

















Essay

epal is robust enough a country to carry on

without a king. This was proven when it

switched from absolute monarchy to multipar-
ty democracy in 1990 and failed to collapse, contrary to
three decades of Panchayat-period propaganda. The
point was confirmed over the last 11 years of democrat-
ic misrule when, abused by the parties and politicians,
the country remained on its feet.

On the other hand, Nepal is fortunate to have a king,
as a fulcrum of national identity and institution of last
resort. This is a privilege not available to the people of
the other larger South Asian countries, whose ‘natural’
historical evolution was interrupted by the colonial
interlude. Rather than a republican presidency, Nepa-
lis have a kingship that reaches back to the very cre-
ation of their nation-state two and a half centuries ago
and actually much further. That is comforting, except
for those who have no use for tradition.
Unique in South Asia, over

the decade of the 1990s

and up to the present,

Nepal has been exper-

imenting with a mix of

late-model Westmin-

ster democracy backed

by an ancient monar-

chy with its own ritu-
als, paraphernalia and modus operandi. In the midst
of this tryout, on the night of 1 June 2001, the society
was visited by the most violent tremor imaginable. But
despite the Guinness-book proportions of the tragedy
within Narayanhiti Royal Palace, not one institution
of state faltered even as insurgents stood ready in the
hills to take advantage of this sudden crumbling of the
most secure institution of state. While the “handling’ of
the crisis has been roundly criticised, the fact is that
two royal successions were managed amidst the crisis,
and the shock and anger of a bereaved and unbelieving
public controlled.

Indeed, a critical breakdown might well have over-
taken the state following that dark and cloudy night,
when a little after nine, King Birendra was murdered
and his branch of the Shah dynasty wiped out to the
last soul. But Nepal actually weathered this decima-
tion of the monarchy despite the mass bewilderment
and public angst. And now, all eyes are on Gyanendra,
who has just had the plumed crown thrust on him. Can
the new king dig himself out of what at its core is a
family tragedy, and establish himself quickly as a con-
stitutional king who can work with government, Par-
liament and civil society? Can he help bring back peace
and a sense of security to a country of multi-hued
minorities?

The Nepali kingship has long been transformed into
a constitutional entity from its earlier authoritarian
garb, and much of the precedents are already in place,
the legacy of the just-departed king. However, Birendra
was a laid back and retiring monarch, who preferred
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not to explore the envelope within which to function.
King Gyanendra, on the other hand, will have to
be progressive and dynamic, a democrat king to join
in on the rescue of the parliamentary system and its
possibilities.

The political parties and intelligentsia will be on
high alert against royal adventurism and attempts at
consolidation of power within Narayanhiti, and they
remember well the royal takeover by King Mahendra,
whose dour and decisive personality his middle son
has inherited. King Gyanendra will have to cross this
shoal of suspicion, with a transparent and pewsonaily
unambitious agenda. The three decades of authoritari-
an monarchy was a failed experiment, and as modern
king of a messed-up country, all Gyanendra can do is
to support the parliamentarians and politicians to make
this Westminster-by-the-Bagmati democracy function.

Bonfire of conspiracies

Politically, Birendra’s passing was the loss of a per-
sonality who represented change and continuity. He
inherited the Panchayat system and ruled as absolute
monarch for 18 years, after which he reigned as consti-
tutional king for another 12. Reviled by the urban mid-
dle class during the end-run of the Panchayat in the
1980s, Birendra subsequently claimed his place in the
public heart by remaining resolutely constitutional over
the 1990s. With the shenanigans of the commoner par-
ty politicians holding centre-stage over the last decade,
the palace receded from national glare and the king
was transformed into an avuncular and inactive icon.
Crown Prince Dipendra’s public debut as an enthusi-
astic patron during the South Asian Federation Games
of Autumn 1999 therefore came as a pleasant surprise
to a public that wanted more eye-contact.

While King Birendra retreated into the palace after
conceding power to the people and Parliament, for a
decade, Nepal had continued to sink ever-deeper into
the abyss of bad governance. With factional fighting
within political parties, street-level agitation by the op-
position in lieu of parliamentary debates, buy-offs of
parliamentarians, police terror in regions remote from
the capital, national strikes and countrywide school
closures, an economy in ever-greater tailspin, and a
Maoist wildfire through the midhills—by the early
summer of 2001 it was as if nothing more inauspicious
could visit this society.

But within the walls of the royal palace, a family
quarrel was brewing, a developing tension that the
public was completely unaware of. Unknown to all but
the exclusive circle around the royals, Crown Prince
Dipendra was a violence-prone, emotional volcano
about to erupt. Given toe drink and hallucinogens, Dipen-
dra was battling a headstrong mother and family who
used every argument from the astrological to the re-
quirements of lineal purity to keep him from wedding
his chosen partner. Further, there was the spectre of
having his royal status and right of succession revoked















and there may well come a situation where the
monarch will have to choose between the people and
his son. However, this is not a question that needs an
urgent solution, as long as the young man is not de-
clared heir and crown prince in haste. It is fair to say
that, if the son factor is neutralised for the time being,
King Gyanendra will receive the space he needs from
the people to start working on their behalf.

Rather than staying with the trappings of ritual and
tradition, and remote within the walls of Narayanhiti,
the king of Nepal must now bring royalty to the people
and do away with the aloof identity that it cultivated
ever since King Mahendra went all serious behind dark
glasses in the early 1960s. Transparency rather than
distance should define the royalty’s new relationship
with the people, responding to the need of the times as
well as to protect it from charges of power-mongering.
As far as the royal children and cousins are concerned,
most of them young and hopefully still capable of
grooming, King Gyanendra can ensure their evolution
as socially-oriented scions rather than the disco-thump-
ing, smoking-sniffing bratpack that Crown Prince
Dipendra and Paras Shah apparently preferred to move
with. Without such an effort, the people may not be
willing to stay with kingship at the time Gyanendra’s
reign comes to an end.

The setting up of the inquiry committee into the
massacre was the necessary first step — albeit dictated
by circumstances — to opening the portals of the royal
palace. The decision by King Gyanendra, on the very
day he donned the crown, to allow the committee to
have the run of Narayanhiti and its denizens was a
landmark beginning, which must now be extended to
bring the royal palace’s affairs more within the pur-
view of government and Parliament.

Openness and transparency of the royal palace are
not ends in themselves, however. This proximity is to
be used lo provide cultural energy to a country beset
with problems, and no political party could deny King
Gyanendra a role if he decides to actively pursue an
agenda to improve, say, the country’s education sys-
tem or its abysmal health care. Indeed, if King Gyanen-
dra wanted to leave a legacy, it could be through a sin-
gle-minded devotion to improving Nepal's school and
college education, a sector that his brother Birendra was
responsible for initially damaging in the early 1970s in
a misguided effort to ‘modernise” it. It is clearly the ter-
rible lack of learning opportunities, over decades of try-
ing under both absolute monarchy and parliamentary
democracy, that has brought the country to its knees
today, and which explains the society’s precipitous fall
in nearly every sphere.

Beyond education, King Gyanendra will find a host
of issues that can engage him till the end of what will
hopefully be, as they have already started saying, “a
long and glorious reign”. Because the country has been
50 thoroughly mismanaged under both autocracy and
democracy, he will find the door wide open for royal

proactivism in a variety of arena — from tackling the
country’s shocking child and maternal mortality rates
to trying to preserving Kathmandu Valley’s cultural
heritage; from lobbying for better representation for
Nepal’s minorities in politics and administration to
wildlife conservation and alternative energy; from push-
ing the business sector to make better use of Nepal’s
comparative advantage vis-a-vis both the Indian plains
and Tibetan plateau, to addressing a wide range of so-
cial problems such as trafficking in women, drug ad-
diction, child labour, and all kinds of new-found psy-
chological distress among the populace.

To be part of the agenda of social reform, King Gy-
anendra will need research and analysis of the kind
that the feudocrats in the royal palace’s secretariat can
hardly provide. In fact, that office even today projects
the image of faceless yes-men who help to distribute
royal patronage, obfuscate issues on behalf of royalty,
and play the occasional mischief with political parties.
Gyanendra’s palace office will have to shed such an
image and role, and transform into a responsive insti-
tution open to criticism, and one which relies on social
science to study the challenges facing the people and
landscape. Such a royal palace would complement and
back up the work by the government, the non-govern-
mental organisations, as well as academia.

Monarch as democrat
The constitutional track is non-negotiable and already
largely defined, and the new king himself was quick to
confirm his fealty to the 1990 Constitution in his first
address to the nation the day he was crowned, on 4
June. But an activist constitutional monarch need not
be a contradictory notion, and it is a road that can be
taken as long as King Gyanendra understands that his
role, above everything else, is to support democracy
through Parliament—not to try and amass power
around the palace and its hangers-on, to play parties
against each other, or to create the straw figure of ex-
treme nationalism to cushion his own throne. This was
what Gyanendra’s late father, the mentally agile and
ambitious Mahendra did as prelude to wresting power
from the elected government of B.P. Koirala in the royal
coup of December 1960. (A re-reading of history will
serve to sensitise both the royal palace and political
classes on what kind of monarchical activism to watch
out for, and to desist from, in the days ahead. On the
other hand, the new king’s transparency may finally
help rid the Nepali mind of its 1960-fixation and allow
the monarchy to get closer to the people )
Kathmandu’s civil society organisations can be ex- -
pected to be on guard to prevent any slippage into au-
thoritarianism, and there is also no doubt that King
Gyanendra will pick up controversies as soon as he
comes out of the period of mourning and begins, as
expected, to take an interest in the national issues await-
ing resolution. But this fear of backlash should not pre-
vent him from trying to make Nepali monarchy rele-

HIMAL 14/7 July 2001















Gpinion

dalit oppression on the agenda.

This position is at variance with the South Asian
neighbours, especially Nepal and Sri Lanka. Both coun-
tries are ready to include caste oppression as part of the
discussion. Tt may be noted that in Nepal, dalits in the
mid-hills and tarai plains are said to constitute 22 per
cent of the population which is about the same as the
Indian figure. Nepal is candid in its admission of the
problem. What stops India from doing likewise? What
is even more intriguing is that it was India, an initial
signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of Ra-
cial Discrimination (CERD), which had taken the initia-
tive for the inclusion of discrimination based on “de-
scent” at one of the earliest CERD conferences. In effect,
India is backtracking on an earlier committment.

The position taken by the Indian government is that
caste oppression is an “internal” issue of the country.
This has given rise to the second question in the ongo-
ing debate, namely, what, in such social circumstanc-
es, constitutes an “internal” issue of any country and
what is an issue that lends itself to “external” scrutiny.
The obvious discrepancy between internationalising
the issue of race apartheid, in which India took a van-
guard position, and sweeping the problem of caste dis-
crimination under the domestic carpet, as a matter to be
{2 —

Nepal is candid in its admission of
the problem. What stops India from
doing likewise?

dealt with internally, seems to have escaped the
government.

This in turn has raised a third and fundamental
point of debate: what constitutes a nation and what is
the nature of the relationship between the nation and
its citizens? Does national interest mean the interests
of the broad masses of the people or are the basic rights
and interests of some sections to be dispensed with in
the interest of protecting the nation’s dignity.

An unfortunate fourth point has also emerged in
this debate and revolves around the peripheral and
largely academic question of the similarity and differ-
ence between race and caste. That this point is being
discussed at length, despite its complete irrelevance to
the issue at hand, indicates the extent to which trivial
issues are being used by motivated individuals to side-
track the debate and mislead the ill-informed. A curso-
ry glance at the draft documents of the conference makes
it adequately clear that the issue is not as complex as it
has been made out to be.

Given the vigour of the ongoing debate what is dis-
turbing is that a majority of the Indian elite has adopt-
ed an ostrich-like attitude. Their unconscionable silence
amounts to nothing less than tacit support for the gov-
ernment’s specious argument that caste oppression as
an “internal” matter of India cannot be raised in inter-
national fora. The silence is most starkly evident in the
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political sphere because it, in effect, represents the con-
vergence of attitudes of the far right, the centrist forma-
tions and the mainstream left on the issue. Most politi-
cal parties have by and large refrained from taking a
clear-cut position over an issue which is linked to the
real empowerment and dignity of fully a fifth of the
Indian population—who, for thousands of years, have
been denied that most basic right, the right to live like
human beings.

Because of this abdication of responsibility by the
more influential sections of civil society, it has been left
to a minority—consisting of dalit organisations, some
NGOs, and a handful of radical political formations—
to question the government’s credentials and commit-
ment to the socially oppressed. This small combine has
pointed to the stealthy manner in which the govern-
ment has gone about dealing with the issue. It has kept
Parliament in the dark, nor has it consulted the Nation-
al Human Rights Commission (NHRC), a statutory body
constituted by an act of Parliament. Perhaps it is the
government'’s view that dalits do not merit parliamen-
tary discussion and civil safeguards. This is how the
government deals with an “internal” issue.

Increasingly, the debate over the inclusion of dalit
oppression on the agenda of the UN conference is being
dominated by the question of the similarity and differ-
ences between race and caste. Dalit activists have de-
nounced the narrow definition of caste that dominates
the sophist arguments of those who oppose the linking
of caste oppression with race discrimination. Such def-
initional nit-picking is quite pronounced in the argu-
ments put forward by Professor Andre Beteille, a prom-
inent Indian sociologist, who resigned in May this year
from the committee constituted by the Prime Minister
for drafting Tndia’s response at the UN conference. Ac-
cording to him “Race is a biological category having
distinctive physical markers whereas caste is a social
category. The consequences of this will be to add more
divisions in Indian society. We have enough divisions
based on language, religion and caste, which we have
to address. So we don’t need to fabricate or invent yet
another based on race.”

This seems to be the position that India wants to
adopt at the UN conference. Beteille’s academic opin-
jon that caste is not race can always be debated at lei-
sure. What is important at the present moment is the
simple fact that both racism and casteism are social
categories with political ramifications. And this aspect
of both problems does not afford us the luxury of lei-
surely debates. Beteille’s stand also completely neglects
the proposed ambit of the conference. The draft docu-
ment of the conference specifically takes into consider-
ation “discrimination” based on “occupation” and
“descent”. But Beteille is not the only one raising irrel-
evant objections. Professor Dheerubhai Sheth, a well-
known political scientist, while noting, in the Jansatta
of 12 June 2001, the benefits that will accrue to the dal-
its if the issue comes up for discussion at the confer-
ence, concludes by raising the spectre of the abolition
of affirmative action if caste is equated with race.
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Leading columnists in Indian publications have also
put forward similar arguments.

Why internationalise caste oppression?

It is precisely because of the indifferent silence and the
vociferous opposition that dalit activists want the prob-
lems of caste prejudice to be raised at international fora
tike the UN so that global pressure can be brought to
bear on the Indian government to protect lower castes.
This has become an important issuc because of the ac-
tions and intentions of the government of India. At the
57th session of the Commission on Human Rights, Sav-
itri Kunadi, India’s permancnt representative at the
United Nations, clearly outlined the government’s
stand that the caste system does not fall within the pur-
view of racial discrimination. It was not surprising there-
fore that the organisers of a Global Conference against
Racist Oppression and Caste Oppression in New Del-
hi in March 2001 had to face official wrath. The Indian
government refused permission to many foreign dele-
gates to participate in the conference. Doubts arc now
being raised in many quarters about whether the Indi-
an government will permit organisations and individ-
uals who have been championing the dalit cause to
even attend the Durban conference.

In addition to all this is the long history of the Indi-
an government’s responses to international bodies on
the issue of caste and race. From the document titled
Perspective of UN Treaty Bodies on Caste, it is clear that in
recent years United Nations Human Rights bodies have
underlined the existence and persistence of caste-based
oppression in India and many South Asian countries.
They have also emphatically drawn attention to the
fact that numerous national level legislations have
failed to protect dalits from discrimination.

it has taken a long time for the dalit problem to be
recognised so openly. Though India ratified the Con-
vention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Dis-
crimination (CERD) in 1969, it was not until 1996 that
the CERD Committee made its first explicit reference to
caste-based discrimination, “untouchability” and
scheduled castes. But the Government of India was
quick to respend. In its 1996 state report to CERD, the
Government of India took the position that caste dis-
crimination did not fall within the purview of CERD
because caste was not the same as race and the term
“descent” in Article 1 referred exclusively to descent
based on race. This was not an argument that CIRD
found persuasive. In its concluding obscrvations on
the government of India’s 1996 state report, CERD op-
posed this position stating that though caste may not
be equivalent to race it nevertheless fell within its pur-
view under Article 1 of the Convention.

According to the CERD document A/51/18 Do-
nas339-73, “The Committee states that the term ‘descent’
mentioned in Article 1 of the Convention does not sole-
ly refer to race. The committee affirms that the situation
of the scheduled castes and scheduled tribes falls with-
in the scope of the Convention.” Interestingly, the his-
tory of CLRD reveals that when the draft of the CFRID did
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not include the term “descent” in Article 1, it was the
Indian governement which had insisted on including
it. Today, the same government opposcs the inclusion
of caste based discrimmation, in CERD and the World
Conference against Racism (WCAR), under the term
“descent”.

There is an arresting lack of congruence between
the government of india’s position and the views con-
tained in the Constitution and the various commissions
and committees of inquiry instituted by it. A statement
released by academics, jurists and civil society groups
after the New Delhi conference in March, demanding
the inclusion of caste issues in the Durban agenda
shows quite clearly how the Indian Constitution looks
at the whole issue of caste and race. According to the
statement, “...Article 15 of the Constitution of India
which outlaws discrimination based on grounds of re-
ligion, race, caste, sex or place of birth, treats caste at
par with race as a prohibited ground of discrimination.
Article 17 while declaring the abolition of untouchabil-
ity has in effect accepted the existence of caste based
discrimination and its effect of untouchability as racial
discrimination.” Article 341 of the Constitution states
that “The president may with respect to any state or
Union territory and where it is a state after consulta-
tion with the Governor thereof, by public notification,
specify the castes, races or tribes or parts of or groups
within castes, races or tribes which shall for the pur-
poses of this Constitution be deemed to be scheduled
castes in relation to that state or union territory, as the
case may be.” According to the statement it can be con-
strued that “._.according to the Indian Constitution the
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concept of 5Cs is inclusive of the concept of race.”

The March 2001 New Dethi conference also looked
at a few of the judgements relating to discrimination
against Dalits and inferred that many of these judicial
decisions recognise caste “as a prohibited ground of
discrimination not only at par with race but also as a
form of racial discrimination. The different definitions
of caste adopted by the several decisions of the supreme
court of India show that for the purposes of treating
caste as a prohibited ground of discrimination, caste is
race in the Indian context [K.C. Vasantkumar vs. State
of Karnataka 1985 (supp.} 1 SCR 352]... The 9 judge
Constitution Bench in the case of Indira Sawhney vs.
Union of India [1992 {supp) 3 SCC 217 at 714] defines
caste in the following terms: ‘a caste is nothing but a
social class—a socially homogeneous class. It is also
an occupational grouping, with this difference that its
membership is hereditary. One is born into it. Its meme-
bership is involuntary.” In another judgement the same
Supreme court described ‘caste discrimination to be
more atrocious than racial oppression”.”

