CONSENSUS AND CONFLICT : SOME CONSIDERATION

I. Introduction

For this paper, I am going to assume that history is not merely
4 chronicle of events (and it is doubtful if even a chronicle of
events can be merely a chronicle of events ), and that it involves
an understanding of what has happened. Any such understand-
ing of events presupposes an understanding of the nature of man
and society—either implicitly or explicitly. Differences in the
understanding of the nature of man and society produce different
accounts of the events of the same time and place. (1 am not
referring to the differences in personal background and tempera-
ment which might produce such differences given the same under-
standing of the nature of man and society; nor am [ concerned
with the fact that the differences in background and temperament
affect theichoice of a particular understanding of the nature of
man and society. ) 1 want to concern myself with a particular kind
of difference in two understanding of history. In the light of this,
I consider the role of consensus and conflict in a society.

This could have been done by undertaking a detailed exa-
mination of a case which illustrates the kind of difference in under-
standing that T am going to consider. For various reasons, I have
not been able to do this. 1 have tried to overcome this shortcom-
ing by beginning with a reference to a case-study which might
clarify some of the points I make in the paper in an abstract manner.
The case-study considers the differences in understanding and
reactions of Gandhiji and Ambedkar to the problem of untouch-
ability. Some of the main points are presented in the next
section.

After this ‘1 briefly present two models -of man and society
and their bearing on our understanding of history. One model
views man and society in tetms of the mutual interaction and
determination of several fuctors—the dominance of any factor is
not a matter of principle, but only a temporary empirical pheno-
nmenon. The other model views man and society in terms of the
dominance of one factor or another which mainly determines other
factors and makes man and socicty what they are. In the next
section | consider some problems of the use of these models. On
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the basis of these considerations, I suggest that the more funda-
mental conflict is between the comprehensive and partial models
rather than between consensus and conflict as methods of dealing
with problems and point out the relation of the two models to the
theme of consensus and conflict.

The case-study : Untouchability and the different presupposi-
tions of Gandhi and Ambedkar.

In a paper 1 wrote some time ago ( Dissent, protest and
Reform : Some conceptual considerations—in Dissent, Protest
and Reform in Indian Civilization, 1977, Indian Institute of Ad-
vanced study, Simla ) I have studied the presuppositions of Gandhi
and Ambedkar in their understanding and tackling of the problem
of untouchability. 1 have argued there that Gandhiji was not
concerned with only the economic, political and social position of
the untouchables; he was also concerned with their moral and
spiritual life. Further, Gandhi was not concerned only with all the
aspects of the life of the Harijans, he was also concerned with all
the aspects of life of the Caste Hindus and the non-Hindus. As
against this Ambedkar was concerned with the economic, political
and social life of the Harijans and not with the moral and religious
aspects of their lives; and he was concenred with the life of the
Harijans and not with that of the Caste Hindus. In the reactions,
Ambedkar was vehement, but Gandhi was firm; so far as fight is
concerned Gandhi was also ready to fight. However, Ambedkar
was impatient to see the lot of the Harijan improved, whereas
Gandhi was keen on dealing with problems such that further
problems, equally or more difficult, were not created.

It would be worthwhile to go into the details of how this
affected their understanding, the consequences of their actions and
their vision of the future.

I

Two Models of Understanding of Man and Society :

In this section I briefly sketch two models of understanding
of Man and Society. They are importantly different but related.
I present these models in the framework of purusdrthas—the goals
of man : dharma, artha, kama and moksa. 1 do this for many
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reasons. Among them are : this understanding of man represents
the traditional understanding of man which is not absent from our
present-day life. However, what is more important, it is a compre-
hensive understanding of man capable of systematic use in the
understanding of man and society.

The understanding of man in terms of purusarthas raises
many questions such as : What is the nature of these goals? Are
these the only possible goals ? etc. However, for our purposes
it is not necessary to go into these questions. But we must note a
few points :

(a) The purusarthas are a group of interacting factors in a
matrix; and the goal is to attain not only moksa but ail
the goals together in an integrated manner.

(b) It is important to note some relationships between the
attainment of different goals. For this purpose, let us
order the goals in an increasing order of importance—
artha, kama, Jdharma and moksa. 1t is possible, though
not necessary, that an individual may pursue any goal of
lesser importance—say artha and neglect a goal of higher
importance. But a person who pursues a goal of higher
importance, say moksa, must include the attainment of
all the other lower goals—say artha, kama and dharma.
The pattern of integration of the goals varies from person
to person combining the goals in many ways.

