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Facts, not assumptions

I read with interest Dinshaw
Mistry’s letter “Latin Assump-
tions” (Himal, July 1999), written
in response to my article “The
Southern Cone and the
Subcontinent” (Himal,

May 1999}, While
fully respecting
Mistry’s right to have
a rather different take
on the matter, 1 do
not consider the five
differences between
the Argentina-Brazil
and India-Pakistan
nuclear equations
outlined in my
article to be mere
“assumptions”,
which is how

Mistry characterises (and
dismisses?} them.

Mistry rejects the notion of an
implicit US nuclear umbrella over
the Western Hemisphere, and
asserts that only the NATO states,
Japan and South Korea are
sheltered under it. This is clearly
disputable. Apart from obvious
omissions like Isracl and Taiwan,
Mistry ignores the fact that since
World War Il a common security
mechanism, the Inter-American
Defence System (TADS), has existed
in the Western Hemisphere,
legallv buttressed by the Act of
Chapultepec (1945) and the Rio
Treaty {1947). A US nuclear guaran-

tee is implicit in the 1ADS; indeed, it

is no accident that the first nuciear-
free zone was established in

Latin America. But for this com-
mon Sccurity arrangement, the
Tlateloleo Treaty (1967) banning
nuclear weapons in Latin America
and the Caribbean would not have
been possible. Viewing the interna-
tional security scene from Mexico
City, as I am currently wont te do,
the fact that this part of the world
lies within the US perimeter of
defence scems almost an axiomatic
proposition.

Mistry misreads my analysis of
the rlvalrv between Argentina and
Brazil. Nowhere in my artlcle is it
stated that since the two countries
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have not fought a war since 1828, comprehensive settlement with
thev “ do not have a long history of traditional enemies, and not a
rivalry”. In fact, the Argentina- moment soaner. Mistry will
Brazil riv alry has a heritoge that undoubtedly recall that South
goes back nearly five centuries to Africa, which during the years of
the arrival of the 1berian maritime white minority rule viewed itself
powers in South America. The in similar “homeland” terms,
central issue here is renounced nuclear weapons and
not the longevity of apartheid at exactly the same time.
the rivalry but its My argument that “Brazil has
nature. As | emphasisc never dominated South America,
in my article, the or even the Southern Cone, in the
Argentina-Brazilian way [ndia dominates South Asia”
rivalry “was never is dismissed by Mistry as yet
based on a territorial another assumption. Far from
dispute or an identity being an assumption, even a
conflict”, On the cursary glance at military and
contrary, it was essen- economic indicators in the two
tially a competition for regions will reveal that my
influence in South statement is grounded on essential
America, and specifically facts. India’s population and GDP
in the buffer states of are three times larger than that of
Bolivia, Uruguav and Paraguay. all its neighbours, and it has
In sharp contrast, Pakistan 300,000 more soldiers with arms
came into being from the vivisec- than all the other countries in
tion of India. Apart from the South Asia combined. The differ-
territorial dispute over the Kash- entials between Brazil and its
mir Valley, the India-Pakistan netghbours are much less over-
contlict, from a Pakistani perspec- whelming: its active armed forces
tive, is about nothing less than are smaller than the combined
national survival. Pakistan, like torces of its neighbours, its
[srael, considers itself the home- population only 80 percent larger,
land of an endangered people. It its GDP only 25 percent larger.
therefore makes perfect sense to These are fantb, not assumptions.
expect countrics like Israel and Furthermore, Mistrv disregards
Pakistan to renounce their nuclear the fact that the Brazilian power,
deterrent only as the last step in a even at the height of its
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now-defunct rivalry with Argen-
tina, was alwavs Lonqtramed by
the regional balance of power
svstem in the Southern Cone,
organised around the two “diagoe-
nal alliances” of Brazil-Chile and
Argentina-Peru. Notwithstanding
the occasional grumbles in South
Block aboeut being surrounded by
“troublesome neighbours”, no
regional power configuration
capable of dampening Indian
power has cver arisen in South
Asia. It is also werth pointing out
that, unlike India, Brazil is not the
hegemon in its region; in the
Americas, that role has been
playved exclusively by the US for
the last 120 ycars.
Finally, Mistry asserts that

“Argentina and Braal were just as
{if not more strongly) opposed to
the “discrimination” in the NIPT as
India”. Not true —unlike India,
which has never accepted a
regional non-nuclear arrange-
ment, the two South American
powers signed the Tlatelolco
Treaty declaring Latin America as
a nuclear-free zone. Given the
different natures of South Asian
and South American states, the
extra-sensitivity of the former to
“discrimination” is perfectly
understandable. Unlike Argentina
and Bravil, which have been
sovereign states in the interna-
tional system for nearlv two
centuries, India and Pakistan are
post-colonial states. Political
leaders in South Asia have
experienced the indignity of
colonial subjugation in their own
lifetimes, which cxplains the
visceral opposition of the

indian clite to discriminatory
international arrangements. On
non-discriminatory treaties like the
{TBT and the FMCT, | am in agree-
ment with Mistry: India

{(and Pakistan) can, should, must
sign on,

FPost-Kargil, T readily admit that

I was much too sanguine when |
sugpested that Pakistan’s enhanced
sense of security based on strategic
parity with India could lead to
curable peace in the region. But
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while the big guns still beom
across the LoC, I'd like to suggest
that Kargil does not disprove the
proposition that nuclear deterrence
can work in South Asia. After all,
India resisted the temptation of
crossing the international border,
and Pakistan finally called it a day
and pulled out. What Kargil does
prove is that nuclear compellence
does not work, in South Asia or
clsewhere. Nuclear weapoens
buttress the status quo, and are
rather poor tools for a revisionist
foreign policy, much less the sort of
adventurism witnessed tn Kargil.

Varun Safui

CIDE, Mexico City

Puffy prefile
The five principal articles of vour
July issue struck me as Himal at its
best, providing balanced, interest-
ing coverage of a war neither India
nor Pakistan can report on objec-
tively or can afford to fight. Several
of the feature articles also held my
interest. In such company, the
profile of Akhter Ahsan stuck out
like a sore thumb. Claims or
apparent claims of healing are
allowed to go unchallenged. (What
is the reader to make of a sentence
like the following:
“During a Tecent visit to
Pakistan, Ahsan treated a
young woman suffering
from epilepsy using the
image of the Hindu god
Ganesh”? The sentence
does not say that the
woman was cured, but
implics that she was)

Dr Ahsan mav well be
a pioncering psychologist, but
journalist Zaigham Khan should
be alerted to the need to challenge
assumptions, to allow critics te
raise questl(ms, and to substantiate
statements such as “Ahsan says
that ... repeatable clinical experi-
ments seem to back his claim” and
that his method is more cffective
than psychoanalysis. What experi-
ments? Conducted by whom,
when? And has anvone else tried to
repeat these experiments?

T'his sore thumb required

Akhter Ahsan

medical attention. Or do 1 mean
editorial attention? [ think [ do.
Jon Swan
sSouthfield, Massaclsets

Republic of South Asia

As a sympathetic non-5outh Asian
and in good faith I wish to ask a
question to which 1 have been
unable to find a satisfactory
answer: Why does the idea of
re-unifyving India not even occur as
a phenomenoen, however marginal
or despised, on the political and
intellectual landscape of Seuth
Asia? Why is the matter not
discussed at all, if only to be
dismissed? | suppose the ques-
tioner will be told (inevitably, as he
is a Britisher) that the notion
smacks of nostalgia for the empire
and does not Corresp(md to
maodern allegiances and scnsibili-
ties. Rather it should actually

be seen as the last phase of
de-colonisation. Whose purposc
did the Partition really serve, if not
the departing colonial power’s?

And since the crippling consc-
quences of Partition can be consid-
ered a major contributor to the
economic and diplomatic weak-
ness of independent India, the
failure to claim its
rightful place on the
world stage, why is it
that re- umﬁcatmn did not
become the focus of
nationalist aspirations, at
[cast in the post-Cold
War period of
re-negotiation? It is not as
if an alternative is
uncalled for, especiallv
now, at a time when Pakistan is
generally referred to as a failed
state, even by its own people, and
tho Republic of India is ruled by

‘nationalists” who embody none of
the principles on which that state
was founded.

Looking to the tuture, with as
much objectivity as [ can muster, 1
would have to say that
re-unification is one definite
potential prospect, perhaps the
brightest, for the resolution of
political dvsfunctions which are



Vajra (literally-flash
of lightning}, is an
artists’ condominium,
a transit home for
many, providing a
base during months
of hibernation and
creative inspiration.
Its isolation, graphic
splendour and
peaceful ambience,
make an 1deal retreat
from the clock of
pressure.

Ketaki Sheth
Inside Outside.

I stayed a week at the

Vajra, by which time

I had become so fond

of it that I stayed
another.

John Collee

The London Observer.
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otherwise sct to destroy the region.
One obvious model would be a
federal structure based on strong
regional autonomy, but there are
many other possibilities and
combinations that could be
devised. I'm not saying for

the moment that some form of
re-unification would make South
Asia stronger of more COmpOtltl\’L,
or more self-confident or less
militarised, T just wonder why it's
not even on the agenda.

The question is not why does
the idea not interest governments,
armiecs and bureaucracies, but why
did it not emerge as an alternative,
at least among intellectuals? Why
no initiative or movement, how-
ever fringe, to establish the concept
of a single super country (not
unlike China) in the regional
consciousness, even if it were to
remain a pipe dream? Of course
the idea would cause apoplexy in
Pakistan, but is “Akhand Bharat”
necessarily an anathema to the

Indian Muslim? [ think not.
Meanwhile, T was devastated to
find Tibet barely mentioned in
vour “China and Us” issue (June
1998), more evidence of the
ostrich-like attitudes which prevail
in the “Arya Bhumi” towards an
important South Asian tssuc. | will
aiso expect to be disappointed in
my hope of finding some denun-
ciation of the Pakistani foreign
minister’s floor-scraping jaunt to
Beljmg at the height of the Kargil
crisis, only to be followed there by
the Indian forcign minister, as if in
acknowledgement that the Chincse
have some kind of privileged
status in South Asian dlplomau
They have no such status, and
other countries should vocifer-
ously protest Pakistan’s attempt to
include them, particularly when
third-party involvement was one of
the key issues in the crisis. The
Chinese are quite happy to exploit
the South Asian failure to stand up
for itself, in international relations

generally, and in an important and
now thoroughly usurped sphere of
influence — Xinjiang and Tibet.
Matthew Axler
Katlunandu

Sour lit crits
The late Irving Howe once wrote
that Marxism had entered the
American academy to die. Some-
thing similar seems to be happen-
ing to Scuth Asian writing. The
canons of lit crit let loose on
talented novelists in the August
1999 issue of Himal make for
dreadful reading. Lit crits, like art
crits, are a sour lot— those who can,
write or paint; those who can't,
criticise. The mark of Himal is
cheerfui scepticism; not grumpy
jealousy. Please spare us the
Spivakese. A one-year moratorium
on South Asians expats might be a
good idea.

Ramachandra Guha

Bangalore
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INDIA « PAKISTAN

JAW-JAW,
NOT WAR-WAR

It's never over till it’s over. The downing of the
Pakistani reconnaissance plane over 5ir Creek
on 10 August was a swift and troubling re-
minder that the fallout of Kargil will be felt
much farther afield and for much longer than
the hostilities themselves. India-Pakistan rela-
tions were in a stall after Kargil, and the down-
ing of the Atlantique aircraft helped send rela-
tions into a tailspin.

Pakistan’s intrusion into Indian airspace
appears to have been fairly well-substantiated
notwithstanding 1slamabad’s denials, and that
was the original sin. Even Washington, which
criticised India for over-reacting, does not take
issue with the claim that the plane straved into
Indian territory. Pakistan must therefore be held
respensible for a rather foolish act. Foalish, for
several reasons. For one thing, the Kargil war
(and it must be reckoned as the fourth India-
Pakistan war, given the intensity and length of
hostilities) had just ended. Feelings were, and
are, running high on both sides. Indian forces
were, and remain, cna razor’s edge in terms of
their alert status: nobody wants a Kargil on their
watch. Moreover, the Indian elections are just
around the corner. Any security lapse at this
moment could change the course of the elec-
tions.

