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Preface 

The Centre for Security Analysis organised two Public Lectures on Religion, Civil Society 

and Governance in Chennai on July 31, 2006. The speakers were Mr. Akram Elias, 

President, Capital Communications Group Inc., USA who spoke on the American 

Experience and Dr. Rowena Robinson, Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, 

Indian Institute of Technology, Mumbai, who spoke on the Indian Experience. 



 

 

Religion, Civil Society and Governance 

Welcome Address and Opening Remarks 

Lt. Gen. V.R. Raghavan (Retd.), President, Centre for Security Analysis 

On behalf of the Centre for Security Analysis, I welcome our two distinguished speakers of 

the day, Mr. Akram Elias from the United States and Dr. Rowena Robinson, Indian Institute 

of Technology, Mumbai. I also welcome Mr. David Hopper, Consul General of the United 

States in Chennai. I also wish to extend a warm welcome to our guests.  

We have chosen the subject Religion, Civil Society and Governance - Mr. Akram Elias 

speaks on the American experience and Dr. Rowena Robinson speaks on the Indian 

experience – and we hope to cover the convergences and the challenges which these two 

great nations face, sharing as they do, a huge corpus of interests such as liberal societies, law 

courts and fair elections. 

Let me quickly introduce our principal speakers. Mr. Akram Elias has a great deal of 

professional experience in the particular areas of cross cultural communication. That is a 

fascinating arena and we really look forward to finding out how the US society is dealing 

with it and what are the challenges it faces.  A man of many talents, he is fluent in Arabic and 

French and is also into film making. His effort with Richard Dreyfus, the Academy Award 

winning actor on the film called Mr. Dreyfus Goes to Washington has won a number of 

prestigious awards.  He has been extensively speaking on the subject of building civil society. 

In the Centre for Security Analysis, as very kindly mentioned and emphasized by the Consul 

General, we look at security as more than merely the military dimension – there are societal, 

economic, political and environmental dimensions of security. Indeed we have produced a 

document called Public Perceptions of Security which is based on a survey that we did at 

considerable cost in four metropolitan cities and eight smaller metros and it is a remarkable 

insight as to how the Indian citizen - at least the urban citizen - looks at what is meant by 

security.  It has received tremendous appreciation all the way from the top of the government 

to different levels.  

Dr. Rowena Robinson is Associate Professor in the Department of Humanities and Social 

Sciences at the IIT Bombay.  She has a Doctoral degree in Social Anthropology from Trinity 

College, Cambridge. She was also a Ford Foundation Fellow at the Oxford Centre for Islamic 



 

 

Studies and worked at Prince University in Belfast, Northern Ireland. She is the author of five 

books and it is remarkable that she won the first M.N. Srinivas Memorial Prize for the best 

article by a young sociologist published in an English language journal in India in the 

preceding two years. 

Before we continue with the lectures of the day, I invite Mr. David Hopper, Consul General 

of the United States in Chennai to say a few words. 



 

 

Remarks by the Consul General 

Mr. David Hopper, Consul General of the United States in Chennai 

President of the Centre for Security Analysis and other members of the Centre, distinguished 

speakers on the dais, ladies and gentlemen, good afternoon.  I am very pleased to be invited 

for the second time in recent weeks for a program organized by the Centre for Security 

Analysis. The Public Affairs Section of the US Consulate General here in Chennai is very 

pleased to contribute through our sponsorship of one of today‟s speakers, Mr. Akram Elias.   

You have come today to listen to the experts, not to listen to me, so I am going to be brief.  I 

would like to make a couple of quick points. The first is that it is notable and praiseworthy 

that the Centre for Security Analysis obviously defines security in a broad sense rather than a 

narrow one. I don‟t think anyone can look at recent world events including the ongoing 

situations in Iraq, Lebanon and elsewhere and deny that today‟s topic of Religion, Civil 

Society and Governance has an inherent relevance to security. 

My second point is about the role of religion in my own country, the United States of 

America. The first amendment to the US Constitution, the very first of the famous Bill of 

Rights, begins with these words, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 

religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.” By putting freedom of religion first, the 

framers of the constitution perhaps were signalling the importance of this particular freedom 

for Americans and indeed perhaps for all people. Of course it was religious persecution in the 

old world and the prospect of practicing their religious beliefs unimpaired in the so-called 

new world that motivated many of the early settlers and the eventual founders of the United 

States. 

America‟s founding fathers lived in an era when Church and State were inseparable.  Indeed 

many of the colonists had come to the new world not merely to practice their own religion 

but to establish communities and societies based upon their religion. The idea of separating 

Church and State was indeed a revolutionary one. But the United States became the first 

modern state to reflect the commitment to the separation of Church and State in its own 

constitution. To avoid discord in an increasingly pluralistic and contentious society, the 

founding fathers left the religious arena free from government intervention save for the 

guarantee of free exercise for everyone. But the combination of religious diversity and 



 

 

religious freedom established by the constitution is a complex matter and the passage towards 

this society has not always been nor is it free from conflict today. 

