

















Commentary

in Sarath Amunugama, the new finance
minister, who is an advocate of hard
bargaining, whether he can convince the
international lenders that spending more
money on salaries and subsidies is good
economics remains to be seen. The financial
and economic skills of the new leadership
are yet to be proven,

The difficulties that the new government
is experiencing in delivering on its promises
with regard to the LTTE and the economy
may be the reason why its main area of
advocacy and propaganda at this time is
constitutional change, which requires a two-
thirds majority in Parliament. At the recently
concluded general election, the UPFA
obtained 46 percent of the popular vote and
won 105 seats out of 225 in Parliament. It
certainly does not have the required
majority on its own, and not even a simple
majority. However, achieving two-thirds
majority is not an impossible task. The
consensual manner in which the 17th
Amendment to the constitution {to make
provisions for the Constitutional Council
and Independent Commissions) was passed
in Parliament in October 2001 would
indicate this. But it is also true that if
constitutional change is seen by other
political parties to have a partisan dimen-
sion to it, they are unlikely to support it.
And indeed, the UPFA’s attempt to tinker
with the constitution is coming across as a
partisan effort to serve its interests rather
than those of the country as a whole. So far,
no political party represented in Parliament
outside the UPFA has welcomed the pro-
posed scheme of constitutional change. On
the contrary, they have questioned the
appropriateness of focusing on the issue of
the executive presidency.

The UPFA’s constitutional proposals had
not been finalised at the time of writing,.
However, it is said to envisage, as a first
step, the abolition of the executive
presidency and changing the electoral
system. But the issue that has divided the
country is the ethnic conflict and not the
executive presidency or the electoral system.
It is therefore the ethnic conflict that needs
to receive priority in the UPFA’s scheme of
things. After all, the ethnic conflict pre-dates
the executive presidency. It was in 1977,
under the prime ministerial system of the
1972 Constitution that the Tamil United
Liberation Front (TULF) asked for its
mandate for Tamil Eelam. There is no doubt
that the priority issue for the UPFA in its
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initiative for constitutional change should
be the need for a federal system of gover-
nance. As changing the constitution is
about changing the sovereign law of the
country, the representatives of all ethnic
communities need to participate in the
making of the new document. Whether or
not there should be an executive presidency
in a federal system can be considered at the
same time. b

—~Jehan Perera

COMPROMISE AND
COHABITATION

GEORGE W Bush and General Pervez
Musharraf are reportedly good friends.
They are also both, at least apparently, on
the hot-seat. George Bush is dealing with
the rapidly deteriorating situation in Irag,
with resistance to the American occupation
growing by the day. Meanwhile, Musharraf
has opened himself up on many fronts -
from the National Security Council (N5C)
(chaired by the president, the council gives
the military a legal role in governance with
powers of vetting decisions affecting
national ‘interest’) to refusing to commit to
taking off his uniform at the end of the year
- and therefore remains under in-
tense pressure and scrutiny. Bush
and his team of neo-cons continue
to harp on Musharraf’s stellar
performance since September 11,
while Musharraf continues to do
America’s bidding, the recent
‘successful’ 12-day military offen-
sive in South Waziristan (on the

The structuring of
the NSC once and
for all will
institutionalise the
army’s grip over
state affairs.
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Do we have a general
or president?

The 12 days of South Waziristan

border with Afghanistan) the most visible
example,

On the whole, the victimisation of
political opponents that the Musharraf
government has engaged in consistently
since its takeover four and a half years ago
has remained largely outside the purview
of criticism from the Bush administration.
As a gesture of tokenism, the LS State
Department did issue a statement ex-
pressing “regret” at the sentencing of
prominent opposition leader Javed Hashmi
- also the Alliance for Restoration of
Democracy {ARD) president and staunch
critic of Musharraf's 1999 coup - to 23 years
in jail with hard labour. Similarly, as most

HOME TO a population of
under a million (mostly Pash-
toon), the hilly and mountai-
nous region of South Waziris-
tan in Pakistan shares an 80
kilometre-long border with
Afghanistan. Seen as a largely
anarchic region, it was in the
news recently when a military
.offensive was launched by
~Pakistani security forces star-
ting 16 March to capture Al-
Qaeda militants, mostly
Chechen, Uzbek and Arab,
along with supportive local
tribesmen suspected of hiding
there. o
Forces from the Pakistani
Army and the Frontier Corps
used heavy artillery and gun-

other pliant allies of the United States have
done, Musharraf’s government has tiptoed
around the flagrant violations of democratic
and human ethics that have characterised
US actions in the war on terror.

Tronically, while Bush could be ousted
from the White House by the popular vote
come November, Musharraf remains largely
unaccountable to anyone within Pakistan.
Perhaps more importantly, the geo-political
situation in Southwest Asia and the
strategic needs of the United States -
regardless of whether Bush is in power or
not - is what is likely to be the determinant
of Musharraf's fate.

Despite the unquestionably frightening
amount of power that he wields, Bush is
dealing with burgeoning crises, including
the unprecedented rise in price of petro-
leum. Meanwhile, his initiatives in Iraq and
Afghanistan, undertaken precisely to
maintain the preposterous levels of cheap
oil consumption in the US, are beginning
at long last to backfire drastically. Then
there are the continuing accusations that a
lot more was known about September 11
than has been consistently claimed over the
past two and-a-half years. Levels of dissent
within the United States remain abnormally
high, even if not immediately visible
through the prism of the mainstream media.

As Bush plunges into his re-election bid,

ship helicopters in the 50 sq
km area near the regional.
capital of Wana, around the
villages of Schin Warsak,
Daza Gundat, Kalusha, Ghaw
Khawa and Kari Kot. The
firepower from the side of the
militants was equally heavy,
leaving 16 paramilitary troops
dead on the first day. At the
end of the 12-day operation
63 militants, mostly Chechen
and Uzbek, 93 Pakistani tri-
besmen and 73 'foreigners’
had been killed. The ‘success-
ful’ operation left 46 military
and paramilitary troops dead
and another 26 injured. Faux
intelligence inputs regar-
ding big ‘catches’ from the
Al-Qaeda were séen to have
triggered off the entire
operation,
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one feels that Musharraf will play a
significant role in determining his fate. The
much awaited captures of Mullah Omar and
Osama bin Laden will have much to do with
Musharraf’s resolve, which, as has been
proven in Waziristan, is not lacking. But
Musharraf has problems of his own, and
continues to create more for himself even as
he seeks desperately to consolidate his hold
on power. Between the NSC and the uniform
issue, at least one thing has become reassu-
ringly clear to Musharraf and his aides -
that the mullahs are now firmly on board
and are definitely not inclined to rock the
boat. And given the absence of any other
popular political force on the scene,
Musharraf might even consider himself to
be sitting pretty.

And why not? The structuring of the
NSC once and for all will institutionalise the
army'’s grip over state affairs. The ruling
Pakistan Muslim League-Q and the defec-
tors from the Pakistan People’s Party that
helped create the present majority in
parliament required to form a government,
have conveniently insisted that Musharraf
stay in uniform. And for the time being, the
overseas imperial power is patronising the
army with no holds barred. The Musharraf
bandwagon, meanwhile, keeps rolling
along with more and more turncoats and
opportunists jumping on board. Incredibly,
there are now over 20 sitting ministers in
the federal cabinet, not to mention the fact
that each provincial cabinet is also bursting
at the seams. The rationale is straight-
forward — in exchange for support this
government needs to continue creating
patronage-distribution opportunities for
‘independents’ and opposition deserters, It
hardly matters that there is absolutely no
need for state ministers for every second
portfolio. Furthermore, there is the burden
on the national exchequer of the inordinate
number of sitting ministers. Rather than
dismantling the decadent, patronage-based
political culture that prevaiis in the country,
the Musharraf years have in fact reinforced
it to a very large extent.

Jamali & Co. _

Of course, none of this is happening without
the support and international ‘legitimacy’
that the Bush administration has provided
Musharraf, in spite of major potential crises
such as the Qadeer Khan nuclear pro-
liferation fiasco (‘Inside the nuclear closet’,
March-April 2004 Himal). What concerns
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the principled few who continue to demand
democratisation of state and scciety in
Pakistan is the possibility that, sooner or
later, a far more convincing political face
than that of Pritne Minister Jamali & Co. will
be restored to the seat of government because
of the imperatives of international ‘legiti-
macy’ - to be dictated by the United States,
of course. In particular, Benazir Bhutto’s
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), the only large
political party in this country that has
actively refrained from criticising the US in
recent times, would be the most obvious
candidate to take on this job if and when
the need arises.

But then, as they say this is deja vu all
over again! The political elite of Pakistan
have always settled for second best at the
hands of the army, and there should be little
doubt that this dynamic has ensured that
both the political process and the people of
Pakistan remain in suspended animation
as the economic and power elite cohabit
with the military. The political elite may be
completely unrepresentative of the people
of this country, but it is definitely more
representative than a hierarchical insti-
tution such as the army ever can
be, which is why it needs to be
brought in and compromised.
Regardless of how strong or weak
the opposition to military rule has
been, Pakistan’s political elite have
never wilfully challenged the
army’s monopoly over state affairs
when perhaps it could. In the
1970s, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, in spite
of coming to power riding the crest

Catching up with the
president.

Rather than dis-
mantling the deca-
dent, patronage-
based political
culture, the
Musharraf years
have reinforced it.
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The political elite
may be com-
pletely unrepre-
sentative of the
people of Paki-

of an anti-establishment wave, gave the army
the option to come back into the political
fold after the ignominy of East Pakistan. In
1988, his daughter Benazir had the option
to defy the military establishment after
returning to mainstream politics on the back
of considerable popular support, but she too
compromised at an early stage of her
comeback, thereby setting the stage for the
debacle of the 1990s.

On this occasion, should Bush — or John
Kerry depending on the outcome of the
November presidential election in the US —
decide that the image of Musharraf’s
military rule needs to be tempered by the
populist liberalism of Benazir's PPP, some
might consider this a victory for democracy.
But it would not be, because once again
Pakistani political elite would be
compromising basic democratic
principles to come to power. And
what kind of power would the PP
wield in such a dispensation? The
situation since October 2002 has
provided a glimpse of just how
independent puppet civilian rule is.

stan, but it is So let us hope that Pakistan’s
deﬁnite|y more politicians do not make a mess of
. things again. Not because they are
representatlve “bloody civilians” as military mas-

than a hierarchi-
cal institution
such as the army.

ters are so keen to categorise those
who are not privileged enough to
wear a uniform. Not because their
supposed constituents - the people
— compel them to make a mess of
things. But because they are short-
sighted, opportunists, and because their class
interests simply do not permit them to do any
differently. It is not often that the nexus
between global imperialism, the state elite
and multinational capital is exposed in the
manner that it has been over the past two
years (‘Fauji’s foundation’, November 2003
Himal). Ordinary Pakistanis have come to
realise that the army is hardly the country’s
great defender as it claims to be, but should
the PPP be so foolish as to come back to power
at the behest of the United States, the army
will once again get itself out of a very tight
jam. b

—Aasim Sajjad Akhtar

‘MONOLITH
INDIA” AND THE
VOTE BANK

VOTE BANK politics has come to become
an Indian reality and democracy in India
has come to be the fine art of balancing
different vote banks with very little excep-
tion. Some political parties may openly
denounce the politics of cultivating vote
banks but overtly or covertly they practice it
in their own constituencies, for political
survival and advancement.

It has been said that democratic pro-
cesses would put an end to India’s unique
divisions, which were wilfully exploited by

the colonial masters to perpetuate their rule.
It was reasoned that periodic elections
would gradually diminish the divisions
based on caste, creed and religion. However,
in the process of empowering the masses,
democracy has sharpened the diversity by
transforming them into vote banks and
important ‘variables’ in the political process.

The trend is most prominent in caste
categories within the majority Hindu
community. Political parties exploit the
aspirations of caste groups which differ from
one another, or are at least made to think
that they differ in significant ways. In fact,
many political parties have become syno-
nymous with certain caste categories. The
Bahujan Samaj party and the Samajwadi
party in Uttar Pradesh represent ‘lower’ and
intermediary castes as do the Dalit Panthers
of India (DFI) and the Pattali Makkal Katchi
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Satyajit felt his absence continuous-
ly and said soin a long interview giv-
en in the early Seventies to Calcutta, a
fine but short-lived magazine devot-
ed fo culture,

Satyajit and Ritwik were the two
masters in Indian cinema born out of
the nation-building energies inspired
by the freedom struggle. Both pos-
sessed a healthy eclecticism and were
clearly benefited by their knowledge
of the English language. At the same
time, each was rooted in the Bengali
ethos and became a fine writer of Ben-
gali prose {Ghatak, mainly in his ear-
ly and late twenties and Satyajit in
middle-age and later). Unlike his
friend, Satyajit wrote his published

Pather Panchali (1955)

by Victor Banerjee.

It was time to accept the fact that
the mind was tiring sooner than
before, because the body could no
longer take the strain of a punish-
ing work schedule Satyajit had
maintained without a second
thought since his mid-twenties.
Apart from writing the script of his
films and composing the music, he
directed and held the camera. Then
there was the additional responsi-
bility of publishing Sandesh since
its revival in 1961. The very enter-
taining and informative children’s
magazine had enjoyed immense
popularity under the stewardship
of his late father, Sukumar Ray,

prose exclusively for the teenager.

The mind’s loneliness
Lack of competition can be dangerous for even the most
protean of artistes; it can lead to all kinds of complica-
tions. In Satyajit's case, it was irritability and an inabil-
ity to acknowledge the contribution to the success of
his films by gifted collaborators like

who gave it stature immediately
after the Great War of 1914-18 until his untimely death
in 1923. Satyajit, 38 years later, roped in friends to write
and himself devised games and puzzles for the maga-
zine and tried various stratagems to keep the costs
down. Inspired by Arthur Conan Doyle’s immortal
detective Sherlock Holmes and his indefatigable assis-

tant Dr. Watson, Satyajit created the

Subrata Mitra and Bansi Chandra-

private investigator Pradosh Mitter,

gupta. After Mitra left for good in 1966
following Nayak, his very able assis-
tant Soumendu Roy took over. But Ray
insisted on operating his own cam-
era, and reduced a fine craftsman like
Roy to a ‘lighting man’. He too left af-
ter Ghare-Baire (1983-84), unable to
take curt orders from Sandip Ray, the
director’s son, who he had looked
upon as a nephew. Bansi Chandra-

His films like his beliefs
were both true because
they were beautiful and
beautiful because they
were true, thus bringing
together Tagore and
Gandhi without intending
to consciously.