But for all that, the Indian authoritics would
do well to re-examine their reaction. The refer-
ence here is not so much to the shooting itself,
although a review of interception procedures
would be helpful. Given the tensions and the
significance of Sir Creck/Rann of Kutch, the
downing of the plane was not particularly sur-
prising. The Indian government says that Pa-

kistan had violated Indian airspace over 50

times in the past year or so. It also claims
that the Pakistani air force had intruded
into the Sir Creek/Rann of Kutch area
eight times before the Atlantique was shot
down. The question then is: why did
New Delhi not promptly protest and de-
mand an investigation by the Pakistani
authorities as implied in the 1991 agrec-
4 ment on the prevention and handling of
™ airspace violations? If India had made a
{ public issue of the violations as and when
thev happened, the entire incident could
well have been avoided.

The Sir Creek misadven-

ture indicates that the

-

1991 agreement on airspace violations prob-
ably needs amendment. The agreement ex-
pressly forbids both sides from flving combat
aircraft—including reconnaissance planes—
and from operating in a no-fly zone within 10
Kilometres of the international boundary. But
the latest act suggests that both sides have been
fairly routinely violating the agreement.

The Indian helicopter flight ferrving jour-
nalists to the crash site may also have been such
a violation. Brajesh Mishra, the [ndian national
security adviser, interviewed on TY days after
the shooting seemed to say that India had in-
formed Pakistan of the flight (as mandated by
the 1991 agreement), but his language was
equivocal enough to suggest that perhaps New
Delhi had not honoured the agreement either.

What can be done to improve the agreement,
if anything? First of all, it may be useful to took
at the no-fly zones regime in West Asia, which
the lsraelis and the Arabs have been implement-
ing rather successfully for much longer than the
Indo-IPak 1991 agreement. Secondly, better com-
munication between the two air forces would
seem to be indispensable. As things stand, it is
not clear how they talk to each other. The 1991
accord mentions that air advisers on both sides
should be kept “informed” of flight safety and
urgent air operations that affect the other side.
But how this is done and with what dispatch, is
not known. The agreement also suggests that
such matters should be brought to the notice of
the other side over the phones at the two army
headquarters. This seems a rather tortuous pro-
cedure. Can’t the two air forces speak to each
other directly? And can’t they do so, sector by
sector, rather than going through Islamabad and
Delhi?

Thirdly, Indian pfanes (perhaps Pakistani as
well) should be fitted with more than two com-
munication channels. Air Chief Marshal A.Y.
Tipnis admitted after the incident that the In-
dian MiGs have only two communication chan-
els and these were both in operation during
their interception flight. As a result, the Indian
pilots could not establish radio contact with the
Atlantique on the international communication
frequency available for such contacts. The
amended 1991 agreement should mandate that
both sides carry at least a third channel of com-
munication.

Tt's always better to jaw-jaw than war-war,
especially when there arce nuclear weapons
around. India and Pakistan can mull over
whether and when they want to get down to
business ¢ la Lahore. Neither side can afford to
ride a high horse in the shadow of the bomb.4

—Kanti Bajpai
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Once thought to be only meant for the silly

ones, Hindi masalas now have fans
worldwide not all of them silly.

he global popularity of Hindi cin-
ema crept up and hit the Bombay
film industry in the eye last year
when Mani Ratnam’s DHl Se made it
to the UK Top 10 in its first week.
Then in August this year, Amitabh Bachchan
topped a BBC online poll on the most popu-
lar star of the millennium, beating Holly-
wood demi-gods by a long shot; what's
more, Govinda finished tenth on the list.

More recently, Subhash Ghai’s Taal broke
box-office records in the US, mainly because
he thought it worth releasing an unheard-
of 44 prints in the overseas circuit.
The oddest success story is, of course, of
Rajnikant’s Tamil films bowling over Japa-
nese filmgoers.

Indian audiences used to treat the indig-
enous film —whether in Hindi or in any re-
gional language, the popular film’s form re-
mains the same — as an acquired taste pecu-
liar to Indian culture, a “vice” to be admit-
ted to sheepishly, something to be slightly
ashamed of, like paan stains on the teeth and
coconut oil in the hair. In spite of a comfort-
ably receptive overseas market, the Hindi
film industry was smugly content with the
vast audiences it had at its command within
the Subcontinent. So unlike Hollywood, In-
dian filmmakers did not feel the need to ex-
pand internationally beyond a few known
and fairly lucrative territories that went un-
der the omnibus label of “Overseas”. A clear
example of ghar ka murgi daal barabar —a pi-
quant Hindi saying which means that people
often ignore what is right under their noses.
In this case, a unique product and an emi-
nently exportable commodity.

Hindi chic
There was always a small and steady mar-
ket for Hindi cinema abroad, or wherever
there was a sizeable South Asian immigrant
population. And their popularity also ex-
tended to the native population of the Gulf,
some African countries, and, oddly enough,
Russia and some East European countries,
plus a minute cult following in campuscs
across the US, the UK and rest of Europe.
Raj Kapoor and Mithun Chakraborty
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are hugely popular in Russia, Amitabh
Bachchan’s name can open doors in Egypt,
and shopkeepers in Singapore are known to
have declined payment from anyone who
knows the words to the latest Hindi hit film
song,.

It is only in the last few years that Hindi
cinema— with films like Hum Aapke Hain
Kaun, Dilwale Dulhaniva Le Jaayenge, Dil To
Pagal Hai, Kuch Kuch Hota Hai —has come out
from its closet of tiny suburban movie halls,
video parlours and smuggled pirated VCDs,
right into the mainstream. They have got a
large-enough audience to figure in the top
charts, bag impressive theatre chains and get
noticed by critics of upmarket publications.
(Till recently, the only Indian filmmaker
known abroad was Satyajit Ray.)

The media worldwide has started doing
features, photo-essays, TV series and docu-
mentaries on popular Indian cinema. It's no
longer disgraceful to admit to a passion for
the masala movie —even film scholars, re-
searchers and historians now find it worth
analysing it as a powerful form of popular
culture.

This interest abroad has perhaps coin-
cided with the emergence of a strong Asian
subculture in the West, which, as usual, has
exported our own Indianness back to us,
apparent in the way Hindi cincma has caught
on with the hip, urban teen set who earlier
used to think that the Hindi masala movie was
infra dig, only meant for lumpens and bored
housewives. Like the dominance of Black
culture some vears ago, it is the turn of In-
diar/South Asian culture now —Indian
food, voga, ayurveda, spirituality, are all in
vogue. There’s bhangra rap in the discos,
salwar kameer and saris being accepted as
haute coutire, henna tattoos as fashion; Ma-
donna singing shlokas and Nusrat Fateh Ali
Khan composing for major Hollywood films.
Now, Indian films are shown regularly on
teievision all over the world to a multiply-
ing flock of multi-cultural audiences, and
not just on cthnic channels.

Boilywood is no longer ghetto territory,
but a world to be fancied —not a Hollywood
rip-off but an equal; and a means of running
around the cultural hegemony of Holly-
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nema came to India soon after its introduction in the
" West, and since among its early backers were
Anglicised Parsis, Indian films have always had a form
® that is a peculiar mix of mythology, historical legends,
folk art, Parsi theatre, Shakespearean and Victorian drama.
And since there has never been a compulsion to change it,
the form of popular cinema has remained unaltered over the
century. The art or parallel cinema movement of the late 1960s
and 1970s tried to experiment with form, but fizzled out af-
ter some initial successes; there is still some offbeat work
done by directors in regional languages, particularly
Malayalam. Now it is a given that popular cinema cannot
exist without song-and-dance, melodrama and high-voltage
emotion — violence is acceptable but only within the set for-
mula of romance-family-honour. _— o
Even if the song-and-dance “items” liberally borrow from
MTV, and the styles and plots and scene compositions are
lifted from Hollywood, the Indian film hero and heroine are
invariably monogamous, modern in dress but conventional
at heart; the hero (and occasionally the heroine) will resort to
wviolence only when the family —immediate or extended
(friend, neighbour, community, country)—~is under threat.
Like the heroes of the epics (Ramayan, Mahabharat), it is the
duty of the male to protect the honour of the woman/fam-
ily/community, while it is the woman’s duty to provide
“succotr and support.as the mother, sister, beloved or wife,
‘but-not to participate directly in the conflict. Like Sita, the
heroineé ‘must remain chaste even when she is the villain's
(Ravan) captive, and wait for the hero (Ram) to come and
‘rescue her, sometimes with - the help of a brother (Laxman)
or close friend {(Hanuman). It is no surprise then, that the
careerwoman has not yet found representation or respect-
ability in mainstreet Hindi films—except, very rarely, in the
fortn of Durga/Shakti where she dons a uniform and picks
up weapons to fight evil. o
Like Kunti in the Mahabharat, the mother is to be wor-
shipped, and like Dasharath in the Ramayan, the father is to
be obeyed at any cost, Sacrifice, loyalty, submission to patri-
- archy/ authority is desirable at all imes. In the romantic arena,
the hero still has to go through a test of manhood to pass the
heroine’s swayamvar, and the rites of wooing still follow the
chhed-chhad {teasing) between Krishna along with His bunch
of gwalas (cowherds) and Radha with the gopis (milkmaids).
In folk and Parai theatre, songs, dances, declamatory

speeches, exaggerated gestures and the odd routine of a com--

edy track separate from the main plot, wéte accepted norms.
. Indian cinema still uses the simple linear narrative style of
folk oral tradition and drama, and almost always utilises the
song-dance and slapstick irfthe manner of the now-outdated
theatrical style. Ironically, Indian theatre has incorporated ex-
perimentation, abstraction; realism, taken from the West and
elsewhere into ancient folk forms, and come up with a re-
markably contemporary language, while Indian mainstream

movies have simply borrowed new techniques from
the West and juxtaposed it—not always success-
fully - with predictable narrative patterns.

The ending of the typical Hindi film, for instance,
is illustrative of its immutable derivation from the
theatre. In plays, the entire cast assembles on stage
to take a bow, in the Hindi film, all characters (the
surviving ones, that is) gather together for a group
photograph. There is also the blithe certainty of the
happy ending (with very few exceptions as in the case
of films derived from the classical tragic Jove story
of the Laila-Majnu variety). The hero and heroine will
marry, misunderstandings will be sorted out, the vil-
la’ 1 will suffer death or imprisonment, straying hus-

. be nds and prodigal sons will return to the family fold.

(S raying wives and daughters will, however, meet
an ignoble end!)

Perhaps, in the case of the Hindi film,
tamiliarity does not breed contempt. Audiences seem
perfectly satisfied with repetitions~ with minor
upgradations—of a handful of popular plotlines.
Boy meets girl, one is rich, the other poor; they con-
front parental opposition, villainous interventions
and other obstacles to reunite happily in the end.
Siblings are separated from parents or from each
other either by way of natural or man-made calam-
ity; they will keep bumping into one another through-
out the film at apposite points, while their stories
run parallel. They will recognise each other from an
amulet, tattoo or song, and unite to defeat the
villain. The noble Pandavas versus the greedy
Kauravas in a modern-day Mahabharat, ensuring
the perennial victory of good over evil.

Another favourite has the hero avenging the kill-
ing of a family member. This is sometimes extended
to his own oppression at the hands.of evil forces (cor-
rupt cops.and politicians, criminals, terrorists), at
which — pushed to his limits of tolerance —he will re-
sort to means fair or foul and clear his name and up- -
hold the honour of his family.

The latest trend, besides youthful romance, is pa-
triotism. Mainstream films are always quick to catch
on to and merrily distort popular sentiment, and af-
ter terrorism entered India, patriotism has become

-an important component of the Indian film. Villains

are not just ornery bad guys now, they are interna-
tional terrorists. And the hero’s duties are no longer
confined to saving heroines in distress, but to save
Bharat Mata from The Enemy —whether it is the
dreadful 1S guys from across the border, or the amoral ..
influences of the Wicked West that threaten to destroy
Indian cuiture. A
—Deepa Gahiot

~ BOY MEETS Gl
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dominate in Pakistan in the post-Indepen-
dence period as well. The other factor was
that Pakistan cinema lacked established stars
in its fold. Except for Noorjahan, others who
came from Bombay and Calcutta were either
on the downhill phase of their career or vet-
erans good for only minor roles. On the other
hand, their counterparts in Bombay —
Dilip Kumar, Nargis, Kamint Kaushal,
Madhubala, Raj Kapoor, Dev Anand and
others —were well on their way to stardom.
These Bombay actors enjoyed immense
popularity among voung Pakistani
filmgoers, which made it difficuit for the Pa-
kistani filmmakers who had to make do with
mostly unknown and fresh faces.
The 1965 war between India and Pakistan
generated a surge of nationalism that had
_ only been seen earlier in the freedom move-
ment of undivided India. The Pakistani gov-
ernment placed a complete ban on exhibi-
tion of Indian films, even on oldics released

Wélk into any video shop in
Pakistan, and the latest

Bollywood films are there.

years back (and the ban holds till today}.