The United States is said to be the most religiously diverse country in the world. The 

religious landscape has changed radically in the past forty years as changes to American 

immigration policy have made it easier for people from all over the world to come and settle 

in United States. Indeed the degree to which the constitutional ideas of freedom of religion 

and separation of Church and State remain as issues in modern America was brought home to 

me only yesterday, when I was browsing on the Internet and I went to the homepage of the 

New York Times and found that the number one most read article for that day was one with 

the following title, Disowning Conservative Politics, Evangelical Pastor Rattles Flock. The 

article was headlined Maplewood, Minnesota in America‟s heartland and it begins with this 

sentence, “Like most pastors who lead thriving evangelical mega churches, the Rev. Gregory 

A. Boyd was asked frequently to give his blessing - and the Church‟s - to conservative 

political candidates and causes.” And on the same list, the number five most read article of 

the day in the New York Times was an article titled, Families Challenging Religious 

Influence in Delaware Schools.  That article included this statement, “More religion probably 

exists in schools now than in decades because of the role religious conservatives play in 

politics and the passage of certain education laws over the last 25 years.”  So clearly there is 

much to discuss and I very much look forward to today‟s presentations and to hearing the 

distinguished speakers talk about Religion, Civil Society and Governance – from both the 

American and the Indian perspectives. 

The program is sure to be illuminating and useful.  I again thank the Centre for Security 

Analysis for organizing it and I am very pleased to be allowed to open it. 



 

 

Religion, Civil Society & Governance: The American Experience 

Mr. Akram Elias 

Lt. General, Dr. Robinson, ladies and gentlemen, it is indeed an honour for me to be here 

with you this afternoon and participate in this discussion of an extraordinarily important topic 

given what is happening around the world.  

Starting with the word religion, we in the United States speak of a secular tradition. We don‟t 

have an official religion. In the early days, twelve of the thirteen states did have an official 

religion and only Rhode Island didn‟t. Then the founding fathers came up with this 

revolutionary concept of separating Church and State. You know our French friends speak of 

separating Church and State as well and they speak of a secular tradition as well. Do we 

really mean the same thing? How can we speak of a secular tradition in the United States and 

then have public officials including the President of the United States invoking God in 

official speeches? How can we have a statement like “In God We Trust” on our currency? 

How is it that when you go into public office buildings in the United States - whether regular 

office buildings or departments under the executive branch - you may find rooms set aside for 

prayer, a mosque, a chapel, a temple?  

Let me just start by highlighting one very simple thing – what is the most important holiday 

in France? It is July 14th - the birth of the Republican form of government, the modern state 

of France. What is the most important holiday in the United States? Before you say anything, 

there is not one, there are two of them, Thanksgiving and July 4th. On July 4th, we celebrate 

our freedom and on Thanksgiving, we give thanks to the Deity, whichever the Deity that one 

believes in, that has given us a spiritual spark. It tells us already a lot about what we mean in 

the United States when we speak of separation of Church and State. 

As the Consul General mentioned earlier, in founding the United States, people from 

overseas who were prosecuted because of their religious beliefs came to the new world 

seeking religious freedom.  It is important to have that context in mind.  In Europe given the 

history of the Church, given the history of the clergy in power for centuries, the perceived or 

real abuse of power and corruption by the clergy led republican revolutionaries to demand the 

separation of Church and State and their main objective was to protect the State from the 

clergy. As a result of that certain things emerged, certain traditions and specifically the 

French example because French secularism and the French secular tradition influenced more 



 

 

secular traditions around the world than the American one, given the importance of the 

French Revolution, and also the fact that France was a major colonial power. So, in France, 

an elected official is not permitted to speak of God in official speeches.  He doesn‟t take an 

oath on the Holy Bible or a volume of a Sacred Law. It became an issue when for example a 

Muslim girl wanted to wear the veil and go to public school. This was considered a religious 

symbol violating the concept of separating Church and State. You are not supposed as a Jew 

to wear a yarmulka. That is because of the tradition. In the United States the exact opposite 

took place and that is because people were coming to the new world seeking religious 

freedom. The founding fathers in separating Church and State were really trying to strike a 

balance so that on the one hand there would be no official religion, but on the other hand the 

individual should never be deprived from expressing his or her religious perspective. It is 

more of coexistence rather than a clear-cut separation as defined in the French concept. 

This was because fundamentally in the United States the most important cultural value is 

individualism.  It explains a lot of things about who we are as Americans; by individualism 

we mean something that is very positive. I know often individualism may be explained as 

selfishness, something negative. I know when translated in many languages culturally it has 

that negative connotation. In the American context individualism is a very powerful, positive 

value and it simply means that there is a philosophical recognition that as human beings we 

come into this world as individuals. We are not manufactured in a plant; this is not a mass 

production like a Ford in an assembly plant. As human beings we come into this world as 

individuals, each one of us having his or her own unique personality. I have a fingerprint that 

is mine, no one ever had it, no one has it today, and no one will ever have it in the future. It 

defines me physically. I have an intellectual imprint that is mine. That explains partially why 

we give so much importance to intellectual property rights in the United States. I do have my 

own spiritual imprint and how I choose to relate to the deity, to that Supreme Being, 

whoever, whatever it is, is my business. In other words, each one of us has his or her own 

unique personality and because of that in the United States we have, in designing the system, 

brought the individual at the centre of everything – not the family, not the tribe, not society, 

not the state but the individual. Freedom of religion is part of expressing one‟s individuality.  

So a government official in the United States is not permitted to impose his or her religious 

perspective on others but he or she should not be deprived from expressing his or her 

religious beliefs on the other hand. 



 

 

This explains why it is absolutely acceptable in the United States for public officials 

including the President to mention God in official speeches and not be accused of violating 

the separation of Church and State, and why we have “In God We Trust” on our currency. On 

July 31st 1956, “In God we Trust” became the second official national motto of the United 

States.  It has been used for a couple of centuries in fact but it came to be officially 

recognized as our national motto in 1956.  Our first national motto is in Latin, “E Pluribus 

Unum”, which means “out of many, one” to highlight the diversity within the unity of the 

country.   

