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As this book goes to press in 2014, India has just completed its massive, nationwide elections for the lower house of Parliament, the Lok Sabha. More than eight hundred million citizens cast their ballots for dozens of political parties in polls held on ten days. After ten years under governments headed by the Congress Party, voters overwhelming switched their allegiance to the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The BJP won the right to form the first majority government in many years with its campaign themes of economic growth, effective government and national identity—all themes that resonate throughout the region.


The process of conceptualizing, researching, and writing the first edition of Comparing Asian Politics began twenty years ago, about the time that many of today’s college students were born. In preparing this new edition, friends ask how Asia has changed in the past two decades. Some changes have been startling and obvious to even casual visitors. Physically, the most apparent is the explosion of construction in China and the proliferation of the modern, often flashy, buildings prominent in the coastal cities. Both China and India boast new airports to welcome investors and tourists. Meanwhile, countries scarcely known and rarely visited by Westerners two decades ago have become “must see” destinations: Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos have been followed by Bhutan and, just since 2010, Myanmar.


Neoliberal globalization, in its various permutations, has left few Asian corners untouched. Similarly, variants of democratization have affected nearly every country, despite the domination of one-party systems in China, Vietnam, Laos, and North Korea. The scope and depth of these economic and political changes have provided new opportunities to millions of people, but the gap between rich and poor continues to grow. A former Myanmar diplomat stated of the accelerating transformation of his own country: “some people are getting very rich here.”


The much-vaunted “rise of China” has gradually shifted the balance of power in Asia, and countries from India and Vietnam in the south and west to Japan in the east—as well as the United States—struggle to cope with new international realities. Meanwhile, two lengthy wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have further destabilized West Asia, particularly Pakistan.


Japan’s prosperity in the second half of the twentieth century owed much to factors that no longer exist, including a young, dynamic working population and an unquestioned reliance on nuclear energy. Environmental pollution was not a political issue in China, and public protests over corruption in both India and China were largely absent. Rape and sexual harassment were years from being a high-profile political issue in India. Few imagined the power of Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, or Sina weibo (China) to redefine popular political participation. These and numerous other issues testify to the depth of the shifts that have occurred since earlier editions.


Despite these changes, the fundamental questions that motivate this book are the same. What is the relevance of history and culture for studying the politics of India, China, and Japan? Where are there enduring political patterns, and where have the patterns altered? What are the implications of these changes for ordinary citizens? How do Asian countries help shape the course of globalization? This fourth edition of Comparing Asian Politics includes many updates, new photos, an expansion of the focus boxes introduced in the third edition, and questions for discussion or further analysis. The order of chapters has been altered in response to readers’ suggestions, and two chapters are substantially reorganized.


When Comparing Asian Politics was first published in 1997, no thought was given to the possibility of subsequent editions. So it is with surprise and gratitude that I thank those who have made each new edition possible. Eight academic reviewers gave their time to a thoughtful critique and numerous suggestions for improving this edition. They will not all be satisfied, as I tried to balance those who said “this isn’t very good” with those who commented on the same section or chapter with approval. Loren Crabtree, China specialist, friend, and colleague of many years, read and critiqued the entire manuscript, and his suggestions have been important in deciding where and what to change. Kelli Fillingim took over editorial direction when the book was well under way and patiently answered my numerous questions.


Earlier editions listed many individuals, including former students, who have helped my research and writing immeasurably over the years. In addition, I thank those who have been particularly helpful in 2012 and 2013, notably during a challenging trip to Asia in the fall of 2013. Together and individually they explained, corrected, suggested, provided contacts, and, in some cases, hosted my husband and me: Aileen Mioko Smith; Jennifer, Fritz, and Dylan Galt; “Sandy” Li; Aung Khang; U Thaung Tun; Graham Luckett; Anup and Raji Nair; Lynne Warner; Gayle Warner; and Joseph (Joe Joe) Lobo.


I officially retired from Colorado State University at the end of 2010, but the Political Science Department has supported this project immeasurably by providing office space as well as a computer and moral support. I am grateful to Robert Duffy, the chairperson, as well as Debborah Luntsford and Maureen Bruner for answering endless questions. The members of the original Asian Studies Program at Colorado State have dispersed, retired, or moved on to other endeavors, but this program and the contacts it provided have always been central to my thinking about this book, and some have been supportive travel companions in Asia as well, including Rob Allerheiligen, Kelly Long, and Martha Denney.


In closing, I repeat from an earlier edition. None of this would have been possible without the commitment of James W. Boyd—lifelong student and scholar of Asia, indefatigable proofreader, tireless traveler, photographer “on command,” and life partner.
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Figure 1.1   Map of Asia.




1: INTRODUCTION: THEMES IN ASIAN POLITICS
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WHY ASIA?


In March 2011, Japan was rocked by an earthquake and tsunami that set off the world’s worst nuclear disaster since 1986, when the nuclear facility at Chernobyl, Ukraine (then part of the Soviet Union), failed. The disaster at Fukushima Daiichi was marked by equipment failures, delays, and cover-ups by the operator of the nuclear plant, and it exposed weaknesses in government and bureaucratic decision making. When this catastrophe occurred, Japan was already struggling with a stagnant economy and a political system that failed to provide stable, inspiring leadership.


India also seemed to be faltering after the optimistic projections of its economic growth from the previous decade. As it headed into the 2014 elections, its politics—like Japan’s—were dominated by old ideas and old politicians. In contrast, China’s continued economic growth and successful 2012–2013 leadership transition led many observers to hail it as the new global power of the twenty-first century.


These trends often masked significant events elsewhere in Asia: creeping changes in North Korea and galloping changes in Myanmar, persistent rebellions in Southeast Asia, the formal end of the ugly civil war in Sri Lanka, and above all improvements in the day-to-day lives of millions of people working to earn a living, feed their children, and move up in the world (Figure 1.1).


This book explores the richness and diversity of politics in South Asia and East Asia by looking at these and many other issues. The emphasis, as in earlier editions, will be on India, China, and Japan. For different reasons, these three countries have much to teach us about the political process. One measure of their importance is size: China and India are the two most populous nations in the world, and this fact alone suggests that their systems of governing, their political choices, and their crises should interest outside observers. China and Japan have long weighed heavily on our calculations about military and economic power in the Pacific Rim, whereas India became more important in strategic thinking about South and West Asia after the September 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States.


Studied individually, Indian, Chinese, and Japanese politics are as rich and as fascinating as the politics of any country in the world. Taken together, they raise provocative questions that can best be studied in a comparative framework. Studying China, for example, may help us understand what happens when a government pursues apparently contradictory political and economic goals, such as encouraging competition in one arena (the economic) and not in another (the political). The study of Japan raises questions about the adaptation of an East Asian civilization to Western technology, political institutions, and popular culture. The comparative study of Japanese politics also invites inquiry into the connection between economic and military power, the costs of political immobility, and the policy implications of an aging population. Despite its significance as a nuclear power in an unstable region of the world, India is too frequently overlooked in comparative political studies. However, it has much to teach us about the most important political dilemmas of our age. For example, what is the appropriate balance between communities and individuals for fostering human freedom and social order? How do we reconcile the tensions between demands for regional autonomy and the need for national cohesion and stability? How have economic and social changes altered the balance of power between central and regional governments? Finally, it is in India, not China or Japan, where one of the most important political debates of the early twenty-first century is occurring—the debate over the role of religion in politics.


Ultimately, what draws many students and scholars to Asia is the conviction that the traditions of the region have much to offer us as we try to define and answer the great questions of human experience, including those of our political life.


