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India, the biggest democracy in the world, is facing a social revolution. The sub-continent, with its one billion citizens, while enjoying spectacular economic growth – over 8 percent in the past year – is nevertheless experiencing increasing tension in Indian society. A wide gap has opened between the newly-rich, those enjoying the fruits of outsourcing and the growth in general, and the majority of India's population.

India lives in its villages. Approximately 700 million people still live in rural areas, and those are the ones suffering from the most abominable poverty. The economic growth has not filtered through to them. They are the ones who have led the latest dramatic political change in India, a change that is now engendering radical social legislation.

On the 24th of August, the Indian Parliament passed "the national Rural Employment Guarantee Bill ". 

The bill proclaims that any Indian citizen residing in a non-urban area has the right to work and earn a living, and that this is a fundamental right. The bill does not limit itself to a general declaration, but also states that each family is entitled to at least 100 days of employment a year, in jobs to be created by the government (government-initiated manual labour). The minimum wage is about 1.5 dollars per workday; if work is not to be found, the representatives of the family will receive a guaranteed minimal income pension. In a country where over 300 million people earn less than a dollar a day, this is a revolution; or, as the Prime minister says, "the most important legislation in the history of the country, since it was founded." International media have called it "the biggest employment plan ever", and the International Work Organisation says that it is a world precedent, creating a legal duty of the state to provide employment.

The Asian legislation provokes gloomy thoughts. The ex-minister of finance, Binyamin Netanyahu, whose economic approach continues to throb in Sharon's government, is known to claim that there is no longer hope for the classic model of the welfare state. Netanyahu argues that high government expense and a tight net of social security are the components of negative growth. Places of employment will be created by "the unseen hand" of market forces, and cutting back on government expenses. And the rift between the poor and the rich? In Israel, this is mainly an issue for rhetoric. The general view is that the growth of the economy on the whole, will, eventually, filter through to the poorer sections of society.

The Indian approach is diametrically opposed: the gap between the rich and the poor is a problem, not merely a symptom; and the remedy is one taken from the school of the welfare state – increasing government expense and involvement in the economy, even if it means going back to using government-initiated employment, accompanied by the creation of a legal duty of the state to provide work.

True – there is no room for comparison between the poverty in India, and the situation in Israel. It is quite probable that the Indian solution is not relevant at all to Israeli economy. Moreover, in India itself, there are those who warn that the plan is far too ambitious and might collapse. However, the point is elsewhere: the Indians, at least, are trying. The issue of social inequality is at the top of their agenda. Although unemployment there is 7-8 percent (according to government statistics) and growth is at its peak, and despite the foreign investors who keep flocking to their door, the Indian government and parliament are about to invest tremendous financial and public effort in a program incorporating tens of millions of human beings, in a daring attempt to reduce poverty. 

There was a time when Israel called itself a welfare state, and the world looked up to it, to its values about free education and health for all, days in which a TV article that presented a child saying: “I’m hungry” almost caused the resignation of the government. There will be those who say that the Indians are now learning what Israel has already managed to forget; which is not necessarily a compliment to Israel.


