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AThe idea that there is one people in possession of the truth, one answer to the world=s ills or one solution to humanity=s needs has done untold harm throughout history.@ 

Kofi Annan, UN Secretary-General

While receiving the Nobel Peace prize, 2001

Fundamentalism, understood as an uncompromising stance, and democracy are by their very nature antithetical.  Religious fundamentalism as an incontrovertible faith in a purportedly secular state is even more unacceptable.  The current burning issue in India is religious fundamentalism which is associated with the rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).  Insofar as democracy is understood as majority rule with minority rights guaranteed, there is no place for a minority, or even a majority for that matter, to let its own private writ run large.  When a logrolling majority party or a dictatorship had tried unilaterally to impose its own dictum, the results had been disastrous.  Any number of contemporary examples can be cited:  the Taliban in Afghanistan (which was routed out in 2001); Ayatollah Khomeini=s fundamentalism in Iran (against which reformist President Mohammad Khatami is now 

-------------

Note: Throughout the paper wherever native idioms in Hindi language are used, they are shown in italics.  The usage AState@ denotes the sub-national government while Astate@ is used in the juridical sense for the nation-sate.

fighting), General Zia-ul Haq=s Islamization in Pakistan (which is being dismantled by General Pervez Musharraf currently); Mao Zedong in China (supplanted by Amarket socialism@ as being advocated by President Jiang Zamin), and so on.  No doubt these examples are not consistent with a democratic form of government, but active fundamentalism nevertheless.  

There are mechanisms in a democratic system which  moderate such factious  fundamentalist stances.  James Madison wrote in The Federalist papers: ABy a faction, I understand a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or a minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community.@ Were such a faction a minority, the majority would take care of it by curbing its ambition.  If it were to be a majority, then what?  The answer is of course the republican form of government where the representative principle, with its Atendency to break and control the violence of a faction,@ will take care of the problem.
     


One can also invoke the great Aristotelian sense of Aproportion@B the value of the mean which is defined as the ethical goodB a single point between the many points of excess and deficiency.
  George Sabine comments that the best form of government in one sense is not an ideal at all.  AIt is merely the best practicable average which results from avoiding the extremes in democracy and oligarchy that experience has shown to be dangerous.@
  So, the basic admonition is to avoid extreme positions so that a democratic form as well as process will be preserved.  India is the world=s largest working democracy in which all the concomitant political institutions have taken root and working.  The current interest is to keep them working well. 

Further, in a secular state, the state itself does not profess any particular religion though its populace are free to practice any or every religion.  This also means a government in power will poorly serve the nation by professing a particular religion, particularly in a virulent form, by putting it on its agenda for popular consumption.  This type of fundamentalism, again one expects, will be curbed by the representative principle.  It is also hoped that political parties would keep away from exploiting religious sentiments.  While the Indian Constitution establishes a democratic form of government and secularism, the political parties have not always kept their distance from religion.  In fact, they all have used religion, one way or the other, for partisan advantage and for electoral gain, and even to legitimize their very existence and power.  India now has a government at the Centre (as the federal government commonly is known) run  by a coalitionB the National Democratic Alliance (NDA), whose major partner is the Hindu nationalist BJP.  Consequently, the issue of religious fundamentalism keeps raising its ugly head from time to time.  This paper proposes that not only the representative form of government, but also the very nature of a coalition government, would come in as a welcome relief as they both serve as moderating influences.  The political mediating process, certainly through the election campaigns, is expected to moderate the fundamentalist viewsB be they economic, political or religious.  It also cautions against the use of religious fundamentalism for partisan gain.  To facilitate this discussion, the paper is divided into several sections.  The first deals with the nature of the Indian state.  The second explicates the BJP=s religious politics by the use of the Ram Janmabhumi issue while showing that party is not alone in its exploitation of religion for political gain.  The third examines coalition politics as a check against the pressures of its constituents on the BJP. The fourth explains the events around March 15th, 2002, and the simultaneous fiasco in Gujarat.  The final section reflects some conclusions.  


1. Secular India
India is a multi-religious society dominated by the Hindu population (82%).  But its Muslim population (12.12%) constitutes the second largest congregation in the world.  The rest are Christians (2.34%, Sikhs (1.94%), Buddhists (0.76%), Jains (0.4%), and others (0.4%).
  Indian history is replete with inter-religious conflicts in the form of Muslim rulers and Hindu Rajas fighting each other.  Yet, some Muslim rulers, and the great Mughal ruler Akbar himself, were known for their love of Hinduism.  The British however, in their (in)famous divide et imperia (divide and rule) principle, kept the Hindus and Muslims apart and against each other (see below).

Members of the Constituent Assembly, while writing the Indian Constitution, were very much exercised by the issue of religious freedom.
  With regard to secularism, "Preliminary Notes on Fundamental Rights" read thus: "The State in the Indian Union...shall be  entirely a secular institution.  It shall have or maintain no official religion or established church; and shall observe absolute neutrality in matters of religious belief, worship, or observance.  All public institutions, maintained, aided, or supported in any way by the State shall observe the same policy of absolute neutrality in matters of religious worship, belief, or observance."
  

Further, while assuring that when any property of a religious establishment was taken over by the Government, a "reasonable and appropriate" compensation be made, the document went on to say: "Without prejudice to the existing property in land or other form, acquired by way of gift and owned and held by any religious body, corporation, temple, mosque, church, synagogue, Dargha or any other religious institution no property real or personal, shall be alienated to, or owned or held by any such religious body, authority or institution.  Nor shall any such property held by any such religious order, corporation or organization be exempt from any taxation fees, dues or other charges levied by the Union, Provincial, State or Local Governing Authority."
  Article VI of the Draft Constitution, however, also contained the caution "...that the economic, financial or political activities associated with religious worship shall not be deemed to be included in the right to profess  or practise religion."
 

The debates in the Constituent Assembly on these clauses shed some light on what was intended.  For example,  K. T. Shah took exception to the expression "morality," when it was stated that freedom of conscience and religion be subject to "public order, morality, or health."  He contended that "morality" is a "very vague term.  Its connotation changes substantially  from time to time."  He also recalled several historical instances when  essential freedoms of thought or expression were curtailed in the name of morality, and concluded thus: "In a land of many religions,  with differing conceptions of morality, different customs, usages and ideals it would be extremely difficult to get unanimity in what constitutes morality.  Champions of the established order would find much in the new thought at any time, which might be considered by them as open to objection on grounds of public morality.  If this is not to degenerate into a tyranny of the majority, it is necessary either to define more clearly what is meant by the term `morality,' or to drop this exception altogether."
  However, without any further definition, the term "morality" was retained in the new Constitution.

Another member, Raj Kumari Amrit Kaur, objected to the recommendations of the Minorities Sub-committee to include the words "free practise of religion," in that they may bar not only future social legislation but also invalidate previous legislation (mostly pertaining to Hindu religion) such as the Widow Remarriage Act, the Sarada Act (prohibiting child marriages), or the prohibition of sati (immolation of the widow on the funeral pyre of her husband).  She also contended that this "will keep alive communal strife."
  In meeting with such objections, the Constituent Assembly incorporated the following language: "The freedom of religious practice  guaranteed...shall not debar the State from enacting laws for the purpose of social welfare and reform and for the throwing open Hindu religious institutions of a public character to any class or section of Hindus."
  