THEMES IN ASIAN POLITICS: CULTURE AND TRADITION


For purposes of comparison, seven themes run through the chapters in this book. These themes reflect the author’s assumptions about what is most important and most interesting in the study of Asian politics, and they also reflect the motivating question behind the book: What can we learn about politics by studying other countries, particularly those in Asia? The discussion that follows in this section introduces the first three themes, which are historically interwoven. The next section then takes up a second group of themes that builds on the first group and focuses specifically on contemporary issues of development, the role of the state, and national identity in the rapidly shifting global order of the twenty-first century.


The first theme is that of the endurance of traditional cultures that are unique for their ancient roots as well as for their richness in literature, the arts, and philosophy. Especially in India and China, history is measured not only by decades and centuries but also by millennia. Of particular significance for our study is the fact that both countries have ancient political texts, historical figures, and representational symbols that modern politicians lay claim to. Thus, Chinese Communist leaders occasionally stake out their ideological territory by referring to ancient political figures and debates. In India, the modern Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) uses the lotus as a party symbol, thus consciously drawing on an artistic and religious tradition that dates back at least 2,500 years (Figure 1.2). Even Japan, a relatively young country by contrast, claims the oldest monarchy in the world.


It is not just the age or durability of these traditions but their legitimacy in the eyes of today’s citizens that gives them political significance. This legitimacy is reinforced by ancient texts, architectural monuments, and artistic works, which are daily reminders of traditional values and accomplishments. Despite traumatic historical events in the modern era, including colonial conquest (India), war and revolution (China), and war and military occupation (Japan), much of the traditional culture endures and influences politics. The question to be asked, then, is this: How significant for politics and government is this cultural continuity?
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Figure 1.2   Lotus symbol of the Bharatiya Janata Party.


The second theme is an extension of the first and may seem at first glance to contradict it. This theme is the intermingling, grafting, and migration of the Asian traditions, meaning Asian traditions have moved across the continent and beyond, influencing one another. The most striking cultural and human migrations have moved from west to east: the expansion of ancient Persian influence from West to South Asia; the spread of Islam to South and East Asia; the migration of Buddhism from India to South, Southeast, and East Asia; and the influence of Confucianism, Chinese language, and other aspects of culture in Korea, Japan, and much of Southeast Asia.


The fact that all of these traditions have continued to migrate to the West with the movement of Asian populations has enhanced their cultural and political significance. Pakistani Muslims settle across the United States; Chinatowns remain durable outposts of Chinese language and culture throughout the world; chicken tikka masala becomes Britain’s “national dish.” The presence of immigrant communities raises concerns about homegrown terrorists in some places, but more often they become political players in their new countries. A Japanese American Buddhist temple in Hawai’i is an example of both the migration and the grafting of an ancient tradition, with its Indian-inspired architecture lending it the aura of a Hindu temple (Photo 1.1).


The political significance of this intermingling varies and may be both direct and indirect. It is direct when religious and ethnic minorities, such as Chinese populations in Southeast Asia, Muslims in the Philippines, or Indian Tamils in Sri Lanka, become a political force or a “problem” to be “dealt with.” It is both direct and indirect when a Japanese feminist works with Koreans, Chinese, and Filipinos to organize an international tribunal publicizing Japan’s World War II military sexual slavery, and the participants gradually become aware of each other’s perceptions.1 Likewise, it is both direct and indirect when Japan’s newest national museum in Kyushu explicitly portrays Japanese history in the context of cultural influences from China and Korea.


The third theme is the influence of Western values and institutions in Asia. We may date the origins of Western influence from the first great period of European exploration and conquest, the fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries. The remnants linger in place names such as Macao and Goa (Portuguese) and Pondicherry (French). Other footprints of the early Europeans mark the historical passage through the Asian experience. There are hidden memories of Christian converts in early Japan; our English word “caste” comes from the Portuguese term casta, used to describe the Indian social organization encountered by early Portuguese traders. We have all heard of the early spice trade that prompted the explorations. Fewer have heard about the privileged status of a European missionary who served as a scientific adviser at the Chinese imperial court in the mid-seventeenth century or know the term “Dutch learning,” which described Western knowledge in Japan for two centuries.2
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Photo 1.1   Jodo Mission Betsuin, Honolulu. Photo courtesy of George Tanabe.


The second sweep of Western expansion, from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth centuries, caused many of the political tremors that linger even at the beginning of the twenty-first century. To this period belong the direct British conquest of most of South Asia; the creation of a French empire in Indochina (today’s Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia); American merchant and naval ships in Japanese harbors, cracking the isolation of the Tokugawa order; the carving up of coastal Chinese territory by the Russians, French, British, Americans, and, ultimately, the Japanese; and the replacement of Spanish colonialism with American colonialism in the Philippines. It is to this period that we must look for the origins of modern Asian nationalism, which helps us understand in turn the preoccupation of today’s Asian governments with strong state institutions and national integrity.


For the purposes of this book, the most important aspects of the Western impact occur in the area of political institutions and ideas, including ideas about development. The Western lineage is direct, if different, for all three of the countries under study. The Indian Constitution draws directly on documents from the colonial period, India’s national parliamentary institutions largely replicate the British, and some laws imposed by the British are still used in Indian courts. Western impact on Japanese politics dates to the early Meiji period (1860s–1870s) and was consolidated during the post–World War II US occupation (1945–1952). China, seemingly the nonconforming case, actually borrowed from a different European tradition, combining Marxist-Leninist ideology with Leninist Communist party and state organizations. All three countries lead Asia in paying homage to concepts of development that have their roots in European history.


Taken together, these three themes suggest that we need to be alert to evidence of both the distinct influence and the intersection of culture and institutions based in the indigenous traditions of India, China, and Japan; the role of other Asian thought systems, conventions, and institutions; and, of course, the Western impact. These relationships can be illustrated in concrete terms, a good example being the political relationships found in contemporary Japan. What is the mixture of traditional norms (such as factional loyalty in the political parties), bureaucratic prerogative (inherited from the Confucian tradition), and (Western) parliamentary convention in public policy decision making? Similar questions will be asked about Chinese and Indian politics as well.


As important as the flow and overlap among these three sets of influences is the fissure, or conflict, that may occur among them. A striking example of such conflict emerged in Indian politics in the 1980s and continues today with the public debate over the appropriateness of (Western) secular institutions and ideology in what some political leaders have argued is and should be a traditional Hindu nation. Similarly, China has questioned the appropriateness of Western definitions of human rights in non-Western contexts, where the primary concern is to improve standards of living.


The point of questions of this sort is not to measure the exact input of a particular factor in a specific political moment. Rather, it is to remind us that, even where indigenous traditions are strong, politics also mirrors foreign history and culture. Political institutions are permeable to external influences. The very fact of this permeability, in turn, may inspire national political resistance and controversy, as happens periodically throughout Asia.


THEMES IN ASIAN POLITICS: DEVELOPMENT, STATE, AND NATION IN INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT


The fourth theme that runs through this book is that of socioeconomic development and political change. The very notion of development, as the word is used here, is Western, the concept having been brought to Asia in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Development carries with it the assumption of linear, progressive change. It is linear in its future-oriented perspective and in its assumption that history means progress. Progress in turn means material advancement in the broad sense: higher material standards of living accompanied by longer life expectancies and the spread of wealth to increased numbers of people.


One of the most distinctive features of development in the early twenty-first century is that it constitutes a political mandate for Asian governments. Asian politicians (like their European and American counterparts) are almost universally preoccupied with development. For example, what policies will stimulate growth in the context of globalized economic institutions and processes and who gains and who loses under these policies are issues found on every government agenda. The costs of development are measured both in environmental terms, such as air pollution, and also in the challenge development presents to traditional cultural and social orders.


