

















NEPAL

OLD HAT

GIRIJA PRASAD Koirala is back in the saddle
at Singha Darbar. This is his fourth stint in the
hot seat that have seen ten turns and six
occupants since democracy was restored a
decade ago. But it had better not be business as
usual this time around, since Koirala has taken
charge after ousting the person he himself had
installed about a year ago.

Back then, it was hailed as a master stroke.
Koirala's Nepali Congress was heading a
coalition with the Nepal Communist Party
(UML) when he called for mid-term elections
"to rid the country of political instability". The
Nepali Congress, while a divided house, was
still in one piece even as its main rivals—both
the NCP (UML) as well as the conservative
Rastriya Prajatantra Party —had split formally.
To check dissent and control rebel candidates
within his party, Koirala announced that if his
party gained an absolute majority, Krishna
Prasad Bhattarai would be the next prime
minister.

It is unclear whether it was the ceaseless
campaigning and direct leadership of Koirala
that worked, or the magic of Bhattarai's name,
but the Congress managed a comfortable
majority. Koirala, as head of the victorious
party, kept to his pre-election promise and had
Bhattarai installed as the prime minister. It was
a decision that he was to regret from day one,
as Bhattarai went on to form a cabinet that was
a queer mix of his old cronies and suspected
wheeler-dealers.

The Bhattarai government was guided by
the principle that those who do nothing can do
no wrong. It would have worked, if it were not
for some feats of his faithfuls. Yog Prasad
Upadhyay, the prime minister’s Man Friday,
stirred a hornet's nest as education minister by
his whimsical decision to grant tenure to
thousands of temporary school teachers even
as the result of a competitive examination
for those very posts was pending. Bal Bahadur
KC, another Bhattarai favourite, gained
notoriety when a local daily had him scaling a
compound wall in the capital.

Things worsened as Bhattarai's age and
ineptitude started to show. His offhand remarks
after the hijacking of the Indian Airlines
flight IC 814 was considered hasty and
inappropriate, for he seemed to be accepting
blame even before an investigation was
complete. Though he backtracked later, his
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interview to a foreign news agency rattled
the palace when he aired apprehensions
about a risk to Nepali democracy from the
king. The resignation of finance minister
Mahesh Acharya over the appointment of the
Governor of the Nepal Rastra Bank, the central
depository, also seemed to indicate Bhattarai’s
uncaring attitude.

Bhattarai’s increasing recklessness was
matched by Koirala’s growing restlessness.
Koirala believed he had promises to keep to
those who had given his party a majority,
while Bhattarai thought that his being and
continuing in the chair was in itself an
unparalleled achievement. Things came to a
head after Koirala made a tour of the hinterland
and concluded that the Maoist insurgency was
getting out of hand, and that Bhattarai was
doing nothing to curb it.

Once Koirala decided to oust Bhattarai, the
latter’s formal exit became only a question of
timing. Under the threat of a no-confidence
motion from MPs of his own
party, Bhattarai bid an emotional
farewell from the podium of the
House and resigned. As a
parting shot, he fired several
salvoes at Koirala, and
pointedly expressed the wish
that a “yuba peedi” (younger
generation) would take over
the reins of government after
him.

In retrospect, Bhattarai's
source of power was not
numbers, but the respect that he commanded
due to his absolute integrity. While he remains
untainted even now, the same cannot be said
about the coterie that surrounded him. For the
capital’s intellectual elite, however, his
repeated breach of decorum stuck at the craw.
His light-hearted comments about petty
corruption, the bloated national army and his
own indispensability, finally saw him lose this
mainstay of his support once he started to
ridicule its very value system. The elite-could
not indulge any more the ineptitude of an old
man and forgive the incompetence of this
historic figure.

Koirala is more feared than respected.
Reputed to be a man of action rather than
contemplation, he inspires either fierce loyalty
or intense hatred, the latter especially from the
mainstream left. Should Koirala fail to deliver
on the variety of challenges facing the country,
he himseif has shown the way the party should
deal with him by engineering the Bhattarai
ouster. History can no longer bail him out, and
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Pakistan International flight PK 805, flying
into Karachi from Colombo on 12 October 1999,
was carrying the army chief General Pervez
Musharraf returning from a ceremonial
visit and some rounds of golf in Sri Lanka.
The bizarre nature of the entire episode is
highlighted by the fact that this is probably the
first time anywhere that people on the ground
{rather than those inside the plane)—that too a
sitting prime minister —was convicted as the
primary conspirator in a ‘hijacking’.

In preventing Gen Musharraf's plane from
landing at Karachi, the ATC judge held that
Sharif had conspired with the then-civil
aviation chief, Aminuliah Chaudhury. The
former prime minister was found guilty under
Section 402-B (hijacking} and Section 7 of the
Anti-Terrorism Act (again, a piece of legislation
rammed through the then-still-functioning
Parliament by Sharif). Sharif received life
imprisonment on both counts, of 25 years each.
All his extensive property has been attached
by the court, which also fined him INR 10 lakhs,
besides directing him to pay INR 20 lakhs as
cumulative compensation to the 198 passengers
on board. The ex-PM has recourse to appeal in
the Sindh High Court and the Supreme Court.

The “hijacking’ cpisode itself was quite
extraordinary. Gen Musharraf had been
divested of his Chief of Army Staff (COAS)
position by the prime minister while he was
still in the air, and it was thought best by Sharif
and his coterie in an emergency confabulation
that the general ought to be somewhere else
than land on Pakistani soil.

The PIa pilot had already begun descent
over the Arabian Sea in its approach to Karachi
when he was refused permission to gear-down.
According to the pilot, when he asked for an
alternative airfield, he was told to take the plane
to Ahmedabad in the Indian state of Gujarat.
When he refused, on the ground that he was
carrying the COAS who could hardly be taken
to “enemy” territory, he was directed to proceed
to Nawabshah, just north-east of Karachi. He
was tuming the aircraft in that direction when
the tower again radioed to say that it was okay
to land at Karachi—by this time, the COAS’
loyalists had managed to wrest control of
the airport.

While the & April sentence bars Sharif from
active politics for the foreseeable future, it came
as a relief to many who were expecting the
death sentence. As The Indian Express across
the border put it in a headline, “No noosc is
good news”. Besides the hijack-order having
been spur- of-mornent as the sentencing judge
pointed out, the death penalty also seems to
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have been deflected by international pressure,
not least by US President Bill Clinton’s appeal
for clemency during his fleeting stopover in
Pakistan. Meanwhile, Sharif’s conviction has
thrown his erstwhiic majority party in the
suspended Parliament, Pakistan Muslim
League (PML), into open disarray. Not only have
there been no major protests against the lifer,
party leaders are visibly disgruntled at the role
being played by Kulsoom Nawaz, the party
president’s hitherto secluded wife, who
has since his arrest unexpectedly come forth
to address public rallics and make press
statements. The PML scems to be heading for a
split, with at least one faction, in true dynastic
fashion, supporting Kulsoom, and others
rooting for various PML presidential hopefuls.
The ATC sentence can be commuted by the
president, but again Sharif’s past actions are
catching up with him. Today, Pakistan’s
president has become toothless and bereft
of most powers, thanks to the rML-domina-
ted Parliament voting against the Eighth
Amendment brought into place by Sharif's
mentor General Ziaul Haq, as a means of
providing presidential checks on the office of
the prime minister. Ironicaily again, it was the
removal of these checks that contributed to
Sharif’s increasingly despotic tendencies,
which eroded democratic practices, and which
finally led to his downfall. In the absence of
such a monitoring, the only institution capable
of stOppmg Sharif from becoming a “Mughal
emperor” —as critics put it—was the army,,
And that is what happened. When a power-
giddy prime minister tried to tamper with this
last rernaining institution by dismissing (albeit
legally) the COAS, he was sealing his own fate.
This does not, of course, make Gen. Musharraf's
takeover kosher, but it pretty much sums up
the dilemma that Pakistan currently faces. 4

The Nawaz

verdict: Good

news for
Karachi
hawkers.
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SOUTH ASIA

THE COMING OF
BILL CLINTCN

US PRESIDENTS had graced the People’s
Republic of China five times with state visits
betwecn 1971 and now, whereas the one earlier
time India was accorded the privilege was when
Jimmy Carter sipped chai with Morarji Desai in
1978 (Richard Nixon visited Rawalpindi in
1969). This tidbit is interesting as we proceed
to analyse the coming and going of President
Bill Clinton in the Subcontinent.

There were a couple of reasons why a lame
duck president finally decided to pay us a visit.
The first was economic. The monolithic might
of undemocratic Red China has always stood
as a proximate eccnomic challenge to the s,
whereas diverse and much more democratic
South Asia has taken much longer to evolve as
an economic powerhouse (well, at least in IT).
The home-grown billionaires of Bangalore and
Bombay can now no longer be ignored, and even
Bangladesh is no longer Henry Kissinger’s
“basket case” —all set as it is to export gas,
to India, if American multinationals have
their way.

The sccond reason is, and we are in full
agreement with the president, that South Asia
is presently the “most dangerous place”
on Earth. How can it be otherwise, when
the tom-tomming of using the ultimate weapon
is accompanied by the powder keg called
Kashmir? Add to that the naticnalist jingoism
being orchestrated by unthinking satellite and
print media...

But so far as the economic rationale behind
the trip is concerned, let us understand that
President Bill did not come over to be nice to
Indians, Bangladeshis or Pakistanis. He was
here to cnsure that the larger slice of the South
Asian market and productivity remains within

the grasp of US business, be it in software
production or natural gas. As Jong as this is
understood, certainly, there is no harm in
exploring how the economies of South Asia may
themselves take advantage of the US economic
juggernaut, whose boomtime just seems to go
on and on and on.

On the issue of security, we find ourselves
in disagreement with most cditorialists of
South Asia, and curiously in agreement with
President Bill. Extreme embrace of nationalism
and sovereignty can blind one to the fact that
the Subcontinent does not deserve to be made
more dangerous than it afready is. After all, the
majority of South Asians are poor, and what
they need is food in the belly and not warhead
on the missile.

So, why should we make a fuss if the Grand
Duke of Duchy, let alone the president of the
United States, were to come forward to offer
good offices to resolve the India-Pakistan tangle.
It is the insecure and the under-confident, after
all, who are given to harping endlessly on
sovereign status and who make it a matter of
macho pride to reject mediation. Kashmir has
becn a flashpoint for decades, and it is even
more so now with the nuclear posture of the
two sides. The Kashmir problem has therefore
to be tackled, with mediation or without it, and
if this particular cat is bell'd, we suspect
evervone will be surprised with the result.

Boom-time ‘Amrika’ holds all us South
Asiaps in thrall —it is the rcal Shangri La with
nary a competition in the uni-polar world. A
world to be intellectually derided, even while
our cousins, nephews and nieces desperately
vie for green cards and naturalisation. Look at
how the Indian foreign ministry and its
political masters lobbied to get the president to
bypass Islamabad. This loss of perspective
can only be explained by the overwhelming
importance accorded to the US in the minds
of the Indiap establishment—the endless
re-runs and post-inortems on Indian satellite
television after President Bill was long
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gone is proof enough.

And so onward and ahead with a liberali-
sed, globalised South Asia. Let us become more
corporate, more savvy, and more friendly with
the United States. But while doing so, let us not
forget that for every Bangalore IT dollar-
billionaire, there are at least a hundred million
paupers who are caught in a bind in this
poverty-stricken, nuclear Subcontinent. A

BANGLADESH

BILLBHAI AND
BIN LADE

DESPITE ALL the saccharine ladled by Bill
Clinton, his day-long visit to Dhaka constituted
a most awescmne display of American power,
with Bangladesh forced once again into its
straifjacket of poor but can-de country.

Bangladeshis wear nationalist sensitivity
on their lapels, and so decided to be offended
when the White House cancelled two high-
profile appointmernts. One was a trip to the
National Memorial, where laving a wreath in
memory of the martyrs of 1971 is considered a
matter of grave and obligatory protocol. Also
scratched out was a 20-minute helicopter ride
to joypara, a hamlet where the mega-ngos, BRAC
and Grameen, are both active.

Dhaka veterans were bemused. Someone
seemed to believe in a clear-and-present
security threat, in a country where poiitical
violence stops at the two major political parties
getting at each other. True, it was after many a
summer that the Bangla leftists had found a
cause that promised them some visibility,
but their smallish processions were easily
smothered by the stout hand of the law. But
then, ‘sources’ said that the real fear was
not of washed-up communists but “Islamic
terrorists”. The Afghan supporters of Osama
Bin Laden were supposedly planning to cause
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Clinton grief in Bangladesh, and White House
security managers decided to gamble with
offending the hosts instead. To make up for his
no-shows, Clinton made some needlessly
placatory noises about Bangladesh’s “Islamic
heritage, tolerance and unique culture”, But
something seemed make believe,

It was clear that the Americans could
have planned the first-ever visit by their
president to Sonar Bangla better, and made
it look less a token jaunt than it did. 1t did
not help that for days after, Bangladeshis,
glued to their television screens, saw Clinton
and his daughter moving relatively freely
across India.