The National Human Rights Commission has ab-
served in the case of a dalit atrocity in Devaliya, Amreli
district, Gujarat {No. 14/6/99-2000) “...[D]evaliya is
only a tip of the iceberg of the atrocities flagrantly com-
mitted with impunity on the Dalits in the country. Their
total dependence on daily earnings is the root cause of
their being subjugated to indiginities. Due to education
and marginal cultural development, when some youths
either assert the right to equal treatment or attempt to
protect the dignity of their person or of their women or
resist the perpertration of the practice of untouchabili-
ty or atrocities being committed on Dalits, they are of-
ten branded as Naxalites and extremists, they are im-
plicated in false crimes and killed im false encounters.”
The observations of the NHRC echo the conclusions of
various commissions and committees formed by the
government from time to time to look into the cases of
atrocities against dalits.

In the light of the unanimity of opinion expressed
by various bodies of the state there can be no justifica-
tion for the exclusion of caste from the agenda of the
forthcoming UN conference on racism. If the matter has
to be dealt with internally there have to be appropriate
instruments and the necessary will to accomplish the
tasks. Unfortunately, the existing instruments do not
inspire confidence. There have been instances when
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the courts have been less than sensitive to the question
of caste oppression. The ]udEement in the Kiltevana-
mani massacre (Tamil Nadu 1969) in which mere than
35 dalit women and children were killed in cold blood
by the local dominant castes as a punishment for de-
mandlnh better wages is just one instance. The final
judgement of the court in this first organised caste mas-
sacre in independent India is shocking. All the accused
were allowed to go scot free on the dubious assump-
tion that “...since thev are upper caste people it ap-
pears 1mpo=.%1b1e that they would have gone waiking
to the hamlets of the dalits.” Given such an approach
by the government, consistently, and the judiciary, in-
termltt(,ntly, it seems unllkely that treating the dalit
problem as an “internal” problem will yield any mean-
ingful progress.

It is necessary for civil society organisations to take
the lead in p]aumj the issue before the world if a gov-
ernment that makes so much of its contribution to South
African democracy and the Palestinian cause looks the
other way when 200 million dalits are abused and re-
viled within the country’s borders. The forthcoming
53rd session of the UN Subcommission for the Promo-
tion and Protection of Human Rights ought to play a
catalytic role in the emergence of such a campaign.

The 52nd session of the Subcommission, which con-
vened to prepare the agenda for the Durban conference,
adopted a unanimous resolution recommending that
“The world conference focus inter alia on the situation
of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia, related
intolerance and ethnic conflict, and other patterns of
discrimination such as contemporary forms of slavery
that are based on race, colour, social class, minority
status, descent, naticnal or ethnic origin or gender, in-
cluding topics such as: a) the link between forms of
slavery and racial and other discrimination based on
descent. b) the implications of multiple identities {race,
colour, descent, minority status, nationat or ethnic ori-
gin, gender...” India was also a party to the decision of
that Subcommission’s meeting. The same meeting en-
trusted an expert member from Sri Lanka to prepare a
working paper on forms of discrimination based on
occupation and descent with special reference to South
Asia. He was also to identify those communities which
suffered such discrimination, the judicial and legisla-
tive measures adopted to ameliorate their conditions,
and make future recommendations. The 53rd session
of the UN Subcommission will be held in August to
discuss the paper.

What will be the Indian representative’s stand at
that meeting? Can India transend its alleged “nation-
al” interests and be ready to discuss its “internal” mat-
ter at a world fora with an open mind? Or will history
repeat itself and policymakers and self-serving intel-
lectuals continue to claim that letting others comment
on the plight of Indian dalits will be an affront to the
nation’s sovereignty? Perhaps they need to be remind-
ed of the words of Sarveshewar, the famous Hindi
poet of the sixties, “...a nation is not just a map on a
piece of paper...”
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Conformist Minds of India

n his fight against the British Empire, Gandht rea

lised early on that the entity called India was not a
nation in reality but mercly a geographical expression
of historic significance. It was in recognition of a rela-
tively weak political identity that Gandhi targed his
message of freedom and emancipation around religious
belicfs of pan-Indian appeal. He combined in a single
symbol of cultural unity; the concept of non-violence
from Buddhism, the faith in the solidarity of the faith-
ful from Islam, the depiction of truth as God trom Hin-
duism, and the dignity of social service from Chris-
tianity, and gave it an evocative name from an ancient
epic popular in several languages of India—the Ra-
mavyan. Gandhi’s Ram Rajya is an acceptance of the
diversity of faiths prevalent in India.

Meanwhile, Jawaharlal Nehru found seeds of uni-
ty in his Discovery of India in the Ashokan empire. Ne-
hru’s idea of India got its inspiration from the nation-
states of Europe that closely resembled the concentra-
tion of temporal and spiritual authority in the person

Symptoms of intellectual withdrawal
are discernible in the posturing of
opinion makers in New Delhi. Un-
sure about the role of India in
changed circumstances, the Indian
intelligentsia is unwilling to forsake
the security of conformism.

of an emperor. Nehru may have been a child of the
Enlightenment, educated in the art and culture of the
west in some of its finest institutions, but he was a
thoroughly oriental Brahmin in his outlook. He aspired
to fashion a nation of destiny from the glory of antiqui-
ty. It is the Nehruvian idea of India that inspired an
entire generation of Indian intetligentsia. With the great
minds gone, it was left to the expert, the diplomat, the
scholar to manage this legacy and, interestingly, these
Indians saw none of the humility but only the gran-
deur that apparently made up India.

An exaggerated sense of self-worth worked exceed-
ingly well when two super-powers fought for spheres
of influence during the decades of the Cold War. But as
soon as the disintegration of the Soviet Union pushed
the United States on to the pedestal of the sole super-
power of the world, the mental mayp of the Indian man-
darins got disoriented. A heightened sense of insecuri-
ty drove the Indian foreign policy establishment into
the shelter of an iH-defined doctrine of ‘national inter-
est’, traditionally the fig-leaf of nations too weak to ac-
cept or play a global role.
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Symptoms of intellectual withdrawal are casily dis-
cernible in the public posturing of opinion makers in
New Delhi. Unsure about the role of India in changed
circumstances where there is no Soviet Union to police
the sole policeman of the globe, the Indian inteligen-
tsia is still unwilling to forsake the security of conform-
ismm. After all, it makes a whole lot of sense ta go with
your government when vou do not have the crutch of
an ideological alternative to hold on to. When such a
lendency 'gains currency, it becomes the norm to scek
security in numbers. Such an attitude of conformism is
so rampant in the Indian capital that not even the so-
called independent thinkers of institutions of interna-
tional repute are free from it.

The effects of the docile acceptance of official poiicy
can be scen on all issues of importance. Like the man-
darins of South Block, cven think-tankers and journal-
ists accept the fallacious proposition that all issues of
India’s toreign relation need to be scen through the
prism of Pakistan. An even more absurd extension of
this line of logic is the centrality of Kashmir for the sta-
bility of South Asia. Instead of shaking the Indian sarkari
babiis out of their haliucinatory trance, India’s literati
readily buy the argument that Pakistan is bent upon
destabilising their nation. Parantoia of Pakistan has
become such a fixation of India’s foreign policy that
even countries like Nepal and Bangladesh are not al-
lowed to remain outside the pointless controversy over
a few square kilometres of comp]etely barren icy slnpes
in Siachen.

Had the intelligentsia questioned Indian adventures
in the tear-drop island of 5ri Lanka when they tearned
that India‘s intelligence agencies were engaged in train-
ing and arming Tamil militants, chances are that the
slide of Serendip (Jaffna peninsula) into chaos would
have been checked effectively. But the learned strategic
analysts of New Delhi went along all the way with the
Indian Peace Keeping Force in Sri Lanka and helped
perpetuate the fire of insurgency.

New Delhi academicians pride themselves on their
ignorance of India’s own Northeast, and yet they can-
not tolerate disinterested intellectual inquiry by out-
siders in their affairs. Any question about India’s North-
east clicits a stock response in New Delhi—it's a sensi-
tive area so it should not be dragged into controversy.
So what one gets to hear about Manipur or Bodos is the
same all the time—no matter whether the source of in-
formation is the state government, the military head-
quarters, a member of the academia or a journalist.

T have experienced this astonishing absence of dis-
sent in the New Delhi seminar circuit quite often, but
the uniformity in the views of Indian experts at the re-
cently-held Round Table on International Intervention
and State Sovereignty was astounding nevertheless.
The meeting was called at the initiative of the Canadi-
ans, to discuss how appropriate it is in this day and
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age for countries to intervene in cach other’s affairs.
Right from I. K. Gujral, the former Prime Minister of
India, to the joint-sceretary from its external affairs min-
istry, every one opposed the idea of international inter-
vention in any and all forms in one voice. [rrational
fear camouflaged in sermons of high ideology made for
an irritating experience.

Be it Major General Dipankar Banerjee of the Re-
gional Centre for Strategic Studics in Colombo or Pro-
fessor Ramesh Thakur, Vice-Rector of UN University,
Tokyo, even scemingly independent professionals par-
roted the official Indian line with different sets of apol-
ogics by way of explanation. N. N. Vohra of the India
International Centre, former ambassador . Parthasar-
thy, General Satish Nambiar and Dr. Manoj Joshi of
The Times of India too elaberated on the same Indian
position of non-interference in the internal matters of
sovereign nations, embellished with their own experi-
ences and explanations. No Indian, not even a single
ane to cite as an exception, raised doubts about the rel-
evance of such an idea of water-tight sovereignty in an
ape when media intervention through satellite doces
more damage than a few battalions of foot-soldiers on
relief and rescue mission in countries like Haiti or So-
malia. Docs that mean that the decadence of
independent thought has become all-pervasive among
India‘s noted intellectuals? It would seem so at the
moment, but times are a- changmg

The coming of age of India’s mind is not being her-
alded by grey cells of the academia or the quiet reflec-

tions of its retired burcaucrats, but by a group of young
]oumahats in [ndia’s vibrant media. They have left be-
hind universities and the strategic teaeanh institutions
in aggressively questioning the ‘conv entional wisdom’
prescribed by the burcaucrats of North and South Blocks
along New Delhi's grand promenade. Barkha Dutt
questioning the handling of Kargil, even if retrospec-
tively, was so ditferent from the usual practice of veter-
an Indian journalists falling head over heels tor ofticial
interpretations of apparently controversial decisions
{see Himal, June 2001). The so-called Defencegate Scam
unmasked by the investigative team of Tehelka.com took
India by storm precisely because it was in compicte
contrast ta the way ‘official secrets” have been handled
before by the mainstream media. 1t is a credit to Tarun
Tejpal that he happily sacrificed the holy cow of de-
fence secrecy on the altar of media probity and dis-
played the carcass of decadent moral values te all of
India on TV screens.

It is not unlikcly, of course, that even without the
new, senaitive and irreverent minds, India always had
its supply of eritical thinkers, who refused to be cowed
down, refused to bow down to a unitary and statist
view of India and the world. Most likely, such people
never got invited to seminars and workshops to express
their truly independent opinion. Most certainly, they
were never invited to the Round Table on International

Intervention and Sate Sovereignty. :
-C.K. Lal
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Phalo Essay

25-4-2001. Junkies near a police station, egging on 4
a young one to lake a drag from ihe filled cigaretie. :

Karachi. A city with the largest concentration of lit-
erates. Hordes of educated unemployed. Ripe for pick-
ing by extremist groups. A city of hope, a city of despair. 1

1980s. Fight for the control of Karachi, for the riches :
to be had from bhatte—protection money. A good way
to fund politics. Didn’t stop there. Bomb blasts. Torture.
Bodies in gunny bags. Apartment blocks in north Kara-
chi pockmarked with bullet holes. Rangers in the uni- g
versity campus. Families selling out at a loss, moving to
other parts of the city or country, or abroad. Exodus.

1990s. Water riots, A city by the sea with no natural

&

PSS

|
i
i

1-4-20001. Man. child and beast. A street enferainer playing
on his windbag instrument, his son, and a trained bear. At the
end of the performance it is the bear, with folded hands, that
requesis money from the bystanders.
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30-5-2001. Commuters eager i‘o reach' home after a day’s
work in the city have t¢ manage this way on the Saddar-
Korangi-Landhi route.

water resources. A vast delta of mangrove swamps, the
natural protective eco-system threatened by pollution,
soil erosion and tidal influx. Drinking water for Kara-
chi’s inhabitants piped in from hundreds of miles
away. Pipes running dry. Water tanker mafias getting
rich in areas where people are used to piped water.
Like Defence, where water tankers are a regular fea-
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ture. You can order ‘salty’ or ‘sweet’ water. Prices dif-
fer. Better than poor areas like Landhi and Korangi
where community taps run dry and where ragged lines
of women and children queue up for hours for their
turn to fill their plastic containers, Fights breaking out
in the sweltering heat. Taking on ethnic dimensions,
depending on the parties involved.




Phe

10 Essay

And then, in 2001, Mohajir and Sindhi political par-
ties putting aside their differences in the new millenni-
um, teaming up to protest. The same parties who in the
1980s were after each other’s blood, unleashing hor-
rendous violence, had thousands killed, tortured,
maimed, injured.

Police heavy-handedness. Nothing new. Police are

- after all, still governed by a law enacted by the colonis-
ers to subjugate the local populace, a duty they still
discharge with enthusiasm. But at least they enforced
the law in those days, remiriisce old people, and at least
there was a rule of law. Today, the police are political
pawns in the hands of those at the helm of affairs, trans-
ferred and promoted at will. Hardly surprising that their
first loyalty is not to enforcing law and justice but to
pleasing the political master or mistress of the day. More
ethnic tensions: much of the police force is Punjabi.
Dominating an Urdu speaking city. A task that would
be difficuit even if discharged with sensitivity. The po-
lice’s heavy hand. Viciousness. Cruelty. Fuelling even
more discontent. More work for the CPLC, the Citizens

29-5-2001, Fundamentalists denounce America in a show of
support for exiled Saudi dissident Osama bin Laden.

Police Liaison Cominittee that has made inroads into
crime prevention and into improving citizen and po-
lice morale.

Karachi. Insecurity. Car snatchings. ‘Dacoities’. The
chilling secret factor: rape during armed robbery. No
one would file a complaint. Who wants it publicly
known that a daughter, a mother, a niece, was defiled.
So for those who can afford it, private security guards.
Gated up neighbourhoods. And to cope with the dete-
riorating infrastructure: Mobile telephones. Flectricity
generators. Water filters and water tanker suppliers.
Expensive private schools. Individuals taking over the
responsibilities of the state to obtain for themselves
security, water, electricity, telephones, education

29-5-2001. An old woman seeks aims at a traffic junction.
Karachi draws many from interior Sindh who come here and are
forced to fake tc begging for a iving.
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1-5-2001. A supporter of exiled former prme minister '
 Benazir Bhutto raising stogans for her leader.

A young buicher works away at a cut while flies swarm the
- large pieces of meat hung on rusty hooks and the pair of
.. scales.
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Around a miflion gathered at M.A. Jinnah Road, for the
funeral prayer of slain Sunni Tehrik chief Salim Quadri.

for their children.

A city with different business ethics than the rest of
the country, where meetings are known to be held on
time, whete twenty-somethings join the corporate world
speaking fluent English and wearing designer outfits,
CitiBank, McDonalds, Pizza Hut, TGIF, Tesco.

 Fiesty middle class women fighting the forces ranged

- against them, against their sons, brothers, fathers and

husbands. Working in factories, offices, hospitals,
schools and colleges. The double income family. A ne-
cessity given the rapid inflation rate and the correspond-
ingly increased desire for upward mobility.

A city where art, theatre, dance have survived and
developed amidst and despite the violence, taking on a
new significance because of the threats. Karachi. Paki-
stan’s most literate, most vibrant, most ‘open’ city.

A city where areas still remain under unofficial cur-
few, areas that taxi drivers will not venture into. Mem-
ories of the time when commuters would stay over at
hotels provided by their companies in safer parts of
town, rather than risk going home after dark. Empty
bunkers stand testimony to the time that Karachi was
at war with itself. A resilient city, confident and upbeat
despite the problems.

The new millenium. A city now no longer just a city
of Mohajirs—whether Urdu speaking or otherwise.
Three generations down the line, Karachi dwellers now
own it. Tina Sani, the popular singer famous for her
renderings of the revolutionary Urdu poetry of Faiz
Ahmed Faiz-—both of them ethnically and linguistical-
ly Punjabi—will sing for free at the newly instituted,
forthcoming Festival of Karachi scheduled in Septem-
ber. “T've lived here long enough. It’s 1ny city too. Enough
of these ethnic divisions.” Joining in with hundreds of
artists, journalists, musicians, film-makers, to celebrate
Karachi. A new phase in the life of this sprawling mega-

polis. Live on. Celebrate. b



General Musharraf's Indian itinerary:

14 July
Arrives in Dethi in the morning,.

* Ceremonial welcome at the Rashtrapati Bha-
van,

* - Protocol meetings with President K R Naray-
anan, Vajpayee, Sonia Gandhi, L K Advani and

other leaders. -
*  Visits Rajghat to pay homage to Mahatma Gan-
dhi.

* Visits. ahcestral home in New Delhi.
*  Attends ”hlgh tea” reception hosted by the
Pakistan High Commissioner Ashraf Jahan-

gir Qazi.

* Banquet hosted in his honour by President
Narayanan.

15 July

* Flies to Agra early next morning.
*  Day-long summit meeting with the Prlme Min-
ister.

16 July

*  Flies to Jaipur.

*  Helicopter ride to Ajmer Sharif.

*  Visits dargah of famous Sufi saint Khwaja
Moinuddin Chishti.

*  Returns to Jaipur and flies back to Islamabad.

Home MIIIISIIT scholarship

PROF DAVID Shulman, author of the landmark Tanil
Temple Myths: Sacrificial Divine Marriage in the South In-
dign Saiva Tradition, may be well- known in India and
abroad for his work on Hinduism, but the Ministry of
Home Affairs would be the happiest if he were not to be
invited to present a paper the next time Madras Univer-
sity holds a seminar on comparative retigion. If the uni-
versity were nevertheless to insist on his presence, it
would have to write to the home ministry and apply for
‘security clearance’ for Prof Shulman. Only if the MHA
certifies that his participation in the seminar would
not be a threat to the country or the government—a pro-
cess that the ministry says can take from four to six
weeks—would an Indian embassy abroad grant the
professor a visa.