A.K.A. Feluda and his juvenile as-
sistant Topshey to amuse middle
and early senior school kids. Every
year a who-done-it featuring this
duo appeared like clock-work to co-
incide with the Durga Puja season
in autumn. It was inevitable that
health and quality would both be
eventually affected. Satyajit was ob-
viously working far too much, per-
haps in a vain attempt to ward off

gupta had left much earlier only to re-

turn once, when requested by the di-
rector for Shatranj Ke Khilari.
Ghare-Baire was made when Ray, a habitual indoors-
man and chain smoker, had the first of his three heart
attacks. Son Sandip took over a part of the shooting
and the entire post-production. Soumendu Roy and ed-
itor Dulal Dutta, despite being peremptorily ordered
about by Ray Junior, stuck to their task with teeth grit-
ted. But the film was uneven and even boring in places
not being totally made by Satyajit himself. Ashok Bose’s
art direction was just about adequate and an unheard-
of lapse in detail concerning a tonsured widow in white
with tweezed eyebrows, did raise quite a few. Casling
Shatilekha Chatterjee, a stolid actress in the pivotal role
of Bimala was the only mistake the director made in
casting a part during his long career. Apologists of
course tried to find hidden gems of wisdom in a compe-
tent but dull narration. The one high point in the film
was the surprisingly sensitive portrait of Nikhilesh, the
reasonable, decent, wronged, loving husband etched

L,

loneliness.

There was from early youth a matter-of-fact accep-
tance of his many gifts, and at the same time a paradox-
ical shyness and diffidence in acknowledging them.
Satyajit learned to draw very well as a student in 1940-
41 at Shantiniketan, Rabindranath Tagore’s pastoral
university. He also sang in a fine natural baritone and
had an unusual ear for music, which became yet more
receptive since his attachment to his cousin Bijoya in
his adolescence. He was to marry her in 1949, and she,
to be his best friend, most trusted associate and the one
person who perhaps knew a little bit more about music
than he did. She had been a child prodigy and was
expected to be an outstanding exponent of Hindustani
music. A curiosity about Western classical music led to
a keen interest and then a surprising degree of profi-
ciency, so much so that her barrister father saw in his
daughter a future Galle Curdi. It was Bijoya who tau ght
the lad Satyajit how to read music. It was her coaxing
that made him cut a private disc of an Atul Prasad (one
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of the finer West Bengal musicians)
song,

While at Shantiniketan, Satyajit
made the acquaintance of Prof. Alex
Aronson, a Jewish academic in exile
from Hitler’s Germany. Aronson had
a formidable collection of 78 rpm
discs of Western classical music. To-
gether they discovered an old, un-
used piano in bad shape that had
once belonged to Tagore. Satyajit tink-

ered on it and soon became a compe-  Aparajito (1956)

o
grasped the intricacies of composing
quickly and by the time he came to
do the music for ‘Satyajit Rav Pre-
sents’, a TV serial based on his sto-
ries directed by his son Sandip, he
was in full command of his abilities.
The haunting signature tune to the
initial thirteen episodes summed up
the key theme linking all the stories -
- that life is full of surprises and un-
certainties.

An active desire to appreciate

tent two-finger pianist. In the last
years of his career, he was to use a Rowland Synthesiz-
er to compose the music for his films. It was, in his case,
both a compromise and a convenience, used as he was
to the rounded tones of the acoustic piano. Apart from
Bijova, Adi Gazdar, a practicing medical doctor and a
knowledgeable and skilful pianist, also helped Satyajit
in his musical studies. Alok Nath De, the fine flautist
and arranger in Bengali films, did pass on valuable
tips on orchestration, tonal characteristics of various
instruments, and about vocal co-
lours.

Satyajit could apply everything
he had learned to the music in his
own productions. After a spirited
first collaboration with Ravi Shanker
in Pather Pawnchali, he found it increas-
ingly difficult to work with him. One-
time associations with Ustad Vilayat
Khan and Ustad Ali Akbar, both fa-
mous instrumentalists in the Hin-
dustani stvle, did not prove fruitful
as they were unable to compose mu-
stc to suit the limited time frame of a
given scene. Ray’s background score
for Kanchenjungha (1962) was evoca-
tive. The film was an exceptionally
successful experiment in using real
time as screen time to give glimpses
into the lives of various members of
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Hustration from Sandesh.

other kinds of artistic activity than
his own also helped Satyajit have a generous world-
view akin to Chekhov’s. Like the Russian master, Ray
was also a moralist with a strong sense of right and
wrong. This awareness also informed his cinema. His
Brahmo Samaj background and widowed mother Sup-
rava Ray's loving but watchful upbringing in his for-
mative years instilled in him a sense of independence.
Satyajit realised early, the necessity of earning an hon-
est living -- and enjoying it.

There was also a keen sense of
the absurd in him. He laughed up-
roariously when he tound that a cer-
tain viewer had caught his joke in
the final shot of the Monihara epi-
sode in Teen Kanya (Three Daughters/
Two Daughters, 1961 -- only two of
these three shorts were distributed
in the West, hence the conflict in
translating the title). The seedy look-
ing narrator walks away after tell-
ing his story of a neurctic woman ob-
sessed with jewellery who comes
back as a spirit to drive her husband
mad; the camera gently tilts down to
his ganja chillum at the end of the
scene, suggesting that the whole
thing was the figment of the poor fel-
low’s imagination.

Accidental happiness

an upper-class Bengali family on va-
cation, spending an afternoon in pie-
turesque Darjecling. The music had to reflect the
thoughts and desires of the characters and tacitly com-
ment on them occasionally, The composer’s efforts were
commensurate with his ambitions.

The high point of Satyajit's career, one could say,
were the songs in Goopy Gyne Bagha Byne {The Adven-
tures of Goopy and Bagha, 1968). The sparkling musi-
cal fantasy for children based on a story by Satyajit’s
grandfather Upendra Kishore Roy Choudhury, had
catchy tunes with words to match. Every song was a
hit and the album became a best seller. This was not the
first time he had tasted success. Four years earlier, his
music for Merchant Ivory’s Shakespeare Wallah became
very popular and the LP sold 500,000 copies. He
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Satyajit could sincerely appreciate a
film even if it differed completely from his own style.
Coming down the staircase of Archana cinema in New
Delhi in 1977 after a screening of Andrei Tarkovski's
immortal Andrei Rublev during the International Film
Festival, he expressed his innermost feelings simply by
saying “T wish [ had made this film”. Tarkovski’s hymn
to the human spirit had by some quirk of fate been fund-
ed by the rigid commissars of the Soviet Union in the
mid-1960s. Satyajit's own attitude towards commu-
nism, especially its Indian version, was at best ambiva-
lent. In artistic matters, he felt differently. Constantine
Stanislavski, the aristocratic pioneer of poetic realism
in early 20th century Russian theatre, was someonc he
admired. Sergei Eisenstein's silent masterpiece Battle-
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ship Potenkin and his final film in 1946-48, the two-part
Tvan the Terrible, the last one in colour, made a deep
impression.

The director had genuine admiration for many of
the members of IPTA (Indian People’s Theatre Associa-
tion), the cultural wing of the undivided Communist
Party of India. The organisation had come into being
following the Bengal Famine of 1943 that killed five
million people. It made farmers and industrial workers
aware of their rights as citizens and at the same time
made a dent in the consciousness of certain sections
amongst the educated middle-class. Satyajit was im-
pressed by the rousing vocals of the IPTA song squads,
the pictures of Sunil Janah, the Party photographer, and
the linocuts, drawings and paint-
ings of Chittoprasad which pas-
stonately championed the cause of
the have-nots. At the same time, he
understood that the CPl, despite its
best intentions, was completely in-
capable of ever taking charge of the
Indian state.

Satyajit's own predilections
were broadly liberal and certainly
humanist. His films, like his beliefs,
were both true because they were
beautiful and beautiful because
they were true, thus bringing to-
gether Tagore and Gandhi without
intending te do so consciously.
This interplay of truth and beauty
gave his best works an organic
wholeness. To those who pursue ex-
treme ideologies like rampant, vio-
lent capitalism or draconian com-
munism, such clear, innocent faith
and the promise of renewal might
even seem embarrassing,

Starry-eyed lyricism was never
a part of Satyajit’s vision, as sug-
gested by many a stilted critic of the
times. There was from the begin-
ning, alongside the idealism, deep
knowledge about human nature
and conduct in which kindness,

Satyaijit realised early
the necessity of earning
an honest living -- and
enjoying it.

will hold sway over moments of respite, and happi-
ness shall come as if by accident. He marries Aparna,
his teenage bride fortuitously, having gone to attend
her wedding in a village at the invitation of his friend
who happens to be her cousin, Just before the ceremo-
ny, it is discovered that the prospective groom is an
imbicile. Apu steps in gallantly to the rescue. The mar-
ried life is a quiet delight but ends abruptly as Aparna
dies in childbirth leaving behind their baby son, Kajol.
Having been robbed of his happiness by this sudden
twist of fate, Apu loses his sense of logic and refuses to
see the child, born in the home of his maternal grand
parents.

Wanderlust takes over and Apu travels to distant
places carrying his sorrow and rest-
lessness within him for the next
fewyears. Wisdom ultimately pre-
vails to restore balance. Apu is rec-
onciled with his kindergarten-age
son. Father and child become
friends after some hesitation, and
the end has them embarking on a
journey of discovery. Life has ex-
tracted a heavy price before part-
ing with one of its simplest truths—
that loving and sharing is the key
to happiness and contentment. By
equating a human being’s life with
the four seasons, Satyajit brought
to his early films a folk wisdom that
has withstood the onslaught of the
trends of critical analysis bent upon
‘demyslifying’ every phenomena of
existence, including the most diffi-
cult and complex of all, that of the
relations between human beings.

Freudian anguish first made its
appearance in Pratidwandi (The Ad-
versary, 1970) to startle the direc-
tor’'s admirers. His technique too
had changed to accommodate his
subject matter. The protagonist Sid-
dhartha, caught in the process of
trying to get a job to keep up ap-
pearances in an orphaned middle-
class family with depleted resourc-

cruelty, expediency and sacrifice
overlap at certain moments. In
Aparafito (The Unvanquished, 1956), for instance, Apu
after having lost sister Durga and father Hari leaves
his widowed mother Sarbajaya behind in their village
home, to go to study in Calcutta after receiving a schol-
arship. What would be considered as ‘taking wing’ in
the West, even now, in many quarters in India is seen
as a grave dereliction of duty. However, Ray invests
this moment in the film with an air of inevitability, rather
than as a fall from grace.

Apu’s destiny will take him away to a future full of
discovery, uncertainty, even grief, where restlessness

16

es, has to sacrifice his ego and his
left-wing ideals. His process of growing up involves
loosing all his illusions including his love for Keya, a
girl from the Westernised upper-middle class that is
deeply attached to social climbing and the benefits it
brings. Ray used black and white negative images and
abrupt jump cuts along with use of discordant sound
to portray the alienation of the wounded Siddhartha.
In a pivotal scene, he is asked in a job interview what
he considers to be the most significant event of the times.
“The war in Vietnam, Sir”, replies Siddhartha to the
surprise of the member of the selection committee. “Even

HIMAL 17/5 May 2004



more important than the moon land-
ing?” “Yes sir”, he insists, saying
that it was a logical outcome of the
development of science in the 20th
century, whereas Vietnam stood for
the victory of a supremely coura-
geous people who overcame their
poverty to defeat the mightiest na-
tion in the world. Siddhartha does
not get the job and ends up as the
representative of a small pharma-
ceutical company whose products

ous birth in a desert town that has a
golden fortress. A parapsychologist
gets interested and takes him on a
trip to investigate the matter. A pair
of comical villains upset his plans
thinking there is a huge treasure to
be discovered, till Feluda and com-
pany come to the rescue. Made with
the panache and joy that informed
cinema in its formative years, Sonar
Kella wore in its virtues lightly.
The next film Jana Aranya (The

he pushes in rural and small-town
Bengal.

Open anguish, even despair, is seen for the first time
in the director’s work was muted and even subtly
diverted in the next film Seemabaddha (Company Limit-
ed, 1971). The film is an intimate set-piece about the
gradual loss of values, and hence, humanity in the ed-
ucated middle-class protagonist Shyamal Chatterjee’s
rise in the corporate world. The presence of the Nax-
alites so palpably felt in Pratidwandi

Middleman, 1975) marked a return
to black and white and the despondence over the loss
of basic values in contemporary Bengali/Indian soci-
ety. This was the darkest film he had ever made, and
Satyaiit called it his most ruthless film. The nation had
plunged into despair over the complete disregard for
democracy by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi of the rul-
ing Congress Party, who had declared a state of nation-
al emergency to quell the gathering opposition to her
lust for power and the institutional-

is suggested through distant bomb
blasts in the sound track and the
gentle queries of Tutul, the sister-in-
law from Patna on a brief visit to Cal-
cutta. The ambitious lead character
has to break a strike in the compa-
ny’s factory in order to get a leg up’
in the corporate ladder. He sells his
soul without much ado, to the sor-
row of the adoring Tutul, who silent-
ly takes note of his fall. The photog-
raphy is grey, in keeping with the
mood of the film.

The folly of man’s ambition and

When Chabi Biswas
died in a car accident in
1962, Ray declared that

it was no longer pos-

sible to write certain
kinds of roles because
there would not be an
actor available to play
them.

isation of corruption.

Somnath, an educated young
man, decides to open a small busi-
nessman after failing to get a reason-
able job despite his best efforts. He is
befriended by Bishuda who teaches
him the ropes. The elderly fixer of-
fers his protégé a banana on a par-
ticular occasion and without intend-
ed innuendo, asks him, “Have you
ever tried eating your own banana?”
Setting the tone for the story. The as-
piring entrepreneur makes steady
progress, to the amusement of his

nature’s benign bounty is juxta-
posed in Asani Sanket (Distant Thunder, 1973), which
revolves around the man-made famine of 1943. The ver-
dant countryside with plants and flowers blooming and
ripe paddy in the fields serves ultimately as an epipha-
ny in the course of events soon to become tragic beyond
comprehension. Asani Sankef came at a time before ‘De-
velopment Studies” had taken hold, and it left many
Ray admirers, especially in the West, uneasy with its
deeply felt, dignified treatment of an overwheiming,
senseless tragedy that could have
been avoided.

Perhaps to recover from the emo-
tional exhaustion of the previous
film, Satyajit next made Sorar Kella
{The Golden Fortress, 1974), a thriller
for slightly older children between
twelve and fifteen, featuring his de-
tective Prodosh Mitter a.k.a. Feluda
and his devoted assistant Topshey.
The story is about a precocious little

boy, Mukul, who recalls his previ- (1984)

Satyajit Ray on the se

worldly-wise older brother and be-
wilderment of his retired, old, upright father.

The hour of reckoning arrives and Somnath is test-
ed. His path to progress is blocked by a randy Marwari
who can give him a profitable contract provided he gets
him a girl to appease his appetite. At first Somnath does
not understand what is required of him and seeks the
advice of Adak Babu, a veteran of the commercial mar-
ket and familiar with its codes. He promptly directs
Somnath to one Natabar Mitra, a comic scoundrel by
inclination, who advices acquies-
cence. But finding a girl for a libidi-
nous tycoon is not easy.