“In God, We Trust” is a very powerful statement. Firstly the word “God” is used here in the 

proper English meaning and that is Supreme Being. It is up to the individual to really define 

who that Supreme Being is. But the key word is “trust.” Note that it is not “believe”, it is 

“trust”. Why? Because we grow up believing in some things but if I say I trust you, it is an 

individual free choice. Nobody can force me to trust you. If I say I trust you, I am making 

that free individual choice and the idea behind that concept is that the relationship between 

the individual and that deity, the Supreme Being, whoever or whatever that is, should not be 

imposed but it should be based on trust. We have this in our currency, and you can find it 

right in the middle of the Chamber of the House of Representatives, carved on the marble 

wall above the Chair of the Speaker of the House. As I mentioned earlier, if you go to 

government buildings, you can find rooms set aside for prayer. It doesn‟t mean you go out in 

the hall and tell people, “Hey guys, time to go to pray”, obviously that is imposing on others. 

But if you want to go and pray yourself because that is what your tradition tells you there is a 

place for you to do it. So please keep that in mind and because of that, religion has always 

played an important role in the evolution of the United States. 

Now I come to civil society, the second point. Civil society is the key to the policy making 

process because in the United States from the beginning the founding fathers decided to limit 

the power of the government. That has to do with the fact that the founding fathers of the 

United States were immigrants or sons of immigrants. It is the key to understand why one 

immigrates. I am an immigrant. I was born somewhere else and I became an American by 

choice. So why does one immigrate? It is usually in pursuit of happiness. If somebody is not 

happy where they were born for whatever reasons, they seek that happiness elsewhere. This 

explains to you why the founding fathers referred to one of the most important documents 

that we have in the United States, the document called the Declaration of Independence, as 



 

 

the promise, because it is that document that articulates the basic ideals that became the 

foundation of the constitution thirteen years later. In the declaration, we are talking about 

three rights – life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. One cannot fully understand the 

importance given to pursuit of happiness if one doesn‟t understand that they were 

immigrants. Because of that it was decided that the government should have limited powers 

and give the individual more freedom to go after what he or she wants. Therefore, as a result 

of that, civil society became very important in the United States. We let civil society take care 

of so many things. 

For example, just to give you some idea, we have in the United States more than 150,000 

private non-profit non-governmental organizations. They cover everything you can imagine, 

from education, scientific research, religious activities and charitable works; to every type of 

advocacy issue you can think of, whether it is women‟s rights, immigrants‟ issues, and 

fairness in the judicial system or US-India relations. As long as the objective is to educate, 

raise the level of awareness, sensitize people, or provide services, you can organize yourself 

as a non-profit NGO and you can benefit from the tax system that provides individuals and 

corporations with the benefit of contributing to these NGOs and deducting those 

contributions from their incomes, lowering the amount of taxes. That is how financially we 

are able to sustain the support of these 150,000 NGOs. We use NGOs and associations in the 

United States for self-governance. In other words we govern ourselves to a certain degree 

outside the government, which is very important. It explains why for example in the United 

States we don‟t have a Ministry of Religion, a Ministry of Information, or a Ministry of 

Culture. We let civil society do a lot of the stuff; we let the private sector be the leader in 

these kinds of activities. The same applies to the economy by the way –  we have no Ministry 

of Economy, no Ministry of Industry, no Ministry of Planning, no Ministry of Development, 

no five-year, ten-year strategic economic development plans that the government puts 

together expecting the private sector to fulfil and implement. It is within the private sector 

that this strategizing takes place - competition, cooperation - and then influence and pressure 

are levied on the government to extract favourable policies. 

Civil society became really important to accomplish two major goals – self-governance, and 

influencing the policymaking process. Let me give you a couple of examples about self-

governance. Obviously in the area of religion it is quite clear that religious groups organize 

themselves as they want as long as they are not breaking the law. You find in the United 



 

 

States practically all religious, spiritual, philosophical traditions that exist around the world. 

Typically in the United States each city is made up of neighbourhoods and people living in a 

neighbourhood create their own association. The right to associate is guaranteed by the 

constitution. We don‟t need the permission of the government to create the association. Since 

we have decided to limit the power of the government therefore its citizens should have the 

ability through associations to do things their own way. We decide on all kinds of things 

within the neighbourhood without necessarily having to go to the municipal government to 

change laws. In other words, consensus building has shifted to civil society. In the city where 

I work, Washington DC, in the neighbourhood of Georgetown, these associations work like 

town halls. They organize meetings on a regular basis; people may pay dues to these 

associations if they want to empower them to take care of certain projects on behalf of the 

community. In the case of Georgetown, after holding a number of debates the consensus of 

the association was not to have a metro. That is why there is no subway station in 

Washington DC. We have for example associations like PTA (Parents and Teachers 

Association) and some of my friends who are teachers are always complaining about these 

associations where parents are telling teachers what to do when it comes to the education of 

their kids. They always say, when you go to the doctor and he gives you his diagnosis, you 

don‟t argue with the doctor, he is the expert. You go to a lawyer to seek advice, the same 

thing, you don‟t argue with him. But with teachers, who are supposed to be experts in 

education, parents simply tell teachers what to do and they use these associations to do that 

on a regular basis across the country. Of course we have professional associations for all 

kinds of things in the United States. In other words we use associations to govern ourselves 

outside of the government. 

The second thing that we use these associations for is to influence the policymaking process.  