(Call it paranoia or a perverse form of protectionism,
but under ‘secret’ guidelines (OM No. 25022/40,/97/
F.IV} issied recently by the MHA, Indian universities
and academic bodies have been.told that foreign schol-
ars “should not be generally considered to attend con-
ferences of a political, semi-political, comimunal or reli-
gious nature”. In addition, universities organising con-
ferences on subjects “related to human rights or sensi-
tive technical subjects which can be utilised as a plat-
form for any particular line of propaganda or where
the subject matter...is of a purely national or local char-

acter” should try and avoid inviting foreign academ-
ics. Where invitations are unavoidable, the MHA will
vet which scholars may come and which may not.
The MHA's new guidelines, dated 1 September, 2000,
arec now being forwarded by the HRD ministry to all

‘universities and deemed universities with the advice:

“It is requested that henceforth apphcahons in the pre-
scribed proforma (in six sets) complete in all respects
may be forwarded...as per revised guidelines at least
one month and a half before the commencement of the
conference”’. While a foreign scholar wishing to attend
a seminar on a subject other than the above mentioned
categories need not be security-vetted by the MHA, Indi-
an university departments planning to invite academ-
ics from Sri Lanka, Pakistan, China, Bangladesh or Af-
ghanistan must get prior clearance from both the MHA
and the Ministry of External Affairs regardless of the
subject of the conference,

Thus Prof Shuxiong Liu of Peking University, Chi-
na’s leading Igbal scholar, would have to be screened
by the MHA and the MEA the next time Lucknow Uni-
versity wants him to attend a seminar. What happens
if he were to come on a tourist visa anyway? S K Dhas,
under-secretary in the MHA and the point-man for the
implementation of the new rules, told The Times of In-
dia, “If he just sits and listens, that’s OK.”” But if he
stands up and makes a comment about the poetics of
Igbal and Herder? “Speaking at a seminar (without prior
clearance) will mean a violation of the Foreigners” Act
and visa rules,” Das said. According to Das, the new
guidelines are actually “less stringent”” than previous
guidelines issued in 1986 in that the clearance process
has been decentralised. Universities need not apply di-

rectly to the MHA but could go through their nodal min-
istry, HRD. He said the controls were needed to prevent

a situation which “may cause embarrassment to the

government or to friendly countries”.
From “Curs ON FORCIGN SCHOLARS ATTENDING SEMI-
NARS” BY SIDDHARTH VARADARAJAN IN THE Times oF INDiA.

Greens hurting the poor

THE WHITE House, taken aback by the global outcry
at Bush's rejection of the Kyoto treaty on greenhouse
gas emissions, is developing a new strategy to present
at the July climate negotiations in Bonn. But in The Skep-
tieal Enrvironmentalist, Dr Bjern Lomborg of Aarhus Uni-

versity, Denmark, points out that the treaty will, at best,

delay warming by a few years by the admission of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC. Dr
Lomborg accepts that global warming is real, but says
that the marginal benctits of the Kyoto Treaty would
cost around £100 billion annually, possibly twice as
much, when half this sum could give all Third World
inhabitants access to the basics of health, education,
water and sanitation.

For all the talk of global warming as a catastrophe
by green groups, “the catastrophe seems rather. in
spending our resources unwisely on curbing present
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carbon emissions at high costs-instead of helping the
developing countries and increasing the use of non-
fossil fuel,” said Dr Lomborg. Global warming will
mostly harm the Third World, while an initial warming

of a few degrees would probably benefit the First World.

“Kyoto makes us feel good, but if we really want to do
good, we would dobetter to give the money Kyoto would
cost to the Third World,” he said.

Calculations by the IPCC show that the cost of the
cure is much greater than the illness, he said. “If the
world_f_ocuses on economics alone, it wiil make around
£600 trillion (thousand billion) in the 21st century. “Tf it

focuses on environmental considerations, that profit will

fall by £67 trillion. But the total cost of global warming
is estimated fo be only about £3.3 trillion, with or with-
out Kyoto, said Dr Lomborg, whose views have trig-

-.gered a national debate in Denmark about the widely-

held beliefs that the environment’is in a state of termi-
nal dechirfe. )

In The Skeptical Entvironmentalist, which will be pub-
lished by Cambridge University Press in the autumn,
the lecturer in statistics is critical of the way in which

Jmany environmental organisations make selective and

misleading use of scientific evidence to portray an eco-
logical catastrophe. “An old Left-wing Greenpeace
member”, Dr Lomborg was provoked to-look into the
state of the planet by the claim/by an American econo-
mist, Julian Simon, that many doomsday predictions
were false. But his follow-up investigation provided
support for Simon's scepticism over “the Litany”
preached by organisations such as Greenpeace and the
World Wide Fund for Nature: the environment is in poor
shape; resources are running out; we kill off more than
40,000 species every year, “We know the Litany and
have heard it so often that yet another repetition is, well,
almost reassuring,” said Dr Lomborg. “There is just one
problem: it does not seem to be backed up by the avail-
able evidence.” Dr Lomborg said the Worldwatch Insti-

- tute, which annually reports on the state’of the world,

makes “blatant errors with unfortunate frequency.”
Studying specific cases, such as GM crops and pesti-
cides, Dr Lomborg:shows how many central arguments
used by green groups “are based on myths”. Well mean-
ing and compassionate environmentalists are con-
vinced that pesticides cause cancer. Yet the link is tenu-
ous and these chemicals may well have decreased the
incidence of cancer by boosting production of fruit and
vegetables, the consumption of which cut cancer risk.
Rather than lose between a quarter and a half of all
species in our Lifetime, the real figure is closer to onie per
cent, Dr Lomborg calculates; acid rain has not destroyed
our forests, as was often predicted two decades ago;
poverty has declined more in the last 50 years than in
the preceding 500; 35 per cent of people in developing
countries were starving in 1970 and that percentage fell
by half by 1996; in 1900 we lived for an average of 30
years and today we live for 67; and "infants no longer
die like flies”. _ :
“Mankind’s lot has actually improved in terms o

4 practicaily every measurable indicator,” said Dr Lom-
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borg, though he stresses that “this does not, however,
mean that everything is good enough,” citing how in

. 2010 there will still be 680 million people starving, even

though nore will be adequately fed than ever before.
Stein Bie, director general of the International Service
for National Agricultural Research in The Hague, said:
“Lomborg suggests that there is growing evidence that
we may not have got our priorities right and that poor
people may suffer.” We are morally on thin ice, he said,
if the flawed analysis used by Greens leads to the
world's rich becoming more concerned about butter-
flies than they are about the world’s poor.
Rocer HiGHrEeLy IN Tie TELEGRAPH, UK

Truth and Taliban diplomacy

A FEW weeks ago, a soft-spoken “Roving Ambassador
of Afghanistan” was on the loose in the United States,
trying to explain the erratic behavior of the Taliban.
Woefully short on specifics and rich in glossing over
details, other than his justified d@nger at the sanctions
imposed on his country, he wasn’t very convincing to
Taliban’s keen watchers. The explanation of destroy-
ing the statues was very enlightening. A UNESCO dele-
gation had arrived to mend the monumental statues
without worrying about the dying human beings in
Afghanistan. Good point. But how do you explain the
Taliban’s stated reason that destroying historic and
abandoned statues is a religious duty? Perhaps the

- Ambassador’s disarming demeanor was too seductive

for anyone to ask tough questions.

He tried to push under the rug various issues on
which the militia’s well-meaning critics and stern foes
chastise it and he did so quite successtully. Many gull-

* ible people bought his explanations hook, line and sink-

er. Even some ‘moderates’ embraced his excuses as gen-
uine. Relieving Taliban from any responsibility for. their
conduct bordering that of the dark ages, the Ambassa-
dor was successful in selling his “sanctions’ theory to
justify every ill wrought by the militia. :
There were two néws stories last week which re-
quire another coat of glossy paint by the roving Ambas-
sador who since.has gone back to Afghanistan. Tali-
ban’s apologists have been giving various explanations
of Taliban’'s treatment of women, especially denial of
education to them. One explanation was an outright
denial and that it was ali western propaganda. There
are some 35,000 girls studying in the Talibani schools,
they claimed. A convenient proof of ‘all is well” are re-
ports of one or another ‘Muslim’ sister or brother visit-
ing Afghanistan and finding no such problem. _
Others were less imaginative and said, yes, there is
no education for girls but that is due to lack of resourc-

- es. They say that war-ravaged and drought-stricken

Afghanistan cannot afford schooling of girls. This opin-
ion is in stark contrast to the one noted above which
shamelessly claimed that ‘all is well” in Afghanistan.
In either case, if you notice, Taliban are absolved from
any responsibility in the regard.
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Many of my readers may wonder—or perhaps have
questioned in the past—why do I criticise the Taliban
so much? Fair question. First, [ don’t mind a Christian
sect setting up another Vatican and impesing Chris-
tian laws to their heart’s content. But, being a Muslim,
I cannot keep quiet when students of a theological sem-
inary, trained in dogma disguised as doctrine, usc the
name of Islam and trumpet their zoo as an ‘Islamic
Emirate.” Qur Creator (swt) has given us a clear criteri-
on in Quran and any tuling clan which uses the name

of Islam should be judged by it. When one does that,

there is no doubt that Mullahs in Kabul practice ‘Shari-
ah’ of their seminary and net Islam.

Second, Taliban belong to the Deobandi sect, an or-
thodoxy which opposed Pakistan to the hilt during the
nation’s years of struggle to get free. Till today this or-
thodexy continues to challenge the state within Paki-
stan and their Afghani counterparts in Kabul support
terrorism in Pakistan by providing refuge to sectarian
killers—at least.

Third, the conduct of Taliban is a threat to the pro-
gressive Pakistani society. Sectarian war in Pakistan
and bigotry of the religious groups is on the rise, partly
because the Afghani militia is a sectarian bunch itself
and its links with the religious extreme in Pakistan are
not a secret. ‘

Getting back to the issue of women’s education, |
wasn't surprised last week when d story in the Dawn
newspaper revealed the ‘real reason’ of the Taliban’s
ban on womeén's education. It confirmed what 1 have
been saying all along that Afghani rulers sifply do not
believe inreducating their women and it is a core belief

of their ‘Islam’. According to the storv in Dawn, by 1996,

Taliban had closed women's schools in Hirat and Kab-
ul. When criticised for doing so, they made the ongoing
civit war an excuse without elaborating how the two
are connected. To cement their decision, they took an-
other step and converted all major women’s colieges
and schools into ’religious seminaries’ for boys. In Tal-
iban’s lexicon, such ‘in your face’ double talk is “stand-
ing up to the Kuffar’.

As the story says in the Dcrwn, Taliban were taught
Islam recently by some scholars in Qatar who told a
visiting Talibani delegation that women’s education
in Islam is mandatory just like that of men. A small
minority in the militia supports women’s education but
the rest fear that any concession on this matter will
send a ‘'wrong signal’ to the international community
that hardliners have been prevailed upon by alleged
‘moderates.’

Chsck out thalr priorities
So it is all clear now. There were no 35,000 girls in Af-
ghani schools and there wasn't any other reason or
rationale to close down girls’ schools—neither pro-
longed conflict or shortchanged militia due to sanc-
tions, but the militia’s religious conviction. Taliban sim-
ply don’t believe in‘women’s education. Period.

The second story pertains to Taliban's other victims-
~minorities. The militia last week decreed that non-
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Muslims are required to either attire themselves dis-
tinctively, or wear badges identitying them as such. |
don’t believe in comparisons so leave out the case of
the Jews of Nazi Germany who were made to wear dis-
tinct clothing. Ask a simple question. Is it Islamic?.

One explanation is that the Taiiban are asking ev-
ery Muslim male to grow a beard. Those who don't
fulfill this requirement are harassed so this was to avoid
non-Muslims getting picked up for the absence of hair-
do on their face. This is a clear case of Taliban having
gone bonkers, justifying one wrong through another.

A leader of the Jamaat-e-Islami, Munawwar Has-
san, supported the decision saying the Taliban did it
on the request of minerities. I am not surprised. My
prediction earlier on this year will come true. Take my
word for it. Talibani conduct is very. much in line with
the ‘Islam’ of Jama‘at’s founder, Syed Maudoodi. He
made beards mandatory and in his medieval ‘Islamic
state’ non-Muslims were only allowed to breathe. Not
only that, even those who were born into Muslim house-
holds in such a state were to be subjected to harsh pun-
ishments, including death, for nat following the require-
ments of Maudoeodi's theocracy,

We claim to non-Muslims that Islam liberated wom-
en from the clutches of male-dominance and religious
discrimination. We showcase tolerance of lsiam to-
wards non-Muslims. But dsh't it hypocrisy of a tall or-
der? With what face can we say this considering the
very champions of “Islam” actually support everything
unfsTamic under the sun as long as it has ‘1slamic” la-
bel on it. A case of Halal pork may be? '

From “RAMBLINGS OF THE ROVING AMBASSADOR” BY
SHAHM MaHMUD IN PakisTan Asroan, NEW YORK.

Tehelka: General Pervez Musharraf is now president of
Pakistan. How does this change the pofitical situation?
Imran Khan: Well, the mdin change is that (his) posi-
tion has changed. The power was there (even then). He
was as powerful as chief executive and is as powerful
as‘president. The only significant thing is that he is
going to India, and for that he needed that sort of...You
know, as chief executive, he was neither here nor there,
but as presidént he has firmed up his position.

So, you think that politically there is no change even if there
i5 an army ruler as the president of Pakistan?

As long he holds elections, which he has promised,
then, let me say, whatever he does, the elections .are
really poing to be the real arbiter of the destiny of Paki-
stan. So far, the 1973 Constitution gives the president
limited power.

Is that the reason why he continues to be the chief executive?
Is it to ensure that he does not have to amend the Constitution
to justify his elevation to president?

Neo, no, but the point is this arrangement.is
only till the elections are held next year. It is a
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temporary measure.

You seem lo be very confident that General Musharraf will
stick to the schedule of holding elections. ..

Well, that I don’t know. I mean, I am not sure. I think
he has committed himself so often (that) T don’t think he
would not hold elections. | don’t know under what new
laws he will hold this elections and what powers he
will have. That is the big issue.

If Musharraf manages the Pakistani economy for the better,
will he gain more political legitithacy?
The people today, all they want to know is how to

get-their bread: Bread is the issue now. They have al- |

ready been disillusioned by politicians, by their loot
and plunder. I think that Musharraf should have be-
- come the president on the first day—October 12, 1999—
when he came to power. I mean, the people were all
with him #ind the entire country was with him. The pomt
is that there is too much political uncertainty. There is
lot of speculation about who will eventually be the prime
minister and what laws the elections.be fought under.
;There is also ecopomic uncertainty and Pakistan can-
" not afford it. So, its much better to lay down straight
what the game plan is. Every one wants a road map
ctoday. s
e _
You sound quite soft on the general. Why are you, as a dem-
ocratic leader, so accommodating of a military leader?
1t’s not that T am soft on Musharraf. It's just that it
was us—by that, [ mean that the Grand Democratic Al-
liance (GDA), which was formed to save detmocracy from
Nawaz Sharif and the Pakistan People s Party of Bena-
zir Bhutto—who campaigned on a one-point (issue)
against Nawaz Sharif. In hindsight, 1 realise that we
literally campaigned. for the army. takeover, because
there was no const;tutlona] way of removing Nawaz
Sharif. :

'S0, we campaxgned for h1m {Generai ‘Musharraf) to
come, for the army to come and pave the way for democ-
racy. So one can't go really too hard on someone once
you kriow why he-is. there. But there is disillusionment
today and 1 have said it on a lot of occasions that what
we expected from him he hasn’t delivered. We really
expected-him to create a level playmg field for democra-
Cy 1o come in. .

Is it not paradoxical to expefl‘ army generals to pave the way
for democracy?

Well, the other thmg is that when we had politi-
cians, it's been.an even worse experience. The past 12
years have proved that and so there is no point talking
like this because, for instance, poverty has gone up in
the past three years—from 15 million under the poverty
line t6 70 million, according to the Asian Development
Bank (ADB). Another example is debt—the total inter-
nal and external debt has gone from $23 billion in 1988
to almost $80 billion today. '

Democracy has failed in Pakistan. Political leaders have
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failed in Pakistan. Doi’t you think that this creates tie way

for generals to take over?

No, T think what has happened is that in the (past)
50 years (since independence) we have been going
through the process of evolution. I do really believe and
am optimistic that we have reached a point where peo-
ple are ready. They now understand the electoral poli-
tics of the past 12 years; (there have been) four elections
in 12 vears. It has really educated the people about the
situation. There’s been disillusionment against the pol-
iticians but there is also a great desire among the peo-
ple for change today, and I think that's the positive
thing that has happened.

The fact of the matter is that General Musharraf is president

‘of Pakistan now and he is coming over to Delhi for a very

historic visit—{historic) in the sense that he is coming when
India is ready to talk about Kashmir. How do you see the
summit?

Well, T think it’s a very positive step. Most of us feel
very good about it, that at least.the first step has been
taken towards some sort of confidence-building mea-
sures and talks on Kashmir.

There's a Jot of mythmaking between the two countries, but
those myths can be broken when more interaction takes place.
Is that your thesis?

Absolutely! 1t's very easy if you break offall contact,. -~

it's easy- to identify the'enemy, you know; like the Cold
War, the way that the Americans built up the Russians
in all the films. They were made (out to be) the ultimate
savages. |

How do you look at the Kashmir problem?
1 think the only way to solve the problem is that

" people should be given their right to choose their desti-

ny. That, reaHy, is the only solution. And here I might
add that again, for me, it's not a territorial issue. You
know, if Kashrnir is mdependent good huck to them. I
would never say that Kashmir should come to Paki-
stan; 1 am not from that generation. 1 think it's a humarn-
rights issue, it's the people’s right. '

" What about India-Pakistan relations?

That eventually depends on Kashmir. Until the
Kashmir issue is solved, I do not really see a solid rela-
tionship {between the two nations). We have seen in
the past—you know, you try and get closer and then
something happens and everything falls apart because
of Kashmir. A solid relationship will have to be based
on peace in Kashmir.

People in both countries want the summit fo succeed..

Of course, they want it, everyone is looking for some
signs of success in it. And 1 hope there are some
signs because we need to divert our resources towards
people.

FORMER PAKISTANI CRICKET CAFTAIN-TURNED-POLITICAN

IMRAN KHAN TALKING TO V. K. SHASHIKUMAR AND ZAFAR

AGHA IN TEHELKA.COM,




VOICES

Lady Maryam Abacha

Abacha Court

Gidado Road

Kano --Nigeria
Dear Lacey Torge,l am Lady Maryam Abacha, wife of
late General Sani Abacha, ex-military head of the state
of Nigeria who died on the 8th of June 1998 of heart
problems. 1 contacted you because of my need to deal

with persons whom my family and [ have had no pre-

vious personal relationships.

Since the death of my husband, my family has been
subjected to-.all sorts of harassment and intimidation
with lots of negative reports emanating from the gov-
ernment and press about my husband. The present gov-
ernment has also ensured that our bank accounts are
frozen and all assets seized.It is in view of this that I
seek your co-operation and assistance in the transfer of
the sum of US$50,000,000 (Fifty million United States
dolars only) being the very last of rny family fund im
my possession and control.

The federal governinent seized all our properties and
froze all our accounts both local and international after
the death of my husband. But my only hope now is this
available US$50,000,000 cash which I carefully pack-
aged and deposited as photographic materials with a
security company in Lagoswhere b3 brother—m—law is
a general manager.

If you are willing to assist us in recieving this mon-
ey on our behalf, we shall give you 10% of the total sum.
For further information, please contact my brother-in-
law Mr. Bello Abacha immediately on telephone num-
ber 234-1-7591526 or fax-number 234-1-7590845 who
will inform you properly on the procedure:-, for execu-
tion. Pléase be informed that this proposal is 100% risk
free. However, the conf1dent1a]1ty of tlus proposal is
Very important.

