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Ausgehend davon, dass die
Erinnerung an die Vergangenheit
helfen kann, die Gegenwart zu
prägen und die Zukunft besser zu
gestalten, setzt sich RBF für die
Stärkung der gemeinsamen Werte
Toleranz, Demokratie und Frieden um
blutige Konfl ikte, Massenmorde und
Genozide in aller Welt zu verhindern.
RBF liefert Information und Analyse
von geostrategischen Bedrohungen,
die durch ethnische und religiöse
Konfl ikte entstehen.

Assuming that the memory of the
past can help to shape the present
and to create better future, RBF
wants to strengthen the common
values of tolerance, democracy and
peace to prevent bloody confl icts,
mass murders and genocides
around the world. RBF will provide
information and analysis of geostrategic
threats stemming from
ethnic and religious confl icts.

GermanyGermanyGermanyGermanyGermanyGermany
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Report of the Hearing 

on Thursday, 13th of March 2014
6 to 8 pm, followed by a dinner (buffet)
at the Deutsche Parlamentarische Gesellschaft DPG, Dorotheenstr. 100
 

  Programme
  5.30 pm reception
  6.00 pm Welcome: Jochen Feilcke
     Vice Chairman of Remembrance Forum Germany, MdB a.D.
 
  Chair:  Dr. Kristina Roepstorff

  Participating Experts

  Ajit Gupte
  Deputy Chief of Mission, Embassy of India, Berlin

  Prof. Gurpreet Mahajan
  Jawaharlal Nehru University, JNU, New Delhi

  Harsh Mander
  Director, Centre for Equity Studies and Special Commissioner
  to the Supreme Court of India in the Right of Food Case

„Best Practices to Prevent Communal Violence: 
Lessons from India“
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Participating experts:  

Ajit Gupte is Deputy Chief of Mission at the 
Embassy of India in Berlin since Decem-
ber 3rd, 2010.  He joined the Indian For-
eign Service in 1991. The position he held 
among others was Deputy Director General, 
Indian Council for Cultural Relations, (ICCR), 
Ministry of External Affairs, New Delhi, May 
2008 – November 2010. He was Counselor 
for Political Affairs and Press, Information & 
Culture, High Commission of India, in Dha-
ka, Bangladesh, August 2004 – May 2008. 
Before he worked in  Beijing and Hong 
Kong. He also worked as a management 
trainee in Sydney, Australia. Mr. Gupte is a 
Chinese (Mandarin) speaker and has learnt 
the language at the Chinese University of 
Hong Kong. 

Gurpreet Mahajan is Professor of Politi-
cal Science and Co-ordinator of the DSA 
(Department of Special Assistance) pro-
gramme of the Centre for Political Studies 
and School of Social Sciences, Jawaharl-
al Nehru University, JNU, New Delhi. Over 
the years she has received of a number of 
prestigious fellowships. She was a Senior 
Fulbright scholar at Columbia University, 
New York and University of Chicago and a 
post-doctoral fellow, under the Foreign And 
Commonwealth Offi ce Award, at the Univer-
sity of Hull, England. She has been a Visiting 
Fellow at the University of Toronto, Canada 
and Maison des Sciences D’Le Homme, 
Paris. At JNU, she has been closely asso-
ciated with the Centre for Philosophy and 
was its Chairperson in 2004-5. She teaches 
courses in Philosophy of Social Sciences, 
Political Thought and Theory, Hermeneutics 
and Multiculturalism, and has written exten-
sively on issues relating to minorities, cultu-
ral diversity, religion and state, secularism, 
civil society and notions of public and pri-
vate.

Ptof. Gurpreet Mahajan, Referent
Jawaharlal Nehru University, JNU, 
New Delhi

Ajit Gupte, Referent
Deputy Chief of Mission, Embassy 
of India, Berlin
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„Best Practices to Prevent Communal Violence: 
Lessons from India“

Kristina Roepstorff
India is the most populous democracy in 
the world and harbours an extraordinary 
cultural, linguistic and religious diversity. 
As a result there are equally huge challen-
ges for this large democracy. At the time of 
partition in 1947, and afterwards, India wit-
nessed episodes of intercommunal violen-
ce with lasting socio-political effects.  India 
is not the only country that has witnessed 
intercommunal violence. Over the last ye-
ars, Myanmar has seen increasing levels of 
communal violence; Indonesia has had to 
deal with intercommunal clashes time and 
again.   