If the hosts were indeed offended, did they
receive anything for their troubles? Not much.
An offer to write off over USD 750 million worth
of debt was not forthcoming, nor was a pledge
to consider favourably the case of illegal Bangla
migrants in the States, who number in the tens
of thousands. Sheikh Hasina Wajed had hoped
that the US president would indicate an
intention to extradite some of the killers of her
father who are holed up in the US, but the
president promised the prime minister nothing,
He did not even refer to her father, Sheikh Mujib,
as “father of the nation”.

Clinton announced a grant of USD 50
million to combat global warming, but it was
actually moncey meant for all of South Asia.
Bangladesh did become the first country that
will start converting its dollar debt into forest
cover, but the problems here are in the form of
floods and cyclones, not forest loss,

Despite the genuflection towards micro-
credit and environment, it was fairly obvious
that the real focus of the day-long dash from
Delhi was all in two sets of three letters ‘g-a-s’
and ‘o0-i-l’. Bangladesh’s recently confirmed
reserves arc primed up and ready to be
exploited, and US investment has shot up from
USD 40 million to USD 730 million in the last
four years. The suddenly significant US
corporate lobby in Bangladesh has declared
enticingly that the figure may jump to USD 3-4
billion if the “right decisions” are made.

Those decisions refer to allowing pros-
pecting companies to sell the surplus gas to
[ndia, which is where the market lies. Sk.
Hasina told the press after meeting Clinton that
she would allow cxport only after confirming
domestic supply for the next half-century. Being
scen to help Indian consumers and industry is
not a priority for Bangladeshi politicians, and
s0 ne major contracts were signed.

US companies have warned that they will
pull out if exports are prohibited, which is
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especially worrying for Dhaka’s rich with
their fingers already deep in the pie. Butitis a
little too carly to believe the bluster. For the
multinationals know, and the Dhaka
elites know that they know;, that a day will come
when exports will have to begin.

Perhaps this is why Clinton did not
press the point. The gas will be in the pipeline,
sooner or later, with the US multinationals as
hand-maidens. A

PAKISTAN

CLINTONSAAB’S
OLD FLAME

BILL CLINTON courted India with the ardour
of a smitten suitor, while the treatment he
reserved for Pakistan can be likened to that
meted out to an old girlfriend. An old flame
who bad to be told that it’s all over, However,
the telling-off had to be done diplomatically,
given her trouble-making potential and the
intensity of the former relationship.

The seven-hour stopover in Islamabad was
anti-climatic, given the all-out diplomatic efforts
that went into ensuring that Clinton did make
it to Pakistan. The only causc for celebration in
Islamabad was that New Delhi had tried
everything in the book to keep Clinton from
visiting. The US president’s 15-minute live
televised address to the Pakistani people was
unprecedented, and reportedly a pre-condition
for the stopover. Clinton was unequivocal if
polite on the most important matter of Kashmir:
“Therc is no military solution to Kashmir. No
matter how great the gricvance, it is wrong to
support attacks against civilians across the
Line of Control.”

In other words, Clinton had accepted the
Indian contention that the Pakistan government
has been exporting terrorism/militancy across
the border. This is the widely-held view, even
though the Pakistan government may go
blue in the face denying it. General Pervez
Musharraf’s think tank must recognise this
perception even if the reality may be a bit more
complex —it was the Americans who, with the
Saudis first funded the jihadis during the bad
old commie-Afghanistan days. They must
therefore try and understand that Islamabad’s
writ may not necessarily run all over the
mujahideen fold.

However, even if the Chief Executive’s
military-civilian government is not actively
directing transgressions across the border, it is

also true that its inaction against the religio-
political parties who are training fighters
and sending them across, is tantamount to
supporting those parties. This, therefore, makes
the Pakistan government a party to violations
of the LoC.

A recent report in The fndependent (London)
by Robert Fisk, based on his visit to Maulana
Samiul Haq's Al-Haq College in Akora Khattak
in the north of Pakistan, documents what just
one institution has been up to on that count.
Talking to Samiul Haq's son Rashed, Fisk
discovers various points of convergence
between the right-wing and the military
establishment. Both pledge to end corruption
and bring about ‘real’ democracy, and both
view Pakistan’s nuclear bomb as “a symbol
of pride that is here to stay”. Fisk's point is
that because there is a fair degree of common
ground, why would Pakistan heed Washing-
ton's demands. Besides, Pervez Musharraf
may be the most secular minded of men,
but it is doubtful if he has the wherewithal to
take on the thousands of armed ideologically-
motivated fighters that the hundreds of
madrassas in Pakistan have produced.

In his televised address to the Pakistani
nation, Clinton also upheld the Indian refusal
for third-party mediation in the disputed
territory: “We (the USA) cannot and will pot
mediate or resolve the dispute in Kashmir, Only
you and India can do that through dialogue.”
But how this bilateral approach will work,
when all such efforts have been stalemated over
the past 30 years, goes unanswered. As one
analyst bluntly put it, ... Pakistan cannot force
the issue on its own. And the world will not
intervene.”

In an interview to ABC television on 22
March, the US president also said, “1 believe
there are clements within the Pakistan govern-
ment that have supported those who engaged
in violence in Kashmir” Which is as good as
saying that the perpetrator of the tension
between Indian and Pakistan is squarely the
latter. In Islamabad, there is now the conviction
that New Delhi's posture on bilateral matters
can only harden in the days ahead, now that
its position has been largely endorsed by the
world policeman. This may only heighten
Pakistan’s insecurity as a smaller nation.

If India becomes more intransigent on
the Kashmir issuc and Pakistan becomes
more friendless and unstable, it is debatable
whether Bill Clinton’s visit to the “world’s
most dan-gerous place” will not have actually
left this “place” more dangerous than he
found it. A
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INDIA

ONCE UPON a troubled time of guided
missiles and nuclear bombs, the King of the
Uni-polar Werld decided he should visit the
King of the Jungle in his natural habitat, the
Most Dangerous Place in the World, home to a
fifth of the human race.

That the MDPW had within its expanse the
breathtaking Taj Mahal was a bonus, Nearing
the end of his reign, the youthful but aging ruler
figured he couldn’t bow out as one of those
pitiable few who had never seen the Taj. As he
himself was later to tell the hosts” Parliament,
“The world is divided into two kinds of
people —those who've seen it, and by golly
those who haven’t.”

S0, the First Daughter, First Mother-in-Law,
First Dog and a massive First Entourage
packed themselves into 77 planes and crossed
the seven seas. Even before they landed, 200
unsmiling secrct service agents had conducted
a determined recce of New Delhi’s sewers, The
citizentry watched goggle-cyed, mightily
impressed by the diligent panache with which
the sleuths confronted close encounters of the
odoriferous kind. They, {or one, really took in
the sights and smells of India.

“Jai Americal” shouted the otherwise dour
men who run the B[P-combine which runs
India. Meanwhile, the globat headman-turned-
First Tourist did the reguiars — Rajghat in Delhi,
the Taj in Agra, Amer Fort in Jaipur, and the
Ranthambore wild-life sanctuary in Madhva
Pradesh.

He found peace and forgiveness at Rajghat,
looking properly contrite at the Mahatma
Memoerial, only that he did not know the proper
Hindu way of offering flowers, and so ended
up flailing his arms about as if he were treading
on water, Subsequently, the First Hand planted
a magnolia sapling, which if it survives the
upcoming dry season, will grow to be a crowd-
puller in its own right.

The ancient Taj did all right by Shah’'n Shah
Bill. Not since Emperor Shah Jahan built his
labour of love had so much been spent at one
go on the monument—TNR 80 lakh for a full
body treatment including special chemical
wash, new plantings and trimmings, polished
doors and new benches. On the way in,
potholes had been filled, and dirty walls
whitewashed, The clamour and colour of
real Uttar Pradesh was carefully screened
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from the First Eyes. But
earthy India did cock
an impudent snook
at tihiis massive cover-
up in the form of
a string of multi-colo-
ured underpants and
towels hanging out to
dry from the Saheli Burj just outside Taf's main
gate. The Super President could not have
missed it.

After the regulatory photo-op before
the reflecting pool, the prez of the maost
environmentally unsustainable economy in the
globe by far lectured Tndia on greenhouse gases
and global warming. India’s endorsement of
every word emanating from Bill's lips came in
the form of the hit title track Tu Merg, Tu Merg,
Tu Mera, Tu Mera, Tu Mera, Tu Mera, Hero Number
(One! Someone had hit the play button right after
the speech ended.

Cnwards, then, to Jaipur, city of myths
and maharajas, where the president while
inspecting the regal Amer fort came face to face
with his nemesis—oh no!—the elephant.
Somecne genetically predisposed to sabotage
the meeting of the largest and the second largest
demecracy had lined up a whole row of gaily
caparisoned elephants, trying to pass these
beasts as native to the Subcontinent and
worthy of a ride by Clintonji. Of course, the
president couid not ride the Republican party
mascot in an election vear, that too with his
wife confronting Rudy Giuliani in New York,
And the Indians were quite unwilling to
produce an ass, the Democratic choice, for it
would be a retrograde step back into the Third
World ghetto that we are working so hard to
slither out of.

So if not the domesticated elephant and ass,
why not the king of the jungle, the Royal Bengal
Tiger of Madhya Pradesh? But before that, a
word on the culinary trail —raans, kebabs, dal
makhni, sizzling gobhi, phirni out of clay pets
and kulfis —all washed down with wondrous
Diet Coke. And then a picnic lanch was packed
for the jeep safari.

The jeep crept along the rugged terrain of
the Ranthambore forest in search of the elusive
feline. The expedition almost ended in failure,
but onc was finally spotted, inspecting the
cavalcade closely from behind some tall grass.
The big cat soon got bored. 5/he started
grooming, then looked at the president, and
vawned. We may not yet be a tiger economy,
but we sure de have the real thing, was the
message. Move along, then. A
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oo At ONE time, politics was one of the
most open of India’s clubs —more accessible
than the bureaucracy, the educational sys-
tem, or even the market. Politics allowed new
groups and new imaginations to enact their
aspirations in a hopeful landscape. This
same political domain had a tremendous
ability to absorb disorder, confident that dis-
order was the beginning of a new equilib-
rium. In fact, the cycle from disorder to new

order added to the democratic imagination,
which was how a Laldenga of the Mizo un-
derground could surface as a chief minister
through a democratic electoral process.
Indeed, the politics of those initial years

turned the American journalist Selig
Harrison and his book India, the Most Dan-
gerous Decades (1960) into laughing stocks.
Harrison had failed to realise that the new
entrants and their demands did not consti-
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tute noise, or even unwelcome music.
Rather, they were voices demanding repre-
sentation in the festival of politics. Instead
of a Cartesian exercise, a binary of either-
ors, Indian politics as represented then by
the Congress party was a mosaic of adjust-
able pieces. Besides, in the early days, iden-
tity was not a problem in India. One could
live in a forest of individualities and still
believe in the garden of citizenship. There
was also an overall consensus about na-
tion, state, unity, socialism, rights, and even
non-alignment.

Back then, Indians would take pride in
defence minister Krishna Menon's perfor-
mance at the United Nations and the cos-
mopolitan confidence he exuded. We also
knew he was the founder of the Penguin
series. One remembers Menon telling an
American, “Don’t tell me about my English.
[ learnt it, you just picked it up.” The cel-
ebration was short-lived, however, and
soon enough the wrapping of confidence
broke. This happened for several reasons.

The 1962 Chinese attack in the North-
east and Ladakh was the harbinger. It
showed that our seeming self-assurance
was not an endocarp but a veneer. The Emer-
gency years which came more than a
decade later —and still under-studied and
repressed within—showed that Indira
Gandhi on her part had indeed internalised
the Selig Harrison Syndrome. The Emer-
gency was more than a period of temporary
dictatorship, it was a solvent which ate into
our institutions. Banks, universities, trade
unions, the judiciary, parliament, bureau-
cracy, all tumbled like nine pins and we have
still not been able to put our institutions to-
gether again.

We interpreted the pathology of that time
in a personalised way, psychoanalysing the
Nehru dynasty, reading dystopias into the
original utopia. But no one understood that
the Emergency had institutionalised itself.
India was no longer a command economy
of dictatorship, but represented a Keynesian
plurality where Bihar, the Northeast, Kash-
mir, Punjab, all offered a variety of every-
day totalitarianisms.

And now, there are no dearth of indica-
tors to tell us where we are at the end of
more than five decades of Independence.
Firstly, our glorious development projects
became quietly ethnocidal, to the extent that
India created over 40 million refugees from
development projects. This is more refugees
from the pax of development than from all
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the wars fought after Independence. Sec-
ondly, India has over one million paramili-
tary troops dedicated for internal order and
control. All awards for gailantry the Indian
army got between the 1972 war and the
unfortunate Sri Lankan encounter are said
to be for action against our own people. To
these indicators, we can add the following:
the Law Commission reports that there are
over 90 million cases pending in Indian
courts. Assuming two families per case, one
in five Indians alive is today involved in
litigation.

