











Responss

Apparentsimilarities

THANK YOU for responding in such
impressive detail to my letter concerning
Nasreen Rehman’s article ‘Singing the
| nation’ (Himal, May 2003), and also for
= publishing Rehman’s reply.

Rehman states that she is not familiar with my work,
and | must confess that I was not familiar with hers until
I'read the article. However, if | were writing on a subject as
specific as the national anthems of the Subcontinent, |
would certainly have ensured that I was acquainted with
her work, as well as other substantive material on the
subject that had appeared in recent years prior to the pub-
lication of my own piece. Clearly, Rehman did not follow
such a course, and without commenting on the adequacy
or otherwise of her research, let me simply state that [ now
accept her word that she was unfamitiar with my work.
My apologies to her for thinking that she was.

cial resemblance” in certain respects, the “thrust” of cach
essay is different.

I entirely agree that these pieces have “different
perspectives” and indicated as ruch in my original com-
munication. Neveriheless, I would argue that this has no
real bearing on the issue of plagiarism, because, as is clear
in a close reading of the two pieces, there also seem to be
apparent similarities.

One could therefore go on endlessly in this vein, yet
such an exercise would surely serve very little further
purpose. If any good has come out of this matter, it is that
readers now have two essays, both published in widely
read Subcontinental journals, on what is obviously emerg-
ing as an interesting area for postcolonial theorising. That
these essays scem to have so much overlap, given that
they were written independently, is both surprising and
heartening, whatever view one takes on the relative posi-
tioning of Rehman’s article vis-a-vis mine. In this connec-
tion, let me once again end by thanking Himal for the seri-
ous and thoughtful attention it gave to my initial letter.

Unlike Rehman, however, the editors, as pointed out Rukmini Bhaya Nair, Deilhi
in their response to my letter, were familiar with my arti-
cle, although they were apparently convinced that her
essay was sufficiently different from mine to be published
without any reference to the earlier picce. In support of
this thesis, the editors quote five sentences from my essay

and two from Rehman’s to show that, despite a “superfi-

note from the editors

RB NAIR’S letter to Himal included extracts from her Jan-
uary 2001 article in Seminar and Nasreen Rehman’s May
2003 article in this magazine. In the interests of space, we

Vacancy Announcement

icimop

The International Gentre for Integrated Mountain Development was established in 1983 in Kathmandu, Nepal, serving
eight regional member countries of the Hindu Kush-Himalayas and the global mountain community. As a mountain
learning and knowledge Centre, ICIMOD seeks to develop and provide innovative solutions, in cooperation with over
300 regional and international partners, which foster action and change for overcoming mountain people’s economic,
social and physical vulnerability. This mission is carried out through acting as a multidisciplinary documentation
Centre, a focal point for training and applied research activities and a consultative Centre in scientific and technical
matters for the countries of the Hindu Kush-Himalayan region at their request.

fn 2003 ICIMOD embarked on a new five-year strategic plan to address: Natural Resources Management; Agriculture
and Rural Income Diversification; Water Resources and Hazard Management; Culture, Equity and Governance,
Knowledge Management; and Policy and Partnership Development.

ICIMOD is seeking to recruit qualified persons for a one-year period for the following vacant regional and local level
project positions for which applications are now invited.

O Energy Officer Post graduate degree or equivalent in energy planning, energy economics or related field
with minimum 3 years' experience in community based energy rescurces for rural development gained in the
HKH region

O Programme Assisiant, Water Resources (Regional Cooperation in Flood Forecasting and Information
Exchange Project) Graduate in water resources, hydrology or related subject with minimum 3 years’ research
experience in integrated water resources management or hydrofogy.

0 Web Person, Water Resources {Regional Cooperation in Flood Forecasting and Information Exchange Project)
Graduate in computer science, information science or related field with 2-3 years’ experience in website
designing and information processing.

Further information on the vacancies, including Terms of Reference for the positions, can be found at www.icimod.org
or can be requested from the address below. Applications with complete curriculum vitae together with the names and
addresses of three referees should be sent to the following address by 31 July 2003.

Personnel Officer, ICIMOD, GPO Box 3226, Kathmandu, Nepal
Tel: (00977-1) 5525313; Fax: (00977-1) 5524509 / 5536747
e-mail: admin@icimod.org.np
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INDIA

THE NATHU LA
SWITCH

THE RECENT visit by Indian Prime Mini-
ster Atal Behari Vajpayee to China has set
the ink flowing in the South Asian media,
particularly because it comes together with
a definite thaw in the New Delhi-Islamabad
relationship. Vajpayee’s visit to Beijing was
important in many respects. It was the first
prime ministerial visit to China after India
became a nuclear state, which means the
meeting took place within the framework of
a new power configuration, in a changed
geopolitical context. At the same time, the
agreement to allow trade across the Sikkim-
Tibet border cleverly unravelled a pesky knot
that had bedevilled Sino-Indian relation-
ships for much too long. By the simple act of
agreeing on cross-border trade at one point
—Nathu La - the two governments rendered
moot the discussion on Indian recognition
of China’s annexation of Tibet and India’s
annexation of Sikkim.

The trade across the border, of course,
can have a bilateral confidence building
dimension all its own. To develop Tibet,
China needs access to the sea promised by
Highway 31 , which leads down to Siliguri
and on to the Calcutta port. Once this
corridor generates economic dividends for
both countries, the ghost of the 1962 border
war between India and China may finally
be exorcised. At the same time, it is possible
that uncharted developments may soon
overtake the Indian Northeast, especially if
an energised economy dilutes the sanctity
of the internal state security apparatus that
has been built up in this region. Who knows,
even faraway Calcutta’s trade may see a

revival of sorts as container trucks ply the .

distance to Lhasa via Siliguri and Yatung.

The immediate beneficiaries of the open-
ing up of the Nathu La passage to Lhasa via
the Chumbi valley in Tibet are the state of
Sikkim and its Chief Minister Pawan Kumar
Chamling. At the same time, now that the
Nathu La is open, it is incongruous to
maintain the lock cn the all-weather route
up from Kalimpong via the alternate Jelep
La. Not opening Jelep La may, however, be a
calculated holding back, as the Indians give
themselves time to see what the cost of freeing
trade access for cheap Chinese goods,
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previously confined to the grey market,
means for domestic producers vis-a-vis the
Northeast market. However, if the numbers
work out right and Jelep La is opened,
Darjeeling district may expect to see a
revival of its own fortunes. Unlike Sikkim,
Darjeeling is not a recipient of central
largesse and it has been going to seed over
the decades, as the local economy stagnates.

The 1962 Sino-Indian war battered the
Indian establishment’s psyche, converting
the Himalayan rim into a super-sensitive
border region replete with travel restrictions.
It also led to a surge in mountain road-
building and the very presence of security
forces led to a militarisation of regions and
societies (especially in the Northeast} that
had their own brewing internal conflicts
and disputes with the centre.

Today, if New Delhi is less apprehensive
about China, it could very well mean that
Nathu La is only the beginning, to be
followed by the opening up of Jelep La and
a lot of the other lzs (passes) in the Tibetan-
speaking Himalayan rim of South Asia. The
long-standing antipathy in New Delhi for
Kathmandu'’s desires for north-south roads
within Nepal may also finally be overcome.
The end result of this little switch on Nathu
La could be the start of economic and human
relationships across the northern frontier of
South Asja.

As far as the Sino-Indian strategic
relationship at the inter-state level is
concerned, it was only in

1975 that the two neigh-
bours began a rapproche-
ment. Even so, all was
never well with the rela-
tionship, one major cause
being the significant mili-
tary and economic assist-
ance provided by China to
Pakistan, including in the
nuclear sphere. In order to
justify the Pokhran II tests
in 1998, Vajpayee told the
lower house of the Indian
parliament that India’s
nuclear weapons pro-
gramme is not “Pakistan-
specific”. Defence Minister
George Fernandes was
more direct, when he
famously described China
as enemy number one .
Apparently, the Chi-
nese have opted to let by-

Sikkim

West Bengal
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A
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India must have
calculated that it
would gain by
putting pressure on
the Sino-Pak
special relationship
to the extent that it
is anti-India

gones be bygones, and decided that the
economic possibilities of political rapproche-
ment are more important than how New
Delhi perceives Beijing. But there is obviously
more to the friendly and reciprocal overtures
from both sides.

Careful calculations

Post-11 September and post-Iraq, the Chinese
are far more conscious of the need to evolve
their positions in an increasingly US-
dominated world. It may have legitimate
fears about encirclement, with the US
presence in Central Asia and its ‘proactive’
policy in South Asia. The need to indepen-
dently reach out to India, for reasons beyond
the possibilities of economics and trade,
seemns understandable.

For its part, as the economic turtle to
China’s hare, India must feel the need to link
its economy in some way to the runaway
success of the People’s Republic. The choice
to work more closely towards regional
security and stability in a spirit of mutual
engagement rather than mutual containment
is understandable. With mutual engage-
ment, a détente with China and the resolution
of the border disputes, India must have
calculated that it would gain by putting
pressure on the Sino-Pak special relationship
to the extent that it is anti-India. In any case,
for all concerned, it would be best not to
challenge China in the nuclear arms race.

As far as the global superpower is
concerned, both India and China seem to be
quite willing for George W Bush to act out
his fears and fantasies in West Asia. For
China, there is the added benefit of
deflecting any Islamic activism
among the Uigyurs of Xinjiang,
while the Indian state has simply
decided to run with the liberal-
isation bandwagon at the instance
of its English-speaking establish-
ment and Hindu right-wing swa-
deshis, no longer interested in
representing the ‘downtrodden of
the earth’. Significantly, Beijing and
New Delhi both refrained from
condemning the United States over
the March invasion of Iraq.

[n the whys and the wherefores of this
trans-Asian rapprochement, let us be clear
about what is important and who benefits.
The economy of the People’s Republic of
China has annual growth rates that hover
between seven and eight percent. In the field
of information technology, to take one

example, China produces hardware, which
tends to spread the income around. India
produces software, which concentrates it at
the top. India needs to catch up, and if this
requires economic linkages with China, then
so be it. Realising this, perhaps, Indian
techies treated their Chinese counterparts to
a power point presentation on the actualities
and benefits of proposed cooperation.

it is hopefully this type of reading that
got the realists and the idealists in South
Block together to push the Nathu La deal
through. The remaining border disputes are
also de facto settled {the Arunachal frontier
and Aksai Chin), and if they can similarly be
put behind us, one could get started on the
true tasks of Asian solidarity. This might, of
course, translate into less South Asian
cooperation, as India becomes more pre-
occupied outside the region.

Whether this is a quick way for Vajpayee
to become a statesman along the lines of
Nehru, or whether this is a well thought out
move that has the support of the defence,
foreign affairs and internal affairs establish-
ments will become apparent with time. But,
in that things have not moved immediately
into high gear, and that a degree of circum-
spection characterises this thaw, there is
hope that this is careful foreign policy and
not the whim of an aging politician. )

SOUTH ASIA

A SUBCONTINEN-
TAL CONSENSUS?

THIS SUMMER’S thaw in Pakistan-India
relations has breathed new life into track
two processes between the countries. The
region’s pacifists have risen with recharged
spirits, with visits and exchanges following
the recommendations that evolved in

* countless earlier seminar discussions. The

most recent such visit was undertaken by a
group of Indian parliamentarians led
by veteran journalist Kuldip Nayar, an
independent member of the Indian upper
house. Organised by the Pakistan-India
People’s Forum for Peace and Democracy,
the visit (to Islamabad, Lahore and Karachi)
was in reciprocation to a journey in May by
a delegation of Pakistani legislators led
by Ishaq Khan Khakwani of the ruling
Pakistan Muskim League (Quaid-e-Azam).

Speaking in Karachi, in the last week of
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June, Nayar and his compatriots sent out a
strong message of peace and friendship
to an appreciative audience. There is a
“Subcontinental consensus”, said Navar,
that war was not the answer to our pro-
blems. “We have to ask ourselves two
questions: are we ready for peace; and are
we ready for a commitment to peace?”

There are, however, two disturbing
features in these latest visits. One, neither
delegation included reprosentatives of the
right wing parties, the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJF) of India and the Muttahida
Maijlis-e-Amal of Pakistan. And, two,
despite the rhetoric of profuse fraternal
affection, both delegations validated their
respective governments’ views on the
‘hurdles’ to peace. The Pakistanis and
Indians, thus, stood by their respective
government positions on the “core issue”
debate, the one insisting it was Kashmir,
the other pointing to cross-border terrorism.

Track two diplomacy between Pakistan
and India, a phenomenon linked with civil
society’s growing consciousness of and
confidence in itself, has developed since the
late 1980s. Through escalations of tension,
as manifest in the 1998 nuciear tests, the
1999 Kargil conflict and the exchange of
nuclear threats in the summer of 2001,
practitioners of this track of diplomacy have
tenaciously held on to informal talks. The
Neemrana dialogues, which began in 1991
with American support, have facilitated
exchanges between educators, ex-military
men, ex-bureaucrats, artistes, businessmen,
parliamentarians and members of the
media.

While the sincerity of these conflict
resolution practitioners has never been in
doubt, the Pakistan-India track two runs the
risk of being only occasionally relevant to
track one, which refers to the official
diplomatic exchange between the govern-
ments of the two states. The tension,
apparent in the most recent exchange of
legislators, between representing a state
and representing an ideal arises from the
typical limitations of track-two diplomacy.
Notwithstanding these limitations, it is
imperative that track two representatives
resolve the tension with the state if their
efforts are to bear the fruit of peace. Ordi-
narily, this would begin with influencing
the minds and agendas of the ruling
establishments in each country, but if we
accept that the national power elites have
an entrenched interest in sustaining a slow-
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burn cenflict, that is easier recommended
than done.

Peaceful survival
There has been, however, a curious develop-
ment which gives some hope to the peace
constituency in Pakistan and India. In the
post-11 September global reality, where
right-wingers once again find themselves
in a strong position, every aggressive word
and deed by a state actor can easily
be justified in the name of national
security. We could rationally have
expected, going by past behaviour,
that this would embolden the ruling
establishments to drop the peace-

The hard-boiled
and the hard-
nosed are making
peace because of

and-reform mantra. Strangely olitical and
though, Pervez Musharraf and Atal P .
Behari Vajpayee seem to be taking econo_miq
great pains to sustain dialogue | globalisation

and reinstate the track one peace
process. The two gentlemen could not
possibly have taken the ‘going down in
history” sentiment so much to heart. What,
then, is the reason behind this fresh track
one resolve for peace?

After General Musharraf’s October 1999
coup, the military in Pakistan learned that
despite its continued control over the
country’s power structure, it could not
afford a repetition of military rule in the
style of Zia ul-Haq. General Musharraf,
therefore, embarked on an ambitious facelift
for his role. In the name of reforms, he
adopted most, if not all, of the socio-
economic and political agendas that had
hitherto been the ideological property of the
civil democratic parties. He nurtured, for the
sake of the outside world, the image of a
‘liberal” soldier.

In India, the right wing Bharatiya Janata
Party at the helm of the current coalition
government also seems to have begun a
careful rethink of its image and policies after
the 1998 nuclear tests. Apart from the
inherent challenges posed by the partners
in its coalition government, the BJP realised
that if it wished to lead India onto the free-
market bandwagon, it would have to live
up to the republic’s secular-democratic
ideals.

Thus it was that the hard-boiled and the
hard-nosed in Islamabad and New Delhi,
who so far had invested in perpetuating the
conflict, initiated a careful shift in their
political paradigms, spurred primarily by
global political and economic pressures.
This development should have been a kind
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of a wake-up call for the secular democrats
of the two countries, for it signified the onset
of an increasingly concentrated political
space in which contending forces claim a
similar political agenda. But the liberals
conceded the space, and now right-wingers,
who are using it for political survival rather
than promoting it out of a genuine desire
for peace, have taken up their agenda.

A common perception is that pressure
from the West, more precisely the United
States, is the strongest factor in the evolving
Sucontinental equation. This cannot be
entirely correct in the light of the political
survival argument. If indeed it is for political
survival that the banner of peace is being
held up in Islamabad and New Delhi, the
pacifists who are being edged out of the
political space must carefully consider
two points. First, how has 11 September
empowered the very actors that have waged
a war of hatred for the past half-century
or so? Second, given their new found
empowerment and legitimisation, why have
these elements decided to tread the path
towards peace?

These questions may sound retro-
gressive in the midst of the euphoria in the
editorials and opinion pages. But they have
to be raised keepmg in mind the future of
political liberalism, secularism and demo-
cracy in the two countries after a peace deal
has been clinched by those very people and
institutions that have fought against it for
decades.

Difficult though it may be, the pacifists
need to break the shackles of ‘ground
realities’ and move the dialogue beyond the
official line on the ‘constraints’ on peace. In
the negotiable space that is politics, the
liberals of both countries must reclaim the
initiative for peace in order to ensure their
own political survival for the sake of the
people. In Pakistan, the argument goes: if it
takes a general rather than a civilian
government to clinch this deal, why fight
it? But what that would entail for the future
of democracy in Pakistan is anybody’s
guess. To a journalist’s question in Islama-
bad, Nayar said: “Let us face it, whatever
agreement India is to make with Pakistan,
it has to be with General Musharraf”.

What the pragmatic approach of a right
wing party such as the B[P might mean for
the future of secular politics in [ndia agam
is a line of questioning that Indian liberals
and pacifists seem loath to pursue.

This, then, is the crux of the dilemma for

the liberals in Pakistan and India. Having
laid down the groundwork through decades
of perseverance, they risk being unable to
claim their efforts in the open political arena. .
Or they risk derailing the peace process by
challenging the legitimacy of those that at
the moment seem to be taking it forward. It
may be that there is now a realisation of the
utilitarian gains of peace; the question that
no one seems to want to answer is what are
the costs of such a peace. Considering that
the leadership of the BJP refused even to
meet the Pakistani delegation, perhaps
Nayar should have asked whether the right
wing establishments that have embraced
peace today will be committed to the
process if tomorrow peace is no longer
politically or economically expedient.
There may be a lesson lurking outside
the Subcontinent: while Tony Blair’s “new”
Labour gave him the blessings to wage
war in West Asia, Pakistani and Indian
liberals have given their blessings to their
adversaries for the greater good that peace
would bring! 5
-Ammara Durrani

SRI LANKA

THE LTTE
ROADMAP

THE NORWEGIAN facilitators” late-June
announcement that the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) was willing to re-enter
peace talks with the government, which
LITE chief spokesman Dr Anton Bala-
singham conftirmed in London, came
as welcome news. The London meeting
between the LTTE and the facilitators was
the first in nearly a month, and the timing
of the announcement, coming during a
prime ministerial state visit to the United
Kingdom, helped to bolster Ranil Wick-
remesinghe’s credibility.

As the LTTE's chief political negotiator,
it appears that Balasingham can act with
relative autonomy to help or to hinder the
peace process. On this occasion, as on
several others, he chose to belp. However,
accompanying this softening of stance was
a call from Balasingham to redefine the
peace talk agenda. He would rather address
crucial issues relating to the harsh realities
of the people in the underdeveloped north
and east than pursue guidelines, milestones
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and roadmaps for what he described as
an imaginary solution. Balasingham’s
statements since the LTTE suspended
participation in peace talks on 21 April have
uniformly called for a radically “new,
innovative” approach to the peace process.

The demand for a radically new and
innovative approach indicates uneasiness
in the ranks of the LTTE with the manner in
which the peace process has progressed.
What seems to be most frustrating for the
LTTE is its inability to administer the north
and east in the manner promised by
the federal system te which it publicly
committed itself at the peace talks in Oslo
last year. After a year and a half of ceasefire,
the powers of governance remain legally
vested with the Colombo government,
making federal-based power sharing seem
a distant dream. The LTTE’s ability to deliver
material benefits to the north and east
remains negligible due to a combination of
factors.

International expectations
When it signed the ceasefire agreement with
the government in February 2002, the LTTE
may have anticipated rapid progress
toward its domination of life in the north
and east, either by means of an interim
administration or through the joint com-
mittees that were established at the peace
talks. But this has not happened, and
legally, the central government remains the
mainstay of governance in that region.
Balasingham’s most recent insistence on
a radically new and innovative approach
to the peace process is an indication of the
LTTE’s thinking on the problem. In rejecting
the conflict-resolution mechanism of guide-
lines, milestones and roadmaps that pave
the way for a future solution, the LTTE is
insisting on an immediate handover of
ground-level control. However, it is unlikely
that the LTTE will succeed in altering the
model of the peace process so long as
the international community is actively
involved. The guidelines, milestones
and roadmaps procedure, which gained
expression in the final statement issued at
the LTTE-boycotted Tokyo donor conference
on 10 June, is in fact being followed in the
ongoing internationally mediated peace
processes elsewhere, most prominently in
West Asia. In insisting on a different route
to peace, the LTTE may consciously
be seeking to distance itself from the
internationalisation of the peace process, in
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which not just Norway, but also the United
States, Japan, India and the European Union
have taken great interest.

There is no question that the ground
situation in the north and east, and the
improvement of people’s lives there, should
take prierity. But the ground situation
comprises economic issues, as much
as it does issues of security of life and
other human rights. In this context,
the recent spate of assassinations in
the north and east, as well as in other
parts of Sri Lanka, represents an
abnormal situation and comes as a
harsh reminder of the brutality of the
as-yet unresolved conflict.

Resistance is futile

The desire of the LTTE to slow the
internationalisation of the peace
process stems from an apprehension
that it is losing ground with the

Balasingham: Back to the table.

international community, which is

an accurate assessment of the evolving
situation. International players will natur-
ally seek to ensure that democratic values,
human rights and pluralism are contained
in any solution, interim or otherwise. The
international community, looking at local
problems from afar, is less concerned with
the particularities of a country’s history,
and with the animosities and past practices
of various parties, than with the generalities
of human rights and good governance on
the ground in the present.

The LTTE’s human rights violations,
most notably those against its political
opponents, but including taxation and its
conscription of children, have cost it much
international sympathy. The Norwegian
facilitators are under pressure from
the international community to find
a way to stop human rights abuses
in Sri Lanka. The remedy for this is
not to try to reduce the role of the
international community in the peace
process, but for the LTTE to adjust its
own behaviour to be in conformity
with acceptable standards. As an organ-
isation that seeks politico-administrative
power in the north and east, the LTTE needs
to demonstrate that it can be trusted to
govern in a manner that respects human
rights and basic democratic freedoms, such
as the right to life and expression of ethnic
and political pluralism.

Taking the peace process forward is not
simply a matter of talking about sharing the

The LTTE
desires to reduce
international
influence on the
peace process
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powers of governance. It is also about a
discourse in which the use of coercion and
violence is invalid and outlawed. There is
no doubt that the rapid and positive
progress in the peace process up to now has
been, in large measure, due to the inter-
vention of the international community.
Indeed, resistance to the international-
isation of the peace process in the post-11
September world is likely to be both counter-
productive and futile. When even Hamas
in the Occupied Territories of West Asia has
fallen in line with international desires and
suspended attacks against Israel, it will be
near impossible for Sri Lankans to resist the
tide of the times.

On the positive side, there is an abun-
dance of international goodwill and finan-
cial support for Sri Lanka’s peace process,
as was manifest at the Tokyo donor
conference. If this support is to be tapped
constructively, the LTTE's struggle for power
has to be subordinated to the guidelines of
human rights and milestones of good
governance in the roadmap to a federal
splution. A

—Jehan Perera

SOUTH ASIA

SAME-SEX SOUTH
ASIA

JUNE WAS a watershed month for homo-
sexual rights in the West. On 10 June, a court
in the province of Ontario, Canada, declared
same-sex matriages legal. Since the federal
government has not appealed the decision,
Canada in effect has become the third
country in the world, after Belgium and the
Netherlands, to legalise same-sex marriages,
and hundreds of same-sex Canadian cou-
ples have already taken advantage of the
ruling, Two weeks later, on 26 June, the US

supreme court struck down laws

Se]f-appointed banning sodomy, which are still on
the books in 13 states, ruling that

bearers of mora.“ty the state cannot make “private
deny any historical | sexual conduct a crime”. And four
baSiS for same-sex days after that, the British govern-

. . ment made public a plan to give
love in South Asial iesbian and gay coupﬁes the sgme
rights as their married hetero-
sexual counterparts.
The homosexual community in South
Asia, especially in India, has been making

10

news as well. On 29 June, the city of Calcutta
hosted the first-ever gay pride march in the
Subcontinent. Though small in the number
of participants, it was an important start,
and there are other indications that the
community is making its presence felt. The
Indian Council of Medical Research is
debating the adoption of guidelines that
would allow lesbians and single mothers
to use reproductive technology to conceive
babies. The BBC reports that The Boyfriend, a
recently-published Indian novel dealing
with love between an openly gay man and
a young boy who feels unable to pursue his
homosexual instincts, “has raised hopes
within the country’s largely invisible gay
community of the chances of coming out of
the closet”. And in Nepal in May, the Blue
Diamond Society, an NGO working to
promote homosexual rights, held a beauty
pageant for homosexuals, lesbians
and bisexuals in Kathmandu’s National
Theatre.

These developments notwithstanding,
homosexuals in South Asia are a rather
persecuted lot. Even in the big cities, where
conditions have improved over the last
couple of decades, and where there is now
some limited semblance of social life for
members of the community, especially for

“those who are wealthy and have access to

clubs and the Internet — there are significant
hurdles in the path. Homosexuals are still
subject to many forms of discrimination, in
particular housing and employment. In
Bombay, “people have been kicked out after
their sexuality was revealed”, says a pay
activist who set up an Internet service called
GHAR (Gay Housing Assistance Resource).

If gay men have a difficult time, the
strongly patriarchal nature of South Asian
societies ensures even worse treatment
for lesbians. The oppression and discri-
mination they face has been rationalised on
the basis of claims about gender, culture,
tradition, values and morals. One note-
worthy recent instance of anti-lesbian
activity was the Shiv Sena’s campaign to
stop screenings of the 1999 film Fire, a work
centred on a lesbian relationship, combined
with virulent attacks against its director
Deepa Mehta and the actors who played its
protagonists, Shabana Azmi and Nandita
Das.

As in the case of Fire, the growth of
religious extremism and militant move-
ments has negatively impacted the status
of gay men and lesbians. Religious national-
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later it will have to do something about the
military’s domination of politics in Pakistan
- it is now increasingly difficult to justify
military-style “sustainable democracy”
when the number of countries across the
world where the military runs the state is
down to a handful. The natural dynamics
of global capitalism ensure that the US will
assist the military in consolidating its
corporate empire within Pakistan so that
when a military retreat from the political
sphere is the only way forward, its top brass
will be content with the riches it has
acquired, and will continue to acquire in
the future. Even so, the military - being the
military — will not go quietly, and it is up
to the Pakistani people to power the
movement that expels it from the affairs of
the state.

Meanwhile, the Indian establishment
will exploit the existing situation to the
greatest extent possible to fortify its claims
to regional hegemony, something already
underway with its economic take-off
facilitated by foreign capital. But for-
tunately, the march of the Indian capitalists
is not unimpeded. In India, the tradition of
resistance is far more developed than it is
in Pakistan, and so capital’s swoop is
facing a legitimate challenge.

However, as in Pakistan, in [ndia there
seems to be a widening gulf between those
who see the most important issuc before the
Indian polity as the struggle between
secular and non-secular forces, and those
who see the intoads being made by capital-
ism and imperialism into the country as the
primary concern of the present day. The
problem is that the Bharatiya Janata Party
represents all of the truly regressive trends
that prevail in India at the moment. How-
ever, the Congress has proven to be - and
will likely remain - a willing partner of
international financial institutions and the
global financial elite. There is therefore no
significant difference in the politics of
India’s leading political powerhouses, even
while one represents the religious right, and
the other secularism.

As elsewhere in the world, the paro-
chialism espoused in the politics of South
Asia’s religious right is a reactionary
outcome of a number of objective conditions.
That is not to say that such trends have not
existed in the region till now; in fact, certain
communities in South Asia have a long
history and culture in which such trends
are definitive. Nonetheless, the manner in
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which such trends have become
almost all encompassing is mis-
representative of South Asia’s
traditions. Inorganic trends in
society are by definition the out-
come of interventions from without.
And so ultimately, if the Sub-
continent does face the spectre of
sectarianism and parochialism, there
should be no doubt that capitalism has
everything to do with it. Whether it is
General Musharraf, Benazir Bhutto, LK
Advani or Sonia Gandhi who meets with
George W Bush, the discussion and result
will be almost identical. We must acknow-
ledge this fact, and then mould a new reality
unclouded by our own narrow concerns of
self-interest. The real problem facing South
Asia is not our supposedly obsolete and
warped perception of the world, but rather
neo-colonialism. And it is time that we did
something about it. B

—Aasim Sajjad Akhtar

The US is much
more concerned
about keeping
India happy than
pleasing Pakistan
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Civilising civil soctety
Donors and democratic space in Nepal

by Seira Tamang

ivil society as a concept has had a long and dis-

tinguished, if somewhat rarefied, existence

among political philosophers. In recent decades,
having undergone some alchemic transformations at
the hands of development theorists, it has surfaced
among the people with more rhetorical allure than it
has ever had in the past. In this more seductive guise its
ecumenical progress has been very sumptuous. At the
hands of development publicists it has now become a
tidy blueprint to explain what is amiss in ‘underdevel-
oped countries’ and what awaits them if they only make
their societies more civil. But as with all nos-
trums, this demotic concept of civil society can-
not afford to look too closely at its own constitu-
tive axioms. Reconciling its numerous and fun-
damental inconsistencies is a potentially self-
negating act. Given the evident inadequacies of
the concept, what is surprising is that the devel-
opment priesthood has managed to secure for it
such widespread acceptance across the global
South.

