PEACEFUL CO-EXISTENCE AS AN IDEA

Purushottam Agrawal

P caceful vo-existence seems 1o have caught the fancy of the

palitival establishments n south Asia. We South Asians have
been treated (o such staple diet of war-mongering and hate-speech
within and outside the boundaries of the nation-states, particularly
for the last decade, that it is indeed heartening to listen to the peace
rhetoric of the “hawks” in the wake of the recently-concluded
SAARC summit. So much so that the ruling party in this country
b exery intention of hard-selling its “peace initiative™ in the
impending generyl elections. Obviously this is a result of its own
redding of the public support lor the idea, Whether they will
undenake a peace mitiative in domestic matters as well is a different
Imarter.

Such an initiative will, first of all require a credible “justice” factor!
{A favourite phrase in the Indian media these days is o so-called
“feel-good” factor). The idea of peace minus 2 sense of justice cannot
last. This presupposes a critique of social and governmental
systoms. as well as of the dominant ideas in any society, Particularly
50 In south Asia where the international conflicts are clearly
connedted Lo domestic issues. Without such a eritique, even peaceful
co-exisience betwieen nation-states can al best be a “conrrolled”
one. Peace initiatives from above are not going to be stablz, as by
definition these are oecasioned by the political calculations of the
ruling groups, who wish to keep both peace and war butions han dy
—just in case! Thus, while New Delhi’s political leaders were talking
ol peace with Pakistan, on December 23 2002, in Gorakhpur, a
meeting of visiting Pakistani farmers with their Indian counter-
parts was disrupted. The disruptionists were members of the so-
called *Hindu-Vahini - part of the extended ‘Sangh-paruvar'.
Clearly, misgivings persist, and many people thrive on generating
conflict by manipulating such misgivings.

Silent or Vibrant Peace?

ny lasting peace between people and nation states depends

not on initiatives rooted in the fluctuating interests of the
ruling establishments but on building a commansense in favour of
cosexistence which simultanesously boilds upon and eritiguey Ineal
peace-making Tnitiatives: They commansenvi myst be based o0 &
eledr distinction herween Silent and Vibrant Pegoe. Silent poace s
bused on hegemony and dominance, while vibrant peace implies
Justice and foirplay. Silent peace can be imagined as co-existence
between putative lzaders and representatives of the peopls (" naturzl
leaders of the community as the colonialist rulers named them),
wherein all dominant ideas and symbolic structures of power are
put beyond democratic enquiry, Such a ‘peace’ also involves threats
trom the state towards those who want to democratize that peape—
Greakers are violently opposed to the ideals of social justice, the
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rule of law and secular citizenship, We need (o study their methods
and take care of concerns that they manipulate in order 1 penerate
conflicts.

Vibrant peace on the other hand does not merely mean the ahsence
ol conflict. It involves rational dinlogue belween contesiing
Viewpoints, a space wherein we appeal Lo the sdversary withour
ntending harm, and fearing it. As a process, this kind of peace is
linked fo justice as o socinl goal, sad to the institulionalizatwg ol
social democracy. In other words, vibrant peace cannot be delinked
from attempis of transforming political democracy Into social
demOCIacy.

Co-existence for what? Co-existence of whiom?

w e must go bevond smidving “insttutionalized riot

mechanisms™ and “institutionalized peage mechanisms.”
Such mochanisms cemainly play atole in social conflicts, burmore
chalienging is the role playved by ideas and their propagation throu ith
formal and informal channels. Even humant ideas like tolerange
of difference, and co-existence with diversity can be manipulated
and made 1o serve the worst vested interests. It will be helptul,
then to examine the concept of peaceful co-existetice.

We muy begin with the simple question: Co-cxistence for whal
and of whom? I'his is one of many ways 1o approach the present
crisis, a crisis felr by anyone concerned with the (uture of
humankind. Cn one hand we have 2 one-way flow of capital in the
name of Globalization, on the other we hava the perceived threat
o raditions and cultures emanating (allegedly) from the same
process. We have growing contests and conflicts between cultural
identities and ethnicities — in some cases even making the nation-
state an outdated ides. All aspects of this crisis are underwritten by
Implicit and explicit violehee.