Faced with such data, how do we still
call ourselves the world’s largest democ-
racy? Like cloth that shrinks, obviously we
have shrunk the concept of democracy. To
use another metaphor, India’s democracy
was once like the coconut. One cannot de-
fine a coconut “as a palm tree that gives
oil”. That is too monocultural, too illiterate
a definition to embrace what is after all the
tree of life. But that is precisely what we did
to democracy, reducing it to mean nothing
more than elections and electoral politics,
With the help of the mass media and its at-
tention span of “five unendurable min-
utes”, politics has got reduced to facile
terms such as the “incumbency effect”,
“swing factor”, a few graphs, and some
adolescents pontificating around it. The
violence, the negotiations, the ideologies,
the struggles of politics never figure.

Several factors aided this decline of the
institution of politics. To begin with, the
Congress itself declined. It had started out
as the glue or enzyme of India’s polity, some-
thing more than a rainbow coalition, for it
allowed colours to mix and produce new
hues. The Congress, like some strange Peri-
odic table, at one time incorporated every
category of Indian politics —Muslim, Dalit,
Brahmin, tribal, ethnical, secular, non-secu-
lar, socialist, capitalist. It was truly mult-
ethnic, multi-economic, multi-cultural. A bit
like Hinduism, it was both invertebrate and
yet distinctive and protean. The decline of
the Congress was devastating, for everyone
In its rainbow stripes held the makings of
another party. And so the Janata took other
backward classes, the Bahujan Samaj
Party gobbled the Dalits, the Muslims
moved away.

Even as the Congress failed, politics got
criminalised. Once, the gangster and the
politician were distinct, but today in large
parts of India they are bonding into one.
Over one-third MLAs and MPs in Bihar and

The Emergency
was more than
a period of
temporary
dictatorship, it
was a solvent
which ate into
our institu-
tions. Banks,
universities,
trade unions,
the judiciary,
parliament,
bureaucracy, all
tumbled like
nine pins and
we have still
not been able
to put our
institutions
together again.
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Uttar Pradesh have criminal records, in-
cluding many charged with rape and mur-
der. These gangsters wear their records as
epaulettes, operating from jails with mobile
phones. As the CBI reported after the
Bombay blast of 1993, the underworld dons,
Dawood Ibrahim and Haji Mastan, would
both have won elections hands down.

The diminishing idea of politics is rein-
forced in the lethally antiseptic confines of
foundations and international agencies.
The World Bank and the International Mon-
etary Fund, and even well-meaning groups
such as the United Nations’ specialised
agencies, have developed what may be
called the “Goodboy Theory of Democracy”
(GBT). Using an indicators technique, the
CBT’s speciality is to reduce the wider web
of democracy into single strands. Thus, hu-
man rights is reduced to child labour. An-
ticipating the manna of grants, hundreds
of ngos suddenly turned advocates against
child labour. There is no one left to under-
stand the complexities of issues, and so on.

The GBT demands that all treaties must
be honoured no matter how iniquitous they
may be. 5o, whether it is the CTBT, or the
WTQ, or even the whole slew of human
rights treaties that US has forgotten to sign,
India must be a dutiful signatory. The GBT
also argues that rights are a complement to
the market and that what sustains the de-
mocracy is the market. The marketisation ot
democracy commodifies rights and de-
stroys the commons that sustain the life-
world of so many marginal groups.

The Goodboy Theory of Democracy is
accompanied by a homogenisation of In-
dian citizenship. In the debates within the
Constituent Assembly half a century ago,
citizenship was seen as an enabling device
to allow the individual to participate in
wider economic and cultural processes. But
the static notion of citizenship that has
evolved blinds one to the variety of margins
and marginals, which are seen to be out-
side the pale of citizenship. To the list of
traditional marginals— tribals, landless
peasants, women, Dalits — we must now
add displaced groups, slum-dwellers, old
people, and all those rendered obsolescent
by the development process.

The proliferation of marginalities in In-
dia is accompanied by the privileging of two
forms of citizenship, the middle class and
the non-resident Indian. Today, India boasts
of a well-to-do middle class that is the size
of Europe’s population. Besides the fact that

this middle class must be ‘making it" at some-
one else’s cost, its emergence raises para-
doxes of democracy that the psephologists
and political theorists have not yet tackled.
As the late C.V. Seshadri, the eminent sci-
entist, used to say, “I hate politicians who
car’t count, whose rhetoric says every In-
dian should be literate. Good intentions.”
Seshadri would add the paradox that if all
Indians could read, there would not be a
single tree left in the country. These Zen
paradoxes of democracy remain to be re-
solved.

Beyond the obviousness of the middle
class as consumer citizens, one must also
take note that, demographically, besides the
large proportion of the elderly, most of In-
dia is under 30. Even advertisement agen-
cies do not quite know what this category
needs. But one thing is clear, they will be
chased by the ghosts of unemployment
even as they dream of Nike shoes and
Benneton colours.

The NRI as the extra-territorial citizen
has taken up a considerable part of the In-
dian imagination. Even Hindi movies now
cater to NRI nostalgia, with hybrid blends
of hamburgers, conjeevarams and the
Silicon Valley. This imagination of the
diasporic Indian needs careful study, for its
lobbies work more effectively in India than
abroad. It enacts the imaginary of Khalistan
more ably in Canada and the grape farms
of California than in Punjab itself. But what
is bloodless and virtual in one place, be-
comes bloody and terroristic in the other.
Unlike their remittances, the violence of the
NRI is not accountable.

Neither the political economy nor the
displaced dreams of the diaspora has been
fully understood. The NRIs' global success
and their need to transform local politics or
economics warrant a wider scrutiny and
debate. Meanwhile, the NRI involvement in
Indian politics reminds one of a wry rejoin-
der that M.N. Srinivas, the doyen of Indian
sociology, made years ago to Kathleen
Gough, a ‘revolutionary’ anthropologist.
“We shall shed blood and make a revolu-
tion,” said Gough. Srinivas, silent till then,
drawled in his Oxford-Kannada English,
“Yegs Katha leen, our blood, your revolu-
tion.”

So how do the pundits, and the polity
as a whole, respond to these issues? The
fact is political analyses in India is in a ter-
ribly distressing state. Not one issue is
followed to the full, while simultaneously
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appropriate terms like “nationalist” and
“patriotic”.

The right, like Ronald Reagan earlier in
another democracy, creates its own soap op-
era of righteousness, while the left has to
work overtime confessing to crrors. But be-
yond its RSS ideology —to call it “culture”
would be to give it too much credit—the B’
has few ideas of its own. It is an appropria-
tor of discourses that others have invented.
Its swadeshism would have turned Gandhi
violent, but it is precisely to a diasporic
nationalism that it appeals to. It creates
an ersatz nationalism, a machismo that
strengthens every supine middle class spirit
convincing them that the subaltern has
struck back.

The foreign policy of the BJP is invented
by the Congress, its sense of coalitions by
the Janata—only the BJP is able to package
them better. Whether it is the vitriol of Uma
Bharati, or the rcalism of Advani, or the
think-tank chutzpah of Govindacharya, or
the suaveness of Arun Jaitley, it has it all.
As a result, the BJP has helped the RSS to
burrow itself deep into the capillaries of our
society, into media, teaching, social work
and business. In all this, the supreme
irony —and tragedy—is that neither the
Congress nor the left, sticking blindly to
their mechanistic secularism, realise that
their real ally is religion. Hinduism can
easily defeat Hindutva, armed with a
programme of reform. But where are the
secularists when they are needed to come
up with innovative answers?

The other soap opera of depoliticisation
in India is to be found in the post-Mandal
politics of Laloo Prasad Yadav’s Bihar. There
is an elite trend among the “Fab-India
socialists” (after their designer kurtas) who
see Laloo Prasad as spearheading a
democratic imagination. They see him as
epitomising Mandalism, the ideology of the
other-backward-classes, rising phoenix-like
out of the movement led by the socialist Jai
Prakash Narayan. He also embodies a “folk
socialism”, according to these aficionados
of “electoral politics”. He is secular, he is
shrewd, he challenges Delhi, he is news.
But Laloo represents the de-institutionali-
sation of democratic politics. He represents
the limits of Mandalism, which beyond
populism and corruption, has no theory of
distributive justice.

If the BJP captures ersatz nationalism to
create Indian pride, Laloo Prasad harnesses
a similar sense of pride—dignity for Bihar
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and the downtrodden. There is deep cyni-
cism here, in the feeling that since no politi-
cian fulfills the promise of development,
Laloo Prasad at least creates the participa-
tory soap opera of local pride. The problem
is, the former chief minister offers little else.
He is anti-women, anti-tribal, and incar-
nates the politics of casteism at its worst.
Mandalism, rather than becoming a search
for equality, becomes a casteist nightmare,
If Sanjay Gandhi represented the other ex-
tremity of his grandfather’s Nehruvianism,
Laloo Prasad is the end of [Is socialist
dreams.

A lot has been said of the Marxist politi-
cian and the Congress functionary, but the
socialist has not received the same atten-
tion. It is necessary to engage with the na-
ture of the socialist personality and his/her
politics. There is a link between the bloated
ego of individual socialists and the popu-
lism they represent. They are fascinated by
politics but represent at best a version of
politicking. They love the grammar of fac-
tionalism and eventually have the least to
offer, individually or collectively. One needs
a deeper psychoanalytical portrait here to
understand the limits of the Mandal imagi-
nation. Some have called it, Toffler-like, as
the third wave of politics. But it is impor-
tant to study whether it is a “creative” wave
of Mandalism or a truncated bully-boy ver-
sion of pelitics. For there would be cause
for genuine sadness and erosion of hope if
the real choice were to be between Laloo
Prasad and the RsS.

Wherte then do the possibilities lie in
terms of politicians, movements, currents?
What are the future dangers? The response
can be couched once again in terms of the
failure of the political.

India has recently suffered a spate of
natural disasters— floods, earthquakes and
cyclones. We have repeatedly celebrated
Amartya Sen’s homilies that famines can-
not exist for long in a democracy, that the
power of democracy is such that famines
and cyclones, like truth, will out. Of late,
one has begun to wonder if there are not
certain dents in the popular reading of Sen.
The floods in Bihar wiped out innumerable
villages, which have disappeared both
physically and from the imagination. Be-
yond the demands of disaster tourism, the
cyclone in Orissa has by now been forgot-
ten. Popular anger dismissed the Gomang
government, but it was all a political waste
as the issues of continuing survival and re-

The Congress

is a national
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habilitation never came up. Orissa will soon
be as forgotten as Bhopal.

There is then the politics of displacement
around Narmada and other development
projects, where the displaced realise that
they have no means of articulation within
electoral politics. Certainly, the defeated and
the marginal exude ethical power when it
is magnified by the likes of Baba Amte and
Medha Patkar, but this alone is unable to
get them redress. Clearly, what we need to
do now is recast Gandhian politics to
present times, for its ability to so effectively
combine ethics and politics.

Then we have the depoliticisation of
debate on the major treaties and laws, which
will willy-nilly affect the people. Whether
it is the bill for privatisation of insurance
before Parliament, the CTBT, or the WTO,
they all share one weakness in common.
They have been the subjects of expert com-
mittees and NGO campaigns, but have all
singularly failed to permeate the popular
imagination.

There is a thundering silence on defence
and war. National security appears a
zone of silence that our dissenting peace
groups have been unable to penetrate. The
nuclearisation of India and Pakistan, the
very nature of terror and low-intensity war-
fare, all demand a range of political re-
sponses, but this is where Indian democ-
racy is at its weakest. There is failure of the
imagination on a crucial aspect—the more
India decentralises, the stronger will be its
sense of unity and centre. But this under-
standing will be remote as long as even the
seemingly-committed movements continue
to treat issues of war and violence with
forceps.

Finally, while the average Indian mind
is both curious and cosmopolitan, it tends
to be empty of empathy when it comes to
the regional neighbourhood. The notion of
neighbour, so crucial to a globalising de-
mocracy, is just not there. As a polity, as
state, as civil society, our role in enhancing
the democratic possibilities of South Asia
has been negligible. We believe we are a su-
perpower but we still operate with the
mind — the pettiness and arrogance—of a
Patwari. Imagine, if we could replay the poli-
tics of water with Nepal, dream a new eco-
logical collaboration with Bangladesh, cre-
atc a university in exile for refugees from
Burma, or even create negotiable spaces for
Sri Lanka. Indian democracy as an imagi-
nation cannot grow amidst a stereotyping

of the neighbourhood.

But the biggest failure of India lies in its
inability to meet, on behalf of its one billion
people, the onslaught of globalisation. Of-
ten serving as an ngo to the powers-that-be,
the Indian state has been absent-minded
about its power. The rhetorical outbursts of
politicians and bureaucrats fail to hide the
fact that the homework which the WTO and
other negotiations demand have not been
done. But an even larger failure in this arena
is that of academe and the ngos themselves.
It is a failure to understand the institutional
demands of this globalisation process.