It is customary, for instance, in Nepal, as in
other ‘less-developed’ countries in the present
time, to predicate viable democracy largely on
the emergence of a vibrant and active ‘civil soci-
ety’. In the cannon of development, a concomi- |
tant assumption is that such a civil society can
be financed into existence. But this constant re-
iteration that civil society is the solution to all of
Nepal’s ills does little to clarify the nature and
potential of democratic space in Nepal. Instead,
civil society and other associated terms in do-
nor liturgy ~ “democracy”, “development”,
“empowerment”, “gender” — are deployed in
simplified, sanitised and circumscribed forms.
As the anthropologist Saubhagya Shah points
out, shorn of their “particular political and eco-
nomic histories, these privileged discourses get
circulated as transparent and free-floating nor-
mative orders”. Across the world, civil society
has been accorded a single uniform connota-
tion that does not admit of the different political
possibilities that its pedigree affords.

Situating civil society
Civil society’s conceptual ancestry is long and
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diverse, spanning a range of theorists such as Georg
Hegel, Karl Marx, Antonio CGramsci, Adam Smith and
Alexis de Tocqueville. Though its lines of descent are
complex and its interpretations numerous, conceptions
of civil society can be broadly divided into two catego-
ries, the liberal and the Marxist — with their respective
neo/post permutations, It is generally agreed that what
constitutes civil society is based on some form of coor-
dinated activity beyond the individual and household
and beyond the confines of the state. It is thought to be
an arena of associational culture that implies a sense of
collective action. Broadly, civil society serves as
a sort of bridge between the realms of society
(defined as an aggregate of individuals and
households living together within a more or less
ordered community) and the state (defined as a
set of government norms and institutions for the
purposes of structuring and controlling a given
territory).

The state-society bridge which constitutes
civil society may be built from the direction of
society towards the state, in which case it serves
as a way of imposing and enforcing social norms
on the workings of the state. Or, the civil society
bridge may be built from the direction of the state
towards society, in which case it creates a hege-
mony of the kind theorised by the Italian Marx-
ist, Antonio Gramsci. This civil society architec-
ture normalises state domination over society
by creating the appearance of a state that is an
organic social product. In either case, civil soci-
ety legitimises the state. The difference between
these two constructions is a normative one that
distinguishes between a legitimation that rests
on an actual integration of social values into state
functioning and a legitimation that is built on
the effective exercise of state ideology and con-
trol over society.

The liberal approach is derived from de
Tocqueville’s work on democracy in 19* century
America. Tocqueville emphasised the beneficial
effects of civil associations for the creation and
maintenance of democracy, and in the liberal
view it is civil society which imposes and en-
forces social norms on the workings of the state.
It is the key to the limited state. This idea of civil
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society was further elaborated and given an empirical
foundation in Robert Putnam’s research on democracy
in Ttaly. His work, which has been particularly popu-
lar and influential among policy-makers, stresses the
necessity of a vibrant organisational culture as a pre-
requisite for a stable democracy with horizontal group
solidarities which cut across vertical ties of kinship and
patronage. The most recent work within this tradition
to have earned the accolades of the multilateral com-
munity is Ashutosh Varshney’s book, Ethnic Conflict
and Civic Life, a study of Hindu-Muslim violence in In-
dia, in which he reiterates the role of horizontal soli-
darities in thwarting civil conflict.

In the neo- or post-Marxist variants, civil society is
seen as being inextricably linked with the state and
political organisations, with the latter sustaining its
power through the indirect domination of the foriner.
Importantly, in this view, civil society - though an arena
of oppression characterised by internal divisions and
power inequalities — is also the site of struggle and re-
sistance against authoritarianism.

The orthodox development view of civil society in
Nepal, as in the rest of South Asia, subscribes to the
liberal /necliberal approach. Much of the analyses fo-
cuses on the need to promote practices and strategies to
strengthen a vaguely defined civil society. This is not
surprising since the concept of “civil society” was in-
troduced in Nepal via the world of development, which
tacitly accepts the liberal perspective. As many com-
mentators have observed, the rise to prominence of civil
society is symmetrically aligned to the global dominance
of the neoliberal ideology. This is in contrast to the 1970s
and 1980s, when the idea of civil society formed the
rallying cry for critics of authoritarian regimes in Latin
America and East Europe. '

The East Eurcpean collapse inspired sanguine
prophecies about “the third wave of democratisation”
and expressions of faith in “people power”. In a cli-
mate overwhelmingly conducive to the export of de-
mocracy, external forces were thought to be capable of
aiding its institutionalisation in countries emerging into
freedom, if domestic forces were not equal to the task.
Under this benign supervisory regime, international and
western NGOs were assigned the role of facilitating
transnaticnal advocacy networks, which in tum would
strengthen local NGO capacity to alter and shape do-
mestic politics and eventually change state behaviour.

Concurrently, civil society underwent a de facto
definitional amendment. Though, theoretically, it was
acknowledged that civil society is constituted by di-
verse forms of associational life, in practice it came to
be more or less restricted in meaning to NGOs and em-
phasis was almost exclusively directed towards am-
plifying their role and potential. The policy of
“strengthening civil society” in the pursuit of economic
and political liberalisation was central to the New
Policy Agenda adopted in the late 1990s by multilat-
eral and bilateral organisations such as the World Bank,
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the United Nations Development Programme, the In-
ter-American Development Bank and the US Agency
for International Development’s initiative for “sustain-
able democracy”.

Since then, the quest for strengthening civil societ-
ies has gained mementum. In addition to the Bretton-
Woods and United Nations institutions, bilateral do-
nor agencies and international non-government bod-
ies have all enthusiastically embraced the NGO as the
instrument of democratic development. This is in fact
an institutional corollary of the ideological premises of
the Washington Consensus, whose strenuous objec-
tions to the state as an economic agent have been influ-
ential in conferring on NGOs their pre-eminent role in
creating a depoliticised democratic environment in
which citizens are primarily civilised consumers of
goods and services provided by an inherently efficient
private sector. The NGO therefore has both a civic and
economic role.

As political utopias are explicitly forbidden and the

. state is compelled to withdraw from direct participa-

tion in production and distribution, NGOs are regarded
as ideal service delivery mechanisms working towards
the ends of development. In more recent times, the ambit
of this function has been enlarged and, in addition to
dispensing the traditional package of services, NGOs
have been given the mandate of delivering democracy
and cdivil society as part of their development mission.
NGOs therefore are civil society organisations par ex-
cellence. In this role they serve as founders of “civic
culture”, which is the bastion from which to combat
non-democratic forces threatening the state. While the
overt emphasis is on the contribution of ‘civic
organisations’ to the process of democratisation, the
freedoms of a democratic society are also deemed to
include the freedom of choice in the market place. This
enthusiasm for democracy is sometimes indistinguish-
able from free market ebullience and the democrat-
isation process also entails donor support to civil
society explicitly for cultivating the ethic of private
enterprise.

The liberal rhetoric of civil society

Civil society as it exists in the development lexicon has
the appearance of lacking in conceptual, definitional
and purposive clarity. From being a determinant of de-
mocracy, civil society often becomes an end in itself,
redefined tautologically to mean those institutions, ie
NGOs, which partake of the features of a prefabricated
construct of civil society that in principle is constituted
by a limited and sometimes contradictory range of sen-
timents and dispositions about development and de-
mocracy. In a general climate in which the instrument
is mistaken for its purpose, the proliferation of NGOs is
taken to be an index of democratic evolution. However,
what undermines these claims to democratic virtue and
distinction is the specific sociology of the financial and
institutional environment in which they operate. In par-

-]



Essay

ticular, the relationship between domestic civil society
organisations and their international financial patrons
has important implications for democracy.

Nepal's own 1990 democratic revolution, which
saw the end of the repressive Panchayat regime, opened
up political space for autonomous organisations at pre-
cisely the time in which much foreign aid assistance
was channeled into — among other things - the con-
struction of a civil society. In the aftermath of the politi-
cal change, existing crganisations grew in strength and
overall there was an exponential growth in the number
of NGOs operating in the country. While appreciating
both the changing forms that INGOs and NGOs have
taken over the years and the specificaily political spaces
that NGOs in Nepal have gained since 1990, it is how-
ever important to recognise the manner in which civic
actors have been shaped — knowingly, and unknow-
ingly — by international forces.

The widespread currency of the term “civil society”

in Nepal can be traced to the mid- to late-1990s. Not a -

few INGO-funded books on the topic were published
during this time along with many articles in various
newspapers and magazines. Much of this output, con-
tinuing today, follows the liberal civil society agenda
in all its “development” approaches and aims to cur-
tail the excesses of the state. For example, Govind Dhakal,
an exponent of this train of thought, in an article titled,
“Foundation of an autonomous civil society and the
environment of the citizens in Nepal”, argued that the
“quest for the foundation of an autonomous civil soci-
ety can only be realised when centralised power and
authority is well decentralised to the development ac-
tors in various forms”. More recently, Alfred Diebold,
the Nepal Resident Representative of Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung (FES), Germany, which has sponsored much of
the literature on civil society, stated, “In developing
countries, the government, non-governmental organ-
isations {(NGOs) and civil society have a primary respon-
sibility for addressing the concerns of the poor and
powerless and lend support to the politics of transfor-
mation”. The language appears to have changed, but
the development agenda is still clear.

The predominant notion of civil society used in
Nepal is of groups working together in association for
a better normative life that liberal democracy represents.
The routine literature on the subject, as a rule, is pre-
scriptive in tone, with accompanying laments on the
lack of civil society associations. Nepal is of course no
different from other countries in which the generic use
of “civil society” occurs and, consistent with the inter-
national trend, the term is vaguely defined. In fact it is
often equated with the non-state sphere as a whole so
that there appears to be no difference between society
and civil society. The danger in eroding the distinction
between society, an altogether inadequate descriptive
term, and civil society, which is a potentially useful
analytical category, has been highlighted by Prahlad
Dhakal, who provides examples of the comical usages
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of the latter term in Nepal. Thus, civil society not only
buys tomatoes and cauliflower, it also steals domestic
water meters and indulges in similar other patently
anti-democratic misdemeanours.

It is not just civil society literature on civil society
that falls short of any analytically meaningful contri-
bution. Even academic analyses of the term in Nepal -
many of which, incidentally, have been sponsored or
co-sponsored by donors - are as, if not more, conceptu-
ally ungainly and deceptive in their formulations. The
radical connotations of the term, as expounded by both
Marx and Gramsci, are simplified to such a degree that
their very different conceptions of the role of civil soci-
ety and the implications this has for the manner in
which democratic struggles can be visualised become
sterile and effete. Typically, for instance, Gramsci's idea
of “hegemony” and civil society is sanitised to fit a lib-
eral conclusion. According to a 1996 document co-pro-
duced by the Nepal Foundation for Advanced Studies
(NEFAS) and Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung,

Gramsci, therefore, underlined the importance of
human ideas and efforts in changing the course of
history and altering the process of development. Par-
ticipation of the masses in decision-making and
applying the methods of mediation can be expected
to achieve pluralistic consensus and enable the so-
cial, economic and political systems in adjusting to
the needs and aspirations of people as well as to
link human consctousness with the maintenance
or peaceful change of the system.

For Gramsci, civil society is an accessory of the state
in-so-far as it is the sphere in which the capitalist state
executes its project of hegemony. In this view, civil soci-
ety is the instrument through which the state obtains
approval for its policies and programmes and general-
ises its acceptance in society. This is in stark contrast to
the liberal idea of a pluralistic consensus and domi-
nant systems changing in accordance to the needs of
people, as suggested by the foregoing quotation. In a
more recent reworking of the liberal formula in Nepal,
the value of both Marx’s and Gramsci's thoughts have
been unequivocally consigned to the past. In opposi-
tion to their views is “the modern version of civil soci-
ety” which constitutes a space in which ideals of de-
mocracy and human rights are unproblematically
realised.

For the most part, there is a lack of conceptual clar-
ity, intellectual rigour and even the most rudimentary
theoretical foundations in most of these analyses, as is
epitomised by this statement from the NEFAS-FES publi-
cation: “The common tendency of civil society to es-
cape from both the paternalistic values of communism
and laissez faire value of capitalism underlies its sa-
lience as both overlook voluntary, non-profit, and non-
monetised functions of the society”. What this means
is not exactly clear to any serious student of civil soci-
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ety. Despite this lack of clarity, the proprietors of civil
society do not brook any departure from their slipshod
definitions.

Thus, in the introductory overview of a 1998 book
based on several seminars throughout the country,
titled “The Role of Civil Society and Democratisation
in Nepal”, the editor laments somewhat paternalisti-
cally that in the seminar on civil society and gender,
“in spite of explaining to the participants the concept
of civil society in relation to democratisation and the
importance of the gender perspective in achieving [the
aim of civil society], the discussion, more often than
not, strayed from the major theme and concentrated
heavily on the sad plight of women in a male domi-
nated society like Nepal”, This wilful disregard of
women's concerns about their lived realities and the
imposition of explanatory categories from above, hints
at the disempowering manner in which ostensibly
“democratising” principles or objectives are actually
applied in Nepal's development world. Clearly, soci-
ety to be civil must also be obedient to the strictures of
civil society patrons.

interrogate the terms of the discourse.

In her article, “Selling Civil Society: Western Aid and
the Nongovernmental Organisation Sector in Russia’,
Sarah Henderson argues that the rhetoric of a vibrant
civil society for political and economic democratisation,
in whichever form, does not actually comprehend or
question the manner in which these high idecals actu-
ally play themselves out in reality. To begin with, the
relationship between democratic stability and civic
groups is predicated on the assumption that internally
civic groups inspire habits of cooperation, solidarity,
public-spiritedness and trust. Externally, these net-
works then aggregate interests and articulate demands
to ensure government accountability to its citizens. Civic
associations socialise participants into the norms of
generalised reciprocity and trust, the merits of group
action and the recognition that mutual dependence is
the key to public welfare. All these are considered es-
sential for social solidarity and the social capital that
permits effective cooperation between individuals as
well as between citizens and the state. Horizontal civic
networks are seen to promote the

Unreal foundations

The inability of academics and ana-
lysts to move beyond “trendy’ jargon
and received wisdom of grossly in-

In a general climate in
which the instrument is
mistaken for its

democratic polity by inculcating a
culture of cooperation, thereby en-
hancing the capacity of citizens to
mobilise for public causes.
However, the validity of such lib-

adequate explanatory competence is purpose, the: pfOerraﬁOﬂ eral arguments about civil society

evident from the manner in which
civil society is, in general discourse,
equated with NGOs. It is equally ob-
vious from the critique of NGOs, made

of NGOs is taken to be
an index of democratic
evolution

is undermined by the entirely unre-
alistic foundational assumption
that all civil society organisations
are implicitly working towards

from different perspectives, in both
academic and general parlance. While some observers
herald NGOs as alternatives to the state, NGO culture
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has also been variously called “dollar farming”, “beg-
ging and cheating bowl”, “slave of the foreigners”, “pre-
venting revolution” and as family entrepreneurial
endeavours. (Such arguments are also familiar in
Bangladesh, which like Nepal is a highly donor-affected
country.) Yet, these sorts of critiques are oblivious to
the consequences of NGOs for the manner in which civil
society and its democratic promise can be realised.
The issue is not just that narratives of civil society
are often merely prescriptive and not even remotely rel-
evant to the real dynamics of how civil society actually
functions in the Nepali context. Nor is it simply that
the use of the term “civil society” as an alternative to
“NGOs” avoids the stigma that attaches to the latter,
The issue in Nepal — as in other places — is also related
to the fact that despite their conceptual confusion and
limited value in explaining Nepal’s past or future, such
imported concepts command public and official impor-

. tance because of the manner in which they are linked,

pushed and advocated by the world of development
and donors for various politico-econemic reasons, and
also because of a basic unwillingness on the part of
intellectuals and development professionals alike to
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common objectives latently as-
sumed to be democratic in some form or another. Not
all organisations falling under the rubric of civil soci-
ety are necessarily working towards the promotion of
democratisation. In Nepal, for example, the World
Hindu Federation is as much a part of civil society as
ABC Nepal, an anti-trafficking organisation. In the same
vein, civil society does not consist of only noble causes
and well-intentioned actors. As an analyst has pointed
out, former Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadzic, as
a representative of the aspirations of ordinary Serbs,
can rightfully lay as great a claim to being an exemplar
of civil socicty as Vaclav Havel.

It is also quite clear that various associational group
are structured very differently. Many if not most of
Nepal’s most well known NGOs are organisationally
different from trade unions and neighbourhood
organisations. In general, NGOs in Nepal are suscep-
tible to authoritarian tendencies, with low potential [or
genuinely democratic membership-participation. Many
NGOs are not democratically structured internally. And
competition between organisations with conflicting
aims and ideological goals is scarcely conducive to the
spirit of cooperation that civil society is expected to fos-
ter.

An active and diverse civil society’s capacity to play
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a valuable role in the evolulion of democracy is often
neutralised by the fact that the proliferation of interest
groups can have detrimental effects by stifling the func-
tioning of representative institutions and distorting
policy outcomes in favour of the better organised blocs
and syndicates. This usually implies, in a majority of
instances, the most affluent and well-connected
organisations, including those able and willing to use
extra-legal procedures to ensure outcomes to their
advantage.

Financing democracy
Most importantly, as Henderson points out, arguments
extolling civic associations do not take into account the
manner in which international influence affects the two
key components of civic theory: horizontal ties and the
norm of reciprocity. Indeed, in the

networks of association involving other civil groups.
Instead these groups, with all their organisational fa-
cilities, glossy publications etc, are professionally quite
detached and removed from the domestic social con-
stituencies they claim to represent or work on behalf of.
Their use of global language is indicative of the ways
in which they and other NGOs are closer to their
transnational partners than “the people” that they claim
to represent. Western financial patrons, on whom they
are dependent, constitute their primary constituency,
and it is often claimed tha,t for many, villages are not
the area of operation. All of this has resulted in altering
priorities from domestic needs to those that reflect
the priorities and agendas of foreign assistance
programmes.

Studies in Russia and other post-communist coun-
tries have uncovered the manner in

case of Nepal, the role of interna-
tional foreign aid is almost always
forgotten or sidelined. For example,
in recent reports on the Maoist con-
flict, the preliminary, and usually
perfunctory, introductions to Nepal
at large, including, ironically, the
number of years that foreign aid has
been active in Nepal, make no men-
tion of any possible connection be-
tween the present political, social
and economic malaise and active
donor complicity in fabricating it

Rather than building
networks and deveioping
publics, civic groups
consciously retain small
memberships, withhold
and stash information,
and engage in uncoop-
erative and even com-
petitive behaviour

which, while enabling groups to ag-
gregate interests, foreign aid does
little to help groups to internally
develop abilities to instil habits
of cooperation, solidarity, public
spiritedness and trust. To the con-
trary, research specifically shows
how foreign aid has been decisive
in fostering internal rivairies, jeal-
ousies, and overall divisiveness in
the women’s movement in Russia.
In Nepal, the failure of women’s
groups to establish viable networks

historically and currently.

This is all the more remarkable since many of these
reports concede the “structural dependence of Nepal
on foreign assistance”. In the words of one report by
the UK’s Department for International Development
(DFID), this dependence signifies “the potential for aid
to have a significant influence - either positive or nega-
tive” in greater measure than in “many other contexts”.
Another DFID-sponsored report, while pointing to the
possible role of development aid in contributing to the
Maoist conflict can only see that contribution in terms
of “raised and unfulfilied expectations” and “inequity
in the distribution of resources”.

Reinserting the role of foreign donors within the
Nepali context demands a more thorough analysis and
one that may unfortunately not be easily forthcoming
since it complicates the easy and accepted recipe - “add
foreign assistance and stir” - for building up civil soci-
ety. To begin with, as many observers in Nepal are aware,
groups that have received aid are not any more likely to
develop networks of accountability to citizens as well
to the state, both of which are crucial from the perspec-
tive of governance. Critics have noted the manner in
which NGOs are not publicly accountable, transparent
or subject to monitoring except perhaps to supervisory
and monitoring constituencies and stakeholders in the
North.

Neither are they more likely to be part of more dense
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among themselves — from the poli-
tics surrounding anti-trafficking endeavours, the col-
lapse of the Women’s Pressure Group formed to pres-
sure the government to act on behalf of women on burn-
ing issues and current peace initiatives — illustrates not
only the political rivalries involved but also the eco-
nomic benefits at stake in a bikas-driven land of asso-
ciational groups. The splintering of well known
organisations - INHURED International broke into two
distinct factions each claiming to be the “real
INHURED”; founding members of the Centre for Women
and Development left to form another women’s
organisation while some members of the Women De-
velopment Centre took others to court over accusations
of financial irregularities - provides some food for
thought along these lines.

Clearly, of the funded civic groups in Nepal, few are
engaged in activities that might be associated with
“civicness”.

This sensitivity of civic groups to the external dy-
namic is easily explained. The economic benefits to be
gained from a funder clearly outweigh any incentive
that the domestic market could ever provide. Therefore,
regardless of good intentions to build a civic commu-
nity, the need to sustain their own funding source pro-
pels them to focus on producing results that satisfy the
funder, rather than necessarily making a substantial
community impact. Likewise, the material gains from
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grants provide incentives for groups to engage in ac-
tivities that militate against the ethos of building social
capital. Organisations often hoard information, dupli-
cate each other’s projects, and squabble among them-
selves. The fear of jeopardising their own funding
possibilities results in the unwillingness to share grant
ideas.

As a consequence, rather than building networks
and developing publics, groups consciously retain
small memberships, withhold and stash information,
and engage in uncooperative and even competitive
behaviour with other civic groups. Overall, given the
incentive structures of the grant game, apart from nomi-
nal claims to the contrary, it is actually irrational in a
financial sense for groups to behave in ways that might
build networks and horizontal ties with members of
the community or with local business. Superficial criti-
cisms against “dollar farming” tend to miss the sys-
temic nature of such behaviour. This obviously, is not
to suggest that all Nepali civic activists are financially
driven, selfish amoral actors but to point out the man-
ner in which the “funding game” structures this sort of
behaviour.

Doubtless the equipment and training given by do-
nors has increased the organisational capacity of re-
cipient groups. It has been argued, in the context of
Russia, that as a consequence donors appear to be most
effective in building the capacity of groups to perform
civil society’s external functions of advocacy and inter-
est articulation. This is applicable to the Nepali context
where the positive contributions of NGOs have been
enumerated in an ActionAid document as: organisation
and leadership, increased awareness, reaching poor
and disadvantaged people and areas, expanding ac-
cess to basic services, giving voice to disadvantaged
people, internationalisation of issues and government
policy change.

While all this may be true, it is secondary in relation
to the more crucial determinant of how these groups
perform civil society’s internal functions of developing
networks of communication and trust. Aid has done
little to improve this dimension of civic group activity.
Instead, the attempt to finance civil societies into exist-
ence has led to the emergence of a vertical, hierarchical,
and isolated civic community that partakes of the very
features of social organisation that are profoundly
anti-democratic. In Nepal, a DFID-sponsored report
of 2000 refers to aid having “sustained Kathmandu
elite patronage systems”, and reinforced local client
relationships.

Even well meaning attempts to rectify these mistakes
fail to get to the real source of the problem. Consider the
recommendations made in a 2002 Finnish report on
donor and recipient Southern civil society organ-
isations, Voices from the Southern Civil Societies. The
report called for, among other things, more institutional
and open funding, the promotion of self-sufficiency,
longer-term perspectives from donors, support for
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networks, support for national umbrella civil society
organisations, training and technical assistance, and
constituency building and advocacy. All of this even-
tually comes back to increasing organisational capac-
ity. These reformist recommendations fail altogether to
address questions of how cooperation, solidarity, pub-
lic spiritedness and trust are to be created, and how the
aggregation and accumulation of demands can be made
in practice, given this environment.

This concern is all the more serious because it
involves the question of long-term sustainability in a
climate of excessive reliance on donors, who themselves
are constrained by the need to show quick, short-term
products at the expense of long-term goals if they are to
remain in the funding market. Compounding the mat-
ter further is the overall inability to measure the ‘suc-
cess’ of democracy promotion programmes. Donor
urgencies combine with the lack of an appropriate
index of measurement to produce doubtful claims about
the progress of demoacracy.

To cite one instance of this, a Washington DC devel-
opment-consulting firm, with a USD 26 million contract
from USAID to promote local government democracy in
Poland, reported “increased participation in local gov-
ernment decision making”. But the claim is unverifi-
able because of the absence of a baseline to show how
public participation had risen over the project’s life-
time and whether the increases, if any, could be linked
directly to the project’s activities as opposed to other
wider changes taking place in the country. A commen-
tator in The Washington Post noted that all one opinion
survey revealed was that “one in six citizens had
attended municipal budget presentations and one in
four citizens had et with their local representatives at
some point during the previous year”. This is too tenu-
ous a basis on which to rest claims about the success of
financed democratisation.

Civil society in the image of society

Existing social and economic relations of power, as well
as the resistance to it, inflect civil society as a histori-
cally constituted and saocially produced entity. In Nepal,
historical privileges have enabled certain caste and class
groups, by virtue of thejr education, to seize the oppor-
tunities offered by the development world. What has
not been sufficiently analysed is the effect that the emer-
gence of a distinct civic elite within the NGO commu-
nity has for the nature of the putative democratic space
being created in the country. A related question that
has also escaped serious attention is the extent to which
foreign assistance has reinforced the structured in-
equalities of caste, ethnicity, gender and religious be-
lief. The problem with the liberal framework, with its
dogmatic faith in the formal terms of political demac-
racy, participation and rights, is that it simply assumes
the equal capacity of all, irrespective of economic
and social disparities, to involve themselves equally
in its processes. As the political theorist Neera
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Chandoke argues, it is simply a “primitive form of
conceptualisation”.

Civil society conceptualised in real time, as distinct
from a purely normative vision of the future imposed
on the present, is a sphere of social reproduction
and association that has many tiers and scales of

‘organisations. It is also internally more heterogenous

and conflict-prone than liberal theory, fixated on the
idea of a suf generis civic convergence abetted by hard
currency, is willing to concede. Thus, it has been found
that small neighbourhood groups, which emerge from
the locality, are distinct in character from large macro-
level organisations which tend to be more hierarchical.
This latter tendency is visible in the Kathmandu-based
formal organisations, which are first-level recipients
with an established funding track record. The cycle of
financing is therefore circular and self-referential,
legitimising the continuous transfer of resources to
these “proven” organisations whose fund-worthiness
rests on the fact that they already receive funds. The
process is not very different from the pattern of credit
flows in the financial market, leading to significant entry
barriers.

According to a 1997 ActionAid report, an estimated
100 NGOs absorb 80 percent of total funds routed into
the NGO sector. This estimate excludes “special”/
“mega NGOs” such as the Family Planning Associa-
tion, the King Mahendra Trust for Nature Conserva-
tion and the Nepal Red Cross society. This has accen-
tuated the already significant inequalities between the
Kathmandu-based organisations and regional groups
in Nepal. (It is also useful to remember that aid is si-
multaneously widening the gap between rich and poor
directly or indirectly through high salaries for employ-
ees in donor-supported projects.) A donor-funded re-
port on conflict and development, pointed out that one
of the “unintended, collateral effects” of aid has been
“an excessive focus on some regions and on capital
intensive projects, strengthening patronage systems
and regional cleavages, in particular between the
Kathmandu valley and the rest of the country”.

The secrets of development

Aside from geographical inequalities, much has been
said about the culpability of the Nepali intelligentsia
for the “failure of development” — on issues of co-
option, lack of independent research and the unwill-
ingness to critique the development orthodoxy. But more
fundamentally the involvement of the intelligentsia in
the world of development raises the question of their
role in the development of “civil society”. In a non-
colonised country where English is paradoxically both
powerful and marginal, the development elite with their
bilingual skills and stature as “authentic Nepalis”
serve as gatckeepers of information to their non-Nepali
speaking bosses and colleagues. The primacy of the
English language in working with donors has allowed
certain elites to have privileged access to resources.

According to a DFID report,

Society’s caste employment and income inequali-
ties are indeed strikingly reflected in many agency
structures, which are dominated by the Brahmin and
Chhetri castes and the Newari group. In spite of the
emphasis given to rural employment, the manage-
ment of programmes is still overwhelmingly placed
in the hands of a ‘gatekeeper” group.

