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them succor? Or, would they be left to fend for themselves and nobody will listen to them till they take 
the path of destructive militancy? We have to provide an answer not only in the intellectual plane but also 
in practical terms if we are to avoid the tearing asunder of our social cohesion and stability. 

With the acceptance of the policy of economic reforms through liberalization, privatization and 
globalization the situation has become all the more piquant for the weak, disadvantaged and marginalized 
sections of our society. At the dawn of independence the Indian State identified itself as a Welfare State. 
But that State is gradually withdrawing from welfarism yielding the commanding heights of the economy 
to the private sector. The space vacated by the State is being occupied by the corporate sector. However 
the private sector would occupy only that area which would yield dividends to its shareholders. Basically 
profit motive would guide their choice of activity. There is, perhaps, nothing wrong in that. After all, 
business and industrial houses are not philanthropic entities. Who would occupy the space vacated by the 
State and not catered to by the corporate sector? Will that area remain unattended to? Here comes the role 
of the civil society. 

The term 'civil society' is being used to distinguish the whole set of organizations, institutions or entities 
from governmental, semi-governmental and statutory bodies. In an era of retreating governance, free 
market, privatization, deregulation, restructuring, et al, formulation and implementation of major policies 
seem increasingly to be undertaken by organizations of civil society. Though civil society by definition 
has a wide coverage, for the purpose of this short discourse, it would be desirable to restrict its ambit and 
to define civil society broadly coterminous with voluntary agencies which are free associations of free 
people with the objective of bringing about social and economic change for the people, particularly those 
who belong to the disadvantaged and deprived groups and which are non-profit making and non-political 
in character. Their activities cover a wide spectrum from literacy, education, health and sanitation, 
provision of drinking water, micro savings, local level planning to popularizing science and promotion of 
scientific and rational temper. In their advocacy role they move from anti-liquor, anti-drug, anti-dowry 
movements to conscientization- a word used by Paulo Freire, well-known educationist - of the masses for 
proper appreciation of correlations of social and economic forces which keep them suppressed and 
oppressed to organizing and mobilizing the poor for changing the exploitative socio-economic structure. 
In the realm of ideas they vary from shades of conformism to radical non-conformism. They, however, 
do not constitute a homogenous universe. In their diversity and variety they encompass various 
coalescing and opposing interests and ideas to give them multi-colored rainbow splendour. In simple 
terms, where the state power is controlled by the privileged and the elite, the civil society has a definitive 
role to act as change agents whether evolutionary or revolutionary. Thus the civil society has an 
important role to play in changing the configuration of the society and the polity and in bringing the 
marginalized and the cast away groups of our society into the mainstream. The four awardees today 
represent this concept of 'civil society'. They are the role-models for all of us. 

To the poor, God appears as a morsel of food, so said Gandhiji. Mahatma was totally against inequality 
and inequality with all their attending misery and evil. To bring about an egalitarian and caring society he 
propounded the theory of trusteeship. According to him the wealth of the wealthy does not belong to him. 
What belongs to him "is the right to an honourable livelihood no better than that enjoyed by millions of 
others." The rest of his wealth belongs to the community and must be used for the welfare of the 
community. Jamnalalji followed this principle in letter and spirit. He sanctioned himself a meager sum of 
money for his day to day expenses, which also he gradually brought down by reducing his personal 
needs. 



 

The import and the thrust of this revolutionary concept of Mahatma was totally lost and forgotten when at 
the dawn of our independence India accepted the idea of a welfare state tending towards a socialist 
pattern of society. State was supposed to look after all aspects of an individual citizen's life and well-
being. Now that the state is itself receding from this concept and embracing a policy of free market 
moving towards a form of laissez-faire, the significance of this theory is becoming self-evident. In such a 
situation what sanction would be there to check unethical and improper acquisition of wealth by a few to 
the exclusion of many? In fact there would be none. Hence the theory of trusteeship today becomes not 
only relevant but provides the only sanction against gross inequality which a free market with retreating 
governance would generate. Unchecked and ugly acquisition of income and assets by a few would 
threaten our polity and society. No nation can survive for long with a few having all and many having 
nothing. Democracy and inequality are incompatible. For the survival of our democratic state and society, 
egalitarianism is essential. There was an interesting finding in the World Economic Forum Annual Meet 
last year, that there was a direct and unquestionable correlation between poverty and terrorism. In fact, it 
was the unemployed youth without any means of sustenance that become easy fodder for terrorist outfits. 

There is hardly any other instrument available today to reduce the crass unfairness of the acquisitive 
society except the voluntary self-abnegation by the rich under the theory of trusteeship. Here again I 
recall the Herculean efforts made by Shri Ramkrishnaji to propagate the idea of trusteeship and fair trade 
practices. Though some others in the business community ridiculed this he was undeterred by that and 
firmly carried on his crusade. May I with all humility suggest to this Foundation to promote this theory 
among those who have, to share their wealth with the community of have-nots. Cautioning against the 
rising disparity of emoluments between the top brass US corporations and their ordinary workers, a 
management guru predicted: "In 2010, I project the gap will be that between Louis XVI and his workers - 
and you know what happened to Luis XVI". I just leave it as a thought. 

The other area of concern to all of us is the threat of fragmentation of the polity due to inter group 
violence based on ethnicity, religion, caste or language. India is a great country with enormous diversity. 
But this diversity is good when there is an essential unity underlying it. With its long tradition of 
assimilation, synthesisation and tolerance, India did achieve a remarkable degree of unity based on unity 
of heart and mind. But it is also a fact of life that often this unity is disturbed by bouts of wanton violence 
whether religious, casteist or ethnic. These may be aberrations but when such horrible disorders take 
place, they tend to shake the foundation of our society and even of our polity. 

Hence there is a need to appreciate the concept of secularism propagated by our founding fathers and 
enshrined in our Constitution. Secularism as interpreted in our country does not mean negation of or 
discouragement to any religion. It means free play of all religions. The State has nothing to do with any 
religion. It means freedom of religion and conscience including freedom for those who have no religion. 
Nehru interpreted this term much more widely which included the idea of social and political equality. 
Thus according to him a caste ridden society is not properly secular. Unfortunately, we are witnessing 
today resurgence of ugly casteism and religious intolerance which is against our noble tradition of 
assimilation and acceptance. 

Suspicion, prejudice, false images -these are very easy to plant. Like poisonous weeds they strike roots 
and spread fast. Countering them is an arduous task, needing perseverance, strong conviction and 
determination and willingness to suffer unpleasantness. We should remember what that great saint 
Ramakrishna Paramhansa said. He observed that there were as many paths as there are beliefs. But all 
these paths have the same destination - realization of one God. He preached and practiced unity of 
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