At the last hearing, we looked into the cau-
ses and the impact of communal violence 
in India. This time we would like to direct 
our attention to what we can actually do to 
prevent and end it. India has decades of ex-
perience in how to act preventively against 
violence and how to deal with it in the af-
termath. Today we want to look at India as 
an example from which we, and other coun-
tries, may learn and consider lessons to be 
learned. 

Harsh Mander, social worker and writer, 
works with survivors of mass violence, hun-
ger, homeless persons and street children. 
He is Director, Centre for Equity Studies 
and Special Commissioner to the Supreme 
Court of India in the Right to Food case. 
He is the founder of the campaigns Aman 
Biradari, for secularism, peace and justice; 
Nyayagrah, for legal justice and reconcilia-
tion for the survivors of communal violence; 
Dil Se, for street children, and ‘Hausla’ for 
urban homeless people. He worked for-
merly in the Indian Administrative Service 
in Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh for 
almost two decades. He writes and speaks 
regularly on issues of social justice. He tea-
ches courses on poverty and governance in 
the Indian Institute of Management, Ahme-
dabad; and St Stephen’s College, Delhi.

Dr. Kristina Roepstorff, Chair

Harsh Mander, Referent
Director, Centre for Equity Studies 
and Special Commissioner to the 
Supreme Court of India in the Right 
of Food Case
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Gurpreet Mahajan, Professor of Political Science, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi 

Gurpreet Mahajan began her presentation 
by highlighting India’s unique constitutional, 
legal and institutional framework that go-
verns the country’s extraordinary religious 
difference. In her presentation, she discus-
sed the challenges of diversity from a com-
parative perspective. 
In an historical excursion she elaborated 
how in the wake of independence from Bri-
tish colonial rule and when Pakistan was 
created as homeland for Muslims, India’s vi-
sion was that of a secular state, home to the 
many different religious communities. 

According to Gurpreet Mahajan, in order to 
accommodate the religious diversity, India 
developed its own version of secularism 
that differs to some extent from American or 
European secularism: First, India was not to 
have an offi cial state religion. Second, it allo-
wed religious communities to establish their 
own religious and charitable trust. A third, 
and more unique element, is that India’s 
constitution provides for the fundamental 
rights to profess, propagate and practice 
ones religion. As Gurpreet Mahajan argued, 
especially the latter aspect not only brought 
the various religions into the public domain, 
it also inversely placed an obligation on the 
state to ensure that the observance of these 
practices can continue unhindered. Maybe 
the most unique element of India’s secula-
rism is that it provides for the right of min-
ority religious and linguistic communities to 

establish their own educational institutions. 
Gurpreet Mahajan pointed out two interes-
ting elements: fi rst, that these institutions 
could impart education “of their choice”, 
intended to guarantee that ones religious 
way of life would be passed on to the next 
generation, while at the same time prepa-
re for professional life. Furthermore, these 
institutions could get funding from the sta-
te, with the caveat that religious education 
is to be optional and not compulsory. The 
second element is that a certain percenta-
ge of the available places at schools should 
be open to the rest of the population. Gur-
preet Mahajan further emphasised the role 
of India’s legal pluralism at the civil level in 
dealing with the country’s religious diversity. 
As a consequence of these various aspects 
of India’s unique secular structure, diversity 
is very visible in the public arena, manifesting 
itself in different dress codes, eating habits, 
religious practices and beliefs. According to 
Gurpreet Mahajan this constitutes a major 
divergence between debates in India and 
Europe: unlike in Europe, the accommoda-
tion of a particular kind of dress code like a 
hijab, the permission to have prayer rooms 
or to observe other kinds of practices, the 
availability of certain kinds of foods, etc. are 
to some extent non-issues in India. This, 
in her view, stems from the fact that since 
independence there was a debate in India 
how to guarantee for the rights of minorities. 
While overall the guarantees put in place 
to protect minorities worked out well, there 
have been, and continue to be a number of 
challenges. One issue of much concern are 
the sporadic but frequent episodes of com-