The new Constitution, adopted in 1949, in its Preamble declared India as a "Sovereign Democratic Republic," which was changed in 1976 (by the Forty-Second Amendment) to read as a "Sovereign Socialist Secular Democratic Republic."  It also substituted the words "unity and integrity of the Nation," for the original "unity of the nation."   Thus, besides the reiteration of the socialist nature, secularism and the integrity of the nation were emphasized, consequent to several fissiparous tendencies, communal agitations, and alleged anti-national activities.
  

Part III of the Constitution dealing with Fundamental Rights contains provisions pertaining to the secular nature of India.  Article 15 (1) and (2) decree that the state shall not discriminate on the basis of religion, among others.  A similar ban on discrimination in public employment is placed by Article 16 (2).  Article 25 confers freedom of conscience and the right to freely "profess, practise and propagate religion," subject only to "public order, morality and health."  Article 26 permits every religious denomination "to establish and maintain institutions for religious and charitable purposes," and "to manage its own affairs in matters of religion."  No taxes shall be levied, the proceeds of which are specifically appropriated to promote or maintain any particular religion or its denomination (Article 27).  Article 28 prohibits religious instruction in any educational institution that  is solely funded by the state.  (But those institutions established under an endowment or trust but may be receiving aid  from the state, or being administered by the state, are exempt from such a prohibition.)  Article 29 bars denial of admission into any educational institution on the basis of religion, while Article 30 guarantees the right to minorities (including religious) to establish and administer their own educational institutions. 

The word "secular" must be understood properly.  The American Heritage dictionary defines the word "secular" as "of pertaining to the temporal rather than to the spiritual; not specifically pertaining to religion or to a religious body."  This formal western meaning must be distinguished from the informal non-western meaning which connotes a state that accords equal protection and respect for all religions.
  This inclusive and pluralist meaning of secularism is more pertinent to an India  whose people are largely religious, even superstitious (as opposed to the scientific and rational temperament).
  Thus, within the context of India, a secular state is neither anti-religious, nor ir-religious; it guarantees religious freedom to all its citizens without proclaiming a state religion.
  It is within this framework one needs to understand the use of religion, particularly by the BJP when it stresses HindutvaB a Hindu state, as highlighted by the Ram janmabhumi issue.  To provide a proper perspective, it is important here to make a brief sketch of the antecedents, beliefs, and political ambitions of the BJP, and the Ram temple at Ayodhya. 

2. The BJP and religious politics
The Indian National Congress (INC), which was in the forefront of the national movement, did represent several elements of the Indian society.  It had not only several traditionalist Hindus, but also Muslim representatives too such as Maulana Abul Kalam Azad and Rafi Ahmad Kidwai.  While several of the western educated and secular minded Hindu leaders such as Jawaharlal Nehru (to be the first Prime Minister) took exception to the backward-looking Hindu traditionalists, a few such as Rajendra Prasad (who would be the first President of India) and Sardar Vallabhai Patel (first Home Minister), gave yeoman service to the cause of independent India.  Others  found themselves affiliated with either the Hindu Mahasabha or the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS).

The Hindu Mahasabha, under the leadership of V. D. Savarkar took interest in party politics and general elections as a rival to both the Congress party and the Muslim League.  But having made no significant impact, it fizzled.  On the other hand, the RSS continued as a social movement with its brotherhoodB the sangh pariwarB looking to the promotion of a Hindu Rashtra (Hindu nation).  When on January 30, 1948, Mahatma Gandhi was assassinated by a Nadhuram Godse who was connected to both Hindu Mahasabha and the RSS, both groups were banned, temporarily.
 


Shyam Prasad Mookerji, who succeeded Savarkar as President of  Hindu Mahasabha, himself resigned from the party and became a Minister in the Nehru Cabinet of the Congress party.  But, in April 1950,  he resigned considering that the Indian government was too lenient in settling some financial and other disputes with Pakistan, and started rallying the traditionalist Hindu leaders towards the idea of a new party.  Thus came into existence, the Bharatiya Jana Sangh (commonly known as Jana Sangh) on October 21, 1951, under the presidency of Mookerji, with the support of the RSS.  The party, while supporting liberal economic and social policies, promised special aid to backward classes.  It refused however, to recognize minorities based on religion.  It went further to state that a re-united India would be its goalB a hope that some cherish even today (see below).

The Jana Sangh had its initial strength largely in the Hindi-belt comprising the northern States of Uttar Pradesh (UP), Madhya Pradesh (MP), Rajasthan, the Punjab and Delhi.  Although it carried some weight in the coalition State governments, by 1970 it lost whatever clout it had.  Later it joined with other opposition parties against Indira Gandhi's Congress (I) government at the Centre  and was suppressed by her during the national Emergency of 1975-1977.  In January 1977, as the Emergency was lifted and the nation went to polls, the party became part of the newly created opposition the Janata Party which came to power in the Centre as well as in some States.  But in the 1980 general elections, the  Janata Party was soundly beaten by Congress (I).  Consequently, former members of the Jana Sangh asserted their own independence from the Janata Party and formed the new BJP in April 1980.

Among the plethora of political parties in India, the BJP is (as its predecessor the Jana Sangh was) the only communal party (apart from the former Muslim League).  It is important to note here, that while the BJP is a political party, its components, the RSS and Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP, a more militant group out of the RSS) are not.  Yet, both backed the BJP in its quest for political power.  The RSS leaders even acted as major arbiters in leadership struggles within the BJP.  Thus, the distinction between the pronouncements of these three units cannot always easily be made, and at times certain cognitive dissonance occurs as to where precisely the BJP stands on the various issues.  To this day, the RSS continues to be the spiritual mentor of the BJP, and during the BJP Presidency of Murali Manohar Joshi the distinction between the BJP and VHP was largely blurred.

It was Savarkar, the Maharashtrian nationalist, who gave some initial substance to Hindu nationalism in his 1934 book Essentials of Hindutva.  To him, culture and territory were unmistakably intertwined.  To be a Hindu one has to accept India as the fatherland.  Though the Muslims do that, he nonetheless believed that they would be looking outside of India for their spiritual guidance.  For his followers, the Indian sub-continent is but one geographic unit which logically  means that its partition into India and Pakistan is something illogical, and an unacceptable  mistake.  

Continuing the tradition, the BJP in essence stands for a Hindu nation.  Thus, Article 370 of the Constitution of India which confers special status on the only Muslim majority State, Jammu & Kashmir, and the Muslim personal law B the Shari=a B are considered by it as no more than attempts at appeasing the Muslim minority.  It contends that if the Muslims are to be part of India, they ought to be treated on a par with the rest of the Indians with a single civil law, uniformly applied.
  Its Hindu nationalism went even further to object the use of English language insofar as it is identified with the British  colonial masters, and Urdu which happens to be the language of the Muslim minority.  So is its demand against cow slaughter, an animal sacred to the Hindus, but eaten by the Muslims.
  All this is read as anti-Muslim, and at least by many southern Indians as some sort of Hindi (a northern language) imperialism.

In general, the BJP is against preferential treatment of minorities.  Despite the fact that the 1989 BJP election manifesto talked of continuing the "reservation" of public service positions for Scheduled Castes and Tribes on a quota basis, top leaders of the BJP have not altogether repudiated the RSS Guru Golwalkar's theory propounded in 1939 that minorities in India must live at the "mercy" of "the national Hindu race," or "quit the country at their sweet will."
  