The first attempt to rope in a
comely, compliant housewife fails
because her drunken husband re-
turns unexpectedly. The second,
ends in farce when Mitra and Som-
nath go to a respectable lady to find
her two daughters ‘otherwise occu-
pied’ and are set upon by a frolic-
some dog, a big German Shepherd,

ts of Ghare—Baire

2004 May 17/5 HIMAL

L



Essay

while she holds forth on a former
boss of her elder one’s who took her
to Hong Kong on business and
promptly put her to ‘work’.

The third and final piece begins
on a bizarre comic note with a pimp
from rural Bengal reading from the
Kirtibasi Ramayana about the betray-
al of Sita and the coming of the cad
and turncoat Vibhishana. It ends
with Somnath escorting Kauna/
Juthika, who happens to be his best

Mahanagar (1963)

as it is for their successors in ours,
to understand how a man could
make so many films disparate in
subject matter yet sublimally linked
by a vision of the world. Clarity of
thought and feeling were present in
all of them, including the lesser
ones. This classical trait is what
flummoxes the post-modernists
who usually tend to look upon life
as a series of accidents on which to
improvise. They forget that nature

friend Sukumar’s sister, operating
as a prostitute, to the hotel room of the businessman
who shall help awaken the lad’s sleeping destiny.
When he returns home after the ordeal, Somnath tells
his father that the contract is in the bag. The old man
smiles in relief. But the audience has other ideas. An
earlier scene comes to mind when his father asks him,
“Tell me son why should they award you a contract?
On what basis?” Bhombol, Somnath's elder brother
promptly interjects, “On the basis of his bribe of course!”

Jana Aranya is a story of innocence lost. It is also
about the eclipse of stable middle-class values and the
triumph of heartless materialism. Sometime at the be-
ginning of the film, Somnath and Su-

has its own rhythms and patterns
that can be felt but not quite intellectually comprehend-
ed. There is indeed a grand design that holds together
all living phenomenon and endows them with life and
energy.

People still wonder how the same director could
have made a profoundly moving comedy-fantasy like
Parash Pathar (The Philosopher’s Stone, 1951); a tragic
study of crumbling feudalism, like Jalsaghar (The Mu-
sic Room, 1958); Kanchenjungha (1962) an clegant, prob-
ing portrait of a Bengali upper-class family in real time;
a Mahanagar (The Big City, 1963} that chronicles so sen-
sitively the struggles of a barely middle-class conserva-
tive family in Calcutta trying to not

kumar as young, frustrated job as-
pirants are seen sitting by the Ochter-
lony monument indulging in light-
hearted banter.
Sukumar :
questions....”

“they ask irrelevant

Satyajit's characters do
things. They are usu-
ally curious people.

slip down the social ladder by let-
ting the daughter-in-law of the house
go to work; Charulata (The Lonely
Wife, 1964) and Aranyer Din Ratri
(Days and Nights in the Forest,
196%) — the first, a period-piece

Somnath : “for instance?”

Sukumar : “who was Ramachandra’s sister? As if
knowing the answer would guarantee the job”.

Somnath : “T know the answer to that one. Shanta.
Shanta was the name of Rama’s sister”.

By the time the story ends the characters have been
swept away in a wave of existential despair. Satyajit,
for all his Brahmo correctness including the use of a
Rabindra Sangeet in counterpoint to the gradually un-
folding tragedy, cannot ultimately avoid retaining,
however reluctantly, the cynicism of a Bertold Brecht
and the hopelessness of a Samuel Beckett in his tab-
leaux of contemporary Bengali life.

Grand design
Satyajit’s obvious versatility and ease along with the
capability of doing consistently fine work, with of course
a few exceptions, puzzled those looking for an auteur.
Many such theorists saw him as a slightly more so-
phisticated version of a master craftsman like David
Lean or Carol Reed. Unlike the two Englishmen, Ray
was never a director for hire. Every project—except for
the who-done-it Chiriyakhana (The Zoo, 1967} which
he did for the financial benefit of his unit members -
was chosen consciously.

It was difficult for the ‘film society types” of his times,

18

about a neglected wife in an enlight-
ened zamindar family at the end of the 19th century,
and the second a contemporary serio-comedy, both
films echoing the most positive of Chekovian sentiments;
effervescent children’s films like Goopy Gyne Bagha Byne
and Sonar Kella; moving shorts about the world of chil-
dren, namely Twe (a.k.a The Parable of Two, 1964) and
Pikoo (a.k.a. Pikoo’s Day, 1980); exemplary documenta-
ries The Inner Eye (1972) on his teacher, the painter Bin-
ode Bihari Mukherjee, gone blind in late middle-age, -
and Sukumar Ray (1987) about his amazingly gifted fa-
ther — both films object lessons in maintaining the right
balance between intimacy and distance to convey es-
sential facts about the subject; and, tinally, his wise
swan song Agantuk (The Stranger, 1991), a last will and
testament disguised as a story of a globe-trotter retum-
ing home after 35 years to a family (or its remnants) that
is wary of acknowledging him.

The film ‘scholahs’ argue that only a maverick can
be so profligate in his tastes and output, pointing out
that filmmakers post-World War II, or even before, ‘made’
the same film over and over again. They trot out names
like Renoir, Mizoguchi, Bunuel, Fellini, Antonioni, Berg-
man, Kurosawa, Godard, Tarkovski, Jansco; all of them,
the pundits argue, had a vision of the world — but
Ray? Yes, his work did share a likeness to those of the
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three Hollywood masters John Ford,
Howard Hawks and Billy Wilder. It
was a difference of touch. Satyajit’s,
like theirs, was light, and his tone
too was conversational. These days
heaviness is often mistaken for pro-
fundity by the so-called cinephile.
In his public dealings, Satyajit
w as straight-forward-- a quality rare-
» sen in a celebrity in a Banana Re-

N bl. . . _ . ’ -
public, that toe in a country like In Aparajito (1956)

in Teen Kanya) to Narsingh the shab-
by cabdriver touched by romance in
Abhijan; to the effete dabbler Amal in
Charulata; graduating to even more
complex characters like Asim, the in-
wardly insecure sophisticate in
Aranyer Din Ratri and Prodosh Mit-
ter, the tough, sharp but humane pri-
vate investigator in Sonar Kella.
Satyajit always knew that his ac-
tors would have to behave in front of

dia, its largest and most repugnant
example. He always valued work and this respect for
honest effort permeates his cinema. Satyajit's charac-
ters do things. They are usually curious people. Even
Bishambar Ray, the impecunious, egocentric zamind-
ar in Jalsaghar, who is loathe to move, when the occa-
sion demands is goaded into action. It was only under-
standable that Satyajit should have found the slow,
showy, intellectual films of Kumar Shahani and Mani
Kaul thoroughly pretentious. He had no use for a film
or filmmaker who was unable to at-

the camera rather than consciously
act. His was a style of tilmmaking where the energising
happened below the surface, much like the steady flow
of quiet waters. Similarly, his direction of children was
never apparent. He would before every shot take them
aside and talk to them in a conspirational whisper. He
was their friend. Being able to gain the confidence of
children was there from the beginning. Apu and Durga
in Pather Panchali were perhaps the first children in
Indian cinema who behaved their age. The roll call of
natural, charming child performers

tract a paying audience, however
small. He had himself after all
rroved in the course of a long career
that it was possible to have one’s
cake and eat it too.

Not since Renoir, Ophuls and
Ford had there been a director who
has got such harmonious, believable
performances from his actors. He
had a way of instilling confidence in
them and making them perform be-

It is only understandable
that Satyaijit should have
found the siow, showy,
intellectual films of
Kumar Shahani and
Mani Kaul thoroughly
pretentious.

in Satyajit’s films is long: Uma Das-
gupta and Subir Banerjee in Pather
Panchali; Pinaki Sengupta (the ado-
lescent Apu, Aparajifo); Aloke
Chakravarti (Kajol, Apur Sansar);
Aparna Dasgupta (Mrin Movee, Sa-
mapti); Prasenjit Sarkar (Pintu, Mah-
anagar); Kushal Chakravarti (Mukul,
Sonar Kella); Shatanu Bagchi (Mistak-
en Mukul, Sonar Kella); Vikram Bhat-
tacharya (Satvaki, Aganfuk }; and

yvond their capabilities.No one, save
Vittorio de Sica and Francois Truf-
faut, equalled Satyajit's handling of children. Despite
his height or perhaps because of it— he was six four-
and-a-half — he was able to impress people.

Chabi Biswas, a mercurial but powerful actor and a
‘difficult’ man to get along with, gave three memorabie
performances in Jalsaghar, Devi (1960) and Kanchenjung-
ha. Ray knew how to hamess Biswas’ creative energy.
In all the three films, the actor played a tyrant with feet
of clay, yet each one with distinct individuality. It was
the writing as much as the direction that was responsi-
ble for such varied and rich performances. When the
actor died in a car accident in 1962, Ray declared that it
was no longer possible to write certain kinds of roles
because there would not be an actor available to play
them.

Soumitra Chatterjee, a young theatre enthusiast
went to international fame working with Ray in [ifteen
films beginning in 1959 as an impressionable young
man in Apur Sansar and ending with Shakha Prashakha
(Branches of a Tree, 1990) in which he plays a brilliant
man, brain-damaged in a road accident. Chatterjee did
a range of entirely plausible characters from the droll
bridegroom Amulya in Samapti (one of the shorts with-
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Arjan Guha Thakurta (Pikoo, Pikoo’s
Day)

Actresses like Sharmila Tagore in Apur Sansar, Devi,
Seemabaddha and Madhavi Mukherjee in Mahanagar,
Charulata, Kapurush-O-Mahapurush, gave Salyajit some
of the finest performances of their careers. Robi Ghosh
was amply rewarded with roles that enabled him to
play comedy with different shades of emotion in Abhi-
jan, Goopy Gyne Bagha Byne, Aranyer Din Ratri, Jana Aran-
ya and Hirak Rajar Deshe. Tulsi Chakravarti, after play-
ing Prasanna the village grocer turned school teacher
in Pather Panchali, was unforgettable in the role of the
bumbling, funny, pathetic, elderly clerk Paresh Chan-
dra Dutta in Parash Pathar. The cameos too were cast
meticulously: elderly musicians who turn up one
evening at the village post master’s house in Post Mas-
ter {one of the Teen Kanya shorts) or the deaf old solicitor
in Agantuk leave an indelible impression. Satyajit loved
actors as much as de Sica, Fellini or Bergman, and his
players, in turn, amply returned his affection.

The master’s technique, including in the handling of
actors, was subtle, unobtrusive. There was hardly any
moment of sudden drama or emotional outbursts. Feel-
ings and ideas always went through the process of dis-
tillation. Although he favoured Western musical struc-
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tures to build his films on, for in-
stance the rondo in Charulata, the
quality of emotion that shaped the
content was completely Indian; rem-
iniscent of certain melodic structures
that came alive through the judicious
use of komal or soft swaras. Towards
the end, Satyajit’s film language be-
came a shade too functional, restrict-
ed as he was by failing health,

though he used this limitation to Aparajito (1956)

ied photography and printing tech-
nology in Manchester, England.

The Rays were truly enlightened
representatives of the Bengali aristoc-
racy whose finest representative was
the great thinker-artiste Rabindranath
Tagore. It was only natural that Sa-
tyajit should retain a curiosity about
the decadent Indian feudal classes,
with their refinement, love for music,
of course painting and other pleasures

great advantage in his last film. Agan-
tik was pure cinema despite the heavy emphasis on di-
alogue. The ideas were expressed and carried forward
through cinematic plasticity. The same cannot be said of
Gana Shatri (An Enemy of the People, 1989) an adapta-
tion of Henrik Ibsen’s 1904 play and Shakha Proshakha:
both looked like competent TV plays although the latter
did have moments of fine cinema.

The magnificent Rays
The concern for social and political transformation fig-
ured gently but strongly in Satyajit’s films. He was never
an overtly political man in his private life unlike Ritwik
Ghatak, who was a card-carrying

of a leisurely life. At 37, he had done
Jalsaghar on a dying, bankrupt Bengali zamindar, adapt-
ed from Tara Shankar Bandhopadhyaya’s novella. Then,
at 56, in 1977, he completed his first film in Hindi, Sha-
tranj ke Khilari a many-layered satire based on a short
story by Munshi Premchand. The story deals with the
annexation of Avadh by the British in 1857 and the over-
throw of the popular, artistically gifted Nawab Wajid
Ali Shah.

The two effete zamindars around whom the story
revolves, Mirza Sajjad Ali and Mir Roshan Ali, are ad-
dicted to chess and continue to play the game even when
the British forces march into Lucknow, the royal capital.
They symbolise for the director the rca-

member of the CPI and a stalwart of
IPTA. That, however, did not mean
that Satyajitdid not care about what
was happening to the society he
lived in. He once said to his old
friend Kironmoy Raha at a private

These days heaviness
is often mistaken for
profundity by the so-

called cinephile.

son for the abject failure of the local
elite to confront and neutralise the Brit-
ish. In a larger sense, beyond the im-
mediate confines of the story and the
fitm inspired by it, Satyajit appears to
suggest the reasons for the success of

meeting in 1977 after the end of the
state of emergency at which this writer was present: “It
is good that Jyoti Babu (the CPI-M leader) and his col-
leagues have decided to oppose the Congress, but why
are they supporting the Janata Party?” He had been able
to see right away that a coalition government with the
Jana Sangh at its helm was bound to collapse sooner
than later. Sure enough, Indira Gandhi and her Con-
gress retumed to power within two years, with the Jana-
ta government able neither to stick together nor to ad-
minister the country .

The director was fortunate enough to escape the fate
of being a selfish, callous, debauched spendthrift like so
many members of the Bengali feudal class. This can be
ascribed to his family’s unswerving dedication to artis-
tic and scientific pursuits. His grandfather Upendra
Kishore Roy Choudhury’s versions of Ramayana and
Mahabharata for Bengali children still attract attention
because of their verve and wit. When he died in 1915 at
age 52, Upendra Kishore had made a reputation as an
artist, photographer, author, illustrator, and founder-ed-
itor of the peerless children’s inagazine, Sandesh. His son
Sukumar, Satyajit’s father, became in his tragically short
life of 34 years a master writer and illustrator for chil-
dren, and an exponent of nonsense verse the equal of
Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear. Sukumar was also the
inventor of the half-tone block in printing and had stud-

British rule in India for a hundred and
ninety years.

Man’s place in a fast-changing, largely amoral world
pre-occupied Satyajit, and this also is evident in his liter-
ary exercises. The one short-story that represents his
deepest concerns is, “McKenzie Fruit”, where perhaps
we find the truest portrait of his inner self. Nishikanto
Babu, a retired school master, goes to Karimganj in rural
Bengal to his friend’s for a holiday. One day, while out
on a stroll, he discovers a tree growing in the compound
of an abandoned bungalow formerly owned by an En--
glishman. He has never before seen the tree nor the kind
of fruit growing in abundance on it. Out of sheer curios-
ity he plucks one. Eating it, he discovers to his delight
that the nagging arthritic pain in the joints have disap-
peared. Nishikanto Babu offers the fruit to a scabied dog
and it gets cured.

