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“Development Has Been Unjust
to Those Who Are Not Able to
Collectively Raise Their Voice”
An Interview with Amita Singh, Indian Scholar-Activist

Amita Singh is the current Secretary General of the Network of Asia Pacific Schools and
Institutes of Public Administration and Governance (NAPSIPAG), an Asian Develop-
ment Bank (ADB)-initiated regional academic alliance launched the early 2000s, that has
evolved into an influential and independent organization of Asian scholars for sharing
research and setting off dialogues among epistemic, government, and civil society actors.
She was also Chair of the Centre for the Study of Law and Governance (CSLG) at
Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU).

Professor Singh has long championed the cause of marginalized communities and women
in distress in a new way, by going against the grain of conventional practice. As CSLG
Chair, she opened up a new intellectual space in justice discourse by focusing on people-led
alternative judicial institutions, such as the Salish in Bangladesh, the Jirgas in Pakistan,
or the Lok Adalats in India. As NAPSIPAG Secretary General, she steered the organi-
zation toward more socially inclusive dialogues by encouraging micro-level studies
and advocacies that critique “best practice” research (whether in disaster risk reduction,
promotion of the Millenium Development Goals, local resources management), arguing
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that good governance should promote local-level community processes, which otherwise
remain largely unnoticed in macro-level understanding of administrative reforms.

Professor Singh has an MA in Political Science from Agra University, where she also
completed her PhD. She received the International Lifetime Achievement Award at the
International Congress of Women in 2009. She is a member of the APP Editorial Board.
Senior Editor Eduardo Gonzalez recently engaged her in a candid discussion of her views.

Gonzalez: Let’s start with what you have termed in a recent lecture as knowledge
“disaggregation.” You called attention to the need to reclaim local epistemologies as a
way of countering established management/governance theories in which customary
or folk knowledge is “othered” or sidestepped in favor of Western-inspired, hegemonizing
discourses. Could you elaborate?

Singh: “Knowledge” as we know it is a concept associated with the developed
Western countries. All knowledge comes as a monolithic and unidirectional
search for solutions to “improve” the well-being of citizens in Asia and the rest
of the developing world. Much of what we know is formulated within the
institutions of economics and trade. “Balance of payments” or “gross national
product” is their indicator of progress, and “implementation” is the key indicator
of the state’s capacity to govern.

I am not saying that the “castles” around which the knowledge systems that are
imported and implanted from the economically advanced countries of the West
should be abandoned. Rather, they should accommodate the cultural wisdom
and developmental patterns of weaker and smaller societies. When I say “knowl-
edge disaggregation,” I wish to emphasize that the reference point of knowledge
should be its original creator rather than its marketer.

“Disaggregation” does not mean fragmentation, but a counterpoint to the process
of knowledge aggregation. Knowledge creation involves many stages and pro-
cesses, beginning when an object is sighted by a person. At the two ends of the
process are the viewer and the object. The object is a bundle of what we call
“sense data” and the viewer is the embodiment of five senses working in coor-
dination with each other—vision, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. These are the
tools that convert the intangible sensations into tangible knowledge by aggregat-
ing the “sense data.” However, each one of us perceives the object differently. The
sense data, although arising from the same object, will likely vary for different
people. Knowledge lies in the form of neutral particulars, a concept developed by
Wittgenstein and Russell, and furthered by William James. A tree as an object
may just be a bundle of neutral particulars, which may be configured differently
and thus take different shapes in different people.

The concept of biological individuality comes into play at this point and can help
sharpen our philosophical understanding of identity and difference in perceiving
an object. As human beings, we have distinct thoughts, feelings, and desires,
which exist concurrently with our physically separate selves. This idea occupies
center stage in an evolutionary framework because natural selection demands
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that there be a huge number of differentially reproduced individuals that are
effectively dissimilar from one another. Thus, it comes as no surprise that the
processing of sense data is a collective configuration of individual histories and
cumulative experiences of not one but several cycles of evolutionary processes
that give rise to diversity in a particular space and time. From this it follows that
it is naïve to think that any powerful nation or a dominant community can persist
through a “hegemony of knowledge” as knowledge is intrinsically decentralized,
distributed, and dispersed.

Gonzalez: Are you saying that no implanted knowledge system could successfully
dislodge community-based initiatives?