There is the usual noise about the bud-
get when it is announced, and Finance Min-
ister Yashwant Sinha is graded like a not-
too intelligent student, as someone who has
to survive a round of “guess questions”. But
what one misses is a real sense of what
makes up the country’s political economy:
the dynamics of the parallel economies, the
pressures on the domestic economy, the
devastation of the commons, the problem of
the biomass economy, and finally, the no-
tion of economics itself which has no lan-
guage to gauge the issues of suffering or dis-
placement.

Indeed, globalisation has caught an en-
tire generation of radicals fiatfooted. Dis-
sent has become difficult and co-option easy.
Hundreds of ngos now function as exten-
sion counters of the global regime. Their
behaviour as a phenomenon has no sense
of irony. It is thus that a senior activist can
study the impact of foreign funding on the
Indian economy and society —with foreign
money. But if you look out at the academic
and activistic landscape, there is little cri-
tique of unemployment, and little sense that
the cost of education, energy, health and
transport will all increasc. There is no de-
mand for a social audit of globalisation, and
no feel for the institutional stresses it is go-
ing to create.

The universities are being told to
privatise, but what this mean in real terms
is the marginalisation and immiseration of
the social sciences and the humanities. The
turfs for dissent and plurality are being sys-
tematically uprooted, in the federally-
funded Indian Council for Historical Re-
search, the Indian Council for Social Sci-
ence Research and the Indian Council for
Philosophical Research. All this is being
justified as a result of it being the right’s
turn to misbehave, but there is a fundamen-
tal destruction of institutions underway,
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institutions which have a critical role to
play in the study of Indian society of the
past and the future.

What we need is a third force, a web of
resistance that can reformulate the Indian
problematic, re-energise the imagination of
[ndian democracy. Where then do the pos-
sibilities lie? There are little crystal seeds of
innovation all over. There is the Mazdoor
Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) and its
struggle to create transparency by demand-
ing the right to information from the state in
Rajasthan. There is Chandrababu Naidu's
efforts to render cyberspace democratic. One
must also mention his gallant efforts to res-
cue neighbouring Orissa after the cyclone
struck, moving quickly to restore the possi-
bility of governance in Bhubaneswar, There
is Digvijay Singh seeking to institutionalise
panchayati raj local government in Madhya
Pradesh. There is the Central Pollution Con-
trol Board and the Delhi Pollution Control
Committee attempting to create a less-pol-
Juted Delhi even if it has to still balance the

tensions of ecology and justice.

We require a means to link together this
rumour of possibilities, this gossip of alter-
natives. Dissent and dreaming have to be
re-kindled. There has to be a new vision of
the politicai —bevond the aridity of the RSS
with its quack swadeshi and the lazy cru-
dities of socialism. The possibilities lie in
connecting the varieties of decency, honesty,
inventiveness, the search for alternatives,
and the networks of little radicalisms into a
new web of politics. For the sake of India’s
billion population, we have to reinvent the
political like Gandhi did. Every thinking
woman and man must turn scientist, politi-
cian, activist, philosopher, not as the Marx-
ist dream of a leisure-time, but as a prelude
to the new dreams of democracy.

India is one of the great compost heaps
for the renewal of ideas. As a civilization,
as a nation, it has been one of the greatest
clearinghouses for ideas and inventions. We
have to reinvent ourselves to renew our
democracy.

Wormnen in Security, Conflict Management and Peace (WISCOMP) invites
applications for its Summer Symposium on Human Security in the New Millennium
to be held in New Delhi, India, from 21-26 August 2000. The programme is intended
for young to mid-career professionals, especially women, from varied backgrounds
including academia, social movements, gender studies, peace, diplomacy, human rights,
foreign affairs, defence and media, from the South Asian region. It provides a unigue
opportunity to examine issues of human security, conflict and peace from a gender
perspective. For further information, please write to:

wISCOMP

Foundation for Universal Responsibility
India Habitat Centre, Lodhi Road
New Delhi — 110003, INDIA
Tel: 011-4648450 Fax: 4648451 Email: furhhdi@vsnl.com
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Taliban gained control through both fight-
ing and defection of opposition command-
ers.

The current post-Soviet, post-
mujahideen phase has left only two effec-
tive political forces in Afghanistan: the
Taliban and the forces of Ahmad Shah
Massoud. While both generally enjoy
people’s goodwill, they are vastly unequal.
Besides the seat of power in Kabul, the
Taliban controls up to 90 percent of Afghan
territory, whereas Massoud has retreated to
the Panjsheer Valley, controlling about 10
percent of the countryside. He remains a
force to consider mainly due to his skills as
a guerrilla commander, the backing of lo-
cals, and external military and economic
support.

Massoud was unable to maintain his
ethnic combine called the Northern Alli-
ance, and he has lost disenchanted com-
manders to the Taliban. On the other hand,
there have been only minor dissensions in
the Taliban ranks since they started out
from Kandahar, Despite the domination of
Kandaharis within the Taliban leadership,
in the provinces it has managed an ethnic
collage that has enabled it to extend and
retain influence in even the far-flung non-
Pushtun provinces.

Absurdly, the United Nations continues
to recognise the Jamiat-i-lslami leader Pro-
fessor Burhanuddin Rabbani as the presi-
dent of Afghanistan. A search would locate
Rabbani today in Tajikistan, Iran, or his
hometown of Faizabad in the Tajtk-speak-
ing Afghan province of Badakhshan, bor-
dering Pakistan.

Whatever the international community’s
stance on who should be ruling Afghani-
stan, it is the Mullah Umar-led Taliban gov-
ernment that controls and administers the
country. The exasperation of Kabul's rulers
with the international community’s refusal
to recognise their legitimacy is reflected in
the outburst of Mullah Jaleel Akhund,
Afghanistan’s deputy foreign minister and
an influential member of the Kabul shura by
which major decisions are made. He says:
“I think the world’s faulty understanding
of Afghanistan and its inability to fully un-
derstand our problems is perhaps the big-
gest factor that is preventing the government
of Afghanistan from solving the problems
of the people. Does the world not know that
the government of Afghanistan controls 95
percent of the territory and the capital Kabul
is also with us? How then can 5 percent
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people, the opposition, be confronting us?”

Acceptable behaviour

The Taliban government faces the tough
task of administering a state that has rarely,
beyond four or five provinces, boasted of a
Western-style state structure. Instead, the
Afghans have always lived with central ad-
ministrations which delivered minimal so-
cial services but guaranteed peace and sta-
bility. Authority and legitimacy of this or-
ganic system has derived from tribal tradi-
tions and practices.

The present-day government, too, has
earned its staying power from this particu-
lar Afghan context, which is buttressed by
five factors. They are: the continuing hold
of tradition; the exit of the majority of West-
ern-educated elite; a largely-destroyed
physical infrastructure; an invasion and
war-triggered reactive socio-political
mindset of the overwhelming majority of the
Afghans; and, an economic situation that
has virtually no institutienal link to inter-
national capital and structures. For these
reasons also, it has been possible for the
Afghanistan regime to remain outside the
internationally-certified norms of “accept-
able’ state behaviour. The absence of an aid-
dependent mindset allows the Afghan lead-
ership the freedom of not linking key deci-
sions to donor receipts and goodwill. At the
same time, this inward-looking attitude
keeps the government from generating same
succour for a cash-starved, poverty-struck
people.

It is true that the men who control about
90 percent of Afghanistan today seem to be
largely content with the fundamentals of
their own traditional and madrassa-tutored
worldview and with the kind of government
they have given the population. This
worldview is not acceptable even to
Afghanistan’s Islamic neighbours, who re-
gard the banning of women from the work-
place and from educational institutions as
un-Islamic. As for much of the West and the
Afghan expatriates living overseas, the
Taliban may as well be cave-men.

However, the fact is that the Taliban au-
thorities have changed their conduct in cer-
tain areas and have indicated that they are
not as violently fixated on extreme social
conservatism as has been made out by
world media. The adjustments that have
been made are those which do not violate
the Taliban’s interpretation of underlying
Afghan traditions and islam. These
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“If Osama
goes to any
other country
he can do
whatever he
wants, but
here we have
stopped all his
activities and

he can carry
out no opera-
tions.”

changes, while provoked by necessity, have
also been presented with some backing of
logic.

For example, the move away from the
position of banning television is presented
as “starting television in Afghanistan when
enough good quality programmes can be
produced”. Despite reports of extreme rigid-
ity, there has been movement in the very
gradual easing of controls on women, the
granting of diplomatic immunity to UN staf,
permission for head-to-toe burga-clad
women to drive cars, acceding to the UN
demand for placing human rights monitors
in Afghanistan, and in the replacing of an-
tagonistic rhetoric against the countries
hostile towards it with a proclaimed readi-
ness for dialogue and peace.

Being in government, it could not have
been otherwise that the Taliban's views and
practices would become gradually moder-
ated. And more opening up is inevitable,
due first and foremost to the internally se-
cure situation and also to external influ-
ences. The only factor that would put Af-
ghan society once again in reverse gear is
another major military or political up-
heaval.

On the move

The Taliban seem now to be actively seek-
ing constructive engagement with the
world. Although not as ‘Government of Af-
ghanistarn’, the Taliban do sign and honour
agreements with UN agencies for humani-
tarian work. They have been regularly send-
ing ministerial-level delegations to various
countries, conferring with the representa-
tives of international aid agencies inside
and outside Pakistan, and are also begin-
ning to open up to the international media.
According to the external information cell
in the Afghan Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
in the last 12 months, 330 journalists vis-
ited the country. Says a foreign office offi-
cial, “We go and tell them of our present
reality and hope that they will understand
us better.”

For a group that is considered reticent
and xenophobic, Afghan officials have been
on the move, attending an increasing num-
ber of seminars and conferences away from
home. The Chief Justice recently went to
Budapest for a 19-day conference on
organised crime, while officials of the Min-
istry of Water and Power went to the United
States for meetings with the UNOCAL con-
sortium (Union Oil Company of California).

In March, the Deputy Minister for Public
Health, Mullah Abbas Stanakzai, went to
Nepal for a conference on public health.
Mullah Rabbani, the president of the Coun-
cil of Ministers, recently visited the Gulf
states, while the minister and his deputy in
the Foreign Ministry have visited numer-
ous European as well as regional countries
including China. While international travel
need not itself be an indicator of more open-
ness, in the case of Taliban Afghanistan, it
is.

Complex question

The Taliban authorities maintain that their
willingness to engage critics extends to even
the most complex of questions. They mean,
obviously, the “Osama” matter, for the pres-
ence of the belligerent Saudi, Osama bin
Laden, in a hideout in Afghanistan has seen
unprecedented and unrclenting media inter-
est over the past few years. And it is not as if
the Afghans have their head in the sand —
more than half a dozen direct talks have
been held in Pakistan (mostly in Islamabad)
between the Americans and the Taliban on
the Osama issue over the last four vears.
There has been at least onc visit to Afghani-
stan by a US Congressman.

The Taliban have asked the Americans
for evidence against Osama, upon receipt of
which they have given the undertaking of
having him tried in their shariah court. No
breakthrough is presently imminent, be-
cause the Taliban government will never
accede to the one-point American demand
that Osama be surrendered to Washington.
It is unlikely that any government in
Kabul —let alone Taliban—will give in to
such a demand given the extra premium that
Afghan tradition places on ‘hospitality” and
‘loyalty’. Says Mawlawi Abdul Rageeb, Min-
jster for Repatriation, Martyrs and Dis-
abled, “It is not a personal matter, it is a
matter of our principles—religion, faith,
jihad and hospitality. No one dare violate
any of these.”

The Afghans realise, of course, that there
is a price tag attached to their position on
Osama. According to Deedar, a prominent
Taliban commander and a former captain in
the army of the late Sardar Mohammad Daud
{king Zahir Shah’s cousin and brother-in-law,
who deposed him in a bloodless coup in
1973), the Osama problem has been of no
help to them, leading to American sanctions
as it did. But he nevertheless defends the
government's position: “We told the US that

HIMAL 13/4 Apnl 2000






Ve

The Taliban
government is
made up of a
rag-tag army

Talibs, led by

of devoted
madrassa-
educated

men who are
in ministerial

chairs one day

and in battle-
front-bound
Hilux trucks

the next.

ties are now confronted with the challenge
of long-term governance. The population re-
quires the government deliver on multiple
fronts: rehabilitation of the hundreds of
thousands of internally displaced refugees;
reconstruction of infrastructure destroyed
during the years of warfare; rehabilitation
of the agricultural system; revival of what-
ever minimal industry possible; and, the
provision of basic amenities like food, wa-
ter and health services.

There are also a vocal few who are call-
ing for the introduction of quality contem-
porary education. They want an end of the
government-dictated curriculum and resto-
ration of higher studies. Although girls up
to the age of eight can avail of education, it
remains generally banned for women, and
the 2000 women sent packing from the
Kabul University by the victorious Taliban
want to return.

There are also subdued voices making
the forceful case that the authorities need to
focus on objectives more consequential than
the size of a man’s beard and the strict en-
forcement of the full-length burqa as op-
posed to the head-covering chador. Al-
though some women working in the health
sector have been allowed to return to a seg-
regated work environment, many working
women still sit at home receiving a percent-
age of their previous salaries.