The centre of gravity for consensus building in the American system is located in civil 

society, not in government. In the traditional classical concept of government, the 

government plans, thinks through the challenges facing society and tries to identify the 

solutions that would please the majority of the people. That concept of government was 

rejected by the founding fathers in the United States. Instead it is citizens through civil 

society, using NGOs and associations, who conduct the debate and the consensus building 

and then exert pressure through advocacy and lobbying the government in order to extract 

policies in one direction or another. So by empowering civil society and by guaranteeing 

freedom of religion you can see automatically why religious groups and institutions through 



 

 

civil society have always played an important role in American history. Take for example the 

Civil Rights movement – one cannot really fully understand the importance of that movement 

and how finally we were able, under the law, to have equality between blacks and whites in 

the United States without truly understanding the role of religion. The principal leaders of the 

Civil Rights movement, African-American leaders, came from religious movements, many of 

them preachers. 

When George Washington was asked to take the oath as President, he looked around and 

said, “How am I going to take the oath, I need a Bible?”  And they looked around and said, 

“What Bible?” That was the only time in the history of the American Presidency where the 

inauguration was 32 minutes late. The President of the United States always takes the oath 

exactly at high noon, which has some symbolism in it. For George Washington the first 

inauguration was at 12.32 because it took 32 minutes to get a Bible from somewhere. That is 

what we call the Volume of the Sacred Law. The President-elect chooses what Holy Book he 

or she will take the oath on. His individualism in the area of religion must be respected. 

Although it is not part of the law or part of the constitution, it has become ever since the 

tradition in the United States. The same goes for the words, “so help me God,” which the 

President-elect ends with. So you cannot separate the role of religion and spirituality in 

general from the evolutionary process of the United States. 

Among industrialized nations the United States is considered one of the more spiritually 

oriented – by that we mean that a very large percentage of Americans claim a certain faith 

and attend on a regular basis a place of worship. The numbers vary between 70-80% 

depending on the poll you are looking at, which is amazing.  So it is part of the fabric of the 

United States; by that we mean you cannot impose religious views on others but you can try 

to influence the policy making process by electing people who can be considered of good 

moral standards depending on whatever religious perspective you have. If you look at 

American history, every generation had its own different religious perspective in one form or 

another; some having more prominence than others in influencing the policymaking process 

not by imposing a religious view but by electing individuals whom they feel more 

comfortable with. This doesn‟t come without controversy, without disputes. However, we 

have managed so far in the United States to deal with these issues because we have kept the 

government out of it as much as possible. That is why I keep emphasizing that the centre of 

gravity has shifted to civil society.  



 

 

Religion, Civil Society and Governance: The Indian Perspective 

Dr. Rowena Robinson 

Introduction 

Clearly, there is a realization today that security issues are extremely complex. They do not 

merely involve border issues or issues to do with external affairs. Security has a great deal to 

do with the social and economic profiles within a particular nation as well as those between 

nations. Security is related to inter-group and state-society relations within a particular nation. 

In every nation, there may be one or more communities or groups or regions that may feel 

alienated from the state or marginalized from the circles of power. 

In the United States as other First World countries, this realization may be more recent. It 

may have emerged after 9/11 or London‟s 7/7 bombings. India, it may be asserted, does have 

a longer experience in this regard. It has always made attempts to keep communication open 

with disaffected groups. It has sought to bring these groups to the negotiating table, whether 

in Punjab, in the north-east or in Kashmir. The early period of independence saw national 

politics in the hands of the Congress. Generally, the Congress followed the tradition of being 

an „Umbrella party‟, trying to accommodate diverse interests within the fold of national 

politics. Today we have the emergence of coalition politics. Coalition politics relies crucially 

on the representation of diverse groups and regions in politics. 

Let us look at the concepts we have to deal with more closely. I begin with the concept of 

civil society. Civil society is an important concept today. It includes social institutions and 

networks which lie outside of the state and the market. Thus, it includes under its definition, 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs), communities and local groups. Civil society may 

be defined as the space of interaction between the state and society. What about governance? 

What is governance? Today we talk mainly in terms of good governance in development and 

social science discourses. Good governance involves adopting initiatives that develop 

capacities which in turn realize development and empower the poor and marginalized. Good 

governance involves the management of power and resources in a way that is participative, 

equitable, transparent and efficient. Both these are very broad issues. 



 

 

Focus on social exclusion and democracy 

In this presentation, I focus on the idea of „social exclusion‟ as an indicator of a group‟s 

participation or lack of it in the social, political and civic spheres. The concept is employed 

specifically to try and understand the social, economic and political place of Muslims in 

modern India. What is attempted is the understanding of the ways in which discrimination 

and deprivation work and how proactive policies, the law and democracy (vital ingredients of 

good governance) may protect rights, increase participation and enhance securities. 

It should be clear that despite „umbrella‟ or coalition politics, some communities and regions 

may remain under-represented in politics as well as in other arenas of social life. They may 

not be able to fully participate in the life of the society. Apart from this, there may even be 

systematic or pervasive discrimination which may prevent groups or individuals from those 

groups from active participation in social life. 

Social exclusion is here understood as the inability to participate effectively in economic, 

social, political and cultural life of the mainstream society, implicating thereby alienation and 

distance. The focus here is particularly on Muslims, though there may certainly be other such 

groups. 

Terrorism and Muslims 

After 9/11, the United States realized the extent of disaffection of Muslims and Muslim 

countries. In India there has long prevailed an idea that Muslims constitute a fifth column. 

