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I have been attracted to critical theory all my life, and never dreamt that I would 

be compelled to defend liberalism as I propose to do in this piece. Oddly a 

philosophy that has been dismissed by the radical left as tame and status-quoist, 

has become a term of abuse in the hands of the religious right. Alleged members 

dismissed as libtards. The mind boggles. What on earth is the meaning of libtard? 

The word is clumsy at best and incoherent at worst. The wider question is – why is 

the right so scared of liberalism? 

The problem is that we simply do not know what is under attack and why. There 

is no one liberalism. Different liberal theorists may share a set of assumptions, viz 

that individuals know best where their interests lie, and that social and economic 

transactions are tailored for the realization of self-interest.  Most liberals also 

and scarcity of resources. Therefore, individuals cannot be left to the mercy of 

a competitive market and polity. Transactions have to be regulated by political 

division of power and accountability to the people. The liberal universe is a rule 

bound universe, it is a universe where power rests in institutions not in persons and 

individual of liberalism is the bearer of rights, rights that can be asserted within 

the state and rights that can be asserted against the state. There are certain 
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things that must be done for citizens and there are certain things that must not 

be done to them. 

The rights bearing individual has, in sum, a certain status in liberal thought. This 

notion enabled the transformation of subjects into citizens in history. And above 

citizens so that they can pursue their projects untrammeled by want, or by 

coercion. These are some of the basic precepts of liberalism. 

markets are regulated, should they be regulated at all, how should democracy be 

conceptualized, and which set of fundamental rights should be privileged, forms 

launched acerbic and offensive broadsides against their ideological colleagues. 

There is a world of difference between the egalitarian liberalism of John Rawls 

are under attack by postcolonial theorists for violating their own cherished 

principles when it came to the societies they colonized, and the ‘natives’ they 

changed his own position when he was criticized by communitarians such as 

the deep commitments people have to their communities. 

In 1993 Rawls’s magnum opus on Political Liberalism opened the doors for some 

degree of reconciliation between individualists and the communitarians. People 

have deep commitments to their language, their systems of meaning and their 

world views on how the world works. Whatever be the conceptions of the good 
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individuals subscribe to, there are certain primary goods that are an essential 

precondition for the pursuit of collective and individual projects. No one can 

disagree on this basic precept that organizes political life. This coming together 

of the collective will on the need for public goods constitutes political liberalism. 

There is nothing that is so objectionable in this argument, nothing that warrants 

abuse by the religious right in India. But logic and rigorous argument have 

never fallen within the provenance of those who subscribe to vulgar forms of 

nationalism. Any point of view that runs against these vulgarities of our political 

life have to be denigrated, therefore the proliferation of nasty terms used against 

liberals. Therefore, the need to defend liberalism that prizes liberty, individual 

rights, rule of law, and limited state power in days of the surveillance state.

In retrospect it is surprising how liberalism has endured most setbacks. Socialist 

philosophers had poured scorn on every liberal principle. But after the fall of the 

Berlin Wall in 1989, something strange happened.  Liberal philosophers proceeded 

to take over the agenda of socialism. Today liberals debate the concept of social 

justice argued for by John Rawls, equality as sovereign virtue defended by Ronald 

necessity of the welfare state, the advantages of social movements, the need to 

control rampant oppression of the market, social democracy, the issue of what 

society owes the disadvantaged, and global justice. 

theories of constitutionalism or of cosmopolitanism and global justice? Perhaps 

these cadres run scared because the basic precepts of liberal philosophy show 

philosophy in days of the absolutist state to defend liberty. This was not new. 

Freedom has prompted rebellion against pre-modern tyrants and modern 

like the thunders-storm against the wind’. What early liberals did was to theorise 
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The right to liberty, which presupposed the right to life, was closely tied to the 

right to private property. The vindication of private property posed constraints on 

the power of the state to interfere with basic rights. Individual rights limited state 

power.

The second principle of liberalism is limits on state power. Liberals have always 

been fearful of two aspects of democratic life – demagogues and majorities. 

mobs. Majorities can run amuck stampeding the equal rights of others to liberty. 

an Enlightenment thinker. But he summed up the fear of demagogues when he 

commit murder. I use the word ‘reportedly’ because Voltaire has been credited 

2012, 323). 