This gave the local filmmakers a protected

market and the number of Pakistani pro-

ductions began to grow considerably. But

the films were indigenous only cosmeti-

cally, for soon enough, producers and their
writers started visiting neighbouring Af-
ghanistan to watch Indian films to get their
story ideas. Plagiarism was practised to the
hilt, with Pakistani filmmakers remaking
Bollywaod’s box office hits by merely chang-
ing the names of characters from Hindu to
Mustim ones, and placing them in the Tocal
setting.

This furtive copying came to an end
when Lahore began to receive Indian TV, and
Pakistanis could watch the originals in the
comfort of their homes. This led to seme de-
velopment of original Pakistani cinema, but
this period lasted only for a decade till the
introduction of home video and later satel-
lite telecasts in the region. Through pirated
VHS tapes and satellite channels, Bollywood
now began to inflict the most devastating
blow to the Pakistani film industry. Loca]
producers of Urdu films lost their audience
to Hindi fiims from Bombay, particularly the
middle class urbanised family filmgoers
who preferred to watch their Bollywoed
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favourites on TV or rented videos of their
choice.

Survival strategy

If anything has even remotely served to
bridge the divide between Pakistanis and
Indians these last five decades, it has to be
Bollywood cinema. There may be a blanket
ban on Indian films in Pakistan, but walk
into any of the 45,000 video shops across
the country, and, in the best traditions of pi-
racy, the latest Bollywood films are all there
in the shelves. In many of the villages, these
video shops even have small, dazk roems
spluttering out Bollvwoaod starrers at the
princely price of two rupcees per show. Then
there are the restaurants and small tea shops
dishing out the same fare.

To take advantage of film fare on satellite
television, which has conquered all of Paki-
stan, even electricity-less villages remained
hooked through battery-run televisions and
receivers, tuning into multiple channels. In
congested arcas of major cities, the cable bri-
gade functions in the most organised and
considerate way —it charges PKR 50 (c. USD
1) per month in the lower-income dwellings,
while hiking it upte PKR 250 in the posh
settlements. The lifeline of these cable op-
erators is the Hindi film.

Producers in Pakistan would have done
well to come up with a survival strategy to
counter the ready rental and sale of pirated
Bollywood in the local market and to get the
urban middle class back to the theatres. But,

rather unwisely, they have adopted a policy

that will only marginalise their audience fur-
ther. They have begun to offer second-rate
Lollyw ood-ised versions of Bollywood bo-
nanzas to that segment of socicty which has
no casy access to VCR and television. This
surely will fizzle out in the long run, as sat-
ellite access is extending to even the remot-
est of arcas and all class segments.

Unfortunately for evervone invelved, the
over-protected film mdustlv of Pakistan bit-
terlv opposes the opening up of film trade of
any kind with India for fear of being
swamped. It ignores the fact that such a situ-
ation already prevails all over the country.
Everyone is watching Hindi films, anyway.
[f nothing tangible is done to improve the
quality of local cinema to match the Indian
productions in an open markct, the battle in
the field of moetion pictures may well be lost,
without even encountering Bollywood face
to face. i
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ues are the new mantra for neo-conserva-
tives the world over in the wake of
communism’s collapse and Fukuyama’s
theory of the End of History.

If in the West, there is a discernible re-
surgence of canservative values in a post-
feminist and post-structuralist world, in In-
dia, reassertion of traditions can be attrib-
uted to a whole complex of reasons in the
wake of many complementary and contra-
dictory trends. These films capitalise on the
telicitous combination of two historical fac-
tors — first, a nation’s collective vearning for
the simple, comforting pleasurcs of family
bonds (more so when the nation, the larger
family, is threatened by violent movements
for autonomy on ethnic and religious
grounds); second, the perceived threat to
such familial bonding by the lures of ram-
pant individualism as a result of unchecked
westernisation.

The pelitical resurgence of Hindutva and
the culturally xenophobic and un-apologeti-
cally patriarchal ideology of a triumphalist
Hindu right-wing is the context and subtext
of these films. Hum Apke Hain Kaun marks a
watershed in popular culture because all the
subterranean anxieties of a threatened soci-
ety are allayed with persuasive charm and
the viewer goes home comforted by simplis-
tic solutions offered for uncritical mass con-
sumption.

The possibility of an educated young
woman asserting her individuality is a threat
to the feel-good euphoria created by com-
mercial cinema. Dilwale Duthaniya Le Jayenge
cleverly subverts this possibility after duly
acknowiedgmg this very individuality. Tlret
via Kajol's incipient rebellion and later, its
peignancy underlined by Farida Jalal's rec-
cllection of how her own impulse for edu-
cation was suppressed for the sake of her
brothers. Director Aditya Chopra is young
and savvy enough to dramatise Kajol's spir-
tted rebellion but his ploy, again based on
the Punjab folk tradition of the boy working
to win the girl’s family, reiterates the fact that
a girl must be passed on from father to hus-
band.

Raja Hindustani is an unreal fairy-tale re-
versal of the hackneved outsider-city shicker
‘falling in love with the innocent village belle.
Dharmesh Darshan asks us to believe that a
forelgn -educated rich young woman can fall
in love with a charmingly loutish, totally un-
educated taxi driver with the most obsolete
ideas of manliness. He crowns the regres-
sive message by showing the discarded wife
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faithfully performing the ubiquitous Karwa
Chauth that surfaces in so many films.

Pardes capitalises on the love-hate rela-
tionship afflicting the Indian diaspora. This
is a love-hate relationship which has layers
within layers: of native Indians for their rich
cousins abroad, compounded with envy and
condemnation. Then there is the much-ma-
Hgned and much-courted NRI who wants to
cnjoy the best of the materialistic West and
keep intact the purity and spirituality of his
mythologised Tndia.

Amrish Puri is the visiting NRI tycoon
who returns to his village and selects Ganga,
daughter of his childhood friend, as the cho-
sen bride of his wavward, totally
Americanised son. “We need daughters like
Ganga to purify the boys who have been sul-
lied by an American upbringing,” he pon-
tlflcates with gratifying pomposity! Ganga
is the flow of continuum which will redeem
the Americanised [ndian with her core of tra-
dition under the venecr of girlish high spir-
its.

Patriarchy continues to reign supreme
even in a tasteful lollvpop wrapped in de-
signer wear. At the heart to Kuch Kuch Hota
Hai, the bubble-gum entertainer par cxcel-
lence, both Kajol and Rani Mukherjee en-
shrine Indian womanly virtues — Kajol as she
grows up from tom boy to chiffon-cl lad de-
sirability and Rani, breakmg out into the
devotional Jai fagadeesit Hare in spite of her
mini skirts and Oxford education. Hiem Dil
Dechuke Sanam’s self-conscious ethnicity al-
lows Aishwarya Rai to rediscover the sanc-
tity of her marriage when the nobly self-sac-
rificing, pucca desi husband seeks to reunite
her with her first love who is an insouciant,
half-Italian Romeo.

You can take the modern Indian woman
to the trough of tantalising independence but
to make her drink its liberating water is im-
possible. The heroines, with the exception
of strikingly individual Kajol, roll off the as-
sembly line wearing the same pout, Manish

Malhotra dresses, flaunting designer tresses,
pirouetting their aerobicised bodies to the
MTV beat, like so many Indianised Barbie
dolls. At the other end of the spectrum is the
lyrical ¢celebration of Madhuri as the time-
less Apsara by none other than M.F. Hussain,
india’s most high-profile painter. Between
plastic kitsch and hyped high art, where is
the space fer the Indian woman just to be, a
person in her own right? In a mirage? A
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n 1954, 13,000 women of Delhi pre-
sented a petition to Jawaharlal Nehru
asking him to curb the evil influence of
films as it made their children play
hooky from school, acquire precocious
sex habits, and indulge in vices. Respond-
ing to this petition, the prime minister stated:
“Films have an essential part to play in the
modern world. At the same time it is true
that any powerful medium like motion pic-
tures has a good effect and a bad effect. We
have to take care therefore that we
emphasise the good aspect of it.”

For Nehru, films were linked to the
project of modernisation. However, this tech-
nological medium and its owners needed to
be subordinated to the state so they did not
work against the interests of the government.
This concept of film censorship, along with
the requisite routines and procedures, was
established by British colonial administra-
tors ostensibly to guard the morals of the
natives and to prevent them from sinking
into depravity, religious bigotry and/or eth-
nic strife.

In 1918, despite objections on grounds of
liberty from the Indian members, the
country’s legislative council passed the first
Cinematographic Act which addressed the
licensing, of cinema houses and the certitica-
tion of films declared suitable for public ex-
hibition. In 1920, Boards of Film Censors
were set up in Bombay, Calcutta, Madras and
Rangoon. At first, these boards functioned
without any rigid rules—later the Bombay
Board drew up a list of suggestions in the
form of the General Principles of Film Cen-
sorship for guiding the Inspectors of Films.
These rules were based on the censorship
rules drawn up by the British Board of Film
Censors.

All through the 1920s, there were strong
protests both in England and among, English
residents of India against the kind of films
that were being shown in India. Individuals
and citizen groups demanded tighter con-
trol and stricter censorship because they
were concerned about the way whites were
being, represented in these films, in particu-
lar the sexualised representations of white
women. They felt that these representations

would be detrimental to England’s moral au-
thority. They also feared that Indian men
might think that white women were sexu-
ally available and, more importantly acces-
sible to thent.

Besides concerns regarding their moral
authority and their women’s well-being, the
British were also interested in protecting
their financial interests. In the vear 1926, 80
percent of the films shown in India wete
American and 10 percent British. The Brit-
ish wanted to reduce the exhibition of Ameri-
can films and, in their place, show their own
productions. The British hoped to literally
censor/ban American films on the grounds
that they violated the censorship rules. Un-
fortunately, this was not to be after the 1928
Ranagacharia Committee Report found no
major differences between the effect of
American and British films on the “natives”.
In fact, they suggested that alt white people
appeared the same to the natives. To the Brit-
ish claim that they wanted to limit Ameri-
can films because they wanted to promote
the “indigenous film industry”, the Commit-
tee responded that if that were true they
should help the natives —not themselves.

After independence in 1947, the Tndian
government amended the Cinematograph
Act and created two categories of censorship
certificates: ‘A’ for films restricted to adults
and ‘U’ for universal unrestricted exhibition.
This act created a distinction between films
for adults and films for children with the only
difference that the ‘A’ category was defined
by the amount of sex and violence in them.

In 1969, following concern over the rise
in sex and violence in films the government
set up the Khosla Committee to inquire into
the working of the existing procedures for
the certification of films for public exhibition
and related matters. The committee made
many recommendations with regard to the
principles of censorship, but the debate fo-
cused solely on the representation of sexu-
ality with the committee advising the Cen-
sors that “If, in telling the story it is logical,
relevant or necessary to depict a passionate
kiss or a nude human figure, there should
be no question of excluding the shot, pro-
vided the theme is handled with delicacy
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secking a two-third majority on the
issue; 2) to stage a consultative or
non-binding referendum on the
devolution issue, and win well.
Thereafter, the devolution package
would be submitted in Parliament
with the expectation that the UNP
would be morally bound to support
it. If the UNP persisted in non-com-
pliance, fresh elections would be
called; and 3) to submit the consti-
tutional reform proposals in Parlia-
ment now, and inveigle a section of
the UNP into supporting it. Failing
that, both presidential and parlia-
mentary elections were to be held
on the assumption that favourable
results will emerge.

War for peace

The Kumaratunga government’s
twin-track policy towards the LTTE
(Liberation Tigers of Tamil lam)
continues apace. This strategy, de-
scribed as “war for peace”, consists
of secking a consensus on greater
devolution to isolate the 117F politi-
cally, while at the same time, con-
ducting a war aimed at weakening
the Tamil Tigers militarily to ulti-
mately pressurise the rebels into ac-
cepting a political settlement.

In the earlier stages, this ap-
proach had gone down very well
both internationally and natlonallv
But gradual disillusionment set in
as expected progress could not be
achieved. Militarily, the LI'TE contin-
ues to be a resilient force, and un-
conquerable in spirit, despite hav-
ing lost territory. Politically, the UNP
continues to prevaricate, nullifying
in advance the presentation, and
passage, of the devolution bill in
Parliament, with Wickremasinghe
even recently stating that the party
was opposed to thc scheme. There
is thus a stalemate, politically as
well as militarily.

