











SRI LANKA

HOST AS
HOSTAGE

THE TORRENTIAL rainin Colombo 7 __
preceding the SAARC summit and the ™
gloomy skies visible through it re-
flected the general mood. Colombo
was host to the summit but was not a
city of cheer. The rains had caused
bavoc; trees were down, the potholes had
deepened, and some areas of the city were
totally inaccessihle due to flooding.

Metaphors of the separatist war were ev-
ervwhere in the intensilied security and check
points. The summit days were suddenly de-
clared holidays for the government sector; not
in a mood of celebration of course, but due 1o
anxiety over security. Public transportation
was halted, and many shops were closed. Co-
lembo was a ghost city: a cordon sanitaire for
the sAARC leaders to meet in. The public was
at a distance or behind closed doors, largely
unconcerned about the goings-on anyway.

If President Chandrika Kumaratunga had
hoped to strut on the regional stage by hold-
ing the 10th SAARC surmmiit (the original venue
having heen shifted from Nepal in deference
to Sri Lanka’s desire to play host in its 50th
year of Independence}, she had certainly not
counted on India and Pakistan playing spoil-
sports by turning on the nuclear heat. So, what
could have been a glorious moment for the
Lankan president on the international and
national scene, jnstead became a mere
side-show: that ol a well-dressed, and well-
mannercd - points of emphasis that are her
regular occupational hazard — woman up-
staged by the tension between India and Pa-
kistan.

The eyes of tbe international and national
press were firmly on Atal Behari Vajpayee and
Nawaz Sharil: their talks, their body language,
their statements, That there was a summit
declaration at all in the face ol the two bick-
ering giants, observers say, was due to
Kumaratunga’s statecraft, diplomacy and sheer
personal charm. But that again was behind
closed doors, away [rom public gaze.

The Sri Lankan public was more pre-oc-
cupied with the postponement of the provin-
cial council elections — a long-standing threat,
which has now becomie a reality under an
island-wide Emergency. Elections were to he
held in five of the provinces; the parties had
begun campaigning; and women’s groups had
invested money and energy to demand in-
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creased women’s representation on the elec-
toral list. But, ultimately. it was the military
that won the day. The argument was that a
master plan was in place to rout the Tamil
Tigers by the end of the year, and that to pull
out troops from the war zones 1o provide se-
curity for the elections would cause expen-
sive setbacks.

Lankans, by and large, are deeply scepti-
cal of this promise, having heard it helore with
different sets of dates, Even if the military were
to succeed in capturing the last 40 km of the
road to Jaifna, this accomplishment would
hardly qualify as ‘winning’ the war. After all,
winning wars is not about capturing or re-
taining territory alone; wars are fought
on many [ronts including the ene for social
justice.

For Sri Lanka, it was bad enough that the
SAARC sumumit coincided with the postpone-
ment of the local elections. What was worse
was that it achicved little with respect to
the one promise that may have been the
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the bottom of the matter. Till now, the two
sides have met formally three times, without
agreement.

Successive governments in Nepal (the
present one is the fourth since 1996) have had
to play to the national galleries by maintain-
ing, with varying degrees of stridency, that
“Kalapani is ours”. Parties in opposition,
meanwhile, have lost no opportunity to use
Kalapani as a battering ram against the
government of the day. Going outside Parlia-
ment, bandhs and protest rallies have been
organised. Newspaper write-ups have built up
the frenzy.

It all reached fever pitch when the student
wing ol the Marxist-Leninists, recently split
from the United Marxist-Leninists, went on a
“Long March” to Kalapani to try an-d plant
the Nepali national flag there. (They were
prevented [rom doing so by the Indian po-
lice.) The Indian Embassy in Kathmandu did
not help matters hy issuing a staterment, much
in the seyle of Nepali politicians themselves,
claiming that Kalapani was India’s. Forced into
acorner, Prime Minister Girija Prasad Koirala
has, on more than one occasion, parroted the
samie refrain, “Kalapani is ours!”

The proper thing to do with Kalapani
would be for both sides to let the expert com-
mittee carry through with its work away from
the media glare. The issue’s politicisation in
Kathmandu has little to do with the Nepali
politician’s love ol motherland, and everything
to do with domestic factional politics. Those
who issue the strident cry, “Kalapani is ours!”
are more interested in cornering domestic
opponents than resolving a bilateral border
prohlem and ‘reclaiming’ Nepali land.

Except for stray reports, the goings-on in
Nepal and the anti-India rhetoric that has heen
spewing out have not been taken up by the
national papers in India, busy as they have
been with the travails of nuclear-dom and the
shakiness of the BJP coalition at the Centre.
Even when the Delhi media’s attention was
on the Malpa landslide, there was no men-
tion, even in passing, that Nepal has heen
claiming proprietory rights to the route the
pilgrims would have taken up the pass.

1 the high-decibel level of the Kalapani
campaign continues in Nepal, it is only a
matter of time belore politicians in Lucknow
and Delhi begin to pick up the opposing re-
frain. Should that happen, Kalapani will cease
to be a cut-and-dried matter of horder delin-
eation to be agreed upon by technocrats with
the help of ancient documents and maps. 1t
would then hecome a question of "national
honour” in India as weli, at which point, the
Nepali hope ol possibly reclaiming Kalapani
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would recede even further.

One would go so far as to ask whether the
Nepali politicians, so cynically using Kalapani
rhetoric for party-specific gains, are not them-
selves acting against the national interest. For,
il Indian politicians too get engaged with
Kalapani, then resolution of the preblem
would become remote. And the Indian mili-
tary camp would continue to stay where itis.

PAKISTAN

WE, THE THIRD
FORCE

WHEN FORMER Pakistan president Farooq
Ahmed Khan Leghari launched a new politi-
cal party in Lahore on 14 August, the Inde-
pendence Day, it was widely seen as an at-
tempt to provide an alternative to the two
main political groupings, Nawaz Sharif’s Pa-
kistan Muslim Ieague and Benazir Bhutto’s
Pakistan People’s Party. So far, however, the
newly formed Millat (National) Party has
failed to make any wave in Pakistan’s muddy
political waters and Leghari remains yet an-
other pretender to the third force.

The country has seen a host of these. Most
prominent among them in recent times have
been [ormer cricketer Imran Khan, former
chief of army stafl Gen Aslam Beg and, not to
forget, Qazi Hussain Ahmed of the Jamaat
Islami.

The basic rallying point of all of them is
the same, even though the remedies they sug-
gest are different: the two main parties have
failed to govern the country, therefore it is time
someone else, more specifically “we the third
force™ took the reins. An approach that is
flawed (rom the very outset, for rather than
proving themselves more capable, the sole
emphasis is on discrediting those who are or
have been in power. They want power 1ot as
a natural democratic consequence of their
political worth to the people, but rather by
default,

In a country where politics is nothing but
a hlatant route to power, the theory is that
those who do not see a future for themselves
at the hustings, often try te establish their
political credentials to ensure a place in a gov-
ernment {ormed withoul a general election.
It is in these ‘governments by decree’ that
those who wield the real power, the generals,
make their appearance. The Jaunch of a new
party always has Pakistan’s political pundits
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Leghari at
the launch.

wondering whether the new entrant is backed
by the military.

Third-party politicians have been known
{o resort 1o all kinds of stunts to seek favour
with the army establishment. They have asked
that incumbent governments be thrown out
and a national government be set up, or woerse
still, a government comprising of so-called
technocrats. How these technocrats are Lo suc-
ceed where popular governments have failed
is. of course, not discussed.

The concept of a third force in Pakistan,
mainly hecause of its purported links with the
armny, is quite different from the one in, say,
the United Kingdom, where the Liheral Party
has for long been seeking to assert itsell. Since
the UK liberals present themselves as a po-
litical alternative rather than as an aspirant to
hack-door entry to power, they are also able
to propagate their ideals, which in turn leads
to some of their views being adopted by the
WO Imain parties.

The only time this has happened in Paki-
stan was when Zulfikar Ali Bhutto borrowed
a few carchy slogans from the socialists and
incorporated them in his popular agenda in
the late sixties. With President Ayub Khan on
one side and the feudal politicians he had
persecuted on the other, Bhutte emerged as a
third force and went on 1o become a popular
leader. As his popularity rose, his party gradu-
ally took its place as one ol the two main par-
ties striving to retain the status quo.

Bhutto’s was one unique case, and evern
his rise was attributed 1o the days he spentin
the Ayub administration where he had ac-
quainted himself with the power mechanism
of the state. That is exactly what was lacking
in imran Khan when he first emerged on the
political scene. Leghari has plenty of experi-
ence in this regard, hut is short on cbarisma
and political ideals (or cven slogans) to
mobilise the people. That is, if he is actually
looking to achieve this end.

-Asha'ar Rehman

INDIA

RATION
CARD
MONSTER

EVEN WHILE the sasr¢ leadership met on
Bentota’s sunny heaches, India’s prime minis-
ter was being emharrassed by his insistent ally,
Bombay's don, Bal Thackeray. As part of his
cleansing drive, the Maharashtra government
of the njr and Shiv Sena was forcibly remov-
ing “illegal immigrants/infiltrators™ from the
slums of Bombay.

It was no coincidence that most of those
removed were Bengali Muslims, who as
Thackeray claimed, “would have decided our
fate by voting {against him]”. His argument
was that they were not Indian citizens, and
that they were stealing jobs. The issue made
headlines when the West Bengal government
strongly ohjected to the move. In the melee
that ensuied (Maharashtra vs West Bengal}, the
poor immigrant was left stateless.

The Bangladesh government, as always,
got into the farcical act of denying thal any
of its citizens had crossed the porous border
into India to earn a living. The beleaguered
Indian Central government wohbled along
ambiguously.

Thackeray’s move was [lawed on two very
important counts: he blatantly abused, for
sectarian reasons, the loapholes in India's
weak system of guaranteeing procedural rights
to immigrants (assuming all those he got de-
ported were indecd immigrants), and he at-
tacked, on purely economic grounds, the key-
stone of Bombay's prosperity — migration.

India’s Toreigners Registration Act gives a
foreigner certain procedural rights. such as a
chance 1o argue his case in court, and to prove
his citizenship through any of the following:
ration card, birth certificate, voter D, or do-
micile card. However, the law in India, un-
like most other democracies, overwhelmingly
[avours the authority, where the victim is
guilty till he proves his innocence. Proving
innocence is easy when you have the means,
not when you are barely cobbling together a
square meal.

Now add to that the wishes of a very pow-
erfu! and belligerent man who is convinced
that all Muslims in his country are “infiltra-
tors™, and all Hindus who cross borders “refu-
gees”. You can end up with a situation where
carrying around proof of citizenship matters
about as much as a tumour on your loot. On
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the day they were caught, probabiy no amount
of proof could have saved the Bengali Mus-
lims from deportation. The mala fide nature
of Thackeray’s deportations was apparent
when the Calcutta High Court decided that
three of the first lot of deportees packed by
train across India were in [act Indian citizens.