Development cannot be fully understood without recognizing its relationship to the political concepts of state and nation. Often these two words are linked, as in “nation-state,” to refer to the territorially based political units that came to cover the globe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It is useful to remember, however, that the two words reflect distinct, though complementary, concepts. Historically, the word “state” refers to the authoritative legal order that controls and governs the territory. “Nation,” in contrast, refers to the cultural, ideological, and emotional bonds that link the population of the territory to each other, to the territory itself, and to the state. Because these words have different meanings and implications, they are linked to issues of development in different ways. To explain these linkages, we need to turn to the fifth and sixth themes of the book.


The fifth theme is that of the relationship between individuals and institutions of the state. For a variety of reasons, state authorities in Asia (like those elsewhere) have sought to expand the influence and control of their policies and institutions. This expansion has been a response to both internal and external pressures. For example, Western imperialism propelled Chinese, Indian, and Japanese leaders to modernize the civilian and military bureaucracies of their states to counter and eliminate external threats. The focus on internal and external threats has also defined the primary goals of the new political elites who came into power in the twentieth century: unity and state sovereignty, domestic civil order, economic self-sufficiency, and development. The implementation of these goals has called for building up state authority and capability.


What have been the consequences of this process for ordinary citizens? Obviously, they vary by time and place and also depend on the citizens in question. Some pay more taxes than others or receive better services. Expanded police authority affects the poor, illiterate, and female more than others. Those advantaged by traditional sources of power are better placed to convert their power into “modern” influence through new institutions such as political parties. One of the tasks of this book is to look at ways in which individuals and the state interact, the linkages between them, and the kinds of parties and groups that offer opportunities for citizen influence.


The sixth major theme is that of national identity and nationalism. Before the nineteenth century, national identity was seldom a concern—if it existed at all—except among intellectuals or those in the highest levels of state leadership. By the early twentieth century, elites throughout Asia began to see national identity and cohesion as a tool to be used in eliminating Western colonialism and imperialism. Nationalism begat nationalism: some Asian politicians were deeply influenced by the schooling in nationalist theories and ideologies they received in Europe and America. As successful nationalist movements in Asia arose, they inspired other Asian movements.


In several ways, the focus on national identity links the earlier themes. Asian nationalism cannot be understood without reference to the flow and mixing of indigenous, Asian, and Western cultures. Many have argued that socioeconomic development facilitates the growth and spread of nationalist sentiment and loyalty, as when public schools are established, roads built, and computers distributed. A strong sense of national identity and cohesion also facilitates the implementation of development policies insofar as individuals feel loyalty toward the state institutions responsible for formulating and executing those policies. For this reason, elites charged with enhancing state independence and wealth typically seek to nurture nationalism at the same time.


All six themes are linked by a seventh that is implied by the preceding discussion. This theme is the importance of the international context. “Globalization” is the contemporary term for the transnational economic interrelationships of market economics that have deeply influenced—and been influenced by—Asian nation-states. But there is much more to the international context of Asian politics than this form of globalization. For example, organizations such as the United Nations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are part of a process of internationalization that has transformed domestic issues, such as child labor, into transnational political matters. Finally, one cannot ignore the power of global culture and communications. At one time it may have been Western missionaries and educators who were the primary bearers of new values and thought systems; now it is typically the Internet and social media.


LENSES


It is important to reflect on our role as outsiders trying to understand the inside of Asian politics. We must therefore look for bridges between our positions and the internal realities of Indian, Chinese, and Japanese politics. We cannot hope to understand Asian politics without building on the work of those who have preceded us as students and scholars—but at the same time our understanding is biased by our predecessors.


Lenses clarify and magnify; they also distort and color. At the very least, when we look through them, we see some things and not others. So it is with intellectual lenses: they make it possible for us to see things we would otherwise miss, but when this happens our focus becomes selective and often distorted.


There are numerous ways our knowledge and hence our understanding of Asian politics have been filtered. For example, scholars have debated the impact of Orientalism, a Eurocentric bias in accounts of Asian societies, on Western learning about Asia, and its intellectual history can be traced to the earliest European contacts in Asia. In its crudest form this bias results in stereotypes such as brutality (Mongol hordes), inscrutability (East Asians), terrorism (Muslims), or exoticism (Asian women).


In the late 1970s, Edward Said argued in his book Orientalism that the idea of the Orient was in effect a European invention. The Orient, he claimed, has existed as part of a dualistic mindset that juxtaposes Us to Other (or We to They), West to East. Further, the historical relationship between West and East has been one of power and, as suggested above in the sketch of Western colonialism and imperialism, frequently of Western domination of Eastern territories, peoples, and cultures. Examples of the attitudes and interpretations that have accompanied Western hegemony range from explicitly postulating the superiority of Western values to the stereotypes mentioned above.3


The arguments of Said and others is a reminder that our (Western) understanding of Asia’s history and cultures has been filtered through the lenses of our own history and culture. These lenses have magnified some phenomena and excluded others, giving a focus to the Western scholarship that enables comparative study of Asian politics, while simultaneously inculcating biases that are so pervasive we barely notice them. To illustrate: It is commonplace to write and talk about the “Middle East” and “Far East,” which clearly reflect a Eurocentric geographic perspective. A more neutral, geographically accurate way of referring to those areas is West, South, and East Asia. Although some scholars maintain that the Orientalist bias in Western thinking has dramatically declined, others suggest that the preoccupation with terrorism after September 2001 renewed the stereotyping and dualistic mind-set characteristic of Orientalism.


In addition to the widespread impact of Eurocentrism, our knowledge about Asian politics has been filtered in other ways that are important for this book. One is a clearly identifiable political or ideological bias in researching, interpreting, or reporting facts. The second is the distortion that often results from the process of translating one language (and its inevitable cultural context) into another.


Scholarship, Politics, and “Truth”


Sometimes the political bias in the development of knowledge is immediate and explicit and manifests itself through political control that clearly serves the interests of a ruling ideology or party or the government in general. Examples of such control are almost universal. It was illegal for Americans, including scholars, to travel to China in the 1960s. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and government, in turn, long restricted the scope and focus of research and publication, particularly on political and social questions. India bans objectionable books or films, particularly those likely to cause conflict between Hindus and Muslims; in Thailand, it is a matter of lèse majesté (a criminal offense against the monarch) to write, say, or do anything that appears to insult the king; and North Korea offers an extreme case of controlled information. One of the most notable instances of the relationship between scholarship, politics, and truth is found in school textbooks (Focus Box 1).















FOCUS BOX 1: Textbook “Truths”
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Textbooks are an ideal vehicle for conveying images about peoples and places. They offer the opportunity to implant a particular understanding of history that reinforces national identity and may endure for decades. “The degree to which a government keeps control of the textbooks used in classrooms is a good, if imprecise, guide to its commitment to ideological control.”i


Japanese textbooks are notorious for provoking political controversy in East Asia. Central to the controversy is the account of Japan’s military expansion in the first half of the twentieth century. The key topics in the debate have been the Nanjing Massacre, military sexual slavery (“comfort women”), and the treatment of Okinawans near the end of World War II.


The Ministry of Education (MOE) approves all books to be considered for school use. Some scholars have fought MOE control over textbook content, arguing that a full exposure of Japanese wartime atrocities is necessary to foster democracy and peace in East Asia. Noted historian Ienaga Saburo (1913–2002), for example, fought three court cases demanding the right to describe Japanese war crimes in history textbooks.