Meanwhile, the Tamils have be-
come increasingly alicnated from
the State. The ongoing war has
caused unprecedenied hardship for
them. The government can argue
that this phase of the conflict is due
to the intransigience of the I'TTE, but
it is not an argument that is going to
appeal to the Tamil community. It is
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the consequences, and not the
causes of the conflict, that are felt
and remembered. Moreover, the Ti-
gers have in recent times launched
a series of assassinations against
Tamil political leaders supportive of
devolution, including that of the co-
architect of the government pack-
age, Neelan Tiruchelvam who was
killed on 29 July. A climate of uncer-
tainty has arisen among Tamils over
what their role should be if and
when the devolution package is pre-
sented in Parliament.

The government had been hop-
ing for some convincing victories
over the LITE in the North. This,

was felt, would influence votmu
patterns in the Sinhala south, whlch
would not stand in the way of devo-
lution if it was perceived that the
package was passed after the gov-
crnment had established a position
of strength on the ground. They
would be unlikely to support devo-
lution if they felt that it arose out of
compulsion. But the tardy progress
of the military, coupled ‘with spo-
radic reversals at the hands of the
Tigers, has delayed political action
on this count.

While the government dilly-dal-
lied with its political strategy, the
UNP was making headway in terms
of the minority, notably Tamil, votes.
This vote bank had deserted the UNP
en masse in the presidential stakes
of 1994, enabling Kumaratunga to
win a record 63 percent of the votes.
Recent local and provincial clec-
tions, however, demonstrated that
the minority voles were now shift-
ing in favour of the UNP,

This shift in itself is paradoxical
as one would expect the Tamils to
support Kumaratunga, since it was
her government that formulated the
far-reaching devolution proposals
while Wickremasinghe's GNP has ob-
stinately blocked its passage. But the
reality 1slhat righthy or wrongly, the

Tamil people has veered around to
a state of mind that sces only two
things as crucial to its interests. First,
it wants the war stopped and sec-
ondly, it wants negotiations to be re-
sumed with the [T1LE for, in spite of
their track record, the Tamils gener-

ally perceive the Tigers as being ame-
nable to a negotiated settlement. The
UNP has realised this general senti-
ment and is exploiting it to the hilt,
Its stated position on the ethnic is-
sue now is that the war should be
suspended and negotiations with
the LTTE reactivated.

This was the precisely the plat-
form on which Kumaratunga had
campaigned in 1994, Today, the
tables have turned and the UNP is
using Kumaratunga’s own man-
date against her, cven though it is
clear that the UNP is resorting to po-
litical gimmickry and not articulat-
ing a principled position. The UNP
has rejected several attributes of the
devolution package as being too
concessionary to the Tamils, whereas
the LT1L has dismissed the package
as falling far too short af Tamil aspi-
rations. ‘lalks between the two par-
ties which are so diametrically op-
posed on the fundamentals are
doomed to tead nowhere. Neverthe-
less, most Tamil people, straining
under the effects of a military cam-
paign, scem to prefer an immediate
mirage to a distant oasis.

Cynical peace

Of more immediate concern to the
PA is the fact that both the presiden-
tial and parlmmentarv elections are
scheduled for 2000. Recent provin-
cial councils in the seven Sinhala-
majority provinces show that the PA
only enjovs a thin-edge majority
over the UNP. Resurgent political
forces like the Janatha Vimukthi
Peramuna (JVP) are also gaining in
strength, Tt scems that without a
crushing military victoty over the
Tigers—a highly unlikely proposi-
tion at the moment— there are no
chances of the Sinhala voting pat-
tern shifting in the government’s
favour.

That is where the Tamil vote
turns vital, and which also explains
whyv the PA is revising its strategy.
The first indication of this came
when the government went back on
its word that the devolution propos-
als would be presented in Parlia-
ment before 19 August. With
Tiruchetvam dead, there remains no
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one from among the Tamils with the
stature to effectively excrt pressure
on the government to do otherwise.
The Kumaratunga regime s now
preparing to emulate the UNPand go
in for talks with the Tigers as a pre-
lude to presenting the devolution
proposals.

Jevaraj Fernandopulle, a senior
minister, has gone public saying
that the LTTE should be consuited be-
fore the devolution package is pre-
sented in Parliament. Other minis-
ters, including Kumaratunga’s
trusted  lieutenant Mangala
Samarawcera, have participated in
amassive public demonstration call-
ing for peace talks. An initiative be-
gun by sections of the business com-
munity is also being actively sup-
ported. It envisages a bipartisan
consensus to be achieved between
the PA and the UNP before 30 Sep-
tember and then a delegation to go
to meet the [TTE leader Velupillai
Prabakharan. Recently, Foreign
Minister Lakshman Kadirgamar,
himself an ethnic Tamil, hastily sum-
moned a press conference, an-
nouncing talks with the Tigers at an
“appropriate juncture”. Even the
army is showing signs of de-esca-
lating military activity. Tt is also
showing flexibility in reaching a ne-
gotiated understanding with the
LTTE on opening a direct land route
to Jaffna, instead of trying to estab-
lishing one through force as in the

past. All these clearly point to a di-
rectional change.

The LI'TE has not failed to seize
the moment. It has sent out feelers
that it is ready for talks. The
organisation’s political adviser,
Anton Balasingham, has relocated
to London, where he is engaged in
seeking the good offices of various
countries and organisations to act
as third-party facilitators and me-
diators for negotiations without pre-
conditions. So tremendous has been
this push for peace talks by the LTIE
that several influential members of
the Sri Lankan peace lobby have
openly interpreted the killing of
Tiruchelvam as a declaration by the
LTTE that thev too want to be part of
the devolution process.

Sceptic’s Prabhakaran

It is now clear that the government
will not proceed on the devolution
path without talking to the Tigers.
This is where the real danger to the
devolution exercise lies. Analvsts
who have observed the LTTE and
*rabakharan, find it difficult to be-
lieve that the Tigers want a partici-
patory rele in the devolution pro-
cess. It is more likely that the LTT1
wants a reprieve that would nullifv
the devolution exercise perma-
nently. The LTTE supremo is not one
to ever Compromise on his ideal of a
separate country and no amount of
devolution can compensate for this.

But even those who understand this
well, hesitate to argue against peace
talks because no right-thinking per-
son wants to be viewed as being
anti-peace.

The talks that will be part of this
Cynical pursuit of peace by both the
governmennt and the I TITC will be
flawed from the very beginning be-
cause they will have been necessi-
tated not by principled positions,
but by practical expediency. The
end-result would be a rigid harden-
ing of positions after the fling for
peace is over, feading to a vigorous
demand from the southern side that
all attempts at devoelution be halted
until the Tigers are routed.

Should such a victery be
achieved, however unlikely it may
seen now, the Sinhala hardliners
will triumph, and insist that devo-
lution is redundant. Leaders like
Tiruchelvam strove ceaselessly to try
and ensure that such a scenario did
not unfold. But the extreme forces
that have appropriated the political
leadership of the Tamils will have
none of thiz. They are intent on pur-
suing a dangerous dream of trapeze
artistry without the safety net of
devolution that Tiruchelvam and
others were trying to set up. As long
as the artistes are flying high, ev-
erything appears fine, but if and
when a fall occurs...what then? 4
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Lies out of control

. couple of months after the
% Kargil conflict, some intense
soul-searching by the Indian print
and electronic media is revealing
that much of the national press
meekly toed the government line
and fanned war hysteria at the cost
of objectivity and professional cth-
ics. Prominent journalists have
come out with scathing indictments
of the Indian media and their con-
tents are indeed shocking for what
it portends.

The Times of Indig’s Sidddharth
Varadarajan writes that Indian For-
eign Minister Jaswant Singh's
allegation —made at the height of the
Kargil conflict — that the bodies of six
dead Indian soldiers were “se-
verely mutilated” by Paki-
stanis, was never substanti-
ated. “Virtually everv newspa-
per carried the gory details re-
leased by an Indian wire ser-
vice without waiting for inde-
pendent confirmation. Such
confirmation never arrived...
During the war itself, at lcast
two newspapers received in-
formation that the allegation
was highlv exagperated —
probabiy only one of the bod-
ies bore signs of mutilation.
But the journalists who received
the information, chose to remain
silent.”

Varadarajan has also revealed
that a newspaper and & magazinc
received reports from its correspon-
dents at the war-front that Indian
soldiers had mutilated the dead
bodies of Pakistani soldiers in re-
taliation. But after heated editorial
debates, it was decided to kill these
stories —at least until the fighting
was over.

“The Indian media was on test
as to how fairly it would report and
interpret. But overall, it failed
miserably,” says columnist Praful
Bidwai. “The general style of reports
was: ‘30 Pakistanis killed and 11 gal-
lant Indian soldiers laid down their
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lives’. S0 our boys became dedi-
cated soldiers and Pakistanis barbar-
tans; our leaders are mature politi-
cians and theirs prisoners of dark
forces. It is upto the government to
say all that. Why should the media?”

N. Ram, editor of Frontline maga-
zine, said that the distinction be-
tween the reporter and the armyman
was blurred during the fighting,
"Objectivity was the biggest casualty
in the coverage of the Kargil con-
flict,” according to another weekly,
Qutook, which alse said that journal-
ists chose to become participants in-
stead of remaining objective observ-
ers in the revered war correspondent
tradition.

Analysts have also accused ‘in-
dependent’ TV news channels of be-
coming a propaganda wing of the
state by suppressing the truth and
glamourising war. Giving instances
of censorship and manipulation,
Bidwai said that recycled stock pic-
tures were frequently presented as
live footage.

Another commentator, Sagarika
Ghose, wrote that no attempt was
made by print or TV journalists “to
scrutinise the role of the military
from the citizens’ point of view”. TV,
she said, has a duty to make surc that
legions of jobless voung men don't
unthinkingly give themselves to the
armv in order to die for their coun-

try because of a faise bravado. “We
were shown |puzzlingly] brave par-
ents promising to send more sons o
the front il need be. What about par-
ents who were sad? What about par-
ents who cried and said | want this
war to stop and | don’t want my son
to die?”

Analysts said that even if soldiers
in Karpil couldn’t voice their doubts
about the war before television cam-
eras, reporters should have dutifully
paraphrased their fears to project a
balanced picture. The Indian media
also failed to question the official fig-
ure of 410 Jdead and 594 injured in
six weeks of intense fighting in one
of the world’s most treacherous
battlegrounds. “How is it possible
that casualties on the Pakistani side
were higher—as India claims —
when they had all the advantage of
higher ground? The Indians should

have suffered higher casualties
than the Pakistanis,” said
Arthur Max, New Delhi bu-

reau chief of Associated
Press.

Another senior journal-

ist of The Times of India, Jug
Suraiva criticised the cover-
age of the shooting of a Pa-
kistani plane in the Kutch
region soon after the Kargil
conflict. Wrote Suraiya:
“Was the wreckage of the
Pakistani reconnaissance
aircraft really retrieved
from Indian territorv or, as
circumstantial evidence in-
dicated, was it salvaged from across
the border to give the prime minis-
ter a vote-catching photo opportu-
nitv?”

“The suppression of truth..and
the dissemination of half-truths and
innuendoes did not save lives. All it
did was undermine the reputation
of the Indian media,” warned
Varadarajan. Perhaps the most in-
sightful comnent came from Seema
Mustafa, political editor of The Asian
Age, who pointed out that the Kargil
conflict exposed the warts and the
moles the Indian media has man-
aged to camouflage over the years.

A
—S.N.M. Abdi












Assembly-linesisters

The ‘Nepali women’ you get to know from the development blurb are
conveniently homogenous. All are equally poor, illiterate and oppressed.

by Seira Tamang
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n the struggle against patriarchy, the idea of ‘sis-
terhood” has been the key political force. However,
= since the 19705 the idea that “all sisters are equal”
and that all women suffer the same oppression simply
because they all are women, has come under serious
criticism. The works of African-American, Latino,
Asian and other Third World feminists have shown
manifold vectors —class, caste, race, ethnicity, age,
sexual crientation —that structure the way oppression
is experienced. Such work has enabled us to not only
see the dangers of ignoring ditfferences amaong women,
but also to see how the major systems of oppression are
very much interlocked with cach other.