As already mentioned, the party could not make major inroads into the political arena till recently.  Why was it so?   As B. D. Graham suggests, the answer is "that it failed to transcend the limitations of its origins.  Its close initial ties with the Hindi-speaking heartland were, in the long run, a serious disadvantage; from the outset, the party was preoccupied with northern issues such as the promotion of Hindi, the defense of refugee interests, and energetic resistance to Pakistan.  In addition, its interpretation of Hinduism was restrictive and exclusive; its doctrines were inspired  by an activist version of Hindu nationalism, and indirectly, by the values of Brahmanism rather the devotional and quietist values of popular Hinduism."
  But these are the very values that the BJP has come to exploit for political advantage of late. And the Ram janmabhumi issue came in handy.

A fictional character (though for the masses, led by the  fundamentalists, a real person), King Rama (often simply Ram), the main character of the Hindu epic Ramayan (known as the adi kavyaB the very original literary treatise), is held by the Hindus as an ideal person, and a revered God.
   In the Hindu cosmology, according to the fundamentalist belief, Ram lived during treta yuga, the second of four yugasB ages.
  Tradition is that the Gupta king, Vikramaditya, built a temple for Ram in the city of Ayodhya which was considered to be the latter's birth-place; hence in Hindi, Ram janmabhumi.  (Ayodhya is on the bank of the holy river Sarayu, about 120 kilometers from Lucknow, the capitol of the State of UP).  It is also believed that the temple was destroyed by the Mughal ruler Babar, who built a mosque over it in 1528B the Babri Masjid, or the Babar mosque.  However, despite the presence of the mosque, the Hindus did not stop worshiping there, and the Ramanandi sadhus dominated the worship as well as the spiritual life in Ayodhya ever since.  It should, however, also be noted that in fact no attempt was made by the Muslim rulersB the nawabsB to suppress Hinduism altogether.  In fact, they depended much upon Hindu and Muslim collaboration.
  Similarly, there was no attempt at removing the mosque even after the downfall of the Mughal empire. 

As the influence of the British rose, Muslims of Ayodhya in 1855 claimed that there was another mosque within the compound of adjacent Hindu templeB Hanumangarhi, and that it should be opened for their worship.   This led to a bitter battle which was won by the nagas (a largely military Shaivite Hindu group).   Subsequently, a Commission was appointed by the British, composed of both Hindus and Muslims, which decided that there was no basis for the Muslim claim.  The following year, the British put up a  railing around the Babri mosque so that Muslims would continue to worship there.  The Hindus also continued to make their offerings outside the mosque on a raised platform.  Later, consequent to the anti-cow slaughter movement led by the Hindus, there were serious conflicts in 1912 and 1934 between the Hindus and Muslims, particularly during the Muslim festival of Bakr-id. 

In post-independent India, on the night of December 22-23, 1949, an idol of Ram appeared mysteriously in the mosque despite the presence of armed guards posted there.  Because the Hindu attempt at worshiping Ram there was considered by the Muslims as an act defiling their own religion, riots broke out.  Consequently,  both religious groups were banned from entering the complex.  While both groups went to court seeking permission to enter the complex for worship, the Commissioner of Faizabad ordered the District Magistrate to remove the idol from the complex.  The Magistrate, a Hindu (so was the Commissioner), but a supporter of the more militant Hindu group, the RSS, refused, and was removed from office (through forced retirement).  Thus, the idol remained in the mosque; and an idol needs worship.  

This cause was taken up by a Ram Janmabhumi Seva Committee, and permission was accorded for worship once every year on the night of December 22-23.  This arrangement remained in tact till October 6, 1984, when the Ram janmabhumi issue was rekindled with the Ram Janmabhumi Mukti Yajna (liberally translated as worship to liberate the birthplace of Rama) led by the VHP.  It was no doubt "a religious procession with an activist aspect," as Peter Van Der Veer observed.
  One cannot mistake the timing; the 1985 general elections were to take place shortly thereafter.  The attempt was to pressure the politicians to resolve the issue of the mosque and temple.  But the Yajna's efforts were obscured as Prime Minister  Indira Gandhi was assassinated by her Sikh guards on October 31, 1984.  The resulting violence was aimed at the Sikh community which has been agitating for a separate Sikh nationB Khalisthan (see below), and the dispute between Hindus and Muslims took the back seat, at least for the time.  But on February 14, 1986, the District and Sessions Judge of Faizabad ordered the opening of the complex for Hindu worship on a technicality that the previous decision to close it was made not by a judicial authority but by an administrator.  So far, however, no one has decided whether the complex rightfully houses a mosque or a temple.  


Turning to Ram janmabhumi politics, with only two members in the Lok Sabha (lower House of Parliament), the BJP had little or no political pretensions till 1989 when it won 82 of the 225 seats it contested acquiring 11.4 percent of the total vote.  It has been gaining in strength since.  There are several reasons for this.  One is the changing political scene in India as minority governments started coming into vogue while the Congress (I) strength began declining.  The second is the exploitation of the religious sentiments of the majority Hindu community, which was already turning not only against Muslims but also against the Hindu  minoritiesB the former because of traditional enmity, and the latter due to the new extension of privileges in the form of further "reservation" of positions in public service for the Other Backward Classes (OBCs) by the V. P. Singh government in 1990.
  Third,  in May 1986, Ashok Singhal, the mahamantri (chief organizer) of the VHP laid out a four point program to (i) bring all Hindus under one umbrella organization to further their cause; (ii) ban proselytizing by other religions; (iii) promote Sanskrit language uniformly in India; and (iv) to back only those political candidates who support the Hindu cause.
  

Fourth, and more importantly, was the use of the Ram janmabhumi issue.  In the 1989 elections, the BJP not only worked with Janata Dal to defeat Congress (I), but also worked with the VHP to build a Ram temple in Ayodhya.  In its Palampur National Executive Committee meeting (June 9-11, 1989), the BJP resolved thus:

AThe National Executive of the Bharatiya Janata Party regards the current debate on the Ram Janma Bhoomi issue as one which has dramatically highlighted the callous unconcern which the Congress Party in particular, and the other political parties in general, betray towards the sentiments of the overwhelming majority in this countryB the Hindus... The sentiments of the people must be respected and the Rama Janmasthan handed over to the Hindus.@

Given that posture, the BJP was outraged by the V. P. Singh government=s decision in 1990 to implement the Mandal Commission report (pertaining to Areservations@ for the other backward classesB OBCs) .  When the BJP leader, L. K. Advani, joined the Ayodhya movement and started on a 10,000 kilometer trekB the rath yatra (chariot pilgrimage)B from Somanath to Ayodhya, Singh ordered his arrest. This led the BJP to withdraw  its support to the Singh government which collapsed leading to general elections the following year.  Thus the BJP not only got national attention but also showed that it could flex its political muscles. 

In 1990, Mulayam Singh Yadav, Chief Minister of UP, brutally put down the kar sevaks (Hindu devotees) resulting in twenty-six deaths and  a Hindu backlash in that State particularly, and in the Hindi-belt in general.  This gave further political impetus to the BJP which in its1991 Manifesto quite openly offered to the electorate Ram with Roti (Roti meaning bread).  Contesting as many as 479 seats, the BJP won 119 seats to the Lok Sabha with 19.9 percent of total votes, and became the largest opposition group in Parliament for the first time in its existence.  Later its leader, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, was recognized as the leader of the opposition in Parliament.  The BJP had finally arrived politically. 