Resisting the efforts of Ienaga and those who shared his views, the Society for History Textbook Reform has promoted its own so-called revisionist version of national history. The society’s textbook, which minimizes Japanese wartime aggression, was approved by the MOE in 2001. Although few schools adopted the book, the MOE approval provoked a storm of protest in China and Korea.


The Japanese textbook debate stands out for its international political consequences, but it is certainly not the only example in Asia—or elsewhere—of governments, groups, and individuals using school materials to advance a particular ideology. Chinese textbooks are routinely screened, if not written, by government agencies, and anti-Japanese rhetoric and the selective recounting of history serve China’s nationalist agenda. Until 2003, South Korea used a single government modern history textbook, but subsequently it approved privately published history texts for secondary schools. These have drawn criticism from conservatives who—much as in Japan—find their portrayals of Korean history too negative.ii In India, the historical narrative has fallen prey to the debate over the country’s identity as secular or Hindu. Even in the United States controversies erupt, with Texas (and its huge textbook market) an ongoing example, as religious conservatives, politicians, and science teachers argue over the teaching of creationism in public schools.
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i. “Briefing: Textbooks around the world,” Economist, October 13, 2012, 29.


ii. Choe Sang-Hun, “Unflattering Textbooks Add Heat to a Debate About South Korea’s History,” New York Times, November 18, 2008.

















It may be difficult to identify political or ideological bias, particularly if there is no overt government control. Scholars themselves may not recognize their bias or may not admit the way it affects their research. If research is sponsored by a government agency or another organization with a vested interest in the findings (such as a private corporation), the scholarly lenses may be suspect. International relations may directly influence not only the access scholars have but also their interpretations.


A good illustration of these issues is found in American scholarship on China, beginning with charges in the 1940s and 1950s that American officials and journalists working in China had failed to understand the “true” nature and intentions of the Chinese Communist movement. These gullible Americans, their detractors charged, were too sympathetic with the Communists, who were locked in civil war with the Nationalist Chinese forces under Chiang Kai-shek; they consequently contributed to the “loss” of China to the Communists. In retrospect, we can see that China watching, whether conducted by US State Department analysts, journalists, or academics, was heavily influenced by Cold War politics.


The debate over the nature of the pre-1949 Communist movement is echoed in the shifts of opinion since 1949, and these debates continue to affect both popular and scholarly views of China. Some Chinese policies, such as mandatory birth control, the repression of demonstrations in Tibet or of the Falun Gong movement in the early twenty-first century, or the tight controls exercised over Chinese intellectuals, have contributed to controversy over the nature of Chinese politics in recent decades.


Sometimes our understanding of political events and processes is so embedded in a worldview conditioned by national identity that it is difficult to discern factual truth. This is the case with historical research on the Nanjing Massacre and World War II more generally, where the questions of exactly what happened and how to think about the implications of events in the 1930s and 1940s affect political debates decades later. The Nanjing Massacre (or “Rape of Nanjing”) refers to the mass killing of Chinese people by Japanese troops in the city and environs of Nanjing during the winter of 1937–1938. For Chinese, both in China and abroad, the memory of the killings has been cultivated as a unifying event that “brings together all who identify with China and/or oppose Japan.”4


In Japan, opinion has been more divided, although the parties to the debate understand its implications for national identity. Progressives have sought to research and reveal the extent of Japanese aggression in the 1930s and 1940s as part of a necessary historical accounting to Japan’s citizens and its East Asian neighbors. In contrast, influential conservatives deny the established accounts of Japan’s actions in World War II, especially the Nanjing Massacre (which they refer to as the “Nanjing Incident”), seeing these accounts as masochistic, apologetic, and destructive of national pride.5


Within this context, the question of national history as transmitted in writing, but also as memorialized at public events and in museums, becomes a political matter. In Nanjing, the memorial to the victims of the massacre provides an official interpretation of the event, including the sacrosanct number of victims (three hundred thousand). In Japan, the question of whether Japan sees itself as an aggressor or victim (of American bombing) continues to generate controversy about World War II museum exhibits.


It is important to remind ourselves that contentious debates over historical meaning are not unique to East Asia. As the cartoon shown in Figure 1.3 suggests, the truth of World War II varies with the national lens of the viewer. This was brought home to Americans in the mid-1990s when the Smithsonian’s National Air and Space Museum displayed components of the Enola Gay, the American bomber used to drop the atomic bomb on Hiroshima in 1945. The museum originally planned to include in the exhibit historical materials showing the civilian destruction caused by the bomb, but a political campaign led by veterans’ organizations forced the museum to restructure the exhibit.6


Language


In addition to various kinds of political and cultural biases, language itself constitutes a lens that illuminates or distorts our understanding of Asian politics. As noted earlier, the Asian countries highlighted here draw on ancient traditions of literacy. They offer an abundance of philosophical, literary, political, and legal texts for scholars to translate and study. The process of translating an Asian language itself constitutes a study, as it does with any language. In the cases of China, India, and Japan, however, translation encompasses the additional step of transliteration, converting the symbols of one writing system (such as Chinese characters) into a different writing system, endeavoring to approximate the same sounds or words. In this book, transliteration means writing with the Roman (Latin) alphabet, which is used for English and other Western languages; this process of transliteration is referred to as romanization. Because romanization often only approximates the original sound, different spellings of the same word are common—such as Moghul/Mughal, Moslem/Muslim, or Sanscrit/Sanskrit.7
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Figure 1.3   Different views of history. Used by permission of the Japan Times Weekly: Artist, Bill Mutranowski.
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Figure 1.4   Japanese scripts for the word “manga”: Kanji, Hiragana, and Katakana. Calligraphy courtesy of Nakanishi Masako.


Chinese and Japanese (or Arabic, for West Asian scholars) writing systems present comparable technical and interpretive problems. The case of Japanese is further complicated by the use of three traditional systems of writing: along with the Chinese characters (kanji) are found Hiragana and Katakana alphabets, each with a different script. Figure 1.4 illustrates these three systems with the word “manga.” The problems confronted by the casual visitor to Asia are multiplied for the scholar, who must both understand the various translations possible for characters and then translate with the greatest accuracy the contextual meaning of the word. The challenge is even greater when words change meaning over time.8


Two examples illustrate the political relevance of language issues. The word dharma refers to a traditional Hindu concept that embraces a number of English words, including righteousness, duty, law, nature, religious merit, principle, and right.9 Frequently, dharma is not translated into English because of its multiple and complex meanings, which change through time and context. But without an English synonym, the political or philosophical implications of the word remain ambiguous.


The Japanese word kami, which is often translated (even by Japanese) as “god(s),” “deity,” or “divinity,” causes more problems when these English words are used. Words such as “god” immediately conjure associations with Western religious notions of transcendence. But in Japanese Shinto, the gap between the human and divine is much less clear than in a Western religion such as Christianity or Islam. The ambiguity of the term kami is part of the controversy over the status of the emperor, who is presumed to have renounced his “divinity” at the end of World War II but who, in so doing, was not denying his kami nature. The error is in translating kami from one cultural context to another.10 That these examples emphasize the way lenses filter our understanding of Asian politics is not to deter study but to encourage us to be more thoughtful in our comparative work.


ORGANIZATION AND APPROACH


This book is divided into two parts. The first half, Chapters 2–7, introduces the populations and modern histories of India, China, and Japan. Two chapters are devoted to each country: the first emphasizes the qualitative and quantitative features of each population that are especially significant for contemporary politics. The second chapter of each pair examines the growth of nationalism and the establishment of the modern state structures.