Over time. India has come to an uneasy
peace with the Bangladeshi immigrant. Nearly
every year since 1971, India has been (to use
the term in vogue} “pushing back”™ a few hun-
dred immigrants — a fraction of those who
cross over. Nevertheless, the number has been
increasing every year, from less than 300 an-
nually in the 1980s to a high of 750 in 1997,
By July this vear, 582 had already hcen de-
perted, and another 122 were in remand. This
increased push hack reflects the escalating
pressure of the ultra-conservative lohhy which
seeks 1o create a Hindu Rashtra.

The fact is that Bangla-speaking immi-
grants have been an important source of cheap
labour in the cities ol India, and particularly
in Bombay where they have conwributed to the
competitiveness of the gold, diamond and zari
industries. Bomhay is facing hard times; the
recession is threatening all jobs, hig and small.
1tis then no surprise that Thackeray managed
to read the citys pulse, concocted a cause for
the job scare, and targeted the silent and
scared immigrant. At least in this respect,
Thackeray is not alone. Malaysia and Indo-
nesia, when up against a recession, are also
husy shipping out Bangladeshi (and other)
migrant labour.

To pass, a recession requires downward ad-
justment of wages and asset prices. Fluidity
of lahour is critical to the survival of domes-
tic industry. Capttal and productivity, not de-
portation, are solutions to a recession. The
best policy is to let wages and asset prices
adjust in a [rec market, and hope that im-
proved productivity will improve the capital
cutput ratio. Circling your wagons 1o cure a
recession is possibly the worst remedy.

Because of the apathetic attitudes of both
the New Delhi and Dhaka governments, the
upper courts seem to he the only recourse left
for migrants. But this is hardly a viable sotu-
tion; the judges are not there to deal with such
issues on a case-by-case basis. The Central
government in New Delhi must intervene, and
interpret the problem with the understand-
ing that the question is no longer about citi-
zenship; it is ahout the viclation of basic rights
to push forward a sectarian agenda. To refer
this issue to the courts or to committees will
be unfair to all immigrants (national or inter-
national) in any part of any country.

TFor vears, Bangladesh and India have heen
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ignoring the porosity of their borders. Now
they must admit the fact and allow those who
did migrate 10 stay on and work, for the logi-
cal end to the retrihutive justice that the Shiv

Sena has in mind is far too ugly to imagine. A
cleansing has no logical limits of purity. And
retrihution, specially when couched in terms
of job snatching/undercutting, could lead to
‘cleansing’ drives in other cities as well. The
facade of moral probity and liheral attitudes
towards neighbours, that India once main-
tained, is fast vanishing and the country is
lapsing into a redneck mentality that does not
go with its size.

Countries create borders hoping that the
people inside them would reinforce their sane-
tity, and that by not crossing these borders,
citizens would somehow lorget the other side.
Unfertunately (for these countries and their
creators), shared dreams are not so easily jet-
tisoned, nor are common destinies. I a
Bangladeshi ‘inliltrates’ India, he dees not do
so to defile its purity. He does so because eco-
nomic circumstances compel him to look to-
wards those who, until the last redrawing of
that map, were part of his shared dream.

-Shantanu Nagpal

BANGLADESH

THE GAS
RUSH

BANGLADESH THESE days is getling 1o
know what noveau celebrityhood is all ahout,
Sitting on a potential USD 25 billion treasury
chest of gas deposits, gone are the days when
this deltaic country could only attract {oreign

En route to Dhaka via
Calcutta.
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aid workers. Now its the turn of energy en-
trepreneurs. (see page 56)

But, as is the case with newfound celeb-
rity status, the Dhaka government is realising
that the experience can be an unnerving one:
a blown gas field; rumours of financial skull-
duggery; relentless pressure from cut-throat
multinationals and their battery of lawyers: a
sacked energy minister; bidding scandals; and
the accusation that Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina Wajed is lining up the richest gas-field
of them all for her close friend.

All these find the government squirming
in acute discomfort, without a real clue about
what to do with this recently discovered gifl
of nature. Then there are the heated arguments
over selling or not selling gas to India, and
the fears of repeating a Nigeria where poor
villagers can only helplessly stare at the ex-
port pipelines that pass them by. Finally, there
is this doomsday scenario: what if the reserves
dry up within 20 years, leaving Dhaka “paved
with gold”, and the rest of Bangladesh in “lit-
eral darkness”, as some predict?

For all that, there are immense possibili-
ties of a rich and fulfilled Bangladesh. Al-

though the extent of its energy reserves have
not yet been proven, the world’s biggest en-
ergy companics believe that Bangladesh is heir
to at least twice as much gas as Britain’s share
of the North Sea. “It’s going to have a huge
impact,” says Calgary oil man Robert Ghison.
“At the end of the day, Bangladesh could be-
come sell-suflicient.”

Dhaka officials reckon that just extract-
ing the gas could bring in USD 25 billion in
terms of new investment, and the national
treasury could be richer by anotber USD 2
billion a year in revenue from its share of the
fields. And that, calculates the World Bank,
could double the country’s current per capita
income of USD 300 within a decade — pro-
vided, of course, that the money is used well.

However, by some accounts that is least
likely to happen. Says Osman Chaudhary, a
leading Bangladeshi economist: “Given our
government’s record, I'm not very confident.
The way the system is now, the money will go
into a few pockets.” Like Nigerias, then, will
be Bangladesh’s fate. /
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It may be too early to organise a requiem for SAARC, but
the region’s future lies beyond its vacuous flag-waving.The
future of the Subcontinent cannot be a state project.

he latest sAARC summit concluded in
I Colomho on 31 July in the wake of the
India-Pakistan nuclear tests — without
discussing the tests. The “heads of state or
government” gave their wordy speeches, but
nobody was listening. This was definitely the
most dismal summit in the organisation’s tor-
tuous 13-year history, notwithstanding the
halmy breeze on Bentota heach.

By living the lic of soppy multilateralism
and ignoring the immediacy of hilateral rival-
ries and conflicts in the Subcontinent — in
particular between New Dethiand Islamabad
— $AARC had confirmed its reputation as an
organisation long on words and short on
deeds. After years of unrequited hope,
the realisation was now complete that little
else can be expected from an organisation
that revolves entirely around the need-to-pon-
tificate of prime ministers and presidents.

Barred from discussing the here-and-now
issues such as nuclear warlare, refugee flow,
and migrant labour, the leaders who gathered
in Colombo played safe. They trotted out a
laundry list of commitments that were easy
to agree to because they were so easy to for-
get, on halting women's trafticking, banning
child labour, lowering travel barriers, enhanc-

by Rita Manchanda

ing trade, and so on.

Colombo provided definitive prool that
this organisation of regional states is not
headed anywhere, but did this also apply to
cfforts to hring South Asia’ people together?
Was a “South Asian community” still worth
fighting for? Among the scholars and jou rnal-
ists intervicwed immediately after the
summit (see box}, there was healthy scepticism
ahout romantic notions of historical togeth-
erness, and doubt that Suhcontinental
camaraderie could he rekindled at the wave
of a wand.

At the same time, these experts believed,
by and large, that there was no other way for-
ward hut to continue to expand the space for
people-to-people involvement across the hor-
ders of South Asia, well outside the realm of
government. [t was important to continuously
keep opening more doors, most importantly
between India and Pakistan, for that frontier
and that rivalry had the potential of foreclos-
ing all other possibilities.

Waste of time

The scepticism of scholars may at first seem
surprising, given the many cross-horder and
South Asia-wide activities taking place. The
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last decade has seen a mushreoming of re-
gional dialogues initiated by a wide variety of
organisations, from development NGOs to
chambers of commerce, research institutes,
activist groups and donor agencies.

There have been South Asian book

fairs, theatre, [ilm and dance festivals,

artist camps, student tours, and so on

and on. A decade ago, it would have

been difficult to imagine the ease with

which people from the various coun-

tries are meeting today. Nearly every

day, somewhere in a South Asian capi-

tal or city, or even outside the region,

a South Asian meeting ol some kind

or other takes place.

And yet, the separation of national }§ |

societies remains significant, and the
[act of the matter is, after decades of
nationalistic separation, the rebuild-
ing of trust requires not scores, not
hundreds, but thousands of self-ignit-
ing initiatives,

Some of the pessimism regarding
a South Asian coming-together has to
do with the misperception of the role
of the SAARC organisation in bringing
about togetherness’. There is, indeed,
the unfortunate trend of equating
South Asia with SAARC, even though
one is a region and all that it encom-
passes, while the other is an inter-gov-
ernmental organisation with all the re-
strictions that the term connotes.

There was, in fact, a time when ob-
servers fawned over SAARC, saying that
at the very least the sAARC summits
forced the leaders to meet once every ¥
year or two to mouth support for peace, re-
gionalism and development. After 13 vears of
such pontification, the point has heen made,
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and the public is tired. The organisation’s in-
stitutional profile remains sterile, and the so-
called “sAARC process” is choked by treaty
congestion. Commitments are rushed through
at ceremonial summits and ministerial meets
in an enthusiastic ballast of rhetoric, to be
promptly ignored no sooner than the delega-
rions get back on national terra firma.

For example, a couple of years ago, the
seven minister-level delegations which metin
Rawalpindi saw no problem in grandiy an-
nouncing, inspired by Unicel, that “all haz-
ardous forms of child labour” would be
abolished by vear 2000, and, further, that

“all forms ol child labour™ would be abol-
ished by 2010. At the Male sum-

mit of 1997, one delega-
tion proposed tele-
scoping plans
for the South

Asia Free Trade

Area  (SAFTA)

from 2005 to

2002. Some of

those present

were incredu-
lous at the au-
dacity of the
suggestion,

but the prime
ministers and presidents (and king) came up
with one better the next day: sar14 hy 2001!

The SAARC organisation must — but as
things stand, it cannot — rise above the lowest
common denominator agenda it has set for
itself. Itis required to look beyond the pomp-
ous declarations, the expert committees, the
focal points tor this or that, the poverty com-
missions, and other soft-focus subjects that
promise but do not deliver. A secretariat that
is hostage to the desires and procrastinations
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regional leverage to counter the pressures of
a glohalising economy. SAARC fits into this
"‘need to form an economic bloc, and certainly
the process has its uses, but we must recognise
that bureaucratised regional frameworks
privilege the national identity above a re-
gional, ethnic, linguistic or even a feminist or
environmentalist identity.

As a human rights activist who watched
the recent Colombo summit from the side-
lines said, “I do not helieve it is the agenda of
states to promote a regional identity. 1t is to
promote their own identity. In Colombo, 1 saw
a gathering where everyone had gone to make
sure that their national positions were not
compromised, whether it was on the nuclear
issue or refugees.”