The BJP also came out strong enough in four Hindi-belt StatesB UP, MP, Rajasthan and Himachal Pradesh (HP)B to form governments.  Noteworthy is the fact that the government of UP (the State where the Ayodhya complex is) was captured by the BJP, which gave a new strength and a greater demand for the temple in Ayodhya.  On October 11, 1991, the BJP government of Kalyan Singh bought 2.77 acres of land around the Ram janmabhumi complex to develop it for the "public purpose" of tourism.  But many feared that the government would hand over that land to the VHP to build the temple that they have been demanding.  While as many as 53 percent of those polled in the nation were willing to have both a temple and a mosque in the complex, by July-August, 1992, the VHP kar sevaks embarked on a foundation east of the complex for the temple.
  The Kalyan Singh government remained as a spectator despite the fact that it gave an undertaking to the National Integration Council that it would guarantee  the protection of the disputed structures in the complex.  

Many thought that it was time that the UP government be dismissed under the Emergency Powers, and save the situation.
  Surprisingly, Congress (I) Prime Minister, P. V. Narasimha Rao, did not act.  Even within his own party, his rival Arjun Singh, charged that Rao and the BJP were working hand in glove.  As a devout Hindu, Rao could not have taken on a Hindu party without being charged as anti-Hindu.  Surely, he must have been wary of risking his less than comfortable majority in the Lok Sabha.  (In fact, in July 1991 he survived a no-confidence motion in the Lok Sabha with a majority of 267 to 215, given the fractured opposition.)  Quite possibly, he was not prepared to make the BJP and its supporters martyrs by using repressive measures.  Or, he might even have believed that by letting the BJP have its way, he could get all the secular forces galvanized.  In any case, Prime  Minister Rao demonstrated his usual procrastination till the end.

On November 28, 1992, the Supreme Court of India accepted the UP government undertaking that no construction will be allowed within the complex, but permitted singing of Hindu hymns, and appointed a Senior Judge of the Allahabad High Court as an "observer," with the charge that he should report daily to the Supreme Court on the activities at the complex.  Several security forces were sent by the Center to Faizabad to meet any contingency.  And the UP government promised that it would prevent kar sevaks from flouting the Supreme Court orders.  But the same day those orders were passed, both the VHP and Bajrang Dal (another more militant Hindu group) rejected them in favor of building a temple.  

On December 6, 1992, as all the top brass of the BJP, VHP and RSS were addressing a meeting just a couple of hundred feet away from the complex with the District Magistrate (who is the chief official in charge of the judiciary as well as law and order) present on the scene, the mob got the better of it and razed the Babri mosque to the ground, and installed a Ram deity in a makeshift structure.
  Practically nothing was done by either the UP State government or the Centre to prevent the atrocity.  Neither of the governments could deny that it was unaware of the possible destruction.  After all, the Intelligence Bureau of the Central government warned twice at the meetings of the Cabinet Committee on Political Affairs on November 19 and 22, 1992, that the intent of the movement was to demolish the mosque.  The Prime Minister called it an "utter perfidy," and a "betrayal" by the BJP-VHP combine for having not prevented the destruction of the mosque, contrary to their previous assurances.  The Supreme Court said that "the majesty of rule of law" was given short shrift as the UP government failed to prevent the mobs.  The media thought it as a "witness of the burial of a secular dream," and "religious fanaticism at its ugliest."
  The world watched in horror, and with contempt.  But the BJP thought that "it was a liberationB a sweeping away of cobwebs."
   (A Commission of Inquiry is still investigating whether there was a BJP "conspiracy" to demolish the temple at the time of this writing.)

  
The day following the demolition of the mosque, five religious organizationsB three Hindu (the RSS, VHP, and Bajrang Dal) and two Muslim (the Islamic Sevak Sangh and the Jamait-i-Islam)B were banned under the Unlawful Activities (prevention) Act of 1967.
   This was followed by the dismissal of the other three BJP governments of Sunderlal Patwa in MP, Shanta Kumar in HP, and of Bhairon Singh Shekawat in Rajasthan, under the Emergency Powers.  (In less than an hour after the demolition, however, Kalyan Singh resigned as Chief Minister of UP.)  These dismissals had nothing to do with the maintenance (or the lack thereof) of law and order.  The concern was that the BJP governments (what with their connections with the RSS) might not carry out the ban order of the religious groups.
  Later the Government of India by Ordinance took over 67.7 acres of land at the complex, and on January 7, 1993, the President of India asked the Supreme Court of India to see whether there was a temple before the mosque was built.  Thus, the BJP not only gained prominence, but it  placed the Ram janmabhumi issue squarely on the national agenda.  But it should be noted that the BJP is neither alone, nor is the first, to use religion for political advantage. 

Reference was already made about the British efforts at driving a wedge between majority Hindus and minority Muslims.  The partition of the State of Bengal was one of the first such moves.   Although the British announced the partition under the pretext that Bengal was too large a State to be administered conveniently, the real intent was altogether different.   In an official note of 1904, the then Home Secretary, H. H. Risley said:  "Bengal united is a power.  Bengal divided will pull several different ways.  That is what the Congress leaders feel: their apprehensions are perfectly correct and they form one of the great merits of the scheme....(O)ne of our main objects is to split up and thereby to weaken a solid body of opponents to our rule."
    

The 1909 Minto-Marley reforms even went so far as to provide for separate electorates for the people of these two religions.
  (Separate electorates were later created for the Sikhs in 1919, and for the Indian Christians and Anglo-Indians in 1935.)  While the Indian National Congress, started in 1885, led the national movement against the British rule, and when several Muslims advocated a joint Hindu-Muslim political action for independence, the British instead set up some Muslim reactionaries such as Nawab Salimullah, who with Rs. 1.14 million sanctioned by the Governor of Bengal, Sir Bampfydle Fuller, founded the Muslim League which demanded, and succeeded, in partitioning India in 1947 into two separate countries: a majority Hindu India and a majority Muslim Pakistan.  And the religious divide continues even today. 

Since independence, besides the Assamese opposition to Bengali Muslim immigrants, and prior to that the Naga separatist movement helped by Christian missionaries in the North Eastern Frontier Agency (NEFA), there have been two formidable threats to the Union of India based on religion: one in Kashmir, and the other in the Punjab.  The Kashmir problem has been a continuous one ever since the partition of India resulting in two wars (in 1948 and 1965) and the Kargil conflict of 1999 with Pakistan. At the time of independence, the ruler of Kashmir who happened to be a Hindu with a predominantly Muslim population had not acceded to the Indian Union till part of the State was overrun by Pakhtoon tribals supported  by Pakistan (which came to be known as Azad Kashmir).
  Ever since 1989, starting with the Islamization process of General Zia ul-Haque, religious militancy took hold in Pakistan. Consequently, Muslim insurgency demanding independence for Kashmir has been on the rise, which is met by the Indian forces resulting in the death of nearly 50,000 people, largely Muslims, so far.
   To be fair, it also should be noted that many Hindus, particularly the punditsB the priestly class, have been either killed or displaced from Jammu in particular.
  With the Taliban and al-Qaeda driven out of Afghanistan after the invasion by the United States in 2001, many of them moved into Pakistan and into Kashmir leading to further fears of communal conflict among the Hindus and Muslims in that State.  Thus, Kashmir remains as an intractable problem.

