ASOKE MEHTA’S IDEAS AND THINKING ON
'SOCIALISM & SOCIAL JUSTICE

" Asoke Mehta is one of the chief exponents of democratic socialism in lndia.;

He has made some significant contribution to socialist thought in India.

Asoke Mehta can be remembered as a freedom-fighter, a stalwart of the
socialist movement in India, an economist, a noted journelist end.a philosopher.
His role and contributioh towards the democratic planning{;and trade union move-
rherit in India is remarkable and noteworthy. He was an erEudite scholar, powerful

orato‘r, a writer and an essayist and an outstanding political organiser and leader.
6.1 Formative Period.

Asoke Mehta was born in 1911 and received his early education in
Ahmedabad and Sholapur. His father Ranjit Ram Mehta, was an eniment edu-
cationist of his time and had great influence with the cultural circles of Gujarat.
Mehta's; grandfather was the,Chief Engineer of the Ahmedabad Municipality
and thus he had the opportunity to live in the industrial and urbanised environ-
ment from his childhood.” So Mehta imbibed industrial and urbanised environ-
ment from his childhood. According to G.S. Bharagave, “Birth and growth in .

industrial centres like Ahmedabad and Sholapur urbanf_ised his outlook."”

Mehta's coliege education began at Bombay, and if was in that city that he
came in contact with the nationalist and youth movements of his time.3 During
this time Asoke Mehta became influenced and inspired by Gandhiji. He was
orofoundly impressed by Gandhi’'s principle of truth and.end and means. In his
s:,tudent life he took keen interest in the Swadeshi movement and took part in

pjolitical movements of that time.
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Asoke Mehta’é association with the trade union movement is a remarkable
and |mportant aspect in his life. V. Grover says that ‘Asoke Mehta began his
-po||t|cal carreras a councﬂlor of the Bombay Municipal corporatlon and esponsed
the'cause of workers and of common people in Bombay.™ Later Mehta worked
Hard to orgtanise the trade union rhovement in India. In 1'}946-47 Mehta rose to
promlnence in the Congress Socialist Party as well as in the labour movement. -
In 1939 he had been entrusted with the work of organlzmg the labour bureau in
Bombay It was at this stage that he learnt his first leSSlon in trade union field.

Sonce then he took great interest in the labour movement.s
6.2 The Congress Socialist Party & Asoke Mehta.

) A Asoke Mehta is one of the founder members of Congress Socialist Party.
The C.S.P. was formed in 1934. A gfoup of young and sooialistically inclined
and enthusiastic radical Ieaders conceived the idea of constituting a radical
socialist party which would founction within the amblt of the congress party and

orgamsatlon for the furtherance of social and economlc facilities and amenities

to the people The idea to have such a radical Ieft party was conceived at the s

Nasik Prison. The prominent figures of the C.S.P. were Jayaprakash Narayan
Acharya Narendra Dev, Rammanohar Lohia, Asoke Mehta Yusuf Meherally.
.Mlnoo Masani, A. Patwardhan, Kamaladebi Chattopadhyaya, P.Tricumdas,
Sri Prakas, S.M. Joshi and N.G. Goray. Probably the youngest member of

them was Asoke Mehta.

In Nasik Prison Mehta came into contact with J.P. and gradually he felt at-
tiracted to the personality of Jayaprakash Narayan. At the Nasik Prison, Mehta
got the opportunity to be acquainted with Marxism. At prison cells Mehta studied
Marxian literature and its theoretical formulations. The groups wanted to make a
ayntheais betwen Indian socialist thought, Westem democratic values and Marx-

ian ideals. Asoke Mehta did not like Marxism in toto. Jayaprakash and Narendra
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Dev were influencid too much by Marxism. Mehta favoured western concepts of
soéial democracy and Ejemoératic socialism than Marxism. Asoke detested
pu‘rges and coerci\)e meansures he saw in Soviet Union. Al anthor says ; “He
was inclined more towards the European strands of socialist thought through. .
the concepts of social democracy than towafds Marxism.” Another writer ob-
serves that Asoke Mehta along with Minoo M‘asani, M.L. Danwala and P.

Tricumdas belonged to the Fabian socialist trend.”

The Congress Socialist Party wanted to end thé ir%wperialistic design and
exploitation of country’s wealth and resources by the Britiséﬁ empire. Minoo Masani
writes : “A socialist party in India today has two fundamefntal tasks - first, to help
in the building up of a powerful national front against British imperialism; and
secondly, to spread the idea of socialism in India and prepare the ground for its
introduction once po|'itical power has been secured.” Minoo Masani mentions
the important role of the C.S.P. thus : “IT was the formation of our Party that put
socialism, till then a subject for academic discussion, on the political map of

India.”

