peace and attempts to resolve

conflicts between groups and nations.

The UN needs to be re-organized in several ways: by expanding

the Security Council to reflect present day political and economic

realities and by funding a permanent peacekeeping force.

Conflict also arises from the growing economic inequality in the

world. It is true that the economic progress the world has accomplished

during the last fifty years is higher than any in previous periods in

history. We are living in a world where the global economy generates
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over $60 trillion a year. And yet, nearly one billion people in developing

countries live on less than one dollar a day. In this inequitable world,

less than twenty percent of the people control eighty percent of the

income and resources of the globe. This inequality is likely to increase in

view of demographic expansion. Five hundred years ago, the population

of the world was about 500 million. Today, it is 6.4 billion and soon will

be 7 billion. By 2050, the world’s population will increase to 9.1 billion

people, and virtually all the population growth will be in the developing

world, especially in the fifty poorest countries.

An empowered Economic and Social Security Council would also

enable the UN to play a more effective role in reforming the global

economic and financial system, represented by the IMF, the World Bank

and the WTO. This could enable all nations including the advanced

industrial countries a co-operative role in the implementation of the

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

Use of Force
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A question is often posed about the role and relevance of the

military in the construction of an environment for creative dialogue

among civilizations. In the post 9/11 world, it is quite obvious that the

ugly face of terrorism has given full justification for a strong military

posture by Governments. In fact, the rise of terrorist activities in

different parts of the world demands it. It, however, does not mean that

military intervention can be taken in an arbitrary fashion.

In this context, the theory of preventive war enunciated by the

United States in its National Security Document of September 2002

explicitly defining its unilateralist approach to terrorism needs to be

examined. The UN Charter calls upon member states to attempt to settle

disputes peacefully - failing that, to make reference to the Security

Council for appropriate action including use of military force in terms of

Article 51. The categorical position emerging out of Article 51 is that

states refrain from the use of military till an armed attack takes place.
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This has been repeatedly violated but it needs to be respected for

building a harmonious world.

Fortunately, the National Security Strategy announced by the

White House in May 2010 does not talk about unilateralism in

international affairs in the manner President Bush had prescribed in

2002. This is a significant and welcome departure – a step forward

towards rule of law in international relations. It, however, categorically

states that use of military force, at times, may be necessary to “defend

our country and allies or to preserve broader peace and security,

including by protecting civilians facing a grave humanitarian crisis”.

Towards this, it declares that “we will draw on diplomacy, development

and international norms and institutions to help resolve disagreements,

prevent conflict, and maintain peace, mitigating where possible the need

for the use of force”. However, it goes on to assert that “the United

States must reserve the right to unilaterally, if necessary, defend our
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nation and our interests, yet we will also seek to adhere to standards that

govern the use of force.”

New global challenges require updating the current architecture of

international institutions, which are so out of alignment with the modern

world. Both for rule based use of military power and strengthening of

the UN system, no state is in such a position to promote institutional

shifts as the United States.

The collapse of the Berlin Wall had meant not only the end of the

Cold War but provided a strong impetus for the spread of democracy

and openness, individual liberty, and human rights. There was a new

realization that wars, prejudices, and narrow ideologies divide

humankind. The walls built outside are not only physical structures but a

reflection of mind-walls. Minds build such walls and minds alone can

pull them down.
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The tragedy of 9/11, followed by terrorist attacks on the Indian

Parliament and in Madrid, London, Chechnya, Jammu and Kashmir,

Bali and Mumbai has erected new walls. At times, these mind-walls look

uncannily like the Berlin Wall. It is imperative to pull down these mind-

walls in order to build a harmonious world.

In re-building international institutions we need to be guided by an

Idealism that accords each nation-state a place under the new sun

commensurate with its political and economic strength. This is best

expressed by Nagarjuna, the Hindi poet, when he sings:

( The sun that is shinning on the new sky, The earth that has acquired the

fresh glow, contains my light as well, )

V

The Path Ahead
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Although civilizations, like other human creations, are mortal, they

also evolve, survive and adapt through re-shaping their enduring ideas

and values. The four prominent civilizations which embrace an

overwhelmingly large segment of the global population are: Indian or

Indic, Chinese, Islamic, and Western. The Bahudhā approach of ‘one

truth, many interpretations’ has been an important feature of the higher

forms every civilization.

The Bahudhā philosophy believes that there are many ways of

perceiving the truth and in determining the relationship between God,

nature and human beings. It recognizes the role of religion and ethical

conduct in human affairs. While we may pursue different faiths and

regulate our affairs in various ways, the objective remains the same –

human happiness. This unites us all with the bond of goodwill.

Human nature will continue to be a balance of opposites: love and

hatred, peace and violence, truth and falsehood, unselfishness and self-
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centredness, saintliness and sinfulness, and the spiritual and the physical.

In fact, these opposite traits are closely connected to one another. The

greatness of the human mind lies in building a system that is inclusive

and judicious and one that ensures dialogue among persons, groups and

nations. Towards this end, religion and spirituality, education and

culture, and global political and economic institutions have major roles

to play.

In a world of different civilizations each will have to learn to co-

exist with the others. What ultimately counts for many people is not

political ideology or economic interest. Faith and family, blood and

belief, are what people identify with and what they will fight and die for.