Unable to believe his luck, the school master writes to
leading scientific organisations at home and abroad
about the strange tree and, its miraculous fruit. They re-
ply asking for details, and he sends samples of the fruit
for laboratory analysis. The reports come back confirm-
ing his discovery: that, yes, indeed there are miraculous
curative properties. He then makes the mistake of shar-
ing the knowledge with his host, where a Jocal acquain-
tance, a jolly landlord fallen on bad days, happens to be
present.
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Events quickly overtake
Nishikanto Babu. The bun-
galow and its large com-
pound of miracle trees is
fenced off and now in the
conirol of a city business-
man who wants to export
-~e frult at a premium, in
partnership with the for-
merly indigent landlord.

ranyer Din Ratri (1969)

Y :
Jana Aranya {1975)

The alien leaves the
earth on his spaceship
along with his human
friend singing ‘a simple
folk-song about flowers,
rivers and paddy fields
taught tg him by Haba’,
(writes Marie Seton in Por-
trait of a Director: Satyajit
Ray). ‘In a state of weight-
lessness and suspended

Suddenly, nature’s gift is

appropriated for commercial gain by the unscrupulous.
The school master can do nothing to prevent this monu-
mental injustice; business after all is legitimately a part
of democracy. He, however, has in the end a solitary
fruit in his safe-keeping and it incredibly retains its fresh-

ness over time.

The tale of "McKenzie Fruit” has
the simplicity, transparency and
profundity of a fable. Satyajit had
earlier written a film script that
evoked a similar appreciation. “The
Alien” was meant to be science fic-
tion, but added the purity and lyri-
Zizm associated with juvenile liter-
ature. The story was about an alien
from outer space who comes to a re-
mote Bengali village where Bajoria
a wealthy Marwari businessman
has engaged Devlin, an American
expert, to drill for water during a
period of drought in an attempt to
prove his own piety. The visitor from
‘outside’ befriends Haba, an or-
phan and with him perceives what
life is like in the world of humans.

The project of "The Alien” was
destined not to take off, but the script
was generously circulated by one
of the prospective producers — Co-
lumbia British — and the executive
producer Mike Wilson. Early in his
career, Stephen Spielberg must have
come across it to make his finest film
E.T., whose basis was the central
idea of Satyajit's screenplay. "The
Alien", as written, for its sheer
breadth of vision and poetic inten-
sity, promised to be a far greater film
than any in the sci-fi genwre and the
only one in which knowledge was
to be used for a positive, creative
purpose. Had Peter Sellers and Mar-
lon Brando net backed out after pro-
tracted negotiations, the film as
made by Satyajit would in all prob-
ability have been a towering
achievement.
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FILMS DIRECTED
BY SATYAJIT

Pather Panchali {1955)
Aparajito (1956)
Parash Pathar (1958)
Jalsaghar {1958)
Apur Sansar (1959)
Devi {1960)
Teen Kanya (1961}
Rabindranath Tagore (1961}
Kanchenjungha (1962}
Abhijan (1962)
Mahanagar (1963}
Charulata {1964)
Two {1964)
Kapurush -O- Mahapurush {1965)
Nayak {1966}
Chiriyakhana (1967)
Goopy Gyne Bagha Byne  {1968)
Aranyer Din Ratri {1969)
Pratidwandi (1970)
Seemabaddha (1971)
Sikkim (1971}
The Inner Eye (1972}
Asani Sanket {1973)
Sonar Kella {1974)
Jana Aranya {1975}
Bala (1976}
Shantranj Ke Khilari {(1977)
Joi Baba Felunath {1978)
Hirak Rajar Deshe {1980)
. Pikoo {1980)
Sadgati (1981)
Ghare-Baire (1984)
Sukumar Ray (1987)
Ganashatru (1989)
Shakha Prashakha {1990)
Agantuk {1991)

animation, the boy floats in the cabin, together with the
other earthly specimens he has helped his ‘friend’ col-
lect - a frog, a firefly, a snake, a lotus, a squirrel and a
bulbul bird all of which are also in a condition of sus-
pension. Inevitably, the conception of The Alien sug-

gests that only those who are as lit-
tle children can enter another plane,
or planetary existence’. In the same
essay, the alien is described in his
farewell to the earth as seen seated
cross-legged on the tloor of the cabin
of his spaceship, Buddha-like with
a glow of red sunlight on his face
and a halo above it...

This striving for perfection in an
imperfect world and fulfilment
through purity of purpose was the
hallmark of Satyajit's children’s fic-
tion and his best films. An uncom-
promising idealism and a healthy
contempt for money and therefore
capitalismn marked his life and work.
He never asked his producers to pay
him separately for composing the
music for his films and only charged
a consolidated fee for writing and
direction. His un-worldliness some-
times exasperated his wife Bijoya,
who is known to have said, ‘He does
not understand how difficult it is to
run a household’. All his life Satya-
jit lived in a rented flat and his most
prized possessions were his books
and records.

Royalties from his writings
brought in enough to support him
and the family for a year in case he
did not make a film. He said so in an
interview to Gowri Ram Narayan of
The Hindu. Satyajit’s greatest contri-
bution as an artiste was to foster a
healthy curiosity about the world
and the pursuit of truth and beauty
under the most trying conditions. He
was, in that sense, a unique and
whole individual in an increasing-
ly fragmented world. B

n



Divorce and
the market economy

The behaviour and movement of consumer markets as a resuit of the
phenomenon of divorce may be interesting, but the market potential
from separated couples remains untapped.

by Shoma A Chatterji

he urban world continues to mull over the im

pact of divorce on society, on the family, on the

partners directly involved in the divorce, and spe-
cially, on children. What escapes most

is the fact that the splintering of
families underscores a rise in pro-
duction levels in the economy.
The extended family compris-
ing of the male ‘head of a fam-
ily” with his wife, children,
their families and grandchil-
dren living under the same
roof, eating out of the same
kitchen and pooling in their
labour and income resources
to cover expenses is slowly on
its way out in urban India. Ex-
ceptions are traditional business
families where living under the
same roof is directly linked to busi-
ness interests and any split within
is presumed to inevitably lead to a
split in business interests to the det-
riment of all concerned. In this
sphere too, however, the positive ef-

fect of such split on market forces has
remained a grey area. When the joint
family breaks up to create several

nuclear families, the first outcome is
a rise in the demand for housing. The
cntire housing sector — real estate,
promoters of real estate, construction
and recovery of unused land, ex-
pands in monetary and business
terms. Traditional homes covering
spacious footage of premium land
fall under the promoter’s axe and
new skyscrapers take their place,
mercilessly destroying a once-beau-
tiful and expansive skyline.

22

India does not have any
social security scheme
for divorced partners
who suddenly find them-
selves at the wrong end
of the stick if they are
not employed.

The environmental waste is taken for granted -
lesser greenery in the cityscape, lesser land for
children’s parks and playgrounds, narrower pave-

ments and more human waste to lit-

ter the streets. But a capitalist
economy thrives on such ecologi-
cal waste instead of lamenting it.
Just so long as there is “devel-
opment’ at the cost of ecology.
These market repercus-
sions are multiplied when
even the nuclear family breaks
up as the result of separation
or divorce. One of the partners
must move out to seek accom-
modation elsewhere. Relocation
means a rise in demand for hous-
ing all over again, notwith-
standing the narrowing of the
area of apartments to handker-
chief-sized flats. There is an
immediate rise in the demand
for consumer durables — the |
partner who moves out with or
without children, must get a set
of consumer durables (a refrig-
erator, a mixer-grinder, a televi-
sion set, furniture, a telephone
connection, a gas connection, per-
haps, a computer, and so on). This
considerable rise in demand, di-
rectly contributes to production,
distribution, exchange and em-
ployment through backward and
forward linkages. The long-term
and short-term cffects when a
couple split are a continuous rise
in the demand for consumer per-
ishables as well — cereals, pulses,
vegetables, and so on. There is a
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rise in the demand for domestic help
too. Among other benefits — more money
goes to the exchequer by way of taxes
under different heads, more employ-
ment opportunities across the board,
increased potential for home business
such as home-made catering, telephone
banking, car-pool and so on. The hap-
piest of course is the legal fraternity.
Meanwhile, the judiciary sees the pos-
sibilities of expanston of family courts
in the country.

Sadly, neither the establishment at
the central and state levels, nor the in-
vestment sector, have been able to tap
the infinite potential inherent in the
separation of famities. The financial in-
frastructure has not been able to adjust
to this new family structure in the In-
dian economy. Banking, insurance and
public-issues have never bothered to
create scparate areas of savings and in-
vestment for separated couples. Till

|

achieve a desirable standard of liv-
ing;

Changes in law and public policy
— such as substantial increases in so-
cial security payments and more rig-
orous child support enforcement.

These changes reflect and rein-
force the benefits for women of hav-
ing independent financial rescurces,
both in and out of relationships. In
this context, re-partnering may not be
perceived as a solution to the finan-
cial strain of divorce — even for
women with {ew economic resources.
Besides, the social stigma attached to
re-partnering among women in India
proves to be a big hurdle for young
divorced women at a moment when
they may need to choose remarriage
both as a social and economic solu-
tion to their problem.

India does not have any social se-
curity scheme for divorced partners

date, Indian investment companies and
banks have no provision for housing
loans for single partners of separated
couples. This is a specific lack because
re-partnering or remarriage after sepa-
ration and divorce is not at all common.
Loans for automobiles and two-wheel-
ers have no provision for separated
partners though this could lead to much
greater revenues than at present.

Couples today, in general, have a
much lower tolerance level within mar-
riage than couples in their fifties and
sixties. As a result, the divorce rates in
India’s urban sphere are shooting up.
The question of whao is guilty is not im-
portant because couples are now look-
ing at it as a question of choice. In the
US, studies have shown that women’s
increasing financial independence re-
duces their motivation to enter into and
or to maintain relationships. Consistent
with this hypothesis, early studies typi-
cally found that women with limited economic re-
sources were more likely to remarry than other women.
However, this pattern may have altered due to the foi-
lowing factors:

Changes in attitudes and values regarding gender
roles — such as the greater value placed on women's
economic achievements and men’s involvement with
children;

Changes in the labour market — such as reduced
employment opportunities for older men;

Changes in consumption patterns — which may
make two incomes seem increasingly necessary to
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who suddenly find themselves at the
wrong end of the stick if they are not
employed. Prolonged litigation pend-
ing divorce places further pressure on
their finances, thereby also delaying
any plan of remarriage or re-part-
nering following divorce. Exchange
theory conceptualises children as an
economic appendage and as a bar-
rier to new relationships due to the
constraints on time and financial re-
sources they impose. Looked at from
a different perspective, children might
be perceived as making up for a new
relationship following divorce, par-
ticularly if sexual relationships are
perceived as high risk and not reli-
able emotionally. Ata minimum, chil-
dren provide company and can act
as the hub of an ongoing family life
for the resident parent.

There is a need for the financial
sector to respond to changing mores
and realities. For example, banks, insurance compa-
nies and private financing agencies should make avail-
able provisions for loans on easy instalments and low
interest to fund court cases, so as to provide security to
the litigants. This might be done on a welfare-oriented
basis, much like banks taking up rural development of
remote areas. This will also automatically place hid-
den ‘ceilings’ on exorbitant fees charged by exploiting
lawyers. Responses such as this would be a better al-
temative to shedding tears about the changing family
scenario, for change, as the saying goes, is the only thing
that remains constant.
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Dialogue
between Shia
and Sunni

by Muhammad Zakir Khan Azmi

over most of Muslim history, and they have closely
linked to the competition for power. It was this
that led Syed Amir Ali (writer on Islamic history and
society) to remark in his book, The Spirit of Istam, “ Alas!
That the religion of humanity and universal brother-
hoed should not have escaped the internecine strife
and discord; that the faith which was to bring peace
and rest to the distracted world should itself be torn to
pieces by angry passions and the lust of power”.
Shortly after the death of the Prophet of Islam
(PBUH), the early Muslim society was divided on the
question of succession to the position of leadership of
the community. A small group be-

f ; hia-Sunni sectarian conflicts have been a feature

possess certain gualities — he must be ma’sum or
sinless, bear the purest and most unsullied character,
and must be distinguished above all other men for truth
and purity. On the other hand, the Sunnis believe that
the Imamate is not restricted to the family of Mohammad
(PBUH), that the Imam need not be irreproachable
(ma‘sum) in his life, and nor need he be the most excel-
lent or eminent being of his time. So long as he is free,
adult, sane, and possessed of the capacity to attend to
the ordinary affairs of state, he is qualified for election.

In general, the Sunnis continued to support the es-
tablished authority of Ummayads and

Abbasides, though the later Sunni jurists accepted
only the first four caliphs as full em-

lieved that the function must remain

bodiments of the ideal of caliphate.

within the family of the Prophet, and
backed ‘Ali’, whom they believed to
have been designated for this role
by appointment (ta'yin) and testa-
ment (nass). They believed that the
spiritual heritage bequeathed by
Mohammad (PBUH) devolved on Ali
and his lineal descendants. Hence,
they repudiated the authority of the
jama‘at (the people) to elect their
leader. They became known as his

For successful dialogue
between Shias and
Sunnis, the nature of
differences between the
two sects from the doc-
trinal, juristic, intellectual
and political perspec-
tives must be
understood.

For their part, various Shia groups
continued to challenge the legiti-
macy of different caliphates for the
most part of Muslim history. The
Shias, however, enjoyed political
power in the fourth century under
the Buyides, who controlled all of
Persia and wielded power in
Baghdad, and later under the
Fatimids in Egypt. Amongst the
Shias, the ltna ‘Asharis, followers

‘partisans’ (shi'ah). On the other

of the twelve saintly Imams, repre-

hand, the majority agreed on Abu

Bakr as the leader on the assumption that the Prophet
left no instruction on this matter. They gained the name
‘“The People of Prophetic Tradition and consensus of
opinion’ (ahl al-sunnah wa’ljama‘ah).

Besides the political dimension, there also existed a
difference of opinion about the merits and functions of
the successor to the Prophet. Sunni Islam considered
the Khalifah to be a guardian of the sharigh in the com-
munity, while Shi‘ism saw in the ‘successor’ a spiri-
tual function connected with the esoteric interpretation
of the revelation and the inheritance to the Prophet’s
‘hidden’ teachings. In contrast to the Sunnis, the insti-
tution of Imamate is fundamental to the Shias. The
Imam, besides being a descendant of the Prophet, must

24

hended the use of force, and main-
tained an attitude of complete withdrawal from tempo-
ral power until Shah Ismail, the great Safavi monarch,
made Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘ism the state religion of Persia.
Under Shah Ismail a vigorous campaign was launched
to convert the majority Sunni population to Shi‘ism.
Consequently, one of the major developments dur-
ing the Saffavid reign was the end of the mutual toler-
ance between Sunnis and Shias that existed in [ran from
the time of the Mongols. A common form of Saffavid
abuse was to curse Abu Bakr and Umar for having
‘usurped’ Ali's right to be caliph. This hatred served
two purposes: it reinforced Shia sectarian identity as it
underlined Persian against Arab ethnicity. Another
development was the Shia rejection of Sufism, and a
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growing concentration on law and the external obser-
vances of religion and ritual. Besides other factors, these
anti-5unni pelicies of Safavids were responsible for their
deteriorating relations with the neighbouring Sunni
powers such as the Mughals in India, the Qttomans in
Turkey and the Uzbeks in Central Asia.