The SAARC system, alter all, brings
together Indians as Indians, Bangladeshis as
Bangladeshis and Nepalis as Nepalis, with
each group zealously delending its own sa-
cred turfl. And it goes without saying that the
geo-political dynamics of the region is deflined
by the central colossus that is India. It is not
only that the other states are contiguous with
India and linked through India, but that much
of their history and culture is defined in rela-
tion to what is today’s India. The situation is
[urther complicated by the fact that the self-
image of the Indian elite as the successors to
Imperial British India has bred what is per-
ceived by the neighbours a hegemonic state.
For this reascn alone, a South Asian
peoples’ future cannot be con-
templated through the
lens of the nation-state,
which would neces-
sarily  buttress
India’s  para-
mount geopoliti-
cal role.

The limira-
tion of the state
project  for |
South Asia can |
be seen in an in-
terpretation of a
seemingly in-
nocuous state-
ment by the Indian
Foreign Secretary K.
Raghunath at an exclu-
sive brieling to an associa-
tion ol retired Indian diplomais
in New Delhi; he said that the recent
Colombo summit had celebrated a “sense of
[raternity” among the South Asian countries.
Schotar Rajni Kothari was quick to point out
that “sense of [raternity” was just another way
of asserting that India had been able io estab-
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lish its dominance over the partners while iso-
lating Pakistan, which is what happened in
Colombo. Indeed, to many non-Indian ob-
servers, the 1998 summit was an exercise in
which India got its way with host Chandrika
Kumaratunga playing handmaiden to New
Delhi’s determination to keep the nuclear is-
sue and peace and security concerns out.

The goings-on at SAARC sumimits and other
do’s are far from the thoughts of many who
are seeking to promote discussion across bor-
ders. For those who are most serious and un-
romantic about the need for such discussion,
the chatlenges are very practical. For example,
feminist economist Bina Aggarwal, who has
done extensive work on gender and land
rights in South India and Sri Lanka, has douhts
about whether, at least in the women's move-
ment, there is a living sense of a South Asian
commurity. She may have been called upon
to lecture on land rights at places like the
Kathmandu University, but she believes that
this was more an outgrowth of the work of
various feminists’ networks rather than an
outreach emerging [rom a sense of a South
Asian women’s community.

Aggarwal makes a distinction between the
marny conscious initiatives within the women's
movement to build a South Asian conscious-
ness and the organic existence of a South
Asian community, which she leels does not
exist to any signilicant degree. In understand-

ing this subtle distinction between ‘feel-
ing’ South Asian, and ‘taking ad-
vantage’ of living in South
Asia, perhaps, lies the path
ahead.

To evolve a South
Asian sense of com-
munity, one cannot
be taken in by the

prattle emerging

from the saarc
summiteers, nor by
sentimental no-
tions of oneness,
shared culture, his-
tory and mindset.
The age-old ties
and the cultural
complementarities may
indeed exist, but they are
not in themselves enough to
make up [or the concrete divides cre-
ated by 50 years of state-building and history-
making in the different counnies.

It is important, extrapolating [rom what
Aggarwal says, to discard (or at least not use)
the idea of “organic” South Asian-ness and
instead consciously build modem-day bridges

How a SAARC ngo
would tackle poverty.












I remember an old illiterate Mus-
lim from Jama Masjid being inter-
viewed on television last year. Asked
what was different after 30 years, he
said, previously we did not eat with
each other and we did not inter-marry,
but there was some kind ol under-
standing of each other. Today, he said,
there was much less resistance to mix-
ing, hut more and more we live in
separate worlds.

* Have our history books reinforced
prejudices?

On the centrary, our [Indian] his-
tory hooks emphasise our common-
alities. However, these commonalities
are defined very mechanically Our
history books have been secularised,
which basically means that they are
hostile to all religions, as encum-
brances which have survived. I am not
a believer, but most do believe. There
is no respect for that.

« History in Nepal, Bangladesh or Sri
Lanha has also to serve the nation-
building project of reinforcing their
‘otherness’ vis-a-vis India.

India is a very large country. It is
natural that in their attempt to define
their identity, these countries have
denied cultural exchange or cultural
encounter on which the vivacity and
vigour of their own cultures have de-
pended. That is disastrous. In Paki-
stan, even the Pakistanis know the
history books are known to be atro-
cious. Burt there is also a reaction
against this sort of thing. It is very
difficult to sustain an anti-Hindu
thetoric when most people have not
seen a Hindu for 50 years. There are
hardly any Hindus left in Pakistan. In
fact, there was much greater exposure
to the domination of a Hindu minor-
ity in Bangladesh. Anti-Hindu rheto-
ric in Pakistan has heen sustained hy
the poor relations with India, and 1
wonder what would happen if that
relationship improved.

» There is a heightened siege mental-
ity in all the countries. In India, there
are moves to amend the Foreigners
Act to expel Bangladeshis.

I suspect that all this is transient.
While some Indians are pushing
out Bangladeshis, others have very
strongly taken up their cause. If they
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[Bangladeshis] have come here they
should be given work permits. People
have crossed national boundaries for
centuries, and they will not stop do-
ing so just because you've declared a
part of the land Bangladesh and an-
other Pakistan. It will take quite a few
generations to accept the notion of
impenetrable boundaries. In any case,
relugees will come whenever eco-
normic [actors push them out. Hunger
is more powerful than nationalism.

» What are the prospects for a regional
consciousness, given the mounting
problems of governance all over and
the growing insecurity of our ruling
elites?

The more our problems with gov-
ernance, the more the institutional
decay, the more there will be need to
create external enemies. But there are
countervailing forces: the more there
are official versions of history, of what
we should believe, the more the young
will be sceptical. The Indian puhlic,
for example, does not trust those very
people who are busy building up this
‘other’, the enemy. The whole politi-
cal class is getting discredited in all
our countries.

* Do you see the SAARC organisation
promoting a South Asian conscious-
ness?

No, perhaps among intellectuals,
but I doubt even that. Basically, SAARC
is an official initiative of governments
which realise that they cannot do
without each other in simple matters
like trade and visas. 1 de wish the
organisation had more promise, but
much more helpful is the way ngos
have started working together on theo-
retical and practical matters. It is com-
mitmeni which has pushed them to-
gether and therefore their effort will
not die easily.

You see, everywhere in South Asia
there are societies which are indepen-
dent, which cannot be ignored. They
work within the everydayness of po-
litical change rather than seck to en-
gineer political change from above.
Among such people, there are cross-
cutting interests everywhere. As the
first generation South Asians die out,
many of the cultivated animosities will
lose out. Time takes care of a lot of
problems.
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Being Hindu in
Modern Times
{May 1996)
Hindu fundamentalism
is like driving a car
looking only at the

| rear-view mirror: one
may be mesmerised by a
glorious vista of the past
but there lurks a tragic

| accident up ahead.
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cated by the history books has no
basis in fact.

» Who are the ruling elites that you
refer to?

Firstly, there are the politicians.
Those who have forgotten how to
compete on a positive platforn and,
for sheer survival, have 1o create hot
spots and flashpoeints where there are
none. Then there is the civil and mili-
tary bureaucracy, among whom there
is also a vested interest in defence
spending. As far as businessmen are
concerned, many have surrendered to
state patronage. In Pakistan, for ex-
ample, there is no genuine industrial
bourgeoisie, and all indusiry and
trade have developed and been di-
verted elsewhere on the premise that
Pakistan and India will never be
friends. Normal trade and economic
relations, therefore, are not in the in-
terest of such vested business inter-
ests. The system of patronage would
change.

b Who are the other culprits?
Academia is part of the problem,
for the direct and indirect control by
government has brought most schol-
arship to heel. Academics do not feel
free to express themselves, and there
are sonie countries where the law pro-
hihits university professors from ex-
pressing opinions on matlers of the
day. As far as the press is concerned,
it is also part of the problem when
the newspapers only publish what is
bad about the neighbouring country.

& Are there not some good trends in
the media?

Yes, salellite television, for all its
problems, is helping in demolishing
some of the mutual myths. This is
help from an unexpected quarter, for
the electronic media is helping Indi-
ans, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis un-
derstand their neighbours. 1 would
only hope that these channels will
soon be available to enterprising
people who can uplink truly South
Asian programmes. This would also
help do away with some of the vul-
garity that we see at the moment.
Mcanwhile, | have heard that a
Punjahi channel is to be launched,
which is sure to bring the population
on the two sides of the India-Pakistan
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border a little closer. This will have a
good impact on all of South Asia.

b Where did we take the wrong furn
in the Subcontinent?

In the decade of the 1950s. the
countries of South Asia were still {ind-
ing their way into the [uture. [t was
in the 1960s that the opportunity was
missed. A fundamental mistake was
made in attaching ourselves to distant
power blocs instead of discovering
commonalities nearer to home. The
Cold War and the power game made
us more and more dependent on over-
scas patrons, and our freedom was
compromised.

The 1960s therefore was the pe-
riod of definitive break. You see, when
problems arise among societies, the
sooney they are resolved the hetter.
With the passage of time, they become
more and maore chrenic. Between In-
dia and Pakistan, whenever we had
some agreements, such as the Nehru-
Ayub agreement, or the Nehru-
Liaquat agreement, or the Shimla
agreement, we did not sincerely fol-
low them up. Even when the two gov-
ernments were negotiating settle-
ment, they were telling their own
peoples, “No, no settlement.”

A How will you undo the five decades
of extreme nationalist education?

That is a tragedy and a challenge.
We have been living in enclosed wells,
unable to look at each other in the
eye. We have been so status-quo ori-
ented, we cannot look beyond our
N0SeSs.

The vounger gencration does not
have any experience other than that
of being Indian, Bangladeshi or Paki-
stani. We can begin to reverse this
wrend, firstly, by writing a common
history of South Asia. This bistory
would expunge all the bate material
inserted hy vested interests. We
should open places for South Asian
students in each others colleges and
universities. A South Asian Open
University is needed.

Non-politicised professionals
should meet. Pakistani farmers in the
Punjab want to know why their kin
across the border have done so well.
When there is waterlogging and sa-
linity, why should advisers come from
overseas rather than from Rajasthan?

They want hetlines to London and
Washington DC, whereas we need
hotlines between Lahore and Bombay
to treat cancer patients effectively.

b Those seching regional rapproche-
ment are accused of being romantics.

1 do not think we are romantics.
For example, in the India-Pakistan
people-to-people dialogues we donot
only embrace and shake hands, we
alse discuss nuclear war, Kashmir,
disarmament, communalisin, sectari-
anism and good governance. it is not
being romantic to work towards
democratic governance and rule
of law.

1 have had personal experience of
sitting with people in the power struc-
ture — politicians, bureaucrats, retired
military officers - and talking of South
Asia. India and Pakistan. They, too,
have come to realise that the head-
lines they make are transient, whereas
a people-to-people dialogue is all
about building the future. In our
work, we have come o realise that
those in the power structure are ac-
tually helpless, prisoners ol their own
creation. So the people have the re-
sponsihility of taking the politicians
olf the hook. We have to prepare the
ground so that the prime ministers of
India and Pakistan will not be alraid
that if they make peace they will be
thrown out of office.

b What are your own plans in the
days ahcad?