This explains why the clash of civilizations is replacing the Cold War as

the central phenomenon of global politics, and why a civilizational

paradigm provides, better than any alternative, a useful starting point for

understanding and coping with the changes going on in the world.
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While fundamentalist religious forces are likely to continue to

dominate political discourse for some time to come, it is not likely to be

a permanent feature of the world social and political order.

Fundamentalism cannot satisfy growing human aspirations or meet the

challenges of modernization. Thus, the present hold of extremist

organizations over its followers in the Islamic world and elsewhere

should gradually loosen and eventually recede.

The future of Bahudhā is closely linked to the nature of challenges

that human society confronts in the coming years. It is our duty to work

together to inculcate the Bahudhā approach in our society, religion and

politics. It is only through dialogue and working together, without

sacrificing whatever is viable in our traditions, that a harmonious society

can be established.

My sense of optimism and confidence that nation-states would

cooperate in elimination of terrorist violence make me believe that the

menace of terrorism in its present form would become a thing of the past



49

in the coming decades. I have said before that this is not inevitable. The

state-system, civil society organizations and concerned citizens have to

take stronger action against terrorism. As I look into the future, other

challenge - of removal of poverty, disease, illiteracy and inequality -

will, however, persist in the 21st century.

The movements towards democracy, religious harmony, and good

education need not be viewed as separate ideals or goals; these are

interrelated. Creative minds, civil society institutions, and the global

political architecture need to have a unity of purpose. The future of

harmonious living demands sharing of a perspective that accommodates

different points of view and respect for the ideals of Bahudhā.

Simultaneously, we have to discard the ideas like ‘my god is

superior to yours’, ‘teaching hatred can secure national integrity’, ‘using

terrorist groups in pursuit of national goals’ and dismantle infrastructure

that ‘breeds hatred and imparts training for terrorist acts’.
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Amidst all this, our task is to move collectively as human beings

towards peaceful and harmonious living that demands both rationality

and love. On our generation rests the responsibility to provide these

elements.

There are enormous challenges in removing poverty and building

an equitable social order. Fear of violence, terrorism, and the revival of

the balance of power philosophy that caused conflicts and wars in the

past, persist. I believe that civilizations do not clash, savagery does.

Viciousness, duplicity and lack of trust can only be addressed through a

dialogic approach and by cultivating an attitude of mind that embraces

both listening and recognition of truths other than one’s own.

In our current global society, it is no longer possible to lead an

isolated life. People of different faiths and belief live together. It is,

therefore, necessary to understand each other’s needs, aspirations, faiths,

and belief practices. We have to learn to live together in concord in spite
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of traditional differences of religion, civilization, nationality, class, and

race. To accomplish this, we have to know each other, which include

knowing each other’s past. We must learn to recognize and, as far as

possible, understand the different cultural configurations in which

human nature has expressed itself through indifferent religions,

civilizations and nationalities.

Should we not make Bahudha a global creative venture - a

cornerstone of liberal democracy and a plural world? Such questions

need to be asked and answered. It is no surprise to me that I found the

best answers in age-old knowledge systems, because people of goodwill

have expanded intellectual and spiritual energies in constructing them

throughout history, both in India but in other parts of the world as well.

At the End

The study of society and the behaviour of people has always

fascinated me. I am aware that both peace and conflict characterize
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humanity and also the fact that ideas do influence the course of history.

My approach to history and politics is based on my deep optimism that

the world must and could be improved.

The commitment of people to the idea of peace and the concept of

concord is the pre-requisite for achieving harmonious society. The

renowned German philosopher Immanuel Kant ( 1724-1804) wrote in

1795 essay Perpetual Peace that we have to work for avoiding ‘a war of

extermination’ and for establishment of ‘ a state of peace’. He opined

that social harmony would emerge either by human insight or by conflict

of a catastrophe of magnitude that would give humanity no other choice.

In other words, at this time in our history we have to choose between

‘clash of civilizations’ and ‘Bahudhā’. The choice is ours.

It is because I believe that the ‘Bahudhā’ approach would resonate

with the outlook and worldview of Maulana Azad that I have presented

them on this occasion.
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VI

Azad- the Multi-Flowered Personality

True to his name, Maulana Azad, which literally means master of

dialogue, was a gifted speaker and an impressive in discourse. Indira

Gandhi would recall that whenever Maulana Azad stayed at Anand

Bhavan, the break-fast table would be invariably full; many would even

eat standing in order to hear him. Azad had a wonderful ability to

succinctly reduce long narrations into a phrase or two, which made great

impact. Almost each one among those present would later remark, ‘Why

did I not say that!’ or ‘ I wish I had said that!’.

Maulana Azad served India admirably and combined in himself the

qualities of a freedom fighter, a thinker of extraordinary ability and a

nation-builder. Jawaharlal Nehru aptly referred to him as ‘Mir-i-
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Karawan ( the caravan leader), a very brave and gallant gentleman, a

finished product of the culture, that in these days, pertains to few’. The

best tribute we can make to this man of ideas and action, is to think of

ways that will expand his approach and strengthen India.

So, let us join our countrymen this evening in paying our homage

to Maulana Azad- the scholar - statesman of our times.

*****