Asoke Mehta was an important leader of the C.S.P. A'ftér 1936. Mehta ed-
ited the Party’s main weekly Conggress Socialist when Lohia left the job as
Editor. In 1939, Mehta was entrusted with the task of organisaing the labour
bureau in Bombay. It was in early 1947, that Asoke Me_hta came to linelight for
his role in the trade union movement. He did a commef:idablejob in the sphere
of organising the trade union movement in India. He was mstrumental regard-
ing formation of a seprate labour wing of the Socialist Party to be d|S|gnated as
- Jind Mazdoor Sabha in 1949.

Asoke mehta was deeply influenced by Jayaprakash Narayan. Jayéprakash
considered socialism as a complete theory of socio-economic construction. He

stood for social and econémic equality in life. Jayaprakash Narayan was of the
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view that democratic socialism is preférable to revolutionary socialism. Accord-
ihg to him socialism is atheory and technique of widerspread planning to re-
rhové the inequalities and diverse problems and miseries of the people. Narayan

- wanted to make a synthesis between Gandhian ideals and Marxism.

'A'ccording to Mehta, sociaslism is a science of new:society as well as the
vision of a new civilisation. Mehta pleads that socialism cannot be uniform in
purpose and direction in all places. Mehta said : “Socialsi?n represents a certain

well-defined ideology It has certain definite meaning, and it must be compre-

hended in its proper sense. "10 Asoke Mehta held the view that socialism would - -

be established by democratic means and parliamentary methods. He repudi-

ate-d the violent and coercive methods of the communists.
6:3 Asoke Mehta And Socialist Movement in india.

Indian Socialiét thinkers were influenced and impressed by Marxism and its
fundamental tenets but they sought to evolve a ‘synthetic ideal of socialism’
WhICh wouId be congenial and conducwe to the Indian culture, traditions and
condmons If we analyse the explanatlons and mterpreatlons of Marxism by the
Socnahst thinkers of lndla we would notice that they sought to evolve an inde-
pendent way of th|nk|ng to usher in socialism in India. They wanted a synchro-
nization and conglomeration of Marxian ideas with- Indlan conditions and Cir-
cumstances. They sought to dilute and dlgest MarXIsm and to carve out an
i'ﬁdigenous pattern wich would be suitable to Indian conditions. Their goal was
'Demooratio Socialism. Indian socialist thinke‘rs' wanted to make a synthesis
between democracy -and socialism. They u'rged to evolve a democratic way of‘
.Ii%e and their emphasis was on equality, individual freedom, social justice, eco-
njomio growth and a just and humane social order. These ideals were the car-
dinal values of the socialist movement in India. Asoke Mehta, like other lead-

ers of the C.S.P., was a champion of these ideas and values.
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Asoke Mehta's vision of socialism can be dubbed as Democratic Social-
|sm RA Prasad rightly observes : “Asoka Mehta has been one of the great-
est advocates, and probably one of the most consistent also, of the concept
of democratic socialsim in India.”"" Asoke Mehta’s contribution is lauable as
de did much to popularise the concept of democratic socialism and spear-

headi'ng the socialist movement in India. Mehta observed :

“Socialism as we understand and strive to develop is neither a middle
way bwtween capitalism and communism nor efforts at softening certain harsh
features of the one or the other, but a distinct élterna:tjivve all its own ... Our

socialism which has to be different in many waye, frofn the ‘Scoial Democ-

r‘acy’vof the economically. developed countries, of the‘fVVest has thus a dis- - -

tlnctlve and to our mlnd a decisive, role to play.”'? Asoke Mehta emphasused
the need to develop a synthetrc ideal of socrallsm It was that vision of demo-
' cratic socialism which was developed by him in his book ‘Democratic-Social-
iem.'