Dialogue on convergence

The frightening upsurge in Shia-Sunni sectarian vio-
lence in recent days in some countries that have left
hundreds dead and thousands injured raises the ques-
tion of whether there can be any possibility of dialogue
between the two groups. Tndeed, the deeply entrenched
Shia-Sunni division remains the major obstacle to Mus-
lim unity and the critics of Islam have consistently
sought to play upon and fan the differences. Unfortu-
nately, some Muslim ‘scholars’ have played into their
hands, and through their bitterly sectarian speeches
and writings have inflamed hatred between Shias and
Sunnis on a massive scale.

For successful dialogue between Shias and Sunnis,
it is essential to understand and analyse the nature of
differences between the two sects from the doctrinal,
juristic, intellectual and political perspectives. Further-
more, to be meaningful, the dialogue must take into con-
sideration both the aspects of difference as well as of
convergence between Shias and Sunnis. Most impor-
tantly, the dialogue should be restricted to intellectual
level, and should not, at least at the outset, involve the
masses. Furthermore, the dialogue should in its initial
stages focus on issues of convergence rather than the
divergences between the two groups.
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It is important in this regard to examine the terms
used to refer to dialogue between Shias and Sunnis.
Historically, the first term that seems to have been used
was ‘al-tasaluh’ or reconciliation between the two
groups. Later, it was replaced by “tafahum’ or mutual
understanding. Later on another term was coined: “al-
tagarub’ or convergence. This term emerged with the
establishment of ‘Dar al-Taqarub bain al-Mazahib al-
Islamiyah’ by Mohammad Taqi al-Qimmi in 1945 in
Cairo. The term ‘al-wahdah’ or unity and hiwar’ or
dialogue appeared later, as in the writings of leading
jurists like Mahdi Shamsuddin. It seems that the sensi-
tivity of the subject of Shia-Sunni relations had a direct
influence on the terminology used for dialogue between
Shias and Sunnis.

The continuing etforts from the Shia side to convert
the Sunnis to Shi'ism with an aim to expand the do-
main of Shia rule has played a key role in the failure of
the dialogue in the past. It has also made for many
Sunni scholars to view the proposal for ‘convergence’
with suspicion, seeing it as a covert means to spread
Shi‘ism. Some Sunni ulema who had initially accepted
the ‘convergence’ invitation later withdrew from the
process. To add to this was the question of ‘tagqaiyah’
{pious dissimulation) in Shi’'ism, which remains a ma-
jor obstacle in the process of dialogue, This raises doubts
among many Sunnis about the actual intention of Shia
offers of dialoguce and creates endless confusion. Thus,
it has provoked some Sunnis to believe that all state-
ments issued by Shias that appear contrary to their origi-
nal beliefs are actually a product of ‘tagqaiyah’ and are
not sincerely meant. These issues have, therefore, led to
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a stagnation of etforts to promote ‘convergence’, at least
from the Sunni side. The establishment of a Shia state
in Tran in 1979 further complicated and intensified the
issue, especially because of the direct political involve-
ment of the Iranian state in sponsoring the activities of
Shi‘ite missionary groups to convert Sunnis to the Shia
fold.

Some advocates of Shia-Sunni ‘convergence’ have
argued that differences between Sunnis and Shias are
of the same nature as differences that exist among the
various Sunni schools of jurisprudence {figh). Confin-
ing his approach to the question of Shia-Sunni rela-
tions to discussion of differences of figh, the scholar
Shamsuddin proposes a ‘Board of Convergence and
Unity Issucs’ comprising different Muslim groups, one
of whose primary objectives would
be ‘to work on juristic openness’ be-
tween them. On the other hand,
some Salafi groups see the differ-
ences between Shias and Sunnis not
simply as rooted in figh, but, rather,
as fundamentally religious, based
on the understanding that the faith
of the Shias is tantamount to infi-
delity (kufr). This explains the ab-

attributed to their [mams, whom they regard as infal-
lible. Unlike the Sunnis, the Shias therefore place, in
effect, the authenticated sayings of their Imams on par
with the sayings of the Prophet and of Allah as con-
tained in the Quran. Sunnis have developed a specific
method of ‘criticism’ to authenticate the hadith, which
emerged soon after the death of the Prophet (PBUH}. On
the other hand, the cotlection of hadiths available with
the Shias does not appear to have undergone the same
sort of rigorous critical examination as is the case with
Sunnis.

Despite these major differences, both Shias and
Sunnis share certain fundamental beliefs, such as faith
in one God (Allah} and the Prophet Muhammad {PBUH).
Both consider the Quran as God's last and final revela-
tion. They both have a roughly simi-
lar method of prayer, both observe
the prescribed fast in the month of
Ramadan, and recognise the cen-
trality of the pilgrimage to Mecca
(hajj), and the payment of the zakal
or poor-duc. As far as the phenom-
enon of intellectual pluralism and
differences of opinion is concerned,
it should be noted that these are

sence of Salafi figures in seminars
to promote ‘convergence’ or unity
between Shias and Sunnis (Salafis
advocate a radical worldview - strict
return to the fundamentals of reli-
gion and rejection of any behaviour
that was not specifically supported
or enjoined by the Prophet
Mohammed). For the Salafis, Shias
can only be related to through
‘munazara’ or debate, in order to
‘prove” the Shias as ‘false’ (batil) and

~ Anti-Sunni policies of

Safavids were respon-
sible for their deteriorat-
ing relations with the
neighbouring Sunni pow-
ers such as the Mughals
in India, the Ottomans in
Turkey and the Uzbeks
in Central Asia.

natural phenomenon that cannot be
avoided in any religious commii-
nity. There is nothing wrong with
this unless it is associated with im-
posing dictatorship or intellectual
extremism.

The Muslim ummah has for long
suffered from sectarian and intellec-
tual antagonisms that have scverely
affected it throughout its history.
This antagonism is reflected in con-
flicts between various groups such

the Salafis themselves as ‘true’ (hag).

Infallible Imams

It must be understood that the juristic differences be-
tween the Sunni schools of thought are not similar to
the differences between Shias and Sunnis. The differ-
ences among the four major Sunni schools of jurispru-
dence are not in matters of faith (agidah), and hence do
not constitute a fundamental difference, unlike that
between Sunnis as a whole and the Shias. One of the
major differences between Shia and Sunni is in their
definition of Sunnah (habit, practice or customary pro-
cedure) and Hadith (report or narration}. There is a vital
difference in the nature of acceptable Sunnah for both
groups. The Shias accept only those hadith that have
been reported by or attributed to the Ahl al-Bait or di-
rect descendents of the Prophet (PBUH), whereas the
Sunnis authenticate all the hadith reported by any of
the Prophet’s companions (PBUH). Further, Shias in-
clude in their hadith collections not only statements
attributed to the Prophet (PBUH) but also statements
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as the Jabriyah and the Qadriyah,
the Murjiyah and their foes, and the Ashairah and the
Mutazila, in addition to the different schools of juris-
rudence among the Sunnis, such as the Hanafis,
Shafi‘is, Hanbalis and Malikis. These differences still
exercise a considerable intellectual impact on present-
day Muslim social life but are no longer the source of
serious conflict. On the other hand, Shia-Sunnj differ-
ences still remain the cause of violent conflict. At the
beginning of the last century, numerous reformist Shia
and Sunni ulema attempted to seriously study this ques-
tion. A significant effort in this regard was the estab-
lishment of the Dar al-Taqrib bain al-Mazahib al-
Islamiya in Cairo in 1945 with the aim of promoting
dialogue and resolving differences in line with juris-
prudential {fighi) ijtehad. It sought to promote coopera-
tion between different Muslim groups on the basis of
mutual respect. Nevertheless, some hardliner chauvin-
ists from both sides sabotaged the process of this mis-
sion.
Adding to the already strained refations between
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CBD: The unmaking of a treaty

A convention whose formulation brought together
developing countries as a unified bloc now faces
the unfortunate proposition of disjointed Southern

representation.

by S Faizi

The Convention on Biological
Diversity (CBD) has been one
of the hard negotiated inter-
national treaties as the negotiators
from the South displayed unusual
unity and negotiation skills. Nego-
tiated amidst the global political am-
bience of the emerging unipolar
world order and the unopposed
Western war on Iraq; the result was
a fairly balanced treaty that accom-
modates the legitimate interests of
both the South and North. Formu-
lated in 1992 at the Earth Summit in
Rio de Janeiro, this was touted as a
comprehensive strategy for ‘sus-
tainable development’. The Conven-
tion establishes three main goals:
the conservation of biological diver-
sity, the sustainable use of its com-
ponents, and the fair and equitable
sharing of the benefits from the use
of genetic resources.

But perhaps that is all that could
be said of the Convention. More than
a decade after its entry into force, its
achievements remain volumes of
repetitive documents, endless sut-
realistically named committees and
fissiparous meetings. While the CBD
process indulged in its own virtual
world, in the real world biopiracy
remained unabated. The proceed-
ings of the recently held seventh
meeting of the Conference of Parties
{CoP) do not leave room for much
hope either. The Kuala Lumpur
meeting (February 2004}, in fact,
marked another retrogressive step
in terms of enforcement. The Con-
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vention unequivocally recognises
national sovereign rights over
biodiversity, requires prior, in-
formed consent for access to
biodiversity and stresses that such
access should be based on naturally
agreed terms. CBD also stipulates
that any commercial benefit derived
out of the use of biodiversity should
be equitably shared with the provid-
ing country, effectively making
biopiracy an international offence,

CONVENTION
BEOLOGK:AL
5134 ERS‘T Y

Species after species
have been misappro-
priated from the biorich
South, worked on and
patented, in violation of
the treaty.

and setting the fundamental legal
framoeowork for providing access to
biodiversity and benefit sharing.

However, these hard negotiated
provisions of the Convention were
ingeniously undermined by the
North, skilfully sidestepped by the
Convention Secretariat, and bliss-
fully ignored by the parties from the
South. As a result species after spe-
cies have been misappropriated
from the biorich South, worked on
and patented, all of it in violation of
the treaty.

The centrepiece of the Kuala
Lumpur meet was the decision to
develop an “international regime’ for
access to biodiversity and benefit
sharing. Such a decision was the
culmination of a lengthy process
initiated at the third CoP. While the
basis for access and benefit sharing
has been clearly laid out in the con-
vention and it unconditionally re-
quires the parties to take ‘legislative,
administration or policy measures’
to facilitate benefit sharing with the
providing countries (Article 15.7),
this new exercise would only help
the developed countries to circum-
vent the legally binding require-
ments for benefit-sharing as pro-
vided in the convention, apart from
providing an excuse for continued
inaction on this count.

Article 15.7 reads:

Each Contracting Party shall take leg-
islative, administrative or policy mea-
sures, as appropriate, and in accordance
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of development projects on the ter-
ritories or indigenous peoples.

The West has never becen com-
fortable with the CBL's recognition
of national sovercign rights over
biodiversity. In a panel discussion
organised by the United Nations
University and CBD Secretariat on
the sidelines of the CoP, one was
surprised to hear Vincent Sanchez,
the former Chilean Ambassador
who had fairly effectively chaired
the negotiation to formulate the con-
vention, expressing discomfort with
the sovereignty provision. Support-
ing the expected argument of an
American delegate on the subject, he
observed that the sovereignty issue
had ‘suddenly cropped up’ in the
negotiations. One wonders as to
when was it that the resources, and
for that matter anything else, within
the territory of a nation were re-
garded as a global resource, that is,
in a post-colonial world.

At least for some, the global re-
source argument has been the result
of confusing biodiversity with the
subject of a prolonged debate within
the FAO parlance wherein the sub-
ject was ‘genetic resources appro-
priated from the South and held in
the seed/gene banks in the North'.
Within the FAO fora, the South took
the lenient position of regarding
these translocated genetic resources
as a global resource, while the North
opposed access for the South to
these resources. And these re-
sources remain untouchable to CBD
too by having denied retrospective
effect to CBD Article 15.3 which
states:

For the purpose of this Conrvention,
the genctic resources being provided by
a Contracting Party, as referred to in
this Article and Articles 16 and 19, are
only those that are provided by Con-
tracting Parties that are countrics of
origin of such resources or by the Par-
fies that have acquired the geietic re-
sources in accordance with this Conven-
tion.

However, the Nairobi Final Act
that adopted the final text of CBD
had regarded the issue of access to
pre-CBD ex situ collections as an
outstanding matter and hence
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The West has never

been comfortable with
the CBD’s recognition
of national sovereign
rights over biodiversity.

called on the FAQ system to address
this issue (Resolutien 3). But the
subject of CBD's sovereignty provi-
sion is the opposite and simple: a
country’s own biodiversity within
its territory.

The indigenous communities
have come a long way in playing a
significant role in the CBD process.
They have turned out in fairly good
numbers and were reasonably well
arganised. However, one was dis-
appointed to see a small segment of
indigenous groups being influenced
by fund-wielding Western agencies
in shaping their positions. India has
the largest population of indig-
enous people (whom the minority
ruling castes refuse to recognise as
indigenous) yet there was none to
represent them at the CoP. Several
affluent Western NGOs are listed as
collaborators in implementing the
protected areas programme. This is
obviously an arbitrary listing and
may set an unpleasant precedent.
In actual fact, these NGOs, though

they operate on the international
scale on the strength of their funds,
do not have an open membership,
democratic clection of leadership or
adequate representation of citizens
from the South in their governance
structures. One fervently hopes that
such arbitrary recognition of NGOs
will not set a precedent.

Emil Salim who chaired the UN
preparatory meeting for the
Johannesburg Summit asked his
colleagues on the podium, in des-
peration, at the adjournment of an
inconclusive session during the
critical final meeting of the commit-
tee, “What shall we do with the
US?” (Salim had forgotten to switch
his microphone off and the next day
NGO representatives appeared at
the meeting venue wearing T-shirts
with the quote printed), How could
CBD achieve the 2010 target of sub-
stantially reducing the loss of
biodiversity without bringing the
country with the largest number of
endangered reptilian, amphibian
and fish species in the world into
its ambit? Nobody has raised the
issue of bringing the United States
to accede to the convention, not even
the Ministerial Declaration which
has called on all countries to accede
to the Biosafety Protocol. It may not
be entirely true that delegates were
happy not having the intimidating
voice of the US in the negotiation
halls. The United States can be
brought into the fold of the treaty
only if a forthcoming CoP decides
not to provide access to biodiversity
for non-parties.