A European Union ‘Conflict Prevention Assessment
Mission’ report restated the same assessment.

The problems of politicisation, caste and ethnic in-
equality are the context of civil society activity. For
donors, civil society is a very small group of English
speaking elite operating in Kathmandu. There has
been little attempt to reach out to the regional part-
ners or capitals to plumb deeper into the social strata
of Nepalese society, for partners or informants.

Having made this candid admission the report imine-
diately goes on to put a positive gloss on the group,
suggesting without a trace of irony that the “small num-
bers of socially concerned English speaking elites in
Kathmandu” have had a “great burden” put upon them.
Such are the sociologies of democratic partnership.

Donor responsibility for reproducing existing in-
equalities within the civic sphere is seldom discussed
in the context of conflict. An issue of considerable im-
portance in this regard is how much information the
Nepali elite “sieve” before presenting donors “facts”
and “realities” which then guide funding decisions.
This question has particular resonance for janajati and
dalit groups, especially in the affect this has on their
ability to have their concerns heard and acted upon.
The censoring of information and the implications this
has for the right to information and the capacity to be
fully informed agents are key democratic issues.

There have been demands that donors listen more
closely to what NGOs are saying. But this demand makes
sense only if there is some idea of what exactly NGOs
are saying, which also means identifying the type, form
and extent of information being screened from donor
decision-makers. A foreign director of an INGO, a few
months after his arrival in the country, expressed his
bewilderment at the extent to which he was actively
excluded from information in his office by the Nepali-
speaking staff. On being queried, towards the end of
his four-year tenure, whether he still felt frustrated and
excluded, he cheerfully confessed to having cultivated
an attitude of resignation about this aspect of heading
an organisation in Nepal.

Reports produced by donors are also not immune to
this tendency of tiltering out information. The Finnish
report cited above, which sought to understand the
nature of civil society in the South through self-analy-
sis, obviously relied on selected associational groups
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to participate in honest reflection of their experiences.
As is clear from the Nepal section of report and as re-
lated by one of its main authors, the reluctance of cer-
tain selected authors to critically and honestly under-
take this exercise greatly undermined the effectiveness
of the project. Since self-serving analyses also inform
donor perspectives, this has a clear impact on how they
can conceptualise their roles, responsibilities and
programmes vis-a-vis recipients. This is of course not
to argue that donors make ill-advised and inappropri-
ate decisions only because they have been misled or
inadequately informed by Nepali staff. It is simply to
highlight the increasing power and influence of this
newly coalescing elite to influence decision-making in
intended and un-intended ways.

This “sieving” process tends to take place in a dis-
tinctive sociological environment. Nepalis working at
all levels of “civil society”, but especially higher up in
donor INGOs and their more powerful partner NGOs
form informal and personal ties. The explicit use of fa-
milial forms of address such as “dai”, “bhai” and “didi”
is a commonly observed trend and suggests the
personalised, kin and client-based atmosphere of the
development workplace. This can have fairly obvious
implications for transparent functioning, ranging from
the nepotistic to the sinister. In one case, involving pro-
fessional differences between an INGO and NGO, a se-
nior manager at the NGO as a Chhetri sought and gained
informal meetings with a senior Chhetri manager in
the INGO, and pleaded on the basis of specifically kin-
ship ties for help to prevent the INGO from making pub-
lic some unflattering information about the NGO.

In another instance, allegations of gross malprac-
tice verging on criminal misdemeanour, including
charges of violence, occurring in an organisation did
not receive the attention it merited. The Nepali elite of
international donor organisations promoting rights, at
a clarificatory meeting to discuss the issue, could not
bring themselves to even entertain the possibility of the
allegations having any substance, as they claimed they
“knew didi” well. This was in contrast to the attitude
of their foreign counterparts also present at the meet-
ing, who at least acknowledged the need for further
inquiry. Here again fictive kinship relations formed the
backdrop to their adamant stance.

The use of unofficial channels is not uncommon the
world over. However, such practices do pose problems
when viewing civil society not only as an associational
sphere, but also as a public sphere from which to voice
public concerns. The active involvement of these
elite in the screening, repressing and censoring of
information crucial to civic engagement highlights the
tenuousness of claims to democratic ideals professed
by such organisations. For people to be politically
engaged and active, a space that provides the condi-
tions of freedom must exist, and this must include the
freedom of information and the freedom from debilitat-
ing hierarchies.
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Brand certification

Despite the rhetoric of “partnership”, donors broadly
dictate the nature of the relationship with recipient
groups, who willingly accept the terms thus dictated.
Rhetorically at least, foreign assistance is also an affir-
mation by donors of their own moral concerns. If the
bona fides of this rhetorical affirmation are accepted at
face value, and if dictated partnerships are the estab-
lished norm, the question that arises is why donors
cannot do anything about the moral lapses on the part
of partner NGOs that they tacitly condone through con-
tinued financial support. Primarily this is because in
their role as intermediary financiers of democracy they
are not themselves free agents. Theoretically they are
responsible only to those they are mandated to service.
But in practice they walk a thin grey line, as they are
answerable to the institutional sources of their own
funding.

Fostering democracy is a perilous venture since the
pursuit of its lofty goals is conducted within the some-
times-contradictory rules of two different systems of
practice. It must fulfil the procedural requirements of
the formal bureaucracies from which funds emerge. One
of the most demanding of these requirements is that
funds allocated for a fiscal year must be spent on as-
sisting credible organisations within the prescribed time
if minimally the same volume of financial allocation is
to be made available in the forthcoming year. In a sense,
to prolong the future they have to whitewash the present.

In the Nepali context, this was obviously evident in
the case of donor institutions desisting from a compre-
hensive inquiry into the possibility of gross ethical
malpractices occurring in a Nepali organisation they
were funding. An attendant development was the re-
quest by a high ranking embassy official that the status
of the allegations be clarified as soon as possible as he
was under pressure from certain groups in his home
country to give the green light for resuming the flow of
funds to the institution in question. This request pro-
vides an insight into the bureaucratic logic of funding,
Recipients are the raison d’etre for donors and are thus
indispensable if mobilisation of funds is to be main-
tained at existing levels.

Since funders are perpetually seeking fundable ac-
tivity, there is a robust competition among donors in
Nepal for “good NGOs” they can support. In these cir-
cumstances, despite the apparent urge to create the
“good society” based on civil norms of public conduct,
the ethics of the situation at hand are relegated to the
background by the incessant and unyielding drive to
spend funds in order to raise more funds. The relent-
less circularity of the funding process and the relative
scarcity of “good NGOs” combine to produce a situa-
tion tailor-made for pragmatic compromises that viti-
ate the professed agenda of bringing democracy to
people who are denied the benefits of a rute-based re-
gime.

It also provides an insight into a similar circular
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process of NGO brand-certification. This is a peculiar
dynamic in which country offices of donor institutions
take on the task of certifying the credibility, competence
and reputation of local NGOs. These NGOs are seen to
conform to international parameters, and therefore the
recognition accorded to them is a specie of develop-
ment rating. This is typically the process by which fund-
ing agencies legitimise their own choice of partner
organisations by limiting the available choice to a short
list of organisations whose credentials they have them-
selves rated. In effect, because of the inexorable need to
disburse funds, the aid establishment has assisted in
the building of national and global reputations of cer-
tain associational groups in Nepal. Since “good NGOs”
are allegedly hard to come by, and since a handful of
such organisations in Kathmandu have managed to
monopolise international endorsement and certifica-
tion, the options available to donor establishments are
finally very limited.

This cartelisation of credibility and international
endorsement, in which donor agencies actively partici-
pate, has several visible conse-

had raised ethical questions about the behaviour of the
NGO staff towards target groups. Turning down such a
large grant indicates not only the extent to which this
organisation felt uncomfortable with the sorts of ques-
tions raised by the INGO but also the extent of alterna-
tive funding sources available to it. The NGO's diversi-
fied donor base obviously gave it significant leverage
over each of its individual donors. A senior Nepali
manager of an INGO still working in partnership with
this NGO, and trying to reform the institution from
within, wryly acknowledged that attempting to push
the NGO to change too much would probably result in
his INGO “being thrown out as well” — ie expelled from
the “partnership”.

Given this complex relationship of mutual depen-
dence, the question by now needs to be reversed. It is
not simply whether foreign aid can really assist the
emergence of democratic foundations. Rather it is
whether it actually assists the rise of undemocratic as-
sociations and practices. According to the sociologist
Chaitanya Mishra, in Nepal,

quences. Donors now are faced In Nepal an estimated 100 [tlhere are a few fairly “large” NGOs
1

with the need to fund these organ-

that are relatively independent

isations for the sake of the prestige Jroups absorb 80 percent ~Ncos that are relatively indepen-

of being associated with them, since
that is what their own funders want
them to do. This is the paradox of

of total funds routed into
the NGO sector

dent of any particular interna-
tional donor/development agency
as well as particular governments.

institutional kinship in Nepal.
Internationally-reputed icons have been built by global
funds, only to emerge later as national totems. In this
latter capacity, buttressed by global reputation, they
appear to have become particularly immune to any criti-
cism — criticism that has emerged from the field, where
their true work and worth is easily gauged. These criti-
cisms are well known and acknowledged within infor-
mal Kathmandu networks, but do little to either modify
project operations or donor attitudes.

This exemplifies not only the growing internal in-
stitutional impediments to building civic society
through aid, but also the manner in which international
assistance to associational groups facilitates barriers
to open, democratic fields of discussion and critiques
as well as mechanisms of accountability and transpar-
ency. This argument thus goes beyond the issue of the
increasing autonomy of NGOs from “civil society”, and
the contradiction between increasing NGO indepen-
dence from parent states and their growing dependence
on patron states. In the context of donor dependence on
“reputed” NGOs, it also raises questions about whether
“dependence” on donor states need necessarily in turn
promote accountability.

One large NGO recently turned down a NPR
6,250,000 grant from an INGO and ended all relations
with it on the ground that it did not feel comfortable
working with a “partner” which had compromised on
the ethics of confidentiality and collaboration. Read-
ing between the lines, it would appear that the INGO

n

Such NGOs do enjoy some leeway
in defining their own identity as well as in formu-
lating policies and programmes relatively indepen-
dently of international donor/development agen-
cies, INGOs and government.

Mishra’s positive formulation of this independence
misses the potential negative impact it can have with
such organisations being essentially unaccountable.

But donor circumspection does not always stem
from the need to placate truculent “partners”. Less con-
troversial than many other issues, but just as signifi-
cant in terms of consequences for public debate is the
“grey” literature generated by Nepali intellectuals for
donors but voluntarily withheld from general circula-
tion. As a result, a great deal of information generated
about Nepal remains outside the purview of discus-
sion since donors decide what is suitable for public
disclosure. Furthermore, the practice of writing reports
to reflect donor requirements is not unusual. A veteran
consultant, in personal communication, divulged how
in more than one professional relationship with do-
nors, his research on dalits or janajatis has been judged
too inflammatory for public consumption, forcing him
to terminate contracts and publish his studies else-
where.

In other cases, reports have been heavily edited, and
where ‘sensitive work’ is involved there is the practice
of signing, confidentiality clauses, of having one inter-
nal document and another external one for public dis-
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tribution - the latter usually being a bland summary.
Donor speeches on the merits of their own countries’
public sphere and the weakness of politically underde-
veloped countries such as Nepal are laced with well-
meaning counsel not only on the participatory founda-
tons of democracy but also on the free flow of informa-
tion as a precondition for influencing social and politi-
cal decisions. And yet, through numerous devices, both
subtle and brisk, donors actively impede precisely that
flow when it comes to protecting their own complex
institutional interests,

Clearly, there is a dual dynamic to why donor rheto-
ric on democracy does not quite live up to its promise.
On the one hand, the procedural rules governing the
international financing of democracy promotes an in-
dulgent attitude to the civic deficit among domestic
partners in the civil society enterprise. On the other
hand, at a more fundamental level, the metropolitan
principals of the project are themselves not immune to
the profoundly anti-democratic impulses of the global
neo-liberal establishment, whose hegemonic interven-
tions, informed by delusions about the universal virtue
of western techniques of economic and political man-
agement, are often explicitly geared to the imposition of
an elite-dominated, regimented democracy among
politically backward people ignorant of the benefits of
free enterprise.

In this respect, recent donor analyses of the Maoist
conflict are revealing. 1t suggests a will to intervene in
“civil society”: stemming from a desire not just to use
them for development purposes in areas no longer seen
to be safe for direct donor intervention but to see which
“constituencies in civil society need strengthening”,
while simultaneously being aware of the dangers of
“politicising margmalised groups and generally rais-
ing unrealistic expectation in the population (a sense
of rights not balanced by a sense of responsibility) lead-
ing to frustration”. The anti-politics agendas of what
has been called the “anti-politics machine” could not
have been more explicit, and is all the more striking
as it comes after many years of sullen silence in an
atmosphere not exactly conducive to rampant donor
intervention,

The problem of ensuring that participatory citizen-
ship does not excite expectations that cannot be met
within the limitations of neoliberal prescriptions is ob-
viously one that exercises the institutions of aid.
Hence the frequent references to the “unrealistic expec-
tations” that are raised by routine political activity. There
is a self-exonerating purpose to this incrimination of
politics. Civil discontent, and presumably insurgency,
is the outcome of irresponsible pelitics, and not irre-
sponsible policies. Bluntly put, popular expectations
must not exceed the limits of what aid economists have
decided is good for the people. As NGOs administer the
sacraments of redemption, politics must abstain from
raising any expectations that a neoliberal policy regime
cannot fulfil.
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On 5 July 2002, the World Bank Country Director
for Nepal, Ken Ohashi, expounded this position pub-
licly and very forcefully in an article in The Kathmandu
Post titled “Ask for a Better Budget, will you?”, outlin-
ing the features of a good budget system for Nepal, the
challenges for the Nepali government, and the role that
citizens needed to play. Quoting from a World Bank
Public Expenditure Review, Ohashi said, “[flor any tech-
nical solutions to work effectively, the behaviour of po-
litical leadership and political parties needs to change
significantly. The key challenge in this regard is how to
redirect the involvement and energies of the political
leaders and political parties in a more constructive way
to facilitate the development process and public resource
management”. He then went on to say,

1 have often heard that with the restoration of de-
mocracy in 1990, public expectations soared beyond
any reasonable chance of achievement. Politicians
have simply pandered to these expectations by
promising everything people wanted and more,
without any regard to what HMG [His Majesty’s Gov-
ernment] can afford. 1 believe that much could have
been done to manage expectation through transpar-
ency, information and a dose of realisin.

The article concludes with the advice, “lt is also time
the citizens of Nepal demand more sensible budget de-
cisions and more responsible budget implementation.
Ultimately, lazy citizens will only get a lazy govern-
ment”.

Ohashi’s call for “the people” to ask for a better bud-
get, is very much in line with donor suggestions to
strengthen “civil society”. The World Bank as an insti-
tution does not as a rule historicise its arguments. Be-
sides it has a severely underdeveloped theory of the
state. So it is only to be expected that Ohashi’s gener-
ous advice contains no hint of the complex manner in
which state and society relations have historically been
structured, the structural inequalities which continue
to inform current relations, and the role played by
organisations like his own in facilitating, or inhibiting
the growth of accountability in state institutions. But
precisely because he cannot afford to situate any of his
suggestions in the lived realities of Nepali people,
Ohashi is compelled to make technocratic and breath-
taking recommendations that people’s expectations
should be “managed”.

The irony of his argument is that on the evidence of
past experience there is little to suggest that the expec-
tations and wants of the people are high on the list of
priorities of the political class. If there has been any
pandering it is substantially to the demands of interna-
tional organisations and not to the needs of the people.
There is of course, the additional matter of how not to
be a “lazy citizen” and to demand “more sensible bud-
get decisions and more responsible budget implemen-
tation” without entertaining too mnany expectations that
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the government might forgetfully pander to. Voluntary
mass austerity is evidently the key to a responsible pol-
ity and an efficient economy. (Just incidentally, my own
attempt to provide a critique of Ohashi’s article came to
nothing, as my letter to the editor of The Kathmandu Post
was not entertained on the ground that very few for-
eigners of his stature write for the paper. They did not
want to run the risk of offending him and thereby fore-
closing the possibility of further contributions from him.
The World Bank will surely be happy to note that its
advice about not pandering to expectations has regis-
tered in influential quarters.)

Reflecting the same attitude, Western embassies,
prominent democracy advocates, acquiesced in the
king’s dismissal of the parliamentary prime minister
Sher Bahadur Deuba on 4 October 2002 and his replace-
ment by a royal appointee. Do-

been argued that in the current global context, aid needs
to be considered as a relation of government, which
has the power to reorder the relationship between
people and things to achieve desired aims.

As Sarah Henderson points out in the Russian case,
“funders are... expressions and facilitators of U5 inter-
ests as well as the monetary engine behind civic
organisations” and “funding efforts, presumably de-
signed to bring about stabilisation in Russia, must also
reflect US interests and concerns and be justified to an
increasingly conservative Congress in terms of US
national security and political commercial interest”.
A recent article in The Guardian by Naomi Klein con-
firms this view. According to it, the head of USAID has
attacked NGOs in Afghanistan and Iraq, funded by his
organisation, for not sufficiently promoting the fact that
they were giving out donations

nors and ambassadors routinely
and stridently demand adher-
ence to stringent standards of
“rule of law”. And yet these same
institutions and offices cheerfully
endorsed the unilateral political
decision because they were pur-
portedly “for the good of the coun-
try” and “the welfare of the
people”. This is particularly
ironic given the recommenda-
tions of a donor report on con-

In a country where English is
both powerful and marginal,
the development elite with
their bilingual skills and stature
as “authentic Nepalis” serve
as gatekeepers of information
to their non-Nepali speaking
bosses and colleagues

from the US government. USAID
also has told several NGOs that
have been awarded humanitar-
jan contracts that they cannot
speak to the media.

An issue often left out of con-
sideration in analysing this
kind of conduct is the geo-
political security calculation,
which in Nepal constitutes an
increasingly important compo-
nent of the metaphor of civil so-

flict and development, completed

before the royal takeover, which emphasised the neces-
sity of “reinforcing the rule of democratic law”. How-
ever, as in the case of Kenya, where donors knowingly
endorsed unfair elections twice, allowing Daniel Arap
Moi to remain in power, it is clear that aid institutions
are more interested in preventing the breakdown of the
political and economic order, in securing which they
are not averse to approving the suppression of political
mabilisation.

_ From the interventions of both Ohashi and the em-
bassies, and from the strategic suggestions outlined in
donor conflict reports and the generally programmatic
manner in which the term “civil society” is employed
in the country, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that
their intent is to “civilise” Nepali civil society and citi-
zens in a very specific and defined manner.

The scholar Hakan Seckinelgin draws attention to
the dual process involved in US funding of civil society
organisations. One is by funding those civil society
organisations “that can be identified on the basis of an
organisational understanding of civil life underpinned
by the American context”. Donors, knowingly or not,
tend to gravitate to ‘partners’ who share their ideologi-
cal bent. The other is the reformulation of civil society
that takes place. The application of Western liberal codes
of conduct and behaviour changes pre-existing social
relations, motivating a very specific form of associa-
tional links along neoliberal understandings. It has

1

ciety organisations used by in-
ternational institutions as a part of the ‘civilising pro-
cess’. A very specific form of civil society is required to
legitimise both the post-1990 Nepali neoliberal state
and the global order. There are few aspects of Nepal's
new political system that have not been shaped by do-
nor input and political aid, by funding the liberal pro- -
ponents of procedural democracy in civil society at the
expense of real democracy. This does not just influence
the rules of the games. It also constitutes part of the
strategy by which a state that continues the same ex-
ploitative economic system can be newly legitimised
via the agenda of “civil society”.

All this is part of the new democracy strategy by
which international political interventions can occur
overtly and with domestic and international support.
Given that opposition to authoritarian rule had emerged
from civil society in many countries, the imperative
has become, in the words of the critic W Robinson,
“to penetrate civil society and from therein assure con-
trol over popular mobilisation”. He goes on to say,
“The composition and balance of power in civil society
in a given Third World country is now just as impor-
tant to US and transnational interests as who control
the governments of those countries. This is a shift
from social control ‘from above’ to social control ‘from
below™.

In the context of the Maoist movement, this impera-
tive has particular and disturbing resonance. B
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make arrangements in advance for
work in Karachi, where supposedly
pays are higher than anywhere else
in South Asia. Karachi is also home
to 80,000 Afghans, who are counted
as refugees rather than as aliens on
the assumption that they will return
to their native country once condi-
tions improve.

In a sprawling city of 12 million-
plus people, Karachi’s non-citizen
residents represent about 15 percent
of the total population, and because
many of them have secured voting
rights, they constitute a significant
electoral block. A report prepared by
NARA's Karachi office states that at
least 80 unnaturalised immigrants
have been elected to a cluster of 20
union councils in the city, six of
which are led by non-citizens,
though local government officials
put the number of elected immi-
grants at closer to 130. Another three
dozen such candidates are believed
to have gained office in the interior
of Sindh. And while about half
of the non-citizen population in
Karachi is concentrated in the city’s
western district, it has spread effec-
tively throughout the entire me-
tropolis, often in small squatter
settlements, making idenlification of
‘illegals” all the more difficult.

On the whole, NARA officials’
efforts to register immigrants appear
thwarted at nearly every tum, some-
times violently. Non-citizen resi-
dents in the Karachi localities of
Machchar colony, Ibrahim Hyderi
and Mauripur recently turned back
visiting NARA officials with force,
and NARA’s efforts outside of the
metropolis enjoy no greater success.
Attempts to register international
migrants in the southern cities of
Nooriabad and Thatta, in Sindh,
and Hub, in Balochistan, have
failed, casualties of patronage net-
works and organised resistance to
the campaign. “The problem is that
aliens have got powers to resist and
help their other fellows to become
Pakistanis”, an officer explains,
noting that he and his colleagues
are ill-equipped to overcome such
tactics. NARA also suffers from more
banal organisational woes, in par-

26

ticular cash shortage that prevents
it from acquiring a fleet of vehicles
or expanding its staff beyond its
present four-dozen employees.

Patronage politics

Owing to its size and uncertain le-
gal status, Karachi’s non-citizen
community has enmeshed itself in
the patronage networks of politi-
cians and political parties, trading
votes for political protection. The
millions of non-citizen residents liv-
ing in Karachi have proven to be a
valuable vote bank for political par-
ties, particularly for those with weak
roots in the metropolis.

Mazhar Shaikh, an additional
director general of NARA, expresses
dismay at the nearly impossible
task of registering non-citizen resi-
dents, the fault for which he says

“They are Pakistanis in
all respects, by all con-
ditions universally ac-
cepted for citizenship’

rests in large measure with their
political connections. “A number of
them have become elected nazinis
[mayors] and councillors, who stop
their community members from get-
ting registered”. He says that once
elected, these officials push through
NIC applications for other non-citi-
zens to help them evade detection
by NARA. Shaikh says that he has
notified the National Database Reg-
istration Authority (NADRA), which
issues NICs, about the difficulties
NARA faces with identity card eva-
sion tactics. A solution is yet to be
found. “A joint line of action is un-
der consideration”, says Shaikh,
adding that the powers of some
councillors to attest NIC applica-
tions may be suspended while dis-
creet investigations are carried out.
For its part, NADRA says that it is
reviewing candidate filings in an
attempt to root out politicians who
lack citizenship.

Ejaz Shati, a former MP who lost
an election last year standing from

Karachi as a candidate of the Paki-
stan Muslim League {Nawaz), has
championed the cause of Bangla-
deshi migrants for more than a de-
cade. In return he has received sup-
port from the thousands of immi-
grants for whom he has helped se-
cure NICs and space on voter rolls.
Though he lost last year’s race to a
candidate of the religious parties
alliance, Muttahida Maijlis-e-Amal,
Shafi received strong support from
the estimated 20,000 Bangla-speak-
ers in his constituency. As a strong
supporter of the community, he re-
fuses to use to the term ‘alien’ to
designate persons of Bangladeshi
origin living in Pakistan. “They are
Pakistanis in all respects, by all con-
ditions universally accepted for citi-
zenship”, he says.

Other parties, such as cricketer-
turned-politician Imran Khan's
Pakistan Tehrik-e-Insaf, Allama
Tahir-ul-Qadri’s Pakistan Awami
Tehrik, and former president Farooq
Leghari’s Millat Party, have made
concerted attempts to cultivate
Bangla-speaking voters. Many politi-
cal aspirants seek support from resi-
dents of Machchar colony, a squat-
ter settlement inhabited by 50,000
Bangla-speakers on land owned by
the Karachi Port Trust (KPT). The KPT
has made several attempts to evict
residents, but each time influential
politicians come to the aid of the
slum-dwellers. “When [ was an MP
from this area, | did not allow the KPT
to evacuate them”, Shafi says, add-
ing that he suggested instead that the
port reclaim land from the upscale
Clifton locality.

However, not all political parties
cultivate the foreign-born vote — in-
deed, some doubt the calculations
on immigrant electoral strength,
and others have tapped into local
resentment of the large Bengali com-
munity to mobilise support. A
leader of the Muttahida Qaumi
Movement (MQM), an offshoot of a
partition-era north Indian organ-
isation of Urdu-speakers, argues
that patronage networks have not
worked to the advantage of immi-
grants, as despite being included on
voter rolls, the government “cau-
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tiously sliced them out of Karachi’s
population” when it came to distrib-
uting resources. However, this has
not stopped parties from pandering
to non-citizens at election time, he
says, and he accuses several of ille-
gally registering non-citizens as
voters. “Even rightwing Jamaat-i-
Islami activists have put many
Afghan voters on rolls in the city’s
central district to harm the MQM”,
he says. Another political mobiliser,
this one from the Pakistan People’s
Party (PPP), perhaps the most pow-
erful political force in Sindh, says
that his group does not register non-
citizens, as doing so would harm
the interests of Pakistanis.

Controversy surrounding immi-
grants extends to the job market,
where local resentment is perhaps
more acute than in the field of poli-
tics. For non-citizens who find work,
it is typically as domestic servants,
as low-wage employees in the gar-
ment or fishing industries, or in jobs
such as sugarcane pressing. Because
they are usually willing to work for
less pay than native-born Pakistanis,
they attract the ire of locals as well as
muffled praise from employers, who
tend to be exploitative.

Many ethnic and nationalist
political organisations, as well as
labour groups, regularly carry out
campaigns against immigrant em-
ployment on the ground -that
recent arrivals damage the eco-
nomic prospects of the native-born.
Along with the MOM, the Jeay Sindh
Qaumi Mahaz (JSOM) opposes the
growing presence of non-citizen
workers in Sindh’s economy. The
parties’ election manifestoes accuse
immigrants of depressing local
wages, and promise improved job
prospects for native-born (Urdu-
speaking) Pakistanis once they are
able to prevent migrants from par-
ticipating in the economy. “These
aliens are a burden on Sindh”, JSQM
chairman Bashir Qureshi says,
adding that it is the government’s
responsibility to solve the problem.

Searching for ‘solutions’

The MQM’s Kunwar Khalid Younus
argues that the government should
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settle the illegal immigration prob-
lem once and for all. “What we need
is just the political will to do that”,
he says. As far back as 1993, intelli-
gence agencies considered compet-
ing proposals to ‘solve’ the problem,
one being a massive repatriation
scheme, primarily of Bangladeshis.
This was deemed impractical, how-
ever, as for its part, Pakistan refuses
to take in the ‘Biharis’ — the nearly
300,000 Urdu-speakers who have
languished in 66 Bangladeshi ur-
ban refugee camps since the early
1970s. In any event, the ‘exporting’
couniries are unlikely to cooperate
with Islamabad’s repatriation sche-
mes; in August 1996, Dhaka refused
to accept 70 Bangladeshis deported
from Karachi because they carried
Pakistani NICs and passports.
What ‘solutions’, if any, can be
found to the non-citizen resident

‘We often spend much
less to get forged
‘Pakistani documents’

question is a matter of pressing con-
cern in Islamabad. In addition to
launching NARA and debating the
repatriation scheme, Islamabad has
investigated other methods of regu-
lating immigrants’ existence and
bringing them within the scope of
the law. There is a process by which
non-citizens can secure legal resi-
dence and work status, but its costs
are prohibitively expensive for most
immigrants: until recently, PKR
10,000 (USD 180) and PKR 1000, re-
spectively, for registration and
work permit cards. Even after reduc-
tions to PKR 2500 and PKR 500, most
non-citizens lack the finances to take
advantage of these options, particu-
larly when becoming ‘legal’ is not
viewed as a pressing concern. “We
often spend much less than this to
get [forged] Pakistani documents”,
a Bangladeshi migrant living in
Federal B Area explains. For citizens
of Bangladesh and Burma, there is
also the option of formally apply-
ing for Pakistani citizenship under
Rule 13/A of the Citizenship Act,

though Islamabad has approved
less than 1000 of such natural-
isation applications till now.