Gurpreet Mahajan: “India was, has always been, and will 
continue to be home to its very many different religious 
communities.”
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„Best Practices to Prevent Communal Violence: 
Lessons from India“

munal violence. As emphasised by Gurpreet 
Mahajan, though communal violence is not 
a regular and continuous state of existen-
ce, in India it is common enough to be of 
high signifi cance.  Initially, communal violen-
ce was expected to occur in those areas in 
Northern India where refugee populations 
from what is now Pakistan had come and 
settled in. However, since independence, 
episodes of communal violence spread to 
other parts of India.  Looking at it in terms of 
absolute numbers of fatalities, communal vi-
olence doesn’t appear to be that signifi cant 
- more people die in road accidents. But 
according to Grupreet Mahajan, that was 
not the issue.  The occurrence of communal 
violence is signifi cant because systematical-
ly being targeted by and being disposses-
sed by a community has cast a very long 
shadow on Indian politics and Indian soci-
ety and has created a sense of vulnerability 
amongst minority populations in particular. 
When riots of this kind occur there is loss 
of life on all sides: obviously amongst the 
victims, amongst the police personnel but 
even amongst the perpetrators. It is the 
victims who suffer the most, because they 
have a sense of being extremely insecure. 
The fact that there was not only one inci-
dence, but small episodes over a period of 
time in different places has meant that min-
ority populations have developed a general 
sense of vulnerability—even if they are have 
not been directly targeted themselves. The-
re is a great sense of huddling together in a 
community. As a result the community as-
pect becomes very strong in peoples’ life, 
and thus the space for individual dissent wi-

thin a given community becomes less and 
less, lines become hardened. The long-term 
impacts make this an extremely important 
matter. And it urges a refl ection on how far 
India was able to realise and fulfi l the initial 
promise that was made at the time of inde-
pendence. 
Incidents of communal violence suggest 
that they are not spontaneous expressi-
ons, but seem to be planned events, ad-
ded Gurpreet Mahajan. Communal violence 
thus has become a concern for both the 
general public as well as the government. 
After a number of incidents of com-
munal violence, the government has 
set up judicial commissions of enquiry, 
with the fi rst one having been set up in 
1961. These commissions give all sides 
a chance to narrate their story and to 
establish what happened. Sometimes 
they can hold individuals responsible 
and recommend some degree of repa-
ration or compensation. However, the 
commissions have been criticised for a 
lack of bringing perpetrators to justice. 
Generally, India has been successful in pro-
tecting different religious and cultural ways 
of life. There are, however, challenges that 
have been raised by communal violence. It 
has been contended that India has de-
voted too much attention to the cultural 
dimension of minority protection – what 
is also needed is to secure their life and 
property and facilitate development. 
According to Gurpreet Mahajan what is 
needed – both in Europe and in India – is a 
to protect both individual rights and rights of 
minority cultures.  
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Gurpreet Mahajan, Professor of Political Science, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi 

Despite these challenges, a great achie-
vement is that minorities in India have 
a stake in the political system. Though 
India did not provide for special represen-
tation for religious groups minorities have 
over time been able to build a stake in the 
democratic system. Almost all political 
parties make an effort to include min-
orities — even those who are commit-
ted to a more aggressive cultural ma-
joritarian perspective — knowing that 

if they wish to be in government they 
need to get the support of all religious 
minorities. The fact that minorities can, 
even when they are scattered around, 
infl uence not just decision-making but 
tilt the balance in the democratic elec-
torate process, has meant that they are 
presented in institutions and at diffe-
rent levels of the political decision-ma-
king process. 