Asoke Mehta pleads that Indian socialism is democratic socialism and
that democratic socialsim is, in contradistinction to the socialism of the com-
munists, limited. He argues, “In an under-developed country the opennes of
ergu-ment’ will be about the speed of industriaﬁ'sat'ion the rate of accumula-
tion of capital, the strain and sacrifices to be imposed, they will be an aspect
of the democratic choice.”'? Moreover, he observes : Dlscrlmlnatlng
socialisation is the distinctive characteristic of democratlc socialism, because
total or gallopmg natlonallsatlon and political democracy cannot exist to-
gether "14 Mehta maintains that total planning is |ncon5|stent with democracy
Mehta pointed out that fireign ideas or measures wouId not be of much help
or advantage. He plended that solutions to diverse problems and ills would
demand indigenous remedial measures which would be relevant and appro-

p‘rié'te to Indian situations.
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é:4 Socialisf Unity At Stake C.S.P. And the Royists.
The socialistic leaders believed that in order to create a strong anti-imperi- |
élist én_d socialist front ot launch a crusade against the British imperialism itwas .
ifnp‘erative necessity to achieve co-operation and unity with the like minded radical
parties andilabour organisations. They wanted to forge close ties with C.P.l. &
ﬁ%oyists’ group. :

_ 'Th'e Rbyists joined the CSP and.were active within it from 1934 to 1936.
M.N. Roy was very ambitious and he told the socialistsé that he would jpin the

CSP if he was made its sole leader. The socialists were n;ot wiIIing to accept this .

demand and Roy became exasperated. He hatched a i)lan_ to wreck the CSP .. ’

from within. The CSP leaders came to know this conspijfacy and thus the unity
process between socialists & the Royists was shattered. Minoo Masani called
for immediate expulsion 6f the Royists from the party. Haitheox points out the
Jayaprakash Narayan felt that Roy had acted in bad faith and that his behaviour
ﬁad constituted a betréyal of the socialist cause.'s However, the communists
did not leave the CSP did not take lightly the wreckage done to the party and
they wanted fo resign erm the National Executive of the Party. In an attempt to
éecu_re the expulsion of the communists, Minoo Masani, Asoka Mehta, Achyat
Patwardhan, and Rammanohar Lohia resigned from the CSP executive in May A
1939.'6

In this episode a rift arose among the leadership of ihe CSP. Asoke Mehta,
Rammanohar Lohia, Minoo Masani & Patwardhan, did ;not like the conciliatory
and soft attitude of Jayaprakash Narayan as exhibited. They felt that Narayan's

| vacillating attitude marred the prospects of CSP. §

6:5 Tripuri Congress and the Socialists.
~ The most critical period for the Indian National Congress came in 1939.

Subhas Chandra Bose sought another term as Presidentship of the congresé
193 -



ét Tripuri. Gandhi was opposed to it. But Subhas Bose):f{got the support of so-
éialists and other radical and left-wing groups. Pattibhf Sitaramayya got the
backing of Gandhi and the rightist leadership of the Coﬁgress. Subhas Bose '
b‘:ecame victorious and"Pattabhi was defeated. Gandhi admitted that ‘Pattibhi’s
defeat is my own deféat.’ This led to the resignatjoh of the members of workihg
“comittee. But at the congress session G.B. Pant moved a resolutiqh to the
éffect that President should appoiht .the working Committee in acéorda'nce with

the wishes of Gandhiji.

Instead 6f left-wing cb‘nsolidation, there followed a phase of melancholy

disruption. Hiren Mukerjee writes :

It was in this unhappy context that one must'view thje unseemly tug-of-war
between the left and the right in the Congress. The déadlock threatened the .
hat’ional interest, but neithér side seemed to realise it. The defeat of Géndhiji's
ﬁominee in the Congress Presidential eie‘cfion rattled thév'gr'e‘at leaderin a rrian;
ner which was unworthy of him. TWelve out of the fifteen members of Bose's 4_
- working commiftee, including pgradoxically Nehru, resigned, in or’der,‘ they said,

to leave him a free field, but quite obviously to make his position untenable.'”

Tripuri tangle showed CSP’s Vacillatign. It the Socialists totally backed
Subhas Bose then things would have been different. Socialists and the left bloc
would get strength'end and its impact would have been far reaching. Though
Minoo Masani gives his opinion thus : “The CSP was faced with a real dilemma
.... As it happened, the Congress Socialist Party, caught:between the two sides,
held a balance.of power between the Gandhians on the?one side and what was
described ai the “Left Bloc” consisting of Bose's folldvé/ers .28

The Congress Socialist Party was divided regardin;é; the issue of extending

the support to Subhas Bose. The majority members, also Asoke Mehta, felt it
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correct at this'stage to rem“ain neutral. But their neutraljty paid a heavy price
for blurring the prospects of left-wing politics in India. Minoo Masani narrates

the situation thus :