To take an example, Betty Friedan's theorisation of
the American women's oppression in the otherwise
path-breaking The Femingire Mystigue (1963), has been
revealed to be woefully inadequate in explaining the
lived realities of the poor, single, black mother strug-
gling to survive in the ghettos, based as it was on the
experiences of middle-class, white suburban women.
The recognition of differences, the awareness of the dif-
ficultv in generalising “women’s problems’, and the
need for reflexivity (in terms of thinking about the posi-
tion from which one speaks) have been and continue
to be, contentious issues in feminist theorisabons and
practices.

In the US, black and other women of colour con-
tinue to accuse white ‘sisters” of being racist and not
being able to understand the double oppression they
face being non-white and female in American society.
The rise of autonomous dalif women organisations in
India, asserting their differences with both the
brahmanism of the Indian feminist movement and the
patriarchal practices of Dalit politics, speaks to similar
concerns. The issue is the manner in which a certain
template of ‘feminist/ women'’s concerns’ has been con-
structed and authorised by certain elite women.

Based on their own very specific historical,
social, cultural and material realities, this process of
authorisation has had the effect of including and exclud-
ing specific knowledge claims and establishing the

s i
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boundarics of what is to be rendered “the truth’” and ‘the
reality” of women's lives. Thus, pivotal to the issuc of a
re-conceptualisation of more inclusive feminist theories
and practices includes recognising the differences be-
tween women. 1t is these very concerns that feminists in
Nepal appear as vet to be blissfully oblivious of.

Stereotyped womanhood

Since the path-breaking studies in the late 1970s to the
1980s on “The Status of Women in Nepal” undertaken
by the Centre for Economic Development and Adminis-
tration (CFDA) at Kathmandu's Tribhuvan University, two
things have been very clear: women in Nepal and the
work that they do have been statistically under-repre-
sented and peripheralised in the development process;
and women in Nepal are not homogenous.

Of these two findings, however, the fact that women
in Nepal are a heterogenous group has, for some reason
or other, been largely sidelined. Indeed, it is a mystery
of sorts that while practically every report/paper con-
cerning women and development in Nepal begins with
remarks about the ethnic heterogeneity of the popula-
tion, the rest of the piece unproblematically continues
with a discussion about ‘Nepali women'. It is as if the
obligatory blurb on ethnic and other differences needs
to be included but is in the long run irrelevant to the
discussion of ‘Nepali women' and their gendered re-
alities

With the discourse about women in Nepal remain-
ing at the level of "Nepali women’, issucs of class, caste,
religion, and age, as well as cthnicity, have been ren-
dered irrelevant. Reports, conference presentations and
speeches continuc to evoke the image of the ‘Nepali
woman’ as poor, illiterate, uneducated, choked by pa-
iriarchal domination and oppressed by tradition and
superstition. For consumption in the international arena
and for political sloganeering, such generalisations arc
useful. The problem is these very reports, articles, etc,
are also being produced for research and other uses in
Nepal.

Clearly, the utility of such reports in the national




arena is questionable. Such facile generalisations are of
no practical use in a country; where, to give an exa mple,
the lives of an entreprencurial Sherpa woman living
in the mountain region of Solu Khumbu and the
middie-class Bahun (hill Brahmin) housewife, contain
considerable gender-related differences. The latter tend
to be regimented by strict Hindu notions of sexual pu-
rity and pollution which restrict her freedom of move-
ment beyond the home, while for the Sherpa woman,
her involvement in the market cconomy is much val-
ued.

Civen such contexts and the fact that socially con-
structed notions of ‘being a wornan” are intertwined with
ather societal jdentities as race, ethnicity and religion,
{he continual use of “Nepali women are...” or ” Nepali
women need...” speaks of the creation and propagation
of a fictive *Nepali woman'. Most conducive for Interna-
Honal “sisterhood bonding” against the evils of patriar-
chy, casily targettable for development projects, and
meshing quite nicely with official naticnalist notions of
the ideal (Hindu) ‘Nepali woman’, 1t is this caricature
which reigns supreme.

With ‘Nepali women’ being framed as homoge-
neously poor, illiterate, in necd of ‘empowerment” and
having their ‘consciousness raised’, many claims are
made concerning what Nepali women’ require and want
in their lives. A lack of reflexive thinking on the maiter
of ‘who speaks for whom' 15 inextricably linked to the
nature of the development industry in Nepal. An clite
group of native informants has appeared in all sectors
to communicate {indings about the “poor, uneducated,
illiterate and undeveloped natives” to non-Nepali-
speaking donor agents. Hitherto unguestioned in their
authority —being Nepali and being female —to produce
information about ‘Nepali women’, the reports, etc, of
these clite women hardly acknowledge the relative po-
sitions of power and privilege from which they speak.
The problem of speaking for others does not appear to
be a problem for them.

Historical circumstances have meant that those who
currently have the educational levels necessary to be-
Tong, to this elite, are most likely to be from the ‘upper-
caste’ Bahun and Chettri {Kshatriya) families. This means
that their experiences of being a woman in Nepal is cir-
cumscribed by a very specific cthnie, caste, class, and
religious milieu. By not acknowledging the limitations
in their ‘understanding’ of the cxperiences, wants and
needs of other women living in Nepal, and yet pro-
pounding certain policies and proposals on behalf of
their “uneducated, less-fortunate Nepali sisters”, the as-
sumption is that their ‘womanhood’ and ‘Nepali-ness’
suarantee absolute understanding of the Iives of other
women of Nepal.

Gatekeepers of hierarchy

That the problem and danger of speaking for others re-
mains to be acknowledged in Nepal at a lime when it
has become almost mainstreamed into feminist dis-
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courses and practices evervwhere clse, was further il-
lustrated recently in the opposition by some members
of this elite circle to the hiring of forcign gender experts.
Apart from other reasons, the dissent was based most
strongly on the sense of a ‘womanhood’ and
'Nepali-ness’ which automatically lends itself to more
‘authentic’ accounts and awareness of gender issues in
Nepal, Certainly the vantage points these women have
vis-a-pis foreigners cannot be discou nted but such unre-
flective arguments scrve o authenticate and validate
their own unproblematised, packaged versions of the
“Nepali woman's’ life and their own role in raising the
canscionsness of their un-educated, un-em ancipated and
un- liberated ‘Nepali sisters”.

While questions of representation seem quite theo-
retical, they have verv real implications. For, hidden and
unreflected in reports and speeches are the Tepressive
hierarchies which underlic relations between women in
Nepal. Far from the realm of “sisterhood is global” slo-
gaﬁs of the Kathmandu-based women/ gender and de-
velopment offices, the dynamics in the field have not
been the “sistcrhood bonding” experiences they may
have been.

Tor instance, a Pun (bill ethnic) friend accompany-
ing a foreign, female researcher to a Gurung {another
hill ethnic) community encountered the following situ-
tion. After talking with the women of a village for a
while, she was beckoned aside by one of the Gurung
waomen. For over half an hour, the Gurung woman then
poured out her heart, starting with how glad she was to
see another jmajatl {ethnic) woman instead of those
Bahun women who came from Kathmandu and told
them what thev needed, or what they ha d to do as deci-
sions had already been made by the “office™, ot just be-
cause she said so, because they (the Gurung wornen)
were too uneducated, slow and dumb to understand
“these things” anvway.

Such stories are numerous, Other janajatl women
have related how in ‘participatory’ gatherings, the
women arc all made to sit around m a circle but once
they voice anything that is not approved of by the in-
variably Bahun or Chetiri developrnent worker, a stern
glance or cutiing retmark follows. Issues of internalised
stereotypes aside, remarks like “we are slow 1o under-
stand and those Bahun woren, who are so quick and
clever, boss us around” reveal that these janajati
women — purportedly in need of having their consclous-
ness raised —are all too conscious and aware of the
power dynamics imbuing rclations between women in
Nepal — unlike most consumers of Nepall wiD/waD/
GAD reports and speeches.

It must further be noted that such forces are not re-
stricted to the ‘field’. As more janajati women enter the
development workforce, encounters with Bahun and
Chhetri women —invariably in higher positiens of
power within the offices — reveal the same hicrarchical
and repressive structures. Janajati women's perceptions
of critical issues to be raised as it pertains lo women in
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Nepal, defined by their own particular historical, social
and political experiences, are seen to be irrelevant or
“too political” to be presented to the higher echelons of
power. This sieving process means that again, donor
agencies are deprived of a more heterogenous and in-
deed, more problematic picture of ‘Nepali women” by
the female gatckeepers of such information.

Perils of erasures

It is thus no wonder that advocacy of certain issues
have hitherto had dismal results in Nepal. Be it prop-
erty rights, domestic violence, ctc, the impact and im-
plications of proposed laws and legislations on ethnic
and other groups of women have not been fully re-
scarched. There has been no acknewledgment of the
different contexts in which women are embedded and
therefore the differential impacts that the

proposed legal and other changes

could have on their lives. Nor

has the potentially different
manner in which women
perceive certain issues
been considered. For
example, some janajati
women have stated
that as janajati
women, they are
more vulnerable to
rape. For, while
men may hesitate in
raping ‘high castc’
women, the fact that
janajati women are
‘known’ to be more
‘sexually free’ within
their societies, make
them more "touchable’
and ‘available’. (Indeed
questons have been raised

as to why the focus on differences
between janajati groups and others have always been
on issues of sexuality, with consequent concerns of the
ensuing sexual stereotypes and the dangerous repercus-
sions thereof.)

Furthermore, while as concerned as anyone elsc
about the trafficking of women and girls to brothels in
the Nepali towns and to India, voices have also been
raised against the manner in which janajatis have in-
creasingly been derisively labeled as “those in whose
culture one can sell off their own daughters and sis-
ters” —yet another image added to the list of negative
stercotypes of janajatis. As women, the trafticking of
girls and women is obviously of concern to janajati
women. Yet there is also the sense of a need to stick
together with janajali men against the Bahun and
Chettri hegemony that has historically oppressed them
and seeks to continue to oppress them.

It comes as no surprise, then, to find that there exists
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among janajati women a suspicion of the motives of the
current players in the women and development sphere.
Apart from feeling that they arc being used in order to
shore up funds, these women are additionally wary of
those women leaders as being those who would scek to
silence them. The fact that two janajati women’s
organisations have recently been formed and registered
in Nepal can not only be seen as advocating the need to
recognise the specificity of their being women and
janajati, but an attempt to challenge certain powers of
representation. In the particular historical, social, eco-
nomic and cultural context of structured power relations,
the prioritisation of different issues or different
aspects of the same issues thus cannot be facilely as-
cribed to patriarchy or the lack of a certain level of “con-
sciousness’.
The failure of advocacy groups to
garner support must be situated
in issues of rural/ urban, class,
ethnic, caste, age and reli-
gious divides, and the
manner in which the
creation of certain im-
ages smothers the
lived realities of oth-
. ers. While it is un-
derstandable that
women branches of
political parties
would be hesitant
and are indeed vo-
cally against the em-
bracing of ‘differ-
ence’, the opinion of
so-called women intel-
lectuals that recognising
differences is part of an in-
sidious plan to break apart
the ‘women’s movement’, re-
flects an enormous poverty of
thought; furthermore, the rcbuttals to the need to
recognise the problem of speaking for others have
mainly consisted of “well they (janajati women) them-
selves don’t come forward” (an alarming off-the-cuff
remark from a very ‘big’ and visible feminist proponent
at a recent seminar).

Thus, some 20 years after the publication of the 5Sta-
tus of Women volumes, the level of analysis has not
reached for more depth. More than ever, therc is a need
to rethink the manner in which women in Nepal are
conceptualised, researched and analysed. At the heart
of this re-conceptualisation is a need to recognise that
to embrace difference is not to automatically peril the
struggle against structured inequalities. Indeed, the
minimalisation of other peoples” experiences, if not the
crasure of their lived reality, is a fundamentally
self-debilitating foundation from which to attempt any
development or build any movermnent. i
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Bevis

The imfian milltary Is known to stay away from governance. Mayhe

not for much longer.

Wile hundreds of military es
tablishments around the
world have seized power or at lcast
encroached upon civilian authority
for many years now, the quiescent
attitude of India’s large army has
puzzled sociologists and scholars.
Apurba Kundu, a scholar at the
University of Bradford in the UK,
decided to analyse this extracrdi-
nary non-event, eventually pub-
lishing the book under review.