More than anything else,
we should work to increase each
country’s stake in the other’s eco-
notnic and political stability. We have
been loolish enough to believe that if
India gets weaker, Pakistan gains.
This is a fallacy, for it is absolutcly in
the interest of Pakistan to have a rep-
resentative, secular, democratic and
stahle India. Tt is also necessary for
lndia to have a stable, secular, demo-
cratic Pakistan. We should hardly be
waiting for our neighhours to collapse
and die.

We are hent on creating a public
lobhving force to get over the initial
hurdie of elite interest which is hold-
ing our long-term interests hostage.
Creating this public opinion is not as
difficult as some think, for the desire
to communicate is there very close to
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the surface. We have seen that when-
ever the state lowers its guard, the
people immediately respond. When
you open up the possibilities, the
public responds immediately and
overwhelmingly.

Of course there are roadblocks
created hy the state machinery and the
media which is dependent on the
estahlishment’s favours, In India and
Pakistan, the papers have become
political ideclogues, promoting cer-
tain political interests and the mate-
rial interests of puhlishers and editors.
And so they find it easy to distort
and caricature the people-to-people
initiatives.

b Is it true that India does not need a

South Asian community as much as
its neighbours?

Of course India needs its neigh-
hours. The combined weight of South
Asia is such that an ascendant Seuth
Asia will make an impact worldwide.
And because each country will ben-
elit according to its size and weight,
Indian stands to gain immensely. Also,
when all the neighbours henefit.
imagine the economic fallout for
India’s states and regions which are
adjacent to these countries!

That India 1s too big is a fallacy
which is going to cost it, for it
immediately creates a sense that a big
country must spend on a large
defence [orce, it must have so
many nuclear weapons of such size,

and so on. Who will this logic hurt
but the people of India.

b Is there a difference between SAARCS
view of South Asia and the se-called
people’s view?

SAARC is still an organisation of
reluctant memhers. It has not been
able 1o do even what it has set out to
do. They may sign formal agreements
and make promises on agriculture or
on the girl child. but they do not have
the mechanism to implement. SAARC
is not a functioning organisation, as
a cooperative clearing house or pro-
moter of understanding. It is there, it
should continue, but much more is
required hy South Asia.
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Extremely Irritated
in Colombo

by Sasanka Perera

Iready, three or [our days belore the

SAARC Summit on 29-31 July, Co-

lombo residents were experiencing
grave disruption in their lives as the tralfic
police went about practising the [ine art of
blocking roads and diverting traffic. 1t got
worse once South Asia’s collection of sotry
excuses for democrats and leaders actually
landed at Katunayake Airport.

We would probably have somehow sur-
vived this phase of conferencing and media
frenzy better had the 84,000 deities of the
Sinhala pantheon been in a good mood. But
the olferings of [retlul Buddhist com-
muters did nothing to assuage
these deities and the streets of
Colombo reeled from the
devastating impact.

One of the things that
was going on in the minds
of the thousands who
were stuck for hours by
road closures near and far
from the conlerence
venue ol Bauddhaloka
Mawata was, why on
earth did we hring this
upon ourselves? After all,
this sununit was to have
been held in Nepal, and this
traffic horror would have been
Kathmandu's prohlem. Alterna-
tively, the Nepalis could have air-
lifted this bunch of politicos 1o some
mountain resort in a remote corner of
the Himalaya. There, they could have been
made to eat momos.

But no, that was not to be. The 5ri Lankan
government actually asked for special con-
sicleration to be able to held the conference
out of turn in Colombo in order to show off
int the 50th year of Independence. I suppose
the Nepalis happily agreed so that they could
keep their own hills unpolluted by the pres-
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ence of South Asian nuclear thugs and their
apologists. Or, more likely, since the Nepali
government is not known for its own prin-
cipled positions on anything that is worth hav-
ing a principle about, they perhaps agreed sim-
ply to avoid the nuisance.

On the other hand, perhaps it was a good
idea 10 have the summit in Colombo to mark
the nation’s 50 years of Independence. For one
thing, the siege conditions under which the
conference was held, restricting the ability of
citizens to move around freely, closure ol ma-
jor highways or parts of them, ad hoc holi-
days declared for some individuals
because they could not come
to work, were all indicative

of Sri Lanka’s failure as a
nation-state, a country
at war with hersell,
wherc chaos has become
routinised.

But forget the commui-
ers for a moment. What
about the conlerence it-
self? Were any major deci-
sions made? Will we be

able to travel across the re-
gion without visas within
the coming vear, can we
carry out regional trade with-
out encountering unfriendly
taxation? Did wc convince the
nuclear thugs to throw away their
dangerous toys? 1l there was any real
advance, it has been a well-kept secret.

In the [inal session, however, [ do remem-
ber the Maldivian president saving that the
food and hospitality were excellent. Person-
ally, as a Sri Lankan nationalist, 1 am relieved.
At least now we know, and the rest of the
world knows, that we are good ecoks, and are
also capable of maling heds [or people to sleep
comfortahly on.

Other than being adequate cooks and hed-
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keepers of South Asia, Sri Lanka achieved very
little out of the SAARC jamboree; neither the
average person, nor certainly the government.
On the other hand, Indian journalists and of-
ficials who descended upon Colombo
swarmed the duty free shops in the airport
looking for electronic items and booze. The
duty-free merchants were pleased as punch:
no rupees please, and to hell with SAARC!

Now to discuss for a moment the all-im-
portant summit itself. As we all know one of
the handicaps of SAARC is that bilateral issues
cannot be discussed; issues to be discussed
must be important to all countries in the re-
gion, i.e. of “multilateral significance”. That
was the reason why the Indo-Pakistan nuclear
thuggery was not discussed at the conference.
It was hilateral. For instance, if some nut in
the Indian or Pakistani nuclear establishment
pressed the red hutton hecause he had had
visions or a had day, the mushroom cloud and
the radiation poisening would be a strictly bi-
lateral affair. This is because in South Asia,
unlike elsewhere, radiation poisoning strictly
recognises state boundaries.

1t was because bilateral issues cannot be
discussed in SAARC that, as the host and the
new chairman of the organisation, the Sri
Lankan president suddenly became an apolo-
gist for the Indo-Pakistan nuclear rivalry.

There is only one way to bring the nuclear
question into SAARC, and that is by getting
every country which does not yet have the
bomb to make one, so that we could [inally
notch this multilateral prolileration into the
summit agenda. S0, Colembo must now in-
vent its own Buddhist bomb to match the ca-
pabilities of the Hindu and Muslim bombs ol
New Delhi and [slamabad. Nepal, Bhutan and
the Maldives too would have to huild their
own little atomic toys.

To he so close 1o the SAARC summil was a
humiliating experience because, because one
got to view at close quarters the dubious in-
tellectueal capabilities, skitls and political po-
sitions of the individuals in whom the des-
tiny of South Asia has been vested. And all
this has been done using vestiges of denio-
cratic practices, such as elections. Purely on
matters of aesthetics and finesse, the Indian
prime minister was a scary sight. In the open-
ing session, he made a rather unimpressive
speech, reading haltngly from crumpled pa-
pers. Is this the leader of a country which touts
itsell as a regional (and now ‘nuclear’) super-
power? Everyone clapped politely, except a
Sri Lankan partiamentarian who was sound
asleep in the audience.

The parliamentarian was indicating his
boredom with the exercise of annual or bian-
nual summit meetings of an organisation
which has its head buried firmly in the sand.
Here was a regional organisation, the parlia-
mentarian was saying if you read his snoring
correctly, which has no credibility because it
does not leok at the most serious and con-
tentious issues of South Asia.

Just as $aARC is nowhere in the picture
when it comes to the Indo-Pakistan nuclear
rivalry, it was inactive when India trained Sri
Lankan Tamil insurgents to fight the Sri
Lankan government, or when Pakistani intel-
ligence trained Kashmiri rebels to fight the
Indian forces.

Good at little else, SAARC at least excels in
one thing, the creation of roadblocks and traf-
fic jams. Fortunately, Colomho has already
suffered this privilege and il is Kathmandu’s
turn next!

S. Perera teaches sociology at the University of
Colombo.
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Hiroshima
mon amour

Contributing editor Beena Sarwar comes back from Hiroshima with a stronger
anti-nuelear resolve.

HIROSHIMA, 5 AUGUST 1998: the
day before the 53rd anniversary of the
worlds first atomic bombing, which
levelled the city and killed thousands
of innocent men, women and chil-
dren. Walking from the 15-storey
high Sun Route Hotel across [rom the
city’s power[ul Peace Museurn near
the hypocentre marked by the famous
A-bomb Dome, one crosses the river,
The water is low, exposing the sandy
bank below. A crane stands serenely
on one leg near the waters edge.
Above, at road level, is a memorial to
a school that was flattened on 6 Au-
gust 1945,

The monument features women in
relief on a huge stone slab, and is
flanked by an iron pillar that pro-
claims in Japanese and English, “Let
peace prevail on earth”. Standing sen-
tinel atop another pillar, is the image
of a folded paper crane, outlined in
iron.

[n Japanese tradition, cranes sig-
nify peace, happiness, long life — a
symbol that has come to mean “no
more nukes”. 1t is said that anyone
who folds a thousand paper cranes
will get cured — even of cancer. To-
day, garlands of paper cranes are vis-
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ible everywhere in the city along with
flower bouquets, banners, and plac-
ards. One can sense a momentum and
urgency in the ¢crowds come Lo com-
memorate Hiroshima Day. hut there
is only [renzy, no anger. Just intense
determination ol thousands to re-
member the past and make the future
nuclear-free.

I'm running late for the discussion
I'm to attend, on the Indian and Pa-
kistan nuclear tests, part of the
programme that comptises the 1998
World Conference Against Atomic
and Hydrogen Bombs, organised by
Gensuikyo {the Japan Council against
A&H Bombs, which has strong links
to the Japan Communist Party and a
highly political agenda). So [ carry on,
and make my way along the river
bank to the venue ol the discussion. 1
love this walk on the mud track along
the river, sbaded from the intense
sunlight by a canopy of lealy trees,
the orchestral, insistent hum of cica-
das blocking out all other noise in this
shady tunnel.

Hard to imagine the scene 53 years
ago, when nothing was left alive in
this area, the river gorged with dead
bodies; people jumping in to escape

their agony, their skin peeling off like
rags exposing blood-dripping flesh,
eveballs and inner organs torn out,
eardrums perforated from the super-
sonic shock wave emitted by the ex-
plosion, the intense heat (3000-4000
degrees Celsius at ground zero) of the
fireball, the 440 m per second winds
{the fastest tornado is 70 m per sec-
ond) flinging aside buildings, ani-
mals, human beings. Men, women,
toddlers, children, pregnant women,
old people - bloated, bleeding, many
no longer bearing any resemblance to
human beings.