Singh: Since the erstwhile colonies were considered backward, local communi-
ties succumbed to a mode of borrowed production techniques. It was the late U.S.
President Truman, in his post-Second World War speech, who declared that the
rest of the world was underdeveloped and so the USA would design develop-
mental strategies for them. Yet the implementation of foreign implanted systems
could not be easily carried out, so much so that psychological tools were devised
to indoctrinate local communities and to put up “exotic” institutions of demo-
cratic participation. Implementation also required enhanced state authority and
increased use of force, exemplified by many powerful postindependence leaders
like Jawaharlal Nehru and Babasaheb Ambedkar, who derided local governance
of Indian villages. Many Gandhi followers, especially Vinoba Bhave who was the
leader of the Bhoodan movement (which campaigned for land donation to
the poor) during the freedom struggle, expressed serious reservations about
the highly centralized manner of institutional governance and developmental
planning, but his warnings were ignored. Experience suggests that none of the
Western implanted models of resource management could survive in Indian
villages. Moreover, the repeated failure of India’s five-year plans brought to the
fore the issue of community governance. Failure to address the issues of com-
munity governance turned out to be one of the most contentious and unresolved
areas of Indian public policy. It led to a collapse of major developmental initia-
tives, the rising cost of governance, and the pathology of corruption. Ironically,
India’s Department of Administrative Reforms and Public Grievances (DARPG),
which started evaluating governance practices in 2005, found out that the most
cost-effective, sustainable, and participative practices were led by local commu-
nities and not by the government bureaucracy.

Gonzalez: How has this been a cornerstone of your “ecological approach” to generating
pro-poor administrative innovations?

Singh: In an ecological approach, the units of governance are ecosystems rather
than structures which require many supposed indispensables such as “efficiency
and economy.” An ecosystem is defined as a network of equal and open relation-
ships which evolves over time to generate sturdier systems of growth, participa-
tion, and development. There are many species inhabiting an ecosystem and homo
sapiens is only one of the species in it. Every species is interdependent with other
species and is recognized by its specific function to sustain the whole. This breaks
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down the anthropogenic dominance of wo/man as one single species trying to
exploit and control the whole web of life within which s/he is (if truth be told) as
equal to any other plant and animal group. By questioning wo/man’s domination
of nature, the ecological approach reclaims harmony, togetherness, and conver-
gence of interests. What the Western models of governance have generated,
with few exceptions, is the post facto patchwork of implanted systems. Western
“experts” implant models in a hodgepodge way, like those of multi-level gover-
nance, community development schemes, or skill-based capacity enhancement
training programs. It is time to step back and revisit the sad history of Western-
oriented methods and the limited power of foreign aid and their role in a failed
governance system. In the end, in order to achieve human well-being, no one
should fight against “nature”: working with it and in proportion to its carrying
capacity is the only way to sustain human welfare, and this is ecologically sound as
well.

Gonzalez: Your key role in NAPSIPAG as Secretary General is obviously inextricably
connected to your position as Chairperson of JNU’s Center for the Study of Law and
Governance. Indeed, it would seem that CSLG provides the scholastic “mirror” for
NAPSIPAG, with CSLG’s own established practices of initiating debate and encourag-
ing discussion among key governance players, nationally and regionally. Could you
elaborate, and reflect on how it has influenced your own leadership style at NAPSIPAG?

Singh: Definitely, CSLG has provided and continuously nourished my research
with ideas from across the world—ideas that engender social changes. Because
of the high interdisciplinarity practiced at CSLG, I have been fortunate enough
to link up with community-based organizations, social movements, self-help
groups, marketing cooperatives, and local administrators who adopt and track
these social changes in their jurisdictions.

At CSLG we make comparisons between governance practices in India and
governance standards elsewhere, viewing both with a critical lens. Let me tell
you a story about the Chicago police and its comparability with the Indian police.
I had the pleasure of looking into the Chicago Police reforms—one of the few
exceptions I would make about Western models. I visited the Chicago Police
Headquarters, a high-security Pentagon look-alike that is very much unlike the
conventional look of police stations in India. However, once inside, I was sur-
prised to observe the frank dialogue between the police officers and the Chicago
community organizations, which were very critical in addressing their griev-
ances against police work. In other words, the police officers were on the receiv-
ing end. Contrast that with the community policing being practiced in India
where power imbalance results in dialogues without any tangible outcome
and merely shields the police against criticism. This, despite the radical state-
level police reforms undertaken in 2007. Similarly, the winning formula behind
community-based livelihood and empowerment programs in India and Bangla-
desh, after long years of great effort, has at first led me to turn a blind eye to other
success stories elsewhere. But what I call my South Asian intellectual arrogance
melted away when I saw how the Chinese communities inhabiting the Libao
region worked their way out of extreme abject poverty in less than 10 years.

