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The pitch for subaltern secularism

n the shifting sands of politics, Mani

Shankar Aiyar and Lalu Prasad Yadav are

two politicians who have remained

steadfast on one question of principle -
Hindu-Muslim harmony. Both are outstanding
orators with a sense of humour, but the
commonality ends there. Their lives and histories
are far wide apart otherwise. Mr. Aiyar thinks and
speaks in English; Mr. Yadav does so in Hindi, in
fact, in Bhojpuri. Mr. Aiyar is 83, and Mr. Yadav is
75, but their paths have never crossed, though
they were Ministers in the same Union Cabinet
under the United Progressive Alliance (UPA).
Their parallel lives make a metaphor of the crisis
of Indian secularism.

The trajectory across the years
Mr. Aiyar went to Doon School, St. Stephen’s
College and joined the Indian Foreign Service. Mr.
Yadav went to a village school and then college in
Bihar. Mr. Aiyar describes himself as a ‘secular
fundamentalist,’ the title of one of his numerous
books. Mr. Yadav has not written any book
(though he has lent his name to a biography of
himself titled, Gopalganj To Raisina. He has,
however, scripted a social coalition of Bihar’s
subalterns and Muslim minorities, by stopping
the rath yatra of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
veteran L.K. Advani and ordering his arrest in
Bihar in 1990.

The India International Centre in New Delhi is

Varghese K.
George

s

considered a nerve centre of English

intellectualism. In 2006, Mr. Yadav, then Union
Minister of Railways and leader of the Rashtriya
Janata Dal (RJD) — the second largest contingent

Social, economic
and Political
Justice

in the ruling UPA coalition and in power in Bihar
— applied for membership of the IIC. The
screening committee of the IIC, in its wisdom,
decided that Mr. Yadav was not fit to be its
member. “I should not have applied,” Mr. Yadav
said later. “It is not my place.” The IIC never
explained its decision. The scholar and politician,
Karan Singh, who had sponsored Mr. Yadav’s
application, resigned as the IIC’s life trustee in
protest.

Mr. Aiyar, of course is a member of the IIC,
which is the gated community of India’s English
speaking secular elite. He wears his command
over the English language on his sleeve. In
contrast, Mr. Yadav’s humour is often social
criticism. And when he turns that on his
opponents, they too laugh, as when Atal Bihari
Vajpayee was in splits listening to Mr. Yadav
taking him down during the debate on a trust
vote motion in the Lok Sabha in April 1999. Mr.
Yadav cites village life, Kabir, Rahim, Buddha,
Krishna in his speeches.

Mr. Aiyar would cite Orwell, Kipling and
Shakespeare and his humour is often at the cost
of his opponents. In his running battle with a
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh-leaning editor in

There is
subaltern
Hindutva, but
the question in
the 2024
general election
is whether
there can be
subaltern

secularism

Delhi, he would repeatedly recall that he went to
Deshbandhu College, a far cry from the
Stephanian world. Ever ready with one-liners,
whether to take down an opponent or eulogise a
friend, he used to be a joy when it came to sound
bites. And in 2014, he gave the winning slogan,
not for his party the Congress, but the target of
his ire, Narendra Modi. “Let him sell tea,” he
quipped in response to a question, on a former
tea seller’s claim to the top post in the country.

Mr. Narendra Modi is opposed in the subaltern
terrain by Mr. Yadav. Around the same time that
Mr. Modi (born 1950) was selling tea in Gujarat,
Mr. Yadav (born 1948) was herding cattle in Bihar.
Much before Mr. Modi’s chaiwallah story became
an international bestseller, Mr. Yadav had sold
his. In the same speech cited above, Mr. Yadav
said about his wife Rabri Devi, “It is the beauty of
Indian secularism that a poor woman from the
village is the Chief Minister of Bihar,” charging the
BJP with trying to destroy it.

Mr. Aiyar spoke within the gated community.

homes. Their secularism ran on parallel tracks,
not agnostic of each other, but fostering a mutual
hostility. The English elite could never accept Mr.
Yadav and his like; though a Union Minister, the
IIC would not admit him. Mr. Yadav had his own

VIEWS. 11l the speeci I 1999, ne reminded
Yashwant Sinha, fellow Bihari, and Indian
Administrative Service-turned Minister in the A.B.
Vajpayee cabinet, “We faced struggle and jail. In
Delhi, there are intellectuals like you who are
always in power....”