The second half includes comparisons of the constitutions of the three countries (Chapter 8), the national governments of India and Japan (Chapter 9), and China’s party and state structures (Chapter 10). Chapter 11 contrasts the decay of the Congress, Liberal Democratic, and Chinese Communist Parties and looks at their alternatives. Chapter 12 compares the subnational levels of government in the three countries, paying particular attention to issues of decentralization. Chapter 13 casts a broader comparative focus by examining the debate over the meaning of development and its consequences for governance and civil society. Finally, Chapter 14 suggests ways in which globalization has affected Asian politics and also the ways in which the study of Asia enriches our understanding of comparative politics.


Readers will note that Chapters 2–7 are essentially country studies that lay the foundation for other approaches to comparative politics undertaken in the succeeding chapters. The shifting nature of comparison between (and sometimes within) the later chapters reflects a deliberate choice. The treatment of India and Japan in Chapter 9, for example, is synchronic, focusing on similarities and differences across national boundaries in roughly the same time period. Chapter 10 on China, in contrast, contains diachronic comparison of one political system over time.


No one book can contain all that is important or interesting about the politics of three countries as complex as Japan, China, and India. The purpose of the approach used here is to encourage readers to explore more fully the individual countries in Asia. The organization of the book is also designed to raise comparative questions that are relevant not just to Asian politics but to politics in other regions as well; therefore, illustrations from other countries are used where appropriate. The focus boxes illustrate these broader perspectives. I hope that readers will move quickly beyond the questions raised here to others that they find equally or more relevant to their thinking about politics.


The discussions in this book place a relatively heavy emphasis on history and culture in the belief that these are unfamiliar areas for most of us raised outside the Asian traditions. Although studying culture and history often leads to the assumption that countries are unique and therefore their political systems are not subject to valid comparison, such an assumption ignores the extensive cross-fertilization among Asian countries and among Asia, Europe, and the rest of the world. Hence, both unique and shared aspects of history and culture are found in this book.


As the comparative journey begins, a note about the romanization of words from the Indian, Chinese, and Japanese languages is in order. There are numerous scholarly conventions about alternative forms of transliteration and romanization, as explained earlier. Those most widely accepted in recent decades and that readers are the most likely to encounter in the library or on the Internet are used here. The most confusion generally arises over transliteration of Chinese words because the People’s Republic of China (PRC) uses the pinyin system in preference to other spellings. When the PRC shifted to pinyin, transliteration became a matter of politics, and the Chinese government of Taiwan retained one of the earlier systems, called Wade-Giles (after two nineteenth-century Englishmen), in translations to English. Thus, readers will find, for example, that the revolutionary Chinese leader, Mao Zedong (pinyin), is called Mao Tse-tung in older publications and anywhere the Wade-Giles system is used. Where necessary, notes are added to clarify confusing situations.


Finally, there is the subject of personal names. East Asians generally place their surname, or family name, first; for example, Mao Zedong’s family name is Mao. This convention has been observed in translations to English for writings on China and is followed here. The Japanese also place their family name first, but this has not been carried over consistently to English. Many widely read English-language materials published in Japan (such as newspapers) have adopted the European name order. Nonetheless, the traditional name order (surname first) is used for Japanese names in this book to be consistent. Indian names are given in the Western order, which is the convention in India. Macrons (short lines over vowels) and other marks that are used as aids for pronouncing words transliterated from the Indian and Japanese languages have been omitted to facilitate reading.
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FOR DISCUSSION


How do American primary and secondary school textbooks treat Asia? What are the “lenses” through which they describe Asian histories, cultures, and politics? Does the treatment of some countries or cultures seem more evenhanded than others?
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EXPLORING FURTHER


An old, but revealing, classic treatment of American lenses is Harold Isaacs, Scratches on Our Minds: American Images of China and India (New York: John Day, 1958). The Asian Educational Media Service at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign has a large database with thousands of titles. Readers should also explore the dozens of English-language online news sources based in Asia.


NOTES


1. The feminist referred to was Matsui Yayori, a key organizer of the December 2000 Women’s International War Crimes Tribunal for the Trial of Japanese Military Sexual Slavery. See the discussion of “comfort women” in Chapter 6 Matsui (1934–2002) was a journalist and human rights activist.


2. Jonathan D. Spence, The Search for Modern China (New York: W. W. Norton, 1990), 43.


3. Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 11. Although his approach is different, Pankaj Mishra makes a similar argument in Ruins of Empire: The Intellectuals Who Remade Asia (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012).


4. Mark Eykholt, “Aggression, Victimization, and Chinese Historiography of the Nanjing Massacre,” in The Nanjing Massacre in History and Historiography, ed. Joshua A. Fogel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 57.


5. Takashi Yoshida, “A Battle over History: The Nanjing Massacre in Japan,” in Fogel, 107–108. For a discussion of the multiple historical narratives about World War II, see Takashi Inoguchi, “How to Assess World War II in World History: One Japanese Perspective,” in Legacies of World War II in South and East Asia, ed. David Koh Wee Hock (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2007), 138–151.


6. Similar tensions confront the telling of Confederate history in southern museums. See Edward Rothstein, “Away Down South, 2 Museums Grapple with the Civil War Story,” New York Times, September 3, 2008, E1.


7. In these examples transliterated from the North Indian Devanagari script, the second version of each word has replaced the first as the preferred romanized form for scholars.


8. Bernard Lewis has illustrated the problems of translating Arabic as they are magnified across time. The word siyasa, for example, in a thirteenth-century text meant “severe discretionary punishment”—hardly synonymous with its contemporary translation as “politics” or “policy.” Lewis, Islam and the West (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 66–67.


9. See the discussion in Wendy Doniger’s introduction to The Laws of Manu, trans. Wendy Doniger with Brian K. Smith (London: Penguin Books, 1991), liv–lviii, lxxvi–lxxvii.


10. Norman Havens, “Immanent Legitimation: Reflections on the ‘Kami’ Concept,” in Kami, ed. Inoue Nobutaka (Tokyo: Kokugakuin University, Institute for Japanese Culture and Classics, 1998), 237–239.




2: INDIA: PEOPLE AND POLITICS
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With less than 3 percent of the planet’s land surface, India has almost 18 percent of the world’s population: the country’s 2011 census confirmed that its population had reached 1.2 billion and is expected to surpass China’s around 2030.1


DEMOGRAPHIC DIVIDES


India is gradually becoming more urbanized, both because of the natural reproduction of city dwellers and as a result of migration from the rural areas. Between the 2001 census and that of 2011, the percentage of people living in urban areas increased from 29 to 38 percent. Although many newcomers to the cities end up living in slums (which account for more than 17 percent of Indian households) or simply on sidewalks, they will almost all stay in the cities, where opportunities are better than in the villages they left. The urban-rural distinction is important for a variety of reasons that will become more apparent: income-earning opportunities, literacy rates, health care, and political behavior are all areas where this demographic divide matters.


Another feature of the distribution of India’s population is its varied density throughout the regions and states of the country. As of 2014, India has twenty-nine states, in addition to a number of smaller Union Territories that are administered directly by the central government (Figure 2.1). As in many federal systems, including those of the United States and Canada, the Indian states range in size from the small ones in the northeast (Sikkim, Tripura, and so on) to the largest states of Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. The states that traditionally have had the lowest population density are either mountainous (Jammu and Kashmir, Himalchal Pradesh), have a large desert (Rajasthan), or are tropical rain forests (the states in the northeastern region). Some of these states, however, have experienced a fast increase in population density in recent years that, in turn, has caused political controversy. For example, illegal immigration from Bangladesh across the porous four-thousand-kilometer border with India has changed the demographic makeup of several border states, with political consequences. The new residents are largely Muslim and poor, exacerbating the tension between religious communities of Hindus and Muslims. There have been charges that the immigrants are diluting the cultural heritage of Assam, in particular, that they occupy scarce land and jobs, that they have packed the electoral roles against longtime citizens, and that many are linked to extremist Muslim causes.2
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Figure 2.1   Map of India. In February 2014, the state of Andhra Pradesh was divided, creating a new state of Telangana. The University of Tennessee Cartographic Services Laboratory; Will Fontanez, cartographer.
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Photo 2.1   Camel-drawn cart, Rajasthan. Photo courtesy of James W. Boyd.