The public’s expectation, combined with
the context within which the Taliban govern-
ment is now operating, pose a four-dimen-
sional challenge to the government. There
is the ongoing land battle with Ahmad Shah
Massoud in the north; the need for social,
economic and political reconstruction of
state and society; the need to confront inter-
national demands and pressures; and, fi-
nally, to entice the skilled and resourceful
Afghans who have gone into Western exile
to return, These challenges require a skilled
and sophisticated response, and the big
question is whether the Taliban government
has it in itself to respond.

To seek an answer, it helps to recall that
the Taliban government is made up of a rag-
tag army of devoted madrassa-educated
Talibs, led by men who are in ministerial
chairs one day and in battle-front-bound
Hilux trucks the next. It is difficult to imag-
ine these battle-hardened men having the
skills to govern the country in the long run,
in peacetime. To provide perspective, it
amounts to the same as getting a few hun-
dred people, completely unexposed to ei-

ther the world of povernance or television,
from a remote village of North West Fron-
tier Province or Balochistan, and asking
them to run Pakistan. At the very least, Pa-
kistan would have a bureaucratic system
that is not war-ravaged as is the one in Af-
ghanistan. The fact is the Taliban leader-
ship has no experience in managing mod-
ern institutions, nor in engaging with hard-
core economic and social development is-
sues, or foreign policy.

It was during the Soviet invasion that
these (at that time-) young men of Afghani-
stan began streaming into madrassas in Pa-
kistan, in cities like Karachi, Akora Khattak,
Faisalabad, Multan and various parts of the
NWEP, This was made possible as a result
of a conscious decision by General Zia-ul-
Hag, who guided the establishment of even
more madrassas so that more religiously-
motivated men would emerge to fight the
jihad against the Russians. The madrassa
syllabus included learning the Quran by
rote, interpretation of the Quranic scripture,
Islamic jurisprudence, life of Prophet
Mohammed, philosophy, mathematics and
a weak smattering of modern subjects.

All the madrassa graduates sport long
beards and wear shalwar-kameez. {None
speak English, and the interviews with the
leaders for the purpose of this article were
done in Urdu and Pushtu.} They have vir-
tually no experience in interacting with
women outside the immediate family. They
have been taught that the dictates of Islamic
morality and social peace require the
shariah to be enforced and sunnah, the way
of the Prophet, be followed. Photography is
un-Islamic and photographers arc haraam,
which is why the camera-based world of
television and movies are to be strictly
avoided. So also for music. They believe that
it is the state’s responsibility to enforce
hadood punishments for theft, adultery and
killing. Riba (the interest or usuary forbid-
den in shariah), too, must be banned. Above
everything, however, the Taliban beiieve
that the state must provide for the poor and
the destitute in society. Al this broadly con-
stitute the worldview of the Taliban — forged
as it was in what the Taliban see as the
moral decline and suffering that accompa-
nied the mujahideen resistance against the
Soviets.

Afghan anecdotes

Many among the Taliban leadership are un-
able to contextualise ‘power’ using conven-
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unwinding them around the nearest poplar
trunk.

But the fact is that the caricature of the
Taliban is often true. In Kabul, certainly,
there is some amount of compulsion at work
in the harshness of the dictates, apparently
used to demonstrate government control in
the seat of power—a firmness required to
keep the battle ranks intact. The Talib au-
thorities feel the need to maintain religious
fervour as a pre-requisite to keep alive the
zest for martyrdom among the young Talibs
who battle against Massoud in the trenches.

But behind this apparently harsh mo-
rality, there is also the traditionally fun-lov-
ing, quintessentially rural individual,
whose personality is lost in the caricature.
The guards stationed outside an embassy
in Kabul regularly play the flute. In a small
suitcase parked in the guardroom are stored
Indian song cassettes, and videos of
Naghma, the famous Afghan crooner. Re-
cently, when some visitors wanted to see
the movie Titanic, it was the Taliban guard
who produced the video! At another loca-
tion, after dinner time, a couple of Taliban
guards were entertaining themselves per-
forming the Kathak dance! Upon being dis-
covered, they dashed behind a nearby bush.
During our journey south from Kabul to
Logar district, a government official urged
us to play the cassette recorder lest we con-
clude there was no music in Afghanistan.

Shades of leniency have begun to extend
into the public arena. When I walked about
with a video camera, the people did not
frown, but smiled. Most were more than
willing to be filmed. Most ministers smiled
when requested to pose for photographs,
even though this was clearly against the
orders of the Ministry of Vice and Virtue.
The ministry’s representative at the Kabul
Police Department allowed the photograph-
ing of police officials. Elsewhere, when a
female reporter walked along the street with
a young woman, the people barely noticed.
While it would be ludicrous in other societ-
ies to try and give a sense of relative nor-
malcy with examples such as these, such is
the image of a ‘Talibanised’ Afghanistan
that they do serve a purpose to deny the
simplicity of the standard image.

The average Afghan, meanwhile, lives a
life and awaits a better day. Driving
from Jalalabad towards Kabul, incongruous
scenes flash past—Kalashnikov-wielding
Taliban soldiers rest by the wheat and
poppy fields, while the village men,

women, little boys and girls bend their back
weeding.

Holy book as constitution

The struggle for Afghanistan remains a
three-party dispute: the Taliban occupies
centre-stage; Massoud is at the margins; and
expatriate Afghans reside, a little loud, at
the outer limits. In power now for five years,
the Taliban leadership has to manage the
dual task of keeping the Talibs tlowing to
the war front while at the same time admin-
istering the country as a whole. Mullah
Umar, the Ameer-ul-Mumineen {Leader of
the Faithful) of the Taliban, directs an elabo-
rate government machinery with the help
of two of his most trusted men, Abdul Wakil
Muttawakil, the foreign minister, and
Mullah Jaleel Akhund, his deputy. Sitting
in Kandahar, he controls the area under the
regime through the intermediary of his
nominees. They variously occupy positions
in a number of bodies: a six-member
Kandahar-based shura, a six-member
Kabul-based shura, a 23-member national
Council of Ministers, around 40 deputy
ministers, 27 governors for the provinces,
and six corps commanders.

The Holy Quran is the Constitution of Af-
ghanistan. Assisted by his Kandahar and
Kabul-based shuras, Mullah Umar takes ali
the major decisions related to policy, admin-
istration and war matters. His farmans are
the equivalent of presidential ordinances
and are promptly implemented. All
postings and transfers, from ministers
down to director-general level, are ordered
by Mullah Umar. Ministers whose perfor-
mance is considered unsatisfactory, based
on Mullah Umar’s information sources, are
demoted to deputy minister or director-gen-
eral. [n military matters, too, based on ad-
vice from his commanders, Mullah Umar
takes the final decision on strategic moves.
All advances and retreats are based on his
orders relayed to the front.

Given this system of governance under
Mullah Umar, it can be said that, in its es-
sence, the mode and structure of government
operations in Afghanistan have not
changed since earlier regimes. If earlier it
were the kings or the Soviet-Union backed
presidents whose diktats were the law, it is
now Mullah Umar assisted by his shuras
who exercise the authoritarian prerogative.
While ministerial orders may be overlocked
by local commanders, Mullah Umar’s word
is law.

HIMAL 13/4 April 2000



gy

Despite all the destruction that it has suf-
fered, and a partial and seasonal state of
war, the Afghan state is a functioning one.
There is a structure, and there are the line
ministries, some of which certainly work
better than the others. Three categories of
staff run the government: at the top are the
Taliban leaders, the middle are mostly the
bureaucratic leftovers from the communist
era, and at the third and lowest rung are the
support staff. The Council of Ministers is
said to meet weekly, and routine perfor-
mance checks are conducted on function-
ing service outlets like health centres and
primary schools by ministers and director-
generals themselves, Decisions taken are
retfayed through the passing of orders
known as tehreerat.

If the collection of duties on imports is
seen as a sign of an active state, then the
Taliban government collects duties at the
centre as well as in the provinces. Passports
are issued by the Ministry of Interior, and
driving licenses by the traffic police head-
quarters—obvious enough for any country
but deserving mention in the case of Af-
ghanistan. Kabul's highly-organised traf-
tic system is manned by policemen in pants
and shirts. The Ministry of Interior manages
the police as well as a highly efficient intel-
ligence network.

To enable state functionaries and the
Taliban leadership to move around in
Kabul during the curfew hours, a new pass-
word is issued every night by the Ministry
of Interior. There are numerous Taliban-
manned check posts and toll-tax booths
along the road from the Khybher Pass via
Torkham to Kabul. Meanwhile, efforts,
though slow, are underway to inject aca-
demic life into the war-ravaged Kabul Uni-
versity. The main problem seems to be an
acute lack of money.

The state continues to be the largest em-
ployer in Afghanistan. The Ministry of Edu-
cation employs around 32,000, while the
Ministry of Works and that for Communi-
cation have 12,000 and 4000 employees, re-
spectively. With little in the form of income,
the government salaries are very low, with
the payscale ranging from as low as 100 to
3000 Pakistani rupees monthly. The obvi-
ous result is an unmotivated bureaucracy.
As one mid-level official in the Ministry of
Education says, “Can anyone survive on
this? How will we feed our children, our
families?”.

But whether it is at the Education Min-
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istry, The Kabul Times newspaper, the Kabul
University or the Kabul Police department,
the atmosphere is thoroughly unprofes-
sional. According to one aid agency repre-
sentative who regularly interacts with the
government, the ministries are working only
at “5 percent efficiency”. Part of the reason
is that the ministers and deputy ministers
have to spend a significant amount of time
up at the front.

There is clearly some realisation among
those in power that demands of adminis-
tration and public service are not being met.
In order to address these problems, much of
which emanate from the lack of funds, the
obvious advance has to be in terms of more
openness towards the donor community.
Prompted by pragmatism, in this area at
least, the change of attitude is abundantly
visible. The Taliban now regularly invite
representatives of international agencies to
business luncheon meetings at the Kabul
Inter-Continental — quite a departure from
the old days when the same individuals
would maintain that foreign agencies and
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ngos were not at all required. Some of the
ministers have even gone so far as to receive
women delegates from foreign donor agen-
cies. Even the more reluctant ones such as
the Deputy President of Council of Minis-
ters, Mullah Hasan, have been convinced
by his deputies in the Ministry of Repatria-
tion and Planning to meet with the lady di-
rector of the agency CARE, who came by re-
cently. In agreeing with the entreaties,
Mullah Hasan laid the condition that there
would be no other exception to the rule.
The Kabul government'’s decision to cel-
ebrate 8 March 2000 as International
Women’s Day illustrates the Taliban's re-
solve to adjust to new realitics so that at

Kandahar bread for the
rest of the nation.
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least they will be able to engage the donor
community. The order that women may not
leave their homes on their own is no longer
operative. The men from the Ministry of Vice
and Virtue, now keep a low profile com-
pared to the past when they would regu-
larly check, and beat men with short beards
and harass women without the appropri-
ate burqa or the dark-coloured socks. Mean-
while, to protect female chastity, Talib
guards sit armed in small vans monitoring
male movements in the women-packed ba-
zaars around Kabul's Bagh-i-Omoomi.

International relations

Only three countries have recognised the
Taliban government—Pakistan, Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. But
it is only with Pakistan that the Kabul gov-
ernment has anything close to normal rela-
tions. However, Islamabad’s ability to sup-
port them is circumscribed by its own bleak
economic situation and increasing politi-
cal isolation. Some military support from
Pakistan must also be going to the Taliban,
but the fact that they have not yet been able
to defeat the Massoud forces indicates the
extent of this support. There are around two
million Afghan refugees in Pakistan (an-
other one million in Iran), and thousands
of Afghans have by now been assimilated
into the Pakistani economy.

As for Taliban’s equation with India, re-
lations can be described in three letters: n-i-
1. India, like the UN, recognises the deposed
president Rabbani, while the former presi-
dent Najibullah’s family is believed to be
living in India. The Taliban leadership be-
lieves that India militarily supports their
rivals like Massoud and Uzbek Com-
mander General Rashid Dostum. For a brief
moment, during the hijacking of Indian Air-
lines flight and the extended standotf at
Kandahar, there was some indication that
India might engage diplomatically with the
Taliban. However, it is clear that that ex-
pectation has not carried through.

The old private sector Afghan-India
trade ties continue, but at a much depleted
level. A Delhi-based Indian who was wait-
ing for some papers at Kabul's Foreign Min-
istry said he continues to import dry fruit
from Afghanistan via Pakistan and Dubai.
“Qf the two to three hundred licensed In-
dian traders, I am the only one left. Others
got scared and withdrew,” he says. He notes
that the Taliban government did not cancel
the trade licenses when it came to power,

and that UN sanctions forbidding the na-
tional airline Ariana from flying abroad
made the trade extremely difficult.

Overall, the Indian government seems
to believe that the Taliban may not have the
staying power, which is why it is not en-
gaging the Kabul government. At the same
time, it could also be that New Delhi will
not be able to sustain its allegations of Is-
lamic terrorism, which the strategists in
New Delhi use, if there were a rapproche-
ment with Kabul.