Kundu’s work, however, is in-
complete, partly because he ran into
India’s cbtuse bureaucracy that sus-
pected his motives, and partly be-
cause his interviewees are only de-
scribed m general terms, i.e., “high
ranking retired major general”. (The
writer got 95 retired officers to fill
out a questionnaire, and inter-
viewed 44 civilians and soldiers.}
But quibble as we might about his
methodology, some information is
better than Tione: even gossip some-
times offers clues, if closely exam-
ined.

Relying by and large on pub-
lished sources, Kundu traces the
evolution of India’s military estab-
lishment from the struggle for inde-
pendence onwards. Very early on,
{ndia’s military understood that the
overwhelming consent of the Indian
people was essential for any insti-
tution to govern India. This resulted
in the military’s decision to keep
away from politics.

After Independence, Jawaharlal
Nehru's seemingly naive assump-
tion that with political control would
come civil supremacy of rule proved
true. Until, of course, Nehru's
trusted but rather disliked defence
minister Krishna Menon, along with
cronies like General BM. Kaul, left
the military establishiment appalled,
especially during the Himalayan
blunder vis-a-vis China in 1962. In
fact, throughout the first decade af-
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Militarism in India: The
Army and Civil Society in
Consensus
by Apurba Kundu
Taurus Academic Studies,
London, 1228
230 pp, GBF 45
{SEN 1 86064 3183

reviewed by Maroof Raza

ter Independence, Nehru's choice of
defence ministers—Sardar Baldev
Singh, Mahavir Tyagi, Kailash
Nath Katju —was repeatedly un-
wise,

Even so, India’s military officers
never offered themselves as popu-
lar alternatives to the Nehru govern-
ment. In the post-Nehru period, too,
the military establishment clearly
stayed away from the body politic,
perhaps because the Congress party
had a strong electoral base, and was
scen as spearheading a nationalist
movement. It was also because
India’s post-Independence genera-
tion of senior army officers were
mostly Sandhurst-trained, and werce
steeped in the British tradition of
democracy, with clear scparation
between military and political con-
cern. The tradition still exists in In-
dia, but unfortunately, unlike in the
West where “government” means
the parliament and its elected mem-
bers, in India, the civil servant has
become the pivot of [ndia’s defence
cstablishment.

The Indian army’s respect for
civil supremacy stands in sharp con-
trast to the situation in Pakistan,
where the army too had inherited a
similar tradition. But because the
politicians — initially at least—were
happy to leave matters of defence
and security to the anny, it was in-
evitable that the military stepped
into the political arena. Moreover,
political mismanagement was s0

glaring that when Ayub Khan took
over the country in 1958, the Paki-
stani public welcomed  the
military-bureaucratic symbiosis.
But military rule in turn gave free
play to vested interests in defence
purchases and ultimately in foreign
policy. Thus, having established a
precedent of intervention in poli-
tics —under the guise of national
interests — Pakistan’s military has
now become a completely political
entity.

Nehru legacy

India's unusual civil-military equa-
lion is thus the legacy of the Nehru
cra, but over the years, a rift has de-
veloped between the bureaucrat and
the soldier. It was this uneasy rela-
tion which led to the unprecedented
sacking of naval chief Vishnu
Bhagwat earlier in the year and the
removal of defence secretary Ajit
Kumar. India’s armed forces have
for long opposed the total financial
control that civilian burcaucrats en-
joy over military budgets; even ser-
vice chiefs have to seck the approval
of junior bureaucrats for routinc ex-
penditure from the defence budget.

Admiral Bhagwat had sought to
change this structure, and also the
control that the bureaucrats enjoy
over the selection and purchase of
inilitary equipment and in the ap-
proval of key military appointments.
[ie may have had a valid point there,
as most of the burcaucrats are purc
‘generalists’, not spending more
than a few years with the ministry
of defence before moving on to an-
other ministry.

Interestingly, the admiral’s sack-
ing took place at a time when India
was trying to embark on a
programme of nuclearisation. This
incident brings home the point
Kundu’s book attempts to make—
that the military in India has no say
over the policy-making process. For
instance, India’s highest body for
professional military advice, the
Chiefs of Staff Committee, does not
have direct access to the Cabmet
Comumittee on Security. It has to go
through the defence secretary, who
is the true pivot of India’s defence
establishment. Kundu writes that if
India were to deploy its nuclear ar-

HIMAL 12/9 Septernber 1989




senal, then its generals, admirals
and air marshals, and also some
junior officers, must be accommo-
dated in the nuclear chain of com-
mand.

The beok is useful for under-
standing the essence of civil-military
relations in [India. The likelihoed of
a military coup —an oft-discussed
topic —depends as much on the
military officers’ perception of the
civilian leadership as on their own
sense of professional responsibility.
If a regime is perccived as incompe-

tent or illegitimate, civilian su-
premacy could then be under threat.

After 50 years of Independence,
while Pakistani Prime Minister
Nawaz Sharif is kecen to show the
military its place (the ouster of army
chief Jehangir Karamat being an ex-
ample), in India, it is the civilian clite
that is keen to adopt military-like
values. What this holds for India
and even Pakistan, Kundu does not
examine, but he does make it clear
that it was the waning interest of
Indian politicians in defence mat-

ters that allowed its military offic-
ers to practise soldiering free from
any external interference.

This ‘non-interference’ sct the
tone for the subsequent relations be-
tween India’s elected representa-
tives and its soldiers. But while
India’s military has carned the high-
est marks in repeated opinion polls
for its integrity and conduct, India’s
politicians are seen to be largely cor-
rupt and inept. No wonder India’s
armed forces have begun to demand a
greater say in shategic planning. A

Everything you always wanted to
know ahout globalisation

Siome time ago, in a currency
ealer’s room in one of the big
banks in Singapore, this Nepali
writer was amarzed to sce sums
equalling Nepal's GDP changing
hands every hour. The sheer volume
of money that was multiplying it-
self was astonisling. This big world
of money was difficult to compre-
hend. It was a time to wonder what
an ordinary citizen from South Asia
might think about the astronomical
amounts of money that today float
around in the world of finance, and
whether s/he had any idea of how
his/her life was being impacted by
that movement.

A Citizen's Guide fo the
Globalisation of Finance is a ncar-per-
fect guide for people who have heard
and know a little, but have never
quite figured out the entire garnut of
finance, especially its glebal reach,
Kavaljit Singh provides a base from
which one can begin to understand
the world of international finance,
how it is bevond the power of
national governments te control,
and also where and how it goes
WIong.

The book guides the reader
through the process of economic
globalisation and looks at its trends,
key players and instruments. It then
focuses on the economic flu that has
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struck countries from Mexico to
Thailand, and how the contagion
spread amongst the East Asian ti-
gers in 1997. It also cvaluates the
prescriptions of big daddies such as
the International Monetary Fund,
analyses their efficacy, and provides
advice en how to monitor globalisa-
tion and provide resources for ac-
tion. The conclusion is simple
enough: when capital flows are un-
controlled and when currency
transactions exceed a country’s to-
tal reserves, it is a recipe for collapse
and could easily happen again.

So how was it that the Indian

A Citizen's Guide to the
Globalisalion of Finance
by Kavaljit Singh
Zed Books, London, 1988
pp xi+187, INR 120
{SBN 81 86816 08 9

reviewed by Sujeev Shakya

economy came out of the East Asian
crisis more or less unscathed? The
author believes that some degree of
control remained in South Asia and
that did not allow sudden outflows
of cash. Relatively insulated from
international capital markets, India

was thus cushioned. Thailand used
to be the ultimate IMF dream
model —it had left itself wide open
to short-term capital flows and
speculators. During its globalised
phase Thailand benefited from in-
flows, but the money flowed right
back when, as they say, someone
sneezed. This fleeting nature of glo-
ba) capital flows was not properly
regulated, and was the reason for
the crists. The Thais had to go back
to the same IMF, but the bail-out
turned out to be more like a sell-out.
The book cites numerous ex-
amples of bullying by suprana-
tional entitics like the IMF that dic-
tate every facet of the economy of the
countries they bail out. These insti-
tutions, themselves very undemo-
cratic and unaccountable, impose
on nations that have to rely on them,
values that are as alien to their own
inner workings.
Like-minded readers may enjoy
a chuckle or two over snide remarks
against the IMF and the World Bank
that pepper the book. A sample:
“Rather than policing global fi-
nance capital on behalf of the
people, the IMF is policing the
people on behalf of global finance
capital”.
A
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he sealed coffin containing my father’s mutilated

body lay in the middle of our drawing room. By the

side of the coffin, where his head should have
ordinarily lain in full view, two large oil lamps threw an
eerie glow on my mother’s swollen tear-streaked face
resting at the other end where my father’s feet should
have been duly encased in new white socks; she gave a
watcher the wrong impression that she was quite at peace
with herself. No one would quite know the fire of sorrow
that must’ve been burning within her; my parents had
been extremely close to one another, in spite of, or perhaps
because of, being married to each other for 26 years. The
whine of the table fan, running constantly to keep the
flies away from the
sealed coffin, took up
the grieving from
where my mother left
off, exhausted.

My sister, having
no more tears, sifs two
feet away from the
coffin that is supposed
to contain her father’s
mortal remains,
staring into thin air, as
if rying to
comprehend what
really happened, while
her husband, his arm
around her, fights
hard to fend off the
sleep, heavy on his
eyelids. Inall, my
father’s funeral did i
not lack anything from the point of view of a traditional
funeral rightly due to his generation,' except in the manner
in which he died and the unusual way his coffin was
sealed. '

Unable to bear the gloom within any longer, I walked
outside to see whether [ could keep myself occupied. The
depths of despair into which my happy family had
plunged, suddenly became too much for me and [ felt a
couple of tears streaking down my cheeks on the way
out. Outside, the scene was entirely different. People
were playing cards and caroms to while away the time,
while others were busy preparing the obligatory
decorations for the road to the cemetery. I noted
immediately a couple of persons, quite drunk,
pretending valiantly to be sober when they saw me.
Someone pressed a cup of coffee into my hands and I
suddenly realised that it was 5.00 am: my father will go
out of our lives forever. I decided to walk to the nearby
junction to see the morning newspapers to check the
death notice. _

In1974 my father, an Assistant Stationmaster until
then, got his first posting as a full-fledged Stationmaster
to the Medawachchiya Railway Station in the heart of dry
zone, about 30 miles north from Anuradhapura. Being the
eldest in a‘family of two brothers and a sister, I had to do
a lot of the work, packing up our stuff, though [ was only
10 years old at the time. When we got off the train at
Medawachchiya, there was a group, mainly Railway
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employees and their families, gathered on the platform
and my father was welcomed with a traditional garland
by his deputy-to-be Mr. Nadarajah——later my favourite
Uncle Nada. In the gathering, I noticed a little girl clad in
a traditional Tamil dress: a long skirt and blouse made of
shiny matertal, her hair woven with lovely white flowers,
staring at us with wide black eyes, hiding behind the folds
of her mother’s sari.

That was my first glimpse of Rewathie.

Rewathie was the eldest daughter to Uncle Nadarajah
and Aunty Kamala; she had an older brother called
Balendran and a little sister called Shashikala. Amongst
all of them I always found Rewathie to be outstanding,
though we always fought
with one another over the
pettiest of things. I found
the massive black
birthmark right on the tip
of her nose rather ugly and
tormented her endlessly
about it; she fought back
hard being the spirited
soul that she was.
However, she became
Ranil's best friend: my
younger brother
worshipped the very
ground she walked on.
The moment both of us
returned home from
Medawachchiya Central
School, the first thing he'd
do was to see whether
Rewathie had returned
from the Tamil Girls School to get her to come and feed
him his lunch. My mother too simply adored Rewathie
and all of them were furious with me for being the only
one who fought with her.

Wha is that ugly skinny boy with the new Stationmaster?
Is he his son and is he going to be nry neighbour? His nose is
too long and his body too scraggy. How could any one coer like
i ?

That is hotw I felt about Sunil when [ sme him for the first
time, from behind my mother at the Medawachchiya station,
wnconsciously trying to cover the ugly birth mark on 1y nose
with her sari. Uncle Dinga, as [ began to fondly call Sunil’s
father—derived from his name Dingiri Banda—looked every
inch the sweet man he was from day one and so was Aunt
Seela. But the best in the family was little Ranil, who looked
like a little Lord Krishna with his curly hair falling over his
shiny little curious eyes with their drooping lids. I invmediately
Iatched on to him and we became friends right away.