The C8D represents a fair inter-
national legal mechanism available
for the sustainable management of
biodiversity, but its implementation
would depend on the strength that
a unified South could gather in the
future negotiations. l
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The Dam and the Tribal

The tribals of Tripura feel cheated of their land, and the hurt to the
psyche is deep. By decommissioning a dam, reclaiming the land un-
derwater, and distributing it to the landless tribals, a unique effort
would be made to undo historical wrongs.

by Subir Bhaumik

t 10,039 square kilometres, Tripura is northeast

_‘ s India’s smallest state. But this was not always
s0. The Manikya rulers controlled much of East
Bengal’s Comilla region during medieval times, and
later Maharaj Bijoy Manikya is said to have had the
rein from the hills all the way west to present-day Dha-
ka. With royal patronage, tolerance and multicultural-
ism flourished in an area otherwise divided by ethnic-
ity and religion. As late as the year 2000, readers of the
Agartala-based daily Tripura Observer voled Maharaja
Bir Bikram as ‘Tripura’s Man of the Millennium’ in
preference to those who have led the

land alienation it is which has fuelled the violent in-
surgency that has eaten into the vitals of this once vi-
brant state.

The problem did not emerge as long as the tribals
had enough land and the Bengali population was lim-
ited to certain urban or semi-urban pockets or rural ar-
eas around the capital. That changed with Indepen-
dence and the merger of princely Tripura into the Indi-
an Union. A state which in 1951 had a population of
6.5 lakh saw an influx between 1947 and 1971, of six
lakh Bengalis displaced from East Pakistan. It is not
difficult to gauge the enormous pop-

state since the end of the royal or-

der. The present ethnic con-
flict that pits the Bengali
settlers against the
indigenous tribes-
people in Tripura has
much to do with the
large scale land alien-
ation of tribals.

Even after the advent of the Brit-
ish, when the Tripura kingdom was
restricted to its present hill confines,
Bengalis and indigenous tribes-peo-
ple lived in peace. No riots, not even
sporadic ethnic clashes were ever
reported between Bengali settlers
and the original populace of prince-
ly Tripura. If the Manikyas wel-
comed Bengali professionals or

ulation pressure thus created. Dur-
ing this period the state government
primarily resettled the refugees on
land under different schemes, some
enabling the refugees to settle down
with financial assistance and some
just helping them to buy land.

The operation of these schemes
accelerated the process of large-scale
loss of tribal lands. The pauperisa-
tion of the tribals can also be dis-
cerned in the growing number of trib-

peasants to modernise their admin-

istration or increase their land revenue through the
spread of settled wet-rice agriculture, they also created
a tribal reserve, which, in many ways, is the precursor
of today’s Tripura Tribal Areas Autonomous District
Council.

The Partition unleashed a wave of migration from
East Pakistan to Tripura and other states on its bor-
ders. Though the indigenous tribes-people in the state
had not enjoyed a decisive majority like in the neigh-
bouring Chittagong Hill Tracts or the Mizo hills, they
did account for up to 60 percent of the total population.
In the first three decades after Partition, the indigenous
people were reduced to below 30 percent of the state’s
population, a situation which left them completely
marginalised in both self-perception and reality. This
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al agricultural labourers in the three
decades since the Partition. In 1951, cultivators consti-
tuted close to 63 percent of the total tribal workforce,
while only nine percent were in the category of agricul-
tural labourers. By 1981, only 43 percent of the tribal
workforce were cultivators and 24 percent were agri-
cultural labourers.

But it would be wrong to assume that tribals alone
became landless paupers, with their lands were taken
over by Bengali settlers who grew at their expense - a
stereotype that tribal extremist groups seek to create.
For while it is true that tribals today account for 41
percent of the agricultural landless labourers in Tripu-
ra, the rest are non-tribals, almost wholly Bengalis. In
fact, the percentage of landless agricultural labourers
in Tripura’s rural workforce is largely in keeping with
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:
Settler dwellings were razed by NLFT
militants in Bagber village (2000)

Fleeing the violence in Khowai
subdivision.

nificant underground group in
post-merger Tripura was born —the
Sengkrak or ‘clenched fist’.

The Sengkrak movement, as the
first manifestation of overt ethnic
militancy, started  in 1967 as a di-
rect fallout of the large scale loss of
land, abetted by the state. The rul-
ing Congress government backed
the occupation of tribal lands in the
Deo valley by Bengali settlers

the population ratio of the two communities in the state.

While the Bengalis who arrived were accustomed
to sharp class differences in their erstwhile homeland,
East Bengal, the tribes-people of Tripura were not. At
an individual level, the indigenous people lost lands
mostly to Bengalis, rich or poor. Nevertheless, studies
made by the Law Research Tnstitute in Guwahati in
certain areas of Tripura show the huge land loss suf-
fered by the tribes-people at the hands of the Bengali
settlers. The study analysed the land transfer pattern
in seven ‘non-scheduled’ and an equal number of
‘scheduled’ villages in south and west Tripura. In the
former 60 percent of the land transfers were from trib-
als to non-tribals. In the latter the position was worse,
with 68 percent of the total land transfers made from
tribals to non-tribals, Of the villages

grouped under the Swasti Samity,
while the Reang tribesmen organised themselves into a
militant group to hit back at the new Bengali settlers.
This writer had conducted a correlation analysis
between land alienation and tribal insurgency in Au-
gust 1984 by choosing to interview the family members
of 84 extremists of the Tribal National Volunteers. They
had been gathered at a government hostel as part of
Chief Minister Nripen Chakrabarti’s ‘motivation drive’
to facilitate the return of the guerrillas to normal life.
Fully 64 percent of the families had suffered loss of land
to Bengalis while 32 percent of them were from families
of jhumias or shifting cultivators who were under in-
creasing pressure to find fresh lands for cultivation due
to the growing occupation of hill stretches by Bengali
refugees. Only four percent were from families with
enough land that had not been lost

under study, the heaviest tribal to
non-tribal transfer took place at Ha-
waibari on the Assam-Agartala road.

Sengkrak

One has to go to Teliamura, once a
small village but now a vital road
junction connecting west, north and
south Tripura. Gunomoni Sardar is
grandfather of the Indigenous Na-
tional Party of Tripura (INPT} leader
Debabrata Koloi and former Tripura
National Volunteers (TNV) military-

Official records suggest
2558 families were
ousted from the Gumti
project area — these
were families who could
produce land deeds and
were officially owners of
the land.

to the settlers.

In settled agricultural areas like
Khowai and Sadar, all within a hun-
dred kilometres of the state’s capi-
tal Agartala, between 20 to 40 per-
cent of the tribal lands had been
alienated by the end of the 1970s,
when tribal insurgency gathered
momentum. In some parts of south
Tripura, as much as 60 percent of
the tribal lands were alienated —
sold in distress conditions as a se-
quel to an unequal economic com-

wing chief, Chuni Koloi. He used to

own almost seventy percent of the lands in Teliamura.
In 30 years, his descendants have hardly got a few hect-
ares left for themselves by the side of the Tripura Road
Transport Corporation (TRTC) bus stand on the Assam-
Agartala Road.

Under the Congress administration, some Bengali
refugee leaders even set up ‘land cooperatives’ like the
Swasti Samity in north Tripura. These cooperatives vi-
olated the Tribal Reserves regulations, taking over large
swathes of land, a process that was legitimised by con-
niving bureaucrats. The Communist Party mobilised
the tribesmen and even took the matter to courts to sc-
cure a favourable verdict that was not honoured by the
bureaucracy. Angry at such collusion, and frustrated
by the lack of institutional support to undo the dam-
age, many tribal youth took to the jungles. The first sig-

petition with the Bengali settlers.
The land loss at the level of the individual was further
compounded by large scale loss of tribal lands to huge
government projects such as the Dumbur Hydroelec-
tric project, where an estimated 5000 to 8000 families
lost their holdings with only a small percentage of them
possessing title deeds to prove ownership for the sake
of rehabilitation. The pauperisation of Dumbur’s once
prosperous tribal peasantry contrasted with the huge
benefits that Bengali urban dwellers gained by electric-
ity and Bengali fishermen gained by being able to fish
in the large reservoir. This was not lost on a generation
of angry tribal youth who took up arms and left for the
jungles to fight an administration they felt was only
working in the inferests of the Bengali refugees alone.
Insurgent leader Bijoy Kumar Hrangkhawl, now back
to mainstream politics after his TNV returned to normal
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life following an accord in 1988,
used to refer to Nripen Chakra-
barty as the ‘refugee chief min-

Insurgency Related Killings in Tripura

ister’ of Tripura. 500 = o Civilians

-4 Security Forces NI
Catchment of resentment B o 1t':rrorlsia —
The heartburn over steady 400 s Total EEEEE
land loss on a one-to-one basis B
was further exacerbated by the 300 -

submergence of huge swathes
of arable lands owned by the
tribals in the Raima Valley as
a result of the commissioning
of the Gumti hydel project in
south Tripura. This project not
only disturbed the fragile ecol-
ogy of the Raima Valley, but
also introduced a permanent
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sense of loss into the tribal 1999
psyche. All tribal organisa-

tions including the Communist-backed Gana Mukti
Parishad fiercely protested the commissioning of the
Gumti hydro-electric project in 1976. But the Congress
government crushed the protests. The project was de-
termined to augment Tripura’s deficit power supply
but it ended up augmenting the catchment area of trib-
al unrest by dispossessing thousands of them of their
only economic resource and collec-

2001

2000

has provided electricity connections to 114 families
under the Kutir Jyoti programme. But what these fami-
lies need more than free electricity is arable land and
resources to earn a livelihood.

The dam destroyed the once surplus tribal peasant
economy of the state. Tripura’s leading economist Mal-
abika Dasgupta has shown in her study on the Gumti
hydel project that “attempts either

tive symbol — their land.

A 30 metre high gravity dam was
constructed across the river Gumti
about 3.5 kilometres upstream of
Tirthamukh in south Tripura district
for generating 8.6 megawatts of pow-
er from an installed capacity of 10
MW. The dam submerged a valley
area of 46 sq km. This was one of the
most fertile valleys in an otherwise
hilly state, where arable flatlands
suitable for wet rice agriculture are

While the Bengalis who
arrived were accus-
tomed to sharp class
differences in their
erstwhile homeland,
East Bengal, the
tribes-people of Tripura
were not.

to protect the environment to the ex-
clusion of considerations for the
well being of the people or to improve
their level of well being without con-
sideration for the environmental im-
pact of such policies can neither pro-
tect the environment nor improve the
standard of living of the people”.
The Gumti, Tripura’s principal
river, is formed by the confiuence of
two small rivers, Raima and Sarma,
the former flowing out of the Longth-

extremely limited. Official records

suggest 2558 families were ousted from the Gumti
project area - these were families who could produce
land deeds and were officially owners of the land they
were ousted from. Unofficial estimates varied between
8000 to 10,000 families or about 60 to 70 thousand tribes-
people displaced.

In the tribal societies of the Northeast, ownership of
land is rarely personal and the system of recording land
deeds against individual names is a recent phenome-
non. Most of those ousted by the Dumbur failed to get
any rehabilitation grant and were forced to settle in the
hills around the project, returning to slash-and-burn
agriculture called jhum. The present Left government
has recently announced that all Dumbur ousted, wher-
evet they are, will be covered under the Kutir Jyoti’
electrification programme. A list of 500 Dumbur ousted
families was supplied to the Power Departinent, which
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arai range, the latter originating from
the Atharamura range. Prior to the dam, the river Gum-
ti flowed southwards through a gorge in the Athara-
mura range, beyond the confluence point of the Raima
and Sarma. It spilled over a series of rapids which were
locally known as the Dumbur falls at the point of Tirtha-
mukh (literally ‘pilgrim’s point’), a place considered
holy by the tribals as well as the Bengali settlers, who
would bathe in the river during the pious Sankranti
every winter. Beyond Tirthamukh, the Gumti flows
westwards up to Malbassa village and then changes
direction again, cutting through the Deotamura range.
After crossing the Deotamura, it flows for another 60
kilometres before it enters Bangladesh. After flowing
about 80 kilometres through eastern Bangladesh, it joins
the Meghna river which flows into the Bay of Bengal.
The upper catchment of the Gumti comprises of 11
Gaon Sabhas - nearly 60 villages in all - in the Gan-
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Perspective

dacherra block of Tripura’s newly formed Dhalai dis-
trict. The upper reaches of the catchment area is steep
and hilly, but as it flows towards Tirthamukh it is
flanked by small flat-topped hills locally called fillas
with many lungas or lowlands between them. As the
river comes down to Tirthamukh, the Gumti waters
huge flatlands all the way along its course into Bang-
ladesh. Before the commissioning of the hydel project,
the upper catchments supported a small population of
tribals. The small Bengali population practised wet-
rice cultivation around Boloungbassa and Raima and
some were into trading while the tribals, originally al-
most all slash-and-burn agriculturists called jhumias,
had began to seltle down to wet-rice cultivation, hav-
ing learnt it from the Bengali farmers. The Kings of
Tripura had settled some Bengali farmers even in such
remote areas to encourage tribals to pick up wet-rice
cultivation and abandon jhum, which is ecologically
damaging.

Before the dam, the hills around
the present project area were sparse-
ly populated and the area was al-
most wholly under dense forest cov-
er supporting wildlife. The Tripura
Gazetteer of 1975 talked of sighting
‘large herds of Indian elephants in
the Raima-Sarma region along with
some tigers and bears in the dense

In fact, relatives of some insurgent leaders were in the
business, entering partnership deals with the Bengali-
owned saw mills of Amarpur, Udaipur and Sonamura.
Thus, the tribal insurgents who had capitalised on the
community’s anger at the large scale displacement in
Gumti were now collaborating with the most exploit-
ative segments of the settler society.

The present ethnic conflict that pits the Bengali set-
tlers against the indigenous tribes-people in Tripura
has much to do with the large scale land alienation of
tribals because land is seen not only as the prime eco-
nomic resource in a rather backward pre-capitalist
agrarian society like Tripura but also as the symbol of
the “cthnic space’. Secondly, the psychological pres-
sure felt by the tribes-people has been further aggravat-
ed by the Dumbur hydel project which, in one stroke,
has contributed the most to the ongoing process of land
alienation. The project has caused huge damage not
only to the ecology of the Raima-Sar-
ma valley but also to inter-commu-
nity relations in the state. Finally, it
is this writer's contention that this
white elephant project should be de-
commissioned to make way for large
scale land reclamation that can be
used to resettle landless tribes-peo-
ple in a major gesture of undoing
injustice.

forests’. Dasgupta writes that the
arca “was_an abode of deers, bears,
wild boars, tigers, elephants and a
wide variety jungle cats”. The region
was rich in flora and fauna.
However, after the hydel project
was commissioned, not only did al-
most half of the tribal families dis-

Never before has a

development project

been dismantled to
preserve the interests of
the indigenous peoples.

Decommission the dam!