- Meanwhile, our mtent]on is to invest this fund in
your country based on your advice and please ensure
to keep this proposal very secret-dnd confidential for
obvious reasons and send to us your private telephone/
fascimile number for easy and confidential communi-
cation,’lease treat this as-a form of humanitarian ser-

vice because we are in dire need of your help We await

your immedijate response.
Sincerely,
Lady Maryam Abacha

Notice: Please reply to Mr Bello Abacha on these num-
bers: Tel:234-1-7591526 Fax:234-1-7590845 or to this e-
mail address: _abacha_b@mailcity.com.

Claim: The government of Nigeria will reward you
handsomely if you-allow them to transfer “trapped
funds” into your American bank account.

Status: False.

Example: [collected on the Internet, 2000]

Request for urgent business relationship

First, I must solicit your strictest confidence in this
transaction. This is by virtue of its nature as being ut-
terly confidential and ‘top-secret’. | am sure and have
confidence of your ability and reliability To prosecute a
transaction of this great magnitude involving a Pend-
ing transaction requiring maxiimum confidence.

We are top official of the-federal government con-
tract review panel who are interested in.imporation of
goods into our country with funds which are present-
Iy trapped in Nigeria. In order to commence this busi-
ness we solicit your assistance to enable us transfer
into your account the said trapped funds.

The source of this fund is as follows; during the last
military regime here in Nigeria, the government offi-
cials set up companies and awarded themselves con-
tracts which were grossly over-invoiced in various min-
istries. The present civilian government set up a con-
tract review panel and we have identified a lot of inflat-
ed contract funds which are presently floating in the
central bank of nigeria ready for payment.

However, by virtue of our position as civil servants
and members of this panel, we cannot acquire this mon-
ey in our -names. [ have therefore, been delegated as a
matter of trust by my colleagues of the panel to look for
an overseas partner into whose account we would
transfer the.sum of USI[3$21,320,000.00 {twenty one
million three hundred and twenty thousand US dol-
lars). Hence we are writing you this letter. We have
agreed to share the money thus; 1. 20% for the account
owner 2. 70%-for us (the 0ff1c1als) 3. 10% to be used in

" settling taxation and all local and foreign expenses. It

is from the 70% that we wish to commence the importa-
tion business. - .

Please note that this transactlon is 100% safe and
we hope to commence the transfer latest seven (7} bank-
ing days from the date of the rece'i']'iit,of the following
infermatiom by tel/fax;234-1-7740449, your company’s
signed and stamped letterhead paper-the above infor-
mation will-enable us write letters of claim and job de-
bcnpﬁon respectively. This way we will use your com-
pany’s name to apply for payment and re-award the
contract in your company’s name.

We are looking forward to doing this bu,smeb:-, with
you and solicit your confidentiality in this transaction.
Please acknowledge the receipt of this letter using the
above tel/fax numbers. I will send you detailed infor-
mation of this pending project when I have heard from
you. 8 '

Yours faithfully,
Dr Clement Ckon

Note; please quote this reference number (ve/s/09/99)
in all your Responses..

Origins: Even as you read this, the world famous Ni-

gerian Scam is parting yet more of the “something for
nothing” crowd from their money. Here’s how it works:
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A letter postmarked Lagos, Nigeria {or, nowadays, an
e-mail) is sent. It promises rich rewards for helping of-
ficials of the Nigerian government {or a bank or a qua-
si-government agency) out of an embarrassment or a
legal problem:

Typically, the pitch includes multi-miilion dollar
sums:

We want to transfer 35 million US dollars out of

my country. You would be entitled to 30% of the
1J5$35,000,000 for providing us a (bank) account. Its
author, Dr. Chukwuma.Mbaduwa, accountant in the
Nigerian Transport Ministry, explains that the huge
surh has accumulated in the Central Bank of Nigeria
from “over-invoiced contracts.” He and his fellow civil
servants can’t open a foreign bank account themselves,

-he says, “because of the Code of Conduct Act.”

(The names on the letters change as quickly as the
names of the quasi-government agencies they purport
to be from. You couldjust as easily be approached by a
senior civil servant of the Nigerian National Petroleum
Corp.)

Bottom line—if you let this hamstrung Nigerian use
" your bank account, he’ll 1ét you keep $10.5 million. All
you have to do to get your hands on it is fork over your.

banking information, some bIank mvomes and signed

stationery. If you're not saying “scam’ by now, you
should be. Should you agree to participate in this inter-
national bail-out, something will go wrong. Paperwork
will be delayed. Questions will be asked. Money from
you-—an msrgmflcant sum, really, in light of the wind-
fall about to land in your lap—will be required to get

" things back on track. You pay, you wait for the trans-

fer... and you never hear from these Nigerians again.
Who would fall for somiething this obvious? Accord-
ing to a 1997 newspaper article about the scam: “We
have confirmed losses just in the United States of over
$100 million in the last 15 months,” said Special Agent
James Caldwell, of the Secret Service firiancial crimes
division. “And that’s just the ortes we know of. We fig-
ure a lot of people don't report them.”

But'this is a new-scam, right? People are falling for it
because they've yet to catch on? Wrong. Very, very
Wrong.

- The Nigerian Scam has been scooping out the pock-
ets of victims since at least 1990. Things got so out of

hand, in fact, that in 1991 the Nigerian government felt

compeiled to issue a statement disavowing its partici-

pation in this scheme: The Central Bank of Nigeria (CBN)
said on Thursday that swindlers using Nigerian names
had extorted millions of dollars from people in the Unit-
ed States, Asia antd Europe under the guise of transfer-
ring cash abroad. The elaborate fraud involves fake of-
ficial approval to transfer up to 15 million dollars in

excess claims on bogus Nigerian contracts as well as -

pledges to cut the claims amount for help in the use of
offshore bank accounts.

A CBN statement warned foreign companies and
businessmen not to fall for the confidence trick, saying

 that the bank had been surprised and embarrassed by
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enqu;rres relating to the fraud. “The bank has no knowl-
edge or record whatsoever of the purported claims or
transfers, or even the related alleged contracts,” it said.

Ah, but is it the same scheme? You tell me: British
companies are being warned against a get-rich- ~quick
scam involving thousands of letters sent from firms
based in Nigeria. The letters ask UK firms to assist in
the transfer of funds from Nigeria to Britain--by send-
ing signed headed paper, invoices and bank account
details—in return for a cut of the sum transferred. In-
stead of transferring sums, the UK firm’s money is re-
moved by the fraudsters. Scotland Yard says that some
companies have lost thousands of pounds in this way.
About 25,000 letters are circulating in the UK. But the

* gcale of the losses—which could run to many millions
“according to the Confederation of British Industry—is

masked because some victims are ashamed to admit
that they took part in such schemes in the first place.

The real Central Bank of Nigeria tries to warn peo-
ple about this scam, but it's a case of the guy with the
broom following the elephantw—the elephant always
gets there first. A half-page ad explaining the scam and
warning off those who might be tempted to fall for it
appeared in the 27 October 1998 issue of the Los Ange-
les Times.

In an interesting sldenote, the Central Bank of Nrge— _
ria ad mentions some new variations on the old scheme:
A recent variation of the scam directed primarily at char- -
itable organisations and religious bodies overseas in-
volves bogus inheritance under a will. Again the sole
aim is to collect.the ‘advance fees’ already-described
above. A new strategy that has also been used to de-
fraud the “victims’ is to offer to use chemicals to trans-
form ordinary paper into United States dollar bills,
which would be subSEquently shared by the parties,

" Should you have occasion to feel something’s not quite

right about a deal being offered, drop by the websites of
both the Better Business Bureau and the National Fraud
Information Centre below. Regarding this particular
bamboazle, the Better Business Bureau has .a Web page
about the original Nigerian scain and ltb high-tech
incarnation.

wrre:// WWW.SNOPESZ.CUM
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Essay

Since the early 1980s, two significant trends have confronted anyone who deals with
India’s society and politics. The first is the media revolution: newspapers in India’s
major languages have trebled their penetration, and television has become a mass
medium. Second, the Bharatiya Janata Party, with its aim of making India a “Hindu
state”, has trebled its vote in national elections and become the country’s governing

Can an eXpi_aénatory bridge be built to connect these two phenomena? If so, out of
what? By mapping the media revolution and the growth of BJP support, itis perhaps
. possible to try and gauge the connections between them.

ing socicty and politics is the most fascinating

question one can ponder about modern India.
Others think so too, From Kirk Johnson's Television and
Soctal Change in Rural India, which looks up from a vil-
lage in Maharashtra, to David Page’s and William
Crawley’s Satellites over South Asia, which takes an earth-
orbiting view, scholars, marketers and media moghuls—
witness the efforts of Rupert Murdoch and Kerry Pack-
er—strain to understand what media change means
for India. “This Tv,” an elderly villager tells Johnson,
“is the most significant thing that has happened to our
village ever”.

Since the early 1980s, two significant trends have
confronted anyone who deals with India’s society and
politics. The first is the media revolution: newspapers
in India’s major languages have trebled their penetra-
tion (Table 2), and television has become a mass medi-
um. Second, the Bharatiya Janata Party, with its aim of
making India a “Hindu state”, has trebled its vote in
national elections and become the country’s governing
party.

It is tempting to sce links between these two devel-
opments. Indeed, Arvind Rajagopal’s sweeping and
stimulating Politics after Television is focused on this
very pursuit. But, contemplating this problem, I see a
gaping canyon—the media revolution constituting one
cliff and the profound political changes of the 1990s,
the other. Can an explanatory bridge be built to connect
them? If so, out of what? By mapping the media revolu-
tion and the growth of BJP support, it is perhaps possi-
bie to try and gauge the connections between the two.

! I 1he role of India’s media revolution in transform

Media Revolution

The story of television in India is well known. The Con-
gress Party of Jawaharlal Nehru disdained trivial en-
tertainment and did not see sufficient educational po-
tential in television to invest in it. As a “soctalist” par-
ty, often inspired by British examples, it did not enter-
fain ideas of permnitting capitalists to run radio or TV
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stations. Government endorsed an experimental sta-
tion in New Delhi in 1959, but by 1981, Indian televi-
sion was still black and white, confined to seven cities
and reached six per cent of the geographical area of the
country containing 15 per cent of the population. There
were 1.5 million private TV sets among a population of
683 million.

Indira Gandhi’s government introduced colour tele-
vision in 1982 to enable the Asian Games, held in New
Delhi, to be broadcast internationally. The decision at
last to go to colour and to extend TV across the whole
country coincided with the rise of Indira Gandhi’s son
Rajiv as her assistant and successor. An airline pilot
and lover of technotogy, Rajiv Gandhi embodied In-
dia’s younger, frustrated middle class which yearned
for the comforts the relatives living overseas enjoyed.
To be sure, colour television was long overdue. By 1990,
there were 22.5 million television sets, and coverage
extended to more than half the area of India containing
three-quarters of the population. By the late 1990s, land-
based television signals were available in close to 80
per cent of India containing close to 90 per cent of the
population. Table 1 traces this growth.

The central government controlled this system
through its national television agency Doordarshan,
which was detached from All India Radio in 1976. In
1984, Doordarshan introduced a second channel for
the big cities and permitted cable operators to transmit
locally made programmes to fill gaps in the schedule
when Doordarshan was not on air. These cable opera-
tors grew from a few hundred in the mid-1980s to more
than 20,000 by the late 1990s. They caine into their own
from 1991 when foreign satellite transmission became
available over India, especially with the launch of Zee
TV in 1992. Broadcasting in Hindi and based in
Hongkong, Zee TV transmitted into India by satellite.
Privately owned, its formats were livelier than the pon-
derous programming of Doordarshan. Because Doord-
arshan had begun to accept and depend on advertis-
ing from the mid-1980s, it had to try to respond to the
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Scene from tele-serial Mahabharal.

popularity of Zee TV and other satellite broadcasters.
By 1998, 11 different satellite-based companies, trans-
mitting from outside India, though with Indian busi-
ness and production centres, were estimated to reach
about 15 million homes.

This transformation was not confined to towns and
cities. A survey in 1995 estimated 270 million regular
television viewers throughout the country, of whom
more than half were rural (though we need to remem-
ber that 75 per cent of Indians live in the countryside).
By the early 1990s, something like one Indian out
of every five was a regular viewer, and most Indians
were becoming increasingly aware of television. Ten
vears earlier, no rural homes, and few urban ones, had
television.

In other countries, the growth of television has usu-
ally meant a contraction in newspaper circulation. In
India, on the contrary, newspapers have grown simul-
taneously with television. Between the mid-1970s and
the mid-1990s, penetration of newspapers, measured
by the number of dailies for every 1000 men, women
and children, increased by nearly threc times—from
about 15 dailies per 1000 to about 43. This is, to be sure,
a far lower ratio than those in industrialised countries,
where figures are in the order of 200 dailies per thou-

TABLE 1: Television in India, 1960-99

sand people. But, based on the experience of other times
and places, it appears that a ratio of more than 30:1000
is a signal of important political change.

In India’s largest state, Uttar Pradesh, where litera-
cy and economic development are below national aver-
ages, circulation of newspapers grew by more than five
times between 1980 and 1995, from 1.1 million to 5.4
million copies a day. The rough penetration figure grew
by nearly four times—from 11 dailies per thousand UP
people in 1981 to 42:1000 in 1996. In 1996 for a popula-
tion of 153 million, UP dailies produced 6.48 million
copies within the state. UP also imported newspapers
cach day, especially from New Delhi. Weekly maga-
zines grew similarly: from 1.1 million in 1980 to 6.5
million in 1996—a growth of more than five times. UP’s
access to television had also grown. Surveys in 1990
estimated that a quarter of the rural households and
two-thirds of urban households in UP watched televi-
sion. These media in UP were increasingly in the Hindi
language, the mother-tongue of most people of the state.
The proportion of Hindi dailies grew from 81 per cent
of all dailies in 1981 to 87 per cent in 1996.

Thus by the 1990s, even in the countryside and in
states not experiencing notable economic prosperity,
Indians were exposed to more information in images
and print than ever before— indeed, far more than had
been available even 15 years carlier. They were five times
more likely to see a newspaper; and television, a dream
in 1980, was now a reality for close to one-quarter of
Indian homes.

Do political consequences necessarily flow from
such a transformation? Did they in India? From the
political developments outlined in the next section, it is
tempting to infer that they did; but the canyon is grand
and before trying to leap it, we should consider what
materials are available with which to build a bridge.

“Hindu Politics”

The rise of the B from the mid-198(s has been as strik-
ing as the revolution in media. The bare numbers of
Table 3 disguise many subtleties, but they nevertheless
point to a fundamental shift in the allegiances of vot-
ers, especially in northern
India. In the space of seven
vears, the party virtually tre-

;,_Yeai' TVsets % ofIndia ._ % of pop. in’ . Estimated Transmitters | bled its vote and moved from
B covered coverage area  viewers fallkinds) | two seats in Parliament and
1960 40 < e < 100,000 _ 1| apparent impending eblivi-
1970 25000 o ’ ' on to 86 seats and the capac-
: - ! ' ity to bring down govern-
1 5 L)
13;8 1 4553%)?) : 18 ments. By the late 1990s, the
1985 6’750’()@[} o | BIP had become the party of
1990 23’000’000 - 54 : 76 150 million 519 | government and was able to
1995 45,000,000 68 B5 270 million est.550 |  counton 20-25 per cent of the
1998 58’000’000 7 87 448 million ' .897 votes cast in national elec-
ST e : tions.
Sources: Mass Media in India, 1991, 1994-5 and 1998-9, (New Delhi: Publications The party’s strength var-
Division); Press and Advertisers’ Yearbook, 1996-7 (New Delhi: INFA). ied greatly from state to state
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of course. It was strongest in north India, but by 1999, it
was making gains in the south as well {the B[P won
seven seats in Karnataka, seven in Andhra Pradesh
and four in Tamil Nadu), and flexible alliances enabled
it to lead a multi-party coalition to a comfortable major-
ity of about 300 seats in a Parliament of 542 seats.

The pace of political change accelerated with the
coming to power of Rajiv Gandhi in 1984. The direc-
tion seemed to be towards religious-based, “Hindu iden-
titv” appeals. Such emphases were not new. Prime Min-
ster Indira Gandhi, assassinated in October 1984, had
become increasingly eager to use religious symbols to
cultivate votes and sympathy. Though religious affilia-
tion had long been a building block of public politics, it
appeared that Indira Gandhi was making more of such
things than in the past. Her political instincts, often
superb, may have led her to sense that social differenc-
es of caste and class were becoming more keenly felt.
Gaps between lower and higher-status people, accept-
ed almost unthinkingly in the past because there was
no reason or way to challenge them, were leading to the

TABLE 2: Daily Newspapers in India

(all languages), 1960-98

Year Circulation of  Dailies per ‘000
’ dailies ‘Indians
1960 4.8 million 12
1970 8.2 millicn 16
1975 9.3 million 15
1980 144 million 22
1985 19.7 million 29
1990 22.0million 29
- 1995 35.3 million 39
1996 40.2 million 43
1997 45.6 million 48
1998 58.0 million ) 60
Sources: Press in India (New Delhi: Registrar of News-
papers for India); Statistical Outline of India, 2000-2001
(Mumbai: Tata Services Ltd).

TABLE 3: BJP Seats and Vote %
National Elections, 1984-99

Year BIP Seats BJP % votes
1984 2 7.4
1989: 86 115
1991 . 120 201
199 - 1180 203
1998 AT A v/ -1 25.5
1999 R 182 237 -

Sources: David Butler etal. (eds), Indig Decides: Elections,
1952-95 (New Delhi: Books and Things); Statistical Re-
port on General Elections, 1996 (New Delhi: Election Com-
mission of India); Froniline, 17 April 1998; Times of In-
dia News Service, 13 October 1999,
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L.K. Advani on the rath yatra, 1990.

formation of new political blocs. One way to overcome
such division, at least for a few weeks at election time,
was to remind people of greater bonds—religion, for
example—that thev shared and to convince them that
voting in a particular way preserved or strengthened
those bonds.

If such an analysis is valid, then the media revolu-
tion, which had barely begun in the early 1980s, plaved
only a minor part up to this point. What is undeniable,
however, is that preoccupation with religious affilia-
tion grew amony politicians in the 1980s. The insur-
gency in Punjab, which bloodied the decade, crystal-
lised a sense of difference between many Hindus and
Sikhs and led some public figures to proclaim the need
for their “communitv” to unite to defend itself,

In the fatal vear 1986 when Rajiv Gandhi’s feet of
clay became too big for his boots to hide, attempts to
“balance” the interests of “the Hindu communitv” and
“the Muslim community” dramatised the changing
political context. The circumstances have become cli-
chés in Indian journalism, and this in itself suggests
we should treat the versions we often read today with
caution. Nevertheless, the events of 1986 merit a brief
recounting. On 26 January, Rajiv Gandhi’s government
resiled from its agreement with the Akali Dal and re-
fused to transfer the city of Chandigarh to Punjab state.
The “Punjab agreement” collapsed, and viclence in
Punjab intensified.

On 1 February, K. M. Pandey, the district judge of
Faizabad in Uttar Pradesh ordered the locks, installed
in 1949, removed from the Ram shrine in Ayodhya
which had come to occupy the same premises as a
Muslim mosque, the Babri Masjid. And on 28 February,
Rajiv Gandhi got the approval of the Congress Party to
introduce legislation exempting Muslims from
the provisions of the Criminal Procedure Code under
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which a Muslim woman, Shah Bano, had been granted
alimony from her former husband in December 1985.
All of this happened in the year Rajiv Gandhi and his
government were being dragged into the high-level brib-
ery scandal in the purchase of Bofors howitzers for the
Indian Army.