The audience, MdB  Wilfried Lorenz at the microphone
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„Best Practices to Prevent Communal Violence: 
Lessons from India“

l to r: Podium: H. Mander, G. Mahajan, K. Roepstorff, A. Gupte , J. Feilcke
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Harsh Mander, Director, Centre for Equity Studies and Special Com-
missioner to the Supreme Court of India in the Right to Food case

Harsh Mander opened his presentation with 
the claim that all countries in the world in 
the 21st century will face two main challen-
ges: how to deal with inequality, and how to 
deal with diversity. He argued that although 
India has had a troubled history in dealing 
with inequality, in many ways it could set an 
example in terms of how to accommodate 
religious diversity. As he pointed out, every 
major religion in the world has found a pla-
ce, has grown, and has fostered in India.  In-
deed, he stated, Mahatma Gandhi lived for 
many ideas, but he died for one idea: the 
idea of secular India.

Harsh Mander agreed with Gurpreet Maha-
jan’s assessment of the unique nature of In-
dia’s secularism. In his view, secularism as 
understood in India is an old idea that me-
ans equal respect and protection for every 
faith, including the absence of faith. This 
idea was central to India’s freedom struggle 
and is a promise that is also to be found 
in the country’s constitution. With coun-
tries becoming more and more diverse 
across the world, India’s unique appro-
ach to allow people to be themselves, 
to practice their various beliefs, to live 
comfortably with very diverse popula-
tions and ways of life within the same 
country could serve as an example. 
India successfully accommodates religious 
diversity. Yet, episodes of communal violen-
ce have caused extreme human suffering. 

As Harsh Mander – who works with victims 
of atrocities – stated, loosing ones entire 
family to an earthquake or Tsunami cau-
ses huge pain and suffering, but over time 
people can come to terms with it. However, 
if they loose their entire family in a violent 
attack, often by their own neighbours, it is 
something that is diffi cult to come to terms 
with. Talking about his experience in Delhi 
he explained how even 30 years after the 
Sikh riots of 1984, survivors speak about it 
with the urgency as if it just happened yes-
terday – the pain never goes away. For the 
larger community Harsh Mander observed 
a vicarious sense of suffering. Even people 
who have not lost anybody personally feel 
the pain. He found that when they talk about 
their lives, they usually refer to the periods 
between riots. For the society at large, the 
sense of vicarious suffering and victimisati-
on is the larger cost. Another consequence 
of communal violence is ghettoization: peo-
ple gradually move from mixed communities 
into the safety of numbers. If communities 
start living separately, their children grow up 
separately, they study in separate schools, 
and they don’t share common public spa-
ces. In his view, this phenomenon not only 
goes against the very idea of India, but is 
also most damaging to it. 
Harsh Mander then addressed the issue of 
impunity and the failures of the judicial sys-
tem in the face of mass violence. Impuni-
ty and its consequences pose a serious 
threat to India’s secular democracy. Thus, 
he argued, the prevention of commu-
nal violence is a concern not only of 
the minorities but all of those who are 

Harsh Mander: “The idea of India’s secularism is not on 
the concept of sameness, but in the celebration of diffe-
rences and diversities.”
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„Best Practices to Prevent Communal Violence: 
Lessons from India“

committed to the idea of India. He then 
pointed out the extraordinary fact that 
in India the people who fi ght most for 
justice on behalf of the survivors after 
any episode of communal violence be-
long to the majority community. Whether 
they are human rights workers, lawyers, po-
liticians, writers and artists: it is a concern of 
everybody and not just the people affected. 
In his presentation, Harsh Mander addres-
sed the question of reconciliation and dis-
cussed how bonds between people and 
communities may be rebuild in the after-
math of communal violence. He proposed 
four essential elements: First, a sense of 
acknowledgement of what happened; se-
cond, showing remorse by the society at 
large; third, reparation and support by the 
state and neighbours to rebuild lives; fourth, 
and fi nally, justice is needed. According to 
him, the lack of acknowledgment, remor-
se, reparation, and justice after episodes 
of communal violence remain the greatest 
challenge for India. 
In his former capacity as civil servant who 
also had to deal with communal violen-
ce and his current engagement as human 
rights worker with survivors, Harsh Mander 
sought to understand the causes of com-
munal violence. What he noticed was that 
communities generally live together peace-
fully.  In reference to the recent communal 
violence in Muzzafarnagar and the idea of 
‘Love Jihad’ in the state of Uttar Pradesh he 
argued that outbreaks of communal violen-
ce have to be understood as manufactured 
events: Violence happens when organi-
sations committed to dividing people 