310 Asian Politics & Policy—Volume 6, Issue 2—2014



In NAPSIPAG I could see a phenomenal potential for an exchange of country-
based information and original research that straddle the narrow political and
religious boundaries within the region. NAPSIPAG also exhibits a form of
openness and adaptability to ideas coming from each member country. I do not
see any other organization in the Asia-Pacific region which functions like
an ecosystem as NAPSIPAG does. Most of the members interact and form an
epistemic community. For instance, a researcher who visits its workshops can
almost always find a particular scholar who could assist in completing a com-
parative perspective in a research work-in-progress. This interdependence is
likely to rise in the coming times.

Gonzalez: In recent years, much of the success of NAPSIPAG has been attributed, quite
rightly, to your managerial and organizational skills as its principal leader. Looking back,
what were the factors that assisted you in setting new standards for NAPSIPAG? Much
like the nonmainstream approach of CSLG, which you explained earlier, would you say
you would prefer, for NAPSIPAG, not the “trendy” and usually not what everybody else
is doing?

Singh: NAPSIPAG faced a major challenge to overcome the luxurious practice of
the early ADB patronage days when there was free lunch for all participants. The
Manila ADB office handled travel, online money transfers prior to the conference,
upscale accommodation and food. There was no petty finance department scruti-
nizing every receipt, e-ticket, and boarding pass. The participants were treated in
style even when their scholarly contribution was below par. A number of chest-
thumping individuals masqueraded as scholars in the NAPSIPAG meetings in
order to bag major posts and seize control of the network.

The big move was to replace those without substantial merit as academics with
unassuming scholars for whom work is a journey to discover oneself and research
is a passion to raise standards of governance in one’s country. But at the same time,
I was certain that such scholars were rare. I also presumed that Asian platforms
are generally not favorable to women and most Asian countries would vote for
men. I was proved wrong! When I made the clarion call for organizational renewal,
most of the NAPSIPAG members rallied behind me. These enlightened scholars
were primarily yearning for a high standard intellectual discourse, quality publi-
cations, dispersal of responsibilities, and a cutback on the pompous extravagance
of conference logistics. This was an unbelievable victory over the globalized
culture of five-star hotel conferences that has infected Asia. It was a moment
of deliverance for NAPSIPAG members, whose work paradoxically focused on
poverty and vulnerabilities, from the profligacy of conference arrangements.
Today, NAPSIPAG has its heart in the right place and therefore its upcoming work
on disasters and vulnerabilities is definitely going to be an outstanding contribu-
tion to Asian literature and policymaking in an era of climate change. The recent
conference in New Delhi has already demonstrated that the special session on land
management and disability has highlighted many missing links which need to be
brought into focus. In its own right, NAPSIPAG has the ability to move beyond the
“nuts and bolts” of environmental and disaster management studies to turn a new
leaf in the institutions of governance throughout Asia.
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Gonzalez: Do you foresee NAPSIPAG becoming a leading voice in the fields of Asian
public administration and governance? How do you intend to mobilize or activate new
productive energies in Asian universities that would translate governance theory into
the practice of effective administrative reform throughout Asia? Given the diversity
of governance run-throughs in the region, how would you deal with trade-offs between
universalistic and particularistic practices?

Singh: NAPSIPAG is a federal research structure which needs committed
country-based academic leaders to generate scholarship and young leadership
within universities and government administrative departments. Sri Lanka,
Malaysia, and Indonesia have been doing very well in generating these country-
specific epistemic networks. Unlike these three countries, the institutional support
to scholars is missing in the Philippines. That is unfortunate. In the Delhi confer-
ence in December 2013, the Philippines had a more enlightened participation since
we got 16 good quality papers from Filipino administrators and scholars.