The Sikhs in the Punjab began demanding a separate nationB Khalisthan.  Their cause took a militant turn subsequent to the assault by the Indian army on their Golden Temple in Amritsar on orders by the then Congress (I) Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, in June 1984.  The Akali Dal (the major Sikh religious party) itself based its demand for communal and political identity on religious grounds.
  Sikhism subscribes to the doctrine of miri-piri, which in essence connotes the indivisibility of the spiritual and temporal.  Thus, the political activity of Darbara Sahib (the Golden Temple) is nothing new.  Given that, the 1956  attempts of the Congress Government at the Centre (which purportedly subscribed to secularism) failed to remove the Akali Dal from the political arena and confine it to moral, religious and educational activities.
  Later, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi tried to divide the Akali Dal by promoting the head of the Damdami Taksal, Sant Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, a populist demagogue and revivalist as a political persona, who later turned out to be her own nemesis. (He was killed during the army assault on the Golden Temple.)   After her assassination, Indira Gandhi=s son, Rajiv Gandhi, succeeded as Prime Minister, and later reached the Rajiv-Longowal Accord on July 24, 1985.  And with the later election of Congress (I) Chief Minister Beant Singh,  the demand for secession as well as the violence were stemmed in the Punjab. 

But it is the BJP which has gotten the most mileage by using the religious card, as already seen. This is not to say that the Ram janmabhumi issue is no more than a political ploy for the BJP; it in fact is an article of faith with them.  Its commitment is unwavering in this regard as they reiterate in their White Paper of April 1993 that the Ayodhya agitation "...is a continuation of the unremitting struggle of the Hindus to repossess their holy place desecrated by the invaders."

That the Ram janmabhumi issue helped the BJP in its quest for political power is undeniable.  L. K. Advani, former President of the BJP and Home Minister in the present Vajpayee=s National Democratic Alliance (NDA) government, himself admitted by saying: AHad we not taken the Ram janmabhumi movement forward we would not have arrived at the place we are now.@
  Kashbhau Thakre, President of the BJP, addressing the party=s National Council in May 1998 claimed that India is Aone nation, one people and one culture,@ and went on to give a less than religious cover to the slogan Hindutva by calling it Acultural nationalism.@  One must, however, take the thought back with some trepidation to Jan Sangh and to RSS,  and the latter=s founder M. S. Golwalkar who wrote the following in 1939:

AIn Hinduism (land of the Hindus before the Muslim invasions and the coming of the Europeans) exists and must needs exist the ancient Hindu nation and nought else but the Hindu nation....So long, however, as they (Muslim and other on-Hindus) maintain their special, religious and cultural differences, they cannot but only foreigners....There are only two courses open to the foreign elements, either to merge themselves in the national race and adopt its culture, or to live at the sweet will of the national race....The non-Hindu people in Hindustan  must either adopt the Hindu culture and language, must learn to respect and hold in reverence Hindu religion...in one word, they must cease to be foreigners, or may stay in the country, wholly subordinate to the Hindu nation, claiming nothing, deserving no privileges, far less any preferential treatmentB not even citizens= rights....In this country, Hindus alone are the Nation and the Muslims and others, if not actual anti-national, are at least outside the body of the Nation.@ 

The intolerance of the Hindu nationalists towards non-Hindus may be seen from the argument that Sonia Gandhi (an Italian by birth) B widow of one Prime Minister (Rajiv Gandhi) and the daughter-in-law of another (Indira Gandhi), and the current President of Congress (I) and leader of opposition in Parliament B is not qualified to be the Prime Minister of India.
  The January 1999 killing of the Australian missionary Gordon Staines and his two sons who have been serving lepers in Orissa by a Dara Singh, who is a Hindu fanatic with the Hindu militant Bajrang Dal connections is yet another example.  (However, a 1999 official commission of inquiry concluded that no organized Hindu group was behind the murders.)  After all, when Vajpayee apologized for the destruction of the Babri mosque (beyond the brief of the RSS), he was virtually censured by the BJP National Executive Council which led to his offer of resignation (which of course was not accepted).  Advani himself stated that he was not ashamed of the destruction of the mosque in Ayodhya, except he was for removing it by "due process of law;" instead some hot-heads destroyed it.  Hence his advocacy to continue the ideological stance of the BJP.
  Soon after the demolition of the mosque in Ayodhya, it was claimed that the next to go would be the structures in Kashi and Mathura, the two other prominent Hindu religious cities.  The BJP leaders while not denying it, only said that these structures are not on the "agenda immediately."
  

3. Coalition politics
 
Yet, the political ground realities are not propitious to push this religious fundamentalism in that the BJP cannot by itself form a government now.  This also means that it has to moderate its stance to be able to forge alliances (against the once dominant Congress-I party) with other parties that subscribe to secularism, even if it were lip sympathy.
  The first BJP government of Vajpayee in 1996 lasted a mere thirteen days as it had only 160 members of the coalition strength of 195 with four other parties (out of the total 545 seats in the Lok Sabha).  His second government formed in May 1998 with the support of 15 different parties served for thirteen months.  The third time around, the BJP entered into the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) with twenty-four parties and came to power with a total strength of 297 (later, with others joining, the strength went up to 303).  To get there, all the fundamental facets of the 1998 BJP ManifestoB abrogation of special status of  Kashmir under Article 370, maintenance of uniform civil law code, abolition of the Minority Commission, banning cow slaughter and the export of beefB were dropped in the 1999 NDA agenda.  Such a  moderation dictated by political necessities, not surprisingly, is considered by the VHP and RSS as a loss in faith and dilution of ideology.  

Thus, the BJP had to contend with internal dissension while trying to keep the coalition together.  To this end, the party lives, like Janus, with two faces.  While  Home  Minister Advani to some extent, and the Education Minister, Murali Manohar Joshi, to a large extent, show the orthodox  face of the party and its constituents, Prime Minister Vajpayee projects the moderate face of the BJP and its coalition.  The NDA partners so far have successfully come in the way of the BJP and its constituents pushing their ideological agenda. 

Any number of examples can be cited in this regard.  Education Minister Joshi, who was a Professor of Physics but an ardent RSS man, wants to re-write school textbooks to embellish Hindutva.  As many as twelve State governments controlled by parties which are also part of the NDA have opposed such Asaffronization@ (the color of the BJP) of education.
  Similarly, the National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT) was accused of doctoring history textbooks, while Joshi and his compatriots claim that all they are trying to do is to rid the books of bias that crept in previously.  (It should be noted that during the Indira Gandhi regime, the same NCERT did demonstrate a decided leftist bias.)  Reminiscent of a reactionary attempt, much to the delight of his detractors and the chagrin of scientific minded people, Joshi, through the University Grants Commission (UGC)  even approved a new curriculum in astrology in over twenty Universities when most Universities in the country are suffering from paucity of funds to run their regular curricula.  Apart form the existing Departments of Religion, it was also decided to offer separate higher degrees in the nitty-gritty Vedic rituals, and train Hindu priests.   And then the Cultural Affairs Minister, Anant Kumar, pressed hard the  Archeological Survey of India (ASI) to carry out futile explorations in the small town of Chitrakoot on the border of MP and UP.  In an effort to find evidence to establish any possible connection between that town and Lord Ram, who was supposed to have journeyed there while he was in exile (as the epic Ramayan says), he was supposed to have instructed: kuch nikalo (pull something out).
  Even the Hindu gurus, who formerly kept themselves preoccupied with religious matters, now may be seen jumping into the political fray as seen by the claim of Kanchi Kamakoti Sankaracharya Jayendra Saraswati that the VHP effort at building the Ram temple in Ayodhya was a Arightful religious movement and not politically motivated.@
   