Idealogical responses 1o crises of an extreme nature lend to be
extrerne themselves. Sowe have the “'clash of civilizations" theory,
and we have people who wish to defend “traditionzl’ cultores. In
spite of the conflicting political positions of these two approaches,
there is an underlving commenality af method here. Both presume
‘essentisl” communities and cultures, both deny the possibility of
& transformative dinlogue between cultures and civilizations. This
might also be the result of responding to acrisis in terms of its uwn
logic and language, or of trying lo ‘manage’ crises.

An excessive dependence on these responses proves counier-
productive even for the “management” approach, o say nothing
of radical chanze or transformation. Most of the time the

POLITY




perpeirators of the crisis situation find it convenient to respond in
2 ‘precemenl’ manner (o 1ts immediate; direct manifestations. The
presznt communal situation in India 15 & case in peint A situation
e deliborately been creared wherein every political actor mdulges
m ong-upmanship for proving nationalise credentials. Therefore
we need some calm reflection on culture. We need to avoid extreme
positions and ook for wansformative dialogae, tw explore new
sthics and new ideas about humanity. In other words, we need to
lace the question: co-grisience betwesn whom and for whar?

This is a question faced by “development workers™ a5 well as by
scademics. How do we see cuitures that we wank to co-exist7 Can
we see thgse as “inviolable individual selves”, best ieft to develop
socording totheir own values? From the premium put on diversity
and difference these davs (in the political imagery of resistance to
“grand narratives™ of modernity}), it would seem that the value that
we once placed on the classical free-born individual has been shifred
1o the cultoral identity of ethnic groups. This glorification of

simordial and constructed identities leads to a politics wherein
2ach eulturp has & protected space for its identities leads toa politics
wherein each culture has a protected space for its symbols and
meanings. Co-existence then becomes a state wherein every culfure
can adhere to s own values without being subject to any critcal
enquiry. In fact enguiry as such i3 seen as an “muthoritarian™ attampt
1o impose afien values on the culture in queston,

Power and Culture
C oneem for preserving cultural space agoinst suro-cenirlc
enlighienment is valid, but the question of tyiaiany within
culmres s no Jess imporant. Had culture been o imatter ouly of
food end dress etz advocation an un-interrogated co-sxistence
would be casy for us all. But culures are also mechanisms of
controlling access to resources — not only economic ones but also
political, agsthetic, spiritual and moral resources. Most people in
any given cullure are demied participation and agency. Power
structures become accepled by people as samething “nomral® and
sormal. Their responses o situations ars “barpe out of thely own
volition”, but could be the result of dominant perceptions, They
zre corfainly linked to mechanisms of resouree contrul. Someane
who has long been denfed the Intéllectual and inoral sttength (o
2k questions is not likely to ask for & sharg i gconomic esonrcss
and for a sav in secular mallers.

Unlike forms of oppression by the modern state-system that are
rected in instrumentalist conceptions of rationality, the control of
resources in cultural systems |5 made possible by what has been
described a8 “processes of informality™ and “the curreney of
sentiment”, Srmbols becomu mechanisms far contrelling resources
smong peopls who share symbols even while they have conflicting
mterests, Culture becomies d universe of sharéd svmbols which
provides a sweet camoullage for vonflicting interests and power
contests. Thus cyltural iask ol power is converied into something
“sacred’ in & process that is not "natural’ but political. Hegemonic

value systems by which (economic, aesthetic, spiritual) resources
are controlled, are:tumed into something commonsensical, even
sternal, In ather waords, seculnr power amrangements ore made to
appear divine, timeless and sacred.