Each of these events can be interpreted as a too-clev-
er-by-half political stratagem. The Punjab decision was
influenced by impending elections in Haryana, Pun-
jab’s neighbour and rival claimant for Chandigarh. The
removal of the locks was interpreted as an attempt to
please “Hindus” and thereby “balance” their displea-
sure at the “special treatment” about to be accorded to
traditionalist Muslims by acceding to the latter’s de-
mands for exemption from secular divorce law. The
precise and genuine motivation for these decisions is
less important for long term political processes than
the fact that such crude motives were widely believed
to have prevailed. If whole categories of voters were
thought to be winnable by such gestures, the nature of
political participation and allegiance was changing.
And most of this, it is worth repeating, happened only
as the media revolution in India was beginning. The
media revolution might accelerate and deepen processes
already at work, but it did not generate them.

The state of Uttar Pradesh illustrates the ways in
which the “rise of the BJP” and the growth of religious-
identity politics coincided with the media revolution
from the mid-1980s. Uttar Pradesh’s 170 million peo-
ple make it critical for national politics as a whole: it
returns 85 members to the national parliament {15 per
cent of the total). Potential prime ministers must come
from UP or make their peace with its leaders. UP's pop-
ulation shares Hindi and its dialects, but is divided
among religions and castes. Scheduled castes (dalits)
make up 21 per cent of UIs people and Muslims close
to 20 per cent.

In the 1984 general clections, the BJP could not win
a seat in Uttar Pradesh and took less than 7 per cent of
the vote. In 1989, it improved its vote slightly and won
8 seats. But by 1991, the party’s position was trans-
formed: it won a third of the votes cast and 51 of the 85
seats. It retained this position in the elections in 1996
and 1998 before its rivals engineered a more effective
series of alliances against it and reduced its vote by
nearly 9 per cent and halved its seats in 1999.

The timing of the BJP’s rise as the dominant party in
UP suggests plausible connections between the media
revolution and “the rise of Hindu politics.” The BJP’s
ascendancy occurred after the defeat of Rajiv Gandhi’s
government in 1989 and against the backdrop of V. T,
Singh’s coalition government of 1989-90. Two dramas
were being played out at that time. First, the BJP focused
on the Babri Masjid and Ram temple in Ayodhya from
which the locks on the Hindu shrine had been removed
in 1986. BJP politicians and their allies in various Hin-
du fronts proclaimed that they would “free” the tem-
ple, demolish the mosque, build a new temple and vin-

TABLE 4: BJP Seats andVote %, in UP
{General Elections), 1984-99

Year BJP Seats BJP % votes
(Total; 85}
1984 0 6.4
1989 8 76
1991 : 51 328
1996 52 334
1998 58 36.4
1999 29 276,

Sources: David Butler et al. (¢ds), India Decides: Elections,
1952-95; Statistical Report on General Elections, 1996; Front-

line, 17 April 1998, 5 November 1999. . - .

dicate the country’s honour. Second, to counter the BJP
effort to build a “united Hindu community”—a guar-
anteed election winner if it could be made to work—V.
P. Singh in August 1990 declared that the government
would reserve 27 per cent of its jobs for members of
“Other Backward Castes” (OBCs). (Reservation of gov-
ernment jobs for OBCs was recommended in the report
of the Mandal Commission of 1979-80.) OBCs are not
untouchables, but they are lower castes. Though pre-
cise numbers are not known, they comprise perhaps 40
per cent of India’s population— again an election-win-
ning combination if they could be induced to vote as a
bloc.

In September-November 1990, outraged upper
castes demonstrated against the OBC reservations and
more than a dozen high-caste adolescents burned them-
selves to death to show their outrage. At the same time,
the BJP engineered a “rath yatra”—-a “chariot jour-
ney”—around India, led by the party’s most redoubt-
able figure and home minister in the current union cab-
inet, L. K. Advani. It was to climax at Ayodhyain front
of the disputed mosque and shrine.

Advani was arrested before
he got to Ayodhya, and police
opened fire to disperse demon-
strators who reached the town.
More than a dozen were killed.
V. P. Singh’s government fell,
and in the elections of 1991,
though the Congress Party
scraped back to power, it was
wiped out in much of north In-
dia, especially in UP (it won 5
seats out of 85) and Bihar {1 out
of 52).

Advani’s rath vyatra,
a stroke of powerful propagan-
da, drew on Mahatma Gan-
dhi’s salt march of 1930 and
brought cotour and excitement
to towns across north India. 1t
assumed a central place in ex-

Ramayana—Ram and Sita: a s¢
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planations of events that were presumed to have hap-
pened in less than a year to north Indian politics. Com-
mentators noted that Advani's “chariot”— a Toyota
van—was decorated to make it look like the chariots in
the recent television version of the great Hindu reli-
gious epic, the Mahabharat. Indeed, people who turned
out to cheer Advani sometimes came in costurme, mim-
icking the televised heroes of the Mahabharat and its
predecessor on Sunday morning TV, the Ramayan, based
on a version of the other great Hindu myth, celebrating
the triumph of Lord Ram, the central figure in the reli-
gious pantheon that is dear to the BJP. The latter was
still more appropriate since the mosque in Ayodhya
was said to be built on the very birthplace of Lord Ram.

What role had India’s first nation-stopping TV seri-
als—and the media revolution generally—played in
changing the nature of politics?

Leaping from Media to Politics

The half-hour episodes of the Ramayan and Mahabharat
were shown on Deordarshan over about 90 Sunday
mormnings between 1987 and 1990. North India stopped
jor that time; the streets were descrted, servants crept
up to windows to watch employers’ televisions from
respectable distances; people reportedly dressed in their
best clothes and said prayers before switching on. One
survey claimed that the Mahabharat was seen by 92 per
cent of all people with access to television. The media
trade journal A&M put the figure more modestly at 80
per cent. The popular response to these serials was of
such a huge magnitude that it inspired several studies,
among them Ananda Mitra’s Television and Popular
Culture in India. A Study of the Mahabharat. The Ramaya-
na is at the heart of Rajagopal’s, Politics after Television
and is prominently covered in Nilanjana Gupta’s
Switching Channels: Ideologies of Television in Indin.

For some analysts, the epic serials had two effects.
First, they homogenised a host of different versions of
the epics into a single version,
frozen on and stamped with the
authority of the vidcocassette.
The television serials, accord-
ing to this view, began to create
an “authorised version” of the
cpics that wouid ultimately
pulverise the numerous, per-
haps hundreds of local varia-
tions performed and recounted
in every corner of India. The sec-
ond argument related to the
first. It held that this process
was creating a unity of sensi-
bility among Hindus of various
castes and traditions, espectal-
ly in north India. Charu Gupta
and Muku! Sharma, in Print
Media and Comnuunalism wrote:

For the first time all Hindus
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across the country and at the same time listened to the
same thing: the serial in fact introduced a congrega-
tional imperative into Hinduism.

Was such an outcome planned? Was it part of a
conspiracy? No one, so far as this writer knows, has
argued on these lines. However, “the consccutive ap-
proval” by Doordarshan for the two epics to run one
after the other has been taken as evidence of “the ruling
religious connections that are being reproduced in In-
dia now—around a Hindu centre.” Such an interpreta-
tion suggests that the medium of television, controlied
by the central government through Doordarshan, al-
lowed the upper-caste Hindu elite that dominates gov-
ernment and public life to embed its favoured version
of the great and once-diverse stories.

Such an argument is nof saying that in the 1980s
members of Hindu militant organisations took control
of key cultural institutions like Doordarshan. What is
argued, however, is that stories and values, broadly
shared among upper-caste Hindus, pervaded the new
medium of television. By its very nature television en-
ables single, shared, visual expericnce for tens of mil-
lions of people who have never experienced such expo-
sure before. All the power of this new, highly centra-
lised medium, dissemninated taken-for-granted cultur-
al practices of an upper-caste elite. In other times and
places, “That's the way they do it on TV" has been a
telling influence on people’s habits. Are there rcasons
why India should be any different? “The arrival of tele-
vision,” Kirk Johnson writes of Maharashtra, “has dra--
maticaliy altered the structure of daily life in the village
household.”

Prominent political events dovetailed with the tele-
cast of the Ramayan and Mahabharat. The final episode
of the latter was shown in July 1990, In August, V. P
Singh announced reservations for OBCs based on the
Mandal Report’s recommendations. In September, Ad-
vani set off on his rath yatra to Avodhya to restore the
glory of Lord Ram’s temple. As the political scientist
Zoya Hasan has pointed out, there is a crucial “vari-
ance between notions of a permanent majority defined
... |by] the census definition of a Hindu” and the “ma-
jorities” determined by periodic elections. Thus, two
strategies of political mobilisation were colliding, cach
trying to build on social foundations—on deeply telt,
daily facets of people’s lives, The V. P. Singh govern-
ment aimed to provide symbolic rewards {reserved gov-
ernment jobs) for the 40 per cent of the population, es-
pecially in north India, which could be included with-
in the burcaucratically created category of Other Back-
ward Castes. If the scores of jatis (castes) that fell under
the OBC umbrella could be persuaded to vote as one,
the party that reaped their gratitude would win elec-
tions. Such a formula was peison for the Bharatiya Jan-
ata Party. The core of its support and ideas, which had
sustained it as a vigorous entitv from the 1950s, lay
amorng upper-caste north Indian Hindus, who consti-
tute no more than 20 per cent cven of north India’s pop-
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ulation. The BJP's strategy was to stress “Hindu-ness”—

Hindutva—and to proclaim that Hindus must stand’

together against threats from sinister secular politicians
and Muslims. Convincing Hindus to unite politically
would also win elections. But both strategies cannot
succeed simultaneously: if Hindus unite, barriers be-
tween QBCs and “forward castes” fall (at least for a
time) and “the OBC gambit” fails.

It is not difficult to sece the role that the media revolu-
tion could be deemed to play in thesc events. It can be
portraved as creating the essential conditions that en-
able—or, indeed, force—people to take on new ways of
thinking about themselves and what it is that charac-
terises friends, Indians and countrymen and women.

Nor should we confine this discussion to television
alone. The effect of print—of newspa-
pers—has also been widespread. In-
deed, some analysts consider print to
be more influential than television in

TABLE 5: Hindi Dail
Newspapers, 1960-9

such conditions emerged the newly powerful BJp and
its associated organisations.

What is the evidence supporting such an interpre-
tation?

Connecting Media and Politics
In the previous section, I tried to leap the canyon to link
the media revelution and the rise of “Hindu politics.”
My point was to illustrate the tempting “causal” links
which lead analysts to embark on the long jump. But is
there a genuine connection - a solid bridge, made of
hard evidence? Qut of what sort of evidence might such
a bridge be built? In this section, [ try to replace long-
jumping r with bridge-building. T believe there is a bridge,
but it is not a New Delhi flvover; it is made of poles and
ropes, sways in a challenging breeze
and needs to be used with caution {and
faith).

The evidence for connecting the two

creating these new conditions in which Year Circulation comes from two broad areas: first, an
“Hindu politics” and “Hindutva” 1961 0.7 million examination of north Indian newspa-
have been able to flourish. According 1970 1.3 million pers, their owners and their coverage
to Charu Gupta and Mukul Sharma 1975 1,9 million of one or two events. Then let me com-
..ithas been the print media which 1980 3.6 million parc recent experience in north India

has trulv brought to the forefront the 1985 6.3 million with that of south India. I shall be try-
svmbwtlc relationship between the 1990 7.8 million ing to suggest that the pervasiveness of
Hindu organizations, dominant cul- 1995 14.3 million a medium—or of media—has subtie
ture and ideology and the media. 1996 16.1 million influences as well as gross propagan-
The “Hinduization” of the press 1997 19.8 million da ones and that there is a threshold at
has thus led to the portrayal of the up- 1998 - 24.3 million which political activity becomes affect-
{)er-castel Hi’1:1du’s view as the only and Sources: Press in India (New ed fmd starts t‘n happen difff*r’(?nt!y. ‘
rue reality. . . The owners of north India’s largest
Critics held that English-language Dethi: Regalstrar of Newspa- newspapers are upper-easte Hindus,
newspapers retlected these tendencics, persfor India, relevant gears). | .}, might be described as belonging

but that they were cven more pro-

nounced in the growing Hindi-language press of north
India. Rajai.,opal for example, suggests the idea of “split
publics”—a “public”composed of the Engjhsh reading
clitc and a new, ditferent, Hindi-reading publlL .
Though 40 per cent of Indians are Hindi-speakers, cir-
culation of Hindi newspapers was paltry until the
1980s. They overtook English-language newspapers in
circulation only in 1979, but from the mid-1980s, coin-
ciding with the growth of television and the political
struggles over job reservation and Ayodhya, the circu-
lation of Hindi dailies grew by 250 per cent in ten years.
(See Table 5). These Hindi dailics were often portrayed
as being in the control of upper-caste Hindu families
who saw to it that their views of events were reflected
in the pages of their newspapers. Thus as more people
read these newspapers, more people were led to be-
lieve—"T read it in the newspapers”—that this was the
authoritative, accepted view of the world.

To sum up this line of argument: people from the
mid-1980s were increasingly exposed to print and clec-
tronic media. These purveyed, to audicences larger than
ever before possible in India, an upper-caste Hindu view
of the world as if it were the only view possible. Cut of

o “the trading castes”. Indeced, their
urban, upper-caste origins are the same as those on
which the BJIs foundations are often said to rest. Ta-
ble 6 makes this peint. It lists nine of the top-selling
daily newspapers in the languages of north India. Their
combined circulation came to more than 5.25 million
copies a day, and all are owned by “trading caste” fam-
ilies. {The table omits threc ieadmg tlindi dailies run
as adjuncts of English-language chains - Novbharat
Times (Times of India), Hindustan (Hindustan Times) and
Jansatta (Indian Express). All three groups are owned by
Marwari families—the Jains, Birlas and Goenkas re-
spectively.)

Owners, journalists and media anatysts debate the
extent to which ownership eolours what media do. In
the casc of these newspapers, however, ownership very
often means hiring journalists similar in baekground
ta the proprietorial families themselves. 1 have elabo-
rated on this process in my recent book India’s Newspa-
per Revolution: Capitalism, Politics and the Indian-Lan-
quage Press, 1977-99. Journalists usually have little se-
curity, and they quickly learn the world-view of their
proprietors. It is worth emphasising that dalits account
for 15 per cent of India’s population or about 150
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million people; but there are no senior dalit journalists
on any major daily newspaper in India.

The affections of a number of these owners lie broad-
ly with the “Hindu politics” of the BJP and its allies.
Memboers of the Kulish, Gupta (Dainik Jagran) and Chop-
ra families (see Table 6), for example, have been ho-
noured by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh or stood
far election with the support of the BP (or its forerun-
ner, the Jana Sangh). A younger member (born 1968
and partly cducated in the USA) of one of the major
western Indian newspapers expressed his views to me
in an interview in 1999;

“You have to articulate the spirit of the people ..
[English-language newspapers] want to project an im-
age of liberalism. Now liberalism is fine, but when the
majority of the population is Hindu, you have to take
that thing into consideration too.

In the early 1990s, he continued, the brother of a
ctate chief minister was killed in communal rioting. The
Tinwes of India ran a brief story under the headline “A
san Killed in the City™.

If you go and read Times of India, you feel everything
is quict on the city front ... You can get killed ...! Okay,
[you assume] there’s no violence—you go in the city. ...
We took this incredible picture, This huge body ... lying
... dripping with blood ... we took that picture [and used
it] That same day the Times of Tndia says, “Keshubhai’s
brother is killed”—a single small little thing!”

He explained his view of current social concerns:
“Ill take a very small example of a house. In a house
there are two brothers. One of them, let’s say he is weak
[and] he is favoured more. That's okay, but each and
every time, if he starts getting tavoured more, the other
chap is going to say, “What is this?” It is the same thing
in India—like Hindus and Muslims.”

We cannot infer the repeated daily content of major
newspapers from a single interview; but we can con-
clude that journalists know their proprietor’s views.

Newspaper coverage of two other events—the

TABLE 6: Owners of Major North Indian Dailies and Circulations, 1999

-+ Dailynewspaper - Language & Circulation, Owners
N : headquarters Jan.-June 1959
AR Hindi (Varanasi) 877,000 S. V. Gupta family
o Amar el . Hindi (Agra) 453,600 Maheshwari family
“ii - :Duinik Bhaskar "Hindi (Bhopal) 328,600* Agarwal family
- "Dainik Jagran Hindi (Kanpur) 822,000 Gupta family
o Gujarat Samachar Gujarati {Ahmedabad}) 861,000 Shreyans Shah family
- = Punjab Kesari - Hindi (Jalandhar) 777,000 Chopra family
" Rajasthan Patrika Hindi (Jaipur) 225,000% Kulish family
-:Rashpriya Szhara Hindi (Lucknow) 224,000 Subrata Rai
.- SBanidesh Gujarati (Ahmedabad) 657,000 Falgunbhai Patel family
SRty * Three editions not included because circulation not verified
#» Claimed, 1996. Not a member of the Audit Bureau of Circulations
Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations, January-June 1999

»Aligarh Hospital murders” of 1990 and the “dcad
monkeys” of 1998—provide more material linking the
media and Hindu politics. The two stories differ: the
first became notorious; but the second, by its very ordi-
nariness, suggests the “subliminal charge”—to use
Marshall McLuhan's phrase—that lies cach morning
in millions of north Indian daily newspapers.
As a newspaper story, the “Aligarh hospital mur-
ders” was part of the overall coverage of Advani’s rath
yatra of September and October and the conflict over
the mosque and shrine at Ayodhya. Coverage of Ad-
vani’s journey and the subsequent rioting was imagi-
native and wild. Later, when the Press Councit of India
examined complaints, it condemned the following:
¢ at the Varanasi edition of Swatantra Bharat, an
unidentificd person inserted—by hand on the
offset plate as the paper was going to press—a
“1” in front of “15” to make a headline on 2
November 1990 read: “Firing on kar sevaks in
Ayodhya—115 dead, dozens injured,” thus in-
creasing the death toll by 100

+ another daily inserted—by hand, presumably
with a grease-pencil—bars on the windows in
which a holy man was pictured to make it look
as if he was in prison when he wasn’t

¢ exaggerated or untrue headlines included:

“Rivers of hlood flow threugh Ayodhya” (Swa-

fantra Bharaf, Varanasi, 2 November 1990)

“Consider every village as Ayodhya and fight

[strike] out” (Dainik Jagran, Lucknow, n.d.)

“Ramn mandir [temple] demolished in Ayodhya”

(Aj, Kanpur, 11 November 1990)

“Ram bhakts beat up DIG, revolt of magistrates,

DM goes on leave” (Aj, Bareilly, 4 November 1990)

“If they have not become martyrs [i.e. been killed],
where have these 307 kar sevaks gone?” {Af, Kanpur,
11 November 199()

Two aspects of background to be clarified. First, the
government of Uttar Pradesh in 1990 was led by
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Mulayam Singh Yadav, an OBC who drew support
from Muslims and whose government opposed Ad-
vani’s rath vatra and eventually used its police to pre-
vent the demonstrators from damaging the mosque. For
the BJP and for upper-caste newspaper owners and
their employees, the treatment of the demonstrators was
especially objectionable. Second, the target of Advani’s
journey was a mosque. Muslims were the objects of fear
and distaste, a means by which to unite “the Hindu
community” and overcome divisions between “for-
ward” and “backward,” accentuated by politicians like
Mulayam Singh.

