


CONVOCATION ADDRESS

 Justice Pradeep Nandrajog, Hon'ble Chief Justice of 

Rajasthan High Court and Chancellor of National Law 

University, Jodhpur; Prof. Poonam Saxena, the Vice-

Chancellor; Hon'ble Justice G.K. Vyas of Rajasthan High 

Court; Hon'ble Justice S. Ravindra Bhatt of Delhi High 

Court; esteemed members of the Bar, Members of the 

General Council, Executive Council, Academic Council, 

Registrar, distinguished faculty members, parents,  guests, 

graduating students, and ladies and gentlemen.

 I am profoundly delighted to address the Eleventh 

Convocation of this institution that has secured a peerless 

reputation in imparting quality legal education.

 It is an honour to address this distinguished gathering. 

First of all congratulations to this extraordinary class for 

graduating. The thrill of this moment, and the justifiable 

pride of this occasion is palpable, and I am privileged to be 

able to participate in this ceremony. But it is also 

intimidating. Jodhpur is my home town. And nothing 

scares you more than your home town!  National Law 

University, Jodhpur has evolved into a fine institution and 

its graduates are enormously talented. I also believe that the 
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kind of creativity, energy, ability this generation of students 

has is a sign of enormous hope. Indeed, if we were being 

honest, people of our generation would say simply this: We 

have no advice to give you, because you already know more 

than us. We are the wrong people to guide you to the future 

because we are the generation that is leaving you with more 

questions than answers and more challenges than 

resolutions. The central contradiction playing out in India 

is between the energies and innovation of the young on the 

one hand, and the encrusted inertia and conservatism of our 

inherited institutions and habits on the other.  This is true 

across a number of areas from the most intimate to the most 

political. On the one hand there is the yearning in young 

people for freedom, breaking the shackles of the past, 

defining our own identities. On the other hand there is a 

political and social system that fears freedom, that is 

replaying debates of the past over and over again, and that 

wants to lock us back in the tyranny of compulsory 

identities.  On the one hand there is the astonishing 

technological possibilities and challenges of our times, in 

artificial intelligence, life sciences, data sciences, that will 

alter our world. There are dangers as well – the possibilities 

of mass surveillance, the erasure of privacy as an idea and 
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practice, and the reduction of citizenship to being mere 

ciphers in a data machine. But most of us, in our generation 

are ill equipped to understand these possibilities and 

dangers. Your generation is better equipped to understand 

the possibilities of innovation and how best to tackle the 

danger. Yet our generation continues to stand in the way of 

innovation, regulating things it is ill equipped to 

understand.

 These contradictions are in every sphere. Your domain 

of “law “is going through an unprecedented crisis of 

legitimacy. We have left you a Justice System that does not 

deliver – though we pretended to teach you about it. We 

wrote books on constitutional values, and the rule of law. 

Yet it is becoming apparent that so many of the custodians 

of these values in our generation have failed you. It is not 

clear what any of these terms mean any more. In politics, 

old ideologies and ideas are wearing thin: they are like 

ritual incantations that have lost potency and meaning. In 

the economy, we are entering unchartered waters. Our 

generation failed to deliver on the promise of unleashing 

India's economic potential. In many of the crucial building 

blocks of a sound economy, education, health, 

environmental regulation, we are going to face enormous 
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challenges. What do we leave you as a legacy when we 

leave you the foulest air and the most dangerous water that 

any society has bequeathed to the young?  Some might say 

we are not even leaving you with “truth” as a guide and as 

lodestar. Post truth is another euphemism for moral 

confusion and the breakdown of language. 

 I say this for two reasons. First, to reiterate the point 

that you do not have much to learn from us. It is our 

generation that needs re-education in your hands, it is we 

who have to unlearn our habits, free ourselves from our 

dogmas. On the other hand, the fact that there is no template 

for the future, is also an enormous opportunity for you. 

Don't be shackled by identity conflicts rooted in the past. 

Don't define nationalism as an aggressive identity trap. 

Instead reimagine it as a quest to create a society that 

honours freedom, individuality, equality and dignity. 

Innovate in the economic sphere. Liberate yourself from 

shrill and partisan banners, each fighting for their narrow 

ends. Go back to the first principles, to renew our values 

and our political identity. Create an economy that is more 

innovative and inclusive. In short, this crisis we have 

bequeathed you is also an opportunity. You can start afresh, 

unencumbered by old pieties, undefined by old 
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resentments, and unhampered by old dogmas. You can 

create something new – an India that reflects your energy 

and your concern for humanity.