Fears of unmitigated state power and the untrammelled power of brute majorities, 

the vulnerabilities of permanent minorities, all of which threaten the basic rights 

of citizens, and the misuse of power in general, have motivated liberals to focus 

on the need to contain state power through constitutions, institutions, the rule 

of law, independent judiciaries and individual rights. Liberty is feared by cadres 

of the religious right, mainly because assertions of the basic right to liberty 

constrains the power of the state to do with its people as it wills. Right wingers 

believe that the collective is more important than the individual, liberals believe 

that the individual is more important than society or the nation or the state. These 

collective institutions are meant to secure the interests of the citizen. 

The liberal belief in the primacy of the individual, who is mature enough to know 

what she wants to do with her life, who can conceptualise, implement and follow 

her own projects, galls the collective sensibility of the religious right. It prefers 

to subordinate the individual to the nation, and individual rights to the state 

organised as the nation. The citizen is infantilized. Like a Victorian school child she 

has to listen, not speak, she has to be seen, not be heard. 
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The clash between the philosophy of individualism and the ideology of collectivism 

is not new. Collectivism is the name given to states that are supposed to possess a 

mythical presence and an identity that subordinates the presence and the identity 

of citizens.  The problem is that in history collectivism has lapsed into fascism. 

Liberalism tries to block this development because privileging of the collective 

poses a threat to individual liberty. Collectivists see liberals as threatening to their 

own agenda, particularly that of right-wing nationalism. 

Unfortunately, cadres of the religious right do not realise that by criticising liberals 

in the most distasteful terms they are cutting the ground from beneath their 

feet. In recent years institutions have been compromised and the basic rights 

of individuals trampled upon, dissent is treated as treason and cartoonists, 

poets, writers, students, in short anyone who thinks, have been jailed. The rest of 

the population does not realise that the dynamics of authoritarianism do not 

distinguish between individuals. Today it is my turn to be arrested and detained, 

tomorrow it might be yours. For this very reason, institutionalised power is 

state is there for the individual, the individual is not for the state.  

Of course, liberalism is not perfect. But then which political philosophy is perfect? 

It has been attacked rightly by women, by ethnic minorities, and particularly by 

postcolonial theorists who see the ideology as complicit with colonialism. In any 

individual philosophers or schools of thought within liberalism. For states that 

wish to institutionalise democracy, liberalism is a preferable option with its stress 

on limited and regulated state power and the rights of individuals that trump the 

power of the state. Unlike rigid ideologically bound philosophies whether of the 

left or the right liberalism can be adjusted to the concrete empirical situations of 

countries. Of course, no society can stray too far away from liberalism, the strength 

of the philosophy is its core concepts. Around these core concepts societies can 

construct their own stories, of feminism that challenges patriarchy, of caste 

assertions that contest upper-caste domination, of substantive democracy that 
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II

Consider the way liberalism of the early twentieth century was transformed by 

the leaders of the mainstream freedom struggle. They changed the nature of 

one, liberals in India recognised that individual rights, which are so central to 

the philosophy of liberals, could never be realised unless the country became 

independent. A collective right, the right of the nation to freedom, became a 

precondition for individual rights. Collective rights, the right of a community, and 

above all nationalism have always been regarded by liberals with great suspicion. 

But Indian leaders made it clear that individual rights were dependent on the right 

of society to be free. The scepticism towards nationalism was mitigated by the 

recognition that nationalism at a certain stage of history can prove progressive 

insofar as no one can be free unless the country is free.

political leaders and public intellectuals had used the concept of Swaraj, an 

otherwise indeterminate and somewhat troublesome concept, to some effect in 

their speeches and writings. Naoroji in his 1906 presidential address at the annual 

meeting of the Indian National Congress invested the concept of Swaraj with 

politics was not representation or participation in the system of government, it 

was nothing less than self-government. Naoroji, a scholar and a public intellectual 

who swore by the precepts of classical liberalism, notably that of individualism 

and rights, now introduced the language of Swaraj.

Behind this linguistic turn in the politics of the Congress lies the story of a politically 

by the partition of Bengal in 1905 by Lord Curzon. The Congress was torn between 
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and those of the moderates who advocated the strategy of petitions. The rise of 

revolutionary violence across the nation, particularly in Bengal, had foregrounded 

the inadequacy of the Congress and of its policy of petitions. Leaders of the party 

called upon Dadabhai Naoroji to take up the presidency of the Congress.

majorly to the formation of intellectual opinion, and to social and religious reform 

that changed the discourse of urban India in the last decades of the nineteenth 

century. 