Another idea is to provide mi-
grants with transit back to their
countries of origin on nen-citizen
Pakistani passports. A committee
convened by the federal govern-
ment, which included two Bangla
speakers as ex-officio members, rec-
ommended the issuing of so-called
‘white passports’ to migrants from
Bangladesh and Burma so that they
may visit their countries of origin
and migrate back, if so inclined. But
to receive a white passport, migrants
would first have to register with
NARA and fill out Form E-I under
the Citizenship Act, a step most
non-citizen residents are hesitant to
take. However, this plan possesses
the advantage of offering an avenue
for migrants to return to their birth
countries, if they so desire, and some
NGOs have expressed interest in
facilitating such a process and
providing financial support to
returnees.

While many Bangla speakers in
Pakistan arrived relatively recently,
there is also the challenge of adju-
dicating the citizenship claims of
Bengalis whose residence dates to
the 24 years between the 1947 parti-
tion and Bangladeshi indepen-
dence. The same federal committee
that issued the recommendation
about white passports also pro-
posed granting Pakistani citizen-
ship to Bengalis — not Bangladeshis
- living in (West) Pakistan before
the Bengali nationalist capture of
Dhaka on 16 December 1971. After
Bangladesh’s war of independence,
fewer than 25,000 Bengalis opted to
remain in Pakistan, according to
NARA director general Shaikh, while
most of the rest migrated to the
former eastern wing. A 1978 amend-
ment to the Citizenship Act nulli-
fied the Pakistani citizenship of
those domiciled in erstwhile East
Pakistan. Bengalis remaining in
Pakistan were required to submit
a Form E-1 to the home department
of their province of residence and
apply for ‘citizenship, although
according to the Sindh home de-
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partment, no Bengalis submitted
such forms in that province after the
war. Many of these people have led
a precarious legal existence for the
past three decades.

The government committee also
held meetings with Bengali commu-
nity representatives and, in re-
sponse to concerns that they lack
documentary proof of residence,
proposed that local police officials
be empowered to recommend the
granting of citizenship after verifi-
cation. Critics, however, say that
this proposal would only lead to
massive corruption among police
officers. Another widely shared con-
cern among non-citizen residents is
the suspicion that the entire govern-
ment registration process is merely
a plot to launch deportation pro-
ceedings once particulars are
known to authorities. Interior min-
istry officials dismiss this claim,
and note that none of the 35,000
migrants registered to date have
been deported. “On the contrary, we
are trying fo resolve their civic and
social problems, including extend-
ing them educational, health and
other facilities”, says one official. He
also discloses that the government
committee has been asked to review
other countries” immigration and
citizenship policies in order to sug-
gest improvements in Pakistan’s
system.

13 kg of bad publicity

Debates about the role of ethnic-mi-
nority non-citizens in Pakistani so-
ciety and politics, and the proposed
methods of dealing with the con-
cerns of and about them, are also
coloured by anxieties about the sup-
posedly dangerous and illegal prac-
tices of some elements of the immi-
grant population. Statements from
Pakistan’s interior ministry indicate
that there is increased official con-
cern about non-citizen residents’
involvement with religious schools
accused of fuelling sectarian hatred,
and with criminal activities rang-
ing from burglaries and murder to
international drug trafficking. A re-
cent interior ministry socio-eco-
nomic survey showed that non-citi-

i

zens are concentrated in 22 locali-
ties of Karachi, many in ‘sensitive’
places near sea, oil and power in-
stallations and army cantonments,
prompting the police to recommend
mass evictions in these areas.

Concerns about links to reli-
gious violence are heightened given
Karachi’s experience with sectarian
violence. NARA research shows that
the migrant community is making
concentrated use of 29 government
schools and nine hospitals, and
operates 44 madrasas, about five per-
cent of the city’s 869 Islamic schools.
Regarding those schools, authori-
ties say that, despite it being a small
proportion of the city’s total, they
are nevertheless worried about an
influx of students into these largely
unregulated institutions.

Today, most foreign students in
the madrasas come from Afghan,
Burmese or Bangladeshi back-
grounds, although until two years
ago there were also large numbers
of African and Southeast Asian stu-
dents. With the opening of the US
military campaign in Afghanistan
in October 2001, however, overseas
enrolment in Karachi’s madrasas
plummeted, and now foreign-born
students represent only four percent
of the 264,169 madrasa student to-
tal for Sindh, 85 percent of which is
concentrated in Karachi, according
to a recent police report.

The already precarious position
of foreign-bom residents in Karachi
vis-a-vis the police is further com-
plicated by military and law en-
forcement efforts associated with the
US ‘war on terror’. The US Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI), with
the help of Pakistani authorities, is
closely monitoring mobile phone
conversations in Pakistan, and has
arrested hundreds of foreigners sus-
pected of links to Al Qaeda and
other militant outfits. The FBI con-
ducts operations in the country
with the blessings and assistance
of Pakistani officials, who have toed
the US line since September 2001.
Among the several thousand people
arrested to date in these operations,
officials say that about 700 are non-
Pakistanis, mostly Afghans and

Arabs, but there are also some Afri-
cans, Bangladeshis and Burmese.

The police also highlight mi-
grants’ participation in local crime,
in particular their connections to
robbery, kidnapping, narcotics
smuggling, human trafficking and
murder. “We have evidence of their
involvement in serious offences,
and we have recommended that the
government take the issue seri-
ously”, the inspector general of
Sindh police, Syed Kamal Shah, al-
leges. According to a police report,
non-citizens are implicated in a
widespread network of trafficking
girls from Bangladesh and Pakistan
to the United Arab Emirates. Police
also suspect that immigrants have
worked as hired killers in Karachi’s
recent spate of high-profile murders.

These concerns came to the sur-
face in late spring with the high-pro-
file arrests of three Bengali drug
smugglers. On 21 May, Bangladeshi
airport authorities arrested three
women travelling on Pakistani
passports for possession of 13 kilo-
grams of heroin valued at USD 2.25
million, one of the largest drug hauls
ever in Dhaka. Pakistani authorities
had tipped off their Bangladeshi
counterparts, who discovered the
contraband in paste tubes hidden
in the women’s luggage. A prelimi-
nary investigation into the case by
Pakistani officials uncovered that
the traffickers were Karachi-based
Bengalis who had bribed officials
to receive documents attesting
Pakistani citizenship. According
to Pakistani authorities, travel
on forged or falsely issued Paki-
stani documents is quite common,
though it is ‘real’ Pakistani citizens
who receive a bad reputation for
such practices. Several Afghans
have also been caught committing
similar crimes, though Bengalis
are believed to be more frequent
offenders.

The Dhaka drug bust, exten-
sively covered in the Pakistani me-
dia, led to hand wringing and ac-
cusation-levelling in Karachi. An
official of the prP cites the heroin
arrests as evidence of the negative
consequences of migrants partici-
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fect on overall earnings. Rather,
large-scale retrenchment in the last
two years resulted from other fac-
tors, such as the global economic
slowdown following 11 September
2001. On the other side of the argu-
ment are those who note that
the present quota system for most
Bangladeshi export items is also
scheduled for phasing out in 2004.
They are convinced that a large
number of factories will not be able
to compete in the global market,
making the prospect of mass unem-
ployment imminent.

Whatever the prognosis, the
plight of garment workers has sud-
denly become a matter of great con-
cern, even to those who previously
exhibited little interest in their well
being. Factory owners, social activ-
ists who might otherwise have little
to say on labouring women, and
trade unionists alike are now high-
lighting the need to prepare for the
end of 2004. While there is little ap-
parent concern about what the
numbers or statistical trends have
to say, Dhaka is abuzz with talk
aboui “1.5 million workers losing
their jobs overnight”.

One can only speculate on the
various interests involved in such
suppositions. Factory owners ap-
pear to be using this as an opportu-
nity to push the government to
implement a long-standing set of
demands — the provision of a cen-
tral bonded warehousing facility,
lowered duties on certain import
items and improved port facilities,
among other things. Indeed, the re-
cently proposed national budget
clearly took the concerns of this sec-
tor into consideration with its offer
of substantial tax reductions for the
industry.

A number of prominent trade
unionists are enjoying a rare mo-
ment in the sun, having become
regular speakers at the many semi-
nars and symposiums on the sub-
ject. Lastly, many concerned citi-
zens worry about the social conse-
quences of having so many young,
unemployed women on the streets
of the capital. Indeed, an underly-
ing anxiety about uncontrolled

working class sexuality seems to be
a common thread running through
discussions on the topic.

Rarely brought up in these dis-
cussions, though, are some aspects
of market access and productivity
that have a direct relation to main-
taining the garment industry in
good health. After all, the future vi-
ability of the industry depends to a
great extent on its ability to gain ac-
cess to more diverse markets and to
increase labour preductivity.

Dangerous sympathy

In response to a question on image
and marketability, factory owners at
a recent roundtable on the impact
of the MFA phase-out noted that they

International calls for
uniform wages act as
an alibi for justifying
Northern protectionist
trade policies

find considerable sympathy abroad
for Bangladeshi workers. They take
this to be a wholly positive devel-
opment, given past boycotts and the
general demonising of the garment
industry. However, it should not be
taken for granted that this sympa-
thy always translates into actions
that help workers. For one thing,
today a growing number of consum-
ers ‘'with a conscience’ in the North
are unwilling to buy clothes made
with ‘sweatshop labour’. These con-
sumers, along with student activists
and labour organisers, form the core
supporters of the movement to es-
tablish universal labour standards.
Unfortunately, it is all too clear that
the demand for uniform wages
frequently acts as an alibi for justi-
fying Northern protectionist trade
policies. Double standards invari-
ably operate in the discourse
on ethics in the labour market,
placing poor countries at a distinct
disadvantage.

Some of the images of the exploi-
tation of women workers in circula-
tion are irresponsible, to say the

least. A college textbook published
several years ago claims that in the
slums of Bangladesh, there is a say-
ing that “if you're lucky, you'll be a
prostitute; if you're unlucky, you'll
be a garment worker”. An investi-
gative journalist hired by a US trade
union coined this saying; the con-
flicting interests at stake here, given
the politics of international trade,
are not difficult to grasp. This is ex-
actly the kind of rhetoric that gener-
ates sympathy for Bangladeshi
workers from politically correct
Northern consumers. The conse-
quences of such attention and sym-
pathy have been disastrous at times,
as the boycotts of earlier decades
painfully demonstrated.

But, the reality is that Bangla-
deshi garment factories remain no-
torious for their sweatshop-like con-
ditions. Without doubt, there are
serious violations of labour rights
in the garment sector. Labour ex-
ploitation is alive and well in
many factories. However, a blanket
condemnation (or celebration} of
the industry dees not do justice to
the complexity or diversity of work-
ing conditions in the sector. There
are substantial differences in work-
ing conditions between large, well-
established factories and small,
barely viable ones, and between
those in the Export Processing
Zones ~ investment-friendly areas
near Dhaka, in Chittagong, and as
yet in the implementation stage at
Comilla and Ishurdi ~ and those
outside.

Equally important, a distinction
must be made between those situa-
tions where questions of labour
rights are embedded in larger struc-
tural issues of poverty and those
that entail gross violations of hunan
rights. It is critical to intervene in
the discourse on global labour stan-
dards and bring out this distinction
in all its fine points. That is one way
to prevent the labour issue from be-
ing appropriated by the agendas of
Northern capitalists and labour
unions.

At the same roundtable, the
question of alternative occupations
for retrenched garment workers was
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raised, with the suggestion that per-
haps sex work was the only viable
option for many women. Invariably,
a widely viewed programme on a
private TV channel that had sug-
gested as much came up for discus-
sion as ‘evidence’ of this trend. No
doubt the show in question was pro-
duced out of sympathy for the
plight of unemployed garment
workers. Yet, by highlighting a du-
bious but unquestioned link be-
tween poor women and sex work,
the programme appears to have
done more damage than good.
Rather than generating serious con-
cern for retrenched workers, or un-
packing the pernicious effects of
globalisation and structural adjust-
ment on an uneven playimg field, the
show succeeded only in tapping
into a generalised middle class anxi-
ety. This kind of sympathy is always
in danger of slipping into voyeur-
ism, leading to a different kind
of exploitation of the labouring
woman.

Workers/human rights

The factory owners present at the
roundtable expressed unanimous
admiration for the diligence and
intelligence (quick “pick-up time”)
of their female employees. The praise
notwithstanding, Bangladeshi gar-
ment workers have one of the low-
est labour productivity levels m the
world. Apart from lack of education
and opportunities for skill accumu-
lation, there are invisible social di-
mensions that affect productivity.
Often with women, but not neces-
sarily restricted to worhen, it is
sexual harassment.

A study of the garment industry
by the writer earlier this year
showed that worker efficiency is
closely related to the specific condi-
tions of employment associated
with globalisation which create ‘en-
abling’ environments for employers
and others to get away with sexual
harassment, simultaneously mak-
ing it harder for employees to press
for redress. In other words, extreme
job insecurity in the garment indus-
try promotes rampant sexual coer-
cion and blackmail from superiors.
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Since workers can be dismissed at
the whim of superiors, women -
especially if they are financially
insecure - often have no choice
but to quietly accept harassment
and to leave if conditions become
intolerable.

A quarter of respondents re-
ported being sexually harassed at
least once. 30 percent of all garment
workers and 50 percent of workers
employed in the Export Processing
Zones reported having heard of
sexual assaults or rapes in their
workplace. Given the stigma at-
tached to making such incidents
public, one can assume there was
considerable under-reporting. The
smaller factories were the worst of-

Micro-credit is not the
panacea for all
problems in all places

fenders, while very large, well-estab-
lished factories appeared to afford
relatively more protection.

Gauging the impact of sexual
harassment on worker productivity,
the results of the study were strik-
ing. Almost half of the workers re-
ported that sexual harassment im-
pairs their productivity directly. It
is not only individual workers who
feel the impact. If a woman has been
humiliated, sexually or otherwise,
and no public action is taken, the
atmosphere of fear and resentment
infects all workers. Experiences of
sexual harassment also generate
forms of resistance that effectively
lower productivity. In the absence
of any mechanism to correct an abu-
sive situation, workers frequently
resort to actions such as intention-
ally slowing down their output per
hour or feigning illness. For many
workers, this kind of oblique resis-
tance may be the only means of
expressing their anger or helpless-
ness. Talking back or seeking
help from superiors usually makes
things much worse.

The underlying factors that
increase worker vulnerability to

sexual harassment can be rectified
quite easily. Providing workers
with appropriate documentation,
and eliminating the informal
system of hiring and firing workers
would be a critical first step.
This does not require new legisla-
tion but rather the enforcement
of existing tabour laws. Needless
to say, the increased efficiency
argument should not be the primary
motive for implementing labour
laws.

Free trade versus fair

The prospect of social and economic
upheaval after 2004 looms large,
partly because of the memories from
the large-scale retrenchment of
garment workers at the end of 2001.
At that time, an umbrella group of
NGOs established a micro-credit
programme to help unemployed
garment workers attain self-suffi-
ciency. Unfortunately, despite its
reputation in mternational develop-
ment circles, micro-credit is not
the panacea for all problems in
all places. The programme was
misplaced and doomed to fail.

The best way to ensure the so-
cial and economic security of gar-
ment workers is to enable them to
keep their jobs. This is not an easy
task in the new global order, given
the minimal bargaining power that
Bangladesh has. Intervening in the
global discourse on ethics and en-
suring the rights of workers in the
workplace can make some differ-
ence. Equally important are recent
efforts to make international trade
fair, rather than free — which it never
has been. The Fair Trade Initiative
pioneered by Oxfam and others, for
instance, seeks to close the immense
gap between the manufacturing
price and the selling price of goods
produced in poor countries. Some
people are quick to dismiss the ven-
ture as utopian, since it strikes at
the heart of the capitalist system of
pricing and profits. In response, one
can only say that without visions of
utopia, meaningful social change
would never be possible anywhere
in the world. b
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Pakistan’s budget 2003-04

The economics of hypocrisy

Pakistan’s government releases a budget addressing the concerns of its
core constituency — the World Bank and the IMF.

by Shafqat Munir

akistan’s finance minister,
P Shaukat Aziz, when present-

ing the new fiscal year bud-
get in June, made tall claims about
the country’s improved economic
outlook. This budget, Aziz's fourth
since being appointed finance min-
ister by General Pervez Musharraf
in 1999, is the first he has presented
under the military-led civilian gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Mir
Zafarullah Khan Jamali. Yet, de-
spite the arrival of an elected civil-
ian government since Aziz released
last year’s budget, essentially noth-
ing has changed in his economic
planning. The budget for 2003-04 is
merely a continuation of economic
policies aimed at achieving targets
set by the World Bank and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF).

In his 7 June budget speech, Aziz
offered an ambiguous appraisal of
Pakistan’s fiscal health, on the one
hand describing a rosy recovery pro-
cess, and on the other enumerating
five major challenges that appeared
to contradict his claims of sound
economic growth and poverty re-
duction. These challenges are: ac-
celerating economic growth in sec-
tors with job creation capacity, a
step deemed essential for poverty
reduction; making larger invest-
ments in human development, an
objective that has received in-
creased budget support; recovering
losses in public sector corporations,
which would increase the capacity
to invest in human capital and de-
velopment; making improvements in
physical infrastructure such as wa-
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ter storage, canals, roads and ports
in order to more fully realise the
economy’s potential; and attracting
greater private scctor investment, a
point on which some limited suc-
cess has already been achieved.
Judging by the finance minister’s
five points, the ostensible corner-
stones of the government’'s eco-
nomic improvement plan are in-

Shaukat Aziz points the way.

creasing growth and employment
and furthering human and infra-
structure development. If this does
not materialise, then Aziz's claims
in his budget speech will prove
falsely hopeful. Sadly, there is good
reason to doubt that the finance
minister’s optimistic words will
translate into real-life improvements
for the people of Pakistan. First, the
new budgel essentially continucs
policies of the past several years, in

which period the poverty rate of
Pakistan touched 32 percent, ac-
cording to official data, and nearly
40 percent according to indepen-
dent sources and international agen-
cies. This is up from a 1993-94
World Bank poverty estimate of 29
percent. Second, the budget no
longer even reflects the interests of
Pakistanis, howsoever defined by
the government. Policy planners
have, with the curiously titled
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper
(PRSP}, settled on a new strategy to
placate international lenders.

Debt bondage
Trapped in debt by the World Bank
and the IMF, along with other lend-
ing countries and institutions, Pa-
kistan appears fated to accept what-
ever conditions the overseas insti-
tutions chooses to impose. The coun-
try is currently making use of USD
two billion in World Bank money
for poverty reduction and simulta-
neously accepting funds from an
IMF programme, the Poverty Reduc-
tion and Growth Facility (PRGF), to
the tune of USD 1.4 billion. froni-
cally, by the much-touted terms of
good governance, Pakistan should
not receive these funds, as the
country’s politics hardly conforms
to international standards of com-
petent and fair administration. Even
s0, these lending bodies now require
Pakistan to draw upon their policy
guidelines to prepare and imple-
ment a poverty reduction strategy
with long-term objectives.
Launched globally in 2000,
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PRST's are {supposedly) developed
by national governments in coop-
eration with the World Bank, the
IMF and local interest groups to “de-
scribe a country’s macroeconomic,
structural and social policies and
programs to promote growth and
reduce poverty, as well as associ-
ated external financing needs”. To
date, 26 counties, mostly from Af-
rica, have published PrSPs, and an-
other 45, including Pakistan, have
.m=znm Poverty Reduction Strategy
Papers (I-PRSPs}). 5ri Lanka, which
presented its PRSP on 23 April 2003,
is the only South Asian country to
have done so, with Pakistan ex-
pected to follow suit with its final
plan later this year. The purpose of
the plan is to establish a framework
for long-term planning, and to “pro-
vide the crucial link between na-
tional public actions, donor sup-
port, and the development out-
comes needed to meet the MDGs
[Millenium Development Goals]”.

Some analysts argue that struc-
tural adjustment policies and, more
specifically, sectoral adjustment
loans, have been the single most
important policy-influencing tool of
bilateral and multilateral donors in
the post-war era. Contained in such
documents as P'RSPs, they have come
to dominate the economic policy
contexts of a large majority of poor
countries, and are likely to continue
to do so as the debt trap intensifies.
In most PRSPs, 10 basic conditions
are placed on prospective countries
for them to gain access to loans,
three of the most important being
sound sectoral policy, deregulation
and good governance.

Aasim Sajjad Akhtar, a civil so-
clety analyst, says that the problem
with structural adjustment policies
is their history of destructive effects
in countries where they have been
introduced. The primary thrust of
these policies is reducing subsidies
and budget deficits, increasing rev-
enues and privatisation, and en-
couraging trade liberalisation. To
meet these terms, governments, in-
stead of increasing revenues by tax-
ing high-income individuals and
industries, place the financial bur-
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den on the commoen man, increas-
ing the incidence of poverty. In Pa-
kistan, particularly since Musharraf
came to power in 1999, direct and
indirect taxation and price increases
have adversely affected Pakistan’s
tower-middle and poorer classes.
PRSP policies are also an indirect
threat to food security in that they
reduce government support for the
food supply. Yet, despite the clearly
harmful effects of these policies, and
their detachment from realistic as-
sessments of countries” situations,
international financial institutions
have continued to advance themn. At
the policy level, this results in se-
verely misguided and counter-pro-
ductive strategies.

The PRSP process began in Paki-
stan three years ago. The country’s
-PRSP, adopted in November 2001,
contains goals similar to those pre-

Structural adjustment
policies are the most
important tool of
bilateral and multilateral
donors

sented in Aziz’s 7 June budget
speech. In May 2003, a PRSP draft
was completed, with final approval
expected by year’s end. No doubt,
the stated aims of the PRSP — eco-
nomic growth, reduced poverty,
improved administration — are wor-
thy goals, but the methods pre-
scribed by the plan are unlikely to
achieve them. The government has
not devised a practical, time-bound
programme to increase economic
growth or to raise standards of liv-
ing. To do so would first require a
plan to improve the lives of the
country’s agricultural labourers,
who, at 48 percent of the workforce,
represent the largest section of the
emploved population. An increase
in agricultural sector prosperity
would, for instance, do much to roll
back poverty, given that the sector
represents one-quarter of the
country’s GDP and sustains two-
thirds of its people. But despite its

importance, agriculture has con-
tinuously received little government
support, a trend continued in this
year’s budget.

A multidimensional condition
Under the PRSP guidelines, the gov-
ernmenthas committed itself to raise
pro-poor budgetary allocations by
at least 0.2 percent of the GDI' per
annurn, Based on these projections,
by fiscal year 2005-06 the allocation
for poverty reduction will reach PKR
246.5 billion (USD 4.42 billion). The
government claims that the PRSP
will broaden and deepen develop-
ment by facilitating high rates of
economic growth, thereby improv-
ing employment prospects and
strengthening the social safety net.
The 2003-04 budget proposes
KR 185 billion (USD 3.3 billion) for
poverty reduction, as compared to
PKR 161 billion (USD 2.9 billion) for
the outgoing year, a net increase of
almost 15 percent, at least on paper.
[deally, this money will be used to
improve the education, health care,
population planning, water supply
and sanitation, rural development
and housing sectors. An allocation
of this size for povertv reduction is
actually quite substantial for a coun-
try with an economy and growth
rates described as modest, at best.
Even so, the impressive figures
found in glossy budget documents
may prove to be hollow numbers.
In evaluating this year’'s poverty
reduction budget, it deserves men-
tion that, of the PKR 161 billion ear-
marked last year, 60 percent of the
assigned funds went unspent.
Doubts have even been raised about
whether the money committed on
paper actually existed in the first
place, and concerns naturally fol-
low about whether a 15 percent in-
crease in this year’s budget will
translate into an actual increase in
spending. The government, appar-
ently in an attempt to convince
people that poverty will be aggres-
sively targeted, has re-christened
the Public Sector Development
Programme as the Poverty Reduc-
tion Programme. But, leaving aside
name changes and theoretical bud-
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getary allocations for improving citi-
zens welfare, it is clear that Paki-
stanis are falling deeper into the
poverty trap of diminished social
services.

Poverty is defined as a multidi-
mensional condition coupling low
or non-existent income with lack of
access to basic services such as edu-
cation, health care and employment
opportunities. But measurements of
poverty are faulty in that they usu-
ally take into consideration only
income levels, according to Dr
Mushtaq A Khan of the Centre for
Research on Poverty Reduction and
Income Distribution of the Planning
Commission of Pakistan. 5o, even
while economic growth may lift the
mean income level, large income
differentials can simultaneously
increase inequality, and both pro-
cesses affect conditions of poverty.
“In the case of Pakistan, it seems
that poverty is more sensitive to
the inequality. With increases in
the GDP growth rate, the average
nominal income increases in the
economy, which has a positive im-
pact on-poverty. But this positive
impact is washed out due to the
negative impact of worsening in-
come inequality and vice versa”,
explains Dr Khan.

Statistical measures of physical
well-being offer a grim picture of
poverty in Pakistan. According to
official data, over 70 million people,
more than half of all Pakistanis, do
not have access to health facilities.
The doctor-population ratio is
1:2000, while that for nurses is
1:4000 and that for hospital beds is
1:1500. There are only 455 rural
health centres, despite the fact that
two-thirds of all Pakistanis live in
rural areas. Mortality rates for in-
fants, children and mothers are high
by South Asian and world stan-
dards. The gender ratio of new-
borns, at 108 males to 100 females,
is disturbing, and roughly 40 per-
cent of all under-five children are
malnourished. Unsafe drinking
water and air pollution contribute
to health problems, and an esti-
mated six million children aged be-
tween five and nine are out of school.

3

For the remaining 14 million who
do attend classes, the quality of edu-
cation is poor, with about 55 per-
cent of children above the age of 10
illiterate. Only 63 percent of people
have access to water supply, the
safety of which in any event is not
regulated. Only two in five pcople
have access to sanitation facilities,
and air pollution levels in Lahore
and Karacht are 20 times the World
Health Organisation’s standards.

PAKISTAN

Interim

Poverty Reduction
Faper (PR3P,

trategy

Pakistan's fiscal roadmap, the I-PRSF,
is a product of World Bank-IMF
consultation.

Plight of the worker

Pakistan’s growth rate, touted in the
[-PRSP as a strong pillar of the
country’s economy, is actually
lower today than it was in the last
decade. Following an average
growth rate of four percent in the
1990s, the nearly four years of
Musharraf’s tenure have witnessed
a decline to 3.6 percent, owing to
low levels of investment and sav-
ings. Because of connections be-
tween investment and employment,
a decline in these categories wors-
ens poverty, which, in turn, is di-
rectly linked to human rights, labour
rights and environmental stan-

dards, none of which have demon-
strated significant improvements
despite the adoption of the five-pil-
lar I-PRSP.

The country’s generally bleak
economic planning is exacerbated
by disastrous shifts in employment
trends and policies. Unemployment
in Pakistan has continued to in-
crease, with the official rate now
standing at 7.8, and, according to
the ‘Economic Survey 2002-037,
about 3.3 million people are out of
work. Such conditions have resulted
in increases in related social mala-
dies, including crime and suicide.
Moreover, the situation of those
employed or underemployed is
worsening due to the introduction
of a contract labour system and re-
gressive labour laws promulgated
by the Musharraf government and
ratified by Prime Minister Jamali’s.

Among the most notable of the
recent changes in labour law is the
Industrial Relations Ordinance (IR()
of 2002, which replaced an IRO dat-
ing from 1969, and has effectively
snatched away basic protections
from workers and contravened In-
ternational Labour Organisation
(L0 conventions that Pakistan has
ratified. In the new TRQ, agricultural
workers, representing half of the
Palkistani labour force, have lost the
right to form trade unions, the very
institutions meant to protect and
advance workers’ rights. Taken to-
gether with the large portion of the
labour force employed in the infor-
ma) sector, where trade unions do
not exist in any event, nearly the
entire labour force is no lenger al-
Jowed to organise. Altogether, only
three percent of Pakistan’s labour
force is currently unionised.

Experience from around the
world shows that labour unions are
among the most important of civil
society groups helping to create
rights-based conditions, though
their prospects in Pakistan are not
encouraging. The lack of organising
rights in agriculture becomes all the
more serious when one considers
government plans to introduce cor-
porate farming in the country, even
though this flies in the face of PRSP
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goals of improving workers’ condi-
tions. The effect of these policies is a
two-fold attack on agricultural
workers, at once corporatising the
livelihoods of nearly 30 million
people and simultaneously strip-
ping them of their right to organise
in the face of liberalisation.

Another regressive provision in
the IRC 2002 is the abolishment of
National Industrial Relations Com-
mission (NIRC) relief to sacked /re-
trenched workers. Until now, such
workers could file a case with the
NIRC and remain in the job until
adjudication of their claims. Now,
workers’ rights have been all but
eliminated, as employers can fire at
will without worry about NIRC ac-
tion. And, despite false claims that
government labour courts were
strengthened in the tripartite con-
ference of July 2001, in reality the
situation has worsened, especially
with the recent elimination of labour
appellate tribunals.

All of these measures are pro-
employer and anti-worker. Instead
of pursuing a policy of threatening
citizens’ livelihoods and increasing
poverty, the government should fa-
cilitate an employment structure
promaoting opportunities for em-
ployment and social protection for
workers.