The communities that were mobilised by Mr.
Yadav (and his counterparts in Uttar Pradesh
stch as Mulayam Singh Yadav and Kanshi Ram),
the Hindu subalterns, over the decades, sensed
the contempt they faced in the English world,
particularly when more of them were educated.
They would in turn be attracted to the BJP’s pitch
for honour within Hindu society. That turned out
to be the moment for what scholar Sajjan Kumar
terms subaltern Hindutva that Mr. Modi
mobilised in 2014. In 2024, its contradictions are
surfacing, but the reckoning of 2014 was long in
the making.

Vernacular, subaltern secularism

In the early 2000s, when the BJP was gradually
moving to the centre stage of Indian politics, Alok
Rai wrote this about the need for vernacularising
— more specifically, Hindi-fying — secular values
in order to communicate with masses. He said,
“The social privilege enjoyed by this (English)
elite becomes...a serious liability for the secular
and modern value package espoused by
them....The English elite will be condemned to
confront in the political battlefield the popular
energies which Hindi can command with relative
ease. The strategic location of the English elite in

the apparatuses of power may delay the day of
reckoning.... The overwhelming social dominance
of English is a threat to certain other things which
they value like secularism, like the struggle for a
modern society..The association with English and
the class that lives off English has become a
serious liability for those valued goals.”

The expansion across the subcontinent, of
what is today called Hinduism, over millennia, is
a story of constant vernacularisation and
regionalisation of the traditions that were formed
in northwestern regions of the country, called
Aryavarta in ancient texts. In new terrains and
among new peoples, the carriers of those
traditions sought connections by negotiating with
local practices. The historian, R.
Champakalakshmi, describes this as a process of
“Interaction, acculturation and accommodation
and often confrontation between different zones
of language and culture.” This continues into the
Hindutva project as well - for instance, in Mr.
Modi’s outreach to Tamils.

Secular inquisitors travelled in the opposite
direction, cancelling people and practices for the
slightest of disagreements and even labelling
them regressive or communal. And, with the
focus entirely on inter-religious relations and
negligence of intra-religious justice, distanced
secularism from the subalterns. “Intra-religious
domination, i.e., religion-related patriarchy and
caste domination, fanaticism, bigotry and
extremism got ignored,” writes political theorist
Rajeev Bhargava. “...as the intra-religious
dimension was ejected from the meaning of
secularism...,much to the detriment of its overall
value, secularism began to be identified, by
proponents and opponents alike, exclusively with
the defence of minority rights...especially
Muslims.”

The contest, the challenge

There is subaltern Hindutva, but the question in
2024 is whether there can be subaltern
secularism. Mr. Modi and his principal opponent,
Rahul Gandhi, are framing the general election as
a choice between subaltern Hindutva versus
subaltern secularism. Both of them are facing
resistance within their parties to this
subalternisation. Mr. Gandhi has brought
questions of caste justice into mainstream
Congress thinking, besides partnering with
parties such as RJD, the Samajwadi Party and the
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam, that represent
subaltern groups but also carry their own
baggage. But the real challenge before him is
reconciling his party’s old elitism with the
inescapable turn to the subaltern terrain where
the numbers are aggregated. The question is
whether he can force Mr. Aiyar to meet Mr. Yadav.
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THE CONSTITUTION OF
INDIA

PREAMBLE

L| WE, THE PEOPLE OF INDIA, having |
solemnly resolved to constitute India into a |%5,

'ISOVEREIGN SOCIALIST SECULAR
5 DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC] and to secure
Y., | toallits citizens :

JUSTICE, social, economic and |%
political;
LIBERTY of thought, expression, belief,
faith and worship;
EQUALITY of status and of opportunity
and to promote among them all;
FRATERNITY assuring the dignity of
the individual and the “lunity and
integrity of the Nation];

IN OUR CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY

T | this twenty-sixth day of November, 1949 do

<) HEREBY ADOPT, ENACT AND GIVE TO

A7 | OURSELVES THIS CONSTITUTION.