Anti-Muslim focus sharpened in the notorious in-
vention of the “Aligarh hospital murders” in Decem-
ber 1990. In the aftermath of the police break-up of the
demonstrations at Ayodhya, rioting swept India. On
11 and 13 December 1990, the Agra edition of Aj car-
ried stories that 32 non-Muslim patients had been killed
in the Jawaharlal Nehru Medical College Hospital of
Aligarh Muslim University. The story was totally false.
However, though the District Magistrate of Aligarh
denied it on television on 12 December, Aj repeated the
story on the 13th along with an editorial claiming that
the district authorities had confirmed the murders. Amar
Ujala picked up the story and ran it in one late edition
but later carried a correction. Aj chose not to appear
before the Press Council which found all the charges
substantiated: “the newspaper made a mockery of jour-
nalistic ethics.” Aj got away with just the Press Coun-
cil’s censure. (When I visited Af in Varanasi in 1994 a
representative said headquarters in Varanasi was un-
happy about the occurrence but that these
things happened in a big decentralised
organisation.)

The point is not to highlight events
surrounding the first Ayodhya march in
1990. Indeed, it is worth pointing out that
newspapers were more circumspect in
1992 when the mosque was actually de-
stroyed. That circumspection, however,
did not prevent rioting and murder
throughout large parts of India. The point
of examining the “Aligarh hospital mur-
ders” story is to provide evidence for the
contention that an upper-caste-Hindu
view pervades many of the largest Indi-
an-language newspapers in north India.
The “hospital murders” story parades
that view openly. My final example shows
it in a more day-to-day, ooze-of-oil, sub-
liminal-charge way.

On 12 April 1998, Dninik jagran in its
flagship edition from Kanpur topped its
front page (with three photographs of the
monkeys’ bodies on an inside page) with
a story about the deaths by poison of
“more than 200 monkeys” in a village in
Barcli district. The headline reported “ten-

Hindu politics.

sion” and smaller headlines noted:

“Suspicion that the rotis were poisoned, investiga-
tion ordered, report against one person, police stationed
in area, Bajrang Dal, Hindu Jagran front and Shiv Sena
threaten to launch campaign.”

The story hinted at religious antagenism. Why were
militant Hindu organisations like the Bajrang Dal up-
set? Readers might infer that anti-Hindu forces were
insulting those who venerated the monkey and Lord
Hanuman. As the story eventually unfolded, however,
it proved that though 46 monkeys had indeed been
puisoned, it was by a Yadav (lower-caste Hindu) whose
banana crop they were eating. The story provides evi-
dence of the way in which agricultural news may be-
come political and inter-religious news. It is evidence
too of the beneath-the-surface, perhaps even uncon-
scious, influences which lead newspapers to present
the day’s storics with emphasis on particular themes.

What we cannot be sure of is the effect this perva-
siveness has on the people who read the newspapers
and watch television. There is a surface logic to the
contention that new readers and viewers, receiving this
kind of newspaper and these sorts of television pro-
grammes, will become attuned to the views purveyed.
The upper-caste Hindu view of the world, which un-
derwrites “Hindu politics,” will be spread well beyond
upper-caste Hindus. The argument is that media influ-
ence people both directly and unconsciously. For in-
stance, The Times of India of 12 November 1992, cited a
report from the World Congress of Social Psychiatry in
New Delhi about a study of 22 adolescents who burned
themselves to death to protest against the
implementation of the Mandal Report’s
recommendations in 1990. This study
found that three-quarters of them, “more
time than usual”, had followed the anti-
Mandal agitation in the media. A quarter
of them burned themselves immediately
after watching or reading about the
agitation.

Bridge-Building or Canyon-Leaping?
We can show a tremendous growth in tele-
vision and print media and their avail-
ability to people in north India since 1982.
The surge in support for “Hindu” causes
and for the Bharativa Janata Party since
the late 1980s is also clear. A link between
the two facts—between the two walls of
the canyon—is often asserted. As far as
television is concerned, the circumstan-
tial evidence for such a link lies in the
popularity of the religious-epic TV serials
of 1987-90 and their apparent influence
on the imagery politicians chose to use.
One might also cite the spread of anti-
Mandal “hysteria” in 1990 (e.g., the ado-
lescent suicides). For print, the evidence
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rests on the caste back-
grounds and political
statements and prefer-
cnces of proprietor fam-
ilics, the dependence of
their editorial staffs and
the nature of the cover-
age appearing in many
of the largest Indian-
language newspapers
of north India. 1 have
used one or two exam-
ples of such coverage in
the discussion above.
None of this, howev-
er, proves connections or
even suggests, in a step-by-step, empirical way, how
such connections might work. What sort of research
and evidence might we need? 1 can imagine a study
that sought to find people born about 1970 into poor,
little-educated families in rural UP. A study of this kind
would try to track such people and would look for
evidence to suggest that, even though they remained in
the village, they acquired basic literacy, got to watch
television after it came in 1982, become devotees of the
Ramayan and Mahabharat television serials and as a re-
sult contributed to Ram shilanyas (volunteer brigades
and material for the construction of the Ram temple)

Anti-mandal agitator in flames.

sent to Ayodhya in 1989. Thev would have voted for
the first time in the elections of 1989 and we would
expect that vote to have been cast for the BIP, even
though the person may not have been upper-caste. Such
a story would contain the makings of convincing evi-
dence—convincing raw materials out of which to build
the bridge. And if you had a few hundred such stories,
you might then be able to make statements about cause
and effect with some confidence. That would be evi-
dence.

One could conduct other local-level rescarch. One
could identify parliamentary constituencies in UP
where it was possible to date the arrival of television
and the growing purchase of newspapers. One could
follow the fortunes of local politicians and parties—
changes in voting patterns, attendance at rallics, per-
haps even membership and participation in political
partics or their campaigns (including the marches on
Ayodhya in 1990 and 1992). We would probably still
fall short of “proof”, but “proof” and “truth” will al-
ways be goals to seck, not possessions o own, in the
social sciences.

1 strongly suspect that the media revolution and the
growth of “Hindu politics” are linked; but for now,
the links, though plausible, are circumstantial. The
effects of media change on the political ideas and
actions of millions of people are worth struggling to
understand.
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Response

Indian

“Bangla chatt

In India, journalists are not afraid of taking on their
military-security establishment.

by Subir Bhaumik

IRFAN AHMED’S pontification on journalistic prin-
ciples (Response, June 2001) is not backed by exposure
of new facts or points of analysis. His dismissive atti-
tude towards the bombings must have blown up in his
face in view of the latest bomb attack at Narayangunj,
where an explosion ripped through an Awami League
office killing 22 people and injuring over a hundred
including the local Awami League MP. The huge bomb
of Kotalipara had “military origins” according to
Ahmed, but how is he so sure it was not planted by
Islamic terrorists? If he accuses me of using intelligence
sources who I cannot name because that would jeopar-
dise their jobs, can I not accuse Ahmed of using “for-
eign experts” who could obviously be named but have
not been named.

Bombings by Islamic terrorists have been rampant
in the entire arc between the West Asia, erstwhile Sovi-
et Central Asia, even China, all the way to India and
Bangladesh and beyond. What objective evidence can
Ahmed provide to prove that the Kotalipara bomb was
not planted by Islamic terrorists like Harkat ul Jehad—
unless of course he is keen to shield them. I am astound-
ed by Ahmed’s assertion that the “Breda conspiracy
has disappeared from Dutch papers”. It was never re-
ported in the Dutch papers in the first place.

But I have the transcript of the conversation between
two 181 officials, one sitting in Brussels after the meet-
ing at Breda and the other, his boss, in Karachi. When I
broke this story in the Sunday Times, the Pakistanis did
not contest it. Just as they had greeted the transcript of
the conversation between General Pervez Musharraf,
while on a visit to China with his chief of staff, Lt Gen-
eral Aziz at the peak of the Kargil war. | have the exper-
tise to pick the wheat from the chaff. I have exposed
many a conspiracy of intelligence agencies of my own
country—one has only to read my book Insurgent Cross-
fire to get an accurate account of the RAW’s involve-
ment in fuelling the insurgency in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts. No Bangladeshi, [ can challenge, can match the
depth of my expose on that issue—unless all they do is
speculate. But T have contacts in Indian and other intel-
ligence agencies of this region and have very often got
my facts crosschecked by playing off one’s version
against another’s. That is where the skills of the report-
er come into play. My recent exposure of how Indian

military intelligence betrayed the leading Arakanese
rebel group in Burma has upset many of our top brass
but should I care? After all, in India, reporters are not
afraid of taking on the military-security establishment,
unlike our colleagues in Bangladesh.

I can only say that I have hard information on the
conspiracy to kill Sheikh Hasina. Last year, the Mujib-
killers managed to get the LTTE to agree to perform a
suicide bombing on her for ten million dollars. The
money was to reach the LTTE through an Indian soft-
ware magnate who was bumped off by Indian intelli-
gence and the money stayed frozen in his account with-
out reaching the LTTE, who then backed off in the ab-
sence of payment. I have two reports—one of the Indi-
an Intelligence Bureau and the other of the Directorate
General of Forces Intelligence (DGFI) of Bangladesh—
on how this conspiracy was foiled. These are original
reports feretted out through painstaking effort, not
plants offered over a bottle of whisky. I got some of my
BBC colleagues in South Asia to check the details of
these reports. They testified to their accuracy in terms
of names, places, activitics,

The border incident was an attempt to catch Hasina
in a Catch 22 situation. I have it from my sources in the
Bangladesh intelligence that she had no option but to
back the Bangladesh Rifles (BDR) chief. Certainly, the
BDR chief is a staunch nationalist and a capable sol-
dier, and his tough handling of the Naaf river crisis
must have convinced him that he had to act tough with
the Border Security Force (BSF; as well. But the Padua
situation was certainly aggravated by local command-
ers, many of whom are strongly anti-Indian. Now I can,
of course, see very good reasons why many Bang-
ladeshis feel very upset with the way India treats them.
As a Bengali, I also feel very upset with the way things
happen between India and Bangladesh. At the peak of
the Padua crisis, 1 was asked by a Zee TV presenter

about what more should be done to chastise Bangladesh. '

I was very angry and this precisely is what I said in
response: “1f Delhi wants to fritter away diplomatic and
political gains made over the last five years in five days
of border clashes over five hundred metres of disputed
territory, the choice is India’s. If India is not just happy
with the trouble it gets from Pakistan and wants Bang-
ladesh to go the saine way, the choice is India’s. But if
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the Bengalis of Bangladesh did not tolerate the non-
sense of Pakistan, they will not tolerate Indian high

handedness as well. I am as much of an East Bengali

with firm roots in Bangladesh as Ahmed. And, [ don’t
need Indian intelligence to tell me what's going on in
Bangladesh. There is still a strong section of repatriate
officers in the Bangladesh army who feel strongly for
Pakistan and against India. After all that Pakistan did
to the Bengalis in 1971, the Jamait argued for undivid-
ed Pakistan. Now they talk of the lack of democracy in
a country they never wanted to emerge in the first place.

How preposterous to think India engineered the
border crists to strengthen Sheikh Hasina’s hands. In-
dia added to her woes by aggravating the crisis by open-
ing the attack at Boroibari because the BJP had its own
domestic compulsions. The party wanted to win the
elections in Assam and that was more important to
them than protecting Sheikh Hasina’s interest. If the
death toll was the reverse ot what finally happened
and if more of the Bangladesh BDR people died than
India’s BSF, Indian home minister LK Advani would
be beating his chest in rally after rally in Assam about
how the bad and troublesome Bangladeshis had been
taught a lesson. The BJI”'s vote would go up. The score
on body count went wrong, and so did the BJP's fate in
Assam. Actually conspiracies often have a very bad
habit of achieving effects quite the opposite of the in-
tended ones.

Targetting Bengali secular cultural groups like Udi-
chi or Chayanat has been a old practice with Istamic
fundamentalists in Bangladesh. Has Ahmed forgotten
the Rairbazar massacre of the eve of Bangladesh’s lib-

eration? The people killed by the Razakars and Al-Ba-
dars were not freedom fighters with arms—they were
poets, writers and intellectuals, who undermined Pa-
kistan by their role in the emergence of the strong Ben-
gali identity. That brand of fundamentalist politics is
still in existence in Bangladesh. A recent report by a
respected Bangladesh journalist detailed the fresh ef-
forts made by such religious groups to reorganise.

1 am aware of problems within the Sheikh family.
Conflicting ambitions, corruption and political feudal-
ism exist in the first family of Bangladesh, but to over-
look the fact, yes fact, that the killers of Sheikh Mujib
continue to plot is something no journalist can afford.
Before the Kandahar hijack of the Indian Airlines Alr-
bus, airports across eastern India had been alerted by
the Bureau of Civil Aviation Security (BCAS) about a
possible attempt to hijack a Bangladesh Biman plane
to secure the release of Colonel Farook and his sidekick
Major Bazlul Huda. T have a copy of that BCAS order
which was issued at the behest of RAW. This was no
plant to the press, it was an official memo released to
all concerned.

Intelligence agencies do plant a lot of disinforma-
tion, but Ahmed can trust me more than many of his
countrymen to pick the wheat from the chaff. My tenure
in Northeast India, far from “colouring my views” gave
me tremendous exposure to the way these agencies
function. In my book, | detail the operations of most
subcontinental intelligence agencies and try to expose
them. Ahmed seems to be aware of my reporting from
Assam but not of my main research work. He will do
well to read it. b

Some musings on the Mahakali Treaty

by S B Pun

IT IS with interest that 1 read Dipak Gyawali and Ajaya
Dixit’s “How not to do a South Asian Treaty” (April
2001). Equally interesting was Ramaswamy R. lyer’s
response “Delay and Drift on the Mahakali” (June
2001}). Such articles on important issues by well-known
thinkers from both sides will definitely help to bridge
the yawning gap between Nepal and India. I am add-
ing my own thoughts to those two excellent articles, in
this instance related to water sharing, on the much
hyped Mahakali Treaty, one which is literally in the
“Kumbhakarna” stage of hibernation.

A. Nepal’s right to say no: Iyer is right when he says
that even if India did want the treaty and pushed hard
for it, Nepal, as a sovereign nation, had always had the
right to say “no” to a document that it was not satisfied
with. This right of the sovereign nation was amply dem-
onstrated by Canada when, despite the signing of the
Columbia River Treaty on 17 January 1961 by the heads
of states of Canada and the United States, the Parlia-
ment in Ottawa refused to ratify the treaty. It was only
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on 16 September 1964, after a lapse of a full three years
and eight months and the “wmanner of implementation
was defined through a Protocol and arrangements were made
to sell the first 30 years of Canada’s Entitlement fo the power
benefits arising from each storage project”, that the Cana-
dian Parliament finally ratified the treaty with the Unit-
ed States.

B. Nepal's inability to say ‘no’: One has got to back-
peddle to the period of the carly 1980s to know the en-
vironment and circumstances to understand why Ne-
pal could never utter that simple word "ro’. Tt is here
that Gyawali and Dixit have done an extremely com-
mendable job in their “forensic deconstruction of the Ma-
hakali Treaty of 1996 between Nepal and India .....the larger
neighbour as bulldozer and the smaller one as hapless and
internally divided. Just how not to do an agreement for the
sharing of a common resource ...". The two writers have,
much to the discomfiture of many in India as well as
Nepal, explained the chronology and nuances of
events that included the unilateral construction of the
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Tanakpur Barrage, the gifting away on a platter of the
2.9 hectares of Nepalese land at Jlimuwa, through an
uinderstanding that the Nepali Supreme Court subse-
quently termed as a treaty for being “pervasive and long
term”, Nepal's ill-fated upmanship in converting the
Tanakpur issue into the broader Mahakali Package
Deal, and the final closing-in for the kill on the hapless
and much divided coalition government in Nepal. Iron-
ically, the Mahakali Treaty was signed at a time when
Prakash Chandra Lohani was foreign minister and

Pashupati S/B Rana water resources minister, the same
stalwarts of the Panchavat era who may have on an

earlicr occasion said 1o to the same anakpur Barrage!

C. Ratification or non-ratification: I am in full con-
currence with Iyer's view that there can now only be
ratification or non-ratification of the Mahakalt Treaty.
There is na question that the conditional ratification
with “strictures” (the sankalpa prastav) will be applica-
ble only to the Nepali government and not the govern-
ment of India. This is why [ have been compelled to
state that the Mahakali Treaty has technically achieved
the “Kumbhakarna” status. So far, India has been the
sole beneficiary of the agreement, with the formal legal-
isation and utilisation of the unilaterally constructed
Tanakpur Barrage. Nepal's attempt at one-upmanship
of linking the Pancheshwar Project in the Mahakali
Package Deal has failed miscrably, aithough hopefully
for the time being only.

D. The differences: Tyer has very cloquently eluci-
dated the differences that have cmerged between the
neighbours on the following five issues :

i. The Kalapani Issue: However, here, Tyer has misun-
derstood the Nepali sensitivity when he very clinically
argues that the Kalapani border issue “fias nothing to o
with the implementation of the Mahakali Treaty.” He can-
not be faulted too much on this, of course. Nepalis may
not be in a position te understand the sentiments of
India on the recent Boraibari/Padua incidents on the
Indo-Bangladesh border, or for that matter the Indo-
Pakistan Kargil skirmish. One principle clearly dem-
onstrated and stood firmly on by India both with Paki-
stan and Bangladesh, was its stand on the pre-conflict
“status quofline of control” position. It is cxactly this
internationally accepted principle of the return to the

status quo position that Nepal wants India to abide by
on the Kalapani issuc. [ believe this is the government
of Nepal's position. That is, the categorical return of
India’s armed personnel to the pre-1963 position and
then as stressed by Mr. Iyer “...a matter to be resolved
with reference to old records, doctuments, maps, survey points
etc.” Nepal vividly remembers the Mahakali/Sutlej ter-
ritories it ceded to the East India Company in the 1814-
16 Anglo-Nepal war for its reluctance to cede 22 mea-
sly v1llai_,eq in the Tarai to the Company!

if, The bmnm’arl/ River Issue: On the matter of the

Mahakali bcmg a ?ormdaru river on major sfretches” and
basically “a border river”, Nepal's then water resources
minister, Pashupati 5B Rana, went categorically on
record to say that they have the same meaning. [ belicve
Nepal has no problem with the sacrosanctity of the trea-
ty on this issue.

iii, Fqual Sharing Issue: 1t is here that Nepal, [ believe,
would have major differences of opinion with what Lyer
belioves is the Government of India’s position. tle, too,
concurs that there is a “clear divergence of vicws hiere”.
He terms the ownership of half of the Mahakal: waters
as “Nepali innovations wot easily derivable from any inter-
national lazo or principles.” T would like to humbly state
that the uni!ateral construction of the Tanakpur Bar-
rage by India on “a boundary river on major stretches”
without informing/consulting Nepa! was similarly an
Indian innovation not derivable from any internation-
al law or practice. This is probably the reason why
Gyn wali and Dixit use the term “bulldeze”, which Iyer

has difficultics with. But [ do fully agree with the latter
that nothing is “gained by taking a dogmatic position on
this issue; this is a matter for discussion between the Feo
countrics with a view 1o arrive at an agreed position.”

iz, Protection of Existing Consumptive Uses: Here, too,
the two governments are at serious loggerheads. Tyer
states, “fdia Ias claimed Hhat there is such an existing con-
sumptive use at the Lower Sarada, but the Nepalis gquestion
this on certain wrounds.”” It is on this existing consump-
tive use issue that Nepal's Parliament has unanimous-
ly passed its strictures, interpreting this to mean equal
rlght:-. to all the waters of the Mahakali. If I understand
the Nepali Bovcrnmont’ position on this issue correct-
ly, then this “respective evisting consuniplive uses of the
waters of Hie Mahakali River” emanates from the treaty's
paragraph 3 of Article 3 which pertains to the T Panchesh-
war Multipurpose Project and not the Mahakali River
itself. T do not pretend to be a lawyer but | believe this
interpretation may keep our parlamentarians happy.
But the implication this mnay ultimately have on Ne-
pal’s cost-sharing mechanism in relation to the
Pancheshwar Project needs to be carefully ascertained
by our bureaucrats. Iver refers to the Helsinki Rules on
the “fair and cquitable” sharing of commeon resources
and also the new UN Convention on which, if T am cor-
rect, India abstained from voting. E might add here that,
internationally, these rules and conventions are
preached more than thev are actually practised.
There is no doubt that this existing consumptive
use issue is the major stumbling block in the
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implementation of the Mahakali Treaty.

