Lecture at “Societeit de Witte” Netherlands, 
4th April 2011 on
“Changing Faces of Modern India: 
Its Pluralistic Democracy and Politics, 
Multi Ethnic Culture, Vibrant Economy
and its relationship with Netherlands”

President Van den Bogaert,
Excellencies,

Distinguished Guests and Friends,

It is an honour and privilege to be present here this evening before such a distinguished gathering in this most beautiful and elegant historical building of The Hague. I note an unique connection between the Societeit de Witte and India.  The Societeit was founded on 2 October 1802, while the birthday of the Father of the Indian Nation, Mahatma Gandhi is also 2nd October, 1869. 
2.
Dear Friends, we live in troubled times.  The global economic downturn of ’08 has been followed by natural disasters like the Volcanic eruption in Iceland, earthquakes in New Zealand and Japan and the Tsunami in Japan which wreaked so much havoc.  Politically, the aspirations of the growing middle class in many developing countries and unemployment for young educated people have given rise to new, complex social challenges.  On my first visit here to de Witte, I was informed that it was established in a complicated phase of Europe’s history, a time of political change.  The French Empire established by Napolean Bonaparte was rapidly expanding across Europe and winds of revolution which swept across France in 1789 were also spreading across Europe.  Liberty, Equality and Fraternity were new catch words of the time.  Societe de Witte then became a forum where literary and political ideas were freely discussed, a precursor of the pluralistic democracy that characterizes Netherlands today.

3.
In India too, the awakenings of democracy were long and painful.  Under colonial rule for over 200 years, India had to skip the Industrial Revolution.  The impact of British Imperialism resulted in the artificial shrinking of the Indian economy and the sharp deterioration of the standards of living of its people who were deprived of human rights as we know them today in the “Universal Declaration of Human Rights”, whether civil or political or economic or social and cultural.  Despite India’s glorious history of 5000 years that can be traced back to the Indus Valley Civilization and Harappa, followed by the age of great Epics in 1500 BC, despite being the home of four major religions - Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism, [besides Jews who came in 973 BC, the Christians in 52 AD and Zorastrians who fled persecution and came to India in 766 AD], despite all this, the India that Indians awoke to on 15th August 1947, when our first PM Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru made the “Tryst with Destiny” speech, was an India with literacy rates below 25%, very high infant mortality and morbidity rates, inadequate health care and a virtually non-existent industrial base.  When combined with the aspirations of its newly independent people, this resulted in many challenges to a young democracy.  But never did India question its strong democratic, secular, multi-ethnic and multi religious foundations.  PM Nehru on 15th August 1947 had said:
“At the stroke of the midnight hour, 
when the world sleeps, 
India will awake to life and freedom“.

These noble goals flowered through the establishment of a pluralistic democracy [the world’s largest] based on human rights and fundamental freedoms, Rule of Law, an independent judiciary and freedom of the press.  Despite poverty and underdevelopment, therefore, the newly independent India of 1947 bore many fundamental similarities to our host country, Netherlands.
4.
Today, as India seeks to play its legitimate role in the international community, as a member of important groupings including the G-20, IBSA and BRICS and as a newly elected Non-Permanent Member of the UN Security Council, we seek to bring to international relations, the same ethical values that Mahatma Gandhi reminded us of on 8th August 1942 when he said and I quote:
“We must look the world in the face with calm and clear eyes, Even though the eyes of the world are bloodshot today”.

5.
Those same democratic ethics shape our development cooperation policy today.  As the Indian economy developed rapidly in the past two decades, we have evolved a development cooperation programme particularly in Africa and Caribbean, based on equality, and without conditionalities.  Today India has one of the most ambitious and far reaching programmes of sustainable development in Africa and the Caribbean and is reaching out to the small island States in the Pacific.  This is of particular interest in the Netherlands whose development programmes, particularly on education and a green environment, have greatly benefited Africa.  These are indeed areas of future collaboration.
6.
As I had noted earlier, India’s share of global GDP was close to 16% in the early 19th century but fell to less than 10% under Colonial Rule.  Today, at GDP rates estimated at 9.5% over the next few years, India is truly a resurgent economy and is expected to reach the third slot in global economic size before 2050.

7.
Let me turn now to the bilateral relationship.  As documented in the Library of de Witte, the first Dutch ships of the Netherlands East India Company reached the famous Malabar Coast of India commonly known as the Spice Coast, over 400 years ago.  Officially, India and Netherlands established diplomatic relations immediately after Independence of India. India has been honoured by two State Visits of Her Majesty the Queen and has the warmest bilateral relations with the Netherlands.
8.
On business and industry, both countries share the same healthy pragmatic approach to international trade and despite the global economic turndown, our  bilateral trade registered an annual growth of 23% last year.  There are about 115 Dutch companies which have their presence in India. These comprise a number of Dutch majors like Philips, Royal Dutch/Shell, Unilever, ABN Amro, etc. An increasing number of SMEs are also looking at India as a  favoured destination. 