At Tripuri, before we could take our stand, we had a series of talks with
Subhas Babu and with Nehru. Subhas, who was a down-to-earth politician,
elearly wanted his own cabinet ahd his friends, who would ihclude the Con-
gress Socrallst Party tobeina majority in the Working Committee. He wanted
us to cooperate Jawahartal Nehru, on the other hand, said nothmg to con-
trlbute or advise. He was as vague as ever.'®

" Inthe Tripuri issue the identity and proness of Cohgress Socialist Party
gjot shattered. Ah'anthor observes : “The CSP had to pay a heavy penalty for
overlooking this fact. The rank and file of the Party not only revolted against
the leadership, but also raised ideological questlons The CSP, Wthh had

already incurred great loss by communal disruptions, suffered antoher.”2°

The Socialists tried to evercome the crisis evolving a compromise for-
mula with Subhas Bose and Congress leadership. But Subhas Bose did not
agree to that. Seeing Gandhi’s consistent opposition Bose resigned from
the Presidentship. It is lamentable that the socialists surrendered at this-
crucral crisis to the magnetlc personality and leadership of Gandhi & the

Rightist wing of the congress party. A writer says :

At Tripuri, lnstead of rallying all the Left wing forces inside the congress
under the leadership of Subhas Chandra Bose, The Congress Socialists
revealed therr:mcapacrty to come to grips with a srt}uatlon that demanded
uhity of purépese and action. Their vacillation deécribed by Bose as a

‘betrayal.’?’
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6:6 The First General Election and Asoke Mehta.

The Congress Socialist Party took the decision at 5Kanpur conference in
1947 that the word ‘Congress’ should be dropped. Some of the members of
Socialist PArty wanted severance from the congress organisation After India
won independence and Gandhi's disappearence from the Scene, Sardar Patel |
did not like the functioning of a Socialist Party with the Congress. Thus in order
to give emphasis on socialism, the Corigress Socialist Party decided to drop the |

word congress from its name.

The policy statement adopted-at Kanpur emphasised democratic socialism
for the first time. It distinguished between democratic socialism and totalitarian

communism and asserted that there could be no socialism without democracy.z'z- '

The Socialists were very optimistic of emerging as ihe netional alternative
to the congress. Lohia and Mehta were_very‘keen to project the Socialist Party
es the main opposition party in the first general election. Asoke Mehta felt that to
emerge as a national alternative it was necessary to cor%test a large number of
seats and field the candidate on a wider scale. So the candidates contested
extensively throughout the country. The resultes were disastrous for the social-
ists They only secured 12 Lok Subha and 126 State Assembly seats.?® The
communists contested a fewer number of seats where their strength was great
and they bagged a larger number of seats than the Somahst Party in the Lok
Subha. The Socialists got disillusioned and disgruntled to see the results of the

election.

/
i

1  However, after leaving the congress the Socialists constituted a separate :
socialist party with democratic socialism as the goal. C.P. Bhambhri writes * -
“Ever since their birth as a separate party, the Sociali:"sts have been making

efforts to have a programme and an ideology distinct from those of both the
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" congress and the communists.”

|
i

6:7 Economic Ideas and Thoughts of Mehta.

Asoke Mehta has an |mportant contribution as an economrst He was the
'Vrce Chairman of the Plannrng Commission of India in 1964. His seminal contri-
butrons on plannrng & mdustnalrsatron social and economrcwstlce nationalisation
and social change and development of agriculture are important and plausible.
_Hrs economic ideas and thought patterns are disussed and analysed below. _

!

A Mehta on Planning And Economic Growth.
t Asoke Mehta hae been one of the great exponents of democratic planning
rh India. He held the view that democratic method alone could be foIlowed for .

olannlng in a democratic soaety

‘ Economic planning is mainly concerned with the elaboration of a growth
streategy that devises and directs the developrnent process towards the quick-
eSt realisation of the objectives.postulated. Mehta says : "“Economic planningin
Ihdia faces not onIy regional deversity but cultural heterogencity. It was Gurudev .. ‘
Tagore who had pornted out in our country all centuries exist side by side. Thid
co -existence in time adds a new dimension of difficulty in economic develop-

ment to whrch sufficient attention has not been paid.”?®

i
'

!