Transient phenomenon

The Taliban’s onward journey as the gov-
ernment of Afghanistan is bound to be a
precarious one. Faced with the unfinished
battle with Massoud, political skirmishes
and minor uprisings, acts of attempted
sabotage in Kabul, and an unabating pro-
paganda war in the international press, the
Taliban leadership has not been able to
open up its top ranks to the skilled expatri-
ate Afghans whom it so desperately re-
quires for the skills they have.

The wave of migration to the West be-
gan with the ouster of Najibullah in 1992
and the subscquent closure of educational
institutions. While the mass of destitute
refugees are holed up in camps in Pakistan
and Iran, skilled Afghans have found easy
sanctuary in the West, with the US and Ger-
many having been particularly generous in
granting asylum. According to an official
with the UNHCR, the refugee agency, at least
200 Afghans continue to fly out every week
from Karachi and Islamabad in their on-
ward journey to the West. The first problem
in returning for this capable category of ex-
patriate Afghan professional is political, but
it is compounded by the problems of social
conservatism and lack of economic incen-
tive.

There is, then, the critical battle-front
with Massoud. He has refused the Taliban’s
offer of a cubinet position if he accepts
Mullah Umar as the head of government.
Massoud gets his military support from
Russia, Iran, India and also minimally from
Tajikistan. He also gets some help from the
Tajiks in the Panjsheer area. Meanwhile, the
support of ethnic groups like the Tajiks,
Uzbeks and Hazaras for the Taliban is lim-
ited.

The challenges before the Taliban gov-
ernment —of social progress, economic de-
velopment and fighting a war—are daunt-
ing. However, perhaps because of their reli-
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gion-fronted zeal, a sense of pessimism or
frustration is absent, and the officials ap-
pear zealous in tackling the colossal tasks
of reconstruction and rehabilitation. As one
minister told a UN Special Rapporteur, “We
had our own priority, our country was to be
divided into various parts, and our first pri-
ority was to ensure our country’s unity.
Now we will work in other areas.”

Principally, the Taliban are now en-
gaged in a securily maintenance operation.
But on the more complex task of governance,
of delivering basic amenities to the people
and ensuring an environment within which
they can earn a livelihood, the government
is crippled because of lack of funds and
skilled hands. The support being provided
through the humanitarian UN agencies and
foreign ngos is extremely limited in com-
parison to what is required.

The state functions at a rudimentary

tions of higher education, of science and
technology, of business and commerce, of
judiciary, and so on, have been destroyed.
In the area of judiciary or basic trade, some
institutions continue to work along tradi-
tional lines, capable of undertaking simple
and uncomplicated tasks like holding
jirgas, implementing shariah edicts —or im-
porting cars from Japan.

Given the sociological upbringing of the
Taliban, their adjustment to the world of
governance will be nothing short of radi-
cal, But, for the Taliban government to truly
evolve, the external pressure upon it has to
ease, even as the Taliban themselves have
to streamline and loosen their orthodox sys-
tems. The Taliban are necessarily a transient
phenomenon; they are as relevant for
today’s Afghanistan as they will be irrel-
evant to a future rehabilitated Afghanistan.
At least in their present form and texture. 4

level, mainly because the modern institu-

Travelling Film South Asia update

The Travelling Film South Asia is taking place concurrently in South Asia and North America. The 15 films selected from the 52 shown at the Film
South Asia documentary festival in September-October 1999 are now being appreciated by diverse audiences in for reaches of the globe. Below is
the list of films which are trovelling, as well as the confirmed schedute. Groups which want to host TFSA in their communities over the summer ond
falt of 2000 moy contact the Director of Film South Asio at <fsa@mos.com.np>. For further details, visit FSA Website at www.himalmag.com/fsa.

1.  Don"t Pass Me By-—fclectic profies of ‘macho” locals, and fourists 9.
who come ta blow their minds and muscles ot the Nepali resort town of
Pokhara. Sarah Kapoar, Christina Lamey and Kristi Vuorinen. 1999, 40
min. Nepol.

2. Duhshomoy (A Mother’s Lameni]—Recreation of events surrounding
the pick-up of a 1 6-year-old garment factory worker by the Dhaka police, 0.

No One Believes the Professor—A surrec! voyage
with Orpheus Augustus Marcks, a.k.o. Professor Soha‘g: a
{ahori post, actor, philosopher, afhlete, who walks the fine line between
genius and divine madness. Jaint Winner of the Best Film Aword in FSA
99, Forjad Nobi. 1999. 25 min, Punjab/FPokiston.

Pure Chutney—A US-based indian writer imteracts with the Sauth Asian

who is alfegedly gong raped and sent to prison for “safe custody’, where
she dies under mysterious circumstances. Yasmine Kabir 1999, 26 min.
Bangladesh.

Fishers of Men—Adivasis of the Chottunagpur
plateau have been converting into Christianity for over
a century but of late Hindu activists hove launched

TFSA Spring Schedule

digspore in Trinidad, ifs “preoccupation with India” and explores that
complex matter of identity. Joint Winner of the Second Best Film Aword at
FSA 99 Sanjeev CThotterjee. 1998, 42 min. Trinidad and Tohago.

11. Rogi: Kana: Ko Bonga Burv (Buddho
Weeps in Jadugoda)—The state needs
uraniym fo be mined, buf the consequences

campaigns fo bring them ‘back’. Ronjan Kamath and 1728 an: Nacional Instiuce of Design. Ahmedabad of ne?h'gence are tagic for a vulnerable rural
Podmavathi Rao. 1997, 117 min. Madhya Pradesh/ g 1T ey Bee population in the Bihar plateau. Winner of the
India. YMOA B Third Best Film Award et FSA ‘99, Shriprakash.

The Forgotten Army—An expedition with some
veterans of Subash Chandra Bose’s Indion National A
Army to relrace their historic march and the events 13-18 March:
that took plare between 1942 and 1945, Winner of 3 March-3 Aprit
Grand Jury Prize at FSA ‘99, Kabir Khan, 1997, 105 Exle ol
min. Pre-1947 India. 7-9
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1999. 76 min. Bihor/India.

12. Skin Deep—With six first-persan
narratives, the film traces the eternal search
for ideal femininity and how it permeates the
seff-image of contemporary Indian women.
Reena Mohan. 1998. 83 min. india.

;s an

i o

Jibon {life}—In Guwahati, o mother perseveres os 20-22 April: ity. Princetan. USA 13. Thin Alr—--With humour and compassion,

her 12-yeor-old school-going son comes down with 123 e Kavach sometimes darkly comic and unsettling, three
' N F A o7

Duchenne’s Muscular Oystrophy, which has no cure. 28.30 April Bombay magicians ore shown os they

An impossible situafion confronfed with unfaltering 26 April-3 May
hiope. Altaf Mazid. 1998. 56 min. Assam/india. éfﬁ"?’

Univesiey of Chicaga, Chcage
Chittagong. Bangladesh
Unive ity of ‘Washingtor., Seactie

desperalely try fo moke an imprint on the world.
Joint Winner of the Best Film Award ot FSA 99,
Ashim Ahluwalia. 1998. 42 min. Mchorasira/

A Letter to Samten—Narrated through o ‘persorial IR uabe! Bravear. Dhata (il
letter” to the main protagonist by the filmmaker in an 15-18 May: India Incernational Cencre, Delhi naig.
g Y i

attempt to understand Bhitanese fife left behind by
history in Indio. Alex Gabbay. 1999. 25 min. Darjeeling Disfrict/india.
Listening to Shadows--An exploration of the worids of the sighted

and the blind, a dialogue between the filmmoker and his visually impaired
friend. Koushik Sarkar. 19928. 26 min. Gujarat/india.

Mulkdir Kotha (Words of Freedom)—Bongladeshi viflagers recall the
liberation war of 1971, their memories jogged by a documentary on the
war, Mukthir Gaon. Tareque and Catherine Masud. 1999. 80 min.
Bongladesh.

15.

4. Three Women ond a Camera—Ohne

retired and two working women photographers seek to contextualise their
wark as photogrephers, as women, and products of their times. Jaini
Winner of the ggggnd Best Film Award ot FSA '99. Sobeenc Gadifioke.
1998, 56 min. Indic.
Voices of Dissent: A Donce of Passion-—Doncing in
FPakistan means different things fo a clossically troined female daoncer, o
male Kathak dancer, @ popuﬁ}r film octress and g mulleh, Noorkhan S.
Bawa. 1999. 22 min. Pakistan.

Mare information on Film South Asia '99, including full listing, jury repont, press refeases, etc, is available ot website
<www.himalmag.com/fsa>. The next Film South Asia festival will be held in Kathmandu in Sepfember 2001.
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PHOTOJOURNALISTS IN all our countries do not re-
spond to events as they happen unplanned and im-
promptu, because the cameras are just not there. We
are therefore fed a whole lot of images that are the re-
sult of pre-planned photo-ops. Event photography is
the bane of South Asian photojournalism, and 1 am

tired of pictures of assorted suns setting over India Gate
(Delhi), Shahid Minar (Lahore), mountainsides
(Kathmandu), bucolic, pre-flooding godhuli hours
(Dhaka). Hence 1 perk up whenever 1 see event-pho-
tography suddenly turn into actual news photogra-
phy, as when opposition MLAS of the Uttar Pradesh
Vidhan Sabha (State Assembly) in Lucknow started
pelting Governor Suraj Bhan with paper balls (one

is seen in mid-flight) and the marshals strove with
upraised hands to block the missiles. Well, at least
they did not bring in bricks to the sadan.

Traditional

coverage... For throughout Nepal similar or much worse
facts and figures remain true.”
|
CHHETRIA PATRAKAR has on occasion railed against
the invasion of South Asia by Valentine's Day, which
was aided by the advent of FM teeny-bopper radio and
10+2 schooling all over. And he was reminded again of
the matter by a letter from “Typist Md. Narul Islam” in
The Bangladesh Observer: " Are (we) losing the romance of
secret love? Do they now want to start the Westernised
process of living together ignoring the age-old concept
of family structures and religion? Are our next genera-
tions going to behave like beasts at least in respect of
sexual behaviour? Oh the time, Oh the manner!” With
that bit of conservative wisdom, | have decided to go the
other way and change my views on V-Day, and welcome
it to the extent that it actually allows a release for boys to
meet girls and vice-versa. Over time, doubtless, this very
Western import will be infused with South Asian mores,
values and traditions and then we can truly call it our
own. Till then, better that there be some legitimacy for
open if kitschy boy-meets-girl situations than clandes-
tine venues, which can be so much more dangerous.
|

FINE AND creative advertising copy needs to be appre-
clated and talked about. I like the full-column-length ad
that appeared on page 9 of the 20 February Deccan Her-

ald, proclaiming “Traditional South Indian

sambhar...for busy North Indians.” Be-
' sides the simplicity of the copy and usc

of all-too-rare white space, 1 liked this

piece because of its alertness to the geo-

] T . graphical and mental separation of North
A PRESS note from Unicef in Geneva alerts me to Sﬂﬂm mﬂlﬂﬂ . South Asia and South South Asia, and an

the need for toilets for people. The fact is that 2.4
billion people, nearly half of humanity, do not have
proper sanitation facilities, and 1 suspect that at
least half of that is right here in the subcontinental
neighbourhood. Inadequate sanitation facilities,
says Unicef’s head for water, environment and
sanitation, hits young and adolescent girls before
anyone alse. We know well, as he says, that “lack
of adequate latrines forces girls and women to wait
till dark to use a field”. Even in urban areas, the
proportion of male urinals to female toilets is a
fine indicator of gender imbalance.