Participatory dictatorship
While the government claims to
have proceeded through the PRSP
process in a consultative manner,
obvious shortcomings and condem-
nation from civil society contradict
this position. Fury over the PRSP pro-
cess has extended to parliament,
where, after a briefing by civil soci-
ety groups on 23 June, opposition
parliamentarians objected to the in-
clusion of certain components of the
[-PRSP in the new budget without
debate in or approval by parliament.
Casting doubts on the government’s
entire poverty reduction scheme,
they demanded a transparent evalu-
ation of all PRSP policies and imple-
mentation proposals.
Understandably, the large donor
institutions take a different view of
Pakistan’s PRSP process. World
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Bank country director in Pakistan,
John W Wall, a leading supporter
of the PRSP process, attended the 23
June meeting and stated, “The core
principles of PRSI should be coun-
try driven, result oriented, partici-
patory, comprehensive and long
term in perspective”. In addition to
these vague commitments, Wall also
recommended taking the three key
steps of “understanding poverty

Today, nearly the entire
labour force is no
longer allowed to

organise

and factors that determine it, choos-
ing public actions impacting pov-
erty, and identifying indicators of
progress and monitoring in a par-
ticipatory manner”.

It is, of course, hypocrisy on the
part of the World Bank and other
donors to speak in terms of partici-
patory and transparent approaches
even as they cut deals with a mili-
tary government that does not ‘con-
sult with stakeholders’, at least if

stakeholders are defined as the
people it governs. In clear contra-
vention of Wall's sermon, the gov-
ernment has consistently refused to
bring PRSP policies up for parlia-
mentary debate. Moreover, the op-
position and treasury benches werc
not consulted during the develop-
ment of the I-PRSF or its final ver-
sion, exposing the claim that
people’s representatives have been
taken into confidence. Donors ped-
dling such policies always prefer
dealing with dictators in Pakistan
instead of democratic governments.
And, as they dictate to a dictator,
they bestow on him internationally
credibility he may not have in the
country.

The secretive manner in which
the government conducted PRSP ne-
gotiations with donors, and the fact
that its contents have not been
brought up for debate in parliament,
much less before the general pub-
lic, suggest that the Musharraf-
Jamali regime is pursuing cconomic
policies that it knows will not sur-
vive scrutiny. Reviews of Pakistan’s
PRSP strategy, or its policy compo-
nents, unambiguously demonstrate
that the people’s interests have been
subverted to the whims and power-
point guidelines of international
lenders. Pakistan’s experiment
with participatory dictatorship, far
from improving the lives of its
people, has proven to be a bankrupt
experience. A
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tion is edited by an international
team of senior Tibet scholars, and
many seminal articles have graced
its pages. The Tibet Journal is avail-
able in many libraries and book-
shops in Kathmandu, as well as di-
rectly from the publisher.

The Namgyal Institute of Tibe-
tology in Gangtok, Sikkim, has re-
cently relaunched its flagship pub-
lication, the Bulletin of Tibetology.
First published in 1964, the journal
is actively soliciting articles on
Tibetan studies with a particular
view to Sikkim and the surround-
ing areas. A website, www tibet-
ology.com, is under construction.

Tom Lehrer once sung of chemi-
cal elements: “these are the only
ones of which the news has come to
Harvard, and there may be many
others, but they haven't been discov-
ered”. This is certainly not an ex-
haustive list, but a team at the Tibet-
an and Himalayan Digital Library
(www.thdl.org) is compiling one.
Readers are encouraged to send in-
formation on any major Himalayan
journals to mt272@cornell.edu &

Mark Turin, Ithaca, USA

Mughal magical
CEUE N

FOR A continental sub-unit boast-
ing myriad traditional art forms,
contemporary South Asia could do
more to produce works of art that
explore modern social and political
issues through indigenous medi-
ums. At least one craftsperson of the
Subcontinent has taken a stab at that
challenge ~ Saira Wasim, a minia~
turist painter of the Mughal style,
who works out of Lahore. There is
much in the South Asia of today in
dire need of artistic examination,
and Wasim has cast her stroke
wide, using her art to vent anger
against religious extremism, nucle-
ar jingoism and female repression.

Trained at the National College
of Arts, Lahore, Wasim says that, in
miniature painting, “issues which
are big conflicts in society are
touched on in a very sensitive, dec-

THE WORLD Water Forum is the
periodic and moving confluence of
global water interests. It is organ-
ised by the World Water Council
(WWCQ), the official organiser and
self-designated think-tank on glo-
bal water policy, based in France.

Members of the WWC make up a
who-is-who of development, includ-
ing all the major states, bilateral and
multilateral development agencies,
development finance institutions,
private corporations, inter-govern-
mental agencies, research institutes
and, of course, the inevitable sprin-
kling of NGOs blessed with selective
advantage.

This was the third forum that
WWC organised since the first one
in Marrakesh in 1997 and the sec-
ond one in The Hague in 2000. Hav-
ing set the course of global water
policy to synch with the profit cal-
culus of powerful international in-
terests, Japan was thought to be the
place to agree upon a plan of action
for the Third World Water Forum or
3WWE. Sadly, Japan disappointed
everyone.

orative and colourful way”. She has
adapted the traditional Mughal style

to incorporate iconography ranging

from the Italian renaissance to South
Asian truck art. Her pictures are
overtly political, although also play-
ful in their recurring employment of
circus themes, Appeals to peaceful

" co-existence are laced with a distinct

touch of irony, even caustic humour.
In “Friendship’, Atal Behari Vajpay-
ee and Pervez Musharraf, both
garbed in Tudor attire, shake hands
in a military viewing stand as India’s
ex-foreign minister Jaswant Singh
looks on approvingly. Behind Mush-
arraf scowls a jester, while to the gen-
eral’s right a pint-sized military of-
ficer and a worried-faced Santa
Claus offer salutes. Symmetry is
maintained on Vajpayee’s side with
a clown in meek supplication and a
female juggler tossing balls. The me-
dieval circus-cum-military parade is
completed with oxen bearing mis-
siles below the stand. While at one

The Europeans were irked at the
Japanese for all sorts of organisa-
tional reasons. Of course, they were
also peeved by the failure of the pro-
cess to deliver results. The Ameri-
cans, frankly, were quite uncon-
cerned. But the corporations were
there to attend to life’s stern duties.
So they prioritised and spent large
sums of money at the forum on im-
age enhancement exercises, in ad-
dition to pulling policy strings from
behind the scenes.

Most participants from the third
world were absorbed in the glitter-

level this is a plea for harmony, at

another level, in Wasim's words, it
is the depiction of “political leaders
neglecting their duties” in childlike
play.

Musharraf appears in many of
Wasim’s creations, sometimes along-
side other world leaders like Vajpay-
ee and George W Bush, and at other
times alone with a stoic lion and his
military retinue. In ‘Haligoli’, for in-
stance, Pakistani military officials in
flip-flops clutch missiles and rifles
on rocking horses (and one rocking
lion, reserved for Musharraf), while
mullahs stare down on the scene
from above and figures on flying toy
trucks streak across the sky. ‘Friends
Again’, part of a series commenting
on US-Pakistani military cooperation
since September 2001, shows Bush
and Musharraf cuddling in an ele-
vated box while Ronald McDonald
and a Pakistani soldier stand at the
forefront of a celebrating crowd. In
perhaps Wasim’'s most irreverent

HIMAL 16/7 July 2003



Briefs

ing melee of events at parallel ses-
sions in Osaka, Shiga and Kyoto cit-
ies. Few knew what was going on.
Fewer bothered to find out. That was
not what they had come there for.
Beside, the mood at the cafés was
more inviting. The sushi was good,
the onsens were cultural. It all came
off rather well. Tradition must have
saved the hosts for, despite every-
thing, the summit went through the
necessary motions, like a venerable
geisha at a tea ceremony where all
the guest are not equally endowed
with aesthetic refinement. The ob-
tuse process at the forum complet-
ed the usual confusion so essential
to the ambience of summits and oth-
er international meets where fog fa-
cilitates thinking.

The American war on Iraq add-
ed to the water-borne misery at the
3WWF. Radical NGOs managed to
get their protests noticed, but for the
rest there was no cheer. The politi-
cal declaration disappointed all.
The companies did not get the poli-
cy guarantees that their profits re-
quire and the bureaucrats did not
make much headway with their
ambitious advances. The third

picts Musharraf typing at a keyboard
as American and British cherubs
dote on him; his computer screen is
filled with red hearts. In the back-
ground, partially hidden by half-
drawn curtains, missiles soar into
the sky in ordered columns.
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blending of symbols, “The Kiss’ de- -

world did not lose much, nor did it
gain anything. Same story, different
place.

Cn second thought, there was
one small gain for the third world.
Amidst all the gloom, the Kazas-
aburi made significant progress. The
Kazasaburi is a wonderful technol-
ogy. Glossy publications and slick
multimedia information kits assure
you that it is an innovative device.
And a cheap device. Uses only lo-
cally available material. Local peo-
ple can quickly acquire the skills
needed to construct new Kazas-
aburis. 1t is also practically magical.
It can, unleash development with-
out foreign assistance once benefi-
ciary communities are put through
a brief spell of building capacity.

Kazasaburi has the potential to
supply all the water needs of far-
flung rural communities. It can pro-
vide enough water to sustain both
people and livestock in a good size
African village. The water is filtered,
hygienic, safe, and there will always
be plenty to pot and drink. The suc-
cess of Kazasaburi has been proven
in pilot projects and field tests.

A Japanese NGO is credited with

Wasim says that because women
in Pakistan fear speaking out on
public issues for fear of religious cen-
sure, she uses art as a medium to ex-
press her anger at political and so-
cial conditions. She has explored vic-
timisation and brutalisation as
themes in her art since childhood,

inventing the Kazasaburi. This ac-
complishment earned it the finan-
cial support of the Japanese govern-
ment. With predictable Japanese
zeal and efficiency, Kazasaburi was
taken to a few remote African vil-
lages by a team of volunteers. They
were dedicated volunteers, as only
the Japanese can be. Staff back in
Japan provided them backup and
coordination support. Participatory
community development groups in
partnership with a networking or-
ganisation helped the Japanese in-
novators take the Kazasaburi to vil-
lagers who till then were drinking
water from depleted soak pits,
spreading disease and dying soon
thereafter.

And since it succeeded so well
in its objective of bringing clean
drinking water to remote African
communities, Kazasaburi was un-
veiled with great pomp at the Third
World Water Forum.

Information on the Kazasaburi
was shared with participants from
all over the world through multi-
media presentations on the huge
screen in the NGO area, including a
broadcast quality video documen-

she says, and some of her less overt-
ly political art, such as pieces depict-
ing infants in lily-pad ponds and
surrealistic war zones, explores hu-
man innocence. She revisits themes
of corruption, both religious and po-
litical, in much of her work, and fig-
ures embodying disgraced ideals —
politicians, soldiers, mullahs — ap-
pear in most of her pieces. “Due to
this hatred against humadnity in our
society, there is so much corruption,
and many social and political prob-
lems”, she laments. Samples of
Wasim’s work can be viewed at
www.absolutearts.com /portfolios/
s/sairawasim/ ' b
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tary showing Japanese volunteers
busy planning, travelling, visiting,
helping, guiding, sharing and, in the
end, jubilantly celebrating with
thankful African communities.

Three different sessions had in-
~ puts on the Kazasaburi, besides the
one session that was entirely devot-
ed to it. There were confidential
whispers that the Kazasaburi was
being considered for a place among
the “Top-10 Water Actions’ super-
vised by wwcC.

Eventually, Kazasaburi won the

day. People of the third world should
heave a sigh of relief to learn that it
will be made available to the poor
in the poor countries through the
benevolence of efficient and munif-
icent Japan.

But no matter what the World
Water Forum thought of it, I cannot
make my friend Malik Aslam the
plumber - 39, father of five, who
works 10 hours a day for USD two -
understand why he was not invit-
ed while grateful community repre-
sentatives from remote African vil-

lagers and Kazasaburi's innovators
were brought to the summit to say
their thanks in front of all. You see,
Malik Aslam has been sinking the
Kazasaburi for the last 20 years, just
as his father did before him and his
father in his own time. Only he has
always called it a hand pump. He
can understand why the Japanese
innovators call it a Kazasaburi, but
he cannot understand why they call
it an innovation, let alone a Japa-
nese innovation. b

Khalid Hussain, Multan

The final century

I AM 51 and do not understand what it really means
to be old. What does the word old mean to those
whose lives are too short to have experienced the
things that makes the rest of us know that we are
growing old? Do we then not grow old because we
do not experience Big Macs, and all the rest of it that
arrived on us one day without warning and di- -
vulged to us just how old we are?

Nowadays 1 work a lot with a project involving the
‘extreme’ poor (also known in some quarters as ‘hard
core poor’) and though I do not agree with much that
goes on, | understand what it means to become old
and yet not be able to grow old. Because most do not.
They cannot grow old. They look with terror and fail
into a stupor at the endless hungry sunsets they must
see. Hunger is a new definition of everything. But
there is no language yet to say what it means.

In a village where 1 try not to get too involved, a
women invites me to watch her family watch her
feeble husband die. A few kids cling to her or loiter
nearby. If her husband dies she will become destitute.
As a destitute she will qualify for aid and assistance.
Even the dying man knows that and in a dialect 1 do
not understand he mumbles on. In any case it hardly
matters what he says. What does a father dying in
his youth before the eyes of wife and children mum-
ble that you and 1 can understand. Perhaps it is
easier to understand the wife. 1 think the woman
promises that she will be a widow by the next mom-
ing. She will qualify. And she looks at me with plead-
ing eyes, 1 the boss from the city in a dirty Pajero.

How can I imagine what I cannot understand,
unlike her, who imagines because she does not
understand? She cannot know that I, the boss from
the city in a dirty Pajero, cannot persuade an inert,
blinking bureaucracy that there is a woman waiting
for some money with just as much resignation as she
once waited for her husband’s death.

Yet this can’t mean anything for this man who
has no history, barring the family he will leave be-
hind to live on a destitute’s pension that his death

may bring them. Who can understand the absence of
his past, the cloying of his hunger and the irrelevance
of his death from unrecorded causes? He will neither
be mourned nor missed. How can he be when the
seeds of his loins are waiting for his death. The only
slirn chance that they can live a little longer depends
on his passing. He has no history except that once, on
the death bed, he has seen a man who understands
the semiotics of age and youth, who is being implored
by his wife to push along that pension she will soon
be eligible for.

He is just a man who will die before his time be-
cause he has no control over his life in an age when
his misery multiplies regardless of whether the prices
rise or fall in distant share markets. He is not part of
history because he has not heard of Wall Street, that
mighty orgasm of the market civilisation, now slightly
on the wane after a premature climax. He doesn’t
know he does not exist except in his world, where
nothing can be imagined because everything is far too
real and always the same. Reality has collapsed him
into a man waiting for his wife to be a widow, and in
the sameness of his daily life no one gave him any
markers to measure out his age. His is the kind of
niche market that no one has any time for. So why did
they even bother to make him in the first place?

| walk out and immediately the power of their
imagination overwhelms me. 1 am the bhai saheb, the
mian bhai, believed by the dying to be the deliverance
of their kin, the one who will sweep away the remains -
of their family into the world from where 1 came in a
huge vehicle that reeks of the city and pity and mercy.
And wisdom.

In this circular world of hunger, [ am the deliver-
ance of their imagination. Here there is no poetry, only
a blind and barely animate faith. Meanwhile, inside
the hut the man lay dying and he is the wretched
cause of that faith, because what takes him away
tomorrow, if his wife has got the timing right, will one
day take all the rest away.

[ hear this is the final century. Why am I filled with
relief? I, the boss from the city in the dirty Pajero. b

Afsan Chowdhury, Dhaka
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- Mysterious afflictions

Why have some unidentified ailments begun to take a toll in rural Nepal?

by Anil Bhattarai

filter in partial images from different locales: heat

strokes in and mass exodus from Andhra Pradesh,
malaria and encephalitis deaths in Assam, and ‘mon-
soon-induced’ diarrhoea, influenza epidemics and
measles outbreaks in many of Nepal's districts.

The list of ‘medical” afflictions for this calendar year
was long already, and now with the arrival of the mon-
soon it seems to be unending. Cough, cold, headache,
high fever, jaundice, dysentery, diarrhoea, vomiting, flu,
heat, dehydration, measles, typhoid, and acute respi-
ratory infection are here, and presumably there is more
to come. The Kathmandu Post on 5 March 2003, reported
that jaundice, detected in a few persons sometime ear-
lier, had broken out on an epidemic scale in Manthali,
headquarters of Ramechaap district of Nepal.

News coming in from the so-called ‘remote’ districts
has been grim. There have been several reports of chil-
dren, women and the elderly falling prey to some ‘mys-

It is the season of distress yet again. News reports
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tery’ disease or the other. Such is the regularity with
which this kind of news has appeared that the death of
large numbers of people is no longer scandalous. We
have been seeing them year after year in the same form
and magnitude, with occasional variations in detail
and presentation, sometimes on the front page or, more
often, tucked away in the corner of the ‘region’ page.
The ireny is that this spate of reports only partially
represents what is really happening in Nepal, and that
is voluminous enough to inure the reader fo the repeti-
tive daily rituals of death, often attributed to various
unspecified diseases.

In the first week of February 2003, for example, six
people, four of them children from the Chepang com-
munity, died of measles in Makwanpur district’s inte-
rior villages, south of Kathmandu valley. Several hun-
dreds, mainly children, were taken ill but eventually
recovered. In the same village, reports say, almost all of
the children have severely low body weight. According

Diseases flare up;

| entire village
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with mysterious |
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to a report published by a Kathmandu-based NGO work-
ing among the Chepang community for several years,
in some viillages members of this community have
among the lowest life expectancies in Nepal - less than
30 years, which is half the national average. Of course,
the same reports also tell us, tangentially though, that
the people so affected by disease and death have been
living in a state of chronic hunger for years in this area.
It is a different matter that journalists blame “lack of
health services and inadequate drug supply” for the
deaths.

News of pretty much the same kind continued un-
abated in the months following the
February reports. Between March
and June 2003, 38 of Nepal's 75 dis-
tricts had continuous bouts of epi-

personnel to scurry around, medical kits in hand, “to

bring the runaway disease under control”. District af-

ter district and village after village came down with
high fever, cough, cold and running noses. Some un-
fortunates never recovered, as has happened many
times in the past.

It killed people in Udayapur to the east, Dadeldhura
in the west and Dolakha of the central region. Tens of
thousands fell ill all over Nepal. Who did it kill? Prise
open the can of worms and some clues are to be found
there. In some of Dadeldhura’s far-flung viilages, of
those who died, many were dalits. Though the Kalikot
deaths were blamed on a “mystery
disease”, the symptoms sound
identical to those of influenza.

There is no slack in the ‘discov-

demics of different varieties and
proportions. This much can be
gleaned from a cursory survey of the
reports published in two national
dailies. There is no reason to assume
that the rest of the districts have been
spared such calamity. Anybody
even remotely familiar with the ter-
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By Tularam Pandey
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ther. And this despite claims of a
more than 95 percent success
rate in the Depariment of Health’s
much acclaimed Directly Observed
Treatment Short Course (DOTS)
programine. Malaria is also not to
be forgotten. In fact, it is unlikely to

rain in Nepal can immediately see
that if an epidemic has arrived, say,
in Jumla, then the adjacent districts
of Mugu, Kalikot, Dolpa, Jajarkotand
Dailekh will also be affected. There-
fore, if they have not figured in the
news, the most that must have hap-
pened was that the reports from

§ Area sub-H
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around 400 pecple,

sutfering from a similar

let itself be forgotten. Malaria is back
with a vengeance, even in the
middle hills, from where it was once
mistakenly thought to have been
banished forever. And the fact that
these are reports coming from vil-
lages distant from Kathmandu (and
therefore deemed ‘remote’) is an in-

these other districts either did not
reach the editor’s desk or these re-
ports were found to be just too re-
petitive to be published regularly.
On 17 March, The Kathmandu
Post published another news report.
This time 21 people had died of

Those denied adequate

nutrition have a habit of

dying when a heat wave
or influenza strikes

dication that the sick are also those
excluded from the socio-economic
mainstream.

Naturally culpable
If the news reports are taken at face
value then nature is of course the

yet another “mystery disease”in
Kalikot, a mountainous district in Nepal's Far Western
region (‘far to the west’” from Kathmandu). The disease
had apparently been prevalent in the area for the previ-
ous two months. The numbers ran to several hundreds
in villages spread over a wide and rugged terrain. What
were the symptoms? “In the beginning, people suffer
from severe fever and feel dizzy”, an assistant health
worker and chief of the district public health office, was
quoted as saying. In January, in Gela village of the same
district, seven people had succumbed to this disease. In
the months that followed, 14 more died of this
“mystery”ailment. By 18 March, the number of reported
deaths had climbed to 26. What happened to those re-
maining hundreds who were taken ili? We do not know.
And then there is influenza. It is everywhere. From
east to west and north to south, the flu has forced the
closure of schools and affected what is often loosely
called ‘normatl life’. In some places it obliged health

invariable culprit. There is a ten-
dency to blame every calamity that overtakes people on
the seasonal vagaries of nature. The temperature is tem-
peramental. The precipitation is too precipitate. Clouds
burst, rivers flood and lands slide of their own accord.
It is a world of chaos. The ‘monsoon’, ‘change of
weather’, ‘floods’, ‘rise in temperature’, ‘drop in tem-
perature’ are among the many causes ritually invoked
to explain away society’s own role in the diseases and
the deaths. But epidemics talk. They speak quite bluntly
about how society functions: who lives and who dies
in which society, where and when.

They also tell us about the faith that reporters and
their informants have in the miraculous power of
medicines, health services and health personnel to set
things right — an unquestioned, self-evident truth propa-
gated for several decades of development in Nepal Why
else would the affected residents and locally stationed
paramedics both blame inadequate supply of drugs and
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medical personnel for the epidemic running out of
control?

Why did the disease strike in the first place? The
assistant health worker of Kalikot sees it as an “ordi-
nary common cold” resulting from seasonal change.
One does not need to be an expert, however, to stop and
ponder how this ordinary common cold could have
killed so many people in Kalikot when it is just a few
days of nuisance for people in the capital city. Some-
thing much more serious than some passing mystery of
nature must have been involved here.

Journalists are occasionally perceptive. So, these
news reports, by telling us about where people live, the
water they drink, the food they eat (or did not get to eat),
and their distance from emergency health services, also
tell us why certain people - like the dalits of Dadeldhura
- die of a ‘common cold’, while so
many others who contract it escape
unscathed. Lack of medicines or medi-
cal personnel does not tell the entire
story.

So we piece together the picture
from other reports that tell us, to cite
one instance, that Kalikot, among
many other districts, has been peren-

F
These deaths occur
year after year because
they are not amenable
to prevention by heaith
ministry intervention

have a habit of dying when a heat wave or influenza
strikes. While the elderly and the children are left to eke
out whatever living they can, the more able-bodied head
out to the nearest metropolis in search of wages. 1t is the
same old drama, with a script that is improvised now
and then to suit the context in different parts of South
Asia.

These deaths in Nepal are not peculiar to this sea-
son or to this year. They appear in the news every year,
as events caused by each season, mechanically recorded
as deaths due to natural factors. Occasionally there is a
recognition that these are preventable deaths, but typi-
cally the solutions are way off the mark. On 7 August
2001, in a letter to the editor of The Kathmandu Post, one
correspondent from Kathmandu implored the health
ministry to wake up and deal with the potential death
of people from “preventable dis-
gases”. “Due to inadequate medical
supply, and negligence of health
workers, the death toll could rise”
and “our government is hardly do-
ing anything to contain the epi-
demic”. 1t went on to say that “the
Ministry of Health cannot turn a blind
eye to this health hazard”. What was

nially suffering from food scarcity,
out-migration, lack of clean drinking water and lack of
access to basic health services for most of its popula-
tion. Kalikot district, according to the Nepal Human De-
velopment Report 1998, is also the third from the bottom
in human development progress. This in a country that
is 30" from the bottom in global human development.
Little wonder that average life expectancy there in 1996
was just 42 years, that is to say, two-thirds of the na-
tional average.

Measles struck hundreds of small kids in remote
villages of Bajhang district. Three died. But measles does
not kill anybody and everybody so routinely and ran-
domly. And then we learn, again from other uncon-
nected reports, that just incidentally Bajhang also hap-
pens to be one of several western districts reeling under
famine-like conditions for the last several months, and
is among the two districts at the bottom of the human
development index. It then comes as a surprise that
only three children died. Those killed were dalits.
“Daljts are not aware of the danger of this disease”,
says the reporter of a Kathmandu newspaper. Back in
February, Mohan Mainali of the Centre for Investiga-
tive Journalism did a report on famine in Bajhang. From
it we can deduce with reasonable certainty that it was
not lack of awareness about the discase that killed
people. 1t was just a lack of food.

Such news is not peculiar to Nepal. What are the
“starvation deaths” in Andhra Pradesh if not a variant
of what is happening in these districts of Nepal? At
Jeast, there a spade is called a spade. The deaths are not
attributed to killer diseases, but to starvation. Those
denied adequate nutrition for extended periods of time
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missed in the letter was that the these
deaths occur year after year because they are not ame-
nable to prevention by health miristry intervention. At
its fundamental core this is not a health ministry issue.

Asking different questions

Instead of looking to the health ministry to solve the
problem, more purpose will be served by asking some
uncomfortable questions about the economy, the polity
and the development apparatus that thrives on pov-
erty. What is it about the Kathmandu-centric resource-
guzzling state that districts like Kalikot, Bhajhang or
Bajura must be arrested in a perpetual peripheral exist-
ence? Why are people in many districts not getting
enough to eat and why is nobody doing anything about
it? The answer to these questions will provide the ex-
planation for why “killer diseases” and “behavioural
inadequacies” always come to the rescue when such
deaths become a rural routine.

Come next monsoon, we will again see a repeat of
this year’s morning news — of people dying of the same
mystery diseases, with the seasonal patterns replicated
in all their fine detail. The health personnel will be kept
on alert to deal with reports coming in from all the re-
mote corners. Experts will trot out the prescribed sea-
sonal cause and the reporters will again discover to
their utter disgust that drugs and medical personnel
are in short supply. Those who live in unfortunate
places die in unfortunate ways and all the institutions
of good governance have not been able to work out the
specifics of their life and death. b




The word of god for benighted Muslims

‘Missionary’ activity is stepped up in order to ‘save’ the Ishmaelites

by nginder Sikand

s a thinly-veiled mouthpiece of the

American establishment, Tinme

magazine is strictly outside the pur-
view of my regular reading. | must, how-
ever, confess that I was tempted into break-
ing my vow of abstinence last month. The
30 June 2003 issue of the magazine carried
too provocative a cover to resist. 1t pictured
an upheld fist clenching a cross, nudging
against a slogan asking a cryptic query:
“Should Christians Convert Muslims?”
Now, inter-religious polemics have ceased

sical colonial times, in these days of Ameri-
can global neo-colonialism, a symbiotic re-
lationship appears to bind the imperial
ambitions of the American military estab-
lishment with the missionary fervour of
the proselytising Christian right wing.
Evangelical fundamentalists today enjoy
the warm endorsement of the American
president. In turn, they faithfully serve
American goals abroad, propagating an
extremely conservative, ultra-reactionary
theology, based on the deeply rooted con-

to interest me lately, tired as I am of loud-
mouthed fanatics peddling their wares. However, since
the niggling issue of relations between Muslims and
others continues to exercise a fascination for me, 1 shed
my scruples about the venerable Time, and clicked on
its web-page to go through the cover story.

The gist of the story, based on reports filed by corre-
spondents in North America and West Asia, was, to
put it in a nutshell, this: Western, largely American,
Christian evangelist fundamentalists appear to be con-
vinced that the time has now come to wage an all-out
spiritual war against Islam. Islam, as many of them see
it, is a satan-inspired programirie of terrorism that bodes
ill for all humankind, and represents the greatest chal-
lenge to Christianity and Christiandom. As an Ameri-
can evangelist, identified simply as “Barbara”, puts it,
lslam is in itself the ultimate “weapon of mass destruc-
tion”. Gripped by a fanatic zeal to spread their faith to
“benighted” Muslims, the story speaks of scores of
Christian evangelists following close an the heels of
American soldiers in Irag and Afghanistan, offering
‘aid’, both material as well as ‘spiritual’, with the lat-
ter, predictably, being tied to the former. The report, quot-
ing the Massachusetts-based Gordon-Cornwell Theo-
logical Seminary, suggests that there are today more
than 27,000 Christian missionaries working in Mus-
lim countries, almost double the number two decades
ago.