0. Power tariff. Nepal's then minister for water re-
sources, Pashupati S]B Rana, exhorted the joint ses-
sion of Parliament on September 11, 1996 to ratify the
Mahakali Treaty because Nepal was successful in con-
vincing India “to accept the principle of displaced cost of
alternatives in the evaluation of electricity benefits.” In this
context, Tyer has clearly spelt out the Indian position
that “there are many possibilities (other hydro-electric
projects, thermal projects, gas-based projects etc), and ther-
mal generation need not be assumed o be the only alternative
available.” He is probably referring to the 3.3 US cents
per unit gas-based generation in Bangladesh. There is
a tendency here in Nepal to gloat over the “avoided cost
principle” victory. This could be the Pyrrhic victory point-
cd out by lyer. He has also quite rightly stated that if the
generation cost at Pancheshwar is lower than the alter-
native then this gain will surely have to be shared be-
tween the two countries.

E. Conclusion : If the Mahakali Treaty is to wake up
from its present anaesthetised status, then there is the
urgent need for sagacious leadership on both sides of
the border. In their “way forward”, Gyawali and Dixit

have rightly stressed “...Nepalis should stop reflexively
blaming the Indians....” and equally that “...there caiof
be a way out unless there is alse a change of perspective in
India’s approach.”

Again, consider what Nepal’s then water resources
minister, Pashupati 5]B Rana, assured the joint scssion
of Parliament on 11 September 1996 while exharting it
to ratify the Mahakali Treaty, “From now onwards, ne
project like Tanakpur il be constructed unilaterally. It is a
great achivvement for Nepal that projects in future can be
developed only on the basis of bilateral agrecient.” This
has become a hollow statement, far removed from the
truth, when one considers the ongoing Indo-Nepal duel
on the Laxmanpur Barrage on the Rapti River. Issues
like these are the ones that touch the raw nerves of Ne-
pal in the furtherance of a cordial Indo-Nepal relation-
ship.

Like lver, T too would like to end on an optimistic
note. 1 believe that wisdom will ultimately prevail on
both sides and our differences be amicably resolved in
order to develop our vast water resources. This is in the
larger interest of the poor and hungry masses on both
sides of the border. g

FoLLOW-UWP

Nagaland and the Northeast

by Sanjib Baruah

THE INDIAN government’s an-
nouncement in June 2001, of the ex-
tension of the five year old Naga ceasc-
fire by another year and enlarging its
scope to cover not just the state of Na-
galand but also all the neighbouring
states which have Naga populations
has elicited strong opposition from the
states of Assam and Manipur. More than
anything clse the violent opposition to
the Naga ceasefire suggests onc thing.
There are limits to trying to end insurgen-
cies through secretive deal-making be-
tween Indian bureaucrats and leaders of
one or the other insurgent organisations.
There is a real possibility that the lead-
ership of the National Socialist Council of
Nagalim (Issac-Muivah), the Naga signa-
tory to the ceasefire agreement, is willing to settle the
conflict on honourable terms. But since the idea of Naga
independence from India will have to be given up, the
Manipuris, Assamese and Arunachalis fear that the
quid pro quo for a face-saving compromise maybe the
idea of Nagalim—a Nagaland that would include
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other Naga-inhabited areas lying in
these states. The idea of extending the
ceasefire to arcas other than Nagaland
is thus seen as an indicator that such
a concession may be made. What is
amazing is that, in a democracy, all
this action and reaction is based on
rumors, fears, anxieties—things that
could have been handled by a mare
open and participatory mode of con-
flict resolution, say through a peace
conference where all interested par-
ties might be represented.

The reason that Manipuris
have always had more anxieties
on the issue than anyone clse lies

in the history of the Manipuri king-
dom. In some ways Manipuri fears about creating a
Nagalim is not unlike Assamese fears about what a
Bodoland might do to the territory of Assam. To elabo-
rate, the Manipuri kingdom’s historical relationship
with some Nagas: in the article “Generals as Governors”
(June 2001), T wrote about the political rituals of the
Manipuri kings. The installation ceremony of the
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Manipuri kings called for the queen to appear in Naga
costume; the royal palace always had a house built in
Naga stvle; and when the king travelled he was attend-
ed on by two or three Manipuris with Naga arms, dress
and ornaments. This even led a colonial official, James
Johnstone, to speculate that like the Manchus of China,
the Manipuri kings may have been Nagas who adopt-
ed the civilisation of Manipur.

It is not surprising then that the fear that the Naga
areas of Manipur might be lopped off to constitute a
grcater Nagaland evokes enormous anxieties among
all Meities. But who has time for such history? Least of
all the Indian home ministry bureaucrats, who are
thinking about their next plum appointment in Wash-
ington D.C. A few Manipuris or Assamesc killed in the
process. Qops— they forgot to think of that.

What they refuse to understand is that a more open
peace process has the potential to bring all contending
parties to at least a minimal understanding. Consider
this Calcutta dateline report in The Times of india titled
“Naga students lend sympathy to Manipuris” by Nir-
malya Banerjee:

“Surprising as it may sound, some Naga students
here actually sympathise with the people of Manipur
over the extension of the ceasefire with the National
Socialist Council of Nagaland (Isak-Muivah) to a large
part of Manipur. ‘T think the Manipuris are justified in
their grievance,” president of the Naga Students Union

Imsupongen said on Tuesday. The union is an affiliate
of the Kohima-based Naga Students Federation. He said
the Centre had by-passed the Manipur government
while taking the decision on the extension of the cease-
fire. ‘Every state government has the right to have its
say on affairs within its territorial jurisdiction.”

This news item points to all the possibilities offered
by doing things a different way. Naga students have
secn the merits of the Manipuri point of view. It iltus-
trates what can be achieved if you trust people and
democratic processes. If you have everbody with a stake
in the Naga question represented in one room with skill-
ful conflict mediators, have a dialogue over a period of
time, people can learn about cach other's point of view
and might be able to arrive at compromises. Not that
everyone would agree to that idea initially. But at least
that can be a worthwhile goal to aim for if we are inter-
ested in ending insurgencies in the Northeast.

As things stand, the tules of the game are that it you
can cause enough disruption and mayhem, the powers
that be in Delhi might give in to your demands. So the
incentive for each insurgent group is to cause enough
mayhem in support of their demands. And as New
Delhi gets close to giving in, you will have these mas-
sive outbreaks of dissatisfaction from other sections of
society that have an obvious stake in the issue. Obvi-
ously, there is a world of difference between peace con-
ferences, round-tabte eonferences, and secret deals.
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Otf-shore provocateurs—Trinidad

rinidad and Tobago, the
southernmost istands of the
Lesser Antilles, contains the
continents and confounds purists.
In this amalgam of Africa, America,
Asia and Europe there is little that
is not hybrid. Lying to the cast of
Venezuela, it was initially inhabit-
ed by Amerindians—the Arawak of
the Orinoco and the Carib of the
Amazon. They had the misfortune
of being discovered by the grasping
mariners of mercantile Europe.
Spanish freeloaders followed Co-
lumbus and set up plantations. Cat-
alan Capuchin missions followed
some time after. The planters draft-
ed the ‘natives’ for plantation work.
New diseases and the demanding
regimen of labour began depleting
Amerindian numbers. The Capu-
chins worked their way through the
remaining populace, converting
them spiritually and transforming
them racially, doubtless adopting
the prescribed missionary position.
Women bore the brunt. Little is left
today of the original race or culture,
barring a few place names, of which
is Tunapuna, made famous by CLR
James, the historian, cricket con-
noisseur and an early Caribbean
fitterateur.
The Atlantic slave trade of the
16th and 17th centuries rescued the
planters and replenished labour for

Pure Chutney

Trinidad and Tcbago, 1298
Colour, Beta-SP/PAL 42
English, Direction Sanjeev Chatterjee; scripi
by Amitava Kumar

reviewed by Bela Malik

the plantations. Men subsequently
elevated to high office and dignified
in the national mythologics of Brit-
ain, France and Spain made their
fortunes and their heroic reputation
abducting tribes from West Africa,
the Sahel and Madagascar. The
slaves died fast in inhuman condi-
tions of transport and work. As the
slaves died the trade prospered and
Europe got its supplies of sugar,
cotton, tobacco and cocoa. An Afro-
Caribbean population soon took
root. They had come from diverse
tribes and cultures in Africa. On the
plantation they lost the memory of
their original cultures, except the
syntax of their languages, with
which they inflected the ‘white’ lan-
guages to create the distinctive Car-
ibbean Creole. The drums of Africa
too remained in this historical mem-
ory. The two combined to produce a
genre of music that is unique to the
West Indies, a genre that defies per-
manent description because its
forms keep changing periodically.
Trinidad during this period

changed many hands. The Europe-
an Reformation prompted the Span-
iards to invite French Catholic ses-
tlers from the other istands, who
showed up with their staves. French
pateis came with them. Courland-
ers took over Tobago for a period.
The British finally tock possession
of both islands. Inevitably, some of
the white mixed with some of the
black and a bit of brown had begun
to sprout in the islands.

In 1834, in a moment of con-
science, the British Parliament abol-
ished slavery. Trinidadian planters
suffered the incenvenience only
briefly. By 1845 the system of inden-
tured labour was in place. Labour
was imported from India in large
numbers until the early years of the
20th century. They too were drawn
from diverse cultural backgrounds,
predominantly from Bihar, but also
from the Punjab, the Bombay Presi-
dency and the Madras Presidency.
Many opted to stay on after the pe-
riod of indenture and in a few gen-
crations, barring the idea of the
homeland, a few dictary habits, a
dash of Hindi and their religion, the
new settlers too forgot much of their
original culturcs and became part
of the Trinidadian hybrid. In the
meantime, a few thousand Chinese
labourers too had arrived, many of
them without women. They settled
down to become the Chinee of Trin-
idad. Syrian and Lebanese traders
added to the mix as did the Portug-
ese and Surinamese who made their
way therc.

Such a concentration of races on
a mere 4828 square kilometres of is-
land territory makes for an atluring
proximity. At a mean annual tem-
perature of 27 degrees centigrade the
consequences are predictable. In
Trinidad’s ethno-demographic pro-
file, asidc from the 41 per cent Afro-
Caribbeans and 39 per cent Indians,
there is an intriguing 20 per cent
“Others”, the racial strands of most
of whom it will be impossible to
unravel. What the missionaries and
planters began cautiously, and on
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the sly, the “Others” have carried
on with hectic abandon,

Such goings on are not expected
to hold universal appeal, least of all
to the Hindu revivalists of India,
some of whom are hidebound
enough to attempt the retrieval of the
original cultural core from so ad-
vanced a hybridity. That is precise-
ly what the Vishwa Hindu Parishad
has set out to do among the Indians
of Trinidad, and that is perhaps
what has prompted the making of
the film Pure Chutney, else there is
no other explanation why a film
made by Indians based in the Unit-
ed States of America focuses solely
on the Indians of Trinidad, unless
of course it is the Indian diaspora’s
known penchant for gazing at itself
with endless curiosity and fascina-
tion. In the casec of Pure Clutney the
latter does not seem to be the case.

Judged in its context, there is not
much that is wrong with the film,
except perhaps the narrator’s occa-
sional tendency towards an exces-
sive flamboyance. In many ways it
is a bold and sensitive film, portray-
ing the mixed identity of those of
Indian origin in Trinidad. Techni-
cally too, the film is competent. [t
begins on a light note and then pro-
ceeds to the more serious aspects of
the issues it probes. Amitava Ku-
mar, the narrator, is quite deft in his
role, mixing easily with people of
different classes and sensibilities.
Most importantly, the film does not
confine itself to the spectacular or
the arresting locales, but looks be-
yond the main thoroughfare to cap-
ture life on the plantations, where
some Indians still work. And the
neat editing ensures that the people
interviewed in the film move in and
out of the camera’s focus in a well-
ordered thematic sequence.

Clearly, the makers of the film,
unlike the VHP, celebrate hybridity,
for that is its main motif and those
interviewed in it include Muslims,
Hindus, expatriates who have set-
tled in other countries and religious
.activisis, many of whom come
across as being educated, articulate,
and aware of the history of their
own ancestry, at least the Caribbe-
an part of it. These descendents of
indentured labourers are no longer
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overwhelmingly a population of
plantation workers. Transcending
their working class origins, they
have over the last century diversi-
fied into many occupations.

The escape from the relative eth-
nic seclusion of the plantations has
meant a greater interaction with the
other communities of Trinidad, par-
ticularly the Afro-Caribbean culture
that cvolved in more urban circum-
stances. A fair degree of cultural
exchange followed. Thejr songs are
a delightful blend of Bhojpuri and
Calypso. They participate in Trin-
idad’s legendary pre-Lenten Carni-
val. They have innovated with Afro-
Caribbean musical forms, most re-
cently the Soca, to create an Indo-
Caribbean variety, appropriately
called Chutney Soca.

The other half of the hybridity
lies in their attachment to things
Indian. They keep up with the lat-
est Hindi film songs, this despite
being largely ignorant of the lan-
guage. The residues of the their an-
cestral language and cultural base
include a smattering of words for
addressing elder relatives (nana,
nani for the grandparents, chacha
and chachi for uncle and aunt), the
names of some condiments and
kitchen items, and some social prac-
tices and religious rituals. That this
much survived through the genera-
tions is itself remarkable. Racial dis-
tinctiveness is sought to be pre-
served by marrying within the com-
munity. But attempts to stick to con-
structs of a purely Indian way of life
are not always successful. The cul-
tural and social fusion has gone on
far too long for the pure form to sur-
vive. A man called Kismet, whose
name means “fate”, interviewed
while attending the cremation of his
father, believed that his name signi-
fied “faith”. Clearly the remains
of the homeland are not strong
enough to attempt any authentic
retrieval of the past.

But this is not a constraint for
Indian revivalists who intend to
undo history with such meagre
resources. The VHP accepts only
ancient history. It cannot tolerate
more recent history, particularly of
the kind that Trinidad has gone
through. It has disrupted religious

harmony in Tndia and it has now
come to camp among the Indians of
the island. Typically, the VHP culti-
vates its Hinduism among Hindus
who know their religion the least.
Hence it has a large base among the
Indian diaspora. That is where
much of its funds come from, that is
where many of its publicity strate-
gies are developed.

Unfortunately for Trinidad, the
VHP has found a base among some
Indians seeking an authentic cultur-
al identity and Pure Chutrney traces
both the process and its effects. One
person interviewed did not know
what exactly was wrong with the
Muslim rulers of medieval India,
just some vague notion of “many
Hindus converted”, of the “wide-
spread demolition of temples” and
the imposition of “a jiziya tax”. The
trouble comes from pretending to
have a homeland and not knowing
its history. In Trinidad, among fam-
ilies of Indian origin, it is not un-
common to have one child adher-
ing to Istam and another to Hindu-
ism. The film brings out starkly how
this religious plurality now stands
at risk with the VHP propaganda.
All the stereotypes that revivalism
specialises in are thrown into the
ring. The Carnival is “western” and
has to be shunned. The black popu-
lation is of course “debauched”,
possibly even polluting, and must
be kept at a safe distance.

While focusing on these and oth-
er aspects of the VHP's Trinidadian
outing, Pure Chutney invites atten-
tion to what is happening in the
United States where South Asians
do have a radical counter-culture in
cities like New York, which oppos-
es the agendas of the VHP and simi-
lar outfits. This counter movement
seems to be missing in Trinidad and
Tobago. Historical and sociological
reasons entailing varying patterns
and moments of migration lie be-
hind this difference. Consequently,
films such as this are necessary if
Trinidad is not to suffer the designs
of off-shore provocateurs. In the mean-
while, it is hoped that the “Others”
of Trinidad will get on with their
job more purposefully and erase all
traces of original culture and pure
blood. &



Valuable social history

slamic Studies as an academic

discipline had in the past tended
to focus largely on the West Asian
region. That situation is gradually
changing and quite justifiably so. In
recent years, numerous scholarly
works have appeared on Islam in
South Asia, home to more than half
of the world’s Muslim population.
The Pakistani scholar Ayesha Jalal
is one of the most noted contempo-
rary analysts of South Asian history
and has published on a range of is-
sues concerning India, Pakistan and
Partition. She has now come out
with a detailed study of the chang-
ing notions of the individual and
the community among Muslims in
South Asia in the last century and a
half, a period of crucial significance
for community identities and poli-
tics in the region.

Jalal’s first book, The Sole Spokes-
man: Jinnah, the Muslim League and
the Demand for Pakistan (1985), in-
vited the wrath of many Pakistanis
for suggesting that Jinnah did not
really want a separate Pakistan,
using it merely as a threat to bar-
gain for a greater voice and role for
the Muslim minority. She also ar-
gued that Partition was the outcome
of this strategy gone awry. Her other
books include The State of Military
Rule: The Origins of Pakistan’s Politi-
cal Economy of Defence (1990), and
Democracy and Authoritarianism in
South Asia: a Comparative and Hisfori-
cal Perspective (1995) in addition to
books co-authored and co-edited
with Professor Sugata Bose.

In Self and Sovereignty: Individual
and Community in South Asian Islam
since 1850, [alal’s main thesis is that
the decline of Mughal peolitical au-
thority meant a radical realtering of
perceptions about what exactly it
meant to be a Muslim in India. In
the absence of a Muslim ruler, a
struggle began between the ulama,
on the one hand, and modern, west-
ern-educated middle-class Mus-
lims, on the other, both of whom put
forward rival claims to the leader-
ship of the community. The book

“

explores in considerable detail the
emergence of this new leadership
among the Muslims of South Asia
in the British period.