“tw.e.f. 3.1.1977)
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The case for election day as a holiday

right to vote is not just a privilege but also a

fundamental duty enshrined in the
Constitution. Several countries around the world
such as Australia (where voting is mandatory),
South Africa, South Korea, France provide a
holiday on election day to facilitate voter
participation.

Recent discussions have brought to light an
intriguing debate surrounding the obligation of
employers, particularly Small and Medium-sized
Enterprises (SMEs), to declare a holiday on
election day. While some argue for the sanctity of
this practice, citing constitutional principles,
others question its necessity and potential
infringement on individual liberties. Interestingly,
several member-countries of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (made
up largely of advanced democracies) conduct
their national elections on a weekend. Other
democratic nations such as the United States do
not mandate election day as a paid holiday. Some
States in the U.S. make election day as a paid
holiday, while some do not. However, a study
published by Princeton University, about
‘Increasing Voter Turnout’ said, “The results are
clear. There is no evidence from the ‘natural
experiment’ of states providing an election
holiday for state employees that such holidays
significantly increase voter turnout”, concluding
that “having an election holiday, by itself, is not
an effective strategy to increase voter turnout.”

l n a vibrant democracy such as India, the

The issue of a balance

The mandate for employers to declare a holiday
on election day raises pertinent questions about
the balance between civic responsibility and
personal freedoms. Should businesses be
compelled to provide a paid day off when voting
is not obligatory? Is it fair to impose such
obligations on employers?
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The issue must
be seen as one
that delves into
the essence of
democracy itself

Advocates for mandatory holiday declaration
argue that the Constitution of India upholds the
right to vote as a fundamental aspect of
democratic governance. Therefore, ensuring
access to polling booths by granting employees a
day off is seen as a practical means to uphold this
constitutional mandate. Additionally,
organisations such as the Federation of Indian
Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FICCI), the
Associated Chambers of Commerce and Industry
of India (ASSOCHAM), and National Association
of Software and Services Companies (NASSCOM),
as representatives of the business community, are
expected to align with broader societal goals,
including facilitating voter participation.

The counterargument to this perspective
emphasises individual freedom and the
principles of a free market economy. In a
democracy, citizens are granted the liberty to
choose whether or not to exercise their right to
vote. By extension, employers should also have
the discretion to determine their operational
policies, including whether to provide a paid
holiday on election day. Compelling them to do
so may be perceived as an infringement on their
autonomy and could potentially create undue
burdens, especially for smaller businesses with
limited resources. Comparisons with other
democracies, such as the U.S., further complicate
the matter. In the U.S., election day is not
designated as a national holiday, and the onus is
on individuals to manage their schedules to cast
their votes. While some States have implemented
provisions for paid time off to vote, it is not
universally mandated at the federal level.

What should India do?

This raises questions about whether India should
follow a similar approach, allowing for flexibility
and adaptation to varying business needs and
cultural contexts. The recent effort by the Home

Secretary of Tamil Nadu, P. Amudha, suggesting
linking paid leave to proof of voting introduces an
interesting middle ground in this debate. By
incentivising voter turnout while maintaining
employer discretion, this proposal addresses
both the importance of civic engagement and the
concerns of businesses regarding operational
disruptions. Employees would have the
opportunity to exercise their democratic rights
while also fulfilling their professional
responsibilities, thereby striking a balance
between individual liberties and societal
obligations.

In perspective

Ultimately, the question of election day holiday
mandates transcends mere legalities and delves
into the essence of democracy itself. It is about
fostering a culture of civic engagement while
respecting the diverse needs and circumstances
of both citizens and businesses. Rather than
imposing rigid mandates, policymakers should
explore innovative solutions that encourage voter
participation without unduly burdening
employers. As technology progresses sometime
in the future, we may be able to vote, without any
undue influence, in the privacy of our homes.
The debate surrounding the obligation of
employers to declare a holiday on election day is
a nuanced one that touches upon fundamental
principles of democracy, individual freedoms,
and economic realities. While the Constitution
underscores the importance of voting rights, it is
imperative to strike a balance that respects both
civic obligations and business autonomy. By
fostering dialogue and exploring flexible
solutions, India can uphold its democratic ethos
while accommodating the dynamic needs of its
diverse society.

The views expressed are personal
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