The events of September 2001, Time tells us, seem to
have galvanised the American Christian right wing to
take its evangelical duty of ‘saving” the Muslims more
seriously. There can be no doubt that growing unrest in
many Muslim countries, and the threat that the West
perceives from this, is a, if not, the, major factor in stir-
ring the missionary zeal of the evangelicals. As in clas-

viction of the ultimate superiority of the
American ‘way of life’, on the one hand, and the firm
belief that all religions other than (their own edition of)
Christianity are wholly false, if not downright “satanic”.

Little wonder, then, that evangelists are often the
most fanatic defenders of American foreign policy, from
zealously supporting Isracl to excitedly welcoming the
invasion of Iraqg, seeing in all this both a triumph over
the ‘forces of evil’ represented by Islam, as well as an
opportumtv to proclaim their ‘good news’. If Bush pro-
claims, in the war agamst terrorism, that those “not
with us are against us”, so too the evangelicals an-
nounce: in the war against the ‘powers of darkness’, if
you are not one of us - if you choose to remain Muslim,
Buddhist, Hindu or anything other than Christian —
then you are a minion of the devil.

Personally, I have no problem at all with anyone
wishing to change her or his faith, or even with anyone
eager to advertise the virtues of their faith over all oth-
ers. As an opponent of ‘inherited religiosity’, the fact
that one is deomed to follow or identify with a certain
religion simply because one is born into it, I believe that
change of religious affiliation is really a very basic hu-
man right. In that sense, then, the passion that fires
Christian evangelicals to spread the ‘good word’ is
unexceptionable. That said, however, I must hasten to
add that any sort of proselytisation that disguises itself
and conceals its ultimate goals is thoroughly condem-
nable. To use what some might consider a rather ‘un-
Islamic’ metaphor, it is as unethical as palming off boot-
leg arrack as French wine. And yet, that is precisely
what, as the Time story suggests, many evangelicals
do. In order to escape strict visa regulations, they often
travel to and reside in Muslim countries in the guise of
businessmen or altruistic social workers. A good part
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of their time and money is spent on ‘development’ work,
which is generally a cover for pursuing their mission-
ary goals. The Time story speaks of missionaries even
going to the extent of distributing toys to unsuspecting
children and using that as a means to get their message
across. They are careful to keep their real identities con-
cealed, and some even attempt to pass of as Muslims to
dupe their potential converts.

Christian evangelists face an uphill task making
themselves acceptable to the communities they work
with, who often see them, and generally with some
truth, as propagating and imposing alien cultural
norms along with their faith. Since many, and not just
Muslims alone, regard the evangelists as propagandists
for ‘Western’ culture, the evangelical project has come
up against major hurdles. As a way around this bar-
rier, a growing number of evangelists working in Mus-
lim countries are today experimenting with what is in
evangelical circles fashionably called “inculturation”
or “contextualisation”. Put simply, what this means is
that the evangelist secks to disguise his message in the
cultural forms of the population he targets. By doing
so, Christianity is made to be appear culturally famil-
iar and therefore more easily acceptable. In India, for
instance, numerous evangelists are now engaged in
articulating a ‘Hindu’ Christianity: Mother Mary aban-
dons her long, flowing gown for a rich silk sari, Jesus is
painted brown and the Om appears alongside the cross
atop the steeple of the church, which is now made to
look like a temple. Time tells us of similar experiments
being made by evangelists in Muslim lands. Some evan-
gelists disguise themselves as Sufis and hope to be able
to pass off as Muslim mystics; others set up what they
call “Jesus mosques”; and yet others go to the extent of
publicly reciting the Muslim creed: “There is no god
but God, and Muhammad is His prophet”!

Connaught Place cartoons

In the course of my travels, which have taken me across
large parts of India, I have had numerous encounters
with fiery evangelicals on the lookout for unsuspecting
victims. Some years ago one could find them lottering
around in Connaught Place, New Delhi, passing
around pamphlets and glossy tracts, proclaiming the
end of the world and the impending dawn of the day of
judgment. This literature was specially designed to
catch the unsuspecting eye, keenly aware of the Indian
penchant for vibrant colours. It was filled with brightly
coloured cartoons of a bearded stern Jesus perched atop
a fluffy cloud brandishing a sinister-looking sword;

swarms of red-cheeked,_',wh.i.te—faeed,—disfh’rcﬁyfﬁf"d-“

pean-looking angels astride galloping horses, their
marnies blowing wildly in the wind; hordes of men and
women wearing crosses around their necks being lifted
up to heaven on angelic wings; and a large swathe of
humanity, dark-faced and ghoulish most of them, go-
ing up in a ball of flame and smoke in hell. In all, more
amusing than instructive. Even more amusing, were
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the missionaries’ reactions to the way in which I re-
sponded to their earnest entreaties. | would first be
greeted by a well-fed face displaying a strained plastic
smile. “Are you in distress?”, he would ask, somewhat
disconcertingly, and then, without caring to hear my
tale of woe, would look up to heaven with half-closed
eyes and a beatific smile and whisper: “Oh Lord Jesus
in heaven, help this brother cross the river of woe”.
Then, a bundle of colourful leaflets would be thrust
into my hands, the way virtuous missionaries dole out
chocolates to starving village children. Hurriedly glanc-
ing through the mass of propaganda material, I would
curl them into a ball and toss them into the nearest
rubbish heap. The angelic smile on the cherubic face
would then curl up into a snarl, and all at once a pair of
angry, stone-cold eyes would pierce me. “Hey man!
That’s no way to enter the kingdom of heaven!”

If Time is to be believed and if Western evangelists
are really now investing heavily in targeting the Mus-
lim world for ‘spiritual warfare’ or ‘crusade’ as they
still call it, it is very likely that India, with its vast Mus-
lim population, figures prominently on their map. Per-
sonally, I must admit to knowing little about their ac-
tivities among the Indian Muslims. I have heard of sev-
eral groups engaged in such work, but I have not really
got down to seriously studying them. | do, however,
know that many of them, like their counterparts work-
ing among the Hindus, are often money-raking ven-
tures, set up by enterprising envangelists with access
to generous donors in the West. For purposes of illus-
tration, let me describe two such groups, both based in
Bangalore, in south India, about which I know some-
thing. Although they may not be representative of the
evangelical camp in general, they do offer insights into
the ways in which the evangelists seek to spearhead
their contemporary ‘crusade’.

The first of these is called the Dar ul-Nejath, an Ara-
bic term meaning ‘the House of Salvation’. Headed by
a Dr Fazal Sheikh, probably a Muslim convert to Chris-
tianity, this is a branch of the global organisation, Call
of Hope: Mission to Muslims. In order to ‘reach out’
with the ‘good news’ of the Bible to Muslims, it has set
up what it calls the Muslim Masihi Fellowship. In or-
der to present the Christian message to Muslims, the
Dar ul-Nejath undertakes an impressive range of ac-
tivities. These include ‘outreach’ work, involving door-
to-door visits te Muslim homes by Christian mission-
aries, as well as a comprehensive correspondence
course in Islam and Christianity. It also-eenducts an
advanced level eourseon [slam, in association with the

““evangelical body, Christian Light of Life Bible College,

Austria, to train Christian missionaries in the art of
polemics, arming them with knowledge of Islam so that
they can present the Christian message to their pro-
spective Muslim converts in a inanner more intelligible
to them. Plans are afoot now to have a regular three-
week residential advanced-level course on Islam and
Christianity at Bangalore. Initial work has already



started in the form of classes in “Islamic theology and
Christian Evangelism”, with the help of the Bangalore-
based Asia Evangelical Bible College and Seminary.
The Dar ul-Nejath claims to have a number of “hon-
orary evangelists” (whatever that may mean, presum-
ably unpaid workers) who are engaged in missionary
work among the Muslims of Bangalore. In a circular
issued some years ago, it says, “This ministry has
reached out [to] each and every corner of Bangalore
district and the surrounding areas of other districts”.
Within Bangalore city, it runs several centres. In order
to attract young Muslims, it has set up a special Mus-
lim school named Madrasat ul-asih, in which a Rever-
end Dr Fazal Masih teaches Urdu and the Bible to des-
titute Muslim children. The name of the school is itself
striking: seeking to pass off as an innocuous Muslim-
style madrasa. It has also a small medical centre, 5t Peter’s
Clinic, which is visited mainly by poor

ered from the shackles of their bondage by saviours
sent by the Christian lord.

Having taken serious note of this lamentable state
of affairs, Helping Hands International has, in its mag-
nanimity, Dhanaraj suggests, taken upon itself the
onerous task of “working for the salvation of the
Ishmaelites”, a euphemism, of course, for attempting to
convert Muslims to Christianity. The “motto” of his
organisation, he reveals, is “tell Jesus about Ishmaelites
and tell Ishmaelites about Jesus”. In pursuance of this
goal, the organisation claims to have spread its activi-
ties to eight states and two union territories of India. It
has put before itself the ambitious task of opening its
centres in all the states and union territories of the coun-
try. In order to do this, Dhanaraj writes, the organisation
has launched a training programme for Christian mis-
sionaries who will later be dispatched to engage in

proselytising work among Muslims

Muslim patients. Even in this appar-
ently purely humanitarian effort,
the ultimate goal of conversion is
paramount, for as the circular says,
“through that [the medical centre] it is
easy to make friends and share the
gospel”.

The second Bangalore-based Chris-
tian evangelical organisation specially
working among Muslims that 1 have
come across goes by the benign and
unexceptionable name of Helping

Evangelists are
among the most
fanatic defenders of
American foreign
policy, from zealously
supporting Israel to
excitedly welcoming
the invasion of Iraq

all over India. The main training
programme is of a year’s duration,
but there are also several short-term
courses to choose from. These are con-
ducted at two locations — Bangalore,
for volunteers from south India, and
Nagpur, for those from the north. Vol-
unteers are often sponsored by various
churches and upon finishing their
training they go back to their “mission
fields” to put into practice what they
have learnt. The training programmes

Hands International. Among its de-
clared aims are the setting up of children’s homes,
schools and craft centres, conducting agricultural train-
ing programmes and engaging in relief and medical
projects. Yet, behind these noble ventures the ultimate
goal remains one of “evangelism and Church-planting
among Muslims”. In a letter addressed to “the Heads
of Evangelical Mission and Bible Teaching Institu-
tions”, dated 27 March 1996, the organisation’s execu-
tive secretary, GM Dhanaraj, remarks that the
“Ishmaelites” (the children of Isma’il, meaning Mus-
lims) are, for the Christian missionaries, “the most un-
reached people of India”. Of India’s vast Muslim popu-
lation, 98 percent, he notes with profound regret, has
as yet not been brought into contact with the Christian
message, so much so that “there is not even one Chris-
tian evangelist to work for one lakh Ishmaelites”. Note
the paternalistic concern for the hapless ‘Ishmaelites’.
Musiims are not even allowed to call themselves as they
wish. Almost none of them would recognise themselves
by the “Ishmaelite’ label that is forced on them! As the
biblical story has it, the Arabs are descended from
Isma’il, who the Bible describes (contrary to the Qur’an)
as the son of Hagar, slave-woman of Abraham, with all
the negative connotations that go with this status. All
Muslims are then collapsed together as Arabs, and all
Arabs as offspring of a mere slave. Given their base
origins, they beg, or so we are led to believe, to be deliv-

are divided into several levels. The ba-
sic level course entails three days of lectures, followed
by six months of practical work. The purpose of the
latter is “to meet one Ishmaelite for one day everyday
for one hour and tell [him] about Jesus”. This is to be
supplemented by the use and dissemination of suit-
able literature provided by the centre. The advanced
level and research level training programmes are simi-
lar in nature, though more intensive.

To assist the trainees, the organisation has a very
well-stocked library called by the Arabic term al-Noor
(‘the Light’), which, apparently, has “a vast collection
of books from all over the world on more than 50 differ-
ent subjects”, including, and especially, on “Evange-
lism Among Ishmaelites”, “Reaching out to the
Ishmaelites” and testimonies of Muslim converts to
Christianity. In addition, it has a large collection of audio
and video cassettes on similar topics. Besides its nu-
merous training programmes for Christian missionar-
ies working among Muslims, Helping Hands Interna-
tiona} has set up what it has christened the Ishmaelite
Salvation Association (1SA) — a cleverly chosen acro-
nym meaning Jesus in Arabic and Urdu. Till date 1SA
has published 37 gospel pamphilets, 18 books and one
comprehensive correspondence course, all, of course,
tailored to the ultimate aim of converting Muslims to
Christianity. In an effort to sensitise Christian missions
to the need for greater evangelical effort among Mus-
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lins in particular, it has, according to a leaflet setting
out the various services it offers, organised numerous
lectures on ‘how to evangelise Ishmaelites’. Apparently,
much intensive research and careful planning has gone
into all this, for it says that these lectures consist of no
less than “three different sets of teachings on 21 sub-
jects”. These lectures have been delivered at various
“Bible Colleges, Theological Seminaries and Mission-
ary Training Societies in different parts of the world™.
So far the 1A claims to have conducted almost 200 “chal-
lenging” seminars on the above themes at various places
under its suggestively titled MECCA programme, or the
‘Middle East Culture and Christian Approach’.
Having at its command such “expertise”, the 15a
provides free consultation to missionary groups
keen on “Ishmaelite Evangelism”, “follow-up minis-
try”, “discipleship” and “church-planting” among
“Ishmaelites”. It offers to impart advice and training
on “how to share the gospel” with Muslims, particu-
larly such vulnerable groups as students, patients, pris-
oners and women. The ISA has, or so0 it claims, gifted
preachers who can give excellent speeches in gospel
meetings and “open crusades”, and makes available
their services to Christian churches who wish to en-
gage in conversion activity among Muslims. Like many

other Christian organisations, the ISA too runs various
social service projects whose final aim is, of course, to
assist in conversions and to prevent those who have
already converted from “relapsing”. These services for
“Poor Ishmaelite Children” are said to include boys’
homes, girls’ hostels, training courses in carpentry,
agriculture, tailoring and so on, as well as temporary
shelter, jobs and medical assistance to “Ex-Ishmaelite
families”. These facilities are currently provided by six
centres of the 15A, under the Siraj (Social, Industrial,
Rehabilitational, Agricultural and Job) programme.
As I said at the outset, [ have no problem at all with
those who want to change the religion into which they
were born. Nor have 1 any quarrels with those who see
themselves as being anointed with the divine responsi-
bility of communicating what they take to be the ‘truth’
to others. That said, however, 1 have the most serious
differences with right-wing evangelist ‘crusaders’ for
whom all those outside their narrowly inscribed circle
of chosen followers are doomed to eternal perdition.
There is a surfeit of such paranoid megalomaniacs in
the country — among Hindus, Muslims, Christians and
others — to deserve any more! If this is the road to salva-
tion, then I, at least, would rather remain among the
damned! b

olinfain Forum

The Mountain Forum promotes global action toward equitable and ecologically sustainable mountain development.
This is achieved through information sharing, mutual support and advocacy. In order to achieve these objectives the
Mountain Forum uses modern and traditional communications, supports networking and capacity building and
encourages members to be proactive in advocating sustainable development of mountain areas.

The International Center for Integrated Mauntain Development (ICIMOD) is the hosting organization for the Mountain
Forum Secretariat The Centre is seeking to recruit qualified persons for the following vacant regional and iocal level
positions.

O Information Services Program Officer
Master's degree or equivalent in a field related to communications and/or information technology with excellent
communication skills in written and spoken English, minimum 2 years’ international/multi-cultural work
experience, and 2 years’ expetience participating in online discussions.

O Information Services Program Assistant
Bachelor's degree or equivalent in a field related to communications, sustainable development, or information
technotogy with outstanding communication skills in written English, 1 year of international/multi-cultural work
experience, and excelient computerfinternet skills.

O Administration Program Officer
Master's degree or equivalent in a field related to sustainable development in mountain regions with minimum 2
years' work experience in development projects; good organizational networking skills and fund-raising
experi ence for non-profit organiza tions preferred.

Further information an the vacancies, including Terms of Reference for the positions, can be found at www.icimod.org

or can be requested from the address below. Applications with complete curriculum vitae together with the names and
contact addresses of three referees should be sent to the following address by 31 July, 2003.

secretariat@ mtnforum.org.
Alternately they may be sent by regular post to:

Mountain Forum Secretariat, c/o ICIMOD, GPO Box 3226, Kathmandu, NEPAL
Tel: +977 (1) 5525 313, ext.675: Fax: +977 (1) 5524 509




IT BECOMES increasingly clear that peace in the Sub-
continent requires the leaders and the public to under-
stand physical geography, the where and whyfores of
the placement of rivers, valleys, settlements and cities.
That understanding will provide all that we need for
better cohabitation, when we know that meteorology
forecasts should go beyond national boundaries, that
rivers do not end when they reach a country’s border,
nor that a river begins where one’s territory begins. Here
is a poem titled “Geography Lesson”, which could
serve to provide this perspective to South Asia’s power
elite. It is by Zulfikar Ghose, writing in ‘Jets from Or-
ange’ (Macmillan & Co, London, 1967).

Geography Lesson

When the jet sprang into the sky,
it was clear why the city

had developed the way it had,

seeing it scaled six inches to the mile.
There seemed an inevitability

about what on ground had looked haphazard,
unplanned and without style

when the jet sprang into the sky.

When the jet reached ten thousand feet,
it was clear why the country

had cities where rivers ran

and why the valleys were populated.
The logic of geography —

that land and water attracted man -
was clearly delineated

when the jet reached ten thousand feet.

When the jet tose six miles high,

it was clear that the earth was round

and that it had more sea than land.

But it was difficult to understand

that men on earth found

causes to hate each other, to build

walls across and to kill.

From that height, it was not clear why.
||

YOU, 1, we would all like to know what
the new chief of the Research and
Analysis Wing (RAW) looks like, lest we
bump into him in a dark gully on a
cloudy monsoon night. Luckily, the 16
March issue of The Hindu has provided -
us with a picture of CD Sahay, who took over from Vicky
Sood on 31 March 2003 (Vicky? The name of a snoop?
How unearthly.) The newspaper reports, “Mr Sahay
will bring to his new responsibility 28 years of experi-
ence as an intelligence officer. Since joining the RAW
cadre in 1975, he has been posted in many neighbouring
countries”. Aha! At the very least, this is a very trans-
parent process of announcing the new head of India’s
chief of external intelligence. Chhetria Patrakar will fer-
ret out the identities and (hopefully) mugshots of

0 oty

superspooks of the other afore-mentioned neighbouring
countries, and bring them to the notice of Himal readers,
in case they happen to bump into one in the dark gullies
of the future.

|
THE KATHMANDU Post
reports: “Sumitra Dangal,
the first woman Safa tempo

First woman tempo driver

for women's empowerment

driver of the country also
claims to be the first all-round driver on the roads in
South Asia at a press meet organised by the Women
Upliftment and Group Development, Nepal, today”. The
fact that Ms Dangal is indeed the first Nepali woman to
be a driver of the battery-operated, indigenously pro-
duced Safas is great. Greater still, she seems to be an
a1l tound” driver, comfortable behind the wheel of a
trolley bus, a mini bus or a tractor. But, even better, she
now desires to provide heavy vehicle training to Nepali
women. And hear her on her plans: “Stating that she
would like Nepal to be known as the country of profes-
sional women drivers rather than a country steeped in
poverty, she has urged that the government cooperate
in her objective to conduct heavy vehicle training for

women”. Bravo!
|

Mizo ‘hand’ in Bangla creation |

PICK UP a copy of The Telegraph’s Northeast edition,
and little nuggets jump out at you, which may well
pass you by were you to peruse the national English
language dailies out of New Delhi. Look at this 2 June
story titled, “Mizo ‘hand’ in Bangla creation”. Excerpts:

Bangladesh’s history may have taken a slightly dif-
ferent tum had the Mizo National Front (MNF) carried
out its decision to execute former President and dicta-
tor Ziaur Rahman. The MNF was in hiding in the then
East Pakistan and was mulling over the pros and cons
of the war of liberation, as it would have entailed in-
stallation of a pro-India government and elimination
of all camps. The MNF was allowed to set up camps in
the Chittagong Hill Tracts of East Pakistan with the
active support of Islamabad. The outfit's sympathies
lay with West Pakistan.

Apparently, Ziaur Rahman had been captured by
MNF cadres near Rangamati after he had led the revolt
against the Pakistan Army as a young major in the 18
East Bengal Regiment at Chittagong. As MNF leader and
Mizoram chief minister Zoramthanga told The Tele-
graph, “Our boys were quite insistent that he should be
put to death as he was fighting the Pakistan army, which
happened to be our friend. But we later set him free”.
Former MNF activists Vanlalngaia, current spokesman
of the Mizoram BJP, said, “Since he was opposed to the
Pakistan regime, it was quite natural for our boys to
assume he was our enemy”. According to Tawnluia,
then chief of the Mizo underground army at the CHT
and currently vice president of the MNF, “A friend of
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India had to be our enemy and subsequently it was
decided to put him before a firing squad without the
knowledge of the high command”.

However, other considerations came to the fore due
to which it was decided to release the major who went
on to become president of Bangladesh after the
assassination of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. 5aid
Tawnluia, “Strategies had to keep on changing while
waging a guerrilla war and that too against the Indian
army. We realised that Pakistan was losing the war
and some kind of assistance would be needed from the
Bangladesh government if our camps were to survive”.
This seems to have saved Ziaur Rahman’s life, until
the assassin’s bullet found him as president of the coun-

try on 30 May 1981.
|

Nellie finds peace 20 years after darkest hour :

HERE IS another significant bit of South Asian history
that can only be had from the Northeast press. It has
been two decades since the massacre at Nellie during
Indira Gandhi's last stint as prime minister. On 18 Feb-
ruary 1983, nearly 1800 people were butchered at Nellie
in Nagaon district, Assam. (Other larger carnages have
since followed, including the New Delhi killings of Sikhs
in 1984 and the Gujarat pogroms of last year. But these
are likely to have larger place in the public memory than
the poor Bengali Muslim peasantry of Assam.) Reports
The Telegraph, “Thankfully, Nellie is now at peace with
itself... The wounds have healed and the scars are fad-
ing. Twenty years after the worst communal carnage in
Assam soaked Nellie in blood, people in the sleepy ham-
let seem to have buried the past to set an example in
communal harmony”. Unfortunately, the actual report-
ing of the story, by Samir K Purkayastha, does not bear
out this optimism. It seems from the quotes from the vil-
lagers that the Hindus and Muslims of Nellie are keener
to evade questions on the issues of the massacre rather
than facing them. For example, Karim. .. “Karim pretends
not the hear on being asked to comment on the Centres’
decision to repeal the Illegal Migrants (Determination
by Tribunals) Act. But he is excited when conversations
veer to a hospital project”. Says Rothindralal, “Politi-
cians had triggered the carnage and the residents just let
the hatred dominate their conscience. 1 hope politicians
worn't play their dirtv tricks here again?”

But politicians are politicians, who is to say they will
not, Rothindralal?

]

IF YOU'RE looking for job securitv, no matter what a
coalition government or a greying man in military uni-
form promises you, do not accept an appointment as a
foreign minister in South Asia. The scheduled half-
yearly foreign ministers” meets of SAARC, something of
a Rotary Club for Subcon diplomats, is a gathering
known for its irregular pauses and unfamiliar faces.
Since March 1999, the ministers have only convened
three times, and the worry that they may not remember
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Ministers pose at the 2001 meeling (from left to right):
Thinley (Bhutan}, Jaswant Singh (India), Murari Raj Sharma
(Nepal’s UN delegate), RS Mahat (Nepal's finance minister), L
Kardigamar (Sri Lanka), Abdul Saltar (Pakisian), R Rahman
(Bangiadesh), Fathulia Jamee! {Maldives).
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each other after multi-year gaps is compounded by the
ongoing Subcon-wide job shuffle. From the 21* minis-
ters’ meeting in March 1999, to their 23* session in Au-
gust 2002, only one emissary, Fathullah Jameel of the
Maldives, managed to keep his post. On the unstable
India-Pakistan diplomatic front, Jaswant Singh and
Abdul Sattar, FMs in January 2002, had to clear way for
Yashwant Sinha and Inamul Haq by the August as-
sembly. In the year since then, Sinha has remained put,
but Islamabad’s representative, Khurshid M Kasuri,
will be a fresh face at the 24™ meeting, assuming he
isn’t rotated out beforchand. All this makes one won-
der how the ministers can have much success, quoting
their website, at “formulating policies, reviewing
progress, deciding on new areas of cooperation, cstab-
lishing additional mechanisms as deemed necessary
and deciding on other matters of general interest to the
Association” if they're constantly glimpsing at each
other’s name tags.
]

IT IS a difficult and potentially libellous proposition for
the media to comment on matters before courts when all
facts are not available, but the circumstances surround-
ing the trial and acquittal of the 21 accused of massa-
cring 12 people in an Ahmedabad bakery on 1 March
2002 warrant public discussion. The trial, conducted in
a fast-track court in Baroda, concluded on 27 June with
not-guilty verdicts on all charges after half of the 70 eye-
witnesses refused to identify the assailants. The most
troubling episode of the trial came on 17 May when the
teenaged daughter of the bakery owner (killed in the at-
tack) declined to identify the murderers, and then was
escarted from the court by an legislator of the Bharatiya
Janata Party — the very group widely accused of aiding
and abetting the killers.

The 21 individuals acquitted in Baroda might very
well have been inmocent of the charges against them, but
the circumstances of the trial raise troubling doubts about
the ability and willingness of the Indian legal system to
dispense justice in a fair and principled manner. Civil
society groups have called on concerned individuals to
petition the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC)
of India to demand “a free investigation into the Gujarat
pogrom followed by a fair trial of the accused”. Inter-
ested parties can reach the NHRC by fax at (91) 11-
23340016 or by email at chairnhre@nic.in.

—Chhetria Patrakar



Perspective

Political maps and cultural territories

The earliest boundary between India and Bangladesh
separated peoples of the hills and plains.

by David Ludden

Bangladesh came into being in 1947, but some of

its segments have much older histories. The old-
est segment lies below the mountains of Meghalaya and
forms the northern border of the Sunamganj Zila of
Bangladesh.This boundary runs east and west, cutting
across many short rivers, whose names elude most
maps, one being the Dhamalia river, which falls from
Pandua, in India, and empties into the Surma River,
near the town of Sunamganj, in Bangladesh. Border-
lands of Mughal Bengal had once spanned the basins
of the Dhamalia and other parallel rivers draining the
mountains into plains below, but a definite geographi-
cal divide emerged in 1790, in the Sylhet district of Brit-
ish Bengal, in the form of a boundary line that served
explicitly to restrict and regulate mobility between
two polifical territories, defined as the homelands of
two dis_tinct cultures in the mountains and plains,
respectively.

The rationale for inventing this boundary was an
early precursor of the “two nation theory”, which even-
tually informed the partition of British India. At the
same time, the birth of this boundary indicates that in-
ternational borders are not homogenous, despite their
appearance on maps as continuous lines. In addition,

f I The international boundary between India and
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The delta ieading up to the Meghalaya hills.

the local history of this boundary evokes many others
in the old borderlands of mountains and plains span-
ning India’s northeast and Bangladesh, where state
borders today have meanings quite distinct from the
meanings enshrined in international law and in
national sentiments.

Once an open terrain

National boundaries are now sacrosanct symbols of
sovereignty, but people who move across them routinely
experience these same boundaries as mere obstacles to
nobility. This experience reflects a much older reality
than national maps, because for most of human his-
tory, states had little power to regulate mobility across
borders. For many centuries, social and cultural bound-
aries marked the supremacy of specific groups in par-
ticular places, without imposing restrictions on geo-
graphical mobility. Pre-modern territorial boundaries
resembled island shores or edges of forest clearings
more than gated city walls.

Inscriptions record the first boundaries in the basin
of the Surma and Kushiara rivers, which flow through
the Sylhet region (which now includes Sylhet, Sunam-
ganj, Maulvi Bazar, and Habigan; zilas in Bangladesh),
after they emerge from the Barak river in Cachar, in
present-day Assam. In the first millennium CE,
Kamarupa kings granted land to brahmins
around the Surma and Kushiara, in places then
called Srihatta and Khanda Kamarupa. These
names indicated domains of royal patronage for
Hindu elites whose religious rituals marked their
local boundaries. Even today, in Cachar, rifuals
around the temple of Kapiliswar mark such
boundaries. Here, high-caste Hindus worship
Siva as Kapiliswar, while others venerate the site
but not the deity. This ritual boundary suggests
that an older settlement of Khasis had been in-
corporated by immigrant settlers for whom Hindu
territory emerged as a physical space controlled
by brahmins, their patrons, and their subordi-
nates. Hindu boundaries thus emerged as fron-
tiers, limits and edges of Hindu ritual and social
order.

Over many centuries, numerous groups drew
boundaries in similar ways in and around the
Surma and Kushiara, forming disparate territo-
ries of social order. Because populations were

HIMAL 16/7 July 2003




Perspective

small and land abundant, people had ample space to
construct new territories, each with its own boundaries,
its own elites and systems of subordination. A patch-
work of territories had emerged by 1303, when Shah
Jalal conquered local rajas and established Islam in
Sylhet, creating a new Muslim cultural boundary.
When the traveller Ibn Batuta met Shah Jalal, in 1346,
the Sylhet landscape held diverse territories of Khasis,
Garos, Hindus, Muslims and others.