The rhythm of life varies dramatically between urban and rural areas. Urban culture and modern technology are transforming every corner of India, but the pace and the nature of the changes are uneven. In some rural areas, one may still see scenes like the one in Photo 2.1, in which the women and young children of a family are riding to a market or temple in a cart drawn by a camel. The men and older boys walk; the women and older girls are careful to cover their faces most of the time (particularly in the presence of strangers), and there is a strong possibility that the women cannot read or write.3 In contrast, urban areas showcase the latest consumer goods in glitzy shopping malls, such as those in Gurgaon, a suburb of New Delhi (Photo 2.2). Poor laborers live side by side with the affluent, who enjoy all the advantages of a consumer culture. For everyone, however, political news is easily accessible through the broadcast media, the Internet, and newspapers, where competition is vigorous among both indigenous- and English-language papers. Even in slums, two-thirds of households have a mobile phone, television, or both.4


The importance of mass communications and the difference between urban and rural peoples cannot be overestimated, for the literacy rate in India is still relatively low. Moreover, despite the rise in literacy in recent decades, the absolute number of illiterates continues to increase—another example of the problems associated with India’s continually growing population. The literacy rate increased from roughly 16 percent in 1951 (the first census after India’s independence from Great Britain) to 74 percent in 2011, but tens of millions of people remain illiterate throughout the country.5
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Photo 2.2   New shopping center, Gurgaon. Photo courtesy of James W. Boyd.


GENDER


Discussion about literacy leads into issues that pertain not just to the size or density of India’s population but to its composition and diversity as well. For example, differences among the populations of literates and illiterates are significant for politics in both the short and long run. The most important are related to gender and to geographic regions. The southwestern state of Kerala, with its combined male-female literacy rate of 94 percent and female literacy rate of 92 percent, has long been seen as giving higher status to women than other Indian states.6 Three major states in the northern half of the country (Bihar, Rajasthan, and Uttar Pradesh) have male literacy rates ranging from 74 to 80 percent, but the female literacy rates are considerably lower, with the lowest being Rajasthan (at 53 percent), where Photo 2.2 was taken (Table 2.1).


When literacy rates are linked to another characteristic of India’s population—the declining sex ratio—we can start to answer questions that are relevant to every comparative politics study, such as who participates in political life and why. The sex ratio is the proportion of females to males in a population. In most of the world’s populations, females outnumber males. Even though more males are born, their higher birth rate is neutralized by a higher male mortality rate. In India the proportion of females to males is declining, thereby raising questions about increasing mortality rates for girls and women. Table 2.2 illustrates this point more clearly: an equal sex ratio would be 1,000; that is, there would be 1,000 females for every 1,000 males. In 1901, the sex ratio in India was 972; it had dropped to 929 by 1991.


TABLE 2.1   Male and Female Literacy in Five Indian States (2011 Census)
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*Percentage of literates to total estimated population. Census India defines literacy as the ability of those age seven and over to read and write in any language. Percentages rounded up.


SOURCE: Adapted from Government of India, Census of India 2011, http://censusindia.gov.in/


TABLE 2.2   India’s Declining Sex Ratios*


[image: TABLE 2.2 India’s Declining Sex Ratios]


*Females per thousand males.


SOURCE: Adapted from Government of India, Census of India 2001 and 2011, http://censusindia.gov.in/.
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Photo 2.3   Save the Girl Child sign. Photo by author.


The 2011 census showed a rise in the ratio to 940, the highest since 1951, but the absolute deficit of females (or “missing” girls and women) is more than thirty-seven million. More troubling was the fact that the sex ratio for children below six years old had declined from 945 in 1991 to 914 in 2011, suggesting that India could expect a sharp rise in the deficit of females over time.7 In the 1970s, studies indicated that the reason for the skewed sex ratio was undercounting in the census of females and poorer health care for infant girls, but recent evidence shows that although women are now living longer, the sex ratio at birth is increasingly unfavorable to females. For example, in Uttar Pradesh, India’s most heavily populated state, the child sex ratio dropped from 916 to 899 between 2001 and 2011, generating a charge of rampant female feticide.8 Sex-selective abortion (combined with the traditional cultural preference for boys) is the primary reason for the growing sex-ratio discrepancy, and, despite the fact that it is illegal in India, the practice is widespread, undeterred by a recent campaign called Save the Girl Child (Photo 2.3).9


The declining sex ratio is the most obvious statistical evidence of the advantages accorded Indian men that begin at birth and cut across all aspects of life, affecting health, access to education, employment, and, of course, politics. It is not surprising, therefore, that high-ranking formal political positions (in the government bureaucracy, legislatures, and courts) are overwhelmingly held by men. Less than 12 percent of the national legislature is female, and as of 2013 only two of the top thirty cabinet positions and two of India’s thirty highest judicial positions were held by women. Although there have been several female chief ministers at the state level, women in high-level state positions continue to be a small minority. Nonetheless, one of Asia’s most powerful political leaders in the past half century was Indira Gandhi, India’s prime minister from 1966 to 1977 and again from 1980 to 1984, and there has been speculation that the female former chief minister of Uttar Pradesh aspires to be a future prime minister (see next section). The issues of gender and politics go beyond formal political roles, however. One of the oldest and most diverse women’s movements in the world is found in India. Self-styled women’s rights activists and feminists today range from upper-class matrons active in social welfare causes to poor rural and urban women who have assumed leadership roles in grassroots political groups committed to radical change. Feminist groups have taken the lead in debating and changing conditions of employment in urban slums and have addressed such diverse issues as the environmental damage caused by large-scale development projects and the physical abuse of women. These activities represent an impressive level of political commitment in a country where most women are disadvantaged by socioeconomic conditions and historically are discouraged from public activity. Nonetheless, in December 2012, a widely publicized case of the rape and murder of a young student on a private bus in New Delhi, although it mobilized civil rights and women’s groups, illustrated that public spaces in much of India continue to be male dominated.


CASTE AND CLASS


Caste is intrinsic to Hinduism, the principal religion in India. Even communities originating from a different worldview, such as Christian communities, are marked by caste divisions. In the dominant Hindu view, caste is inherent in the nature of human society: relations between human beings are and should be defined by the behavioral norms and roles that are ascribed to one’s caste. Caste, like gender, marks people at birth; traditionally, it was only with great difficulty that individuals could escape the attributes and roles of their caste.10


For non-Indians, caste and class are probably the hardest qualities of Indian society to understand.11 The English word “caste” is derived from the word that the seventeenth-century Portuguese used to describe the Hindu social groups they found in India: castas, meaning tribes, clans, or families. The term “caste” has come to include two kinds of social divisions that, though different, are closely related. The larger of these divisions is known by its Sanskrit name varna, or “color,” and has been loosely translated as both class and caste, which adds to the confusion.