4. The ides of March, 2002, and the Gujarat fiasco
In January 2002, the VHP  marched on New Delhi demanding that Prime Minister Vajpayee allow them to start building the Ram temple in Ayodhya.  He did not accede.  In turn the VHP gave notice that no matter what, they would start building the temple on March 15, 2002, which happened to be an important Hindu festival day, Mahashiva ratri.  This fundamentalist stubbornness, countered by the need to keep the NDA coalition together, led the BJP President Jana Krishnamoorti to distance the party by stating that it has no commitment towards building the temple.  The discomfort of the BJP was only compounded by the fact that four statesB  UP, Uttarnachal, Punjab and ManipurB  went to polls at the end of February.  BJP lost all including the crucial state of UP where it gained only 88 seats (as against the previous 158).
  It lost control of its stronghold, Delhi municipality too by gaining only 17 of the 134 seats.  During this election, the BJP was on the horns of a dilemma: it could neither altogether stop the VHP and thus appear to be unsympathetic to the Ram janmabhumi issue, nor allow them to go ahead and thus risk being attacked for being a communal party by everyone including some of its NDA partners.  Thus, it appeared to be having both ways by not condemning the VHP, but not allowing the construction of the temple either by only putting off the issue by referring it to the Law Ministry (which later ruled against the VHP). 

The VHP itself kept shifting its stand.  First the March 12th deadline was  to commence building the temple. AThe temple will be constructed at any date around March 12.  We cannot wait beyond a point.  Now, it will be a fight to finish,@ said the VHP International Secretary General, Pravin Bhai Togadia.  Its International Working President Ashok Singhal said that the deadline was for the handing over of 47 acres of land around the complex that the government was holding as a trustee.  The chief of the Ram Janam Bhumi Nyas (Trust), Mahant Paramhans Ramchandra Das, did not join the protest march to Delhi organized by the VHP saying that there were too many unnecessary security arrangements made, and that he would instead work for the removal of the government, if the government were not to clear the hurdles in the way of the construction of the temple.  Others wanted to launch a dharma yudha (religious war) to build the temple without reference to any court decision.
  Both Singhal and Das later moved the deadline to March 15,th when they would start moving crafted stones to the complex as a token of construction.  The RSS itself is aware that the temple issue might cause a rift between the BJP and the NDA coalition partners and thus worried about the possibility of the government=s downfall.  For them a government which is sympathetic to the cause of Hinduism and the Ram temple is preferable to waging an all out demand for the temple.  Thus, they wanted to mediate and even ask the VHP to cool down, but was snubbed with the latter saying that they do not care whether the government stays or falls.

It should be noted here that for all the clamor, the VHP, however,  may not even have any legal standing with regard to the decision to build, or not to build, a temple.  Such a decision is said to be the domain of Mahant Jyotidas of Nirmohi Akhara, the seminary among the original petitioners.  Also, five of the seven Akhara heads are said to be anti-VHP.

Added to this muddle is the dispute on the land itself.  Of the 67 acres of land acquired by the Narasimha Rao government in January 1993 (as seen above),  43 acres are claimed by the Trust as its own.  But it appears that the Kalyan Singh government in UP only leased it eight months prior to the demolition of the Babri mosque to build a Ram Katha Park. The Park was never built; instead the mosque was demolished.
  There are as many as four civil suits pending regarding the ownership of the total 67 acres, and the Supreme Court in the past made it clear that this issue must first be resolved.  The Government of India also asked the Court for a ruling on whether there indeed was a Hindu temple in the complex, and whether the Muslims had a right over the land.  The Supreme Court in 1994 in its turn sent back the issue of ownership to the (UP) Allahabad High Court for their determination (which is yet to come), and also permitted offering prayers at the temple.  These conflicting stances were summed by Venkaiah Naidu, Rural Development Minister and the BJP leader thus: AVHP is an independent organization.  It is a dharmik (religious) orgnization.  They are following their own agenda. We are duty bound by the NDA agendaB the coalition dharma.@
 

As the threat of more communal violence grew subsequent to the Gujarat tragedy (see below), both Prime Minister Vajpayee, and the Interior Minister Advani (who in late 1980s led the temple issue), declared that they would not allow the building of the temple, but would abide by the Court=s decision.  It is quite possible that they might be concerned that any confrontation with regard to the temple might be construed as Hindu terrorism by a world which is trying to come to grips with the September 11, 2001, disasters in the United States.  Moreover, allowing the VHP to start its activity would have led to a massive communal conflagration that could have far-reaching reactions and major law and order problems, not limited to the downfall of the governments itself.  For itself, the VHP might have thought that this is their last chance to get their fundamentalist religious agenda carry through when the BJP is in power, which according to them came to office with their assistance.  But they may not have appreciated that the BJP is bound by the NDA coalition politics, and cannot serve their cause which of course has been the BJP=s cause too.   The first signs of  a certain climb down came from the VHP which said that they would abide by the Court decision, but would like to go through only a symbolic puja (offering) on March 15th. 

The sooner this announcement was made, two Muslims went to the Supreme Court petitioning that this activity be stopped.  The Court on March 13th assented, perhaps taking into consideration the deteriorating law and order situation in Gujarat (see below) which had the potential of spreading to the rest of the country.  The Court also put on hold any handing over of the 43 acres of land to the Trust, but referred the matter to a larger Bench.  Just as the VHP was miffed, the All India Muslim Personal Law Board expressed its approval of the decision.  What is intriguing in this context is that the Government of India=s Attorney-General, Soli Sorabjee, argued that symbolic religious ceremonies be permitted.  Once again, the duplicity of the BJP is seen when it made the astonishing announcement that he was acting on his own and it was not necessarily the stand of the government.  The fact, however, remains that the NDA partners were not consulted in this context, which made them livid.  

More bizarre was what followed.  The Trust President Parmahans, who a few days ago declared that he would commit suicide (which Hindu religion does not favor) if he were not allowed to do the symbolic puja, instead took to a small procession and handed over two carved pillars.  One, this happened outside of the disputed land, and two more intriguingly, the gift was accepted by Shatrughan Singh, a central government observer, and an official of the Ayodhya cell in the Prime Minister=s Office (PMO).  Thus once again the BJP showed its dual face.  And the opposition parties cried wolf.  Times of India, a respected Indian English daily, captured the essence of it all when its banner read: AVHP victorious, Oppn furious, govt ambiguous.@
  The crisis however passed, for now; but the issue remains.  What the Courts would say, how the VHP and other fundamentalists behave, and how the BJP reacts to whatever might happen are imponderables at this time. 