Mehta observes “Plannrng is a continous process .. An economlc planis

hke a play. First, the characters appear in a sketchy way, that is, the objectives
emerge, then slowly the characters take shape and the Irnes of dialogue emerge. ‘
Similarly, in the Plan, the inter-sectoral relations get estfablished and the details
of every sector avre spelt out. A plan, like any piece of good administration, is at

dnce an art and a science.”?® Mehta pleads : Crossrng the threshold is of vital
|
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significance. The essence of development lies there - moving frdm one planeto
a;‘mo.th\er plane of economic activity. All plans are important ... We are called
dpon to carry out a new kind of experiment, an experirrjent of reconciling de-
rﬁocracy with development.”’ Mehta states that ‘we wantg the co-operation of all”
éoncerned in the policy of economic development and trf.ansformation.’ Mehta,
however, seeks to widen the horizon of planning and triesf’to relate it highlighting
social and economic reconstruction and rejuvenation. To quote Mehta : uif
bla'nning confines itself to tools and techniques and leaves intellectual and
cultural issue unathended, not freer but harsher social life is likely to emerge in
India ... Renaissance has always been the womb of a creative Revolution.”?
Mehta looked at planning from a broader perspective. He states : “Only a rapid
tempo of development can maintain an accelerating momentum, check fertil-
ity, raise levels of living and assure political and social stability. Erosion of plan
is therefore erosion of our hopes."?® Mehta visualised planning as a method for
ensuring economic growth. He asserts thus : “Economic growth is the ultimate
solvent of our poverty, want, and gross misery. The gréwth, in our conditions,
remains impeded without the widening social changes.f’::WeIfareh of the people,
| would like to emphasise, is the end result of growth i?and change and not a
substitute for either of the two.”* '

Asoke Mehta highlighted the irhportance of sound political leadership in a
country for accelerating the path of development. He suggested that a develop-
mental revolution has to be started. He opined that planning requires clarity of
burpose and determined execution. These are the tasks of political education
and brganisation. He observed that administrative efforts and attempts regard--
ing implementation and execution of the plans should be strong and administra-
tive machinery ought to be competent and efficient. He pleads that the universi-
ties need to devote more time and thought to the broblem of organisational
ihnovation. To quote Mehta : “If technological progress and classical economic

growth are the result of innovafing entrepreneurship, rafpid improvement in the
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levels of work and outputin the "diffused sector” is contingent upon organisational
innovation. This is the area where political and cultural |ej:adership can show its

- fecundity.™"

Mehta says, “Ecénomic growth, at least in countries?like India, gets diluted |
and dissipated by unchecked population growth. So the f&ievelopmental revolu-
tion requires well organised and wfde-spread effbrts at birth control. The fewer
the births, the greater the improvementin the per capita standard of livingj, mea-

sured in terms of goods or services or both.”?
B. Mehta’s Thesis of Compuisions of a Backward Economy.

In the special convention of the PSP held at Betul, Madhya Pradesh on
June 14-18, 1953, Asoke Mehta raised the issue of ‘politicI:a'l compulsions of a
backward economy’ and pleade.d for cooperation of Soci,alist Party with the c‘on-v '
gress in the task of recehstruction of- the nation.* In thls thesis Asoke Mehta
sought economic co-operatioh with the congress and wés talking of finding “ar-
eas of agreement” with the Congress. Elabbrating‘ the c?ompulsions of a back-
ward economy Mehta stated : “The economic backwej:'rdness of India exerts
inéécapable compulsions on our policies. The backwar'é economy had caused
social stagnation, caste, comn%unal and regional considerations and loyalities

receive disproportionate support.”34

Mehta érgued in his thesis that India had to be built on the basis of three
ele'me.ents, namely ‘national integrity, democratic freedom and social change.’
He felt that it was necessary to strengthen the forces that supported these prin-
ciples and fight those which did not. The Congress and the PSP béliéved in
these values while the communist and éommunalist parties did not.3® So Mehta

urged the necessity of forging alliance with the congres;é party.

§
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Mehta contended that to remove the dilemma caused by compulsion of a
backward economy, the imperative necssity is to bradbase the government that
it gets power to move forward and to strengthen the forces of pluralism in

‘authority. and initivative:

In an underdeveloped country like India there was a danger that democratic
and secular policies would get discredited because of the failures of the Con-
gress Party. To aviod this, there were two alternatives, (i) programmatic agree-
ment between democratic parties or (ii) delimitation of aéeas of agreement and
disagreement. Asoke Mehta wanted the party to considér these alternatives in

the larger interest of developing the nation.*®
C. Mehta and Economic compulsions of Under development.

