Countries of our own

Dual citizenship would make the next generation of Indians abroad feel more securely connected to
India, without demanding that they make animpossible repudiation of their other self-understandings

SANJAY REDDY

THE MOVEMENT OF people across the world
inthe last 50 years has been one of the great
dramas of world history, and India has been
central toit. The number of international mi-
grants has more thantripled since 1970. Their
share of the world population has inaeased
to four per cent. India has the largest national
diasporain the world, with more than 3.5
crore people — nearly onein40 Indians — liv-
ingabroad. Indians formasizeable proportion
of the almost 300 million living outside their
countries of birth. India is, by a wide margin,
the largest recipient of migrant remittances,
receivingalmost $130 billionannually. These
inflows, which haverapidly grown,dwarfthe
$42 billion contribution of inward foreign in-
vestment and have been vital for covering
India’s chronic trade and current account
deficits and building up foreign exchange re-
serves. Theyare nowpredominantly fromad-
vanced economiesrather than from the Gulf.

Theunprecedented movementof people,
enabled by push and pull factors including
demographic and income differences be-
tween countries and greater ease of trans-
portation and communication, is creating
new economic, cultural, and political links.
The minister of external affairs has recognised
that for the young, especially, the world is in-
creasingly India’s workplace. Making it pos-
sible for Indians to find work abroad is now
an explicit aimofforeign policy, and Indians
abroadareseenasassets. Butare theytreated
thatway?

The 25thanniversary of the Report of the
High-Level Committee onthe Indian Diaspora
is fastapproaching. The committee stated that
“it is of the opinion that dual citizenship has
become a rallying point for the Indian
Diaspora’s solidarity with Mother India and
thatdual citizenshipis anidea whose time has
come”. Itargued painstakingly that there was
nothing in the Constitutionor legislation that
obstructed dual citizenship. The Committee
surveyed trends in favour of dual citizenship
in other countries (since strengthened)and
found many reasons in support and no per-
suasive argumentsagainst it, finding that se-
curity concerns could be dealt with through
other means. Its recommendation led to the
new Overseas Citizenship of India in 2005. But
the situation of the Indian diaspora has
reached an inflection point, calling fora reap-
praisalof whether thisstep was adequate.

The global climate of migration ischang-
ing. Borders are closing. The rights of non-
citizensinsome developed countries are be-
ing newly threatened, heightening the
impetus to take up citizenship where pos-
sible. Security of person and property as well
as freedom to travel canbegreatly enhanced
by possessing another citizenship. These
considerations are understandably seen by
many Indian migrants abroad asmore than
indulgences and have led to growing num-
bers renouncing Indian citizenship. Mostdo
not wish to but feel compelled, often find-
ing the decision wrenching, as the commit-
tee recognised.

Although welcomed by many Indians
abroad, the OCl has failed to meet their hopes
and expectations. The government states that
the OCl, despiteitsname,is not aformof dual

seenitas such. The O does not permit voting,
holding public office or purchasing agricul-
turalland. Itisalso being increasingly treated
by the government as a privilege rather than
aright, whichcan be withdrawn for saying or
doing the wrong thing OCI holders have re-
cently also been equated with foreign nation-
als for many purposes, includingthe conduct
of certain professions. Unsurprisingly, theOQ
is experienced as distinctly second class.
Emotional and practical security would be
provided by genuinedualcitizenship, under-
stood asasecureand widebundleof rights -
notonly asaspecific setof privileges that may
beselectively and evenarbitrarily withdrawn.
What would this entail?

First, the default presumption must be
changed from the current demand that
Indians give up citizenship inorderto become
foreigncitizenstoapresumptionthat Indians
retain citizenshipupontaking aforeignpass-
port.Inadopting this stance,Indiawould join
alarge number of other countries. Currently,
0Q holders who wish torestore their dtizen-
ship have to go throughacomplex procedure,
which would no longer be necessary since
they would notlose itto begin with.

Second, theissueof political rights is more
complicated but not insurmountable. Voting
can remain confined to those who return to
the country for it (as already required for
Indian citizens abroad) or else conducted
abroad through spedficmechanisms, assome
other countriesdo.Similarly, high officesand
sensitive civil service positions can be re-
stricted to those withoutanother citizenship
or conflictingloyalties(suchas serving in spe-
cificroles in another country's government),
while opening ordinary public offices -- local
government — to dual citizens. Many coun-
tries that have accepted dual citizenship have
made such distinctions. This approachwill al-
low dualcitizens to contribute energy and ex-
pertise readily. India has fast-tracked citizen-
ship for individuals whom it has drawn into
public service, but such extraordinary meas-
ures should not be needed. This approach
would be superiorin symbolism and outcome
toblanket exclusion.

Dual citizens should have all the ordinary
rights of citizens except where there is aspe-
cificreasonthatcanbe given substantive jus-
tification and procedural content. Wherever
there is an exclusion from particular rights,
there must be clear reasoning as to why the
second citizenship gives rise toaconcernthat

Very large numbers of
Indians who live abroad and
qualify to become citizens of
other countries choose not to
do so because of their strong
emotional ties. But this
loyalty is strained by the
resulting practical difficulties
encountered in the conduct
of their lives abroad, and
should not be taken for
granted. Extending genuine
dual citizenship to Indians
overseas will strengthen
symbolic, psychological and
practical bonds, enhancing
the willing commitment

of energy, knowledge

and capital to India by

C R Sasikumar

Security preoccupationsare adistraction.
The High-Level Committee noted that the
early debate on India’s citizenship law was
shaped by the aim of distinguishing citizens
of newly independent India from those of
Pakistan. The long shadow of this concern
mustbeovercome. Dual citizenshipneed not
be accepted with every country. Where it is
accepted, concerns about security risks may
beaddressed by limiting citizenship to those
with more recent generational links to India
and through individual scrutinywhere appro-
priate.Suchanapproach, whichwould assess
individuals based ontheiractions and accord-
ing to publidsed principles, rather than pre-
suming that they constitute a threat, is most
appropriateinademocracy. Countries that ac-
cept dual citizenship usually insist that their
laws apply to all citizens equally, including
those who have other citizenships. This isa
simple solution.

Very large numbers of Indians who live
abroad and qualify to become citizens of other
countries choose nottodo so becauseoftheir
strong emotional ties. But this loyalty is
strained by the resulting practical difficulties
encountered in the conduct of their lives
abroad, and should not be taken for granted.
Extending genuine dual citizenship tolndians
overseas will strengthen symbolic, psycho-
logical and practical bonds, enhancing the
willing commitment of energy, knowledge
and capital toIndiaby Indians overseas.

Butthecase fortrue dual citizenshipis not
justinstrumental. Dual citizenship would also
helpbetter reflect the growing complexityof
identitiesas well asof the practical aspectsof
life that are globally interconnected. It would
thus make the next generation of Indians
abroad feel more deeply and securely con-
nected to India, withoutdemanding thatthey
makeanimpossible repudiation oftheir other
self-understandings. The OCI, despite its
name, is based on the idea that one must
choose. An approach that makes choice un-
necessary will dissolve the dilemma experi-
enced by Indians abroad, provide them with
a sense of belonging and cement their com-
mitment. This will have long-term benefits
for the country.

Due to demography and economics, the
world is sure to have ever more of Indiainit.
But for India to make the most of this, India
must allowa bitmore of theworldin, too.

The writer is professor of Economics
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