Another test to the BJP came in Gujarat on February 27th when a train load of Hindu devotees returning from Ayodhya were attacked and the train itself was set on fire by a Muslim mob in Godhra, killing 58 people.  The communal tinder box was lit with the result nearly 700 people, mostly Muslims, were killed, and around 56,000 were said to have been displaced initially.
  The greatest irony was that this had to happen in the State where the apostle of peace, Mahatma Gandhi, was born.  Beyond the tragedy, the problem for the BJP was that the State=s Chief Minister Narendra Modi is its party man who was accused by the opposition of doing nothing to stop the carnage at best, or encouraging the Hindus against Muslims at worst.  Even some of the members of the NDA, demanded that the Modi government be dismissed (under Article 356), but the Vajpayee government did not only not yield, but went on to absolve Modi of any responsibility. 

There indeed were some other apologists for Mody.  For example, while disputing  that his government was not actively dealing with the communal trouble and the consequent deteriorating law and order situation, India Today wrote that as of May A...the police fired 8,465 rounds of bullets and 11,690 rounds of tear-gas shells.  As many as 98 people died in police firing in the first three days alone....As many as 168 persons have died in police firing so far, the highest in Gujarat history.  Police arrested 33,563 people.@
  The point that is missed is not what was done subsequent to the riots, but that the situation in the first place was allowed by the Mody government to deteriorate, for which he ought to take responsibility.  Whether there was any complicity of his government in this communal mayhem by fomenting the Hindu mobs is a matter yet to be judged.  The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC), however, charged Mody with Acomprehensive failure.@
  

Religious fires are still burning four months after the train disaster.  Not so ironically, the play that is being staged currently with wide appeal in Gujarat is Anandmath, which was written twenty-five years after the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857, with only two themes: support the British and hate the Muslims.
   Togadia, the VHP International General  Secretary, went on to declare that A(w)hat is happening in Gujarat is not communal riots but people=s answer to Islamic jehad.@
 

At the National Executive meet of the BJP on April 12, 2002, in Goa, Modi offered his resignation suggesting that the party decide on the direction it and the country ought to take following the electoral losses of February.  The party rejected the offer.  While some compared his role during the Godra riots to that of Slobodan Milosavic=s genocide  in Bosnia, some of the hard core Hindu priests began offering prayers for Mody=s well-being.   Contrarily, Senior Vice President of the VHP, Acharya Girija Kishore, went on even to give some gratuitous advice to Muslims that they stop eating beef as a mark of respect for the Hindu sentiments.  Ironically, not many voices of criticism were heard when the only Hindu king in the world while visiting India in late June 2002 offered a buffalo and other assorted small animals to Hindu deities.

An even critical political challenge and an opportunity for the BJP came in UP, when it lost in the February elections and no other party got a majority.  The claim of  Mulayam Singh Yadav, leader of the Samajwadi Party, to form the government was not heard despite the fact he won the largest plurality with 145 seats (out of the total 399).   The Governor of the State left the legislative Assembly in a limbo while inordinately delaying inviting any one else to form a government.  The delay of course provided the time and opportunity to forge alliances.  This also coincided with a no-confidence motion raised in Parliament against the Vajpayee government for its inaction in Gujarat.  At lest one of his Cabinet Ministers, Ram Vilas Paswan (Minister for Coal) in fact resigned in protest.  Some of the NDA partners (such as the Telugu Desam PartyB TDP, with 28 votes) declared that they would  not support the Vajpayee government, and others opposed it outright (such as Lok Janashakti with four members and Trinamool Congress with nine members).  Thus, Vajpayee needed some help.  The Bahujana Samajwadi Party (BSP) of Mayawati which came out second in the UP elections (with 89 seats against the 88 seats of the BJP) had 13 members in Parliament, and garnering their support would serve the BJP under the circumstances.  Yet, it is important to note that while the BSP is basically a dalit (lower caste/oppressed people) party, the BJP, as already seen is considered to be the upper caste party against which the BSP fights.  Such a philosophical difference did not however, in the past hinder alliances between them.  Mayawati, leader of the BSP, served as Chief Minister of UP twice before, both times with the BJP support, the first in 1995 lasting for four months, and the second in 1997 for six months.  Now for the third time, a deal was again struck, and the BJP supported Mayawati who became the Chief Minister of UP.
  Noteworthy is that the deal between the two was struck just a day before the Lok Sabha was to start the debate on the no-confidence motion in Parliament.

Vajapayee himself won the vote of confidence handily (281 to 194 out of a total of 542 members) in the Lok Sabha.  But when the matter came for discussion in the Rajya Sabha (the upper House) where it looked that he would lose, Vajpayee joined the opposition in passing a resolution that his government would intervene in the governance of Gujarat under Article 355, and not under Article 356.
  Thus, both the BSP and BJP had their political cake and ate it too.  And it was all politics as usual. 

The election of the Speaker of Lok Sabha further illustrates political opportunism as well as the play of religion.  The incumbent, who belonged to the TDP died in an airplane crash, and that party was offered the position again.  Some claimed that Vajpayee is throwing some sobs to retain the support of the TDP (during the no-confidence vote, as discussed above).  The TDP declined the offer.
  Instead, Manohar Joshi, the Minister for Heavy Industries was elected.  He is a member of the NDA, and belongs to Shiv Sena, a more militant Hindu nationalist party than the BJP.  He is also a close follower of Bal Thackery, the Shiv Sena leader.  It is well-known that the latter at one time claimed that he would run the former=s government Aby remote control,@ despite the fact that Thackery had not  held an elected public office.

In the thick of these developments, an exasperated Prime Minister Vajpayee, a moderate himself, was reported to have said in a speech at the party Executive meeting in Goa that Islam is an intolerant religion.  He angrily denied it sating that he was quoted out of context, and reaffirmed that India is a multi-religious society and everyone is free to follow any religion.

5. Conclusion
It is apparent that while religion has played, and continues to play, its part in politics within the context of a secular polity, Hinduism as an article of faith was used by the BJP for great partisan advantage.  There is no denying that the BJP and its core constituents (the VHP, RSS and Bajrang Dal) are emboldened enough to push for a Hindu rashtra (Hindu state/rule).  While they had not openly declared that India ought to be a Hindu theocracy, there is little doubt as to where their hearts are.   Their entire idiom is not only Hindu but also sanskritic and even brahmanic B the latter particularly leading critics to argue often that BJP is an upper caste (brahmin) party. 

The Ram janmabhumi issue, came like a God-send, so to speak, and certainly as a political blessing, for the BJP.  A basic religious issue has been turned into an opportunistic partisan pawn, and now seeks a political solution with the distinction between mythology and reality often blurred, or deliberately ignored.  And the government itself, unable to deal with it, kept passing the buck on, by seeking judicial intervention.  Divine issues now became matters of jurisprudence. 

While the VHP itself cannot claim to be a major force, either politically or religiously, it certainly proved to be very vocal in pushing its Hindu religious fundamentalism and serving the political purposes of the BJP.  In the process secularism ceased to be a constitutional precept, and ended up as a political slogan. 

Two important appointments in June 2002 lead one to believe that the BJP and the Ram janmabhumi issue will remain active on the political scene.  For one, L. K. Advani, the Home Minister, has been elevated to the position of Deputy Prime Minister, showing the hardline BJP face as a counterweight to the moderate stance of Prime Minister Vajpayee.
  For another, Vinay Katiyar, once the head of the hardline Hindu group, Bajrang Dal was appointed as President of the BJP unit in UP.  Everyone knows that, for him, the Ayodhya issue is a battle cry. 