 But to unleash this potential you will need a range of 

virtues. But two virtues in particular are in short supply 

today: Courage and Contemplation. India's talent has never 

been in doubt. But there is one place where we have failed 

you enormously: it is in our lack of courage. I will not 

elaborate on the philosophical meaning of the idea of 

courage. The last thing you want is another lecture in moral 

philosophy. But as citizens, future makers of India, going 

through your rite of passage where you take on the world, 

you will be haunted by this question. How is it that India 

came to such a pass that civic courage has diminished so 

much? How is it that our sense of honour and pride --- 

always closely associated with courage – fails to be moved 

in the face of atrocity? India's most marginalized sections, 

Dalits, are facing renewed forms of violence, as they stake 

their claims to be full citizens. India's women, even as they 

are breaking down every social barrier, are now subject to 

new forms of violence that is hard to fathom.  Just see the 

stories from Haryana yesterday. Minorities are the object of 

suspicion and targeted. Vigilantes are allowed to freely 
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curb artistic expression and governments stand by idly. In 

fact, often the victims of these assaults on freedom are 

punished rather than there perpetrators. What kind of civic 

courage is required to mobilize against these forms of 

violence?  Or ask the question in reverse: what kind of 

cowardice, leads people to be violent in this way, showing 

of their bravado and masculinity, affirming their identities 

by beating the vulnerable and being afraid of freedom? 

What kind of cowardice makes us complicit in these 

crimes? Gandhi is not a fashionable figure these days be he 

was right about one thing: a non-violent society will also 

have to be a courageous society --- ahimsa and abhaya, go 

together as concepts. For violence has its roots in imagined 

fears, a lack of courage.  More than anything, as you step 

out of this environment, you will need civic courage above 

all else. It is not a virtue we have been able teach, either 

through the curriculum or by our example. But it is the 

virtue that will have to be the foundation of your hopes and 

aspirations.  If we have civic courage all our values will fall 

into place; without it all your achievements and hopes will 

be as fragile as dust, blown away by the next wind that 

sweeps you.

 But courage also has another dimension. That is the 
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will to question. One of my favourite characters in the 

Indian tradition is Nachiketa from the Upanisads. 

Nachiketa has been rendered alive in a modern form in one 

of modern Hindi's greatest poets, Kunwar Narain's poems, 

Atmajayi and Vajshrawa ke bhanae. What is striking about 

Nachiketa his fearless honesty. Nachiketa is the eternal 

seeker, yet he is also our contemporary.  Nachiketa 

questions Yama on Death and Existence. He questions his 

father on attachment and renunciation.  His honesty is so 

piercing that Yama has to relent. His courage is so powerful 

that it exposes even the hypocrisy of his father – or through 

his father the tradition on – attachment and renunciation. 

Nachiketa is at the foundation of Indian culture in two 

ways. Not only does he ask the most fundamental questions 

about the nature of consciousness, the nature of Death and 

Life, the meaning of existence. But he does so with a kind of 

courage that makes free inquiry possible. Even though he 

loves his Gods, and is reverential to his elders, he does so in 

a way that does not let them off the hook for their 

mendacity. This kind of courage is the necessary 

complement to civic courage.

 But this is a courage also based on the foundations of 

contemplation. In a frenzied world with information 
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overload, intense connectivity, how does one carve out a 

space for figuring out what truly matters? Kunwar Narain, 

the poet I referred to was a poet of silences. In one his 

notebooks, Dishayon Ka Khula Akash, he described 

silence, not as the mere absence of noise. It was a place 

where one heard different sounds and echoes, perhaps more 

piercingly than what passes of as sound. One of these 

echoes, is the echo of the eternal/the endless (anant). But 

these internal sounds of silence, while resonant, can also be 

unbearable in his words, like a “black hole capable of 

absorbing anything.”  What Kunwar ji was pointing out is 

that proper understanding also requires that we slow down 

to contemplate. We create a silence, so that different voices, 

including the cries of our own interiority can be heard. 

Nachiketa's great power, was to unleash what the political 

theorist Geroge Kateb once called the Inner Ocean, -- to 

unleash the boundless Self that resided within us. We are 

always more than who we are being told to be; we can 

always be different from what we are.  The path to a more 

civic culture, a more robust sense of Self that is not 

insecure, a form of existence not full of fear and 

resentment, will lie through tapping into these interior 

resources.  Like Nachiketa can we create space for both 
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courage and contemplation? We need both so that evil does 

not win by our silence, and our potential does not get 

drowned in the noise that is generated all around us.  I know 

our generation was not the greatest exemplar of either. But I 

go from this Convocation reassured, that your generation 

will do better than what we did. Your talent and confidence 

will pull you through, if only you listen to your true Selves. 
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