The Gumti hydel project must be de-

commissioned for four reasons:
Firstly, the Gumti hvdel project

is now producing not more than

seven MW of power even in the peak

monsoon season. The state govern-

placed by the Dam move into the hills
in the river’'s upper catchment atea, but the roads built
to first transport construction material and then to sup-
port the Hydel project opened up the rich forests of the
area to illegal logging. The surplus-producing tribal
peasantry were not only angry for having lost their rich
flattands and lungas — they were forced to revert back
to slash-and-burn jhum cultivation that has caused ir-
reparable damage to the ecology of the upper Gumti
catchment. Illegal logging by businessmen backed by
politicians has further damaged the ecology. During
two extensive trips into the Gumti valley in 1985 and
1998, this writer found extensive felling of trees and no
presence of forest guards.

The tribal insurgents of the National Liberation Front
of Tripura, or the NLFT, have not banned tree felling, as
has been done by some rebel groups in the Northeast
such as the National Democratic Front of Bodoland
{NDFB). Instead, NLFT has encouraged it. In large parts
of the Gumti valley upstream of Tirthamukh, tribal vil-
lagers report that the insurgents have allowed loggers
to operate freely so long as they made their payments.

38

ment claims that by investing INR
11.8 million, it has been able to restore the output to the
original installed capacity of 10 MW. It also says that
while the running cost of the project is around INR 30
million per annum, it rakes in nearly INR 210 million
through sale of electricity. Officials in the Tripura pow-
er department describe the project as “very profitable”.
But experts say the siltation levels would continue to
increase unless the reservoir can be dredged, there can
in fact be no increase in output. The power production
from Gumti is expected to diminish progressively.
Secondly, with huge natural gas rescrves now dis-
covered in Tripura and major gas thermal power
projects in the pipeline (including one with the capac-
ity to generate 500 MW against the state’s current peak
demand of 125 MW), it is wasteful to invest in the Gum-
ti hydel project. If the state can produce threc times more
electricity than it now uses, there is a strong case for
decommissioning a dam, a process that would free a
huge area for other pressing needs. Anideal power strat-
egy for Tripura would be to produce around 500-600
MW of electricity, feed half of that into the Northeast-
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Perspective

ern Grid, use 150 to 200 MW within the state keeping in
mind the rising demand, and sell the balance of 100
MW to Bangladesh. This has been the suggestion of PK
Chatterji former chairman of the North Eastern Electric
Power Corporation (NEEPCO). In the leng run, as Bang-
ladesh augments its own power capacity, the surplus
Tripura power could be used locally in the event of
major industrialisation or fed into the regional grid for
neighbouring perpetually power deficient states such
as Mizoram which lack the gas reserves of Tripura.

Thirdly, since more than 45 sq km can be reclaimed
from under water if the Gumti hydel project is decom-
missioned, huge fertile tracts of flatland would be
opened up for farming and resettlement of the landless
tribal peasantry. The fertility of this land - already good
before inundation — is likely to increase after so many
years siltation. At least 30,000 tribal families, perhaps
the whole of the state’s landless population, can be
gainfully resettled on this fertile tract.
Before the dam the area’s fertility was
a talking point in the state. Tripura
is a food deficit state, and turning this
valley into a modern agrarian zone
would also help in solving the state’s
food problems.

During resettlement, each family
can be given at least one hectare of
prime agricultural land — thrice the
average land holding, size in Tripu-

Empty stomachs, angry minds

The Gumti decommissioning proposal should be im-
plemented before ethnic polarisation between Bengali
settlers and indigenous tribes-people snowballs beyond
control. The state is still ruled by the CPI (M)-led Left
Front, a left-of-centre cealition which has support both
amongst Bengalis and tribes-people. Tribal parties and
militant groups will support the dam’s decommission-
ing, and Bengali extremist groups have not yet emerged
to resist it. A political dialogue can be initiated to create
the proper climate for decommissioning and the cre-
ation of an alternative economy for Tripura.

Even the security agencies stand to benefit from this
settlement — a happily settled tribal population, easily
‘monitored’, is less of a headache for the police than if it
is spread out over a huge hili region with a poor ccon-
omy that creates empty stomachs and angry minds.
Otherwise the incidence of insurgent violence in Tripu-
ra, very considerable for such a tiny
state, would be hard to control. Ac-
cording to police statistics, more
than 3000 people including 158
schoolteachers were kidnapped
and 1697 people (including securi-
ty personnel} were killed in the de-
cade between 1993 and 2003. The
trend of violence has accelerated in
the last year.

One would argue that the Benga-

ra. The problem of tribal land alien-
ation would thus be tackled realisti-
cally. Solution of the deep seated con-
flict between the tribals and Benga-
lis needs both symbols and sub-
stance — and this gesture would pro-
vide both. Never before has a devel-
opment project been dismantled to
preserve the interests of the indige-

The tribal population
must be reminded that
the insurgents never
address grassroots
development issues
such as land.

lis can buy peace through the pro-
cess of ethnic reconciliation that the
decommissioning of the Dumbur hy-
del project and redistribution of the
lands reclaimed can start off. The root
cause of the tribal insurgency would
have been addressed. The tribal peas-
antry can be substantially empow-
ered through this relocation of prior-

nous peoples. A white elephant
project would thus be decommissioned in view of its
potential to solve the problem of tribal landlessness.

Fourthly, if the entire or almost the entire tribal land-
less population can be gainfully resettled in the Gumti
project area, this would free the hilly forest regions in
the upper catchment of human pressure. Since most of
the landless tribals practise jhum, it is essential to settle
this entire population in wet plains in Gumti. The hills
cannot take the high pressure of human settlements,
while the plains can. So, from the ecological viewpoint
as well, the resettlement of the landless tribals of Tripu-
ra in the Gumti project area would be a welcome initia-
tive. The state’s forest cover, now receding, would im-
prove; degraded forests would be reclaimed for nature,
and plantations would be developed where possible.
A word of caution: the area likely to be reclaimed in
Gumti project area should be used only for resettling
tribal landless — a compact area in keeping with Maha-
raja Bir Bikram's tribal reserve concept.
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ities. If the dam goes, some Bengali
fishermen in the area will feel the loss of the Dumbur
Lake (as the Gumti reservoir is popularly known), but
the rehabilitation of a few families would not pose an
insurmountable hurdle. In the larger interest of ethnic
reconciliation in Tripura, the dam ought to go.

Tribal insurgency in Tripura, now largely crimina-
lised, must be fought relentlessly. The tribal popula-
tion must be reminded that the insurgents never ad-
dress grassroots development issues such as Jand. Till
now, they have focused only on power-sharing or re-
sorted to mafia-style extortions. The insurgents have
not sought strategies for the empowerment of the tribal
peasantry. In one stroke, decommissioning the dam
would change the face of Tripura and hold out hope for
many communities and regions elsewhere on India and
Southasia. b

Note: See also ‘Tripura's brutal cul de sac’
by Anindita Dasgupta in December 2001 Himal
(hitp//www.himalmag.com/december2001/gssay.htm}






Eisewhere

Sri Lanka outperforms the neighbours.

gaps in their ability to adapt from implementing verti-
cal national programmes to problem solving at local
level. Others have criticised health in Kerala as “low
mortality high morbidity”, with little attention paid to
diseases of transition. Local communities, in typical
fashion, have assumed the responsibility for resolving
these issues.

What can the rest of Southasia learn from Kerala
and Sri Lanka? Firstly, given leadership, investments

in education and primary care can provide a frame-
work for human development. Secondly, gains have been
achieved against a background of participatory democ-
racy; indeed, social consciousness is crucial in over-
coming the menace of corruption. Thirdly, maternal and
child healthis critical to development.

Can the rest of Southasia follow this lead? Yes, but
doing so requires setting aside political differences, re-
solving regional conflicts, and creating an atmosphere
that reduces spending on defence and nuclear arsenals.
This may sound like wishful thinking but how else will
we create hope from the despair of untold child death,
wanton neglect of girls and women, and arich elite
feasting on the misery of millions in poverty? Health
professionals in the region have an opportunity to
join hands across national boundaries, cast aside his-
toric divisions that suffocate progress, and begin to
realise this vision of something better — a vision crys-
tal clear in the heady days of independence, since lost
in the intervening years of poverty, conflict, and
nationalism. b
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The theological ‘other’

‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims’ may not exactly be the
distinct monolithic identities, as is made out
in political rhetoric. The Hindus and Muslims
of South India are a case in point.

Compared to North India, rela
tively little has been written on
the social history of Islam and Hin-
du-Muslim relations in the south-
ern states of India. This is particu-
larly unfortunate, given that Islam
arrived on coastal South India con-
siderably before it made its appear-
ance in the north. The spread of Is-
lam in most of South India, in con-
trast to much of the north, was not
accompanied by Muslim political
expansion, being, instead, mainly
the result of the peaceful mission-
ary efforts of the Sufis and traders.
Furthermore, and again unlike the
situation in much of the north, Hin-
du-Muslim relations in most parts
of South India have been fairly ten-
sion-free, and continue to be so, al-
though things are now changing
with the rise in recent years of ag-
gressive Hindutva organisations in
the peninsula.

This book sets out to explore var-
ious aspects of Hindu-Muslim rela-
tions in Karnataka state. In doing
s0, it seriously challenges several
key assumptions that underlie both
commonsensical notions as well as
scholarly writings on the vexed is-
sue of the Hindu-Muslim encoun-
ter. Examining various shared reli-
gious traditions, cults and shrines
in rural Karnataka with which
many Hindus and Muslims are as-
sociated, Assayag questions the
notion of ‘Islam’ and ‘Hinduism’ as
practiced religions, two monolithic
entities, neatly defined and clearly
set apart, if not opposed to each oth-
er. He challenges the understand-
ing of ‘Hindus’ and ‘Muslims” as
two distinct communities that have
little or nothing in common at the
level of social practice and religious

beliefs and rituals. Assayag thus
challenges the grossly simplistic
and misleading notion of ‘Hindus’
and ‘Muslims’ as being inherently
and necessarily the theological ‘oth-
er’ for either.

The shared religious traditions
in which many Muslims and Hin-
dus in present-day Karnataka joint-
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They jointly participate

in rituals on the day of

Ashura in the month of
Muharram; a Hindu

chooses a Muslim as
the custodian of a

Hindu shrine and vice

versa.

ly participate form the main focus
of this book. Assayag provides in-
teresting anthropological details of
the beliefs and practices associated
with the traditions within the cults
of various Sufis and local deities,
revealing how the common partici-
pation of both Hindus and Muslims
in these cults helps to promote a
shared tradition and culture. Thus,
Hindus flock in large numbers to
Sufi shrines; village Muslims often
visit Hindu temples where some of
them even ‘experience’ being "pos-
sessed’ by the local goddess; Hin-
dus enrol as disciples of a certain
Muslim saint; Muslims and Hindus
jointly participate in rituals on the
day of Ashura in the month of Mu-
harram; a Hindu chooses a Muslim
as the custodian of a Hindu shrine
and vice versa.

Such shared traditions owe their
existence in part to the nature of the
process of the spread of Islam in the
region. Islamisation, typically, took
the form not of a sudden and dras-
tic conversion but, rather, of a long
and gradual process of religio-cul-
tural transformation that was limit-
ed in its impact, and left many as-
pects of the converts’ pre-Islamic
tradition largely unchanged. Plus,
the Sufi saints used several local tra-
ditions and motifs in their mission-
ary work so that much of the local
tradition came to be understood as
‘Islamic’ by the converts. The belief
in the power of the local Hindu de-
ities as well as Sufis as powerful
beings, being able to cure ailments
or grant wishes, attracted Hindus
as well as Muslims to their shrines,
a phenomenon that is still observ-
able in many parts of Karnataka.

Yet, while all of this undoubted-
ly helped bring Hindus and Mus-
lims into a shared cultural universe
and into closer contact with each
other, the bond of shared tradition
has not been entirely devoid of ten-
sion. In the case of several shared
shrines and cults, the coexistence
between Hindus and Muslims
could, Assayag argues, be better
desctibed as ‘competitive sharing’,
‘competitive syncretism’ or even
‘antagonistic tolerance’. This is re-
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flected in myths and counter-myths
about commonly revered figures
through which each community
seeks to stress its superiority over
the other, in the process fashioning
an identity for itself based on a re-
written collective memory.

Increasingly, this antagonistic
aspect is becoming particularly pro-
nounced as reflected, for instance,
in the current dispute over the
shrine of the Suft Raja Bagh Sawar,
whomn many Hindus now claim to
have been a Brahmin, Chang Dev,
or the case of the shrine of Baba
Budhan in Chikamagalur, which
Hindutva militants now seek to con-
vert into a full-fledged Hindu tem-
ple, denying its Islamic roots and
associations altogether. Assayag
discusses these new challenges to
the shared Hindu-Muslim tradition
in Karnataka in the wider context
~f the process of urbanisation, the
rise of Hindutva militancy in the
region in recent years and the con-
sequent heightening of Muslim in-
securities. The author also discuss-
es the emergence of Islamic reform-
ist movements and the role of the
state in defining fixed religious
wdentities and policing community
borders.

Reverence vs. worship

As an anthropological study of Hin-
du-Muslim relations, focusing on
the complex nature of shared or
‘syncretistic” religious traditions,
this book poses the important ques-
tion of how local Muslims and Hin-
dus identify themselves and relate
to each other. In that sense, it right-
ly critiques the notion of Hindus
and Muslims as monolithic commu-
nities inherently opposed to each
other. Not everyone will agree with
everything that Assayag has to say,
however. Some readers might find
his language at times dull and
heavy. Most crucially, his under-
standing of Islam and local Islamic
traditions can be faulted. Thus,
while he refers to the emergence of
the Mapilla Muslims of the Mala-
bar coast as a result of mut‘a or tem-
porary marriages contracted by
Arab Shafi‘i Muslim traders, he does
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not provide any evidence of this,
and it is unlikely that this is correct,
since mut‘a is not recognised by the
Shafi‘i school. He refers to the great
Deccani Sufi Hazrat Bandanawaz
Gesudaraz as ‘Bandanamaz’, and
claims that his tomb is ‘wor-
shipped’ by many Muslims. This,
of course, is incorrect, as the devo-
tees of the Sufis do not worship their
tombs at all.

Assayag confuses reverence for
worship. He refers to the panjah, a
hand-shaped metal object often dis-
played at village shrines during the
month of Muharram, as generally
having only three fingers, explain-
ing this as ‘in keeping with the Sun-
ni creed which recognises only the
first three Caliphs’. This is quite
untrue. The panjahs aimost inevi-
tably have five fingers, representing
the panjatan pak, the five members
of the ‘holy family’ of the Prophet.
Further, as anyone even familiar

with Islam and Islamic history
would know, it is absurd to claim
that the Sunnis recognise only the
first three ‘rightly guided’ caliphs.
At several points the author makes
sweeping statements, not backed by
evidence, such as when he refers to
the ‘masochistic character to which
the austere piety of the Shi‘ites is so
inclined’, or when he refers to the
rulers of various Sultanates in the
Deccan as ‘waging war’ to convert
Hindus to Islam, or when he speaks
of ‘Islamist militants’ (instead of ‘Is-
lamic reformists’) seeking to purge
the local religious tradition of vari-
ous superstitious practices and be-
liefs.