    
There is no doubt that religion and occult are an integral part of Indian life.  Religious leadersB all the so-called Godmen and GodwomenB wield a considerable influence, command a large following (the more powerful a politician and the higher the civil servant, the greater is his or her connection with these), and have even come to play crucial roles in politics.  (Names such as Dhirendra Brahmachary and Chadraswamy, and now Kanchi Shakaracharya, are very familiar in India for this reason.)   State-sponsored orthodox and  pseudo-religious ceremonies, bordering on the occult, are quite common.

In a society where religion and social life are so intermeshed that it is hard to distinguish one form the other, any effort to de-link religion and politics through the passage of a law will not have much support.  In fact, the Congress (I) admitted as much when they stopped introducing a proposed measure in 1993 (after the destruction of the mosque) .
  Although the claim made by Advani that "separating religion from politics would distance politics from ethics and morality,"
  is debatable, one cannot but be dismayed, and even indignant, at the way religion is exploited for political gain.  The very morality of such actions is highly  questionable.  What is paradoxical, and almost abhorrent, is that religion is used continuously for secular political reasons, while protesting that India is a secular state.  

While for now, the coalition dharma (as seen above) moderates the fundamentalist stance, if indeed the BJP were to succeed in pushing its Hindutva on India, and capture the government on its own eventually, what would happen to all the minorities who constitute over eighteen percent of the population?   In the height of tensions between India and Pakistan since the war against terrorists that the United States is waging in Afghanistan from October 2001, Advani made the comment: AIf the two Germanies can come together, history will find some way some day of rejoining India and Pakistan of their own free choice.@
   The theme is repeated.  While Advani proclaims that Awe accept Pakistan as a sovereign country,@ he also envisions a confederation of India and Pakistan.
 While this might be dismissed as idle talk or even a pious wish, the inflammatory rhetoric cannot be missed by  the Muslims who fear that they may be pushed out (however outlandish the possibility might be) , or worse, the BJP is harboring the notion of conquering Pakistan.  Similarly, in March, the Akhil Bharatiya Pratiniidhi SabhaB the RSS policymaking body, made the following charitable threat: ALet the moslems understand that their real safety lies in the goodwill of the majority.@
  While there is no reason to doubt any religious group=s patriotism, one can see the dangerous confusion that the first Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, drew attention to.  He said: AThe communalism of a majority community is apt to be taken for nationalism.@

It is important to note that Muslims are not only part of the nation but also that they have occupied important public offices and provided yeoman service to both the state and the society.  The Hindu nationalists might be discomfitted  to know that the script for the famous television series, Mahabharat, was written after all by a MuslimB Rahi Masoom Raza.  Other illustrious Muslim personalities include Zakir Hussain, President of India, and several Cabinet Ministers, Governors, Justices and so on.  A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, once scientific advisor to a Prime Minister, a man of impeccable academic credentials as a nuclear scientist, who received the highest civilian awardB Bharat RathnaB from the Government of India, is a Muslim.  In May 2002, he was also the nominee of the NDA for the office of the President of India. But religion crept in once again when people criticized his nominationB a Muslim, and that too a nuclear scientistB to this high office (though ceremonial) at a time when the world went into the hysteria of a possible nuclear war between India and Pakistan over the Kashmir terrorist issue.  Some interpreted this as a cynical political exploitation of religion by the BJP government for political ends.  It is noteworthy, however, that Kalam is supported by all but the left parties.  And when asked whether his nomination was because of the fact that he is a Muslim, he dead-panned by saying: AReally?... I have always regarded myself as an Indian.@
 

For many of the orthodox, reason seems to have run its course; faith has become the watchword, occasionally bordering on the bizarre.  Hear for example, what a VHP operator,  Acharya Girija Kishore, has to say.  Should the government fulfill a long-standing VHP demand and declare a war on Pakistan, he proclaims, the sants (religious leaders) would postpone construction of the (Ram) temple.
  The BJP coalition partner in the state of Mahrashtra, Shiv Sena, similarly keeps bringing up issues, such as its opposition to even valentine cards, as an assault on Hindu religion.  All this raises more serious questions as articulated by Milton Viorst.  He wrote:  AHas Enlightenment, with its worship of reason, run its course, leaving behind a sense of emptiness that can be filled only by primitive faith? Do the masses feel that technology has made then increasingly powerless, persuading them to turn for relief to an exigent God?  Has modern society so depersonalized human affairs that mankind requires stringent religious practice to give meaning to life?@
  These of course are mind-boggling questions demanding sane responses. 

Several future scenarios can be painted.  It is quite possible by now that the Hindu fundamentalists, from the VHP in particular, may have thought that this is the last chance for them to push the Hindu agenda as their cohort the BJP is in power, though in a coalition.  Or, they are so intoxicated with their religion, that they are ready to push it, no matter what.  The BJP itself may have been tired of the VHP demands, as may be seen from Prime Minister Vajpayee declaring that he cannot run the government while the VHP keeps pulling the rug under him.  It is also possible that the party may be feeling chastised by the world=s concern over terrorism.  It is doubtful, however, that the other parties in the coalition, and in particular the Congress (I) in opposition, can succeed in stopping this religious fundamentalism for long.  For they may take a cue, just as the BJP might once more, that religion after all has always been the potential of getting votes.  

While, indeed, the BJP and its cohorts seem to be on a collision course with regard to the Ram temple issue, it is equally important to note that political pragmatism comes in as a savior, in a way.  To keep in power, till at least it can stand on its own feet, the BJP will have to live like Janus, talking religion to satisfy its faithful and singing secularism as a political tool to retain the coalition in tact.  The same coalition governments that are criticized for inaction and their transient nature due to the internal pressures among the disparate partners, have after all been a blessing in keeping fundamentalism at bay.  Thus, for the future of India and religious tolerance, a lot depends upon the political parties and their leaders.  This is only more so in case of the BJP, which claimed a moral high ground all along, but lost its innocence with the Gujarat issue and its support to Mayawati of Bahujan Sawajwadi Party (BSP) to form a coalition government in UP.  The leaders of the nation can either let the country down the slippery slope, or stop the rut and try to move it on the developmental path.  If only they can rise over the petty electoral politics, and look towards the nation, religious fundamentalism will have played its course.  One can only hope that they will rise above the low politics to be statesmen to preach the real Gandhian Rama Rajya concept of tolerance of all religions.  It is also expected that the political parties subscribing to secularism would thwart any attempts of imposing Hindu religious fundamentalism just as the non-Hindi belt electorate should indeed act as a check.

Over half a century after independence, it is wise and useful to recall what Raj Kumari Amrit Kaur said on March 20, 1947:  "There is no gainsaying the fact that foreign domination has been one of the main causes, if not the main cause, of creating internal dissensions between the two major communities.  But now that the foreign power is definitely leaving, it behooves us more than ever before to turn the searchlight inwards....(I)t cannot be denied that whatever seeds of dissension were sown by the foreign rulers, the soil that nourished them and has allowed them to assume the menacing aspect they now bear is ours.  The greater fault, therefore, is ours."

A Note of acknowledgment: I would like to express my deep sense of appreciation to Jon S. T. Quah, Editor, Asian Journal of Political Science, for allowing me to use some of the preliminary thoughts on the subject which appeared in an article long ago.  I thank the two anonymous referees and my colleagues Aruna N. Michie and Prasad V. Biderkota, for their valuable comments which only improved this draft.  But I take full responsibility for any shortcomings here. 
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