Baxi and law as a tool for transformation

RANBIR SINGH

JOURNEY into the life and
intellectual legacy of Upendra
Baxi. ‘'Of Law and Life...
departs from conventional
biographical narmtives, opt-
ing instead for an introspective explo-
ration of Baxi's hife through hisown reflec
tions. This distinctive approach transports
us to Baxi's experiences with law and life,
while taking us through various monu-
mental moments in India's legal history:

The book begpins by introducing us to
Baxi's approach to reading and learning,
that poes beyvond a mere acadenic exercise;
1t 15 a transformative experience that shapes
his entire worldview: This commitment to
learning sheds hpht on his hifelong dedica-
tion to using the law as a tool for soal trans-
formation, parficulady through merging
legal theory and prasas with legal activism.
Teaching, for Baxa, 15 not just a pmfession,
but an act of sacnfice and commtment.

His teaching philosophy reflects his deep-
segted belief in the power of knowledpge and
education, The book has insights mnto the
thou pht pmcess behind his wntings, which
providea foundational framework forunder-
standing legal activism, including i1ts strate-
gies, ethical dilemmas, and its entical role in
shaping legal cultures,

The eaploration of*Law in Context’ bnngs
us to Bad's interdiscplinary approach,
unmvelling the complesaties of legal theory
and praxas. The book unfolds as acaptivating
legal quest, tracing Bad's intellectual evolu-
tion from his eady encounters with Roscoe
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Pound to Angela Davis, during his formative
vears at Berkeeleyv, His expenences in Aus-
tralia teach us about the evolution of mdige-
nous people’s junsprudence, which later on
had agraveimpact in Baxi's theoretical con-
tnbutions to human rights, right to develop-
ment, and his engagements with diverse
legal traditions and jurisprudence,

The book unfolds a series of conversa-
tions held over two weeks, presented
atross 15 chapters, Each chapter serves as
a portal into the post-colonial evolution of
Indian jurisprudence, drawing from Baxi's
experiences, These conversations are rich
with anecdotes, philosophical reflections,
literary references and theoretical insights,
Bax's deep commitment to socal causes,
evident 1n his early opposition to the Viet-
nam war, not only shaped his worldview,
but also fuelled a lifelong dedication to
social justice,

The relevance of Baxd's expenences with
the law in contemporary times is particular-
by striking . especially in the context of legal
education. Today, as we confront complex
socio-political and constitutional challenges,
Baxi's approach serves a8 a poignant
reminderof the role of legal education in the
socio-political development of a State.

Baxi's contributions to legal education,
notably during his tenure as Vice-Chancel-
lor at Delhi University and in establishing
National Law Schools, highhight his vision
of nurturing a generation of lawyers who are
not only legally proficent, but also under-
stand thecomplexdaties of society throuph 1ts
history and soco-political moverments,

Moreover, Baxi's journey as an activist
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Experiences in social
activism inform his
academic work, providing
a real-world context to
his theoretical insights

and legal thinker highlights the intercon-
nectedness of theory and practice. His
expenences in soral activism inform his
academic work, providing a real-wordd cone-
teat to his theoretical nsights. This syner-
gy between theory and practice is crucial

for bridging the gap between legal educa-
tion and somal actvism, ensuring that legal
professionals are equipped not only with
legal expertise, but also with a sense of
socio-political responsibility.

In the latter part of the book. an esxmmina-
tion of Upendra Baa’s theoretical contrbu-
tions to constitutionalism unfolds. His cate-
ponsation of seven distinet types of
constitutions and delineation of three forms
of constitutionalism not only demonstrate
his constant vearning for intellectual rigour,
but also reveal the deep emotional and per-
sonal mvestment he has in the subject.

Narrain and Baxa delve into Socal Action
Litigation (SAL) within the Indian contexdt,
engaging with the complesaties of its appro-
priation by themiddle dasses amidst global-
1sation, SAL, as conceptualised by Baa, rep-
resents a unique form of legal activism that
transcends traditional legal boundanes to
engFape with bmader socal ssues. Basa
posits SAL as a transformative tool that
serves dual purposes: as a means of judicial
intervention to address immediate injus-
tices, while also funcbioning as a catabyst for
long-termn socetal change.,

In the last part of the book, Baxd and
aithammam Kakamala discuss human rights
as a traditional legal discourse, debving info
its philosophical and ethical dimensions, His
cntical esxmmination of human rights essen-
tiali smchallenges simphistic interpretations.
Furthermore, Baxa's eritique of legal theory,
often mooted inwestern perspectives, is a piv-
otal aspect of his work. His work not onby
expands ourunderstanding of human rights
and legal theory, but also challenpes us to

think critically about thear application
thmough notions of universalism

Baa argues that junsprudence, as the
study of law, should be inherent n all legal
education. mther than aseparatecourse. He
criticises the theory-practice divide in ITndia,
contrasting t with the US' approach,
“where jurisprudence is integrated into
legal education as a policy scence”. Baxa
advocates an approach that does not “ghet-
toise human rights”, but incorporates it into
the broaderlegal curmriculum, ennching stu-
dents' understanding and encouraging a
more eritical engagement with the human
nghts discourse

A distinctly notable conversation in the
book is Baxi's reverence for Dr BR
Ambedkar, whose writings he percerves as
anenduring fount oflearning, His immenr-
sion in Ambedkar's examination of stnice
tural wviclence within Indian society
prounds his conviction in the law's effica-
¢y as a potent tool for dismanthng deep-
seated injustices. The engagement serves
as a reminder of the acknowledgment of
Ambedkar within Indian legal thought
and the neglect of his wntings in the ped-
agopy of law students.

‘Of Law and Life.." compels readers to
critically re-think the post-colonial legal
framework and envision its fiiture by delv-
mg into Baxi's memories, writings and cone-
tnbutions. As students and practitioners of
Law, we are prompted to reflect on the come
pleadties of the legal system and to redefine
its role in contemporary India. Baxi's
mnsights also urge us to critically examine
legal education and legal development.
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