Asoke Mehta says that any plan has to fulfil certain objective pre-condi-
tions. Firstly, the plan must be consistent. Secondly, the plan must be accept-

able to a majority.

Mehta states : “In countries like India, economic qevelopment demands
proportionately larger investments and as the productivé base of economy has
to be built up the period of sacrifice and ansterity is likely to be prolonged. Side
by side, there are social fissures that continually threaten to distort dynamic
impulses.”” He adds further : “As there are economic? compulsionsof under-
deyeldpment, which cannot be wished out of existencé, so are there political

compulsions of democracy.”®

Mehta noted : “Economic planning in a backward country is at once more
difficult and urgent, difficult because of the lack of data, of trained personnel, of
capital and above all of the revelvant know how, and necessary because the

entrepreneurs lack ability and their default has to be made good by the state.”®
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Mehta asserted : “India is committed to economic planning, but there has yet not
been the requirite clarity on the objectives, the internal co-ordination and its

liaison with the politics of democracy.”*°

I\/Ieh:ta intends to point out that it has been widely recognised that in éoun-
. trieé like India that are short of the inert resources like lanéi and capital, develop- -
ment depends on the effective mobilisation of manpowef, that is on the full use
of labour through appropriate patterns of organisation. Me:hta pleads that popular
enthusiasm is essentially the crux of successful econémic planning a back-
ward country. He maintains that popular enthusiam is both the lubracating oil of
planning, and the petrol of economic development a dynamic firce that almost

makes all things possible.*!

Asoke Mehta says that a fruitful discussion of the economic development
cannot take place if the process of growth is not analysed. He maintains that “jt
is true that in what is popularly known as mixed economy, the adjustment of
public and private sectors is an important aspect of planning. The quintessehce

of planﬁing lies in adjusting the rival claims of the sectors."?
D. Mehta on Development of Agriculture

Mehta observes that the most important challengé coircerns India’'s eco-
nomic development with the need to achieve major chénges in our production -
and occupational structure without disrupting the continuity of India’s old culture
and tradition. Mehta gives emphasis on the development of agriculture as India
would seek to become self reliant. He says : “If we are to achieve our ultimate
goal of producing far more agricultural products than Indian needs for its own
use - our greatest potential for achieving export strength much more remains to
be accomplished in the areas of land reforms, irrigation, rural electricfi-

cation and more remunerative prices for our farm products,” Mehta sought to
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introduce a scientific revolution in agriculture. To that end he stressed emphasis
on the nexus between agriculture and industry.
Mehta- put emphasrs on expandlng India's export malr"ets He sald A
major area requrrlng foreign understandlng and actlon is the creation of
| favourable export markets for India’'s agricultural products 44 Mehta was op- |
timistic that Indla s brg contribution ot the economic life of the international

cornmunity will come in the last quarter of this century.'s

Mehta vtsualised and e‘nvisioned a economic revolution which would over-
haul the social and economic matters and would e‘nhance the productivity. He
told that the economic re\)olution is concerned with ; how to prolong human life
»free from disease and disabilities, how to make it more productive and how to

make it more creative.*® .

Mehta pleads that a revolution in agriculture is unthi‘nkable in-terms of
something happening in agriculture alone. He says St is to be thought of asa
senes .of interchanges between agrlculture and mdustry with rising lntensny
mdustry supplying the basic needs of rnatenal inputs f)‘or agrlculture,. agricul-
tdre-feeding back its surpluses forthe-developntent o_T ind‘ustry and industry
sdpplyi"ng back the various consumer goods on which.th:e agricultural surpluses
can be spent.”’ Mehta noted that witht he simulataneous industrial and agri- |
cultural advance witha democratic mode of funotlomng Indla is moving towards

an agricultural revoltuion.

Mehta emphasised on Iand reforms in India. He lamented that the progress
in this field has not.been spectacular; He suggested necessary administrative
arrangements for supervising the land reform enactments. He deplored the con-
: d»iti_ons of the poor farmers and the landless labourers. He pleaded that attempts

and efforts should be taken and policies should be translated into action to
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enhance and upgrade their conditions. He also took note of the fact that a struc-.
ture of reasonable prices for agricultural commdities, particularly foodgrains,
snouid be there. Mehta, however, highlighted the plan for technical training of
tne farmers. He remaineded us saying, “Itis time for us to realise that there is no