Taming the wild
In 1612, Mughal armies created the first system of state
authority in the region called the Sylhet Sarkar. This
was the northeastern frontier of Bangla Suba (province),
with boundaries marked by the power of a Mughal com-
mander (faujdar) and by state rituals in which people
paid homage and taxes to Mughal emperors. Thus, the
Mughais created a boundary that was new for the
people in this area.

Mughal authority also accentuated an existing
boundary between settled farming communities and
outsiders living in the jungle. From an-

there by Vietnamese, had moved up the Red River, into
Yunnan (China), across Burma into Assam, Bengal and
the Ganga river basin. Also in ancient times, Gangetic
agrarian societies and states began expanding east-
ward, and each expansionist wave forced ‘jungle
people’ such as the Khasis to submit, fight, assimilate,
and move.

Bengali societies evolved on the eastern frontiers of
Gangetic expansion, in landscapes inhabited by nu-
merous non-Bengali peoples, who hunted, farmed, and
fished in the jungles without settling down perma-
nently. The people living in jungle habitats had dis-
tinctive languages, religions, and social practices, in-
cluding matrilineal kinship, which marked them as
primitive aliens for agrarian folk who invested in per-
manent cultivation, under state authority. Over the cen-
turies, as agrarian states expanded across the lowlands,
many Khasis and other jungle inhabitants moved up
into forest highlands and mountains, where they
formed independent domains.

Empire in cowry country

cient times, ‘civilised’ groups gave
‘jungle people’ derogatory names to
denote a wild nature. Such labelling
valorised the subordination and expul-
sion of jungle people, but at the samne
time marked their autonomy within their
own territories. Permanent farms, vil-
lages, towns, and cities became land-
marks of civilisation, around which,
jungles marked the frontiers of expan-

During the Moghut
period, because land
was abundant, people

on the margins of
state power could still Jaintia Khasi rajas held mountains and
move away to remain

independent

When the English East India Company
took Bengal from the nawabs, in
1757, the old northeastern frontiers of
Mughal Bengal posed many problems.
Khasis held most land north of the
Surma and ruled mountains above.

lowlands north and east of Sylhet
town. Cachar rajas held the lower
Barak valley. Tripura rajas ruled south-

sive agrarian societies. States advanced
their supremacy by promoting agriculture, clearing
jungle, and conquering, assimilating, and expelling
jungle people.

The Mughals pursued this mission extensively, be-
cause farms, not jungle, provided state revenue, and
farmers, not jungle people, bowed to Mughal authority.
Boundaries of state authority fell at the jungle edge.
Clearing jungles to make farms became a quintessen-
tial imperial project. In the 18" century, Nawab Murshid
Quli Khan and his successors accelerated progress in
northeastern Bengal by granting large tracts of jungle
to men who would clear forest to make farms. Local
farmers thus became pioneers pushing farms and state
power together into the jungle, where jungle people of-
ten fought back, making agricultural expansion a vio-
lent process that progressed most rapidly where state
power was most concentrated.

Because land was abundant, however, people on
the margins of state power could move away to remain
independent. Like many groups today designated
“tribes”, Khasi people (also called “Khasia” in Bangla)
lived in such spaces of mobility, and from ancient times,
had scattered among river basins to engage in shifting
rice cultivation. Ancient Khasis pioneered rice farming
in Vietnam’s Red River delta; and when conquered
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ern uplands and adjacent plains. In the
lowlands, the English increased taxation as much as
they could, but Sythet district remained poor revenue
territory, covered with forest.

The old Mughal northeastern frontier also posed a
peculiar monetary problem, because cowry shells were
the only coin. For centuries, these tiny shells from the
Maldives were the cheapest coin all around the Indian
Ocean region, and Bengal was a famous cowry market.
But in Bengal, only the northeast had no metallic coins
in its markets, only cowries. People here imported al-
most nothing from downstream, except cowries, which
merchants brought upriver on boats that returned
downstream with rice, fish and mountain products. By
1780, limestone was the most important mountain prod-
uct, and it came only from quarries in the high northern
mountains, in what is today Meghalaya. Khasi rajas
around Pandua controlled quarries from which lime-
stone came down the Dhamalia on boats to Sunamgan;j,
a market town on the Surma built in the 18" century
and named for its limestone trade.

Cowry currency thus described a monetary bound-
ary. The Mughals and Nawabs would spend all their
Sythet revenues inside this boundary, but the English
needed to convert cowries into rupees to serve wider
imperial amnbitions. In 1780, the English Collector in
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Sylhet sought to accomplish this conversion, without
exporting cowries, by using the East India Company’s
cowry revenue to finance his private business ventures.
He used state tax revenues to buy limestone in Pandua,
which he sold downstream for rupees that he then used
to remit the Sylhet revenues to the Company treasury in
Calcutta. He focused on limestone, shipped from
Pandua to Sunamganj, and then downriver to Dhaka
and Calcutta.

In the 1780s, mountain trades boomed in mountains
and lowlands, between Pandua to Sunamganj, where,
at the time, most land, in the Collector’s words, was
“covered with an impenetrable jungle and so infested
by elephants, tigers, and other wild beasts that ... clear-
ing and cultivation [was] attended with great difficulty
and expense”. Elephants provided most income for the
few forest zamindars, who paid the English revenue.
Khasi rajas in the mountains exercised sporadic au-
thority in the jungles below, and the English could no
more conquer the mountain Khasis than could the
Mughals, for, as the Coltector said,

land rights according to people’s ability to pay taxes.
In this context, serious conflict ensued.

Tension erupted first around Pandua, where the
English maintained a small force to protect merchants.
In 1783, Khasi mountain warriors seized Pandua and
the passes around. Sporadic warfare continued for
seven years, between Company armies and Khasi rajas
around Pandua. In 1788, conflict began in lowland for-
est villages north of Sunamganj, during flood-induced
famines. In early 1789, two lowland Bengali Khasi
warrior rajas, Ganga Singh and Aboo Singh, captured
numerous villages and controlled several river routes.
In the summer, rebel Khasis and Bengali Khasis con-
trolled “137 Bengalee villages”, Ganga Singh escaped
to the hills, and Aboo Singh attacked the Pandua fort,
killing its commander.

The English then launched a war on two fronts: in
mountains around Pandua and in jungles behind
Sunamganj. By early 1790, Company troops had con-
quered most people below the mountains, and open

warfare ended soon after a British com-

“you might as well attack the inhabit-
ants of the moon”.

In the 1780s, natural calamity made
the jungles between Pandua and
Sunamganj more attractive for lowland
farmers and investors. Massive floods
in 1784 and 1787 disrupted life drasti-
cally in the plains and mountains, and

In 1789, 4000 Sylhet
taxpayers owned
land under Company
law; in 1795, the
number was 26,000

mander ordered the massacre of Bengali
Khasis around Ganga Singh’s home
village. But by then, the Company had
lost Pandua irretrievably to mountain
Khasi rajas.

In November 1791, the 35" Sepoy
Battalion left Sylhet, its mission only -
half-accomplished. The new state

famines ensued. More investors fo-
cused their attention on land above the flood line, cov-
ered with jungle, even as merchant activity expanded
along routes to the mountains. Pressed for funds to ti-
nance imperial wars, the English became more willing
to use force to increase tax revenues. As a result, a mot-
ley, viclent and chaotic mixture of British imperialism

and Bengali enterprise invaded the land north of the
" Surma, where prime land for new farms lay in forests
filled with people who never submitted to the Mughals,
nawabs or British.

Conflict in the borderlands
In the 1780s, various kinds of boundarics defined lo-
calities north of the Surma. Ethnic boundaries sur-
rounded Khasi settlements. State boundaries marked
land where people paid taxes. Social boundaries en-
closed farming communities. All these mingled inside
the old jagir of Omaid Rezah, where generations of
Khasis and Bengalis had formed mixed settlements of
people called Bengali Khasis, who lived in forests,
owned farmiand, and traded and married among moun-
tains Khasis as well as among Bengali communities.
North of the Surma, Omaid Rezah’s authority de-
clined rapidly in the 1780s. The English demanded
more tax than he could pay and then divided his jagir
among his heirs and creditors. Merchant power also
increased in his old jagir. New farmers and investors
moved into the forest. The English gave and took away

82

boundary drawn between British Ben-
gal and mountain Khasi domains became a reality
based on Khasi victories in the mountains and British
victories below. The new border ran along the base of
the mountains and bisected the route from Sunamganj
to Pandua. 1t marked the northern limit of British Ben-
gal, which only then extended indisputably to the moun-
tains, and equally indisputably, did not include
Pandua.

A new kind of boundary

Marking boundaries firmly was not normal imperial
practice at the time, so it required extensive justifica-
tion, recorded in official correspondence. First and fore-
most, the boundary secured Company territory against
threats to British authority posed by unregulated mo-
bility between mountains and lowlands. The English
drew this boundary to restrict mobility by defining the
northern mountains as independent Khasi territory.
Henceforth, mountain Khasis officially became aliens
in the plains, where all the land became Bengali
territory.

As per the official culture of the Company’s gover-
nance, the new boundary separated the “races” of
Khasis and Bengalis. It imposed restrictions on “inter-
course and intermarriages” that produced what one
official called the “degenerate Race called Bengalee
Cosseahs”. As one collector explained, problems ad-
dressed by the boundary did not arisc from the inher-
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SOUTHASIASPHERE

Guerrilla chowkidars of South Asia

Planet-like head

Impregnable pupils

Aggression dripping from every pore of the body
That which is exceptional must be saved
-—Harishchandra Pandey in Hindi poem
Sher Bachao (Abhiyan}

IT IS time to test the loyalty of the toadies of the neocon
wolves in liberators’ sheepskins. So, the imperial over-
lord wants its dues, and all the colonies seem to be
more than willing to oblige. Governments in South Asia
are jostling to rush their jawans to “stabilise” ITraq and
release their master’s forces for ‘regime change’ duties
elsewhere in the region, perhaps Iran.

Colin Powell merely hinted that the imperial pow-
ers might need some foot soldiers in dangerous areas
of the occupied territories in West Asia. His wish made
Bangladeshi generals salivate. Ever since the restora-
tion of civilian rule, the Dhaka brass is loath to let any
opportunity of overseas sentry duty pass.

In Nepal, the greed for guard duty is so strong that
when a proposal was put up in the cabinet recently to
consider the American request, it seems no one even
cared topoint out the perils of aligning with an army of
occupation. Of late, the Royal Nepal Army has earned
a name for itself in peacekeeping duties for the United
Nations. But its history of fighting for imperial powers
goes back far. Even though its country was never a for-
mal colony, doing duty for imperialists is a tradition
with the Nepali soldiery.

The first Rana, Jang Bahadur, led the Gorkha con-
tingent that helped the East India Company suppress
the ‘sepoy mutiny’ of 1857 in Awadh. Chandra Shum-
shere backed England with man and money in the first
world war. Baber Shumshere led Nepali troops to Af-
ghanistan to aid the British in the battle at Waziristan.
Juddha Shumshere put eight battalions of his fiercest
fighters at the disposal of Allied commanders right at
the outset of the second world war.

These rulers were handsomely rewarded for their
services. Jang Bahadur got the opportunity to ransack
Lucknow and an additional gift of some land from the
territory of the vanquished nawab of Awadh (the 'naya
muluk’). Chandra preferred cash - he settled for an
annual payment of one million rupees to be paid in
perpetuity.

After the second world war, the award was dou-
bled. The vulgar Rana palaces of Kathmandu valley -
now curiously being restored as heritage sites — are
built largely from the blood money of Gorkha soldiers
sent abroad to die for the benefit of their feudal lords. A
promptness in sending its serfs to serve foreign mas-

ters is characteristic of the Kathmandu ruling class.

It is not just Bangladeshi and Nepali ruling elites
that are dying to do the imperial bidding in Iraq, how-
ever. Cven the ‘nuclear powers’ of South Asia seem to
be ready to dance to the tunes of Don Rumsfeld.

Outsourcing chowkidars

The most damning indictment of “two great self-respect-
ing republics” of South Asia has come from Dawn col-
umnist Ayaz Amir - he has likened the poses of Gener-
al Pervez Musharraf and “lohpurush” (iron man) LK
Advani to “the dance of the courtesans”.

In the afterglow of his Camp David performance,
General Musharraf told ABC channel on 26 June that
he has agreed, in principle, to send troops to Iraq. But
he wished for the fig leaf of the United Nations, the
Organisation of Islamic Conference (OIC) or the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC). Pakistani civil society does
not seem to favour sending troops to fight Muslims in a
Muslim country. And, Musharraf is slowly but surely
falling prey to the ‘Gorbachev effect’ — wildly feted in
the West for actions intensely hated at home.

Barring firebrands such as P Sainath and Praful
Bidwai, most “opinion leaders” of Bharat mahaan are
waving the star spangled banner, with saffron flags
firmly in place as backdrop. The New Delhi elite seems
ready to ignore the sensibilities of Indian Muslims,
dump the ideology of national sovereignty and forget
about morality in its foreign policy — all for the sake of
crumbs from the table of imperial plunder. Sensing the
hunger of his guest, Tony Blair met Advani, the Indian
deputy prime minister, in London. Subsequently, he
announced in the House of Commons that “19 or 20
countries” may join the peacekeeping operations in Iraq.
My guess is that at least 4 or 5 of those servile countries
will be from South Asia.

Patrol duty in and around Basra and Baghdad is
anything but peacekeeping. If the experience of British
troops over the last few months is anything to go by, the
mission in Mesopotamia is more likely to be counterin-
surgency operations in a newly acquired colony. No
wonder, the US Marines desperately want to subcon-
tract the dirty work. This is one outsourcing no trade
union in the United States will complain about. Hence,
the intensive body shopping by the errand persons of
the Pentagon.

The proclivity of the American propaganda machine
to “sex up” information while being extremely frugal
with the facts is not unknown to Tony Blair, but he
must have felt the full force of its implications when
UN Secretary General Kofi Annan categorically denied
all media rumours about the UN role in Iraq. After his
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talks with the British prime minister in London on 26
June, the day General Musharraf was looking for a UN
fig leaf on ABC, Annan said in no uncertain terms, “Un-
til the [Security] Council gives us a new mandate, we
are not really talking of a UN force, and I doubt that we
will have the capacity to take over that responsibility at
this stage”. He pointed out that it was the responsibil-
ity of the “occupying powers” to provide security to the
Iragi people. With Annan unwilling to supply encour-
agement, Musharraf must look for another fig leaf, and
Advani needs to fortify his justifications before order-
ing Indian soldiers to join guard duty in the new em-
pire in Mesopotamia.

The SAGUFA uniform
It is obviously time to get serious about this peacekeep-
ing-slash-occupation duty at the regional level since
we all so seem to want it. One matter to discuss would
be what uniform a South Asian force would wear while
serving on the doab of the Euph-
rates and the Tigris. As South
Asian countries respond to the
bidding of Uncle Sam, it would
make sense to stitch a new uniform
(suitable for imperial guard duty)
rather than go for a borrowed
langoti of the UN (or OIC or GCC)
flag. A completely South Asian out-
fit inspired by our shared culture
of serving colonial masters with

rare distinction would probably T

inspire more confidence (in the oc-
cupying powers, if not the Iraqi S
populace}.

On Her Majesty's service, yet again?

own baby.

Secretary Kanwal Sibal too has enough influence
with his Bhartiya Janata Party minister that if he were
convinced of it, SAGUFA would go ahead, new uniform
and all. In the ‘steel frame’ system of New Delhi, babus
do not just have a say in policy formulation; they for-
mulate national policies. Even though they seldom do
anything more than nod ‘yes, minister” in public, their
political masters know who wields the danda.

The timing of the Kathmandu meeting is perfect.
There can be no better atmosphere to arrive at a consen-
sus about SAGUFA than now — an army-friendly begum
is at the helm in Dhaka, Nepal is under the direct rule
of its supreme-commander-in-chief mnonarch, and
hawkish President Kumaratunga is the civilian head
of Sri Lanka’s armed forces. The de facto host, former
foreign secretary Narendra Bikram Shah, is an appa-
ratchik holdover from the Panchayat era, who has been
able to do the undoable thus far — come to a resolution
of the Bhutanese refugees issue by
essentially rendering them state-
less at the behest of Thimpu.

With the foreign secretaries
making the pitch, the others are
sure to fall in line and we are as
good as home on SAGUFA. Funds
for the new outfit, you say? That
X<. would be the least of its problems.
An advance for promised guard
duty in Iraqshould not be too hard
to manage. Counterinsurgency op-
erations there cost the American
treasury over USD three billion
every month. That is exactly the

There can be no better agenda
for the SAARC foreign secretary-level meeting on 9-10
July in rain-drenched Kathmandu. After all, harping
on the non-existent regional trade ad nauseum is not
leading SAFTA or SAPTA anywhere. All peacekeeping
forces and occupying forces must have acronyms (ref
UNGOMAF, UNMOGIP, UNTSO, UNIFIL, ONUC), so that
should be the first order of business. Participants of the
planned Kathmandu conclave have the requisite clout
in their respective countries to carry through an inno-
vative scheme such as the formation of a South Asian
Guerrilla Unified Force for Action in the Gulf, SAGUFA
for short.

After General Musharraf, foreign secretary Riaz
Khokar is the second most important person in Pakistan
~refer to how he upstaged Premier Jamali in the selection
of Islamabad’s envoy to New Delhi. All through
Musharraf’s tour of duty (of pledging his continued
obedience to the neocon cabal) in the US and the UK, it
was the careful Khokar who accompanied the general,
not his straightforward boss, the foreign minister, Khur-
sheed Mehmood Kasuri. If Khokar pledges his support
to the formation of SAGUFA, the all-powerful Rawal-
pindi generals are sure to nurture the project as their
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sum George Bush has promised
his man in Islamabad - spread over the next five years
and attached with some very stout strings — for handing
over the entire Afghanistan border to the American oc-
cupation forces headquartered in Kabul. Hiring the ser-
vices of SAGUFA is sure to come much cheaper.

However, the foreign secretaries of the South Asian
countries must put one condition on the deployment of
SAGUFA — they must insist that the combined troops of
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan
and Sri Lanka will head for Baghdad via Rangoon.
Whenever a unified South Asian command becomes a
reality, its first duty must be to free Burma from the
clutches of the abominable generals.

SAGUFA can then develop other agendas for, once
started, the fund-raising must be constant so that our
jawans continue to earn per diem and hardship allow-
ances. An important assignment for the new regional
legion could perhaps be supervision of the US presi-
dential elections next year. Only a combined force of all
South Asian countries can ensure that no chads are left
hanging in the 2004 elections to haunt the world for the

four years after it. A
- CK Lal
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enury in plenty

As a result of the failure of the public distribution system, four districts in
Orissa have become notorious for starvation deaths.

by Indrajit Roy

availability of food through domestic production,

and even exports food grain, some districts, in the
state of Orissa, have become chronically prone to fam-
ine. Officially, of course ‘famine’ is a loaded term in a
country that touts the claim that “no one dies of starva-
tion any longer”. Unofficially, it is clear that people die
every year in Qrissa because of food deficit.

Located on the eastemn coast of India, Orissa has a
population of 36.7 million, of which 47.2 percent lives
beneath what is known as the ‘poverty line’. This line
used to be configured with reference to calorie intake
(now, the international standard is income, judged by
the measure of one dollar per day). In India, ‘below pov-
erty line’ (BPL} still often refers to populations consum-
ing less than 2100 calories a day in urban areas and
2400 calories a day in rural areas. As per this standard,
the rural poverty ratio for Orissa, at 48 percent, is the
higher than al} other states in India. The government’s
human development index for Orissa reflects this dis-
mal scenario, with a value of 0.404 (where the best is
0.638) and a rank of 11 out of the 15 states for which
these indices have been prepared.

Chronic hunger and malnutrition are inextricably
linked with the polity and socio-economic rubric of
Orissa. That these are assumed to be a consequence of
recurring drought derives from the fact that agriculture
provides direct and indirect employment to about 64
percent of the workforce and contributes 28.5 percent of
the Net State Domestic Product. Of the 6.4 million hect-
ares that is cultivated, only 35 percent is served by irri-
gation facilities, the rest being rain-fed.

Rice, cultivated during the summer season — ie be-
tween June and September (known in most of South
Asia as the kharief season) grows on 4.2 million hect-
ares — only one-third of which is irrigated. The state
receives 80 percent of its rainfall in the monsoon months
between June and September. Drought, thus, is a char-
acteristic of the paddy season.

The contiguous patch of the districts of Bolangir,
Nuapada, Kalahandi and Kandhamal in western and
central Qrissa has been identified as a chronic drought-
prone zone. Anticipated crop-loss during the drought
in 2002 in neighbouring districts such as Rayagada
was as high as 85.2 percent, in Ganjam 91.1 percent
and in Gajapati 92.6 percent.

In India, a country that fulfils 99.9 percent of its net

While shortfall in food production may have to do
with natural factors, the human misery that results from
food shortage has much to do with social, economic
and political factors that the state has 5o far been unable
to sufficiently address. Rain plays a significant part in
the lives of hundreds of thousands of Indian farmers,
but not necessarily in the “drought-prone zone” of Oris-
sa, where whether it has rained or not, a large number
of people are not able to procure the fruits of the soil for
consumption.

Doing right, going wrong

Orissa being particularly prone to natural disasters,
including drought and cyclones, the state administra-
tion has evolved a set of codes that enable the govern-
ment to respond to distress. The Orissa Relief Code (ORC)
establishes that the antecedent responsibility to deal
with drought lies with the state. It codifies procedures
to guide administrative implementation of relief. lden-
tifying the state government as ‘lifeguard” in times of
drought, the ORC holds the State Board of Revenue re-
sponsible for coordinating relief administration. It
also recommends the involvement of people’s repre-
sentatives in planning and devetopment of relief-re-
sponse programmes, The code also emphasises the need
to maintain continuity between short-term relief mea-
sures and longer-term welfare and development poli-
cy. For example, food-for-work schemes that provide
employment and food in the event of drought should
be programmed so that they contribute to the creation
and/or improvement of community assets and
infrastructure. Further, the code calls for provision of
institutional credit and agricultural support to affected
families.

However, the ORC, relying on an outdated food-
shortage definition of famine and linking it to drought,
does not recognise the possibility of famine in Orissa.
Thus, according to it, famine is a “state of extreme pau-
city of food due to complete failure of crops consecu-
tively for more than one year and acute distress to ani-
mals and birds on account thereof”. Given that the In-
dian state has provisioned the speedy transfer of food
from surplus to deficit areas and has facilitated im-
provement in food production, the ORC asserts that

With the development of quick transport and com-
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munication facilities and with improvements in the
food production situation in the country, the condi-
tions of famine could not be said to appear on any
local failure of rains. Hence at present the question
of declaration of any area as ‘Famine-affected” does
not arise.

That famine is not simply a function of drought,
constraint in production or even deficits in supply has
been increasingly recognised, following the work ot
economist Amartya Sen. .n his 1981 Poverty and Fani-
ine: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation, Sen linked
famines to entitlements, debunking the notion that fam-
ines were caused by food shortage. Subsequently, fam-
ine has been convincingly related not to entitlements
but to accessibility — the access to food as determined
by economic, political and social relations. Now, typi-
cally, food security determinants

pact limited. In a large part, this is owed to the concert-
ed effort to introduce technological innovations to agri-
culture in the 1960s, during what is known as the ‘green
revolution’. But, for all the great strides that the country
has taken, India is still unable to control widespread
malnutrition. 8% percent of all pregnant women aged
15-49 are anaemic (data from1975-91). 33 percent of all
infants are of low-birth weight (1990). The maternal
mortality rate per 100,000 live births is 440 (1997), the
under five mortality rate is 111 (1996), and the infant
mortality rate per 1000 Jive births is 73 (1996).

The experience of many Indian districts and com-
munities, including those of western and central Oris-
sa, has been that food availability does not always trans-
late into access. Here, while drought does exacerbate
conditions of famine, it is not a prerequisite for famine.
Obviously, the ORC, precccupied as it is with measur-

are classified as those pertaining [ MONTH | ALLOTMENT LIFTING OFFTAKE

to adequacy of food availability, “Kandhama! Rayagada | Kandhamal Rayagada| Kandhamal Rayagada

stability of food supply and access | 1. BPL (RURAL) RICE (IN MT)

to food. Of these, the United Na- | Apri! 1663.4 1973 1373.7 1185.8 1303.7 1374.8

tions recognises that “the most | May 1663.4 1973 1690.6 1307.1 2039.9 16333

important aspect of food security |June 1663.4 1973 1627.9 2106.2 14891 1793.4 _;

is household access to food”. Sta- | fuly 1663.4 NA 854.5 NA 1536.9 NA )

bility of household access presup- ‘August | 1663.4 NA 1577 4 NA 1656.6 NA |

poses enhanced access due to re- | Il. BPL (URBAN) RICE {IN MT)

alisation of entitlements. April 49 808 42.1 NA 30.6 NA
Equity and distribution con- { May 49 808 21.7 62.7 22.9 NA

cerns of the government in India | June 49 808 14.5 234.2 15.9 210.8

are addressed by taking recourse | July 49 NA 4 NA 15.9 NA

to promoting “rapid growth of ag- | August 49 NA 4 NA 8.1 NA

riculture”, as stated in the govern- | IIL. ANTYODAYA RICE (IN MT)

ment’s, “The National Agriculture | April 266.5 469.8 266.5 469.8 236.8 363.5

Policy’ of 2000. While the national | May 266.5 169 8 266.5 4698 390.3 527.9

agricultural policy (NAP) does out- | Jine 266.5 469.8 266.5 469.8 256.5 507.3

line some frameworks for consoli- | [uly 266.5 NA 266.5 NA 254.4 NA

dation and redistribution of land, | August 266.5 NA 266.5 NA 263 NA

tenancy reforms and entitling {1V. ANNAPURNA RICE (IN MT)

landless labourers to usufruct of | April 0 0 0 0 5 0

trees and pastures, it does not spell | May 0 0 0 0 15.5 0

out how the growths achieved in | June 23.3 14.6 11.2 14.6 5.3 10.7

Indian agriculture be made more | July 0 NA 11.2 NA 9.5 NA

broad-based. August 335 NA 33.5 NA 10.1 NA
Since independence in 1947, | V. LEVY SUGAR (IN MT)

India has made significant pro- | April 234.9 284.1 126.9 20 91.6 24.5

gress in food production and at- | May 234.9 284.1 131.5 39 137.6 26.2

taining food security. As per gov- | June 234.9 284.1 79.1 0 89.8 0.3

ernment figures, from 45.3 in 1950- | Juiy 234.9 NA 109 NA 101.6 NA

51, incidence of poverty as reflect- | August 2349 NA 00 NA 91.5 NA

ed in the percentage of the popula- | VI. KEROSENE OIL {IN KL)

tion living below the poverty line, | April 576 804 523.5 552 507.1 589.1

the poverty rate declined to 26 | May 576 804 547.0 593.7 549 569.4

percent in 1999-2000. Recurring | June 576 804 510.5 608 499.1 603.4

droughts and famine that ravaged | fuly 576 804 533.5 NA 533.8 NA

the countryside till the middle of |August | 576 804 572.0 NA 579.8 NA

the last century have become far

SOURCE! NOTES FOR DISTRICT REVIEW,
ADMINISTRATION, GOVERNMENT OF ORISSA.

RAYAGADA DISTRICT ADMINISTRATION, AND NOTES FOR DISTRICT REVIEW, KANDHAMAL DISTRICT

more sporadic, as well as their im-
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ing drought in terms of rainfall data and extent of crop-
loss, fails to capture the daily scourge that stalks com-
munities in western and central Orissa. Similarly, the
primary concern of the NAP is promoting growth for
exports. Thus, there is little in either policy instrument
that offers scope [or making a sustainable impact on
food security and tackling famine that is not induced
by drought.

Problem of plenty
Amartya Sen and the economist Jean Dreze, in the co-
authored Hunger and Public Action (1989), distinguish
two contrasting strategies to enable improvements in
what they call the ‘quality of life” of poor people: one,
the strategy of growth-mediated security that promotes
economic growth and translates expansion of private
incomes to public support; and two, the strategy of sup-
port-led security, as resulting directly from public sup-
port in employment provision, health and education
care. India’s elaborate public distribution system (PDS)
is one such attempt at direct public

structural adjustment in the early 1990s. With the re-
vamp, the targeted PDS (IPDS) was introduced in 1996,
which places emphasis on specific areas, with prefer-
ence to population in ‘difficult areas’. The objectives of
the TPDS are improving access of income-poor consum-
ers to the PDS, increasing the range of commaodities sup-
plied by fair-price shops (FPS - retail outlets under the
pDs), and providing selected commodities at prices
lower than in the general PDS.

