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Why Impose Nationalism?

Walter Fernandes


As I write this on September 7 morning, I am no

t sure that I will sing Vande Mataram today though I have done it for sixty years. I am also wondering why when so much fuss is made about this centenary one hears nothing about the one of September 11. On that day in 1906 Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was thrown off a first class compartment in South Africa and sat on his first satyagraha on the platform. That would transform the freedom movement and unite the nationalists. Why is importance given to a divisive event, not to the one that united the freedom fighters?

As I grew up during the first decade after independence, nobody told me to sing Vande Mataram. I did it spontaneously, so did the remaining Muslim, Hindu and Christian students of the Christian school where I studied. Then in class 8 came a history teacher with strong fundamentalist leanings. He told us that Muslims and Christians were anti-national and did not join the freedom movement and did not sing Vande Mataram. That day many of us refused to sing the national song because of the communal turn given to it. We began to sing it again after Dr Shastri (cricketer Ravi’s grandfather) the ward Congress president under whose leadership my father and many other Christians, Muslims and Hindus fought the British, told us that we should ignore such fundamentalists and continue to sing it. 

We were ready to follow this progressive man because he gave up politics after fighting one municipal election and devoted himself to the service of society according to the advice of Mahatma Gandhi. But we were not ready to accept biased history because my father and many other Christians, Muslims and Hindus were part of the freedom movement in my town that had an equal number belonging to the three religions. And my history teacher did not join it. We were not ready to follow him or the fundamentalist Muslim leaders who say that they cannot bow their heads before the Motherland.

Dr Shastri also told us to go beyond revering our Motherland in words and work for its prosperity. In order to motivate us to do it at our school we were taught other patriotic songs such as “Kadam Kadam Badayenge” that told us to march ahead to build a prosperous India. Another favourite song at our school was Gandhi’s “Ragupathi Raghava Rajaram” that gave a message of communal harmony when the fundamentalist forces were trying to divide the people on a religious basis. Our weekly school assembly began with Rabindranath Tagore’s song “Into that Haven of Freedom Let My Country Awake” in order to remind us of our duty to build the nation. Thus, we went far beyond a song that revered the Motherland in words to those that reminded us of our duty to build a nation. 

In this effort we were influenced by Mahatma Gandhi’s search for truth that began a century ago on September 11, 1906. It was a turning point in his life and in the freedom struggle. When he returned to India with the message of satyagraha, he gave a completely new meaning to the movement that had taken a fundamentalist turn. Going deeper into the history of the nationalist movement I realised that the words of Vande Mataram combined with Hindu and Muslim fundamentalism to divide Indians on a religious basis. The words did matter. When Jawaharlal Nehru asked Rabindranath Tagore whether it could become the national anthem, the latter is reported to have said that only its first two verses could be used for it. But the fundamentalist atmosphere played as important a role in dividing Indians as did the words.

When Gandhi’s satyagraha tried to unite all Indians against the colonialist “divide and rule” policy it became an alternative also to the fundamentalist forces that divided Indians as much as the colonialist did. The same process continues today when Vande Mataram has been turned into a symbol of nationalism or of fidelity to one’s religion. I continue to sing it every now and then but I am not certain that I will sing it today because of the divisive interpretation given to it. Instead at the moment I am humming “Raghupathi Raghava Rajaram” and am praying for the unity of hearts amid diversity. Just before it I sang “Kadam Kadam Badayenge” and prayed that our youth may march forward towards nation-building. 

While doing it I also wonder why our nationalists have not asked for a national celebration of the centenary of Bapuji’s satyagraha that united the country. Have the Mahatma and his satyagraha become a threat to the divisive forces? Like most Indians I too do not need anyone to impose nationalism on me. But as I write this I know that this country needs many more persons who encourage its children and youth to take steps for the development of its people and devote themselves to nation building whose benefits reach every citizen. 

I feel the need to hum “Kadam Kadam Badayenge” and “Raghupathi Raghava Rajaram” also because of the changes in our nationalist thinking during the last six decades. In the first decade after independence we were brought up in the “nation building” ideology. By that we meant the type of development whose benefits could reach all. As its benefits reached a small urban middle class and the rural rich, and poverty grew, in the 1960s we changed over to “national development”. The poor who protested against their exclusion thus became anti-national. With globalisation adding to the luxury of a minority and resulting in greater poverty, it has today become only development. A middle class of some 250 millions has grown in the country but at the cost of the majority. Aspirations of the masses have risen, so has the gap between the rich and the poor, particularly after liberalisation. 

Fundamentalism has become a mode of diverting attention from such growing poverty amid luxury. Those who protest against their impoverishment can be given such nationalist symbols and called anti-national if they are not satisfied with them. The division based on today’s topsy-turvy development is intensified by fundamentalism. That is why as I wait for the centenary of September 11, I will continue to pray “Into that haven of freedom let my country awake.”
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