No wonder that those who
survived, the hibahusha (literally,
“witness-survivor of the A-homb™),
are 0 liercely anti-nuclear. Many, ini-
tially fired by hatred and the desire
for revenge, have since channelled
their anger into the peace movement
centred around the idea that no one
should have to sulfer the way they or
their loved ones did, and still do.

The insistent hum of the cicadas
fades as 1 emerge [rom the canopy of
trees to cross the road, and go through
a neat concrete jungle of shops
and apartments to enter the
air-conditioned hotel where the meet-
ing is going on.

The presence of Pakistanis and
Indians has meant a lol to the Japa-
nese participants in this conlerence,
which has been an annual event since
1955. Although [ndians have been
participating every year, this year they
are here in force, some 20 of them,
mostly from left-wing trade unions.
This is the first time in 20 years that
Pakistanis have attended (there are
three of us); the Bangladesh delegates
did not arrive, Nepal was represented
by a lone participant, and Sri Lanka
by three Buddhist priests and a stu-
dent leader.

“We thought everyone in India
and Pakistan was for the tests, but it
is encouraging to learn that there are
anti-nuclear movements in your
countries,” was the common refrain.
How does an anti-nuclear person al-
ready saturated in anti-nuclear mate-

HIMAL [1/9 SEPTEMBER 1998



rimfe

rial convey what it means to be in
Hiroshima on these days? The expe-
rience only reinlorces the beliels al-
ready held, [irst and foremost that
there is no sanity in planning a fu-
ture in the Subcontinent with nuclear
weapons.

“We shall overcome,” said [ormer
Indian Navy chief Admiral L. Ramdas,
in one of his emails, some time
helore we met for the [irst time, over

breakfast in Hiroshima. We are on
the 15th floor of our hotel, overlook-
ing the A-Bomb Dome and the
Peace Park. Something symbolic
about all this — a retired Indian naval
officer and a Pakistani journalist,
meeting not 1o justify their countries’
policies but 1o reaffirm a working
relationship against the nuclear
psyche. He is right. We shall, we must,
overcome.

Exit
editor

WHAT DOES A conscientious edi-
tor do when s/he no longer exercises
control over editorial decisions? S/he
calls it quits, of course. And so Matiur
Rahman did on 15 July. The veteran
journalist and editor of Bangladesh’s
widely-read Bhorer Kagoj Bangla daily,
which played a critical role in the run
up to the last general elections, joined
the exalted ranks of those editors who
had walked out of the newsroom in-
stead of succumhing to pressure from
the publishers.

Trouble for Rahman began
once his puhlisher, Saber Hossain
Chowdhury, was sworn into the
Sheikh Hasina cabinet as a deputy
minister last Pecember. Other mem-
bers of the Bhorer Kagoj staff had heen
perturbed about whether their news-
paper would he able to function in-
dependently in the new scheme of
things. By the first hall of this year,
they found out that their fears were
not totally unfounded. The govern-
ment began to make known its dis-
pleasure at many of the news items
Bhorer Kagof was earrying.

It did not help much that the
daily was on a collision path with
Bangladesh’s most powerful business
unit, Beximco. The enmity was
earned when Bhorer Kagoj showed
Beximco in a none too lavourable
light regarding its role in the 1996
Dhaka stock market crash. Over the
last two years, the paper had reported
extensively on manipulation of the
stock market and about loan defaults,
involving some of the most powerful
business erganisations of the country.
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Things snowballed recently when
Bhorer Kagoj carried an investigative
report on the Sonali Bank in London
becoming the sole guarantor of a mil-
lion dollar loan to Shainpukur Led, a
Beximco suhsidiary. Alter the report
was puhlished, the Bangladesh Bank
intervened and annuiled the agree-
ment. But those affecied by the inves-
tigation were not ones to sit right; it
is alleged that they conveyed their
displeasure to senior government of-
ficials. The officials themselves had
reasons to be miffed with Rahman’s
paper as they had been its target
for failing to
prosecute loan
defaulters despite
sufficient evi-
dence.

Their wrath
was only com-
pounded hy Bho-
rer Kagoj's recent
coverage of the
“Long March”,
taken out by the oppoesition
Bangladesh Nationalist Party to pro-
test the Chittagong Hill Tracts peace
treaty. The report said that activists
of the ruling Awami League had dis-
rupted the protest by placing cars and
trucks at strategic locations to block
the march.

Publisher Chowdhury now had to

face the ire of the highest echelons of

the Awami League government. as
disclosed by a senior Bharer Kagoj
stafl member. A government official
is said to have told the publisher, *You
know who the troublemakers are. You

can remove them.” Rahman was
asked to discontinue running the
writings of five columnists known to
be especially critical of government,
It was only a matter of time belore
Rahman handed in his resignation.

What is unfortunate about this
turn of events is that Bhorer Kagoj, in
its six years in the market, had builta
reputation as an objective, profession-
ally run newspaper. In a country
where almost all newspapers have a
strong partisan affiliation, it had stood
out hy giving [ree vent to opposing
ideologies and viewpoints. Its op-ed
pages have seen writers ol all hues en-
joying their share of the space, while
the editorial cartoons have made a
unique contribution to Bangladeshi
journalism.

Perhaps Rahman’s most important
contribution was in setting up an
international network of exiled
Bangladeshi writers. Bhorer Kagoj has
been regularly printing Taslima
Nasrin’s travel writings, while another
exile of religious fundamentalism,
Daud Haider, has heen frequently
contributing lrom Germany. And
none of this was token liberalism —
Bhorer Kagoj was the first Dhaka pa-
per to publish petitions and appeals
on behall of
jailed writers,
persecuted intel-
lectuals or mi-
nority commu-
nities, and under
Rahman it stood
finnly for secular
principles in a
country where
many in the es-
tahlishment are under the thrall of
conservative Islam.

When Matiur Rahman officially
gave up office on 15 August, what he
told The Daily Star by way of expla-
nation is the stull of journalism mani-
festos. The one-time Cominunist
Party member said, “1 helieve in an
independent media and in the inde-
pendent role of the editor. This has
been my cardinal principle in journal-
ism. Partisan politics and indepen-
dent journalism cannot function to-
gether.”

- batsed on a report by Naeem Mohaiemen
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Basic instinct: An American

WHAT AMERICA WANTS, America
gets, It may not come on a platter
or in a hurry, but the necessary
spadework is done to attain the ulti-
mate end.

Now, however much they may
play it down, America wants a mili-
tary base in Bangladesh. S0, how do
they go ahout it, since there are any
numbcr of people in any country, per-
haps more so in the Suhcontinent,
who will ¢ry themselves hoarse ahout
“national interest and sovereignty” at
the slightest provocation?

America’s diplomats set to work
by secking out the 1argeted countrys
Achilles’ heel, and having once lo-
cated it, proffer to heal it. In the case
of Bangladesh, the weak point is the
natural calamities that have been
regularly visiting the country since
before it was born. Hence was con-
ceived in 1991 the wonderfully
cryptical Status of Forces Agreement
(sOrAr, with a Mother Teresa-esque
code name, “Operation Sea Angel”.

Under this interim contract, the
American military helped Bangladesh
tide over the ravages ol the 1991 ¢y-
clone which had killed around
139,000 people. Then came the in-
evilahle teaser: now that s0TA had
worked so well, would Bangladesh
mind making it permanent? But the
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government in Dhaka was not will-
ing to jump; signing a permanent
deal, it said, would be against the “na-
tional interest”. Of that first round
that ended in a stalemate, the Ameri-
can Delence Attache lor Bangladesh
said, “We regret that our effort to
conclude SOFA was not successiul,
because we thought it could hest
serve the interests of the US and
Bangladesh.”

Bangladesh’s intercst, we ¢an un-
derstand — some helicopters to evacu-
ate stranded delta-dwellers, for ex-
ample. Bul what ‘American interest
could there he?

American diplomacy 1s made of

sterner stuff, however. [t is not one
to turn away at the first slight. They
kept at it, and fully

Boats tethered to
houses during the
recent floods.

seven years
later, in early August 1998, a new
improved military deal to combat
natural disasters was struck. This one
is worth five years, and called the
Humanilarian Assistance Needs
Assessmerl (HANA).

Newspapers quoted the visiting
head of the US military tean as say-
ing that HANA is part ol the US
military’s increased humanitarian ac-
tivities in the post-Cold War phase.
“We want 1o provide focussed atten-
tion to Bangladesh’s humanitarian
needs... We are trying to identify the
tools and equipment to mitigate di-
sasters,” said the officer.

But then matters took on a turn
of their own. The mass-circulation
newspaper Jankantha reported For-
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story

cign Minister Abdus Samad Azad as
saying that he knew nothing about
the deal announced by the US em-
bassy. “I was not here and will tell you
later about it,” said the minister.
The State Minister for Toreign
Affairs, Abul Hasan Chowdhury,
told the press that there had heen no
MOU on HaNA and that he had only
autborised a visit by US delence ofti-
cials. Over at the American embassy,
the Drefence Attache however was
upbeat, telling the Daily Star reporter
that cight training programmes have
been planned for the coming months,
“of which three have already been ap-

proved by the highest authorities of

the Bangladesh government”.

Bangladesh left-wing groups
pounced on this opportunity to take
astand. And so they have been quick
with their protest-speak, accusing the
government of sellout and claiming,
as one students group did, that the
agreement was a “far-reaching plan
10 set up a US military base in
Bangladesh™.

The American embassy in Dhaka
has kept mum since. Over across the
horder in India, the media and de-
fence analysts suddenly became very
attentive te Bangladesh affairs. Mean-
while, the country experienced its
worst flood in decades.
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The image of Mount Everest in the public mind is mostly the faraway view, taken
from the north or the south, This unique ‘close tp’ of the summit pyramid is taken
from the South Summit (8751 m, see inset), which climbers pass on their way to
the top via the standard southern ‘yak route’ to the top. This picture was taken by
Australian climber Roddy Mackenzie with a wide angle lens which takes in,
besides the summit pyramid, the Tibetan piateau to the north as well as the peaks
that march 200 km westwards on both sides of the Nepal-Tibet/Chira border .

Pipe dream

YOU HAVE TO hand it to Centgas of Unocal Inc, the American gas
company. Even as the civil war in Alghanistan between the Taliban and
the Northern Alliance seemed certain to drag on for some time to come,
Centgas executives had been laying plans to huild a gas pipeline [rom
Turkinenistan to Pakistan via the war-ridden country. Knowing what that
takes, the consortium had embarked on negotiations with all the con-
cerned parties, and that included the two warring groups.

Till even late July, it was thought that something real was on hand,
the mood was gung-ho, and a deal was likely to be clinched. Centgas
had arranged for a green signal for their project from any Alghan ruling
combination — Taliban or not. But for all that organisation, they hadn’t
reckoned on the forces of anti-Americanism.

Thus, when the bomb blasts shook the US embassies in Dar es Salam
and Nairobi, and the retaliatory cruise missiles winged their way over
sea and desert in search of Osama bin Laden, the casualties included the
doggedly pursued plans of Centgas. For the foresceable future, and pos-
sibly until as long as the Taliban control Alghanistan, the multinational
now stands little chance of getting the pipeline through Afghanistan.