A number of scholars believe that varna came to India when Aryan tribes began invading the subcontinent from the northwest around four thousand years ago, a period about which historians know comparatively little.12 Much of what is known about the origins of caste in varna is actually extrapolated from literary texts, the most famous of which is the Rig Veda, one of the world’s great historical documents. The Rig Veda was originally a collection of hymns to be sung in praise of the gods of the early tribes that entered India as part of the Aryan invasion. The memorization and recitation of these and other Vedic hymns was the exclusive prerogative of the priestly class of these tribes. The most important of these tribes, the Bharatas, gave its name to India: Bharata (both in Sanskrit, the original Indo-European language of the Aryans, and Hindi, its most important modern derivative). This root word appears in other contexts in this book. It is found, for example, in the name of one of India’s most important political parties, the Bharatiya Janata Party, or Indian People’s Party.


The original priestly class of the Bharatas and other tribes became the highest varna in the social order that was gradually created in what we now call India. Three additional varna gradually crystallized during the period of the Rig Veda and have survived to the present era. Beneath the priestly varna (the Brahmins) were the warriors, rulers, and administrators (Kshatriyas); traders, merchants, and farmers (Vaishyas); and, at the bottom, peasants, serfs, or servants (Shudras).


As the Aryans settled among the darker-skinned peoples who were the original inhabitants of India, the meaning of color seems to have become more important, and the Aryans laid more stress on purity of blood.13 Gradually the indigenous groups sank on the social scale, class divisions hardened, and the system of varna was given religious sanction. The people most disadvantaged by this system were actually outside the caste system, and were called by the pejorative term “outcastes.” Constituting almost 20 percent of the population of modern India, these people were also known as “untouchables” because they were viewed as so inferior that it would be ritually polluting for people in higher castes to touch them.14


Varna is one kind of social division included in the term caste. The other is known also by its Sanskrit name, jati. Generally, when the term “caste” is used here (as in caste politics), it means jati. Varna, as well as the untouchables, are heterogeneous groups, fractured by multiple jati. India has several thousand jati, which are the social groups that matter most in the day-to-day lives of Indian women and men. Originally, jati may have emerged from the intermingling of all kinds of tribal groups, and historical evidence suggests that early jati were associated with different village trades or crafts, such as pottery. This would help account for the fact that in contemporary village India, jati often continue to be occupational groupings. In urban areas, trades and occupations as a defining characteristic of caste tend to break down more rapidly, as do customs of ritual purification and pollution.15


Castes are historically endogamous; that is, their members marry within their own group. That this feature is very much alive can be seen in one of the most interesting features of modern Indian media, matrimonial ads. Families in search of appropriate marriage partners for their sons and daughters place an ad on a matrimonial website and typically specify the caste of the family, making it clear they are looking for a potential bride or groom of the same caste. The following example, which is a composite of several classifieds, identifies caste and illustrates the preference for fair-skinned marriage candidates: “Suitable match 4 Brahmin boy. 1990 born, colour fair. Seeks any BR Girl Fair Veg. Contact [e-mail].”


Caste is also very much alive in politics. Many people thought that the influence of caste, particularly its most negative features, such as discrimination against lower caste groups and “untouchables,” would recede after India received its independence from Great Britain. One reason for this assumption was that one of India’s great nationalist leaders during the first half of the twentieth century, Mohandas K. Gandhi, rejected the discriminatory features of the traditional caste system. The Mahatma, or the Great Soul, as Gandhi has become known, insisted that his followers, no matter what their caste, share such tasks as cleaning latrines. This would be viewed as polluting, and therefore repugnant, to all but the lowliest Hindus. Mahatma Gandhi also used the word harijans (children of God) for untouchables, thereby indicating their special importance in his view of the ideal society to be created after the British were driven from India. It should be noted that Gandhi was partially responding to pressure from another brilliant Indian leader, B. R. Ambedkar. Like Gandhi, Ambedkar was a British-trained lawyer. Unlike Gandhi, he was an untouchable who had experienced firsthand the discrimination against outcastes.


Gandhi forced India to rethink the role of caste in society. He was a committed Hindu who believed that untouchability was an abhorrent corruption of the religion and should be eliminated. In contrast, Ambedkar called for the destruction of the entire caste system and attacked Hinduism itself, which he argued was the foundation of caste.16 The Indian Constitution represents a compromise between these positions. For example, Article 17 proclaims that untouchability is abolished “and its practice in any form is forbidden.” Caste, however, is not abolished, although Article 15 prohibits discrimination against any citizen on the basis of caste (as well as on the basis of race, sex, or religion). It may be argued, in fact, that the Constitution actually sanctifies caste and ensures its enduring impact on Indian politics. The First Amendment to the Constitution in 1951 added to Article 15 the provision that nothing in the article prohibiting discrimination “shall prevent the State from making any special provision for the advancement of any socially and educationally backward classes or for the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes.” The castes and tribes in question are the former untouchable jati and indigenous tribes, whose names were first placed on a schedule or list by the British rulers in 1935 and 1936. The special provisions called for in the Constitution include, for example, the reservation of legislative seats and university positions. Such provisions created a precedent for Indian-style positive discrimination or “affirmative action” measures to help the most disadvantaged citizens, and these measures are today the subject of intense political debate and conflict.


Caste has become politically salient for other reasons. It provides one of the most important organizational bases in India’s intense, combative elections. So-called vote banks (groups of voters mobilized for a particular candidate) may be organized along caste lines, and prominent politicians, especially at the state and local levels, are often identified by their association with a particular caste. Caste has also become more important in recent decades because the lowest castes, consisting primarily of those formerly considered untouchables, have increasingly mobilized to press their political demands and combat discrimination. They have chosen to call themselves by the name Dalit, meaning “oppressed” or “downtrodden,” to signify their commitment to political activism. Although discrimination against Dalits continues to be widespread, elections have provided the vehicle for some Dalit representatives to rise to prominence. One such example is Mayawati Kumari, generally referred to just as Mayawati, who served as the chief minister of Uttar Pradesh on four occasions. Mayawati helped form the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) in 1984; inspired by the Ambedkar’s example, the BSP favored policies designed to improve the status of Dalits. Called by many the Queen of the Dalits, Mayawati announced as early as 2008 that her goal was to become prime minister of India, but she resigned as head of the BSP in 2012 when it lost a state legislative election. The political career of Mayawati and many other politicians like her, if less well known, is a reminder that caste is changing in India but that “the forces of democratic politics ensure that it will thrive and never be forgotten as a crucial social index.”17


In view of the long-term social and cultural importance of both varna and jati, it is not surprising that class as conventionally understood in Western democracies (as a group of people marked by socioeconomic status) cannot be understood in isolation from caste. Particularly in Indian villages, class is jati. Even though most Indians still live in villages, urbanization persistently changes the country’s socioeconomic landscape. In some cities, industrialization has created an urban working class. Long-standing problems of underemployment and unemployment radicalize men in particular (including many from traditionally high-status castes) against policies they see as favoring lower castes. At the same time, there is a huge middle class whose tastes and lifestyles fuel an expanding consumer economy. Put differently, development hurts some but provides opportunities for others, including those disadvantaged by the traditional social order.


Finally, one additional social category must be introduced here—the Backward Classes (BCs). The word “backward” in this context refers to a large, mixed category of people who are economically and socially deprived. The Backward Classes are not classes in the Western sense but rather are a combination of caste and class, although the precise mixture of criteria for establishing the category is controversial. Together, the Backward Classes include the Scheduled Castes and Tribes, along with the Other Backward Classes (OBCs), whose ritual and occupational status are above the former untouchables but who are economically and socially depressed. The OBCs are a residual category, and the question of establishing the boundaries of this group for purposes of determining government benefits has been one of India’s most hotly contested political issues (see Focus Box 2).