The Secretariat looks forward to identifying local energy hubs for NAPSIPAG,
which would act as decentralized units of the Secretariat in the future. The
University of Sri Jayewardenepura in Sri Lanka, the Universiti Utara Malaysia in
Malaysia, Tribhuvan University in Nepal, and the National Institute of Public
Administration in Indonesia have been identified as key to the decentralization of
the Secretariat. Perhaps the University of the Philippines’ National College of
Public Administration and Governance is the best location for the NAPSIPAG
Secretariat, Manila-Chapter, but negotiations have yet to be pursued. These hubs
can also become a platform for many Asian universities which are doing mean-
ingful work that are not properly marketed. Decentralized NAPSIPAG units could
pave the way for linking the ecosystem of Asian societies beyond the hegemony of
a few dominant academic institutes and universities in the region.

Gonzalez: In 2001, the World Bank conducted, as part of its World Governance Survey
project, a wide-ranging appraisal of governance in India. Some 177 experts from Andhra
Pradesh, Bihar, Delhi, and Kerala supplied the ratings. India’s governance realm surely
has some positives such as high levels of freedom of expression and association
and political competition; a well-rated bureaucracy; and a military that is conscious
of its subordination to civilian rule. However, there were uncomfortable realities: a
policymaking structure detached from the people—especially the poorest members of
Indian society—and poor access to justice. How deeply do these governance challenges
persist today? Have there been improvements in, say, the Lok Adalats and other
community mechanisms promoting justice and fairness?

Singh: Indian governance has moved very fast since 2005. The 2001 World Bank
Report may not capture many realities on the ground. The first change was the
setting up of the Second Administrative Reforms Commission, an initiative rarely
seen in most Asian countries. The first commission was set up in 1966, and it was
deemed timely to revisit governance and its imperatives and deficits. Alongside
was a major launch of the Governance Knowledge Centre at the DARPG, the nodal
agency of the Government of India, under which the programs of government
were to be assessed for the first time along the three ingredients of public
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policy—formulation, implementation, and evaluation. Some 15 administrative
reforms reports were published with recommendations for major administrative
changes in governance. The government also transitioned itself toward increased
democratization of institutions, enhanced accountability of administration and a
rights-based approach to some basic services such as education and food security.
The Right to Information Act, 2005 ignited a movement of enlightened participa-
tion, retooling in democratic practice, and improved accountability for govern-
ment decisions. The major landmark in governance has been the National
e-Governance Program, which has set up common service centers in every village
and district headquarters to fulfill the need for a single window system for
effective governance.

The problem of access to justice is still quite acute. It is also laden with a number
of other problems such as the availability of judges, the absence of “cause
lawyering,” the low performance of legal aid programs, and the failure to check
rampant high level corruption in the judiciary. In 2009 the National Legal Services
Authority (NLSA) produced a vision document for a radical change in providing
access to legal services to the poor. A National Plan of Action was also prepared in
2010, and the NLSA put up regulations for free and competent legal services to
strengthen the functioning of Lok Adalats. Since then Lok Adalats have become a
time-tested alternate dispute resolution mechanism and are continuously being
strengthened to take up more workload of the regular courts. Despite these, access
to justice is one of the greatest challenges to Indian democracy and may continue
to be so for many years to come.

Gonzalez: How would you yourself rate the Indian government? The impression one
gets is that across the ideological spectrum, there seems to be a surprising consensus on
its failings. In recent interviews, for instance, economist Raghuram Rajan has said that
“government does too much of what it should not do, too little of what it should do, even
while capricious and unaware of its limitations” while writer-activist Arundhati Roy
remarked that “India has a very good reputation in the world as a democracy, a govern-
ment that cares, that has just got too much on its hands, whereas, in fact, it’s actually
creating the problems.”

