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THE COMMUNAL VIRUS

NISSIM EZEKIEL

The real causes of the communal problem are
fanaticism, - superstition, narrowmindedness, prejudice
and hatred, rooted in feelings of insecurity. It is these
that have to be exposed and fought, primarily by
those within each community, which expresses them
in its own forms. In even more explicit terms, Muslim
fanaticism must be resisted by Muslims, Hindu by
Hindus, and so on.

Reform movements in every community need to
spell out the specific beliefs and practices which
create inter-communal distrust and disharmony. With-
out such changes within the religions that dominate
the Indian scene, their external manifestation in
relation to other religions will always necessarily be
hostile.

This hostility is an essential element of the historic
ideology in religious orthodoxies. It needs only an
“incident” to turn violent, but it exists and thrives all
the time. It is considered respectable inside a group,
and disreputable outside.

When there is a clash between groups, their spokes-
men have no alternative but to blame the others, while
the truth is that all are equally to blame in accepting
and even encouraging those forces of all communities
which are belligerent by their very nature. In a crisis,
they only find an outlet for their belligerency. At that
stage they cannot be controlled, since in their “normal”
existence in earlier stages, they are granted all the
rights in the world as institutionalised doctrines.

If communities in India assume it is their right to
function as they please, with no interference from
“outside”, not even in the form of public debate, which
may hurt their feelings, they must from time to time
find themselves in conflict with other communities. If
they claim, proportionate reservations for their mem-
bers, first in the legislatures and then in various public
services, the only way to increase the proportion is to
increase their numbers. Those who naturally feel
threatened by such a development, apart from the
incidential injustices, must either oppose the demand
or increase their own numbers. The final solution,
which is no solution, will be civil war, as in Lebanon.

The scheduled castes ought to be treated as a special
case. Reservations for them are, for abvious reasons,
what crutches are to the lame. But the other com-
munities cannot insist that they are lame too. They
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may be backward economically and educationally but
they are in a position to help themselves. What they
need is not only such assistance as is available but a
change in attitudes and values. No power can keep
them down if they only choose to rise. Their social,
cultural and economic victories are also victories for
Indians as a people, all segments of which have an
equal stake in advancement.

There is no salvation for any group in isolation and
separatism.

The setting up of a “composite” peace force, drawn
largely from the minority communities, including
scheduled castes and tribes, is a counsel of despair.
How such a force is expected to be truly “secular” it
is difficult to say. From the evidence, it is clear that
being secular has nothing to do with belonging to one
community or another. :

An enlightened attitude towards one’s own com-
munity is a prerequisite for an enlightened attitude
towards other communities. How is it possible to
ensure this in the recruitment of a peace force, or
to believe that any form of training, however liberal,
will create secular values in its functioning?

The same training may as well be given to the
existing forces of law and order. Or are they assumed
to be beyond redemption? If so, the new peace force,
airlifted to places where communal rioting has broken
out, will find itself in confrontation with the older
forces that are supposed to maintain peace when it
is threatened.

As for medical aid, the building of relief camps,
fighting fires and distributing utensils and clothing to
the affected people, surely these are tasks for local
rather than air-lifted forces. Even reinforcements
should be from the nearest areas where they are
located, not from long distances. And what happens
if rioting breaks out in widely separated places all
over the country, an incident in one sparking off
incidents in the other?

How effective will the peace force of three batta-
lions be when it is fragmented and air-lifted to “fight
fires” and “distribute utensils” in many different
places? ,

There is no solution to the communal problem in
such measures. I admit, there are no other solutions
either, on a short-term basis. But we do have a choice
of directions. If politicians want whole communities
to vote for them, they cannot afford to criticise those
communities. If individual citizens favour members
of their own community whenever in a position to do
so, they cannot complain if members of other com-
munities do the same. %
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