For all the daring it represented, the consortium’ original plan mer-
its a second look: a nearly 1500 km-long pipeline, carrying 2 bitlion
cubic feet gas every day, rumning from Turkmenistan through Herat in
Afghanistan, to Quetta, finally reaching Multan in southern Punjab; all
at a cost of USD 1.9 billion, The project was thought to be particularly
important for Pakistan, whose own gas reserves in Balochistan are duc
1o run out in a lew years.

As they say, the best laid scheines of multinationals and men oft go
awry!
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change by Maurice Price and Roger
Barry, is mostly a scenario. Nowhere
in the chapter is there any graph that
would tell us of an increase over time
of any measure to a point that would
justify ringing the alarm bell. At the
end of their chapter, for example,
there are two paragraphs about the
posstble impacts on human health but
no evidence is given. We know from
Paul Epsiein of Harvard Medical
School that the malaria line in the
Kenya highlands has recently risen by
150 metres hut this kind of measure
and its possible implications for hu-
man welfare is not mentioned any-
where in this chapter. Itis these kinds
of “fingerprints” of climate change, as
Epstein calls them, that need to be
presented in a book like this,

Jan Jenik’s chapter on biodiversity
is full of alarm ahout the loss of spe-
cies but he does not mention that the
best count for loss ol hiodiversity in
the world today is only one species
per year. Inasmuch as I am sur-
rounded by university and private
biotech individuals and companies,
world plant germplasm banks, and
plant science genetic engineering
nerds breeding new transgenic foods,
[ am not disturhed hy this rate of
hiodiversity loss. [ used to live in the
Appalachian mountains in the east-
ern United States, where, during a
200-year period, when over 95 per-
cent of the original tree cover was re-
moved, only three birds were extir-
pated from the mountains and the
adjacent piedmont all the way to the
Atlantic shore. Jeniks call for arms is
hardly cause for despair. Like the
other authors, he docs not provide
any documentation of what it was like
carlier. There is simply no diachronic
analysis.

Mountain mania

Reading the book is a chore. There
are about 60 ‘boxes’ — vignettes and
anecdotal material by many addi-
tional writers — scattered throughout
everyone else’s chapters. Sometimes
these boxes overwhelm the chapter
contents. In one place, there are
eleven pages of ‘box’ material of vary-
ing quality inserted into someone
else’s chapter. A box on Sunderlal
Bahuguna and his past activities is
welcome. Good intentions can get
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distorted by excess, however, because
we now have his son Rajeev, giving a
press conference in Dehra Dun last
vear during his Kohima-to-Kashmir
motorcycle ride, saying that the prob-
lems faced by people in various Hi-
malayan States are similar, just as their
climate, culture and lifestyle are,
When I hear statements like this, I
think mountain mania is abroad in
the world.

Photographs, many of them taken
by the editors are inserted into other
author’s chapters in inappropriate
places. Relerences that are not cited
in the text appear in lists at the end
of chapters. The deplorable Continen-
tal habit of not distinguishing “grey”
literature from published literature is
adopted throughout the hook. As an
intended reference text, the work is
definitely substandard.

In the last chapter there is a plea
for a new “science” of “montology™.
This word has been around for overa
couple of decades and as much as 1
like and study mountains, I feel their
study as a singular discipline is not
compelling. Comparing, as the hook
does, mountain {armers in Swiss val-
leys who enjoy the highest farm suh-
sidies in the world {according to The
Fconomist) with some of the strug-
gling people of the Himalaya simply
does not make sense. The composi-
tional variahles that are produced in
UN tabular material do not mesh with
the contextual variables of people liv-
ing in place. Despite Toni Hagen’s
1960s appellation of Nepal as the
Switzerland of Asia, and the lengthy
attempts ol the Swiss to get the
Nepalis to eat Swiss cheese manufac-
tured in the Nepali highlands, Swit-
zerland is not Nepal.

Only one chapter, that by Edwin
Bernbaum on sacred mountains,
comes close to providing some of the
cultural variation that is found in the
mountain world, Other chapter au-
thors, and writers of some of the *box’
material, are capable ol much better
work because they have exhibited tal-
ent in the past. There are a number of
themes that play a critical role in the
development of mountains that are
nowhere 1o be found in this volume.
Surely someone could be found to
write about common property re-
sources 1 mountains and how they

are utilised through de jure and de
Jacto local practices.

Conservation ol mountain wild-
life, now embellished with the sohri-
quet, “charismatic megafauna”, surely
deserves a chapter. Gateway towns
into the mountains are critical junc-
tures for trade and commerce, which
are the building blocks for develop-
ment. Biratnagar and other Tarai
towns are critical gateways into
Nepal, as Donald Messerschmidt has
written; Kalka and Haldwani, as Harjit
Singb has demonstrated, were the
gateway [or trade to the Indian
Himalaya and beyond; Leh was the
hreak point for trade to Khotan as was
the Peshawar-Kahul access across the
Hindukush into Central Asia. Alter
all, Switzerland itself grew wealthy by
having towns as the brokers between
northern and southern Europe.

How does one appraise a book
that seeks to distinguish mountains
and their inhahitants from lowland
regions, but which. in 466 pages, does
not provide a single graph compar-
ing a mountainous area with an adja-
cent plains area for any variable. We
have to take the editors’ polemic
ahout mountains being a global pri-
ority on faith.

A few vears ago this reviewer pub-
lished an edited book in which he
suggested that the greatest risk to
mountain hahitat and society was not
from any inherent mountain condi-
tions but [rom international busybhod-
ics. Mountains of the World: A Global
Priority vealises my lear. Given this
feeble attempt (o justily the idea that
mountains are in dire need of a prior-
ity for international attention hy in-
ternational funding agencies, 1 would
advise the UN/FaG, the “Task Man-
ager” for implementation of Chapter
13 of the 1992 Rio document, that
this hook — and its argument — fails.
Sustainable mountain development is
an agenda in search of a problem.

N.J.R. Allan travels and writes about
Himalayan topics as a professor of ge-
ography at the University of California.
His most recent book is Karakorum
Himalaya: A Bibliography, Orchid
Press, Banghok, 1998.
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the main source of information
among the population. If the Coun-
cil is to survive the coming restruc-
turing of the State’s administration —
which will be done on the basis of the
recommendations of the long-delayed
reports of the autonomy commissions
and the Panchayati Raj Act ~ the
people need to be informed more
regularly and in more depth about
whal the Council does, and can do.
There is little doubt that an aboli-
tion of Leh’s Hill Council, as has been
threatened by Farooq Abdullah,
would trigger a [ierce, possibly vio-
lent, response [rom sections of the
population, especially the youth,
Ladakh’s representatives at the Cen-
tral and State levels should work to-

gether with the Council in a major
effort to generate popular support for
the institution of the Hill Council and
the principle of autonomy in general.
The councillors are required to look
beyond the immediate party-political
interests of the Congress. Stmilarly,
Ladalkh’s leading National Conlference
members, such as Thikse and Togdan
Rinpoches and Tsctan Namgyal, as
well as the newly elected Kargil-based
MP Aga Syed Hussain, must prove
that they represent Ladakh’s interests
rather than those of Farooq
Abdullah's or some faction within
Ladakh.

[t is clear that ‘independence’ has
not been enough. The present Coun-
cil has a littie more than two years

left to show that Ladakhis are not only
ahle to rule themselves, but that au-
tonomy serves the demands for peace,
prosperity and stability in the region.
The state government will have to
realise that the proper lunctioning of
the Council is also in its interest. 1t is
time to forget personal feuds and po-
litical rivalries, and get on with the
job that they were elected to do. The
cost of failure would be enormous.
Ask a Kashmiri.

M. van Beek teaches Ethnography and
Social Anthropology at Aarhus Univer-
sity, Denmark, and is member of the
permanent committee of the Interna-
tional Association for Ladakh Studies.

What’s New at Pilgrims?

Two Sandwich Shops and an Art Gallery!

pilgrims' Hatti Sandwich 5hop

overlooking Nagpokhri

Hundreds of burgers and sandwiches
representing the frue taste and excelfence of
European recipes.

Hafli prides itselff on the strictest hygenic
conditions, best quality food, friendly and
charming café, efficient service, and a
convenient horme-pack sysferm.

Garden seating is coming soon!

Open daily 9 am to 8 pm. Telephone 415454

The Inner Eye Gallery

Exhibiting the works of renowned Nepali and Indian artists
&

The Hatti Sandwich Cotfes Lounge

The perfect break after browsing the gallery and
Pilgrims” huge colfection of books and gifts.

Both in Asia’s largest bookstore

PILGRIMS BOOK HOUSE, KOPUNDOLE

Open daily 10 am to 8 pm. Telephone 521159

P.0.Box 3745, Thamel, Kathmandu, Nepal {(Close to immigration Office,

andlooms

Koshi

Fer aerr (F/(’(?ﬂ}l{ -'ﬂ*’u(zna/f(y iu/}nﬁ foat  Heosdii el laomm

r%ﬂr:’(!/{oea 22 '/f'y«’/ﬂﬁ/('-- ({yw/
Aearer sith, Silli-caftorn, Silli-risense,
Yesren, Tinen - coltorn, Tivern - viorese,

J/;wtf?, Jl"é)n/? - raftor, .?ﬂ*n.-/f v/

Catton, Ticase - rollos and vaiiclics ra/JaMm rrear

texetly the entisbod exfrradive r/ A werrocrned r/a.uynrt caned tfac’/rnw/fu@

Caetelilionicrd €8 moefers v’(u/f!ﬂll’-)'()/{yﬂﬂ’l cleaire.

23y Koshi Handlooms, Nepal

Thamel) Tel: 416738, Fax: +877-1-224247, E-mail: himlal@ movers. mos.com.np




PYGMIES, NOT STATESMEN

writes Shehzad Amjad in the Pakistani daily The News of 2
August, is the proper appellation for South Asia’ leadership
in the wake of the failed India-Pakistan talks in the recent
Colombo SAARC Summit.

The South Asian Destiny is no longer the exclusive
monopoly of the ruling elites of India and Pakistan. The
pcopte of Kashmir are today heroically laying down their
lives in pursuit of freedom that shall, sooner or later, free
the whole of South Asia,

Nawaz Sharifl had the golden opportunity to take the
lead and turn the tables on India by announcing a new
peace initiative, designed purely in accordance with the
wishes of the people of Kashmir. Similarly, Vajpayec had
an opportunity to change the course of history by
recognising the democratic rights of Kashmiris to deter-
mine their own destiny. Both, in the ultimate analysis,
turned out to he the spokesmen of Pakistani and Indian
elites who have reduced Kashunir 1o a territorial fetish.