Despite these obvious flaws, the
book serves a valuable purpose, pro-
viding a fascinating glimpse into the
little-known world of village-level
communities that are generally ig-
nored in ‘standard’ works on Hin-
du-Muslim relations in India. 2

Kashmiriyat and Islam

The conflict in Kashmir may be projected as
the ‘militant Islamic’ assault on the state. But
the origins of Kashmiriyat were never built on
inter-religious antagonism.

Standard Indian journalistic and
even purportedly ‘scholarly” ac-
counts of the emergerice of the mass
uprising in Kashmir tend to portray
it as an externally inspired ‘1slamic
fundamentalist’ movement against
the supposedly secular Indian state.
This is course a misreading of a very
complex phenomenon. While the
religious aspect obviously cannot
be ignored, the Kashmiri Muslim
resentment against Indian rule can-
not be said to be simply a result of
inherent antagonism between Islam
and Hinduism or between Muslims
and Hindus as such. For one thing,
the very notion of the Indian state
{against which the Kashmiri move-
ment for self-determination defines

itself) as ‘secular’ is questionable.
Furthermore, the argument that the
Kashmiri movement is in essence an
‘Islamic” or a Muslim ‘communal’
one ignores the fact that long before
the Islamists entered the scene, the
movement was led largely by secu-
lar elements, such as the Jammu and
Kashmir Liberation Front, who,
while advocating independence for
Kashmir, were opposed to the no-
tion of an ‘Islamic’ state, at least of
the kind proposed by Islamists ac-
tive in Kashmir today, such as the
Lashkar-i Tayyeba and the Jama’at-
i Tslami.

Understanding the roots of the
Kashmiri movement requires one to
take a historical perspective, exam-




ining the changing contours of
Kashmiri identity over time. This is
precisely what author Chitralekha
Zutshi sets out to do in this well-
researched book. She questions the
notion of ‘Kashmiriyat’ as a unified
cohesive vision of Kashmir’s past
that ignores, perhaps deliberately,
crucial internal differences and con-
tradictions of religion, sect, caste,
class, region, language and ethnici-
ty. Zutshi’s particular focus is on
how the notion of Kashmiriyat came
to be developed over time in re-
sponse to wider social, cultural,
economic and political develop-
ments in Kashmir. In the process,
she examines how key Kashmiri
leaders sought to balance their com-
mitment to Islam, on the one hand,
and to the notion of a Kashmiri na-
tion, on the other.

The notion of a well-defined
Kashmiri identity, Zutshi argues,
was not the original product of
Kashmiri nationalist minds, but,
instead, owed much to colonial dis-
courses on Kashmir pre-dating the
rise of Kashmiri nationalism. From
the 17th century, European travel-
lers wroté about the ‘happy vale’ of
Kashmir where, as they saw it, Mus-
lims and Hindus alike were rather
lax in their religious commitments
and where, unlike in other parts of
the subcontinent, the two commu-
nities lived amicably together. Zut-
shi claims that this romanticised
picture, while true to some extent,
ignored crucial internal differences
that seriously challenge the notion
of Kashmiri religious syncretism
and the argument that communitar-
ian differences were relatively mar-
ginal in Kashmir.

Closely examining pre-colonial,
colonial and Dogra records, as well
as the writings of Kashmiri Pundits
and Muslim spokesmen, Zutshi
traces the complex process of the
construction of a distinct Kashmiri
Muslim identity. She argues that
Sikh rule in Kashmir, under which
the Muslim peasantry suffered con-
siderable hardship, naturally led to
a growing stress on the Muslim as-
pect of the identity of the Kashmiri
Muslim majority which, in turn,

functioned as a means to articulate
dissent and protest. This was car-
ried further under the Dogra regime,
which increasingly relied on ortho-
dox Brahminical Hinduism to claim
sanction for itself. As Zutshi writes,
the growing salience of the specifi-
cally ‘Muslim’ aspect of the identi-
ty of the Kashmiri Muslims was ‘a
direct result of the overtly Hindu
nature of the Dogras’ apparatus of
legitimacy’. Under the Dogras, the
Kashmiri Muslims, as a whole, suf-
fered heavy privations. Top govern-
ment posts and large estates were
almost entirely monopolised by
Dogras, Punjabis and Kashmiri
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Pundits. As a consequence, {slam
and Islamic consciousness served
as a crucial vehicle for the Kashmiri
Muslims to express protest against
their marginalisation and oppres-
sion. In this sense, as Zutshi says,
the emerging Kashmiri Muslim
identity cannot be said to have been
‘communal’ in the narrow sense of
the term.

From the late 19th century on-
wards, in the context of Dogra rule,
remarkable changes began to emerge
in the ways that Kashmiris, Mus-
lims and Pundits, defined them-
selves, their religious identities,
their inter-relationships and their
understanding of Kashmir. Kash-

miri Pundits who, although a rela-
tively tiny minority, were over-rep-
resented in the government servic-
es, leaned heavily on the Dogra re-
gime and, some notable exceptions
apart, were hostile to the movement
for democracy and the end of Dogra
rule that was gradually emerging
among the Kashmiri Muslims.
Faced with growing resentment
among the Muslims against the op-
pressive ‘Hindu’ Dogra regime,
many Pundits moved in the direc-
tion of a more distinctly ‘orthodox’
Hinduism or to the Arya Samaj,
with its characteristic hostility to-
wards Islam and Muslims. For their
part, the Muslims witnessed the
emergence of new Islamic reformist
stirrings emanating from outside
Kashmir which were then articulat-
ed by the new, albeit miniscule,
Muslim middle-class. The Kashmi-
ri Muslim reformists were influ-
enced by a range of new voices, in-
cluding the Aligarh movement, the
madrassa at Deoband, various Pun-
jabi Muslim organisations, and the
heterodox Ahmadi community.
Many of them were in the forefront
of advocating modern as well as Is-
lamic education among the Mus-
lims of the state, and played the role
of leaders in demanding Muslim
rights and in opposing the Dogra
regime. Through their writings,
speeches and organisational efforts
they developed a discourse on the
rights of the Kashmiri Muslims
based on an Islamic vision of a just
society.

This growing salience of Islam
as the defining element of Kashmiri
Muslim identity did not mean, how-
ever, that internal differences were
somehow solved. In fact, in some
respects they were only further ex-
acerbated, with the emergence of
new intra-Muslim religious differ-
ences. Zutshi describes how Mus-
lim reformists bitterly critiqued the
custodians of the Sufi shrines for
making a living off the credulous,
for various un-Islamic beliefs and
practices that they upheld, for ignor-
ing the real-world plight of the com-
mon Muslims and, in the case of
some, for collaborating with the
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The empire of reckless depoliticisation

When allegiance to Power was demanded,
Those who said “yes’ and those who said “no’,
Were both considered offenders.

—Faiz Ahmad Faiz

TO BUILD and hold their empire, the Romans built
roads. Portuguese spice-traders and Spanish specula-
tors became emperors by exploring shorter and safer
sea lanes. The defeat of the Spanish Armada might have
helped the rise of Pax Britannia, but to hold itself to-
gether, the latter had to extend its penetration inland,
which it did through river navigation and later by build-
ing railways. But the dominance of these emperors of
the Old World came to be challenged with the laying of
submarine cables. Communication networks became
the new tool of control over the ‘colonies’. Emperors of
the New World could sit in the climate-controlled offic-
es of Langley and Foggy Bottom and direct the course
of events in distant lands. Thus arose a string of pup-
pet dictators throughout Asia, Africa, and South Amer-
ica in the decades after the Second World War.

The ‘decolonisation’ process

Rather than looking inward to sustain the base, the
ruling elite of Southasia are recklessly de-legitimising
themselves by depending upon the power of Empire to
keep themselves comfortably ensconced. They do not
even want to try. The dissonance between the aspira-
tions of the people who hold the legitimating power
and the ruling regimes who have bought the free-mar-
ket propaganda wholesale, is so large that the region
can implode from within without advance warning.

Loyal Regimes, Middle India
In Afghanistan, US Marines can guard Karzai, but they
cannot make him either popular or effective. There are
four ways of acquiring authority—ancestry, elections,
guns or propaganda. Karzai has no claim to any of
them. When the Americans decide to dump him, as they
sure will sooner or later, Afghanistan will still be bereft
of institutions capable of producing a successor from
within,

For the moment, Gen Pervez Musharraf has succeed-
ed in taming the American eagle to do his bidding, but
what will happen when he sheds his

worked well in very few countries;
for most, all that happened was that
the centre shifted from London and
Paris to Washington and New York.
In later years, satellite television be-
gan to rock the Russian Bear, which

No contestant in the
recent elections of Sri
Lanka challenged the

WTO worldview.

uniform? Gen Zia-ul Haq was no
less effective in making the US trea-
sury pay for his Islamisation agen-
da, but it did not save Pakistan from
acute humiliation in Afghanistan.
There is no guarantee that Gen

fell from its pedestal in the wake of a
showdown with the jehadis in the desert wilderness of
Afghanistan. Instead of real warriors, the Americans
sent in the Rambo video to try and manage the ensuing
chaos; and in place of shipment of manufactured goods
for basic commaodities, the new colonies had to make
do with loans to pay for the services of ‘consultants’
that bred corrupt regimes everywhere, and branded
soda which helped create depoliticised zombies mor-
tally afraid of questioning conventional wisdom.

The high-priests of the Bretton Woods orthodoxy
have been so successful in instituting the dogma of the
free-market that the very process of legitimating of po-
litical regimes has fundamentally changed. No contes-
tant in the recent elections of Sri Lanka challenged the
WTO worldview. In India that is said to be ‘shining’
with its ‘feel good’ factor (spins manufactured by the
wordsmiths of the free-market), there is very little to
choose between the political economy of the two claim-
ants to the throne in New Delhi—the Bhartiya Janata
Party and the Congress (I). The result? Whatever be the
outcome of the political contest, the legitimacy of the
regime shall remain clouded for large sections of the
electorate.

Musharraf's Kashmir policy will not
meet the same fate despite the non-NATO ally status
that his regime is gloating over. A parliament made
impotent by the overbearing presence of a non-elected
body like the National Security Council is sure to fail,
and the thought of a nuclear-power with a failing mil-
itary is frightening.

The Empire operates in the Indian mind through sub-
tler but more insidious means. Through concerted pro-
paganda, an entire generation of the Indian middle-class
has been brainwashed into believing that political free-
dom is the root of all evil, and free-market fundamental-
ism its sole panacea - entire Middle India is breathlessly
waiting to board the globalisation bandwagon. But the
free market, which is not really all that free, has no space
for the marginalised, disadvantaged, silent majority. To
assert their rights, the real majority have to either opt for
the centripetal forces of left insurgency or join ethnic in-
surgencies, of centrifugal tendency, that are erupting ev-
erywhere, from Kashmir to Kanyakumari and from
Kuchh to Kohima. They have no other choice, for as a
non-market actor the majority is left to its own devices.

Justice Allybon defined ruler-subject relations back
in 1688 thus: “It is the business of the government to
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manage matters relating to the government; it is the busi-
ness of subjects to mind their own properties and inter-
ests”. This doctrine still holds in Thimpu where de-
mocracy remains a detested concept. But the majority
will not always meekly allow the pelf and privileges of
the ruling Ngalong nobility. When

multi-nodal relationship. Perhaps the need of a new
royal model of democracy to keep Nepal under tight
leash was felt soon after the first local elections that
threw up young leaders not content with the status quo
of unquestioned commitment of the establishment to

the policy prescriptions of the Em-

that happens—the doubting if’ is not
necessary any longer—will the no-
bility sink as easily as Sikkim's, is
the question.

In Bangladesh, the elite are too
cultured to nurse the grudge of pre-
independence excesses—soldiers of
West Pakistan ravaged their land, but
the real overlords were the Ameri-
cans—but the people in the street
may not limit themselves to dawn-
to-dusk hartals if the current stagna-

To assert their rights,
the real majority have to
either opt for the cen-
tripetal forces of left
insurgency or join ethnic
insurgencies of centrifu-
gal nature that are erupt-
ing everywhere.

1re.

Following the 1 June 2001
Narayanhiti Massacre, Prince Gy-
anendra became king, and sudden-
ly the monarchy began to assert it-
self. After the royal takeover of Octo-
ber Four 2003, when the king sacked
an clected prime minister, its yester-
day once again. King Gyanendra is
busy re-enacting the drama of the
early 1960s, when his father Mahen-
dra turned the kingdom into a polit-

tion continues for long. Similarly, the
abruptly interrupted peace process in Sri Lanka can-
not resume as long as the Empire continues to play its
games of weakening the LTTE insurgency from within
and strengthening the Colombo regime from without.
The crisis of legitimacy haunts all the loyal regimes
of the Empire in Southasia, but nowhere is it as intense
as in Nepal, where King Gyanendra holds that, “The
days of monarchy being seen but not heard, watching
the people’s difficulties but not addressing them, and
being a silent spectator to their tear-stained faces are
over”. 5o his majesty flies around the country in full
military regalia—emerging from the helicopter to hug
babies, engage elders and grant autographs to eager
teenagers who call him ‘sir’. Meanwhile, the country
continues to bear the burnt of a raging Maoist insur-
gency that has already claimed 10,000 lives.

Royal Model

Historically, Nepal has remained loyal to the British
Crown ever since Jang Bahadur helped quell the 1857
Sepoy Mutiny. After the partition of British India, Ne-
pal continued to remain a faithful ally of the West and
allowed Israel to open its first embassy in Southasia.
Whether under the short-lived democratic government
of BP Koirala (within 18 months of its election, King
Mahendra staged a coup to oust it from power) or the
30-year long Panchayat autocracy, the establishment
in Kathmandu never wavered in its commitment to the
policies of the West.

The democratic governments in place after the res-
toration of democracy in 1990 were only too willing to
give continuity to the traditional loyalty of the Kath-
mandu establishment. Even the minority government
of the Communist Party of Nepal (United Marxists and
Leninist) -- which is as ‘communist’ as North Korea is
‘democratic’ and insists on keeping the name merely
for its ‘brand’ value -- has never questioned the loyalty
of the royal regime to the Western alliance. But the rise
of Maobadi insurgency began to challenge this cosy
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ical laboratory secking to replicate
General Ayub Khan's Pakistani model of ‘basic democ-
racy’. But King Mahendra did not have a restive popu-
lation to reckon with back then, the political parties
were still nascent, and the urban middle-class was al-
most non-existent. Geopolitics has changed too much
in the intervening period to allow an unpopular sys-
tem propped up, even with unlimited supply of funds
and overseas advice. The present king will, however,
try his best to experiment with a hybrid political sys-
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