short-cut to the agricultural revolution.”®
6:8 Asoke Mehta on Social Justice

Asoke Mehta was a stanuch champion of equality and social justice. Mehta
wanted to use the tool of planning as an imperatiVe necessity to get economic
propertiy, growth and development, also to have an egalitarian society where
social justice, equality and liberty will be the haiimerk. He refers to the dilemma
of development and says : “We have to face the dilemma ... and a common
yerdstick, a common rod of measurement is to apply to everyone.”*® Asoke
Mehta put emphasis on social and distributive justice. He cherished the desire
that the fruits of development should be equitably distributed to the masses. He
stood against all kinds of inequalities, social obstacles: and superstitions. He
séid ‘NO gross inequalities are permitted to exist' in society He repudiated the
system of social stratification in India. He sought co- operatlon from all stratas of
| somety in soual and economic development of the country. He wanted to root
_ out all socral ills and maladies and corruption from the socrety. He disliked the
hegemany of upper class in subjegating the interests of th/e lower class of people _
He wanted free development of human personality He was also a champion of

ind|V|duai liberty.

| Asoke Mehta viewed socialism as a device which would remove all socral
and economic inequalities and would register equal development of everybody
ensuring social justice. He said : ‘Where a nationa is committed to the articula-
tion of socialistic society .... the resulting imbalance in the economy has to be

correoted "S0 Mehta hoped that socialism would bring economic equaiity and a
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JUSt social order. He sald “The Somahst Party has consrstently advocated a
pollcy of economic equahty and austerity. It has favoured planned productron
and workers part|c1pat|on in industry - a partICIpatlon which would mean shoul-

- dering responsrbmtles with asserting rights.”’

'~ Mehta harped on the maintenance of freedom and rights of the people.” He
- mentioned : ‘There has to be freedom of press, speech, assembly ans associa-
tion." He gave utmost imlportance to democratic freedom. He stressed the im-
portance of the role of opposition in democracy. Mehta flooked upoh socialism
as a method for the furtherance of welfare and justicef‘%to the people. He ex-
h.orted the socialists to serve the people for the bet_terrrtjent of their conditions.
He said : ‘Economic equality and social security have became potent mainly
through their efforts.” Mehta mentioned : “The less developed a country, the
greater are the inequalities ah_d stronger are appealiof egalitarianism. In an affuent
~ society, .... the appeal of equality ... tends to get bluhted. In India, the surge of
our situation itself will make the socialist appeal increasingly attractive for a
considerable time to time.”s? Mehta says, ‘Inherent in socialism is the appeal of
eQUa‘Iity which turns it towards re-distribution of i'ncome.’53 According to Mehta :
To give one’s best and to seek the least in return, is the definition of dedica-

tion."s4

6:9 Asoke Mehta’s Accent on Social ‘Change. ;
‘ %-

Meéhta glves emphasrs on social change. He states that there is a nexus -
between economic growth and social change. Economic growth and prosperity
has relationship with social change. The fruits of development have to be com-
rhensurate with the changing norms and ethos of‘society. Mehta says : “In
India, if growth is pursued by itself, it will never gather strength. Its ambit will
'remaln narrow and precarious .... The modern sector of the economy will reach

hmlts of expansion if the traditional sectors do not grow, that is, expand and
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~modernism. If economrc growth is to achreve sustarned momentum it will have
to be stoked by social change.”® Mehta continues : “in some countries eco-
njomi.c growth opens up a margjn of welfare and so permits_mufﬂing or delaying "
df social change. In India, the growth itself is a function of the change - the
_ Iatter enables and triggers the former.”® Mehta argues that there should be a
bridge between old and new. He feels that the necessar§/ societal changes are
to be welcomed. The changes in scientific and technologrcal sphere need to
be accommodated and -adapted to the changing requrrements of the socrety
Mehta writes : “To challenge the old and articulate the new, is the essential
ihtellectual prerequisite of economic and social growth. In our inherited culture
there are many elements that enrieh us and must abide. But to seek the fruits
of science and technology one has te adjust oneself'to the structure of moder-
dity lt is necessary to impart freshness and fecundrty to their cultural aware-
ness