This idea has been unfortunately buttressed by a variety of factors. These include the history 

of Partition, the long battle over Kashmir with Pakistan and Hindu-Muslim violence in 

different parts of the country in the period after Independence. Other factors include the long-

running Babri Masjid controversy, the Shah Bano case and more recently the Mumbai blasts 

of 1993 and later years and the Akshardham attack. For many, the conclusion is that the 

Indian Muslim is prone to violence and becomes a „natural‟ suspect in incidents of terror. 

While a genuine fear of terrorist activity may not and must not be dismissed, it must be 

asserted that the vilification of an entire community cannot aid understanding or contribute a 

solution. Terror activity can happen any time and is difficult to prevent. Our efforts cannot 

focus solely on terror prevention through increasing security measures in the narrow sense. 

We have to think about creating more equitable and just social and political structures; we 



 

 

have to think about creating responsive government and empowering communities. In the 

long run, this will be our bulwark against terror.  

It is unfortunate that there have been many occurrences over the past two decades or so that 

have contributed to spreading fear and uncertainty among many groups, especially minorities. 

The political shifts of recent times have even seen the public questioning of the idea of 

secularism and its value for the Indian nation by some political parties. This has contributed 

to a growing sense of unease among different communities. There has been increasing 

collective violence against minorities – Sikhs, Muslims and Christians. In many incidents of 

violence, the complicity of the state has been pointed out by scholarly and investigative 

reports. 

óPamperedô minority or deprived community 

Just over 12 per cent of India‟s population, in fact every eighth Indian citizen, is Muslim. 

India has more Muslims than Pakistan and Muslims qualify probably to be called India‟s 

second majority, rather than merely its largest minority. Even so, the average standard of 

living of Indian Muslims is below that of the Other Backward Classes and only slightly better 

than that of the Scheduled Castes. There are 43 per cent Muslims below the poverty line as 

compared to 39 per cent Hindus and 50 per cent Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes 

(NSSO 438th Report). 

The incomes of Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Muslims are 32 per cent, 24 per cent 

and 11 per cent below the national average. There are more rural Muslims who remain 

landless than either Hindus or Christians. In fact, 60 per cent of Muslims own no land or less 

than one acre of land. There are more Muslims self-employed (53.4 per cent) than Hindus 

(35.9 per cent), Christians (21.4 per cent) or Others (44.6 per cent). This goes along with the 

fact that there are less Muslims in regular wage or salaried employment (just 28.9 per cent) 

than Hindus (46.7 per cent), Christians (56.1 per cent) or Others (38.3 per cent) (NSSO 438th 

and 468th Reports). 

The 1990s have seen the increasing disparity of Muslims vis-à-vis Hindus in education, 

landholdings, employment and consumption expenditure (Hasan and Menon 2004). Muslims 

in the Indian Administrative and Indian Police Services have always been less than 5 per 

cent. In Central Government Organizations across fourteen states, Muslim employees 

constituted just 4 per cent of the total. Dalits, probably due to reservation policies, were better 



 

 

represented at 14 per cent of the total. In the Lok Sabha, Muslims have never been more than 

9 per cent at any time.  

While Muslims are poorly represented in the Indian Police Service, in state police services 

the situation is marginally better. Scholars have argued that there is a relationship between 

representation of different groups in the police force and the impartiality of the police in civic 

conflict. The police much closer to society tends to reflect social biases and prejudices. This 

question is very relevant here because it brings into focus the issue of the security of an entire 

class of citizens. Many „riots‟ in Independent India, have actually been clashes of Muslims 

with the police (Moradabad 1980; Meerut 1987). The active hostility of the police towards 

Muslims has been pointed out on many occasions (Mumbai 1993; Gujarat 2002). Not 

surprisingly, minorities including the Muslims display a greater faith in the role of the army 

in incidents of civic conflict. 

Muslims and the Police 

Khalidi (2003) argues that there are three categories of states: those with low minority 

representation but impartial, those with high minority percentage but biased and those with 

low minority representation and biased and hostile. Sometimes, due to political reasons, a 

normally biased state may act impartially. States with low representation of minorities but 

which have usually acted in an unbiased way include Kerala and West Bengal, Bihar under 

Laloo Prasad Yadav and Uttar Pradesh under Mulayam Singh. In Kerala and West Bengal, 

the percentage of Muslims in the police force is far lower than their numbers in the 

population in general. Yet, the police have generally acted impartially in conflict situations. 

In West Bengal, the CPI-M‟s policy of secularism and in Kerala the reign of the Communists 

in alliance with the Muslim League in coalition governments have ensured a policy of 

neutrality. 

Uttar Pradesh and Bihar are states normally acting in biased ways; but sometimes, they have 

acted out of political compulsions, in a secular way. In 1990, under Mulayam Singh, Uttar 

Pradesh police prevented the destruction of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya. In 1992, Laloo 

Prasad ensured that the police in Bihar were able to prevent the outbreak of riots and 

communal violence after the demolition of the mosque. 

The second category includes Andhra Pradesh and Delhi. Muslims are over-represented in 

the Andhra police, but the force usually acts with bias. In Delhi, there were 21 per cent Sikhs 



 

 

in the police and only 6.2 per cent in the population in general. Even so, the events of 1984 

were not prevented.  

Given this background, is it then to be argued that there is no valid relationship between 

minority representation in the force and impartiality? This author would like to continue to 

assert that there is a relationship. The deciding factors in any situation are: a) the ideological 

orientation of the regime in power and b) the balance of power held by the Muslims or other 

minorities. In Andhra, the Muslims are highly represented in the police but they are largely in 

subordinate rather than command positions. Most other states fall in the third category. 