for political gains manufacture hatred. 
Riots don’t happen spontaneously, but 
are planned events, often with the com-
plicity of the state administration. 
As a member of India’s National Adviso-
ry Council Harsh Mander contributed to 
the drafting of a law for the prevention 
of communal violence, the Prevention 
of Communal and Targeted Violence 
(Access to Justice and Reparations) 
Bill, 2011. The law most importantly 
acknowledges ‘culpable inaction’ by 
public offi cials as a crime punishable 
with up to fi ve years of imprisonment. 
This idea is also to be found in internatio-
nal humanitarian law and same principles 
have been applied in Bosnia and elsewhere. 
Another aspect of the new law is that it 
strengthens the rights of victims during 
the whole legal process. Furthermore, 
it seeks to establish nationally binding 
standards on relief and rehabilitation, 
establishing corresponding duties of 
the state in accordance with interna-
tional standards. So far, the law has not 
been passed and, as Harsh Mander stated, 
it will be diffi cult to get the consensus of all 
parties. He concluded his presentation 
by emphasising that while such a law 
would help curbing communal violen-
ce, a general social commitment to the 
ideas of secularism is required. Ending 
with a story of Mahatma Gandhi, Harsh 
Mander told how during the Calcutta riots, 
just after partition, Gandhi fi nally went on a 
fast for 40 days, saying: If this violence will 
continue I will not eat anything. A Hindu man 
who became angry, said, “My son was killed 
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by Muslim mobs. How do you expect me 
to forgive?”, the story goes. Gandhi said, “If 
you really want to heal, fi nd a little Muslim 
boy just the age of your son, whose parents 
were killed by Hindu mobs, adopt him to be 
your own son; bring him up in his own faith, 
and perhaps you will fi nd spaces for healing 
and forgiveness.” 

Harsh Mander, Director, Centre for Equity Studies and Special Com-
missioner to the Supreme Court of India in the Right to Food case

Diskussion MdB Thomas Feist (CDU/CSU) with microphone
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„Best Practices to Prevent Communal Violence: 
Lessons from India“

l to r: A.Gupte, M. Gourary, J. Feilcke, G. Mahajan, K. Roepstorff, H. Mander
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Ajit Gupte, Deputy Chief of Mission, Embassy of India, Berlin 

Ajit Gupte welcomed the other speakers 
from India and their adequate description of 
India’s diversity and how by and large the 
various religious communities in India have 
been living in harmony. He began his pre-
sentation by emphasising the mind-bog-
gling numbers of India’s diversity: Accor-
ding to the 2001 consensus, India at the 
time had 135 million Muslims living in India 
- more than the population of Germany and 
France together. Moreover, 24 million Chris-
tians, 19 million Sikhs, 8 million Buddhists, 
and 4.2 million Jains live and practice their 
religion in India.

In his presentation, Ajit Gupte then focused 
on how this extraordinary diversity came 
about. As he explained, most of the religions 
in India look back to a very long history. Reli-
gions like Buddhism and Jainism were born 
in India in the 5th century, and they spread 
from India in a peaceful manner to the rest 
of the world, particularly to Southeast and 
East Asia. Christianity came to India as ear-
ly as 52 A.D. and by the 6th century was 
well established. Judaism came to India 
about 2,500 years ago. Also the Parsees, 
who were fl eeing from persecution in Iran, 
came to India many centuries back. In an 
anecdote he told the story of how the lat-
ter landed in Zoroastria, a part of Gujarat: 
When they requested asylum from the local 
king, a king called Jadi Rana was initially re-
luctant. He took a glass of milk and said, 

“My kingdom is already full. I cannot accept 
anymore people.” These Zorastrians took a 
pinch of sugar and added it to the milk, and 
it dissolved. They made the point that they 
will easily assimilate. Apart from all the 
world religions, India is home to a large 
number of religious sects. The various 
religious communities are scattered th-
roughout India and for centuries they 
have been living in relative peace and 
harmony. 