From 1860 onwards, Naoroji came to be known not only as one of the youngest 

professors of natural philosophy and mathematics in Bombay, but also as a 

public intellectual who actively and perceptively participated in critical debates 

on colonial policy and contributed to the making of a nationalist sensibility. His 

scholarship was greatly admired, particularly his notable work on the drain of 

to which colonialism had stripped India of its resources. 

Though Naoroji was a trenchant critic of colonial rule in India, he continued to 

believe in the virtues of British liberalism. Though the gap between commitment 

to these values and British colonial policy in India was evident it was not 

insurmountable.  He felt if only more Indians joined the civil service and if only 

England invested heavily in public works in India, the problem could be resolved, to 

Injustice towards the Indian people could be reversed. His formidable reputation 

formed Indian National Congress in 1885. In 1886, Naoroji contested elections to 

This reinforced his standing as a much-admired stateman and scholar. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, Dadabhai Naoroji was disenchanted 

with the British sense of justice due to the depredations of colonial rule. By 1903, 
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The moderates, who believed that the British would devolve power to India over 

Bal Gangadhar Tilak pleaded with Naroji to give up the idea that India could have 

a future within the British empire. 

The division came to a head in 1906 when Naoroji took up the presidency of the 

Congress for the third time. Patel writes that it was with much anticipation that 

Indians of different political persuasions awaited the presidential address. Would 

he support new methods of protest employed during the swadeshi movement or 

would he plead for a return to the politics of petitions and memorandums? 

constitutional means offered by liberal politics. As the chief architect of the 

Congress, he had designed strategies for achieving reform through Westminster. 

In 1905 the rise of revolutionary violence brought home the fact that the politics 

colonial power, and issue an appeal that would resound in the minds of people 

who were calling for an end to colonialism. The task was not easy. He faced a 

crowd of twenty thousand individuals that had gathered to hear his presidential 

address on 26 December. The meeting, which was held in an open area in Russa 

Road in Tollygunj is counted as one of the largest political gatherings held in India 

to date.

 The 81-year-old Naoraji, too frail to read out his speech, publicly proclaimed 

Swaraj as the central and the ultimate goal of the Congress. Self-government, he 

said, is the only remedy for a country groaning under the weight of the economic 

drain of wealth and injustice. He phrased the demand for Swaraj in the language 

of rights. Indians were British citizens and were entitled to claim all the rights 

that British citizens possessed. Though Naoroji praised the Swadeshi movement, 

he urged nationalists to adopt constitutional means.  Despite the fact that the 
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British government had failed to respond adequately to constitutional pleas for 

justice, the party should retain faith in the liberal ministry in London and resist the 

the Kesari found the belief in British justice naïve. When he died at the age of 92 

nationalism and Gandhi’s mentor. A die-hard liberal had managed to integrate 

the individual right to freedom within a collective right, the right of the nation to 

the freedom struggle. The language of rights remained, the holder of rights was 

now both the individual and the collective. 

was Motilal Nehru. Till the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, which heralded the end of 

the cold war, there was a clear division between political rights and civil liberties, 

of liberal democracies, and social and economic rights were regarded as the 

hallmark of socialist societies. In India political, civil, social and economic rights 

along with minority rights were incorporated into the same political agenda as 

early as 1928.

In England democracy in the minimal sense of universal adult franchise wended 

its way in the body politic slowly and haltingly. In 1918 some women were given the 

right to vote, but all men got the right. Universal adult franchise for women was 

rights of man, but French women were given the right to vote only in 1944. The 1928 

Constitutional Draft gave to all adults – men as well as women – the right to vote. 

In 1928, Lord Birkenhead, the then Secretary of State for India, dared the leaders of 

the freedom struggle to produce a constitution that would fetch approval across 

the board. The honourable Secretary of State was fated to disappointment. 

Leaders of the Congress party rose to the challenge and in the Madras session 

An All-Parties Conference was set up to supervise the task. On 19 May 1928 the 

Conference appointed a committee of nine members with Pandit Motilal Nehru 
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as the chairman. The mandate of the committee was to determine the basic 

principles of a future constitution, with special reference to the communal 

The Congress had stipulated that the basis of the constitution should be a 

Declaration of Fundamental Rights. The committee accordingly took care to 

conceptualise, list, and guarantee an integrated list of fundamental rights that 

could not be withdrawn at any point of time. Paramount among the rights 

recommended by the committee was universal adult suffrage, the classic right 

to liberty and privacy, and freedom of conscience. Also granted was the right to 

and the right to form associations or unions for purposes not opposed to public 

order and morality. All citizens were assured equality before the law and granted 

equal civic rights.