Targeting has also drawn a distinction between 8PL
and above poverty line (APL) consumers, while a sepa-
rate system for those in economic transition between
the categories is being envisaged. For the BPL category,
prices are fixed at a percentage of the economic cost
(the sum of the acquisition and the distribution costs)
accruing to the Food Corporation of India (FCI), while
prices for the APL category are fixed at par with the
economic cost. While, the issue price of rice and wheat
for the BPL category remained constant till 1999-2000,
after which it was increased, the issue price of rice and

wheat for the APL category increased

support to eliminate hunger.

Public distribution is one of the four
forms of intervention by the Indian gov-
ernment in the food grain market, the
other three being public procurement,

News of when “ration”
will be available does
not always get around

tilt 2000-01, after which it registered a
sharp decline.

With structural adjustment, clearly,
the principle of universal coverage has
been abandoned. Entitlements of food

storage and buffer stock operations and
legal controls on hoarding. In her work, Weakening
Welfare: Distribution of Food in India, agricultural
economist Madhura Swaminathan has highlighted the
objectives of the PDS as rationing during scarcity, price-
stability, check on private trade, and welfare of the poor
by providing basic food to the vulnerable at reasonable
prices. Thus, the PDS is a rationing mechanism that
entitles households to specified quantities of selected
commodities at subsidised prices.

The six essential commodities that are supplied
nationally are rice, wheat, sugar, edible oils, kerosene
and coal. Rationing was introduced in Bombay in 1939.
It was abolished on the recommendation of the Second
Foodgrain Policy Committee in 1947 but reintroduced
with the onset of ‘planning’ in 1947. While there was a
decline in public distribution through most of the 1950s,
it is important to note that till 1970, the quantity of grain
procured was less than what was distributed through
the PDS. (This implies the dependence of PDS on im-
ports of food grain, primarily under the US Agricultur-
al Trade Development and Assistance Act 1954, as
amended, better known as the PL- 480 regime.) The end
of the 1970s, however, saw the growth of comfortable
buffer stocks, providing the basis for large-scale expan-
sion of the PDS and also food-for-work type employ-
ment/ welfare programmes. The PDS continues to be the
most flexible instrument for moderating short-term ef-
fects of supply or production shortfalls, given the va-
garies that still characterise Indian agriculture.

Swaminathan also highlights some of the key char-
acteristics of the PDS since the country embarked upon

grain have been reduced. And, there
has also been an increase in food prices that reflects
reduction in implicit food subsidies. In the early 1990s,
for instance, the cumulative increase in the price of food
grain sold through PDs was higher than corresponding
increase in other general price indices.

A third characteristic is a decline in the quantity
distributed. Food grain allocation fell from 20.8 million
tonnes in 1991 to 14 million tonnes in 1994. That this
has coincided with an increase in stocks of food grain
at the national level is ironic. The food grain stock has
been increasing since January 1998, and grew rapidly
after January 1999. While the minimum buffer stock
norm was 16.8 million tonnes till January 2002, in that
month, the actual stock was 58 million tonnes. Certain
supply-side and demand-side factors contribute to this
problem of plenty. On the supply side, the Minimum
Support Price (MSP), a policy instrument to prevent farm-
ers from resorting to distress sales, has maintained a
steady increase for both wheat and paddy, given the
critical role of the rural landed classes in the electoral
process. On the demand side, the primary reason for
the increasing stocks is poor ‘offtake’ of grains from the
government under the TPDS .

The targeting of the PDS at specific consumers, low-
ering the quantity allocated to a household, and in-
creasing the prices, has played havoc with the system,
so that now even though food grain allocations to the
states have remained more or less constant after 1994,
the offtake for both wheat and rice has registered a
steady decline. In 2000-01, the offtake in the case of
wheat fell to 32 percent of the allocated quantity, com-
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pared with 86 percent in 1991-92. Similarly, the offtake
in the case of rice fell to 48 percent in 2000-01 from 90
percent in 1991-92.

In view of both public outrage and fiscal consider-
ations, the Supreme Court of India issued a significant
interim order on 28 November 2001 directing state gov-
ernments to implement eight food-related schemes spon-
sored by the central government effectively, This includ-
ed schemes focussing on old age pension, family bene-
fits in the event of the death of the head, maternal health,
school-feeding programmes, and direct food provision-
ing free for the aged destitute {the Annapurna scheme)
and at subsidised prices for other poor households (the
Antyodaya Anna Yojana and the TPDS for BPL house-
holds).

Antyodaya was introduced to provide food securi-
ty to the poorest of the poor. The selection of families for
this scheme is done by the gram sabha, a unit of village
level government. Antyodaya cardholders are entitled
to 25 kgs of grains each month at the price of INR two
per kg for wheat and INR three per kg for rice. The An-
napurna scheme, introduced in 2000 to provide food
security to elderly citizens who have no income of their
own and no one to take care of them, entitles beneficia-
ries to 10 kgs of food grains (rice or wheat) per month.
The beneficiaries are to be identified by the gram Pan-
chayat — an elected body, which is the institution for
self-governance in the village. As per the court’s direc-
tions, all state governments were required to make these
schemes effective by 1 January 2002.

A comparison of micro-level data from each of these
three schemes enables a better understanding as to
which demand and supply side factors predominate
in the public distribution system, and how the system
fails the ‘targeted’ poor, as it has been doing in parts of
Orissa.

Micro-deficits and macro-surplus

As in other parts of India, public distribution in Orissa
functions through the network of procurement agents,
millers and FPS. Commodities are ‘allocated” from the
FCl's central pool to each district by the state Civil Sup-
plies Department. They are then ‘lifted’ by contractors
employed by the para-statal Civil Supplies Corpora-
tion and transported to ‘storage points’, to be further
sold on wholesale basis to FPS, which are retail outlets
at the local level. '

Studies in the districts of Kandhamal and Rayaga-
da reflect the problems with associating famine
exclusively with drought, as the ORC continues to
do even as people continue to die of hunger-related dis-

was the month of May for rural BPL households. A re-
verse trend may be observed in regard to Annapurna
rice, which is free, where only in June and August, the
ofttake was less than lifting. Rayagada, which has a
population of 823,019 and 186,605 ration cards in cir-
culation under different schemes, is serviced by 168
FPS (including urban cooperatives and private persons).
There too only in the case of Antyodaya rice (in May
and June) was the offtake less than the amount lifted.
Annapurna allotments for the months of May and June
were not received by the district administration.

In the case of sugar, the offtake of levy sugar in Ray-
agada was less than 10 percent of allotment, indicating
extremely poor demand by communities for the same.
In Kandhamal, the demand for levy sugar was higher,
with the offtake being over 50 percent of the allotment
in May 2002. Similarly, the offtake of kerosene is con-
sistently less than lifting, with only one exception in
Kandhamal in August 2002.

The under-utilisation of allotments, as reflected in
the offtake being less than lifting, is a manifestation of a
number of trends. On the one hand, erratic and irregu-
lar provisioning due to the inadequate management of
the supply chain implies that grain does not reach
retail/distribution outlets at the community level in
the first place. The case of Annapurna allotments in
Rayagada is a case in point. On the other hand, even if
distribution outlets are fuily stocked, there are other
constraints. This area being sparsely inhabited, com-
munities are located at quite a distance from one anoth-
er, and often from FPS. The undulating and hilly terrain
adds to the time and effort of covering the distance to
a FPS. Added to that are considerations of the cost of
transportation (whether on foot or on automobile).
Rayagada’s district administration formally admits of
poor demand for levy sugar by BPL families in the dis-
trict. This is due to two reasons. First, the zonal sugar
depot is located in the adjacent district’s headquarter,
at Jeypore, over 50 kms from Rayagada town, making it
difficult for Rayagada’s poor to claim their entitiement.
Second, and as a consequence of the first, storage agents
are reluctant to lift the sugar and transport it to
Rayagada, which adversely affects supply. Where in-
dividuals (whether men or women) do manage to trav-
el these distances, it is at the loss of up to one day’s
wages. Social and economic affordability is most cru-
cial for determining community-level access to food.

Besides, there are other structural factors that ham-
per the process. ‘Ration’ at the retail centre is available
for only a few days in a given month, and information
about which days it will be available does not always

eases. In Kandhamal, which has a

pOpulatiOI’l of 647,912, 1 18,544 DISTRICT PROPORTION OF | PROPORTION OF PROPORTION OF
ration cards in circulation and 257 DALITS, TRIBALS OMEN

EPS, the offtake of Antyodaya rice |Kandhamal 18.2 51.5 50.2

was almost always lesser than [Rayagada 14.3 56 50.7

allotment between April and
August 2002. The only exception

SOURCE. FOR DATA ON DALITS AND TRIBALS, ECONOMIC SURVEY 1285.96, GOVERNMENT OF ORISSA
FOR DATA ON WOMEN, CENSUS OF NDIA 2001 IPRQVISIONALL, MINISTRY OF HOME AFFAIRS, GOVERNMENT GF INDIA
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Aid in developing Nepal

It is a moot point whether Nepal
consurnes aid or aid consumes Ne-
pal. Hard research on the aid econo-
my of Nepal is negligible. Barring the
routine claims of multilateral and
bilateral donors, and the shrewd
suspicions of independent sceptics,
there is no empirically rigorous and
analytically sophisticated assess-
ment that can furnish a conclusive
answer to a question that ought to
have been answered decades ago. So
long as donor slogans remain the
only source of development wisdom,
the shrewd suspicions will persist.
In the meanwhile, both believers and
sceptics alike will have to be content
with the existing meagre stock of lit-
erature, including the 2002 reprimt
of Eugene Mihaly’s 1965 title, For-
eign Aid and Poljtics in Nepal.

This relative absence of detailed
empirically grounded inquiry itself
merits scrutiny, as an exercise in the
sociology of institutional academics.
It remains one of the most persistent
and debilitating paradoxes of intel-
lectual activity in the country that
the anthropology of Nepal is as over-
developed as its economy and the
study of it is underdeveloped. While
Nepal's social organism has been so
intrusively and exhaustively scruti-
nised, the extraordinary role of for-
eign bodies in the polity and econo-
my of the kingdom remains a quasi-
mystical trend that is left largely un-
touched. Perhaps it is a sign of the
overwhelming power of hard curren-
cy that aid manages to insulate itself
from systematic academic study.

It is a measure of the Kathmandu
intelligentsia's lack of interest in scru-
tinising the processes of aid that it
took three and a half decades be-
tween the first edition of Foreign Aid
and Politics and its second edition. In
the interim there have been few oth-
er works to complement it. Strictly
speaking, the only reason the book
qualifies to be called a second edi-
tion is the introductory chapier by
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the sociologist Sudhindra Sharma,
which is a broad survey of aid flows
and priorities. Contrary to the view
that there is a paucity of research on
the “assistance’ economy, Sharma
argues, in the context of what exact-
ly aid has achieved, that inadequate
research is not an issue.

However, his introduction itself
seems to point, in at least two in-
stances, to a very different conclu-
sion. According to Sharma, it is dif-
ficult to be conclusive about the to-
tal volume of aid Nepal receives be-
cause of the wide variance in the es-

FOREIGN
AID AND
PoLITICS
. IN
NEPAL,

Foreign Ald and Poiltics In
Nepal: A Case Study
- by Eugene Bramer Mihaly
Himal Books, Kathmandu, 2002 (second edition).
pp Ix+237, ISBN 9993343 40 4

reviewed by
Jagannath Adhikari

timates given by different sources.
He cites the wide discrepancy be-
tween government of Nepal's Eco-
nomic Survey for the year 1999, which
indicates total assistance of USD
251.4 million and UNDP's Develop-
ment Cooperation Report which esti-
mates it at USD 416 million for the
same year. Likewise, whereas the
UNDP figures show a total of 21 in-
ternational NGOs (INGOs) disbursing
about USD 24.1 million in aid in
1999, the Social Welfare Council
lists 96 INGOs providing funds to
the tune of USD 19.8 million in the
year 2001.

In five decades of aid depen-

dence if nobody can tell us anything
about the precise quantum of aid
flows into Nepal, other than quoting
the discrepant figures offered by var-
ious official sources, it clearly points
to a dearth of independent economic
research into donor activity. Further
evidence of this dearth is to be found
in the list of references appended to
the introductory chapter. The 47 en-
tries in the list of references may or
may not exhaust the sum total of all
the material on aid in Nepal, but they
presumably represent the most rele-
vant studies for producing an over-
view of aid.

Even the most cursory evaluation
of this list shows that of the 47 en-
tries, 11 are so-called official docu-
ments. Three of them are government
reports while the remaining eight are
bilateral and multi-lateral donor doc-
uments {one each of DFID and USAID
and three each of the UNDP and
World Bank). Of the 19 monographs,
including the book under review, six
are on aid in general as it applies gio-
bally and are not specific to Nepal.
The remaining 13 Nepal-specific
monographs are uneven in quality
and not all of them are specifically
aid-related. Some are anthropologi-
cal reflections on Nepal, while oth-
ers are sector-specific studies into
which aid, as the preeminent reality
of the country, inevitably enters. Most
significantly, though aid is so ines-
capably an economic enterprise, very
few are on the macro-economics of
the phenomenon. The remaining 17
references are either reports by vari-
ous organisations and institutions or
articles in journals and edited vol-
umes. This partial enumeration of
references, if it represents the best and
most relevant, clearly does not do
adequate justice to the totality of aid
in Nepal.

So long as this absence of longi-
tudinal and indepth studies persists,
aid in Nepal will always operate in a
climate of controversy. In fact almost
all claims and counterclaims have
been controversial. Critics have gen-
erally been very dismissive about the
effectiveness of foreign aid. They
point to the fact that even though
Nepal has received, between 1950-



2001, foreign aid totaling slightly
over USD 5 billion, the country’s de-
velopment indicators are abysmally
poor not only in relation to the quan-
tumn of money but also in compari-
son with other countries. In 2001,
Nepal, ranked 129 on the UNDF’s
Human Development Index, was 33
from the bottom in a list of 162 coun-
tries. In 2002 Nepal’s position had
slipped to 31 from the bottomn in a
list of 173 countries.

Criticisms of aid-driven develop-
ment have gone beyond just ques-
tioning the developmental efficien-
cy of donor activity. They go so far as
to posit rather more malign attributes
to the aid establishment than just its
inherent tendency towards the dis-
sipation of funds. It is, for instance,
often argued that aid has stifled the
domestic capacity for capital forma-
tion and resource mobilisation, that
it has promoted institutional corrup-
tion and organisational cronyism in
the civil, political and administrative
spheres and accentuated economic
disparities in society.

Moreover, aid, like globalisation,
is deemed to be responsible for pro-
moting external control and stran-
gulating local enterprises through
purchase of donor country products
as part of the conditionality. Atten-
tion has also been drawn to the fact
that the loan component of foreign
aid has increased over time and part
of it at least is wasted in unproduc-
tive expenditure. This increases the
burden on the national exchequer
and hence on poor people as there is
a proportionate decline in alloca-
tions for welfare programmes
reduced as increasing proportions of
the annual budget is diverted to debt
servicing,.

Clearly, though aid remains an
under-researched area, it provokes a
degree of debate among the intelli-
gentsia. For this reason, the reissue
of Mihaly’s book is timely, not only
for the discussion it can provoke, but
also for situating it in a comparative
historical perspective, particularly
where the politics of aid is con-
cerned. Mihaly analyses aid and the
factors affecting its magnitude,
nature and flows from various coun-

tries between the 1950s and the mid-
1960s and concludes that it failed to
achieve the development goals visu-
alised then.

The issues raised in the course of -

the book are pertinent even today.
His analysis of the political and ad-
ministrative culture that impeded
development then may well hold
true in contemporary Nepal. Mihaly
also argues that the assumptions
underlying US aid were not relevant
to Nepal's context, which led to the
failure of development initiatives.
One major assumption at that time
was that if popular expectations of
material prosperity were not fulfilled,
social unrest and communism
would follow.

To the contrary, Mihaly found
Nepalis had no rising expectations
as most of them were too preoccu-
pied with meeting their most basic
needs of survival. This point is im-
portant since in contemporary dis-
cussion it is customary to attribute
the rise of the Maoist movement to
thwarted expectations. In other
words the argument that propelled
funding in the 1960s has resurfaced
four decades later. Mihaly debunked
the argument then. It remains to be
seen if the disciplines which involve
field research, notably sociology and
anthropology, will set out to verify
the contemporary validity of this
hypothesis.

By far the most interesting aspect
of the book in terms of its current
relevance is the author’s analysis of
domestic politics as it related to the
dynamics of aid. Thus, while the
East-West Highway provided the in-
frastructural basis for unifying Ne-
pal and expanded economic oppor-
tunities, Mihaly suggests that it was
primarily intended by King Mahen-
dra to facilitate the repression of
political movements seeking partici-
pation in a democratic polity. He
argues that donor countries silently
acquiesced in the suppression of par-
liamentary democracy for fear of giv-
ing communism a fillip.

Mihaly also explores the nature
of the complex aid relationship be-
tween India and Nepal in the con-
text of India’s overbearing attitude

and Nepal's excessively sensitive
reaction. In this context he cites the
absurd case of the Indian govern-
ment assisting in the construction of
the Tribhuvan Highway, and the
Nepali officialdom launching a quix-
otic project to construct Kanti Raj-
path, across more or less the same
territory that the former covered. This
provides not only an insight into the
prickly nature of equations between
the two countries but also the squan-
dering of resources that resulted from
it. But while he explores these nu-
ances of internal impediments Mi-
haly has relatively fewer criticisms
of donors and foreign project techni-
cians involved in developing Nepal.

Of course Mihaly’s perspective is
not the final word on the question
and this is quite clear from Sudhin-
dra Sharma’s critical introduction,
in which he departs from Mihaly’s
conclusions on two significant
counts, Sharma joins issue with him
on the question of rising expectations
and argues that the Maoist insurgen-
cy is a product of escalating expecta-
tions that were not fulfilled. That is
for the present a matter of opinion
and until established by empirical
research must remain a speculative
hypothesis. .

The other point on which Shar-
ma departs from Mihaly’s argument
is on the question of Nepal’s institu-
tional and political readiness to han-
dle aid efficiently. Sharma believes
that the circumstances of today’s
Nepal are very different from what it
was 40 years ago. Therefore Nepal is
today in a position to utilise aid ef-
fectively. This is a matter of conjec-
ture since there is little in the institu-
tional environment that inspires
such confidence. The fact that such
divergent arguments have been
voiced through the medium of this
book bodes well for the state of the
public sphere, and for that reason
may inspire the kind of independent
research that will make up for the
very noticeable lack of fundamental
studies on the macroeconomics of
aid in Nepal. b
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The profits of catastrophe

s the title of Indian journalist

P Sainath’s book, Everybody
Loves a Good Drought, suggests, di-
sasters are tucrative for the relief bu-
reaucracy and its retinue of supply
contractors and distribution agen-
cies. The financial scope that disas-
ters offer for the diversion of public
funds into private accounts through
various administrative channels is
the single biggest impediment to the
adoption, in South Asia, of disaster
prevention and vulnerability reduc-
tion perspectives. The stubbornness
of the prevailing orthodoxy, which
swears by the inevitability of disas-
ter and hence emphasises the indis-
pensability of relief, can in fact be
attributed more to the profits of ca-
tastrophe than to ignhorance of al-
ternative views.

One of the purposes of Disaster
Communicaton: A Resource Kit for
Media is to discuss in detail the
available alternatives to this official
vision of disaster management. Its
first chapter is devoted to an exten-
sive analysis of the differences be-
tween the prevailing approach and
the alternative approach. The for-
mer is piecemeal and post-facto be-
cause it can, by definition, swing
into action only after disaster has
taken place on a scale sufficient to
draw attention and funds io itself,
By contrast the latter is a compre-
hensive strategy that looks to a com-
munity-based prevention and miti-
gation programme, in which devel-
opment has a central role to play
in reducing the vulnerability
of marginal groups to adverse
circumstances. -

Through a series of empirical il-
lustrations the chapter makes a con-
vincing case for redefining disaster
as the necessary prelude to dealing
with it effectively. It demonstrates
how resource differentials deter-
mine the extent to which families are
affected by such events as cyclones
and droughts. Barring those who
are compelled by partisan financial
considerations to believe otherwise,
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there is unlikely to be any objection
from anyone else to the view that
disaster is a function of underdevel-
opment, and that the magnitude
of destruction and loss is a reflec-
tion of just how many people
are unable to withstand the stress it
unleashes.

After having made this point
very successfully the book loses its
way. The problem with the book
begins a little before it reaches the
second chapter. While “risk”, “di-
saster”, and “vulnerability” are de-
fined to give it a functional rele-
vance to the holistic, community-
based approach, the authors omit
to provide a definition of what a
‘community’ is, let alone one that is
consistently unambiguous both

Disaster Communication: A

Resource Kit for Media

by Amjad Bhaiti
Duryog Nivaran, Islamabad, 2002,
pp 260, ISBN 969 8702 00 §

reviewed by
T Mathew

practically and theoretically. The
idea of ‘community’ is amoebic smce
the same group of people often con-
stitute multiple communities with
different and sometimes contradic-
tory interests. Unless defined in a
very precise way, the alternative
approach can flounder in the very
community through which it looks
to salvage disaster management. For
instance, the typical village ‘com-
munily” is caste and class differen-
tiated and the lowest in the commu-
nity are those most vulnerable. Tak-

ing this into account, does the alter-
native approach redefine communi-
ty to mean only those most adverse-
ly affected? If so, how is it then to
overcome the obstacles placed by
the exploitative relationships in the
existing ‘village community’? If not,
then how will it bring the oppres-
sive institutions of the existing com-
munity to reorient itself into taking
an interest in the welfare of the very
people who they have themselves
reduced to poverty?

The other serious problem in the
early and more persuasive part of
the book is that it abstains from go-
ing into the real reason why the tra-
ditional attitude to disaster manage-
ment persists in public policy. Not
all of it can be explained by igno-
rance, which is what the book aims
to dispel. If the line departments of
the government have a fmancial in-
centive in sticking to a discredited
paradigm, will providing a strate-
gy for effective communication
make any difference to the future of
people who will continue to be af-
tected by disaster under a rent-seek-
ing regime? Until that question is
answered, the possibility of an ef-
fective strategy is precluded since
some way has to be found to under-
mine the pecuniary enticements that
sustain the orthodoxy.

In the course of the next four
chapters, which elaborate on the
role of the media in disaster com-
munication, the book meanders
through an arcane information and
communication theory that is dis-
tinctly counterproductive if the aim
of the book is to improve the South
Asian media’s coverage of disasters.
Chapters three, four and five are de-
voted to a miscellany of themes
which do not necessarily go well
together. There are cub reporter
guidelines on the structure of a suc-
cinct report, journalism school
abstractions about ‘objective’ report-
age which are in real life often sub-
verted by editorial diktats to the
contrary, simplified capsules on
how stories happen in the media,
and prescriptions on how disaster
should ideally be reported. All of

this is interspersed with excellent



Review

material on the precise dynamics
of disaster news as it is currently
disseminated.

Had this media section of the
book abandoned communication
theory in favour of more of this kind
of a sociology of the media, the book
would have made excellent progress
in finding and prescribing ways in
which an effective disaster commu-
nication system can eventually be
established outside and against the
current set of vested interests in the
bureaucracy and the media. To
work out such a system it is neces-
sary to dissect the anatomy of the
mass media and identify its limita-
tions for the purposes of disaster
communication. That, unfortunate-
ly, the book fails to do. It is a matter
of some curiosity as to why a book
that has in it all the potential for
collating and packaging a critique
of the mass media, ends up dissi-
pating itself in the process of trying
to look sophisticated. This is the

main weakness of the book; its au-
thors know right from wrong, but
do not seem to know to whom the
truth must be revealed. Is it the lay
public, is it the experienced journal-
ist, the cubreporter, the development
professional, the policy maker? [t
has something for everyone, but not
enough for each.

But there is a saving grace, The
tepid critique of the mass media and
the implicit faith in its potential to
address problems of disaster are
more than compensated for by ex-
cellent documentary material to il-
lustrate various media responses
and motivations throughout the
world. It does appear that a more
uniformly empirical critique, at
which the authors of the book clear-
ly excel, would have served a use-
ful purpose in equipping publicists
of the alternative approach with
additional information. This is s0
obviously the function of the last
section of the beok, which is a

disaster dictionary-cum-statistical
abstract of disasters in South Asia.

The amount of information
packed in this book, though scat-
tered randomly, is a clear enough
indication that it is publications like
this, rather than the mass media,
which are to be relied on as the first
source of information, the dissemi-
nation of which will call for the es-
tablishment of co-ordinating mech-
anisms for bringing together exist-
ing modes of mass communication
that do not belong to the mass me-
dia industry (locality, town and vil-
lage networks of information that
exist but which are not co-ordinat-
ed). Reliance on the mass media is a
guaranteed assurance of failure.
The only things that the mass me-
dia takes up arc well funded pulse
polio, hepatitis B and AIDS aware-
ness campaigns. Notice that all of
them are preventive campaigns to
avoid disaster. Money makes all
things happen. ;
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Women for Afghan Women
edited by Sunita Mehta

Palgrave MacMillan, New York, 2002
j pp xiii+236, USD 13.95

e ISBN | 4039 6017 8
FIAFGHAN.
IWOMEN

Edited by feminist Sunita Mehta, Women
for Afghan Women is a collection of 25
prose and poetry pieces, including 10
essays by Afghan women, exploring gender issues in
Afghanistan and in the Afghan diaspora. With contribu-
tions on religion and history, as well as on issues such as
health care and military intervention, the volume seeks to
provide a study of various themes with women as the
focal point. Most of the volume's contributions are by
writers who attended the inaugural conference of Wom-
en for Afghan Women, an NGO co-founded by Mehta, in
New York City in November 2001.

Travel Writing and the Empire
edited by Sachidananda Mohanty
Katha, New Delhi, 2003

pp xxi+185, INR 250

ISBN 81 87649 36 4

Travel writing during the British colonial
era, writes Sachidananda Mohanty,
“even when carried out under the guise
of a more honorific study and research, often concealed
a set of aims, objectives and agenda ulterior in motive”,
Such writing, as well as travel writing in the postcolonial
world, has frequently been a “self-assuring” exercise for
visiting writers and one of internalising subjugation for
native residents. In this collection, |0 essayists approach
travel writing in the context of imperialism, from foreign
writers who “went native” to constructions of foreign
travel in India’s vernacular languages and the “colonial
rhetoric” of present-day travel promotion.

India and South Asia: A Short
History

by David Ludden

Oneworld, Oxford, 2003

pp xii+306, USD 20.95

ISBN | 85168 237 6

While chronologicaily organised along a
political-event timeline, this social history
of the Subcontinent is primarily con-
cerned with the formation of collective identity, exam-
ined here principally through a ‘constructivist’ approach.
Noting that most contemporary historians no longer
view South Asia as possessing a singular narrative of its
past, but rather “many histories, with indefinite, contest-
ed origins and with countless separate trajectories”,
Ludden describes and analyses the region’s history with
frequent reference to the region's varied geography,
climate, cuftural influences and human activities. Written
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for the lay reader as part of the Onewarld ‘Short History’
series, the work includes country profiles of the seven
modern nation-states of South Asia as well as a bibliogra-
phy of more detailed historical reference works.

Crossing the Rubicon: The Shap-
ing of India’s New Foreign Policy
By C Raja Mohan

Viking, New Dethi, 2003

pp xxii+321, INR 450

ISBN 0 67 004963 8B

This book is an attempt at defining
India's position in the post-cold war
world, describing the country’s principal foreign policy
concerns, and analysing its current approaches to and
future opportunities for international engagement. C Raja
Mohan, The Hindu's strategic affairs editor, argues that
India has been siowly breaking with its Nehruvian foreign

| policy tradition since the mid-1980s, a process mostly
- completed in the strategic outlook of the ruling Bharatiya

Janata Party, which has taken an aggressive stand on
nuclear weapons development and pursued close milicary

| ties with the US. In chapters dealing with India’s foreign

policy after non-alignment, its relations with Russia and
the West, its regional concerns vis-a-vis China and
Pakistan, and “diplomacy for the Second Republic”,

- Mohan argues that India has newfound confidence in its
" approach to global affairs, having transited from a foreign
_ policy based on idealism to one grounded in pragmatism.

Empire: The Rise and Demise of
the British World Order and the
Lessons for Global Power

by Niall Ferguson

Basic Books, New York, 2002

pp xxix+392, USD 35

ISBN 0 465 02328 2

NIALL
FERGE SON

Setting out not to write a conventional history of the
British empire, but instead a history of “Anglobalization”,
Niall Ferguson examines the 400-year Anglo-American
project of spreading capitalism. colonising and settling
foreign territories, internationalising the English language,
propagating Protestantism, and developing and exporting
parliamentary structures. While admitting some of British
imperialism’s faults, Fergusan takes a relatively positive
view of its role as a historical agent bringing change in
the world, and argues that the US “empire in denial”
should seek to emulate the “achievements” of its British
predecessor.

Compiled by Deepak Thapa, Social Science Baha, Patan

Note to publishers: new titles can be sent to GPO Box 7251,
Kathmandu, Nepal. Books are mentioned in this section
before they are sent for detailed review.
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