However, a distinction may be made between active hostility (Moradabad 1980; Meerut 

1987; Mumbai 1993; Gujarat 2002) from weakness and dereliction of duty (Ayodhya 1992). 

Other indicators of marginalization 

The educational backwardness of Muslims in India has been well documented and several 

reasons have been put forward for it. These reasons include the difficulties of language, the 

poor resources in Muslim-dominated areas, the poverty of Muslims, the Partition which took 

most middle-class Muslims to Pakistan and others. All in all, what one finds is that Muslims 

have poorer educational achievement in relation to other communities even if they are in a 

majority in a particular district and even if one looks at educational institutions that are 

founded and run by the Muslims themselves. 

Muslim development indices with regard to fertility, income levels and educational 

achievement levels are found to be better in states and regions (as for instance in Kerala or 

Karnataka) with a history of less communal conflict. There is reason to believe that recurrent 

communal conflict and violence has a depressing effect on Muslim achievement and 

aspiration in general. 

Secularism, democracy and the rule of law 

Clearly, what we have said so far indicates the need for the active enhancement of the social, 

political and economic profile of Muslims. The life and property and livelihood of an entire 

community have been seen to be at considerable risk. The community feels continually 

threatened by police bias and political hostility. „Encounters‟, police raids, „combing 

operations‟ and selective curfew leave the community troubled and uneasy. In many Indian 

cities and increasingly in other areas as well, one sees the growing ghettoization of Muslims. 



 

 

A degree of discrimination appears to operate in ensuring that such areas remain generally 

poorly serviced by civic bodies. Muslims even in big cities often find that their names and 

their religion become liabilities in their search for housing in good localities.  

Current political discourses allow the entry of the notion that secularism is a „favour‟ to 

minorities and that secularism exists in India largely because of the presence of so many 

minority groups. Yet, it must be critically underlined that democracy, the rule of law and 

secularism are intrinsically and not merely adventitiously interlinked. Even if all Indians were 

of one religion, only secularism could protect the democratic framework. This is because, 

crucially, secularism works not merely to protect „communities‟ from each other as it were, 

but also to protect individuals from the tight confinement that communities sometimes seek 

to impose on them. 

Today, the madrasa and the mosque are under increasing scrutiny. There is clearly the threat 

of the spread of different radical ideologies. Nevertheless, experience has shown that 

militancy and terror are best prevented and contained when communities have faith in the 

state, the law and the police and are willing to work with them. 

Security is thus best ensured by ensuring security, the protection of life, property and 

livelihood, the maintenance of law and proper governance. Communities and civil society 

organizations should be taken into confidence in the work of containing terrorism. Engaging 

with civil society can prevent civic conflict and can help contain militancy and terrorism. The 

state must work to flush out terrorists without alienating or incriminating whole communities. 

The police and army cannot protect against terror, only the active and continuous 

watchfulness of communities and the public can. Security cannot be assured by the display or 

employment of sophisticated weaponry. Security rather lies in the myriad acts of vigilance of 

ordinary citizens. This vigilance and constant awareness can only be built on the mutual trust 

of state and communities. 

Agents of the state need therefore to interact continuously with local level committees (such 

as Mumbai‟s mohalla committees) and with other civic groups in society. The possibilities of 

working with madrasas to improve education, an experiment already successfully tried in 

some states, should be explored. Of even greater significance perhaps is the need for quick 

and impartial action in times of civic and ethnic violence. The protection of all citizens must 

be ensured by the state; it is the state‟s primary duty. Justice needs to be done; even more 



 

 

than that, it needs to be seen to be done. For, we should remember that a society that does not 

secure all, will secure none. 

 



 

 

DISCUSSION 

Q. I think we will have to give a little bit of a credit to the administration of this state for not 

permitting communal violence in spite of some of the irritants like the blast at Coimbatore, or 

even in the RSS headquarters. Mr. Elias, your country came up because the bravest and the 

best travelled across the Atlantic; so you could develop a system where individualism was 

given precedence over the state. But this country did not have that advantage and therefore 

the state had a tremendous role to play. It is only slowly that civil society is coming into the 

picture. 

Q. President Kennedy said in his inaugural address, ñWe will never negotiate out of fear, but 

we will never fear to negotiate.ò The spirit of negotiation is very much part of American civil 

society. Why does America now fear to negotiate with the outside world and bring an end to 

all the terrorist challenges, in a spirit of engagement and negotiation? Every American book 

on negotiation says that we will create a win-win situation. Canôt we do it in the political 

sphere? 

Q. I want to make a brief historical note and would be glad to hear Dr. Robinsonôs comment 

on it. We need to look at the historical fact that the North Indian Muslim and the South 

Indian Muslim are different. The South Indian Muslim comes from an Arab heritage of 2000 

years and more, who have settled in villages in Kerala and Tamil Nadu. There has been a 

strong intermixing cultural exchange with the locals ï whether they were Christians or 

Hindus. There has been a much stronger cultural bondage. In the North, Islam came much 

later, it came with conquest; it came with militancy and has grown more militant over the 

years.  Militancy has begun to creep in even in the South in the new context, but it is on a far 

lower level than in the North. 

Q. You have mentioned about the reduction in communal violence under Laloo Yadav in 

Bihar and Mulayam Singh in UP.  Are you sure they were running the state out of love for the 

Muslims or for some other reason?  

Mr. Akram Elias 

I will take a crack at the first question that was posed to me regarding the fear to negotiate. 