The nuclear powers of South Asia, in any case, have
been rendered irrelevant by the very people they have been
fighting for. Kashmir does not belong to India. Kashmir
may not really belong to Pakistan. But Kashmir definitely
helongs 1o the people of Kashmir. And as long as they con-
tinue 1o remain outsider to any diplomatic encounter be-
tween Pakistan and India, the Subcontinent shall continue
w0 descend into the “dark ethos of nothingness™. Time is
crying out for statesmen, not pygmies. History is craving
for a great moral vision. Sputh Asia is vearning to define
the 21st century. The question, however, is, “Who Shall
rise to the occasion?”

An olive branch, anvone?

FIVE MINUTES OF FAME o

Arundhati Roy comes to terms with her Booker reputation, in
an impassioned article — “The end of imagination” — against
the nuclear bomb written for Indias newsmagazines Outlook
and Frontline and the London-based The Guardian.

The fact that all this, this global dazzle — these lights in
ty eyes, the applause, the flowers, the photographers. the
journalists [eigning a deep interest in my life {yet sirug-
gling to get a single fact straight). the men in suits tawn-
ing over nie. the shiny hote! bathrooms with endless tow-
cls — none ol it was likely to happen again. Would 1 miss
it? Had 1 grown to need it? Was [ a fame-junkie? Would !
have withdrawal symptoms?

The more 1 thought about it, the clearer it became to
me that if fame was going to be my permanent condition
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it would kill me. Club me 1o death with its good manners
and hygiene. Tll admit thatI've enjoyed my own five min-
utes of it immensely, but primarily because it was just five
minutes. Because 1 knew (or thought 1 knew) that 1 could
go home when I was hored and giggle about it. Grow old
and irresponsible. Eal mangoes in the moonlight. Maybe
write a couple of failed books — worstseliers — 10 see what
it [clt like. For a whole year I've cartwheeled across the
world. anchored always to thoughts ot home and the life 1
would go back to. Contrary 1o all the enguiries and pre-
dictions about my impending emigration, that was the well
1 dipped into. That was my sustenance. My strength.

TAKE CARE, YOUR MAJESTY .va:

the refrain of chimis from every dzongkhag of Bhutan at the
recent session of the Tshongdu (National Assembly), reports
Kuensel, The worry was over security risks to King Jigme
from ‘anti-nationals’as well as Bodo and ULFA militants dur-
ing his travels in the countryside.

“We are relieved that. hecause ol His Majesty's own gond
fortune and the loyalty of our sccurnty personnel no harm
has come to His Majesty,” the Paro chimi said. “Howevcer,
we submit the plea to His Majesty not to visit high-risk
areas but to delegate the concerned officers to carry out
the necessary tasks.”

The Punakha chimi said that. His Majesty being the
protective shield for the nation, the source of kidu for the
needy, a parent to every Bhutanese citizen, and the jewel
of the Bhutanese system, the kingdom could not alford 10
take such a risk.

“Without His Majesty we will be lost.” he said, Tt 1s
because of His Majesty that the ngoiops and all the anti-
nationa) clements have failed in all their seditious attampts
to undermine the security of the country.” The chimi ex-
pressed the appreciation ol the people 1o the service forces
for their dedicated service in protecting His Majesty the
King’s personal safety and peace in the country:

The Haa chimi said that His Majesty should curtail visits
to high risk areas. But when His Maijesty, in his deep con-
cern for the well-being of his people and his eouniry, in-
sisted on visiting these areas, the security {orces must pay
special atiention 1o the important responsibility ol pro-
viding the maximum ievel of security.

The Thimphu chimi reminded the Assembly that the
kingdom of Bhutan had, so far, chrived because of the close
unity hetween the King and his subjects. This relation-
ship, a histerical legacy since the titne of Zhabdrung
Ngawang Namgyal, derived its strength from the guardian

HIMAL LI/9 SEPTEMBER 998



deities of the nation.

“It is because of the blessings of the Buddha and the
Sangha, His Majestys own aura, and the good fortune of
the people that Bhutan has preserved and strengthened its
present sovereignty and achieved dramatic socio-economic
progress,” he said. “His Majesty has looked alter the
Bhutanese people like his own children much better than
we look after our own children.”

The chimi said that the clergy, civil servants, the secu-
rity troops, the business community, the farming popula-
tion, and the youth of Bhutan all treasured the love and
affection tbat His Majesty bestowed on them. Meanwhile
the clergy must continue to offer their prayers for the safety
and well being of His Majesty while the people must serve
His Majesty and the country with complete loyalty and
dedication.

THE ’ND’AN ’DENT’TY Salman

Khurshid, former Indian minister of state [or external affairs,
at a roundtable discussion conducted by Calcutta’s The Tele-
graph.

In parts of Jammu and Kashmir, again they would say
“You are an Indian”, sometimes innocently, as a descrip-
tion; sometimes with a political edge, which means that,
“We reject you, you are somebody else, you are a foreigner.”

1 have spoken to people in the i and they say that
‘being Indian’ is part of a spiritual concept. Its not a geo-
graphical thing, it's a spiritual thing. It comes from within.
And I've often asked, well, what happens when a line of
control is drawn or a border is drawn, what happens to
that spiritual concept? You draw a line over that as well?

The fact really is that there is a legal contract that we
all make amongst ourselves, which we did in 1950 and
said we are Indians because we all accept this document
as something very, very important - the Constitution. And
so long as you continue to accept it to be very important,
the institutions that have been under that Censtitution
continue to he important and that gives you your des.
Right? And whatever is outside that, is pardes.

The only problem is that [or Shiv Sena I am outside
that. For me, that thought, not Shiv Sena itself, is outside
il. You see, this is the dichotomy that exists. Ultimately it
is a questicn of [eeling. 1 just feel Indian and doesn’t mat-
ter where you are, you feel Indian. It’s like heing born with
a certain family. You can consciously reject it, you can con-
sciously strengthen your bonds with it, you can let the
bonds lapse. But there’s a perception that grows around
you that | belong here. That’s all. And I think feeling an
Indian is having a perception that you belong to where
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India is. And it doesn’t have to be here. It can even be in
parts of London, where you feel equally Indian and you're
seen as equally Indian.

PLAINSPEAK THROUGHOUT

Asma Jahangir of the Human Rights Commission of Paki-
stan, on last year’s wrangle involving the president, the chief
justice and the prime minister, which ended in the resignation

of the former two.

It is said that our institutions are breaking up. But these
institutions in my view were hollowed up a long time ago.
They have only needed a push to come crumbling. We
saw one instance of it last year. The judiciary did not break
up then. Tt began doing that a long time ago ~ when it
decided to hang an elected prime minister on the diktat of
a4 martial law administrator. It further cracked when in
1981 the judges, whom we call “my lords™ in the courts,
agreed for the sake of their jobs to have their noses rubbed
in the ground and to accept the bidding of a dictator to
forget about their previous oaths of office and to take a
new one if they wanted (o stay on as judges.

There were two aspects of what happened last year and
hoth were so weird that neither can be applauded. On the
one side was a chiel justice who kept running to the chief
of army staff, had the decisions of his liking made in the
President House, and carried sheafs of stay orders in his
pocket to deliver on petitions thal he always lixed before
himself. On the other side were the other people on the
judiciary agog for an oppertunity for the high oftice for
themselves.

There is talk of “Quetta conspiracy”. It was not really
that, for a conspiracy presumes a certain sense of guilt and
the need to do things quietly. behind the walls, What hap-
pened here was a broad daylight affair - it was more a
“Quetta coup”. And this did not comprise of just one
change. It was a whole package the rest of which will un-
ravel as the time passcs.

The establishment in our country, remember, does not
putall its money on one horse. Tt always works hy a larger
design. When it decided that the chief justice of the time
could not sufficiently deliver the goods it locked for and
identified another who would.

The Quetta coup did not just consist in the removal of
the chiel justice and the president. It had also decided, for
one, that the president would be Justice Tarar. Why? Be-
cause it had also been decided that a ‘soft revelution’, a so-
called Islamic revolution, had to be ushered in. This would
be an order manned by a sort of junior cousins of Taliban.
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Vajra (Jiterally--flash
of lightning). 18 an
artists' condeminiam,
a transit home for
many. providing a
base during months of
hibernation and
creative inspiration,
Its isolation, graphic
splendour and
peaceful ambience:
make an ideal retreat
from the clock of
pressure.
Ketaki Sheth
Inside Quiside

I stayed a week at the
Vajra, by which time
I had become so fond

HOTEL VAJRA

—
=
i

—

of 1t that | stayed
another.
John Collee
The London Observer
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ex and marriage in Nepal

The Nepali Supreme Court’s landmark decision against virginity
tests IS NOt any more progressive than it needs to be,

by Shanta Basnet Dixit

In the changing social context, to prescrve virginity, or to
indulge in sexual activities with the person of one’s choice is
an individual decision. Some people are open about their
sex lives; others have secret relationships. Having a sexual
relationship does not change a womans legal status.

Some people first have a child and then decide to get
married; others live as husband and wife for all practical
purposes but never tie the nuptial knot.

Since society is modernising on all fronts, and individual
[freedom s heing emphasised move and more, having sex alone
cannot establish that a marriage has taken place. Neither

can parents absolve themselves of their responsibilities to-
wards a daughter who has had sex.

Loss of virginity and marriage are not considered the same
in legal terms. Loss of virginity cannot be construed to mean
that marriage has taken place. A grown up woman having
sex with a man has bccome common. In such cases, a child
can be born, intentionally or otherwise. That is natural.

Only if a girl has been married in the traditional man-
ner or has married in a simple cevemony or has registered
her marriage according to law can a marriage bc said to
have taken place. (writer’s translation)

he above was part of the land-
mark decision handed down
on 29 July by a hench of Nepal Su-
preme Court made up ol Justices
Arbindanath Acharya and Rajendra
~Nath Nakkha in response to an ap-
peal filed by petitioner Annapurna
Rana against a lower court decision.
Annapurna Rana had filed a case
in the Kathmandu District Court
seeking “sustenance” from the fam-
ilv property administered by mother
Ambika Rana and the ‘legal heir’
hrother Gorakh Bahadur Rana (who
last year married King Birendra’s only
Jaughter, Shruti). The respondents
had claimed that the petitioner had
already heen married in Naini Tal, In-
Jdia, and had even borne a child, and
was thus ineligible [or “sustenance”
mana chanal), which the law pro-
vides only to unmarried daughters.
The mother and brother pleaded
with the judge to order physical tests
on Annapurna to confirm her mari-
tal status. These tests were to prove
that: a) she was not a virgin; and b}
she had given birth to a child. The
district court acceded 1o the request
and ordered a medical examination
on Annapurna; a decision that was
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confirmed by the appellate court. Tt
was only on further appeal that the
Supreme Court handed down what
is seen to be a precedent-setting
decision.

This progressive and forward-
looking judgement by the Supreme
Court, which has a public image ol
heing composed of staid gentlemen
{no women up there), must he seen
as an attempt to establish new prin-
ciples of social relations in a tradi-
tional society that is heing buffered
by demographic and cultural changes.
The judges sought to inject new
mores into existing middle class mo-
rality, which assumes that anyone
who is a mother has to be necessarily
married.