When we talk of peaceful co-existence, are we talking of co-
existence between various masks of power? Clifford Geertz has
remarked, “What all sacred symbols asserl s thal the good lor
man 1s 1o live rzalistically: where they ditler is in the vision of
reality they consfroet.” (The dnferpraiation of Caltures, Fontsng
19837, It is rempting to accord the same validity to all “visions of
reality." But is this tempiation ethically justified? Should we not
mterrogate sacred symbels? The democralic idea of co-existence
can be made (o serve oppressive traditions as well as the interests
of the state, Wa see such mantpulation of symbols everywhere. A
crifique of ‘multiceluralism® as advocated by New Labour in the
UK puts the same issue succinctly:

For the Asian community in Britain, Labour’s decision to extend
single-faith state schools among ethnic minorities, especially in
the deprived areas; 15 a continuation of its policy of strengthening
the most reactionary elements in the community. By defining
“ethnic minorities’ in terms of their religion (as *faith cornmunities™),
the state has unquestioningly accepled the eluims of male religious
leaders to speak for all Asians m Britam,

I3 thiz not true of Asia even mors disturbingly? In India, people
who have not been put to any rational test of representution aré
supposed to speak for entire communities of “Hindus™ and
“Muslims" — and not only on so-called matters but on issues of
crucial import for the political process and eivil socisty

Co-existence and Civil Society
C learly there is & need 1o ask some ethical guestions. Do we
wanl co-exisience between self-appointed representatives
ol cullural identities and authoritarian values that refuse to submit
Lo questioning from within or withowt? As Edward Said put it,
“Within esch civilizational camp, we will notice, there are official
representitives of that culturs or civilizarion who make themselves
1l 11"y mouliplece, who assign themiselves the rple of artioulating
“our” Cor for dat matter “thein') essence.” (Refdections on Exife,
Penguin, 2001 The idea of co-existing cultures free from ethical
scrutiny 15 a beneficial tool forall authortarian represeneatives of
culture and identity, Ifwe go beyond their claims, it is not difficult
tosee that each cullure contains a hierarchy of values as well as a
chiallenge to the same. The question that arises before advocating
go=cxistence s) what Kind of hierarchy ol values do we want to
e’

It & mportant (o note that much of the current discourse of co-
exislence soems o privilege diversity in ftself. Gandhiji used o
say {In a dilferent context) that true economics is the economics of
Jjustice. Wonder if we can expand on that and say that tru2 culture




is the culture of justice. In other wards, diversity ought to be seen
a3 a pre-requsite for ethical sction towards a just social order. 1t is
in this sense that a dislogue batween cullures {(and contestants in
every siuztion) opens up possibilities of achieving traly humane
universal values: These can act g5 a standard for evaluating practices
within and geross culfores. The sume is true for conllict situstions
in south Asia. within the boundaries of nation states as well outside,

Civil society initiatives can make this dialogue happen, Such
initiatives ne
dialogue may we hope forwlhen those who swear by the constitation
preside oger the breakdown of constitotional machinery? Forusto
facilitate the emergence of a vibrant peace, we need the sustained
advocacy ol social democracy. The focus has to shift from silent
peace to vibrant peace, [rom the palitics of symbols to the politics
of resources. Without such o shift, 1-am afrald, we might end ap
advocating o zoelogical diversity instead of a humane one,

Finally, dowe have a credible alternative to Satvagraha to achieve
a diversity abaze on universal values of justice and compassion?
As Gandhiji put it, “Satvagraha isa method of carrving conviction

ed democratic institueional structures, What kind of

and of converting by an appeal to reason and 1o the svinpatlielic
cords in buman beings. 1 relies upon the ultimate govd in every
human being, no matter how debased he may be for the time being”
(CWMG, Vol 45m o, 22 - =293 Defined thus, atncmpts to resalve
conflicts non-violently, with a sense of justice and tairplay, is an
act ol rotional faith — fuith that “the universe is on the side of

Justice", s Martin Luther King put it. Undoubtedly, violent methods

bring about changes in the social simation, but more ofien than
not, these changcs end up re-inforcing the given power siractures.
As Tannah Arendt said way back in 1969, “The peactice of violence
tike all action, changes the miost probable change is
a more violent world."

IFthere is a slowly growing climate of peace thess days. lelus net
doubt thit it is because varicus establistument have ealized that
civil sockety in South Asis s tired of permanent conflict mnd is
stirring towards olvic action. Ours i5:3 small contribution to the

evolution of o dynamic und vibrant peace in our country and in our
region. We hope this project will help build new bridzes, and think
towards a just and humane social order. [
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