]
WHILE STILL on the topic of hygiene, another
Unicef report, this one for Nepal, presents an ad-
ditional bit of sobering data. A survey in the dis-
trict of Kavre, just east of Kathmandu Valley, indi-
cated that fully 12 percent of ‘Kavrelis’ do not wash
their hands after defecation. No wonder, as The
Rising Nepal writes in an editorial, given also that
68 percent of the district’s population do not have
toilets (not even pit latrines), 60 percent of the chil-
dren there suffer from water-and-sanitation related
diseases. “Kavre is not a lone exception in latrine

sambhar

Forbusy |
North Indians,

appeal to the busy professional. All inall,
a pleasing effort for a thoughtful, intelli-
gent ad copy, which was the product of
the ad agency Trikaya Grey.
[ ]

THIS LETTER from Nishat in The News
of Islamabad is so fine in terms of its ra-
tional sensibility, it deserves to be quoted
in full:

“The official insignia of the govern-
ment of Pakistan depicts two boughs of
flower and leaves, encompassing a
shield, which is divided into four parts.
On these four areas we find images of
cotton pods, tea leaves, jute plants and a
bundle of wheat. The base consists of
three scrolls over which unity, faith and
discipline are written in the Naskh script.
On top of it are a crescent and a star. Jute
and tea are inappropriate as national
symbols since East Pakistan has become
Bangladesh. The cotton sector, at the mo-
ment is also in a state of crisis. We are also
not self-sufficient in wheat production. As
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far as the three slogans are concerned, the lesser said
the better. Isn’t it high time we revise this insignia to
suit the strains of the present times? How about replac-
ing all these obsolete symbols, with two crossed swords,
a star and a crescent?”

|
A BELATED congratulation to Bangladesh for its inter-
national lobbying capabilities, which had the Bangla lan-
guage day of Ekushey being recognised by Unesco as
“the international day of mother languages”. All South
Asia, home to so many languages, should rejoice on this,
even Pakistan, whose Urdu domination was what had
the Bangalees back then on 21 February (Ekushey) to
take to the streets and attain martyrdom.

|

FIGHTING MILITANCY and/or terrorism has never
been easy, but there are small blessings, depending on
the neighbourhood. And so when these Indian army-men
decided that they needed some home comforts as they
staked out a mujahideen placement, they quickly
brought over cotton futons from the willing (or perhaps
unwilling) neighbours. This was a stylish stakeout, at
the very least. Wonder if the militants/terrorists were
similarly blessed.
|
THE LEGITIMISATION of sex workers in Bangladesh
moves on apace, as a group of them, reports The
Bangladesh Observer, “paid homage for the first time to
the martyrs of the historic language movement...by
placing a floral wreath at the Central Shaheed Minar.”
After placing the wreath, writes the paper, “they left the
Shaheed Minar in a mourning procession but none
could understand their profession and identification.”
The speakers on the occasion, which included Baby
Begum, Mamtaz Begum and Shahnewaj Begum, said
that sex workers were an integral part of society and
had every right to observe all important days of the
nation.
B

THE INDIAN government establishment is dropping
dark hints everywhere that the Pakistan Inter Services
Intelligence is active everywhere, smuggling in RDX, in-
filtrating secessionist groups, using porous borders all
over to foment trouble in Bharat. While the infamous,
previously American-funded ISI should be stopped
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wherever it tries to create mischief, particularly when it
uses the conduits of Nepal and Bangladesh as is being
claimed by Delhi, [ have always wondered at the ease
with which the 151 bogey is trotted as internal problems
(and they are huge) overtake India. Fortunately, the edi-
tor of The Asian Age, M.]. Akbar, in a column (27 March)
tries out an angle which 1 find worthy of note, though
he was not on to the same topic. He writes: “Ever won-
dered why there are no good spy stories from India
despite a huge fiction market and five decades of war,
with nothing cold about this war either? Because we
do not know how to paint the shadows of ambiguity
and duplicity. We cannot keep a secret. Is our tendency
to create larger-than-life enemies of other nations’
spooks a reaction to our own failings? Are we so eager
to discover conspiracy everywhere because we are such
poor conspirators ourselves?”
|

LET’'S IMPLEMENT our sense of humour, Pakistanis
and Indians both, and appreciate this note from Shamyl,
printed in The Nation (Islamabad}:

An insect falls into a mug of coffee!

Englishman: throws the mug away and walks oul,

American: takes the insect out and drinks the coffee.

Chinese: eats the insect and throws the coffee away.

Pakistani: accuses the Indian of throwing the insect into
his coffee and vows to reply in kind.

Indian: accuses Pakistan of helping the insect to infil-
frate into the mug, supplying it with nourishment to con-
tinue swimming in the coffee, blames it as a long-term ISI
operation, terms the insect as an Islamic militant, then an
Afghan mercenary, then a Pakistan army reqular and pre-
sents identity card of the bug to prove that it indeed is a
Pakistan army person in an undercover operation to change
the status of LoC, and vows fo defend every inch of the mug
and every drop of coffee.

|

AAAARGGG! HUNIYA Javed of Islamabad said this
to a reporter, as reported in The Nation: Working women
will not face any harassment from their male colleagues
“if their own conduct is right”. She said that “women
themselves must have the right behaviour and create a
congenial and friendly atmosphere wherever they work
and male counterparts will respect them. But if women
themselves try to create an obnoxious atmosphere,
things get worse and so problems oceur.” Ms Javed is
an “American-qualified beauty consultant” who either
has her head in the sands of Sindh, or she is living in a
planet that does not have a South Asia. But I read on,
and got a sense of where the lady beautician is coming
from. Back to The Nation: “When asked how she was
given the permission to work and let even males visit
her, she said that her father sits next door and knows
who is coming in and going out.” Aaaaarggg.

—Chhetria Patrakar
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by Shobhana Bhattacharji

Islamabad from 25 to the 31 of March, on a peace

mission. Thirty-six of us gathered at Delhi’s
Ambedkar Stadium bus stop at 4:30 in the morning.
Lots of security checks followed. Hair dryers and irons
had to be plugged in and shown to be other than bombs.
Batteries from cameras were to be removed, but we were
let off after one despairing policeman told another that
these women were all carrying cameras.

Trying to keep so many excited women within the
timetable was like trying to control drops of mercury.
Everyone shooting off in different directions. Running
behind schedule. But the staff manning the Pakistan
Tourism bus were patient and courteous. In his green
blazer and He, our driver looked like an executive from
a private firm. On the return journey, he had on a
shalwar-kurta and a silver spangled Sindhi cap. Only
his resemblance to a young Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan in-
dicated that it was the same gentleman.

As we traversed, we rehearsed songs by Kamala
Bhasin, Syeda Hamid and others to Neelima's dafli.
Tunes were invented on the spot. And we inflicted our
singing indiscriminately on policemen, reporters and
restaurant staff. Biological functions were well taken care

l Y orty women from India were in Lahore and

- —
Shobhana Bhattachorji, a Delhi-bosed educationist, vis-
‘ its Lahore and fslamabad with ¢ group of Indion women
interested in peace with Fokistan. This was the first cross-
_ ing of so-called peace groups after the Korgil disaster
‘ and the coup in Pokistan, and it was followed o week
later by a meeting of the India-Pakistan Peoples’ Fo-
rum, which brought 200 Pakistanis fo the southern In-
| dion city of Bangolore. At a time when opportunifies for
discussion seem fo have been replaced by verbal bel
. ligerence, we believe that informal “track-ll” contacis
| between Indicn ond Pakistanis is good for ali South
Asians. Needless to soy, we do not agree with com-
| mentators like Swapan Dasgupta writing in the 17 April
Indian Today, who ferms the ladies who ciossed over
from Lahore romantic peaceniks who became “pawns”
‘ of General Pervez Musharraf. The fact that 35 Sikhs
were massacred in Chilisingh Pora, and that there were
500 Indien soidiers who died in the Kargil war, which
| Mr Dasgupto puts forth as the very reason nof fo have
mel the General, is for us the very reason why con-
facts between the two countries is essential, s that each

‘ side humanises rather than demonises the ofher.
- Editors

SHOBHANA BHATTACHARII

of with frequent, as someone named them, tea-pee stops.
The police escort was doubled in parts of Punjab but
even so, we maintained a reasonable pace throughout
so that we were not very late getting to the border.

“Ladies, we are about to arrive at Attari, please comb
your hair!” Mohini Giri's command was repeated at
Wagah, after the crossing, and at Lahore. The famous
Punjabi hospitality was evident at Attari where Shri
Harcharan Singh of the Indian Customs spared us the
meticulous search that we had gone through at Delhi.
He had arranged for tea as well, and when we got to the
other side, we found that Harcharan Singh had primed
Choudhry Abdus Sattar of Pakistan Customs about the
“lady jaththa” that was about to invade. There, too, we
were saved a laborious search, and delicious egg sand-
wiches and tea awaited. On the return leg, Choudhry
Sahib had crates of apples and kinoo for me. “What
have you done to deserve this?” someone asked. “Mar-
ried a guy in the Customs 30 years ago,” 1 replied.

At this point I have to say that if the governments of
Pakistan and India had not started this bus, and had
visas not been given with “no police check required”
stamped on, we would not have been on this trip. Nor
was this all. Azra Kidwai, who flew to Lahore a day
carlier, left without two vital papers. At Lahore airport
she was told that people like her are ordinarily deported
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but because she belonged to this peace group, a short
confabulation with her relatives was all it took for Pa-
kistan immigration to clear her.

In Lahore by late evening. Most of us stayed with
families, two to a home. Our hosts seem to have put
everything on hold as they drove us around, attended
meetings with us, and even accompanied us to
Islamabad and back. Early on the 26th we left in two
coasters for Islamabad by the motorway. Very efficient.
Very impressive. Yet we missed driving through villages

and towns, seeing people, reading road

signs and so on. But one sign was ter-

rific: “Dr. Hamida was available in a

_ shack on the roadside”! We also passed

= what looked like a Christian village with
- a fair-sized mud-walled church,

Arrived very late in Islamabad where
the Foreign Ministry hosted lunch. Met
the singer Malika Pukhraj's beautiful
daughter who is a teacher and a gender
trainer. Strawberries grow in Pakistan
now like passion fruit in Himachal. Des-
serts are fresh strawberries with ice-
cream. Fatima has a strawberry farm. We
suggested that she might market straw-
berries as cosmetics since one of us had
just used them in Gwalior to bleach
freckles. An old Regency beauty tip
picked up from a Georgette Heyer ro-
mance.

Some of us then went to visit the Chief
Executive in his home and told him of
our three-fold mission: “goli nahin boli” (dialogue, not
guns), a nuclear-free Subcontinent, and a reduction in
defence expenditure by both countries so that money
could be spent on development. Since this meeting has
been well covered in the Indian and Pakistani media, I
need say no more here. From the Chief Executive’s, the
next stop was the famous Islamabad Sunday Bazaar
where we experienced first-hand the warmth of Paki-
stanis meeting Indians: “You are our guests, how can se
accept money?”

Fatima took Kumkum Chadha and some others to
Pindi to search for Kumkum’s maternal grandparents’
home. Her uncle had drawn a map for her. A shopkeeper
spent two hours or more with us, poring over the map,
talking to neighbours, and roping his son in for the
search. Eventually we found the place nearby, but the
old house had been pulled down to make way for an
amusement and wedding hall. Some Pathans who run
the place said that the old well was still in the basement,
and so it was, supplying water with the help of booster

pumps. The owner called us to his home, where he

showed us some artifacts he had saved from the old
house. He has used the wrought iron railing as a deco-
rative fence on his boundary wall.

Tea with the Indian High Commissioner. Then din-
ner at the Marriott was hosted by the Islamabad chap-
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ter of the Pakistan-India Peoples’” Forum for Peace and
Demaocracy, which was itself preparing for its next big
meeting in Bangalore just a few days hence. I had men-
tioned to Fatima that 1 had to contact my cousin Sonu
Rehman in Lahore, whereupon she said, “In that case
you have a cousin here as well.” And so I met a relative
I have met only once before. In Lahore I met two others.
With our simplified subcontinental system of identify-
ing family relationships, one of these two, the painter
Laila Rehman, has made me grandmother of twins. How
easy it is to transcend the tightest international border!

Taxila via Punja Sahib in Hasanabdal next day.
Tirpat Kaur, widowed in the 1965 Indo-Pak war, has
worked since then for cessation of war. She was the
only Sikh in our group but all of us went in, many
“maththa tekoed” (bowed before the Granth Sahib), and
all of us made offerings of money. This was where, said
Tirpat Ji, Guru Nanak blocked a rock thrown at him by
an annoyed pir —there is the imprint of the Guru’s up-
raised palm (punja) on the rock. The water that flows
around the Punja Sahib gurudwara is clean and clear.

On the night we returned to Lahore from Islamabad,
exhausted, it was the Lahore chapter of the Pakistan-
India Peoples” Forum that invited us to dinner at the
Gymkhana Club. A treat awaited us. Nadira Babbar
had trimmed her play, Sakku Bai, to some 40 minutes,
Sarita Joshi, the remarkable Gujarati actress who had
performed the otherwise two-and-half-hour-long solo
play in Bombay, was also with us. Nadira and Sarita
moved a few chairs about and pitched us into a
mesmerising performance about Everywoman. Sakku
Bai is a maid servant in a middleclass home in Bombay
who tells the story of her life from the time she lived
happily with her family in a village to her having to
move to the city because of economic pressures. As she
washes dishes, sweeps and tidies, she conveys the sto-
ries of other women, her mother, her mistress, the mas-
ter of the house and his affair with another woman, the
educated sales girl in tight clothes. Without any heavy-
handed “message” thrown at us, Nadira and Sarita
used the merest hints to convey a great deal, moving us
to laughter and tears.

It was so well done that a longer version was per-
formed at the Human Rights auditorium on the 30th.
The place was packed. People sat in the aisles and
propped up on the walls. There was a standing ova-
tion. And after it was over, Uzma Butt, veteran actress
and sister of Zohra Sehgal, went up tearfully to con-
gratulate Sarita.

The next day, in Lahore, a meeting with the Paki-
stan Human Rights Commission, which is chaired by
lawyer and human rights activist Hina Jillani. All of us
introduced ourselves with a small account of our feel-
ings about Pakistan and India. Many of us had rela-
tives in the other country. I had that very morning spo-
ken to my 85-year-old maternal uncle in Karachi and
though I am not the weepy type, | had broken down.
Many of us had grown up on stories and memories of

i
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the elders in our families, of how it was on the ‘other
side’. There wasn't a dry eye by the end.