Well, first let me stress the fact that obviously I am speaking as an American citizen, as an 



 

 

individual. I am not a representative of the US Government. Thank God, I am a private 

citizen. Having said that, I would like to shed some light on what is happening process wise. I 

don‟t think the current administration is „afraid‟ of negotiating. It depends on what it is that 

we are referring to – if we are referring to Iran for example, it is a combination of a lot of 

pressures, domestic as well as from allies in the region on how to deal with the Iranian 

situation. In the United States, there are people who thought that the day Saddam Hussein 

was brought down, the United States should have started negotiating with Iran. Others felt 

that the United States government should not be negotiating with Iran. For example, with the 

removal of Saddam Hussein and the rise of the Shiites in Iraq, Saudi Arabia fears that Iran 

may be in a situation where it can monopolize control over the region. So, I don‟t think it is a 

matter of fearing negotiation, it is a matter of this administration making a choice not to 

negotiate yet with the Iranians; what will happen in the future remains to be seen. 

Obviously on the eve of the G8 Summit, we had the eruption of violence in Lebanon when 

Hezbollah kidnapped two Israeli soldiers and forced an Israeli reaction, having seen what 

happened in Gaza earlier when an Israeli soldier was kidnapped and Israel defended itself 

with air strikes.  So, basically the calculus was Israel would do the same, therefore Hezbollah 

could draw Israel into Lebanon and nobody would talk about the Iranian nuclear situation 

right on the eve of the G8 Summit.  Iran is basically saying in a way, here is a game, you 

don‟t want to talk to me, here is what I can do, and that is part of it.  So it is a power play that 

is going on between the United States and Iran on the one hand, and between Saudi Arabia 

and the Shiite communities in the region on the other. Hezbollah is the main militia 

representing the Shiites in Lebanon who constitute about 37-38% of the Lebanese population; 

the Sunnis are about 21% of the Lebanese population. So there are a lot of complicating 

factors coming into the equation – the Saudis don‟t want Hezbollah to steal the show. In fact 

there was a fatwa issued by the Saudis saying that they are heretics and should not be backed. 

Obviously popular support forced the Saudi government to backtrack. So it is a complicated 

situation. I just thought I would mention some of the factors that are making it complicated 

without defending or criticizing what the administration is doing. 

With regard to the religiosity of Americans and foreign policy, please do keep in mind 

something that is very important – the overwhelming majority of Americans are not really 

focused on foreign policy and there is a major reason for that. It is not because they don‟t 

care. I know quite often you hear that Americans don‟t care about what happens in the world.  



 

 

It is because of the way we structure government in our country. Local government is much 

more important than national government and the federal government when it comes to the 

daily life of the American citizen. We don‟t have a national educational system in the United 

States. We don‟t have a national police force. We elect our local police officers. The FBI is 

not a national police. It is what the name says - Federal Bureau of Investigation - in other 

words it investigates federal violations of law, federal crimes only. Just to give you an idea, 

about 82-84% of violations of law in the United States are considered violations of local and 

state laws, not federal laws. Local police deal with these issues and in the county, the sheriff, 

the chief of police, is elected by the local population. At the local level, we govern our 

schools, we elect the board of education to set the curriculum, the textbooks, the educational 

policies; we elect our law enforcement people. In a city if we don‟t elect the chief of police, 

he or she is appointed by the locally elected officials – the Mayor, Chief Executive and the 

City Council. We govern economic development locally – urban planning, zoning, economic 

development, services, water, and electricity - daily life in other words - is governed locally 

and through local elections. So Americans are busy focusing on local elections and local 

government because this is what influences their daily life the most. Do keep in mind another 

important statistic – 85-87% of the budget of states and local governments are generated 

locally through local taxes and fees. Only 13-15% of the budgets come from the federal 

government as supplemental income. You can see how limited therefore the role for the 

federal government is in the daily domestic affairs of the country. Because of that, Americans 

don‟t focus much on foreign policy. 

So, I don‟t think one should create a correlation or relationship between religiosity and what 

the federal government may be pursuing in its foreign policy. I learnt so much from Dr. 

Robinson in her expose; it is quite interesting that in India you are looking at the issue of 

tensions between Muslims and Hindus within the domestic context of India. In the United 

States, when you are talking about radical Islam, it is not a domestic issue, it is a foreign 

policy issue. It is quite interesting because domestically the role of religion is not an issue. If 

you want to live like an Amish, without electricity and modern things, you can do that. If you 

want to be in a Mormon area, where no liquor is sold, that is fine too. Diversity is more easily 

managed locally in the United States. Because we have limited the power of the government 

– we don‟t look much to the state for solutions. In fact we try to go for solutions through civil 

society as much as possible. 



 

 

When we speak about resources and empowerment, the United States decided from the 

beginning to have everything private. If I own land, dig a hole, and find oil, the oil is mine. 

This is not in the public domain which is very alien to most countries around the world, 

where natural resources are owned by the state because they are the property of everybody. 

The United States is not like that. So, there are lots of things that make it different - it doesn‟t 

mean it is better or worse - it is very different, so we deal with those issues differently. But 9-

11 in the United States became a foreign policy issue, which is why you see the United States 

more actively engaged in different ways and means in the Islamic world – the invasion of 

Iraq was part of that. So it is more a foreign policy security issue rather than a domestic 

security issue to the United States. 