Strikingly the committee conceptualised a system of rights that reached across 

traditional divides. In addition to political and civil rights, which were the staple of 

liberalism, was the grant of social and economic rights. In his report to the President 

a future responsible government can ignore the claims of mass education, or 

the uplift of the submerged classes, or the social or economic reconstruction of 

to the right to free elementary education without distinction of caste or creed in 

any educational institution maintained or aided by the state. Such a right stated 

the report, shall be enforceable as soon as due arrangements are made by a 

competent authority. The report obliged a future Parliament to make suitable 

a living wage for all workers, and for the protection of motherhood, welfare of 

It also granted the right of association in order to maintain and improve labour 

relations and economic conditions. 

The All Parties Conference, which considered the report in the last week of August 

1928, suggested the addition of a clause that would direct Parliament to make 
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rights enumerated in the supplementary report issued by an enlarged committee 

in September 1928. 

A striking addition to traditional rights was the right to freedom of conscience. 

Notably, the Draft emphasised the right to the free profession and practice of 

religion subject to public order or morality and state neutrality in matters of 

religion. There shall be, declared the constitutional draft, no state religion for the 

Commonwealth of India, or for any province. Nor shall the state either directly 

or indirectly endow any religion, or give any preference, or impose any disability 

on account of religious belief and status. No person shall be obliged to attend 

the Motilal Nehru Constitutional Draft introduced the notion of minority rights, or 

the rights of minorities to their own religion, culture and language. All citizens were 

granted the right to constitutional remedies. 

In his report to the President of the All Parties Conference, Pandit Motilal Nehru 

stated, “We cannot believe that a future responsible government can ignore the 

claims of mass education, or the uplift of the submerged classes, or the social or 

Whereas political power was necessary to lift people out of poverty, ill health 

and illiteracy, and was an essential precondition for social and economic rights, 

implemented. 

On 2 September 1928, an editorial in the The Hindustan Times titled ‘Dawning of 

and the birth of a national consciousness in the country…We have drawn the 

the few newspapers that paid attention to the grant of social rights. On the same 

day an editorial stridently criticised the addition of clause initiated by Pandit 

lawfully acquired private property. According to the editorial, Jawaharlal Nehru 

had strenuously opposed this anti-socialist measure at the Lucknow meeting. His 
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father, Motilal Nehru, suggested that it was useless to put a patch of socialism 

editorial. 

The list of social rights elaborated in the 1928 report were reiterated in the 

‘Resolution on Fundamental Rights and Economic and Social Change’ adopted 

by the Congress session in Karachi in March 1931. The resolution, writes Austin, 

political freedom must include the real economic freedom of the starving millions.” 

living wage, healthy conditions of work, limited hours of labour, and protection from 

the economic consequences of old age, sickness, and unemployment. Women 

to them. The state was to own or control key industries and services, mineral 

resources, railways, waterways, shipping, and other means of public transport. 

Reform of systems of land tenure, rent, and revenue was called for. At the end of 

1945, the Sapru Report reiterated the importance of rights, and emphasised the 

rights of minorities. 

A version of liberalism that included collective and individual freedom, 

individual as well as group rights, rule of law, limits on state power and above all 

constitutionalism came onto the platform of the mainstream freedom movement 

led by the Congress. The yawning chasm that separated liberal thought from 

socialism in Europe was bridged by the young leaders of the national movement 

in the 1920s. The philosophy of liberalism was transformed by connecting it to 

nationalism, the right to self-determination and the grant of special rights to 

religious minorities who were vulnerable to brute majorities.   
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III

Liberalism can be, and has been, faulted on many grounds. But today when 

the integrity of institutions has been eroded, when the voice of the people is 

dismissed as anti-national, when vigilantism runs rampant and when leaders 

do not listen but speak down to us, we realise that liberalism might be of some 

import for the rebuilding of democracy. We have no choice but to go back to the 

basics of political life – rights of individuals, limited state power, rule of law, and 

constitutional remedies, mediated through the imaginations of the leaders of 

the freedom struggle. We have to revisit the 1920s when liberalism was bolstered 

by the notion of full independence and when the national movement was 

transformed from an elitist organisation into a people’s movement. We need to 

learn from history, reinvent and innovate the basic tenets of our democratic life. 

If liberalism has become a bad word for the religious right, there must be some 

virtues in the concept and practices of the ideology. Let us reinvent it for our times 

and our circumstances. 
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