According to Mehta, “Group affiliations and aspirations will always operate
bolitics. But they have to be suffused with understanding, endowed with pur-
r;os_e and direction. That is the real essence of 'p‘olitics."s8 Mehta conceded :
“Politics of searcity can easily degenerate ihto pol‘itics of;scramble. Such politiCs ,
ean only damage the poor; scramble would aggrarate the difficulties and it is the
weakand the vulnerable who would suffer the backlash "%% Mehta wrote : “Poli-
trcs of poverty implies a deeper understanding and specrfrc orientation. It re- |
qurres involvement in social change by closest assocratron wrth those whom
éurudev Tagore called, “the lowliest and the lost.” It is the return to the worship
ef God as poor as Gandhiji envisioned it.”®® Mehta pleaded : Given the key role
df leadership in economic growth process, political change itself becomes an
area of conscious actioh. Development that would enable poverty to be over-
come requires interaction among political, cultural and economic factors.®' He
asserts that even the narrow question of mobilising additional capital for eco;

nomic growth-is made possible only by a determined leadership. -
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Shaileja Upmanya observes : “India is a significant laboratory of political,
economic and social development and change. Itis a static society, with a politi-
cal system grounded in orthodox and conservative traditions but the one para-

"doxically in the process of change."s?
6:10 Asoke Mehta on Democracy

On August 15, 1947, India appeared before the world more as a govern-
ment and less as a state | The British rulers had primarily been concerned with
the governance of the country and not with its unity and growth or the feellng of
oneness. It was the Indian national movement that developed a common com-
mitment to certain basic values, democracy and civil liberaties, independent
economic development, secularism, social liberation, equality and social justice
- and these values were propaoeted by the cadres of the movement among the
mass of the people, so that they became a partof the poIitical culture of most of

the policized people, not only of the intellectuals.®?

The Indian State ihcorporated the cardinal velues of justice, Liberty, de-
cades later, socialism‘and secularism in the constitution of India. But India also
inherited many social anachronisms, plurality of cultures, ethnic conflicts, politi-

“cal devisions and a backward agrofeudel economy. S.Upimanya observes that

it was difficult for the state structures to cope with challenges coming form them.5

Asoke Mehta was a great champion of socialism and;den jocracy. He wanted
to make a fusion between socialism and democratic methods Mehta emphasised
on the need of clarity on the fundamentals of socialism. He laid stress on devel-
oping pluralistic approach to various problems as he considered that “life’s lotus

is may layered and every petal is precious.”s®

Mehta could not be swayed by the fundamental tenets of Marxism in toto
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' a‘s he repudiated and criticised the ‘purzes and regimentation’ prevalent in
Soviet society. Mehta was in favour of a pluralistic state and he severely criticised
tetalitarian state and the concept of proletariat dictatorship as he believed it
pérpetUates one-party rule. He finds many of the fundamental postulates of
Marxrsm as inadequate and mcorrect Like Nehtu, Mehta’s contention was that *

democracy can exist and functlon only in a multi-party state.

Mehta gave importance on socio-economic and political reforms to achieve
secialism He was a votary of gradualism and democraﬁc ahd peaceful meth-
ods Mehta was influenced by the values of European Socral Democracy He
argues that totalitarianism is a denial of the socialist vrsron socialism ‘can be
realised only through the acceptance of democracy. At_ Pacharhi conference,_
' 1?952, Mehta stressed emphasis on parliamentary and democratic means. He
said that the Soci‘alist‘Party"is Gomrr1itted to peaceful means for vsocial change,
kfﬁe said : "Our exp’erienice of the national movement and the growing demo-
ciratic anareness'of the people democratic awareness of the people should

embolden us to make this declaration.”s®

' Mehta stressed that the predommant spirit of socialism has been peaceful,
not V|olent Mehta plended that somal revolution has to be democratic not only

in its aspirations but in its every day expression.’®”

It must be admitted that Asoke Mehta has been onf%e of the greatest expo-
nrents of the concept of democtratic socialism in India. Mehta says that demec—
| racy is the very heart of socialism. He maintains that We cannot conceive of
Socialism outside the framework of democracy .... Democracy and Socialism
tegether, and only as two tegether, make the ideal that we all seek to realise.
The two cannot be separated."®® Mehta opines that ‘a pulsating web of democ-
acy is the Core of. Socialism.’®® He felt that in a developing socrety the main
task is of rnltratlng and furtherlng the development process which may lnvolve
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economic, social and cultural transformation.

It must be mentioned that Mehta put remarkable importance on the adop-
tion of democratic planning in India. He is conéidered as one of great exponents
of planning in India, next to Nehtu. Through the tool of planning Mehta wanted to
spread the fruits of development to the masses. He wanted to raise the stan-
dard of living of the people with the method of planning. Mehta also gave impor-
tance-on decentralisation. He wanted to develop and reconstruct Indian economy

by adhering to the method of democratic planning.
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