Dr. Rowena Robinson 

The state is a very important entity and the idea of citizenship is critically linked to the way in 

which communities look at the state. All Indians want rights as citizens and they look to the 

state for it. We are a highly divided society and an extremely disparate one in terms of 

income, status, religion, gender and so forth. In this kind of situation therefore, the state is 

very important for ensuring equality and all things cannot be left to civil society. I have an 

increasing faith in civil society these days, and the Right to Information Act, which the 

government has suddenly diluted, rose out of the efforts of various civil society organizations 

and does have immense power to make the government more transparent. Nevertheless, I 

think for a long time to come I would not rely on civil society. I would not give over all space 

to civil society in South Asia or in India and that is because the rights of individuals and of 

the marginalized can only be protected by the law and the state.  The rights of dalits, tribals, 

religious minorities, women, are not going to be protected by civil society in the way in 

which it functions in India today. A realistic understanding of the way in which civil society 

functions, and how highly divided our society is, will make us understand that these things 

cannot be left to civil society at least for some time to come. 

I will agree with you that the contemporary profile of Muslims in South India is different 

from those in North India. But that is also partly because the contemporary profile of South 

India is very different from that of North India. The demographic profile and social indices of 

South India have far exceeded those of North India in general as well in particular to each 

community. That difference is very relevant for us today. But the pattern of the historical 



 

 

trajectory of the coming of Islam is not as straightforward as it might seem. For instance, in 

Gujarat and Rajasthan, there were Muslims within a hundred years of Mohammed‟s death 

and these Muslims were traders and agriculturists, but they were not all impoverished artisans 

at the mercy of the court. Secondly it is a moot point as to whether Islam can be linked so 

easily to conquest in North India. Historical evidence does not bear it out so unequivocally. 

For instance if we ask ourselves which are the dominant regions of Islam, dominant in the 

sense of where Muslims are dominant in relation to other populations in a region, those 

regions are not Delhi and UP, but Northwest India, which is now actually Pakistan and 

Afghanistan, and Eastern India, half of which is now in Bangladesh, which were not centres 

of Mughal rule. They were not centres of conquest. If Islam was spreading directly out of 

conquest, then the dominant regions of Islam should have been at the centres of power of 

Islam. Mughal rule cannot really be called Islamic rule. The Mughals rarely depended on 

Islam to spread their power and in fact they were very uninterested in conversion. Conversion 

came about despite rather than because of them. Therefore this relationship between conquest 

and Islam and the separation on that basis of what happened historically in North India and 

South India is not borne out if you look very carefully at the evidence. 

Let us not talk of love when talking about how the state should deal with communities or 

whether one state loves Muslims more than others, it is completely irrelevant. If Mulayam 

Singh Yadav thought he should act in a certain way, it was not of any noble motives but 

simply out of realpolitik. That is very clearly understood and neither can Laloo Prasad Yadav 

be endowed with very noble instincts. But I think we need to draw the whole question of the 

rights of minorities or any other marginalized community in India away from doing favours 

to groups and we should understand that the rule of law is critically linked to secularism. Let 

us stop talking about secularism. In the South Asian and Indian context if we talk about 

secularism we get into trouble because we think that secularism came to us from the west and 

doesn‟t fit our culture. All our South Asian religions are a way of life and the separation of 

the public and private faces of religion which is implicit within the idea of secularism is not 

possible in South Asia. 

Secularism was new even in the western world. It came about in the late 18
th

 and 19
th

 

centuries and various countries in Europe struggled with it. The United States struggled with 

it. India is struggling with it not because it came from the west but because all countries will 

struggle with it wherever it came from. 



 

 

We should compare our experience not with the west but with the experience of, for instance, 

Southeast Asian countries like Malaysia, which is also a multi-racial, multi-ethnic, multi-

religious society which has espoused the idea of secularism in a different way. We should 

compare ourselves historically as well as in the contemporary period with countries such as 

that and if it is difficult for us then we should not talk about secularism at all. We should 

simply talk about rule of law. When you talk about secularism there are some people who 

want it, there are some people who don‟t, and there are arguments back and forth. But there is 

nobody who doesn‟t want rule of law. If we are not secular, that means the law applies 

differently to you, to me, to somebody else. If we abide by the rule of law, we have to be 

secular even if we don‟t talk about it. So I think let us drop the word secularism from our 

public and political discourses for a while until we really understand why we want to bring it 

in. 

Q. Madam, you have said that after Gujarat 2002, police interaction with civil society has 

resulted in peace in that region. But I remember after the elections in Gujarat, the high 

command of the ruling party said that Gujarat is the role model for their approach in future 

elections. It is only their  defeat in various states that made them revise this stand. It is not 

only interaction of the civil society with police that resulted in peace, but also the people 

teaching a lesson in other states to these political parties that they cannot prolong this type of 

ideology. The interaction of civil society and police is only to a limited extent. 

Dr. Rowena Robinson 

Yes I agree with you but when people vote in elections they are showing their faith in 

government and not merely in civil society. One of the reasons why the things that I said here 

may be unpopular is that I do not believe in the balance of tolerance or of intolerance. For 

instance, people will say that Muslims or other minorities or marginalized groups also have 

stereotypes about Hindus. These groups also project certain radical ideologies. These groups 

also project hatreds of the majority community and you should talk of both sides of the issue. 

That is true; we need to talk about both sides of the issue. But talking about both sides of the 

issue does not make the two sides of the issue equal. The power equation is very critical to 

understanding this and that power equation doesn‟t change very easily. It is possible for 

marginalized communities, for dalits or Muslims, to have prejudices about upper castes or 



 

 

about Hindus or about the elites in general but they do not have the power to enforce that 

prejudice. 