But it wasn't all sentimentality. One woman said
that the Indian media’s portrayal of Pakistan was some-
times such that she had heard her son saying he hated
India. Since there is no hate talk in her home this shocked
her, but the more serious point was to try and change
these sources of hate. We were to hear a similar feeling
from a Lahore school student. But there and elsewhere,
other students immediately said that Pakistan also
demonised India. Another lady’s grandchild had asked
her, “India is our enemy isn't it?” His school teacher
had told him it is.

A wonderful dinner that night at Asma Jehangir’s
beautiful home. Vidya Rao sang thumris while some
others discussed what they would say the next day, the
29th, at a seminar hosted by The News of Pakistan.

It turned out to be a great meeting with eminent
speakers— Asma Jehangir, Tahira Mazhar Alj, Jugnu
Mohsin, Devaki Jain, Nirmala Deshpande and many
others whom I had read about, but was hearing for
the first time. The meeting was memorable for the
way it steered clear of Kashmir and CTBT for most
i of the time and
focussed on the
real issues of the
region, which are
poverty, illiteracy,
the status of
women, human
rights. None of us
in the Subconti-
nent can afford
to be pessimistic,
and this meeting
gave us grounds
for hope. We were
described as “deewanas” (the mad) but deewanas have
been known to change history.

The teaching of fundamentalism through curricula
and textbooks, and the role of the media in maintaining
the levels of hostility, were also discussed. Much of the
enmity was due to the negative portrayal of India in the
Pakistani media and of Pakistan in the Indian media.
But there was also widespread ignorance about each
other’s countries because there is no free access to in-
formation. We could not read each other’s newspapers,
could not get each other’s books. This situation had to
be rectified. Jugnu Mohsin of The Friday Times said the
news that did get televised was incomprehensible.
Persianised Urdu and Sansktrised Hindi simply added
to the media blackout, she said. A Pakistani student
pointed out that though the news was difficult to fol-
low, Bombay films were quite easy to understand, so
why couldn’t that language be used for news. Mean-
while, many Bombay films were simply conveying un-
pleasant propaganda.

Possibly, But Hindi films are popular in Pakistan.

I e gb

Indo-Pak bhangra in Lahore. )

We were shown them on the bus. They are reviewed in
The Herald (with an aside on how the beauty of a film is
ruined in pirated cassettes). A student asked why we
didn’t send Aishwarya Rai to them. Film songs, Daler
Mehndi, and Hindustani classical music {called “east-
ern music” in Pakistan as far as I was able to gather in
our rushed visits to shops), from India are freely avail-
able. So are other Indian goods like Dabur Vatika hair
oil. Except for some music, I have not seen Pakistani
goods in New Delhi shops, and we have no news, about
their films.

As for media distortions, at the very least my inter-
view to the Urdu Nawa-i-Wagt was faithfully reported,
though the young lady reporter did not carry my refer-
ence to an Indian Muslim fundamentalist injunction
on Muslim women students that they were to
wear burgas.

Some of us were invited to Lahore College of Arts
and Science (LACAS) to speak with their A-level stu-
dents. About 70 boys and girls, packed into their li-
brary, fired questions at us — Kashmir, the media, and
so on. Towards the end of the long session, they asked
Vidya Rao to sing for them. Vidya chose the song that
Begum Akhtar had sung on her first visit to Pakistan
after Partition. The words are something like “Beloved
please visit me, why don’t you visit me? Once you are
with me here, all our differences will be resolved.” It
was a magical moment of togetherness. We understood
the music, the words and the point.

My mother-in-law had studied at Kinnaird College,
Lahore, before Partition. She had instructed me to visit
the place and “to deliver a lecture there”. A chance con-
versation with Nina Zubair in Islamabad led me to her
sister Kauser Sheikh who teaches English at Kinnaird.
Kauser asked whether 1 would speak to her MA
students on Coleridge (our colonial legacy has its uses).
So 1 did.

Before we knew it, it was time to take the Pakistan
Tourism bus back to Attari and on to Delhi. Was the
Peace Mission of any use? Sure, we made friends at a
personal level and experienced the warmth of Pakistan,
but it surely went beyond that. The very fact that Gen-
eral Musharraf agreed to meet us, at a moment of such
tension between our countries, was gesture enough. We
had received messages of greeting from the former prime
minister of India, LK, Guijral and his wife Sheila Gujral,
and also from India’s External Affairs Minister, Jaswant
Singh. It seemed to me that our group of ladies from
India and our gracious Pakistani hosts together con-
veyed the underlying feeling of the people —the yearn-
ing for peace. It seems to me that it is not only a bunch of
decwanis who want things to change, and seek a way
out of the bind of hostility we have got into.

Kauser, the teacher at Kinnaird College had ar-
ranged for me to bring back a plant for my mother-in-
law. Mohini Giri says it must be nurtured as a symbol
of friendship between Pakistan and India. A
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Bhutan and india.
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professionals with experience of more than two
decades in trekking, white water rafting, mountain-
eering, jungle safari and sight-seeing.
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. traditional Tibetan hospitality.
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§ TIBETAN hospitality......

' l Tibet Resort
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~-Serial blasts

COLOMBO : AN explosion in Sri Lanka's capital Co-
lombo on Friday [10 March] which hospital officials
said killed at least 14 people and wounded 45 was the
latest in a long series of political attacks in Sri Lanka.
The following is a chronology of some of the most vio-
lent attacks. They have been blamed on Tamil rebels.

- -3 May 1986 - Bomb explodes on Air Lanka plane

at Colombo airport, killing 16 people.

- 21 April 1987 - Car bomb explodes at Colombo
central bus stand, kifling 113 people and wound-
ing scores. :

- 19 April 1989 - Car bomb explodes in eastern
Trincomalee, killing 51 people shopping for tra-
ditional new year.

- 2 March 1991 - Car bomb explosion kills Deputy
Defence Minister Ranjan Wijeratne.

- 1 May 1993 - President Ranasinghe Premadasa
killed in a blast during a May Day rally.

- 24 November 1994 - Presidential candidate
Gamini Dissanayake and 51 others killed in a
bomb blast during an election rally.

- 7 August 1995 - Suicide bomber explodes bomb
hidden in a coconut cart in Colombo, killing 24
and wounding 40.

- 20 October 1995 - Two oil depots near capital Co-
lombo blown up. More than:20 security person-
nel killed.

- 11 November 1995 - Fifteen people killed during
an unsuccessful attack on army headquarters in
Colombo.

- 31 January 1996 - A truck filled with explosives
rams into the Central Bank building in Colombo.
The explosion kills up to 100 people and wounds
some 1,400.

- 24 July 1996 - Two bomb blasts on a rush-hour
commuter train kill 57 people and wound at least
257.

- 15 October 1997 - A huge explosion rocks
Colombo’s business district; killing 18 people,
wounding more than 100 and severely damag-
ing several buildings.

- 28 December 1997 - Three people killed when
truck bomb explodes in southern Galle.

- 25 January 1998 - A truck bomb explodes in cen-
tral Kandy killing 16 people and damaging Sri
Lanka's holiest Buddhist shrine.

- 6 February 1998 - A woman suicide bomber trig-
gers an explosion in Colombo, killing nine people.

- 5 March 1998 - A bus bomb explodes at a busy
Colombo junction, killing 36 people and wound-
ing more than 250. :

- 16 July 1998 - Member of Parliament 5.
Shanmuganathan, his son and- three police body-
guards, travelling in a van, are killed by a mine
explosion.

- 11September 1998 - A bomnb explodes in the north-
ern town of Jaffna, killing 12 people including

the local mayor and an army commander.

- 297July 1999 - A moderate Tamil lawmaker, Neelan
Thiruchelvam, is killed by a suicide bomber who
jumps on his car when it is stuck in a traffic jam
in a fashionable Colombo suburb.

- 24 September 1999 - Explosives are detonated in
the roof of a shop near the town of Batticaloa in
eastern Sri Lanka, killing 18 soldiers.

- 21 November 1999 - Military sources say Tamil
Tiger rebels fire mortars near a 400-year-old Catho-
lic church in the northern Wanni region, killing
32 people.

- 18 December 1999 - Sri Lankan President
Chandrika Kumaratunga is wounded in an at-
tempted assassination by a suicide bomber; at
least 34 people are killed in two explosions.

- 5 January 2000 - 13 people are killed when a sui-
cide bomber biows herself up in front of Prime
Minister Sirimavo Bandaranaike's office. The pre-
mier was not in her office at the time.

- 27 January 2000 - At least eight people are killed
and 73 wounded by a bomb explosion in a mail
box in Vavuniya.

- 10 March 2000 - Hospital officials say that at least
14 people were killed and 45 wounded when a
truck bomb explodes in the Borella district,

FroM "CHRONOLOGY — SRU LANKA PLAGUED BY POLITICAL
ATTACKS, REUTERS.

Druk theocratic ideology

AS FAR as the government (the monarchy and the bu-
reaucracy) is concerned, ideological influence coming
from abroad is an interesting subject to consider. One
should first notice that global political concepts like
socialism or liberalism are totally irrelevant to
Bhutanese politics. The fact that Bhutan is in contact
with these concepts through new channels of commu-
nication like embassies and programmes of co-opera-
tion, has not changed anything,. Political behaviours in
the kingdom have always been difficult to relate to pre-
determined patterns. Because the Buddhist theocratic
tradition prevailing before the establishment of monar-
chy, provided little ideological support to the new re-
gime other than religious principles, there has been no
apparent dominant political ideology in modern
Bhutan. This does not mean however that ideological
considerations cannot be used to describe new politi-
cal behaviours. The monarchy, under the leadership of
the present King has developed a very articulated policy
based on decentralisation and protection of national
identity. In some respect, this policy has been theorised
through the concept of Gross National Happiness, the
proclaimed objectives of which are the preservation of
cultural heritage and natural environment, the devel-
opment of human resources, and the nation's financial
self sufficiency. This policy is inspired by traditional
principles like conciliation, pragmatism and compas-

HIMAL 13/4 April 2000



« ;_u-i_a‘{wt’if RIESEN Y

ERSE Rt T 11 TR

PSR B
| Rewasr L

R 2R

o

L TR

Digital refugees

WHEN IT comes 1o the repatriotion of the Lhotshampa refugees from Bhutan who have been living for the last decade in Nepal
{a population of 96,617 in the refugee camps alone, as of June 1999}, the point made with great forcefulness by the Thimphu
government has been that these are mostly nan-Bhutanese from elsewhere in Nepal and Indic. Diplomats and journalists wha
have no time to visit the hot plains of Jhapa and Morang to actually meet the refugees have tended to accept this contention.
The only way for refugee representatives to prove the arigin of the refugees as having their origins in Bhutan, has been the
papers that they hold~tax receipts, land records, citizenship papers—which indicate that at feast until the late 1980s, the
Bhutanese government did regard ther os citizens, or at the very least residents. The refugee group Association of Human
Righis Activists, Bhutan [AHURA) has now made it easy to access these entitlement papers by putting them all in a compact
disk—the Digitafised Database of Bhutanese Refugees - Part I. The database contains documentation of 4553 refuges
households, making up 48,909 individuals- —a lifile over half of these registered in the UNHCR-managed camps.

The images above were from the possession of one household head, the late Bhaktiman Rai, who at the age of 78 with
his wife Ran Maya Rai [also deceased in exile) and eight other family members, left Bhutan on 25 March 1992, and arvived four
days later on 29 March in Nepal. He was from house no. JR/55, tharm no. 29, block Bhur, village Jhupray, district Sarbhang
in southern Bhutan, His citizenship card No. is 0055647, and Bhutanese government land tax receipts, are part of the
Digitalised Database, which is to be shared in the currently running session of the UN Human Rights Commission in Geneva.

sion. The welfare of the public is a modern version of
Buddhist doctrines (fundamental need for harmony in
human relations). If not ideological in a Western sense,
such approach is providing a coherent political basis
to the regime, which is rather new to Bhutan.
Although there is a certain degree of incompatibil-
ity between the Western derived rhetoric relating to
politicisation and Bhutanese practice, since the former
may be irrelevant to the latter, we can assume that the
development of a (look-alike) nationalist ideology in
Bhutan is the first step of a broader politicisation pro-
cess which will have influence in all sectors of the soci-
ety. Such a process will probably generate its pros and
cons. Education has already introduced major changes,
particularly among young Bhutanese who are absorbed
into both the national system and the international
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mainstream. While the ancient elite had been socialised
under traditional cultural principles, a growing num-
ber of young Bhutanese are educated abroad. The im-
pact among young generations of Western influence,
even minor, could be a challenge to the national ideol-
ogy that need to be addressed on the political level. The
creation of opposition political parties in exile, even
limited to an ethnic context, has also to be addressed.
The introduction of a new government system is the
occasion to encourage and prepare the people, espe-
cially youngsters, to participate in the decision making

process in order to enlarge the base of government.
FroMm “BHutan: POLITICAL REFORM IN A BUDDHIST
MONARCHY” BY THIERRY MATHOU IN JOURNAL OF BHUTAN
Srupies (1999, THE CeENTRE FOR BHUTAN STUDIES)
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