This changed with the divide-and-rule 
policy of the British. As Ajit Gupte ar-
gued, this policy not only allowed them 
to conquer India, but also sowed the 
seeds for religious divides by encoura-
ging Muslims, Christians, Sikhs, and 
the backward castes among the Hindus 
to think of themselves as different en-
tities, starting with the 1909 legislative 
reforms that introduced separate elec-
torates for Muslims. Gradually, over a 
period of time, the number of divisions 
increased. He also noted that during the 
freedom struggle, the British played an ac-
tive role in strengthening the Muslim league 
and the subsequent partition of Pakistan 
and India had long-lasting effects. 

In his view, the constitution of newly 
independent India was one of the most 
liberal and most secular documents in 
the world. It provided for a constituti-
onal and legal framework for the rights 
of minorities. Additional steps furthered 
the protection of minorities in indepen-
dent India: apart from a separate minis-

Ajit Gupte: “India offers a unique example also for other 
countries for handling diversity and ensuring peace and 
harmony between different religious communities.” 
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try of minority affairs a national com-
mission for minorities was established; 
most states have also set up minority 
commissions. Separate funds being ear-
marked for minorities in terms of lending to 
entrepreneurs. The amount has risen from 
one billion Euros ten years back to thirty 
billion Euros today. Moreover, India has 
a tradition of having minorities in very 
senior positions. In the fi rst Indian Cabinet 
out of 16 Ministers six were from minority 
communities. Over the years, this tradition 
has continued. Out of 16 presidents, In-
dia had four Muslim presidents and one 
Sikh president. Several chiefs of army, 
navy, and air staff, are from minorities and 
the current head of India’s intelligence bu-
reau is a Muslim. Also economically mino-
rities are well presented. Among the richest 
entrepreneurs are the Parsees like the Tatas 
and the Godrej who are India’s the leading 
industrialists. The founder of the software 
company is Azim Premji, a Muslim, as is the 
chairman of the pharmaceutical company 
Cipla Limited.  

As pointed out by Ajit Gupte India’s extraor-
dinary diversity was refl ected in the compo-
sition of the government at the time of the 
hearing: the chairperson of the governing 
political alliance, the UPA, Sonia Gandhi, is a 
Christian; the Vice President is a Muslim; the 
Prime Minister, Manmohan Singh, is a Sikh. 
The Speaker of the Lok Sabha is a woman 
from the backward caste. The Defence Mi-
nister is a Christian, and the External Affairs 
Minister is a Muslim. This, however, just 
happened naturally. He told how when the 

External Affairs Minister of India came to 
Germany in 2013, Indians never thought of 
him as a Muslim, but just as the country’s 
External Affairs Minister. 

What is more, the government has ta-
ken a number of steps to protect min-
orities, including economic and educa-
tional measures. In 2005, India’s then 
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh ap-
pointed the Rajinder Sachar Committee 
to assess the latest social, economic 
and educational situation of the Mus-
lim community in India. In its report the 
committee made 76 recommendations, 
out of which the government has im-
plemented 72. Most recently, an equal 
opportunities commission has been set 
up to ensure that there is no discrimina-
tion of minorities in the job market. 

Set up an Equal Opportunity Commission to look into grievances of de-
prived groups 
Create a ‘nomination’ procedure to increase participation of minorities in 
public bodies. 
Provide legal mechanism to address complaints of discrimination against 
minorities in matters of employment, housing, schooling and obtaining 
bank loans. 
Establish a delimitation procedure that does not reserve constituencies 
with high minority population for SCs. 
Initiate and institutionalise a process of evaluating contents of textbooks 
to purge them of explicit and implicit material that may impart inappropri-
ate social values, especially religious intolerance. 
Create a National Data Bank (NDB) where all relevant data for various 
socio-religious categories are maintained. 
Set up an autonomous assessment and monitoring authority to evaluate 
the extent of development benefi ts. 