Time flew by with Uncle Dinga teaching us English, when
he had the time, and my father, being the devoled Hindu that
he was, telling us a whole heap of mythological stories.
However, little Ranil was a poor listener amd for the first time
Syunil and I found something in common listening to my
father's narratives. He always made fun of the mole on the tip
of my rose and called me @ mongoose when our parents were
out of earshot. But Ranil, he was a real darling and couldn’t
spend a moment without his Rewathic AkkL,

1976, the Sinhala New Year: my father asked Uncle
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Nada it he could take Rewathie and little Shashikala along
with us to our village in Matara; Uncle Nada consented
without a moment’s hesitation. Both the families having a
very good rapport with one another, and being the best of
friends, it never occurred to us then that we belonged to
different communities. But [ was in my adolescence and at
a stage where girls were an anathema; [ did not relish the
prospect of a member of this hated species spending a
whole month with us—and in oirr village at that.
Fortunately both the girls spoke very good Sinhala, with a
slight accent though, and they could converse casily with
everybody back at home. Gradually | learnt to accept them
and even volunteered to take them on beach expeditions,
where we gleefully went to collect seashells. On Sundays
when my father came home on weekends, he took us for
sea baths and 1 still recall him carrying Rewathie on his
shoulder into deep water, while she cried in mortal fear. 1
also recall my mother desperately shouting how she would
not be able to face Uncle Nada if the unspeakable
happened to his daughter just because of my father’s
antics,

One day Rewathie, who was 10} vears—at that time |
was 12—was playing marbles with some of the village
bovs when she had a streak of luck and started winning
continuously. I considered myself above marbles and was
watching the game with amusement when one of the boys
who’d lost all his precious marbles to Rewathie, hit her
on the hand, causing all marbles to spill. In anger,
Rewathie caught the little boy by his hair and hit him
with her other hand. Suddenly all the others arcund her
ganged up on her, calling out, “Demalichchi,
demalichchi!” All of a sudden, she lost the spirit to fight
back, covered her face with her hands and started crying,.
At this, something snapped inside me; 1 started whipping
all the boys ignoring the fact they’d been my friends
since childhood. They disappearcd, lcaving us alone.
How can 1 ever explain what passed between us at that
time? There was a glow in her face and a strange light in
her eyes; neither of us spoke a word, but kept on staring
at one another for a long time. Finally [ could not bear it
any longer and turned homewards.

Lord Shiva, why do 1 feel this way? I can’t sleep. | con’t eat
and T can't concentrate on my studies. There does wot seent to
be any roem fit my heart for anytiing but Sunil, [ tried to
convinee myself he is ugly, too tall and tiin to be handsome,
but he skl manages to emerge above it all. Is this what they
call love? 1s this how my mother felt towards iy fatlier? But
Lord Shiva, hw belongs to a different comnminity and a different
relivion, so how cair we coer et married? 1 must try fo forget
him. No Ican't do that. Life without Iiim will be so cmpty and |
canrob eoen Hhink about it. Forgive e, for right now i love
himt even more than my parents,

Things have changed at home: it is not my younger
brother who looks for Rewathie now but me, the great
Rama. | will never let any harm come to my  beautiful
queen. There were times | felt uneasy casting the ancient
Sri Lankan King Ravana as a villainous figure and it also
must have then been crossing my vet-undeveloped mind
that Rewathie was a Tamil, but all these misgivings
disappeared whenever I saw her smiling face. There were
days I found half-eaten toffees on my windowsill—at
times covered with ants.
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One day afier coming from school, she was not to be
seen. Even Ranil was dismayed that his Rewathie Akki did
not come to see him that day. In the afternoon, when |
could not bear it any longer, 1 asked my mother
offhandedly where Rewathic was and she only said that
Rewathie would henceforth be considered to be a grown
up; T knew what she meant.

Ford Shiza, tis confinement is killing wme. Tam dying lo
see Snitit but nng mother says 1 haoe to stay Uke His for Hiree
days more. How can T ever explain fo her the aiguish {am
oiing through? All 1 have is His stupid book of s witit Iiis
s ceritten on e first page and now { have read it imore
tin o lindred tines,

[ will never forget the day her attainment ceremony
was held. Dressed in the finery of a Hindu bride, on a
dais which resembled the stage used for Sinhala
weddings called a poruwa, Rewathic really looked the
image of Princess Sita. Even the mole at the tip of her
nose, which [ had found se repulsne looked like a
diamond placed there by the gods, increasing her beauty
a thousandfold. My father, usually sensitive to my
moods, noted the change in me but being the wise old
man he was, never spoke about it.

When @ asked Uncle Nada why they had to dress her
like a bride, he told me that it was an ald custom among,
his people, which permits the parents to see their daughter
as a bride and store it in their memory in case she happens
to pass away before she actually gets betrothed. When it
was time for her to pay her respects, immediately after
greeting her parents in the traditional Hindu style by
touching their feet, Rewathie came directly to my father
and my mother and much to their pleasure and to the
surprise of everyone else, took a bunch of betel leaves lying
on the table and offered to them with joined palms in the
Sinhala way. Without knowing it, Rewathie walked in to
our hearts as an adult, just as casily and effortlessly as she
did as a child.

My Sianil looks smart in his siew long panis, but [ just can’t
fpok into his eyes for a long tine any longey, because they seem
to buri tnto mime. Goeddess Parwathie, did you foel the sante
way when you looked at Lovd Shiva in your youth?

1976 April: my father accepted an invitation from
Uncle Nada to join them for a three-day visit to Jatfna.
We all boarded Yal Devi Lxpress from Medawachchiya
and since my father was the Stationmaster and Uncle
Nada his Deputy, we managed to get a large 2nd class
compartment all to ourselves. Within half-an-hour every
adult in the family was fast asleep, whilst the younger
children were gathered at the two windows. Her left
hand was resting on the windowsill below the open
shutter and was not visible to those within the
compartment; suddenly my hand, generating a motion of
its own, touched her fingers and bound them in one solid
lock. How can T ever explain, or relive, those few moments
we had together?

T will never ever let go of this hand, coen if the whole world
rises against me. My love for Sunil will never wither away and
by Lord Shiva wilf look after Irim in his sickness, in his sorrow
and in everything efse. Tdon't know about ltiwm, but all the
persisterit and paggliy doubts iy mind about our different
connmotitics, gre no more. L may be just 12, but know fow
il 1iove Bim and will wever coer leave him. My only problem
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will be to ke K learn to like thosai aind wppuma; but if he
does nat like thein, Twill get used fo his food; 1 will learn o
to prepare poloss from fackfruit and ambul tiial from tune, just
the way his foiks wade then back in Matara, so fhat e will
never eat anyichere clse. Lord Shiva will wnderstand if 1 go foa
Buddhist sirine with hin. After all isn't Lord Buddia
supposed to be a reincarnation of Lord Visimu? My brother
and sister will fnugh when I elant “Buddham Saranam
Gaciichami”, but if it brings a lot of happiness to nty Sunil,
that is enough for me. Sunil will also not find onr lemples a
strange place, because there is a temple for Hindu gods in
every Buddhist shrine In Sri Lanka.

July 1677: the nightmare. On an early morning of this
accursed month, we hear the newspaper vendor shouting
at the top of his voice that Five Sinhalese Policemen Killed
by Tamils in Jaffna during Festival. My father was on duty
at that time expecting a train to pass through while [ was
getting ready for school. When 1 read the incendiary lead
story, lfelt my young blood hoil and wanted to rush to
Jaffna and kill every Tamil there. That moment, my
Rewathie and the unspoken dreams we'd shared together
were quite forgotten. My father came home looking quite
alarmed and told us that communal riots had broken out
in Colombo and adjacent areas where innocent Tamils
living among the Sinhala were being killed by angry mobs.
In my rage | praised the Sinhala patriots and then, for the
only time in my adult life, my father slapped me with all
the strength he could bring to bear. Though it brought
tears to my eyes, the slap taught me the only lessen L ever
needed to know. Suddenly T realised that venting one's
anger on people like Uncle Nada and Rewathie for
something done by a handful of unknown people of their
community was an unpardonable crime. Unfortunatety,
not many of my contemporaries had a tather like mine.

Medawachchiya was on fire. Tamil shops in the city
were looted and owners beaten up mercilessly by
gangsters pretending to be patriots and the citizens had no
option but to stand by and watch the outrage. But my
father was different: he immediately went next door,
brought Uncle Nada’s family home and locked them up in
his own bedroom. Also the family of another Tamil
subordinate who worked under him, a man considered to
be of low caste. Then my brave father sat on the doorstep
in his undershirt, standing guard.

Wiat is happening? Wiy is cvery oite trying te kilf ns? We
have donie nothing wrong to thein. Andawane, please help us.
Don’t et them kill us.

Nothing happened that day, because the looters had
enough places to exploit; but next morning, when thev
had finished with the Tamil shops, they turned their
attention to Tamil residences and swarmed to the Railway
Dept compound like a bunch of hungry jackals. I knew
most of themn, but on this particular day, their faces werc
unrecognisable. Some of them had blood smeared on their
clothes, and for the first time my little mind tasted fear.
But one look at the defiant face of my father, who at that
time looked to me like the great warrior Bheema from one
of Uncle Nada’s stories, washed ali my fear away and [
stood right next to him trying to look as tall as possible.

Andateane, will they kill my Sunil aud Unele Dinga to gof
to us? Please Lovd Shiva, save them for they are brying to
protect s, Aunt Seela toill be a widoww and 1 will afso be

without my fife if maything happens fo oy Suil.

The Jeader of the gang, a vagabond called Ukkuwa,
approached my father and asked defiantly whether we
were harbouring any Tamils in our house. My father
informed him very quietly that if he wanted to find out he
would have to go inside, but over his dead body. A man of
few words, my father did not sav anything clse, but Uncle
Nada shouted from the locked room that he was therc and
that the gangsters could come and have him without
killing anyone.

What happened next was the most unforgettable
incident of my life. My mother, carrying a bawling Ranil
on her hip, walked out with the massive chopper she used
to split firewood. Handing it over to my father, she said
deeply and without emotion: “Kill them if you have to, but
don’t let them get at Nada and his family.” The tide
shifted in our favour. Unable to face the stupendous
amount of energy generated by my parents, the mob
melted away. Two days later, a police jeep drove up to our
house and took away my Rewathie and her family to a
refugee centre,

Today my mother shonted at mie for talking onfy abou!
Sunil, Ranil and uncle Dinga, simply because other women
staying with us at the refugee contre had their dear ones kifted
or wounded by the Sinfalos and ail their life's savings stolen
and did not want to hear anything abouf thew, But how can !
think of anyiiing clse? My father is terribly disiranght and lie
is always broodiing as if he still can’t belicoe what is goiig on;
but being the practical person she is, my mother Is trying hard
fo pep up our spirits. She has already persuaded nry fathier to
et @ transfer to Jaffna. And if he can not, she wants hint o
leave the job and she swears it she will never again g0
ainyehere else. | can irol blame her becase she only cares for
our well-being; but | knoze Twill not last very long without
seeiing Sunil, or hearing his voice. Already I have worttlten 50
sany letters to him, but so far e ms not replivd to any of
them.

I got Rewathie’s first letter at a very bad time. My
father was at home and the pestman handed it over to
him directly which he opened and read while [ watched
helplessly. In the end he signalled for me to come for a
walk with him outside and I joined him, shaking like a
leaf.

My father was not angry. But he explained to me the
practical difficulties of getting married to Rewathie under
the present circumnstances, when the void between us had
suddenly become unbridgeable. He advised me to lay off
Rewathie not for myself, but for her own good. “If you
bring Rewathie here as vour wife and come home one day
to find she has been cut to pieces by vour own people, will
vottever be able to forgive yourself?”

[ had no answer.

More Hhan fifty people sharing eite toilet i1 this stinking
refiigee centre. Amd coen the food is always wnder-prepared.
When do [ get fo go home? My mother thinks of Jaffun as her
fane, but vy Do is next fo iy Rama at Medaeachehiyi,
Will T ever be alble fo gu theie?

September 1997: | saw Rewathie Tor the last time when
they came to collect their belengings and say guodbye to
us. My mother and Aunty Kamala could not speak a word
during the hour they were together. Our fathers shook
hands warmly, but ended up hugging one another, both of
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them battling their tears. But their agony was nothing in
comparison to what Rewathie and I went through.

Andawane, why don't you just burst my fieart and let the
Blood ﬂmu out frstead offcmm@ me to bear this aqom," How
can I coer leave Suail and go to faffua? Andgwane | niight
wever ever see him again and how can I bear that Hmr.'gh!? ifI
wait for him, will fie ever come for e one day?