Singh: The Indian authorities have focused more on providing a stable govern-
ment by keeping the fractious but demanding political coalition allies together and
less on changing the maladaptive strategies in which most developmental pro-
grams were being implemented. Indian society is passing through a massive
transitional phase. India has a deep cultural history of diversity of language,
norms, traditions, and practices but she has one fundamental unity which is an
agrarian lifestyle governed more by norms related to what is practiced over land
than what is induced from outside. This lifestyle is at risk of disappearing today.
More than 80 percent of India’s population practiced agriculture in the 1950s, the
first difficult decade after independence. With government sidestepping this
sector in favor of manufacturing, a culture of short-term prosperity flourished
through government subsidies, which subsequently found their way into the
pockets of shrewdly resourceful farmers. The outcome was utter marginalization
of production on small farms, meager support to farmers on small landholdings,
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and unfair pricing of agricultural produce. Vote bank politics, where voters back
only candidates from which they expect to receive some kind of benefits, held
sway. Decisions with regard to what should be grown, cultivated, and harvested
had been the key to livelihood generation in India but the Indian government had
favored structural adjustment programs over agriculture as a way to progress.
Thus livelihood, health, and education have been externally generated for the
agrarian communities rather than self-inculcated. This has led to the rise of
parasitism in villages where farmers would prefer to leave the land fallow, declare
a drought, and sell their prized and expensive cattle to slaughterhouses. A more
visible situation of destitution and vulnerability has surfaced in the last two
decades of reforms as a result of which governance has been hijacked by NGOs
from legitimate state agencies authorized to perform responsibly. To date, no
government agency has monitored the impact of its policies on the lives of people
with the knowledge and commitment necessary for an equitable and sustainable
well-being.

Unquestionably, the focus on land as a center of community governance and
prosperity faded away when prime areas of rich ecological wealth were sold off to
developers without regard to sustainability. Quick wealth is what the government
has been aiming at since the coming of globalization. As a result, its 11 flagship
programs which were key to achieving the Millennium Development Goals by
2015 are dying out. The focus on foreign direct investment and foreign institutional
investment and export zones has created islands of transient prosperity which are
exotic in the midst of the agrarian totality, a mismatch of culture, and a disharmony
with local ecology.

The few good intentions of government, like a superbly designed Right to Infor-
mation Act, and recently the Lokpal Act (Public Ombudsman Act), have been
hobbled by poor administrative support. What good would a Cabinet do, despite
being full of highly qualified ministers who have been educated in the top Ivy
League universities in the West, if it has its priorities completely misplaced and
jumbled?

Gonzalez: In a similar vein, in An Uncertain Glory: India and Its Contradictions, a
forcefully argued book that has been received with disquiet by the Indian establishment,
economists Amartya Sen and Jean Drèze have raged against the things they consider are
holding India back: pockets of affluence amidst a landscape of human deprivations and
an across-the-board privatization in lieu of a more effective public–private mix with a
more transparent and accountable government involvement. What is your take on this
assessment?

Singh: Drèze, who has been working on inequities in resource distribution in
Indian villages for almost three decades, has produced a very perceptive analysis
of what ails development in India, in fact more insightfully than Sen in some
ways. I have a great liking for both the authors. The two together give a more
holistic picture of the challenges faced by urban and rural development in India.
At one point both the authors would agree that “empowerment and skill train-
ing” is the key to accommodate a huge number of landless and under-supported
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landholders inhabiting the villages. The only answer to feed and put to work a
gigantic population over the small landmass in India is to train them to look after
themselves. Supplying them with roads, electricity, houses, and industries is not
the answer. The lock opener is to help them create village marketing coopera-
tives, and provide counsel for livelihood services, gender sensitive skill training,
and scholarships for post high school education. Regular supervision and moni-
toring of agencies which would oversee these activities are also crucial. Besides
all this, the government should also open nursing and polytechnic institutions in
villages and manage them through local government agencies. A committed
adherence to Chapter Four of the Indian Constitution on the Directive Principles
of State Policy which suggests that 3 percent of the land in every village should
be left as grazing land would be a boon to animal rearing communities. Land
has an ecological significance in acting as a “recharge shed” for groundwater and
a protective shield against drought and degeneration of village forests, which
through usufruct provides almost 30 percent of the income to the poorest of the
poor in villages. The government policies should be designed in a manner that
does not destroy the geese which lays golden eggs.

Gonzalez: Your outlook reminds me of Sen’s capabilities approach, which is thoroughly
discussed in another book, Development as Freedom. Basically, the approach strongly
emphasizes human development and social infrastructure, and a refocused economic
perspective that fosters participatory and environmentally sustainable growth. Sen and
Drèze heap praises on Japan, South Korea, and China, which, despite differences in their
administrative systems, have pursued the Asian approach of simultaneous pursuit of
sustainable growth and strong human capabilities. Will India come up to this goal?

Singh: The focus on manufacturing and agrarian reform with a strong DARPG
is the answer to a more holistic progress required for the country. NAREGA or
the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme has the capacity to address
the convergence of participatory governance and sustainable development if
implemented with strict action through a strong administrative leadership.