•
 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Main recommendations of the Sachar Committee 
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Ajit Gupte, Deputy Chief of Mission, Embassy of India, Berlin 

Ajit Gupte conceded that there have been 
sporadic incidents of communal violence. 
He, however, emphasised that the gover-
nment has taken measures to punish 
those guilty. Even many of the govern-
ment offi cials and police offi cers have 
been convicted and sentenced to long 
terms in jail. Though there remain some 
challenges, due to an independent judi-
ciary, a national human rights commis-
sion and a very active civil society, very 
effective checks are in place. 
As a representative of the government of In-
dia, Ajit Gupte did not like to comment on 
the pros and cons of the drafted Prevention 
of Communal and Targeted Violence (Ac-
cess to Justice and Reparations) Bill, 2011. 
However, he explained that the Bill, which 
has been approved by the Cabinet but 
was now pending in Parliament, was 
met with reasonable opposition from 
a wide spectrum of opposition par-
ties, among others left parties, regional 
parties and the BJP. One of the major 
points of contention was the extent to 
which the bill would encroach on the 
powers of the federal states in India. 
Moreover, the proposed law has been 
criticised for assuming that only mem-
bers of a minority can be targeted du-
ring a riot and that the majority commu-
nity will never be victims. He concluded 

that as with many other bills it takes some 
time to build a consensus across 28 states 
– a number that equals the member states 
of the European Union. 

Ajit Gupte then elaborated on how India 
was also able to maintain relative harmony 
because the state never targeted one par-
ticular community. While India witnesses 
a number of insurgency movements in 
the country’s Northeast, the Punjab and 
Jammu and Kashmir, no group has ever 
been attached by the state, the army 
or paramilitary groups in a systematic 
manner. 
He concluded by pointing out that, as 
the then Prime Minister said “There is 
not one India, there are several”. Some 
Indians are living in the 21st century, 
some in the 20th, some in the 19th. The 
country faces enormous economic and 
societal challenges.  In his view, some 
of the incidents of communal violence 
are also a result of some of the social 
and economic challenges—rather than 
representing methodical pre-planned 
assaults. 

Ajit Gupte: “The overall trend in India is towards a libe-
ral, secular, society, where there is tolerance for different 
communities, for different lifestyles, customs, habits and 
traditions.”
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Encourage the University Grants Commission to evolve a system where 
part of allocation to colleges and universities is linked to diversity in stu-
dent population. 
Facilitate admissions to the most backward amongst all socio-religious 
categories in regular universities and autonomous colleges and evolving 
alternate admission criteria 
Provide fi nancial and other support to initiatives built around occupations 
where Muslims are concentrated and that have growth potential. 
Increase employment share of Muslims, particularly where there is great 
deal of public dealing. Working out mechanisms to link madarsas with 
higher secondary school board. 
Recognise degrees from madarsas for eligibility in defence, civil and ban-
king examinations. 
Provide hostel facilities at reasonable costs for students from minorities 
on a priority basis. 
Promote and enhancing access to Muslims in ‘Priority Sector Advances’.
Include in teacher training components that introduce importance of di-
versity and plurality and sensitising teachers towards needs and aspira-
tions of Muslims and other marginalised communities. 
Open high quality Urdu medium schools wherever they are in demand and 
ensuring high quality textbooks for students in the Urdu language.
Draw Muslims on relevant interview panels and boards. 
Improve participation and share of minorities, particularly Muslims, in bu-
siness of regular commercial banks. 

• 

•
 

• 

•

• 

• 

•

• 

• 
•
• 

„Best Practices to Prevent Communal Violence: 
Lessons from India“
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Discussion

In the subsequent discussion, and concer-
ning the question whether education could 
prevent communal violence, Harsh Mander 
observed that he had found much higher le-
vels of prejudice, not just in India but also all 
over the world, among people of educati-
on and wealth rather than amongst the un-
educated. He thus argued that what is 
important is the kind of education offe-
red and whether it teaches respect for 
difference, tolerance, and humanitarian 
values. 
The discussion then addressed the role of 
religious leaders in preventing or ending 
communal violence. In his response Harsh 
Mander pointed out a paradox: that alrea-
dy during the freedom struggle, it were the 
people who were not religious who fought 
for a religious state, while the people who 
were deeply religious fought for a secular 
state. Generally, he added, there are religi-
ous leaders that reach out across faiths in 
the aftermath of violence, but there are also 
those who misuse religion and instigate vio-
lence. Asked about examples of successful 
inter-communal projects that help to prevent 
violence, he explained that most social and 
economic enterprises in India are not run 
on religious grounds. He then once again 
emphasised that in many cases the majority 
community helps and supports the minori-
ty community under attack. Research on 
the time of partition found about 26% of 
the people interviewed said that people 
of the other community had saved their 
lives - an exceptionally high number 
when compared with other episodes 
of sectarian violence elsewhere in the 