Jalal points to the observable dif-
ferences between the notions of com-
munity that prevailed in pre-British
times and in the colonial period. In
Mughal times and earlier, there
seems to have been no notion of a
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pan-Indian Muslim, or, for that mat-
ter, Hindu, community. Sectarian,
tribal, caste and biraderi (kinship)
identities, as well as loyalties to
one’s own city or region, were of
paramount significance compared
to that of religion. Colonial rule
brought in a complete transforma-
tion to these community identities,
Jalal argues. The census, in particu-
lar, played a crucial role in this re-
gard, enumerating Indians, for the
first time in 1851, on the basis of re-
ligion. Access to the crumbs of colo-
nial largesse was in many ways de-
termined by the numerical strength
of religion-based communities. In the
process the colonial authorities par-
ticipated in the making of religion
as the primary identity in the public
realm for many Indians. Increasing
education, the growth of communi-
cations and the press, as well as the
emergence of reformist, revivalist
and chauvinist movements among
both Hindus and Muslims, all com-

bined to crystallise sharp bound-
arics of identity between the two
self-consciously evolving commu-
nities that do not scem to have ex-
isted in Mughal times.

Colonial legal policies also
made for the drawing of sharp
boundaries hetween Hindus and
Muslims. Customary law was
steadily replaced by codified law,
which in manv casces involved a tex-
tual understanding of Isiamic or
Hindu law for respective commu-
nities. Many scholars have pointed
out that the judicial climate of cus-
tomary law makes for greater diver-
sity of legal principles and interpre-
tations so that the numerous social
units are governed by equally nu-
merous legal regimes. With laws of
more or less uniform application
incoporating the differentials of re-
ligious communities, such diversity
gave way to more rigidly con-
structed identities that coalesced
around, among other things, the
codified law. Thus, Muslims would
come to have their social and cul-
tural transactions governed by a
Muslim code and so was the case
with Hindus.

All this meant a completely new
understanding of the “community”.
[t also meant a new vision of the role
of the individual as a member of the
community. For Islamic reformist
movements that emerged at this
time, no longer was it enough to be
born inte a Muslim family to be con-
sidered a “true’ Muslim. Rather, a
Muslim was one who actually
strove to live up to the command-
ments of his or her faith, based on
an understanding of its primary
sources, the Quran and the Tradi-
tions of the Prophet.

The loss of Muslim political sov-
ereignty and their perceived back-
wardness as compared to the up-
per-caste Hindus made for a grow-
ing suspicion among Muslim elites
of the claims of the Congress to rep-
resent all [ndians. Jalal substanti-
ates this by backing her thesis with
ample quotations from sources of
that period. The emergence of mili-
tantly right-wing upper-caste-led
Hindu movements, such as the anti-
cow slaughter agitation, the move-
ment against Urdu, and the Arya
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Samaj’s “shuddhi” or conversion
movement among the Muslim
Rajputs, only further accentuated
the Muslims’ sense of alienation,
forcing the issue of a separate Paki-
stan into the political arena.

Jalal examines the genesis of the
Pakistan movement in the two key
provinces on the political map of
India—Punjab and the United Prov-
inces (today’s Uttar Pradesh). In
both cases, she shows how a com-
bination of the Muslim elite’s inter-
ests, fear of upper caste Hindu domi-
nation, the growing strength of the
militant Hindu right wing, both
outside as well as within the Con-
gress, convinced many Muslims of
the need for a separate country of

their own. In her concluding chap-
ter, lalal raises the pertinent ques-
tion of what the establishment of
Pakistan has actually meant for the
Muslims of South Asia. Has it in-
deed solved the communal tangle
as was the proclaimed intention, or
has it actualiy further compounded
the problem by internationalising
it? Has Pakistan really proved to be
the ideal Islamic state that some of
its most passionate advocates had
envisioned it to be? These pertinent
questions may well be the subject of
vet another book.

As a social history of the Mus-
lims of South Asia over the last cen-
tury and a half, this book makes a
valuable contribution. Readers are,

however, sure to find its many rep-
etitions more than a little tedious.
This voluminous tome could have
made its point more concisely. An-
other shortcoming is that while the
book does provide us valuabie in-
sights into the minds of leading
Muslim writers, poets, Sufis,
ulamas and political activists of the
period, it tells us little, if at all, about
how ordinary Muslims, the vast ma-
jority of the community, saw the
world as it changed around them.
These obvious limitations apart, this
book is essential reading for those
interested in the history of the Mus-
lims of South Asia or, indeed, of the
history of modern South Asia itself.

Dissecting the American Desi

uring the years of slavery in

America, there was a hierarchy
of blackness. ‘House niggers’, those
<laves who curried favour with their
white masters, were allowed to live
in the plantation home and enjoyed
a higher status of slavehood than
their brethren who worked the
ficlds. That house niggers were usu-
ally fairer, after generations of “inti-
macy’ with their masters, further
contributed to their status and to the
lessening of their blackness.

It always paid to have a bit of
‘cream in your coffee’,

In The Karma of Brown Folk (2000},
Vijay Prashad explodes the myth of
South Asians as a ‘model minori-
ty’, and argues convincingly that
they perpetuate racial inequality in
the uSs, precisely because of their
willingness to play this role of house
nigger. Preposterous, you say? Read
this book and you may be convinced
otherwisce.

While sociologist W.E. Du Bois
once asked America’s blacks: “How
does it feel to be part of a problem?”,
Prashad asks his fellow desis:
“How does it feel to be part of a so-
lution?” He points out how South
Asians are a select group in the Us—
courted by right wing Republican
politicians sceking to prove that
anyone, regardiess of race, can make
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it in America. They are held up as
the ‘model minority’—successful
in professions, business, and
now the high tech sector.
Who are South Asians
held up in comparison to?
Usually American Blacks, &
a racial minority which g
consistently demands af- §
firmative action (i.e., em-
ployment equity) and so-
cial programmes, a com-
munity that continues to
face a host of sociat issues as-
sociated with poverty and dis-
advantage. The unwillingness of the
Republican Right to address thesc
issues is compounded by the voices

Sly Baba

of desi success, such as Dinesh
D’Souza, who attribute Black Amer-
ica’s backwardness to civilisation-
al collapse rather than historic dis-
crimination and marginalisation.
After the racism of British colo-
nialism and that experienced as im-
migrants in America, the average
South Asian is only too happy to be
at long last praised by the white
man. They would far more prefer to
be associated with the winners
(whites) than the losers {blacks).
Along the way, Prashad points out,
the average South Asian fails to
understand and appreciate the his-
tory of racism against blacks. Thus
desensitised, the dest is deployed by
the American Right in its war
against Black America.
“South Asian Americans
prefer to detach them-
selyes from the minutiae
ot democracy and to at-
tach themselves solely to
the task of capital accu-
mulation. All the while,
there is a sentiment that
we will be praiscd by
white supremacy and left
alone to do our work at the
society’s margins.”
It is ironic that South Asians are
deploved preciscly becanse they fail
to engage themselves politically or,






if they do, because they engage large-
ly with the American Right.
Prashad writes: “In the United
States, the bulk of the desi commu-
nity seems to have moved away from
active political struggles toward an
accommodation with this racist pol-
ity. The bargain revolves around the
sale of the desi political soul in ex-
change for the license to accumu-
late economic wealth through hard
work and guile. They seem oblivi-
ous of their decline into a realm of
pure commmerce, one that leaves them
politically powerless (disorganised
and without allies). They live
in America, but they are not of
America.”

Prashad then proceeds to rip
apart the great paragons of desi suc-
cess such as Deepak Chopra, M.D.,
current guru to the stars or what he
terms a “Sly Baba”. He blames both
Yankee Hindutva and Chopra’s
mushy new age remedies for a lack

of effective political engagement on
the part of desis and complicity in a
racist system, pointing out that ” . ...
the Hinduism imparted in the Unit-
ed States was deeply conservative,
since it taught those interested to
‘desire mukti (liberation) but hug
their chains’, that is, to want spiri-
tual peace, but not social justice”.
In The Karma of Brown Folk,
Prashad breaks new ground on a
number of other fronts as well. He
provides a thorough analysis of
American Orientalism, the con-
struction of ‘spiritual” India by
America’s circuses, early films, reli-
gious ideologues and writers of the
nineteenth century. He reveals the
historic relationships built between
desis and blacks, from Martin Luth-
er King and Mahatma Gandhi and
W.E. Du Bois. And he critiques US
immigration policy which, untii re-
cently, has selected mostly bred-for-
success desi professionals who con-

tribute to the model minority myth.

What's missing is something
prescriptive at the end. One would
almost expect a guide or some basic
principles for social action. The end-
ing, a ‘workers unite” type of a calk
for colour-labour solidarity offers
few real examples other than the
1998 strike by the New York Taxi
Workers Association and at that
point the book peters out. The au-
thor provides little else in terms of
direction for the would-be American
desi activist.

The chapters of The Karma of
Brown Folk read like a series of com-
pelling essays, each one a fresh and
incisive look at the desis of the West.
It is a long overduc challenge to
those ‘bought over’ and seeking self-
serving compromise with the Right
as ‘persons of colour’. It asks impor-
tant questions about who we choose
as allies and the history we choose
to ignore.

Eqbal Ahmad: Confronting Empire

nevitably, reading Eqbal Ahmad’s
words evokes the presence of the
persan, treasured friend, trusted
comrade, counsellor and teacher.
The unforgettable voice, beautifully
captured in these interviews, is rich
with learning, understanding, and
compassion. It is a voice of steely
dedication, but free from dogma-
tism. Though “harshly secular”, as
he describes himself, Eqbal—like
others who knew him, I cannot
bring myself to refer to him more for-
mally—is quick to praisc elements
of religious thought and practice
that he found admirable: among
them, the work of the great Islamic
religious scholars of India who op-
posed partition and the idea of na-
tionalism, which they regarded as
an anti-Islamic ideology that “pro-
ceeds to create boundaries where
Islam is a faith without boundaries”,
For Egbal, “the perils of nation-
alism” compare with the curse of
religious fanaticism, taking on a still
more virulent form when the pathol-
ogies merge in the post-colonial
state-—a configuration that is a
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harsh image of what came before,
he argues. The deep failure of the
anti-imperialist movements, Egbal
continues, was to embrace the west-
ern ideology of nationalism, forget-
ting the warnings of those who were
most revered: Rabindranath Tagore,
for one. There is tragic ireny in the
fact that “Tagore, an anti-national-
ist, ended up providing the nation-
al anthem to two countries of South

Asia”, which have suffered bitterly
for rejecting his lessons. Egbal secs
comparable irony in the depiction
of Muhammad Tgbal as the father of
Pakjstani nationalism, quoting his
words that, “In the whole world
there is no country better than our
India”: the only national anthem he
wrote “that could have been adopt-
ed would have been India’s”.
Adapting Igbal’s image, Jinnah
“suggests a vision of Pakistan as
having open borders witb India, at
peace with all its neighbours”.

The twin curse of nationalism
and religious fanaticism has
trapped the national movements in
a deadly embrace, Egbal warns,
marching towards self-destruction
under the lcadership of “mediaeval
militaristic minds” that are “no
more modern than the Clintons and
the Bushes”.

Egbal guotes Franz Fanon, with
whom he worked closely, on The pil-
falls of natienal consciousiess. That is
the title Fanon gave to his “enlight-
ening last thoughts”, which Eqbal
strongly endorses. Fanon “saw with

i1
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clarity the pitfalls of nationalism,
the kind of structure it will produce,
the dependencies that develop, the
post-colonial state that will be noth-
ing more than a new instrument of
imperial domination”, with “the
emergence of a collaborative elite”
who will be “the golden boys of air-
lines, of the jets”. Egbal himself saw
the post-colonial state as “a bad ver-
sion of the colonial one”, with the
same structure of “a centralised
power, a paternalistic bureaucracy,
and an alliance of the military and
landed notables”. The new elite are
the inheritors of the old: the proper-
tied classes, the intelligentsia, the
bourgeoisie, “as heartless in its lack
of concern for the poor, in some ways
even more so, as the colonial state”.

“They are building a system of
apartheid in which the poor are sep-
arated from the rich and the rich are
connected to the west, to the metrop-
olis.” There is no “recolonisation”
because there was no true decoloni-
sation. Production-consumption
structures have barely changed,
though the dependency relations
have become more diversified. In the
BBC documentary that Eqbal direct-
ed on South Asia as seen through
his own eyes and experience, he in-
cludes a poem by Faiz Ahmed Faiz,
“wha was so prescient in catching
the mood of disillusionment with
the decolonised post-colonial
states”,

There are few iillustrations more
painful than the Arab world, which
the US government recognised 60
ycars ago to be "a stupendous
source of strategic power, and onc
of the greatest material prizes in
world history”, But the extraordi-
nary wealth, Eqgbal observes, “has
been scparated from their people”,
flowing to the west through the me-
dium of a post-colonial elite that the
British rulers, in their day in the sun,
derided as an “Arab facade” behind
which the British would excrt real
power.

The post-war history of west
Asia spells out these principles with
grim exactitude. Unless they find a
way to take their fate in their hands,
the 200 million people who have
been separated from their wealth
face “autogenocide” of unimagin-

able proportions when that wealth
is exhausted, leaving no viable so-
cieties. The picturc extends to a good
part of the world. In the internal
record of US post-war planning, we
read that Africa was offered to Eu-
rope to be “exploited” for its own
reconstruction. The former imperi-
al powers have laboured to ensure
that the structures of power and ex-
ploitation remain largely in place,
bequeathing a legacy of shame and
horror.

In U4 domains, leading scholars
recognisc frankly that Washing-
ton’s “democracy enhancement”
programmes were designed “as a
means of relieving pressu'rc for more
radical change, but inevitably

sought only limited, top-down

forms of democratic change that did
not risk upsetting the traditional
structures of power with which the
United States has long been allied”
{Thomas Carothers, surveying Re-
aganite policies in which he partic-
ipated). The misery of the region re-
flects those imperial choices in close
detail. There are distinctions.
Among the most dramatic are two
potentially rich regions, East Asia
and Latin America. Scholarly stud-
ies reveal that patterns of consump-
tion and elite “status competition”
are quite different: in Latin Ameri-
ca, “foreign-produced luxury goods
for western-oriented elites contrast-
cd with the home-grown status
goods orientation of Asian societ-
ies serviced by larger and more de-
centralised skill craft sectors”; Asia
concentrated on “building up the
physical and human capital base
prior to turning to consumer dura-
ble production”.

In Latin Amecrica, where the rich
are exempt from responsibility, the
problem is not “populism”, a prom-
inent Brazilian cconomist points
out, but “subjection of the state to
the rich”. East Asia differs sharply.
The difference of outcomes was en-
hanced during the past quarter-cen-
tury of “globkalisation”. Reviewing
the decade of “liberalisation”, the
director of the Economic Commis-
sion for Latin America observes rue-
fully that Latin America is the re-
gion where the “economic reforms
have gone the farthest” and growth

rates sharply declined, while the
fastest growth was recorded in East
Asia, which deviated most sharply
from the western-dictated rules.

Lgbal’s review of the contempo-
rary world and its origins aveids no
suffering or dangers, but is never-
theless suffused with his unshake-
able optimism. Interlaced with his
harsh critique of developments in
Pakistan is his admiration for the
achievements of the feminist move-
ments and progressive NGOs, and
of the press, “probably the liveliest
in the third world”. The last years
of his life were devoted to the found-
ing of the Khaldunia university,
which he hoped would “produce a
modern, progressive, secular, edu-
cated class of people who know the
traditions and take the best of it”.
They would, he hoped, join with
activists working loeally to con-
struct “alternatives that empower
people and make alternative plans
for economic growth”, constructing
a functioning democracy from be-
low that will not simply caricature
the word.

Eqgbal describes with warmth
and fecling the Sufi tradition that
he remembers from his childhood
in a village in Bihar, where Sufi
worship united Hindus and Mus-
lims. Simple and unpretentious,
“they preached by example”, living
“by service and by setting an exam-
ple of treating people equally with-
out discrimination”. They appealed
to the most oppressed, offering “so-
cial mobility, as well as dignity and
quality to the poor”. | think Eqgbal
would not have becn .
distressed to find
himself remem-
bered as a secular
Sufi teacher and
guide—by exam-
ple in his life, by
the power of his
thought and
words. ’

(This review was
first published
n Dawn,
Pakistan)
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~ Embrace
The Wet whener i

the thundering

modern times is
manmade—
embankments,

Jouds roll overhead. At

cumuli

which raise the
flood level all
over, badly

towering over
the plains, or
the soft touch
of the fog on
the mosses of

the time of writing, the
monseon, having made its
turnarpund
northeastwards over :
Bangla country, is extended
as far as western Nepal. :
Before long, it will have

aligned roads,
and so on. So
don’t blame the
water from the
sky.

The monsoon
evoived with the

taken in the two Punjabs
and Sindhs, completing the
conquest of the
Subcontinent.

The respite from the sun
and heat is real, and the
hasslte of floods is yet some
time away.

People of South Asia
love the arrivai of the
Monsoon/Barkha/
Barsaat/Sawan/Srawan.

the cloud

forest of the

Himalayan

midhills, this is

what helps

makes us, us.

geology of the
land, over the
hundreds of
million years
that it took the
Himalaya to be
born at the
union of the
Astan and
Indian plates. In a yearly iove duet that is as old as the
continents, the courtship starts with distanced eye-
contact while the moisture is still brewing down in the

Someone go tell the television weather wo/men of
CNN and the BBC that. We LOVE clouds down here.
We do not care that there is that "bit of good
weather” coming our way if it means a “patch of
sunshine”. You can move that patch over to your
part of the world, and we ask you not to transport
your cultural weatherwise predisposition to us 1.4
billion over here.

Floods, you say? You mean we should hate the
rains because they bring floods? And landslides?
The causality is irrelevant, actually, or, in other
words, the good and the bad on this score are more
than balanced out. The rains are litegiving, floods
enrich the topseil, landslides have alwavs happened
in their “dynamic’ mountains. Whatever is extra in

Sea of Arabia. Cutting northeasterly across peninsular
India, the Monsoon makes as if to head across to the
Hengduan mountains of southern China. Over
Guwahati, it decides to go with the Himalaya instead,
and, aided by the spin of the earth, abruptly changes
course and heads east. This is when the embrace of
the Monsoon over South Asia is complete.

This is when the clouds gather and water pours
down in subcontinental ecstasy. Children frolick, the
raindrops pattern the ponds in the plains, as captured
hy Satyajit Ray in Pathier Panchali. The hills,
mecanwhile, are alive with the sound of water, water
which comes down in a varicty of onomatopacic
expressions caught splendidly in the Nepali
language—from the shusim of light rain to the
gondyangundung of a gorged river.

The Monsoon rains evolved with geology, but
humans evolved with the rains. The Monsoon is part
of being South Asian, this vearly spell that has us
reaching up to meet the drops on our face. The green
of paddies and darkness of the luscious vegetation are
burned into the South Asian’s psyche. The clouds
permeate our minds.

Sure we like sun, but only because it creates
clouds. Whether it is the thundering cumuli
towering over the plains, or the soft
touch of the fog on the mosses of

the cloud forest of the Himalayan ;{// //E](/VI
midhills, this is what helps f’f’

makes us, us,

/
!
{

v
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