Gonzalez: Curiously, Sen and Drèze mentioned, among other erstwhile poor Indian
states, Kerala, as a model of human development in India, its huge investment in education,
health, and infrastructure winning high praises. [Tamil Nadu and Himachal Pradesh
were the other success stories.] NAPSIPAG held its annual conference in Kerala in 2010,
seemingly foreseeing Sen and Drèze’s judgment that “this was not just a reflection of
kindheartedness on the part of the ruling elite, but an outcome of democratic politics,
including organized public pressure.” Do you think a bright spot like Kerala could be
scaled up to turn around the current gloomy depiction of asymmetrical patterns of progress
in India? Could the embodiment of the values of a steady political democracy, a harmonious
territorial unity, and a committed religious impartiality in India help underwrite such a
sea change?

Singh: Kerala is not a good developmental story. Its development is a result of
remittances paid back by those who have left their homes and their families to
slog in a foreign machine through an uncertain future. The many wrong things in
which the state excels, such as suicides, domestic violence, medical negligence,
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and acquisition of land for exotic builder mafias from Dubai and Saudi Arabia,
have come down heavily on the local inhabitants. Kerala’s Gini coefficient sug-
gests the gap between rich and poor is deepening. The old and disabled lurk in
unknown homes to fend for themselves as their young ones migrate abroad.
Government has done precious little to bring convergence planning into skill
training centers and institutions which employ these skilled persons. The trained
nurses in Kerala serve all over the developed world but find no jobs in their own
state where all medical funds from donor agencies are captured by the NGOs.

One bright spot for Kerala is the manner in which self-help groups have come
together to look after themselves. Kudumbshree is a fantastic example of con-
verting local skills into an equitable industry by women.

Gonzalez: It seems then that not everything that An Uncertain Glory says should be
taken for granted.

Singh: I have repeatedly thought that Sen needs to be brought more down to
earth into the manner in which lives shape up in poor homes and justice is driven
through family norms. He reflects an urban Indian stratosphere of struggles.
Drèze addresses many of these concerns of hunger, food, and resources in village
communities. The inequalities in India would never go away if it is extrinsic
macro-policies that are framed to address them. It needs a committed and
well-monitored bottom-up workmanship from villages upward. Inequities are
embedded in the way land is distributed. The poor and those low in the caste
hierarchy are excluded from its management, and access to village resources
are repeatedly denied to them. Older systems such as bonded labor and manual
scavenging continue to plague villages despite strict laws against them. If this is
one big tragedy of India’s development story, it is not beyond solution. I can
optimistically say that it can still be addressed.

Gonzalez: As an empowered woman, are you optimistic about gender equality in India?
What myriad cultural challenges that impede social advancement do Indian women still
face today?

Singh: Basically India is a gender-unequal society. I am sure to shock you with
this statement as Indian women have been the first to excel in the world as
authors, doctors, and lawyers. Even the first divorce by a woman in the whole of
Asia and probably in the world was by an Indian woman who wanted to go to
Britain for higher medical studies in the early 20th century. The Calcutta Court
asked her to divorce her husband to whom she was married to since early
childhood, if she wanted to pursue higher education. She did that, returned to
India as a doctor and helped the suffering poor in rural West Bengal.

Women in India have progressed faster than men and even today there are more
girls in high school and graduating than men. Thus they have started occupying
more employment spaces. On the other hand there are more men from the same
strata of society who are school dropouts, drunkards and survive on law-
breaking activities.
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Vedas, the oldest written books in the world—they are presumed to have existed
for almost 10,000 years—are a foundation of the way of life which we call “Indian.”
These books made no distinctions that discriminate between men and women.
However, as the formal structures of the state evolved, as Islamic and property
laws became sources of authority, women started being marginalized. Currently,
the strongest laws to protect women exist in India notwithstanding a revival of
barbaric local practices of the medieval era such as the Khap Panchayats (village
courts to protect traditional ethics in communities), which have become an unfor-
tunate identity marker for many local communities scared of global culture.

Gonzalez: You are likewise known as a non-compromising campaigner for animal
rights, and the NGO that you head, People’s Alliance for Animal Rights and Ecological
Ethics, has been quite involved in animal rights activism. You once boldly confronted
the occupants of a speeding car that hit a pregnant cow. How is this kind of activism
organically linked to your overall philosophy on environmental justice?