( ¢) Given these geals of the individual, we can consider the
goals of the society. ( This is an unsatisfactory way of
putting things, because the goals of the individual pre-
suppose the goals of the society and vice-versa. ) A broad
description of the goals of the society would be that it
secks to facilitate the rcalisation of the individual’s goals.
It need not be emphasised that facilitation does not mean
attainment of the goals.

(d) The facilitation of the attainment of the goals does not
mean the same thing in respect of the different goals.
In respect of artha, kama and dharma (in the attainment
of artha and kama and one aspect of dharma) the
role of the society is direct; that is, the role of the society
is direct in the integration of the pursuit of these goals by
the members of the community. In respect of dharma
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(in so far as it is related to the attainment of moksa)
and moksa, the role of the society is indirect, i.e. the role
of the society is indirect in the integration of the pursuit
of the goals in the individual himself. However, it is
necessary that the society should so organise itself that
the pursuit of a goal—say, artha—does not by its manner
or by its hardships or its ease make it too difficult to
attain the moral or the religious goal. Equally, of course,
the pursuit of the moral or regligious life should not make
the attainment of the material goals of the community too
difficult.

However, it is a point of considerable importance that this
facilitation can be made not for the individuals as such—their
differences are too many and too detailed—but for individuals as
members of groups. Here too, society does not consider all possi-
ble groups and their claims—for example, until very recently, the
homosexuals were not recognized as a group. However, the recog-
nised groups would cover all the individuals, though not perhaps
in all their aspects. In this framework, the individual was supposed
to take care of his own problems. ( Incidentally, this has a bearing
on the understanding of sarvedaya. If it is understood as well-
being of all the groups rather than that of all the individuals, it
gives a different orientation to questions of social policy.)

The Second Model : As we had said earlier, the second model
also uses the framewrok of purusarthas. It also accepts that there
is interrelationship between these goals. However, it gives a
predominant role to a particular factor so that it largely, if not
wholly, determines the pursuit of the various goals by the members
of the community.

This basic importance given to a particular factor must be
distinguished from the importance given to a particular factor for
different reasons. For example, at a particular time, in particular
circumstances, a particular factor—economic, technological—may
be very important on account of significant changes. In these circum-
stances, to give special attention to a particular factor will not be
incompatible with the first model, or again, a historian may be
interested in a particular aspect of the life of the community,
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This also will not be incompatible with the acceptance of the first
model. What is incompatible with the first model is the determin-
ing role assigned to one factor generally and universally.

Given this kind of understanding of man and society, our view
of the history of the society would be different from the one given to
us by the first model. It will direct the attention of the individual
or the society or both to the attainment of a particular goal. If the
importance is given to the moral or religious goal, the facilitating
role of the institutions will be forgotten; and if the importance is
given to the material goals, the institutions will be given a deter-
mining role rather than a facilitating role; and the role of the indi-
vidual will be forgotten.

v

The Two Models and their Application :

In this section, I consider some problems in the use of these
models and some tentative applications of the models.

1. In the account of the models, there is as important con-
fusion which needs to be cleared up. It is not at all clear whether
the goals or the predominance of a particular goal represents a
particular situation or it represents an ideal. What do the models
say—that such and such is the state of affairs or that such and such
eught to be the state of affairs?

The manner of putting the question suggests that the account
has to be understood as one or the other. However, I think that
this is to misunderstand the nature of the models. Each model
claim is to represent man and society as they are—-in a state of health.
If they are not in a state of health, then they are sick—in a state
of aberration; and they ought to be restored to health. In this
context, it is wrong to make a sharp contrast between “is” and
“ought”.

2. But now the question will be : who decides what is health?
Who decides which of the two models represents health? Is this
a matter of personal choice ? Or are there criteria by means of
which we could decide in favour of one or the other ?

One of the criteria suggested might be that the true account
of health may be distinguished from the false account by considering
which of the two leads us to understand and deal with the situat-
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ions. However, such an answer reveals only a further question—
what is it to deal with a situation ? In a certain sense of the term,
both the models will enable one to deal with the situation. ( Let
us remember that both Gandhi and Ambedkar dealt with the
situation. ) And both the ways may have their limitations and
their merits.