world, noted Harsh Mander. Thus, he ar-
gued, the problem is not that people do not 
come together in inter-community action 
but that there are people who systematically 
try to divide communities. 
Another question raised by the audien-
ce was whether economic development 
had enhanced secularisation in India and 
whether religion was loosing its importan-
ce like it happened in Europe. Both Harsh 
Mander and Gurpreet Mahajan drew atten-
tion to the very different understanding of 
secularism in India and Europe. As already 
stressed in their presentations, secularism 
in the Indian context refers to the respect 
and freedom of all communities to follow 
their own religious beliefs. Gurpreet Maha-
jan made the point that when distinguishing 
between secular and non-secular lifestyles, 
what is actually meant is the extent to which 
religion is a public or private matter. In her 
view, there are religions that are collective in 
nature and which can therefore not be pri-
vatised. For instance, wearing the headscarf 
or turban are visible signs as are collective 
practices of worship and therefore necessa-
rily have a public dimension. 

Observing a gap between the ideal and the 
real, it was questioned by Thomas Feist, 
Member of Parliament, whether in India 
religious communities were indeed treated 
equally, as foreseen by the constitution. 
Against the backdrop of the upcoming parli-
amentary elections the question was raised 
by Wilfried Lorenz, Member of Parliament, 
how the struggle for political power had an 
impact on communal tensions and also re-
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sulted in criminal actions. The discussion 
then revolved around the nexus between 
religion and politics in India.

Harsh Mander once again stressed In-
dia’s extraordinary diversity also within the 
country’s armed forces and political par-
ties. However, he also held that there was 
also a strong institutional bias in favour of 
the majority community in India. Thus, the 
Sachar Committee found that the Muslims 
were more or less on par in the same de-
velopment defi cits as the two historically di-
sadvantaged groups of the Dalits and indi-
genous people. The reasons lay, according 
to Harsh Mander, in the institutional bias and 
accompanying discrimination in India. As a 
result of discrimination in the job-market 
Muslims are the largest self-employed com-
munity in the Indian economy. Yet, when 
compared to the situation of religious mino-
rities in other countries, specifi cally in Pakis-
tan, he felt optimistic of India and conside-
ring the way that the state still responds and 
accommodates diversity, and most of all in 
the way that the majority of people who fi ght 
discrimination against the Muslims are from 
other communities, expressed his hope for 
communal harmony in the country. 
Gurpreet Mahajan noted that religion had 
both a spiritual element and instrumental di-
mension. In the latter sense, religion can be 
used under certain circumstances can be 
instrumentally used in politics negatively and 
positively to create divisions or express the 
needs of a religious community. She then 
addressed the impact of communal violen-
ce on India’s society. In her view the major 

problem was that it created a sense of fear, 
distrust and anticipation amongst the diffe-
rent communities. In reference to the elec-
tions, Ajit Gupte however held that religion 
was not a major concern of the electorate. 
The main issues were infl ation, corruption 
and economic development. 

The Chair concluded the Hearing with a 
summary of the main fi ndings. India is a 
country of extraordinary diversity and home 
of many different religious communities. As 
a secular state, India’s constitution guaran-
tees equal treatment of all religious commu-
nities and their freedom to practice their reli-
gion. In this regard, India’s understanding of 
secularism differs from secularism as under-
stood in Europe and North America. While 
offering a good example of accommodating 
diversity, India also faces a number of chal-
lenges. Particularly, communal violence has 
had negative effects on India’s social fabric. 
But also continued discrimination of mino-
rities needs to be addressed. In general, a 
further segregation of communities is likely 
to undermine India’s secularism and goes 
against the very idea of India.

Harsh Mander:: “Everything that you say about India, the 
opposite is equally true.”
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