FOCUS BOX 2: Political Representation: Quotas and Reservations
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Many governments have devised policies designed to address social, economic, or political inequalities among their citizens. In the United States, these are usually referred to as affirmative action policies. Although vilified by some Americans, explicit quotas, most often for elected political positions, have been adopted by a wide variety of countries around the world. Thus these policies raise interesting questions about the nature of political representation.


Quotas for women are found on every continent, with more than ninety countries using some variant of quotas to increase the number of women in politics. In some cases, the requirements are embedded in constitutions, but more commonly they are stipulated in election laws for parliaments or political parties. Some mandate a percentage or number of seats to be held; others call for a certain percentage of candidates. There is a great deal of debate among scholars and activists about both the desirability and efficacy (in terms of policy changes) of these provisions, but in Asia at least ten countries have adopted some variant of quotas, including South Korea, Nepal, Pakistan, Taiwan, Thailand, Indonesia, and India.i


Special allocations for ethnic, linguistic, or racial minorities tend to be more specific. Whereas political party quotas for candidates are common for women, seat quotas in legislatures are characteristic of strategies to enhance minority representation. These different approaches reflect the crosscutting nature of gender, with men and women belonging to all political parties and classes, whereas ethnicity tends to be “coinciding”—for example, concentrated in a particular class or geographic region. Consequently, the demands for representation take different forms: for women it is political inclusion, but for minorities it is recognition of difference, an acknowledgment and legitimizing of particularism.ii Thus, different conceptualizations of representation are operating.


India has a long-standing policy of using quotas, called reservations, to compensate for historical discrimination against Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. Reservations exist both for the lower house of parliament, the Lok Sabha (House of the People), and the state legislative assemblies. Reservations are also used in local government bodies, for government employment, and for public colleges and universities. Constant demands to expand reservations to Other Backward Classes frequently provoke political conflicts, sometimes resulting in violence.


The Seventy-Third and Seventy-Fourth Amendments to the Indian Constitution, adopted in 1993, reserved 33 percent of seats in local governments for women. Research to date suggests that the inclusion of women has both legitimized their public political presence and had some policy impact. Comparable proposals for female reservations in state assemblies and the Lok Sabha have stalled, because of both lack of unity among proponents and opposition from vested political interests.
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i. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), “Global Database of Quotas for Women,” a joint project between IDEA and Stockholm University. See www.quotaproject.org; and the Inter-Parliamentary Union website, www.ipu.org.


ii. Mala Htun, “Is Gender like Ethnicity? The Political Representation of Identity Groups,” Perspectives on Politics 2, no. 3 (September 2004): 439–458.

















LANGUAGE


Indians routinely identify themselves as northerners or southerners. One major reason for this distinction is that the northern and southern parts of the country are dominated by different families of spoken and written languages. There are five major language families in India, but the most important are the Dravidian languages in the south and the Indo-European or Sanskrit-based languages in the north. The Dravidian peoples inhabited North India before the Aryan invasions, and, as the Aryan tribes came in, it is thought that many Dravidians moved south. Today, Dravidian-based languages dominate five southern states: Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Karnataka, Kerala, and Tamil Nadu.


Although there are important differences among these states, the fact that they are part of the same linguistic family contributes to a sense of regional identity in the south. This sense of identity has taken on clear political importance in the individual states as political parties have formed to assert the distinctiveness of regional culture and problems. The Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK, Dravidian Progressive Federation) is a good example of this development. Originally, the DMK urged the secession of the Dravidian south from India, arguing that the south is racially and culturally distinctive and that it has been dominated economically and politically by the north. The DMK and its offshoot, the AIADMK (the All-India Anna DMK), have dominated politics in the state of Tamil Nadu since independence.


When the Aryans first came to India, they brought their own language, Sanskrit, with them. Sanskrit is no longer commonly spoken, but it remains the basis for the languages that dominate North India, much as numerous West European languages are rooted in Latin. The most important of the Sanskrit-based languages, Hindi, is widespread in North India (hence southerners may refer to the “Hindi north”).


When the Muslims began to occupy India in the thirteenth century, their rulers and administrators spoke Persian and Arabic (Persian was used for official purposes until the nineteenth century). Ultimately, a new language called Urdu emerged from the combination of Hindi, Persian, and Arabic. Urdu subsequently became the court language of the Mughals, who ruled India from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries.18 Today it is spoken principally in North India and is especially important in Kashmir.


Like the Sanskrit languages and Urdu, English is also historically associated with an “invasion” or conquest—that of the British. English was introduced into the Indian school system in the early nineteenth century by the British colonial rulers and for most of the past two centuries has been associated with India’s educated elite. Although less than 5 percent of Indians are fluent in English, the language retains disproportional influence. As a language of the elite, English is spoken by national politicians, administrators, and businesspeople. Because many of the Indian languages are mutually unintelligible, English is the only language spoken throughout India. Far from disappearing, as most independence leaders assumed it would, English has been “Indianized”: it has taken on its own accents and idioms, reflecting the cultural context in which it evolved. The uniqueness of Indian English is perpetuated not only in oral communication but also throughout the English print and broadcast media. Despite the widespread importance of English, however, beginning in the late twentieth century, a movement to “Indianize” geographic terms led to changing the names of several well-known cities: for example, Madras became Chennai, Bombay became Mumbai, and Calcutta became Kolkata. The movement spread to states as well. To illustrate, in 2011, the English name of the state of Orissa was changed to Odisha.


In all, more than a dozen major languages are spoken in India by millions of people. There are many more languages with smaller numbers of speakers and still more regional dialects. The multiple scripts of these languages add further confusion. The Sanskrit-based and Dravidian-based languages have different scripts, and different grammar and pronunciation rules apply within these families.


Part 17 of the Indian Constitution is devoted to the issue of language. It declares Hindi in Devanagari script (the script in which Sanskrit is written) to be the country’s official language and includes the provision that English would also be an official national language for fifteen years after the Constitution went into effect in 1950 (Article 343). All laws, court, and legislative proceedings, until otherwise determined by Parliament, would also be in English (Article 348). The Constitution further provides for the establishment of official state languages. All of India’s major languages, including Hindi but not English, are recognized in a list appended to the Constitution. This list, the Eighth Schedule of the Constitution, serves to legitimize these languages, even as the Constitution tries to give special prominence to Hindi.


One-fourth to one-third of Indians speak Hindi as their first or second language—a large minority of the population, but far from a majority. This is one reason that Hindi has never truly become the national language. Another reason is the strong resistance to Hindi by the southern states, where most people do not read, speak, or understand it. Consequently, alongside Hindi, English continues to be the second official language.


As a practical matter, Indian elites are generally at least bilingual, if not trilingual. High-level administrators and politicians who come from a state outside the northern “Hindi belt” speak their own regional language (Bengali, Kannada, Tamil, and so on), along with Hindi and English. In many states, migration from the countryside creates communities of people who speak one language in cities dominated by another language. These migrants will pick up some of the dominant languages in their new home but may never become linguistically integrated into their new region. Thus, urbanization has only partly eroded the divisions of language in India.


RELIGION


Almost every major religion in the world has its adherents in India, and religion is central to many of India’s most enduring political conflicts. One of the best known of these is a conflict that resulted in the destruction, in 1992, of an old Muslim mosque called the Babri Masjid, in the North Indian town of Ayodhya. The mosque’s destruction was followed by Hindu-Muslim riots in numerous cities, recalling the persistent tensions between the two largest and most important religious communities in India. The events surrounding Ayodhya will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3 because they illustrate the confluence of so many contemporary political issues in India, including the politicization of Hinduism.
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