Singh: Development has not been just to those who are not able to collectively
raise their voice. Many forest, tribal, and aboriginal communities have been
scattered and lost as their habitat is acquired for infrastructural growth and
luxuries for the rich. Most of these communities closely share their habitat with
animals big and small. Interestingly, both people and animals have developed a
common language of communication and huddle together as one family when
danger strikes. This interspecies relationship is ecologically much larger than the
taken-for-granted role of animals in human lives. Recently ecological ethics is
making headway into mainstream social sciences. It is now better understood
even though as a principle it had always accompanied the development of the
Hindu, Sufi, and Buddhist regions of Asia. In the cycle of creation, “soul” is the
only true element which moves through various body forms of plants, animals,
and human beings, thus suggesting that all life forms are equal and therefore
coexist. Let me quote a line in Kath Upanishads, one of the sections in Vedas:

Just as fire, though one, having entered the world, assumes separate forms in
respect of different shapes, similarly, the self inside all beings, though one assumes
a form in respect of each shape; and yet, it is outside.

A Chinese buffalo in tears before she was slaughtered, a Thai elephant reborn after
a poacher brutally killed him, and other real-life stories from Japan, Java, Bali, and
Sumatra highlight the fact that people who have lived close to nature understand
the language of nonhuman species and share their lives with them in a natural
environment. Archival studies on aboriginal paintings, art forms, and sculptures
also depict this symbiotic interspecies relationship. The increasing extinction of
these voiceless nonhuman species is due to the injustices perpetrated by the
human species which has acquired ecologically illegitimate power. A long stream
of writers from across the world have written on this aspect. Since the constitution
of the Oxford Group on “speciesism” under the psychologist Dr. Richard Ryder
in 1970, “animal rights” has emerged as a philosophy that questions the use of
billions of animals in laboratory experimentation and slaughtering of several more
billions in abattoirs to feed the species “humans.” Henry Bugbee Kane’s The Tale
of a Wood, Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation, Aldo Leopold’s “Land Ethic,” Martha
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Nussbaum’s Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership, and
Upendra Baxi’s Human Rights in a Post Human World have lifted the veil of
ignorance in human philosophy. Ecological ethics questions the very basis of
power which a single species “man” has acquired against every other species in
nature. This understanding is also fundamental to the protection of biodiversity.
As long as there are tigers in the forest, it is safe. To acquire a forest area, developers
first poach the tigers out just as developers in the state of Florida drained out all
crocodiles from its lakes to develop it into a world class habitat forAmericans. I feel
the guilt of being part of such an arrogant and self-conceited species, my heart
reacts very strongly when I see such instances of brutalities against the voiceless
and unprotected species which have unjustly been placed lowest in the policy
priorities. They speak out but no one is capable of understanding them.

Gonzalez: Wisdom, it is said, made its home in India before it spread to other regions of
the world. As a closing remark, how would you bring India’s ancient knowledge to bear
on its own future and as well, on the prospects for Asian harmony?

Singh: India is not a nation but a civilization composed of an incalculable
number of cultures, religions, languages, and dialects. With such deep diversities
it is quite an experiment in unity as a nation. It is a microcosm of global totality.
I think this “wisdom” which you are referring to is a product of this effort to
coexist despite divisions.

The other reason is that India has been the origin of one of the earliest composed
texts in the world called the Rig Veda. India has also been the original home of
Buddhism and Jainism, which have spread around the Asian subcontinent. They
preach the language of coexistence with every creation of God through Ahimsa
(nonviolence). Even if the country is a natural magnet for new currents of rising
fundamentalism and divisiveness in the Asian region, Article 51A of the Indian
Constitution offers hope for continued unity. It has firmly laid down ideals which
are not found in any other Asian constitution:

• To promote harmony and the spirit of common brotherhood
among all people of India transcending religious, linguistic,
and regional or sectional diversities

• To value the rich heritage of our composite culture
• To protect and improve the natural environment including

forests, lakes, rivers and wild life, and to have compassion for
living creatures

• To develop the scientific temper, humanism, and the spirit of
enquiry and reform

• To safeguard public property and abjure violence

However, to translate these ideals into reality, her own governance needs to be
streamlined and made free of corruption and lack of administrative integrity
among rulers. Notwithstanding this governance deficit, the ideals rule judicial
pronouncements and have always come in to rescue the country from her degen-
eration into a monolithic political entity.
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