9.
Netherlands has also emerged as a prime destination for outbound investment from India as well as joint ventures in third countries.  Most of the major IT companies from India like HCL, TCS, Wipro, Infosys and Mahindra Satyam have established their offices in the Netherlands with impressive business portfolios. The profile of Indian business is getting progressively diversified and covers areas like pharmaceuticals, renewable energy, oil and gas and optical media.  A notable trend  is merger and acquisition activities with some major acquisitions having taken place like Tata Steel and Corus, Apollo Tyres and Vredestein, Banco Products and Nederlandse Radiateuren Fabriek (NRF).
10.
No presentation on India could be complete without a mention of its dynamic political entities and institutions.  India’s Parliament and in particular its Lower House (Lok Sabha) has 552 members, directly elected through constituencies of sometimes a million adults.  The franchise was given to 18 year olds more than two decades ago.  Women, unlike countries even in Europe, were given the right to vote along with men in 1947.  These rights are enshrined in India’s Constitution, including equal pay for equal work.  India’s Constitution which was formally adopted by the Constituent Assemby and Parliament on 26th January 1950 marks a watershed in written modern Constitutions of the 20th century.  It has been an inspiration for subsequent emerging democracies including South Africa.  
11.
Like in the Netherlands, Indians firmly believe that a pluralistic democracy where peoples’ rights and aspirations are represented in a democratically elected Parliament provides the best opportunity to fulfil the dreams and aspirations of its people. It may be a slower process as those of us from democracies know too well but I am sure I speak for all of us here today that we would have it no other way.  India’s Parliament represents all its peoples of all religions with no distinction of caste, creed or religion as enshrined in its Constitution and as articulated by our founding Father Mahatma Gandhi who said, days before his death by assassination and I quote, “Today we must forget that we are Hindus or Sikhs or Muslims or Parsis….. It is no consequence by what name we call God in our homes”.   What a prophetic message in today’s world.  How appropriate in a country of one billion people whose 160 million Muslim population constitutes the largest Muslim population in the world, a secular country where all rights and freedoms are protected by Rule of Law and the free judiciary.
12.
Turning to culture, most of you here are familiar with the Indian cultural scene as represented by “Bollywood”.  India, however, apart from Bollywood which represents the largest indigenous film industry in the World also provides a refreshing example of how we have, freely and democratically, preserved our cultures, values and civilizational legacy.  India, a vast mosaic of colour, song, creed and faith represents through its 18 official languages and over 400 dialects, its oral traditions, its arts and handicrafts, its traditional and modern fashions and clothes, its old and new fusion cooking, its ancient and modern dance and music, an unique cultural experience for those who wish to visit India.  
13.
Our Embassy is seeking to bring to Netherlands a few aspects of this heritage through the commemoration of 150th Anniversary of India’s great writer, poet and thinker, Rabindranath Tagore who in 1913 became the first Asian and non-European to win the Nobel prize.  Tagore visited Leiden, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Utrecht and Amersfoort in 1920. Besides Universities, Tagore reached out to the Dutch people by addressing large audiences in Churches and the Halls of the Theosophical Society.  Apart from various cultural events in May ‘11, we would be able to actually feel his presence at the Leiden University and the Public Library of The Hague where his busts are being installed before distinguished Dutch persoanlities, including His Excellency the Mayor of the Hague.
14.
Netherlands and India are in a dynamic new partnership.  A bright and prosperous future awaits us.  Economic power is shifting to Asia.  India is coming to age at a time when economies of Europe and USA are ageing.  These countries require young workers to drive growth and investment and to support their increasing number of dependents.  India’s human resource strength is the natural answer to this dilemma. India will be the largest contributor to the world's workforce — all 136 million people — over the next 10 years (fully a quarter of the entire world's additional workforce). According to projections, this demographic dividend will spur the rise of middle class population to half a billon people over the next two decades.   In view of these favourable and fortuitous developments, several analysts across the world have started predicting India as a strong contender for the position of a ‘Global Economic Superpower’. 

15.
When India attained Independence in 1947, two-thirds of the world was still under colonial rule.  We often forget that India was one of the few developing countries to be an original signatory of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.  From Independence onwards, India resembled an island of stability and democracy.  Yet our great leaders never faltered in their conviction that there is no alternative to democracy and human rights even if it was sometimes a lonely road.  India’s first Prime Minister Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru used to cite the words of Rabindranath Tagore when in doubt.  Tagore had said:

“If they answer not to thy call, walk alone, 

If they are afraid and cower mutely facing the wall,

O thou unlucky one, 

open thy mind and speak out alone.

If they do not hold up the light when the night is troubled with storm,

O thou unlucky one,

with the thunder flame of pain, ignite thy own heart,
and let it burn alone.”

16.
Allow me to conclude by inviting you to visit my wonderful country.  I quote the apt and evoking words  of the quintessential American Mark Twain who so appropriately described India.  He said: 

“India is the cradle of the human race, 
the birthplace of human speech, 
the mother of history, 
the grandmother of legend, 
and the great grand mother of tradition. 
Our most valuable and most instructive materials in the history of man are treasured up in India only. The one land that all men desire to see, and having seen once, by even a glimpse, would not give that glimpse for all the shows of all the rest of the globe combined”.
Thank you.
* * * *
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