With the passage of time, Rewathie went backstage in
my mind as I pursued my studies remorselessly. When
communal violence broke out again in 1983 July with a
greater intensity, I was in the Peradeniva University
pursuing my B.5c engineering, and its ravages are still
cmbedded in my mind.

Unlike the school in Medmwachchiya, Tam beginning fo
enjoy my studies in affna because there are better facilities and
more dedicated teachers, But what 1do not like about most of
them is, they are falking of seine Taniil Liberation all the
time, wohich T am unable to comprefiend. May be it is
becanse they hawve never met or seen people fike
Sunil and Uncle Dinga. Every living moment
I think of It and ks family. My little Ranil
baby also must have grown up by now and
Fam sure he is better Tooking than Sl
My hair s very long now and when Sunil
sees 1t Tanr swure he will be very happy.

Wil fie see e agatin? 1don't know, but
no one can take aueay my vight to dream
abot i,

In 1956 | passed out as a Civil
Engineer and got a posting
immediately in London, where 1
could study while working. The same
vear, [ met Susan, an Anglo-Indian glrl
living in London and we got married in
1988.

Istift did not get a job, though Iaee a
degree in Economics. It is a shanie my mother
did not allotw me {o study science; else | could
have beert o doctor very vasily. Now Taim 22 and
my miother is constantly pestering me o get maried,
but the only other persen | ave really liked apart from
Sunil, Kutti, has gone and joined the LTTE. The last thne e
met, dwe asked me to Join theni teo, but how can | ever fight
against Sinil’s people? No way. | still love themt as dearly as |
did tien.

My father had never been the same since that fatcful day in
1977 and e died last year. Yesterday my brother afso left us
and went to Conada grd noie it is only Shashikala, wi has
turned tnto a real beauty, my mother and I left in this dreary
place. | wish my Ramia would come now and take me away. O,
these ohildish dreams still hannt me.

There are many LTTE activists in London and the
British have lent a sympathetic car towards their struggle.
If the atrocitios that are said to be committed by our
Armed forces are true, the Tigers will not find it difficult
to find enough cadres to fight for them. Where can
Rewathie be now? Did she join them? She must be
married and having a couple of children, because she
would be a little too advanced in age to go running to
join the Tigers.

The broken pieces of iy sister's abtsed body fs in iy ains,
She was arresied by these aninwils in Army uniforms, who say
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that theiy war is only ayainst the LTTE and not the Tawmil
aation, gang-raped by thent and Deaten to death. How can they
do Hiis fo an inmmnoceni girl, who wanied nothing from life but
some edvcation and fun?

Every litHe drop of blood my stster shed, will be qeenged.
Thousands of familics of these Sinhala barbarians will lament
for their Toved ones Just as I Loment for my sister now. The only
regret Twill moe is that 1 will nof be able to make their deaths
as painful as fers.

I came back to Sri Lanka with my wife and my son in
1994 and startca my own C(m'-,ultancy firm. By now my
mother was in sllg_}ht]y poor health, thou;_,h my father was
very healthy and strong and helped me in setting up an
impressive business. Thanks to him, T am a very rich man
today. One day, going through the family photo album
with my family, I came across a photograph of Rewathie

with her pigtails and the big mole at the tip of her
nose. It was not difficult for me to visualise her
as a grown up, because even | was surprised
at the very clear and precise picture I still
had in my mind of her: every tiny detail
of her sweet face, including a small
strand of hair that always turned
upwards on her neck stubbaornly
escaping the pig tails...

Tius is the train. There he is. The
slow stroke of Nis open palm across his
moustache is the signal. I must enter his
compartwierit now and the bomb must go
off at Delifwala. There are Inindreds of
Sinhala ;nqs surrounding me, who will
be rechiced in a few minutes fo

miticemeat when I through with e,

Yes, I ean feel the detonator inside my

long frock and Fonly hope our explosives
expert did not make a hash of it, [ am happy
to dic for my people, avenging the death of my
poor sister. Let the sons of bitches rot in hell. 1
will wet my vengeance, Push Sumil and Uncle

Dingea out of iy mind nowe. They ave from amiother
world. A world of dreams. Notw that old man sitting in

that coraer. Do knowe im? Lord Shive, he looks very familiar
and it seenis e has recognised me toe. This damned mole on my
sose makes me stand out anyrehere. Sorvy dear, Hime's up.
Here [ come my litte Shashikala, bringing with me a heap of
the bastards who destroyed you...

The Sinhala newspaper | boubht at the Junction had
some details of the Dehiwala bomb blast that happened a
week ago, but it was too dark to read it there. On that
fateful day, my father had gone to see a friend and feeling
a little tired, decided to take the train to Dehiwala. T
walked under a strectlight 10 scarch for the personal
columns to check the death notice, but I was stopped by
the front page. They had blown up a grislv picture of the
severed head of the Dehiwala train Suicide Bomber on the
front page: it was still intact, having been blown to the
root of the Railway platform. Even in death, the big mole
at the tip of her nose was just as attractive as ever and the
naughty strands of hair just above her neck, were still
turned impishly upwards, despite the blood.
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One of the many joys of working in a newspaper office
is the opportunity one has to reject articles written by
others. Since it is next to impossible to convince a writer
that he has written rubbish, the regret slip comes in
handy. All you have to do is to pick up his manuscript,
attach it to the regrets slip and dispatch it by post. You
do not bave to argue with him on the telepbone or across
your table; instead, the regret slip does the job quietly
and without a hassle. :

Being a small cog in the huge machinery of a news-
paper, 1 keep a large stock of regret slips with me and
drop them regularly. However, what itcontains is highly
unsatisfactory, because it gives only six reasons for re-
jecting an article.

The beginning is, of course, very serious and polite:

“Dear sir/ madam:

“] regrel to say that your letter/ article on the subject
of..cannot be published becauser” and then it goes on
to give six reasons, cne of which T have to tick. The six
reasons are: “of lack of space; it is blasphemous; it is
libellous and defamatory; it falls within the mischief of

Section 124-A and 153-A of PPC; it 1s not exclusive; is
sub judice.” '

Usually, I resort to the first reason—so as not to hurt
the writer’s ego. It is rare that people write libellous or
defamatory stuff. An occasional tick is marked for num-
ber five and six— it is not exclusive” and “it is sub ju-
dice”.

However, experience tells me that the six reasons are
highly inadequate, for there must be many more, con-
sidering the kind of rubbish that is inflicted on a news-
paper.

The first reason must be — not the lack of space but—
the quality of writing: to be truthful, in a majority of cases,
“the reason must state the obvious—that the writer had
never been inside a college: “Dear sir/ madam, we re-
gret to say your article cannot be published becausc,”
and here goes the first reason, “you have written utter
garbage.” _

There should be a “remarks” column, in which some
specific examples should be given, like, “Dear sir: in
vour article you have called Nelson Mandela the founder
of Kentucky Fried Chicken idea, which is most unfortu-
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nate. A great freedom-fighter, Mandela might have gone
on an cating binge after his release from prison and eaten
a lot of fried chicken, but to the best of our knowledge
he is not the brains behind KFC. You have also said that
you were the first Musiim to step on the Great Wall of
China during vour visit to Holland. This, T am afraid,
our readers will find difficult to accept for reasens of
both geography and commeoen sensc. You alse said that
Marilyn Monroe was the woman with the lamp during
the Battie of Crimea; and, finally, that it was your grandpa
who had advised ltalian dictator Rudolf Hittllar on how
to build the wehrmacht. We suggest that you read a little
more and do not try to prove again that vour grandpa
was number two in the Nazi Party. Finalty, 1 am putting
your name on the blacklist,

JAMIL SOOMRO IN “JOYS OF REGRETS SLir” EROM Dawn,

Having been through nearly four decades of the
modernisation process, which often scems contradictory
to tradition, many of us developed the view that pre-
serving culture is, indeed, a struggle. Therefore, when
come members of the Assembly proudly announced that
our culture was stronger today than ever before, our first
reaction was skepticism.

But, when those of us who have been around since
the early 1970s, look back, it suddenly dawns on us that
itis true. Referring mainly to urban residents, many more
arc wearing the gho and kira today than they did three
decades back. A far greater proportion of the popula-
tion can now speak, read and write Dzongkha.

Members of the National Assembly also pointed out
that one of the urgent needs today is clearly defined
rules and regulations on language and dress. In the
long run, we must develop the right perspective of cul-
ture and tradition in its new, or “modern” context.

We are back to seeking the fine balance of tradition
and modernity which Bhutan represents. Yet this
Middle Path is not going to be easy, either to define or to
ostablish. But try we must, from the National Assembly
to offices, classrooms, and on the streets.

But, back to the archery gruund. Whether he wears
his khoetoe up or down, the average Bhutanese today
has an inner sense of etiquette. Men and women will
immediately stand up and step back in respect if a se-
nior member of society approaches. If we are wearing a
cap we will take it off in respect. These are the deeper
values which are far more important than the facade.

EDrmorIAL IN THE Kuigscr, THIMPHU.

Chandrababu Naidu, the much lionised chief minister
of Andhra Pradesh, was very much around before the
World Bank took over the Indian cconomy. He was
known to be an unpt'incipled potitical manipulator, oth-
erwise described as an able party manager. lis shifty
eves —described with accurately defamatory imagina-

HiMAL 12/9 September 1999



tion, and qubsequently retracted for that reason, as the
looks of a thief at a cattle fair by his erstwhile collcague
in the Telugu Desam Party, Member of Par]mment
Renuka Choudhary - put off most people, but his tal-
ent at the kind of pohhcq he chose was recognised and
respected by those who respect such things. That cor-
porate capitalism would at most recognise a country
cousin in his cut throat ruthlessness and ability to co-
habit easily with falsehood would perhaps have been
conceded by an observer of those days, if at all such an
observer thought of corporate capitalism in connection
with such an unlikely creature as Babu, as Chandrababu
Naidu is fondly known to such people as are fond of
him, or wish to be thought so. But a country cousin is
only a country cousin, and nobody in those davs would
have dreamt that he would become a blue- -eved boy of
corporate capitalism one day.

His capacity to amass property at remarkable speed,
otherwise described as entreprencurial ability or busi-
ness acumen, was also known, and again respected by
those who respect such things. He was after all born to a
father who had but four acres of rainfed land in a part of
Rayalaseema where much of the land is rainfed, that is
when there is rain at all to feed it, but according to his
own recent ‘declaration of assets” he owns property
worth Rs four crore [40 million] now. One is at liberty to
multiply that figure by such factor as appeals to one’s
imagination, for he is no stickler for facts, and indeed it
has been a favourite partime of Congressmen over here
ever since he made the declaration to guess at the right
factor, and they have been coming up with a new num-
ber each day, more for their amusement than anybody’s
edification. But even four crore from four acres of dry
land in a not particularly fertile region—and that too
shared among brothers—is an achievement that tells
quite a lot about the man and his scruples. And vet no-
bodyv dreaint in those days that he would be talked about
in the business capitals of the world, as we are told is
happening now. Though, that perhaps merelv shows
that, influenced by the smooth and suave face of corpo-
rate capitalism, we do not often realise the strong affin-
ity it has to the récognisably repulsive rural buccaneer.

He habituaily speaks, whether in the assembly or out-

sicle, in the terse and peremptory tones of a village bully,
accompanied by the shaking of a threatening forefinger.
That is perhaps put down to uncase in speaking English
when he is seen on TV by outsiders, but no, it is his
manner of speech, which reflects a personality trait
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formed perhaps quite early in his vouth from his upper
caste lower middle class background, which meant he
was one among the boys in the village, the school or the
college, not alienated and set apart as a rich one would
have been, but one of the boys and a natural leader by
virtue of his caste, entitled to bully the boys around. Tt
is not that the background automatically makes one a
bully, but it gives the opportunity, and some of those
given the opportunity choose. The same background
gives other opportunities too, and some may elect those.
Moreover, the opportunity is not presented from out-
side but is refracted through the particular personality.
We are here close to the point where our explanation
can no longer be merely social; it must necessarily also
be moral psychic. And after a while all explanation
ceases and we can only record, though we can always

dig a little more and try to explain a little more.
K. Baracorad iv “THE MaN anD THE TIMES” FROM
Economic ano Potrricar WEER Y,

A South African law society has apologised posthu-
mously to Mahatma Gandhi — 105 years after a racist de-
cision barred the young lawyer from practising, In 1894
Gandhi became the first [awyer who was not white to
apply to practise in the then British colony of Natal. The
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