The disadvantage of the comprehensive model is that it makes
action difficult; but it has the advantage of being thorough. The
advantage of the partial model is that action is easier, however it
is not thorough. It deals with only a particular aspect of the pro-
blem and therefore it is likely that further problems might arise.
It seems therefore that what is good in theory is not so good in
practice, or what is good in practice is not so good in theory.
But this only means that we must be wrong in our view either of
what is good theory or of what is good practice. | am going to
assume that the comprehensive model gives us both good theory
and good practice. The limitations of practice are only temporary.
The partial model is bad both in theory and practice. The ad-
vantages of practice are only apparent and temporary. ( Though I
have said that I' am assuming this, the considerations in the next
section will show that considerations can be advanced in favour of
this assumption. )

v

The Two Models and Consensus and Conflict :

How are these two models of the understanding of society
related to the theme of consensus and conflict ? In order to answer
this question, T should like to distinguish belween two ways in
which the concepts of consensus and conflict may be understood.
In one of the ways, they refer to the mode of settling a conflict.
In consensus, an agreement is arrived at though the nature of the
agreement could vary greatly. In conflict, a solution to a dispute is
sought by fighting it out—legally, in parliament etc. But consensus
and conflict represent two different modes of understanding society.
In consensus mode of understanding, a dispute or a problem is
understood in terms of all the interests and of all the groups.
In conflict mode of understanding, a dispute or a problem is under-
stood in terms of a particular interest and of a particular group.
The former mode emphasises co-operation, the latter mode conflict.
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One might say that the consensus mode of understanding may
lead to consensus method, and the conflict mode of understanding
to conflict method; but there is no necessary relationship between
the modes of understanding and the methods bearing the corres-
ponding names. The method of settling a problem will depend on
the tradition and circumstances of the society, whatever the mode
of the understanding of the problem.

If T am right, our emphasis should not be so much on the
method, but on the mode of understanding. We must go in for
consensus as a mode of understanding rather than conflict. We
must prefer consensus rather than conflict also as a method. But
if necessary, conflict in the service of consensus understanding, is to
be preferred to consensus in favour of the conflict mode of under-
standing.

VI

Some Concluding Remarks :

1. If the distinction between the two models in terms of
health and disease is accepted, the criteria in terms of which we
judge of the progress of a society will be altered. We would not
judge of the progress of a society in terms only of a particular
aspect of life.

2. In the light of the considerations presented here, I believe
it is plausible to suggest that a particular misunderstanding was an
important factor in the decline of the Hindus : the misunderstand-
ing being that if an individual can be indifferent to artha and kéma
in the pursuit of moksa, a society also can be.

3. 1t will also alter the understanding of our present problems
and their solutions.*

Karanatak University K. J. Shah
Dharwar.
NOTES
* T am greatful to Dr. D.K. Raghavendra Rao for his comments

and suggestions which have helped me in reducing the unclarities
and mistakes of commission and omission in the paper.



Ly i) AEEATS S ano ™

guen prclandabii o sbot aansenng st t0dy gae tdeim 40
ceilticbirating to sbom pifinng oily oo Lo 2uanssios 6 biol
TG fidraopdo veesna o 2 ol ud ; bodief 1oilinng o
<eomion oy guinesd shabiam sed) bae eobnetashing 16 2ebom o ©
o Lagoly Wi el i geilnse o badiam 1 somas grrihy oy
ahiom wdr soegtude yiisoe 9fi Yo devnnieangin b nobiibag ady
dulelesr 2 e watbowie b oy 1
st o0 ttawsn e wd don Bloeds  awilgros e JLilgir e i W
koo R s gaibnotashion Yo sbom sl no e Lo
oW oo wsd) aoltsr aeibnnrembin Yo sbam B 4 e
Wl bodism g a5 orly aillens wedl i L T T T
o 21 ambotevsloy sossenes 1o s st o 1iflags vzl i
rabeiign o b rilites st T e i s s of Loty o6
Mt

w
a3 pulbwlono™ s

At dmed pi 2lobom owl wll  poaversd noitspitaih ol W j
aw toilw To anvn W sisthe wil bulgeue & seewib bs thadesick
fon Bucs oW imieis sd v visiae @ Jo sesginiy o Vo uahing
ittt 6 1o e 2w ol yigione BN sesmerg ol b sl
Al T destgen

avatiod | gl Latosasig enoitevabiznes s o adyil sz o oC
e s ittt rabngad alpsitieg o il eszue ol aldieninlg # i
slntsde iabariaim il 3 epbiibl =) To oml=sh =i i Yarsd g
et A Dimss wdvans 6 TogwsThibil 4 s lesbivibing oo 1 ggdt gmsd Aok
o s oels gelaee 6 mdom Yo Tiring sy m

actigld g Mg wa Io gaibustzrsbion 5d soils oxlg Die 1 2
“enpitiloe vieids boe

tnd® L A wilasrintl) Anssasisd
e cl
ZITO
i areimos il vol o8l el mavadend A0 0w Witisong my; 1~

aotieiatoi oy sl wosn bagled sesd duidw enaiizsigie bhap
o sl ol peleimn bis asidimmon Yo sslgisin bos



	page 101.tif
	page 102.tif
	page 103.tif
	page 104.tif
	page 105.tif
	page 106.tif
	page 107.tif
	page 108.tif