There is no doubt that the Su-
preme Court has corrected the trav-
esty of the lower courts’ decision, both
on a woman’ right to privacy and on
the principle of what constitutes ‘mar-
riage’. The judges were correct to stay
with the legal definition of marriage,
which requires either registration or
a socially accepted ceremony (which
in a society as diverse as Nepals,
changes from one ethnicity and caste
group to another).

Quite expectedly, the judgement
was lambasted and lampooned in the
Kathmandu press for having sanc-
tioned “Western-style promiscuity” in
Nepali socicty. Media commentators
asserted that the ruling would unleash
rampant pre-marital promiscuity, and
lead to insecurily among young
women who give birth out of wed-
lock. Wrote a columnist, “The ruling
has brought shame to every Nepali
girl because she can go ahead and live
with a man, have children and still
not be married to him...A man can
now have sex with a woman, have
children and then abandon her.”

These arguments, advanced by
men, patronisingly ignoere the obvi-
ous fact that women are also endowed
with innate intelligence, and can
make proper decisions {or themselves.
Wormnen are not so vulnerable that
they are unable to lend off the sexual
advances of men. In fact, women are,
hy and large, careful about their sexu-
atity and seek 1o protect its so-called
‘market value’. They know [ully well
that sex without marriage is a tricky
affair, and that in a society to live a
good life and to bring up children,
having a man in the house helps. The
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'[f he gets over his disenchantment
with the nuclear daredevils of
South Asia, Bill Clinton is slated to
swing by Bangladesh, too, this Octo-
ber. Expect photo opportunities with
cute street children, destitute women
and select NGO barons. Expect unc-
tuous statements about human rights,
democracy, poverty alleviation, eco-
nomic development and bilateral
trade. But when it comes to the rub.
expect the hottom line to be aboul en-
ergy, and the access of American cor-
perations to the massive gas reserves
that have been discovered under
Bangla soil and sea.

The visit, some months back, by
Bill Richardson, special envoy of the
president and the US Ambassador ta
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the United Nations gave us a tasie of
things to come. As he came and went,
the Dhaka media and intelligentsia
cooed with appreciation and amity. As
we all know, the task of mature jour-
nalism and pragmatic scholarship is
to keep the truth beyond the reach of
the general public.

Bangladesh claims to have a nomi-
nally [ree press, but Clinton's visit will
demonstrate how much intellectual
freedom and social respensibility 1s
exhibited in the local media. With
loan-defaulting, land-encroaching
newspaper proprictors among those
manocuvring {or their slice of the gas
fields, it is unlikely that this part of
the ‘[ree press’ will cver be any more
autonomous than the print media op-

The willing fields of
Bangladesh

In American charm offensive is
on with the discovery of natural

gas [ESErves, but the Bangla

state and civil society is hardly
able to safeguard its long-term

national interests.

by Quddus Mia

erating under the direct patronage of
the state. More liberal, less unscru-
pulous editors will be too {latiered hy
the thought of meeting the US presi-
dent, too concerned about social
standing: under such circumsiances
there will be no serious departure
from mainstream ululations of wel-
come and cooperation. There will be
leng post-editorials by people invited
to official functions who will pass ofl
overheard reception banter as “intel-
ligence™ and “insight” on the state of
bilateral relations.

Imperial tutelage

So, what will be missing? When Bill
Clinton comes to Bangladesh, what
will we not hear? We already know
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about American interest in human
righls, responsive governance, in-
creased transparency, and the “com-
mitment of up to USD 600,000 to
projects in this area”. To hear them
say it, human rights and advancing
democracy are subjects which will
carry equal weight as energy at the
forthcoming bilateral talks. However,
truth he told, support for human
rights and democracy is but the pub-
lic relations counterpoint to the real
business ol energy.

After all, how would it Took if
Clintcn came to Bangladesh to dis-
cuss only energy? The investment in
human rights and democracy repre-
sents negligible sums, made to dis-
tract public attention [rom the hun-
dreds of millions of dollars that
American corporations stand to gain
in the gas lields. It makes you look
progressive. It serves to legitimise
your presence. Its damn good busi-
ness.

The United States of America has
ne substantial interest in advancing
human rights or democracy in
Bangladesh. 1ts main interest is to use
its power (o overwhelin Bangladesh
with ‘goodwill’ and pressure sc as to
get at the hooty. In its strategy, the
United States is using what they have
learnt from that matron of all impe-
rial powers, Great Britain.

Britain was extolling the virtues of
free trade in the 1860s, the time of its
imperial pre-eminence. The British
global presence then was somewhat
akin to that of the Americans today.
All Britain had to do to fend off any
military threats was to instigate pro-
prietary laws in its vast colonies and
to utilise appropriated resources. For
example, the 1865 and 1878 Indian
Forest Aets were used to exelude lo-
cal people and give the British mo-
nopoly stakes in the teak forests of
the Mysore Presidency; this teak was
used to build warships to fight the
Germans. These Acts were accompa-
nied by lar more progressive but light-
weight forest policies, which spoke
dreamily of local peoples rights to
access.

Note the parallels. The British pro-
mulgated proprietary lorest laws to
secure resources [or themselves while
offering the local people meaningless
liberal forest pelicies that suggested
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progress and change. The British got
their teak but the people of Scuth Asia
didnt get their land hack. The Ameri-
cans today are lobbying to secure a
deciding and lucrative gas-mining
contract while offering 1oken project
suppott for human rights and demo-
cratic progress. Sounds like a fair
swap.

Still, the Americans do not have
the distinguished pedigree of
gentrified theft and polite intimida-
tion perfected by the British for over
two centuries. To make up [or these
inadequacies, American administra-
tions past and present have resorted
to laughable moral arguments to de-
[end their transgressions. These em-
barrassing, soft focus and holier-than-
thou iterations about the greater good
of mankind of course [eature the USA
in the role of Guardian. And why not?
1f you write the script, you can be the
leading actor.

Goodbye democracy?

“The 201th century has been charac-
terised by three developments ol great
political importance: the growth of
democracy, the growth of corporate
power, and the growth of corporate
propaganda as a means of protecting
corporale power against democraey,”
says Australian social scientist Alex
Carey.

The propaganda of
foreign oil companies in
Bangladesh has already be-
gun. Hall- and full-page
advertisements over the
past year in many of the
national dailies testify to
this. Democracy and mar-
ket access are frequently
clumped together with
puhtic statements from the
Americans in a way that is
confusing. The following
is a guess as to what
the acrual relationship
could be.

The concept of ‘democ-
racy’, American-style, is
understood to mean ac-
ceptance ol market disei-
pline favoured by Western
transnationats. This ‘democracy’ is
not locally generated and self-articu-
lated, and is actually threatened if you
or 1 feel concern for basic human

The fragmen-
tation of
communities
is being
accomplished
by the free

market and
its free riders,
making
society easier
to govern and
exploit.

needs such as education, health,
jobs and food for our children. This
‘democracy’ is about saleguarding
economic rationality with its shops
full of goods we cannot afford,
profits Howing to Western investors
and a detached, capitalist class of
Bangladeshis happy with their jobs
with transnationals because of status,
good pay and offices that have air
conditioners and Pentium computers.

Frontline of pillage

It may be too late. Even as Bangladesh
struggles 1o establish a responsive
democratic system of national and
locat government with literate elected
representatives who value public ser-
vice in the national interest, it just
may be too late. The transformation
of our economic and political system
into one that serves the market, or
rather serves those in the market with
purchasing power, will make a pro-
found impact on the worldview of the
typical Bangladeshi.

This is a country still searching for
its soul. There is little sense of nation-
hood, exeept for those exaggerated
expressions we see on the memorial
days of 16 December, 21 February and
26 March. Most Bangladeshis today,
whether small entrepreneurs or day
lahourers, work alone. Those of us not
waorried about where
the next meal is coming
from are at most con-
cerned about our [ami-
lies, Thoughts about
where the country is
going leave us [eeling
numb and overwhelmed.

As actors in a market,
we are dependent on our
own initiatives on ex-
panding the economy.
Social capital - the
resources of a commu-
nity — is gradually being
eroded as patterns of so-
cial organisation realign
around economic im-
peratives. The country’s
celebrity loan-defaulters
and frauds are just tak-
ing the quick way out of
ithis nexus.

As lilestyles change, we have little
contact with other workers or with
our neighbours in the representation
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of public interest. Our exposure (o
political or labour organisations is
minimal, except at election tine when
candidates come knocking. We, as a

people. have vet to make full use of

our human resources and our dispo-
sition is weak when approaching or
confronting the institutions of state.
We are cconomically [ragile and in-
secure. We also want johs with
transnationals because of status, good
pay and oflices that have air condi-
lioners and Pentium computers.

The fragmentation of communi-
ties is being accomplished hy the free
market and its free riders, making
society easier to govern and exploil.
This 1s an end that past awtacranc re-
gimes in Bangladesh could only have
fantasised about. Unless we are [ully
aware of what 1s happening, oil com-
panies from America and clsewhere
will loot Bangladesh. And we wont
even know it is happening.

some cynics will see this as part
of a historical continuum, the latest
link in a chain where Marwari, Brit-

ish. Pakistani and then our own elites
have expropriated the resources ol
this countrv. Multinational energy
companies have already set up shap,
creating as a frontline a class of
Bangladeshis. sophisticated and cos-
mopolitan. who will defend this po-
tential pillage. Nowhere (o date has
there been a serious discussion on the
redistributive potential of the wealth
to be generated by these foreign in-
vesiments.

Behind the diplomatic lies of po-
litical delegations and business rep-
rescnitations, Bangladesh is at risk of
failing apart. both culturally and po-
litically: And this at a ume when we
are trving 1o deepen the roots of hu-
man rights and democracy. American
promises arc a meaningless distrac-
tion. This is simplv not where their
concerns arc. That 1s why American
oil companies complained to the
LS State Department after Madeleine
Atbright cancelled her visit to
Bangladesh in November 1997, tecl-
ing it had harmed their interests in

the country. That i1s why the US En-
ergy Secretary planned a visit to
Bangladesh this year.

Meanwhile, Bangladesh is alrcady
a land of disconnected people less
able 1o participate in the institutions
of power. A majoriiv of the urban cos-
mopolitan elite has little knowledge
and no empathy with the rest of the
country, cxcept as a place where they
can make money more easily than if
thev were in Britain or America. The
cumulative impact of this is that we
arc unlikely to see any concerted chal-
lenge to the current ideology of the
market and the will of transnational
energy corporations in the near fu-
ture.

So. there it is. Weleome to the
Willing Fields of Bangladesh, What
is mine 1s vours and what is yvours
1S...yours.

Q. Mia is the pseudonym Jor a Bangla-
deshi who works in an aid agency:

FOR ALL YOUR HOLIDAY NEEDS

IN

NEPALAND TIBET

s

34, Summit Hotel
and
Summit Nepal Trekking
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