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

Ketaki Sheth
Inside Outside.

Istayed a week at the

Vajra, by which time

I had become so fond

of it that I stayed
another.

John Collee

The London Observer.

Vajra, a serene
assembly of brick
buildings, grassy
courtyards,
wvycovered walls and
= Hindu statuary is a
—— O calm oasis over
= < looking, chaotic

Kathmandu.

Time

in Kathmandu,
the Vajra

Swayambhu, Dallu Bijyaswori, PO Box 1084, Kathmandu
Phone: 977 1271545, 272719 Fax: 977 1 271695 E-mail: vajra@mos.com.np




AeOE R TRVACTKAMGL N T AT

Northeast
india is
definitely in a
worse state
than Kashmir,
with not even
a strong case
of cross-
border infil-
tration to
force the
situation to
such a pass.

MONSOON
POLITICAL REVIEW

POLITICS IN South Asia, as the summer
rains end, presents a dismal picture of
turmoil. In Bangladesh, impending general
election has unieashed a ferocious struggle
between the two main political combatants.
The future of the country does not rest in
the animosity between Begum Khaleda Zia
and Sheikh Hasina, but who will tell them
that? In Sri Lanka, the Sinhala-Tamil schism
has for the moment been overtaken in
intensity by the conflict between the
government and the opposition, despite a
crippling L.TTE bomb attack on the capital’s
airport which reduced the prized national
airline—the best run in South Asia—to half
its fleet. Nepal is at a defining moment inits
history as the Maoists and the political
mainstream are locked in what seems to be
an intractable knot between republicanism
and consitutional monarchy. In Pakistan,
the military commands the political arena,
and has managed to enforce a semblance of
order on a fractured land. Tt is too early to
say how the experiment in partyless Jocal
democracy will work out in the long run,
although this is one determined general in
the middle of it all. India, repeatedly rocked
by defence and financial sector scandals at
the centre, prepares for what promises to be
a violent and vituperative election in the
crucial state of Uttar Pradesh, not toe long
after a round of state assembly elections left
the ruling NDA combine in New Delhi
reeling from dramatic reverses. Ayodhya
and the Ram temple issue, and the ghost of
the Babri Masjid are returning to haunt the
Hindus and Muslims of the country. South
India scems relatively less crisis-nidden,
although Tamil Nadu Chief Minister
Jayalalithaa could change all that in one
afterncon of ego-centricism. Meanwhile,
violence in the now-familiar flashpoints of
the Subcontinent continues without let or
hindrance. All of Jammu and Kashmir is
now officially under a security blanket.
Northeast India is definitely in a worse state
than Kashmir, with not even a strong case
of cross-border infiltration to force the
situation to such a pass.

Sri Lanka: Between the LTTE and the
deep blue sea

Sri Lanka is stricken by a three-way conflict.
It is presently a Sinhala vs Sinhala vs Tamil

fight. The two main Sinhala parties, the
People’s Alliance (PA) and the United
National Party (UNP), are still far away from
forming a national government, something
they have been talking about for some time
now. President Chandrika Kumaratunga
and opposition leader Ranil Wickreme-
singhe, cannot seem to hammer cut an all-
party government in Colombo which could
have been the prelude to a consensual
approach in dealing with the Tamil
insurgency.

Instead, Chandrika seems now willing
to abandon dialogue with the opposition
in order to start dialogue with Vellupiilai
Prabhakaran, whose insurgency itself
assumed stunning proportions with the 24
July attack on the Colombo airport and
airforce base,

Kumaratunga now heads a government
reduced to a minority after one of its
partners, the Sri Lanka Muslim Congress,
broke away from the ruling coalition. Faced
with a no-confidence vote, the President
chose to prorogue parliament and shelve
the matter for the present. Parliament s now
slated to reconvene on’ September, an d that
session should teil us whether Kum-
aratunga will resign from office and
introduce a protocol of politics so rare in
this part of the world, or continue with the
South Asian practice of misusing office to
contrive a new majority out of thin air.

Thereis talk now that the UNP is seeking
an end to executive presidency, and wants
the prime ministership for jtself, which
means a French-style government, with the
president holding no portfolio but being
consulted on all decisions. Ranil Wickreme-
singhe is under pressure from his party not
to agree to a national government at a
moment when the PA’s hands are weak.
Any deal with the government, they say,
ought to come after the government 1s
defeated on the floor of the House. As if to
push the country further towards the edge,
the monsoon has been here in name only as
the Sri Lankan south contends with un-
precedented drought.

Nepal: Teetering constitutionalism

Up north, Nepal, gripped by a Maoist
insurgency for the sixth year running, has
seen a royal massacre and a new govern-
ment led by Sher Bahadur Deuba. The
mountain kingdom is going through its
worst series of crises in modern history. And
unlike what many had thought to be an
insurgency that would peter out, the
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Come to Kathmandu in October! Come to Film South Asia '01!!

The Russian Culture Centre, Kathmandu, 4-7 October 2001

The organisers of Film South Asia '01 were overwhelmed by the quality of films received and among
them the diversity of themes, treatment and motivation. The subjects of the 45 films selected for competi-
tion range from identity politics to sexual questioning, from spritual quest to diasporic angst, and from
playful profiles to historical re-evaluation. You can get to taste these fine offerings at the third FSA. if you
miss it, keep watch for a Travelling Film South Asia ({TFSA) in your city or nearby.
Films in Competition in FSA '01
Title Dircctor Details Subject
1. Aamala Llizaberh Snider Nepal: 22 min Lifestyle/Gender - Mustang mother
2. Abhimanyu's Face Ranjan Palit Jndia: 27 min Culture/Profile - Tribal passion
3. After Sunset... Tahir Khilji. Naheed Khilji Pakistan: 40 min Lifestyle/Sexuality - Massage mossuge
4. All the World's My Stage Farah Deba LiSA: 25 mun Diaspora/Literature - Famous names
5. The Art of the Impossible: Juliet Reynoids India. 45 min. Politics/Profile - Mandal mania
A Portrait of V.P. Singh
6. The Bee. the Beer and the Kuruba Vinod Raja Indix: 63 min History/Displacement - Forest feature
7. Bengalis in the World of Fish Nilanjan Bhattacharya ja: 29 min Culture/Food - Culinary delight
& Berween the Devil and the Decp River Arvind Sinha 65 min Displacement/Embankment - Engincering folly
9. Between the Lines Parvez Imam india: {1 min Migration/Expleitation - Bangladesher Delhs
1. Born at Home Sammera Zan India: 60 min Public health/Reproduction - North Indian midwifery
11. Closed-door-and-stuff-inside-the
magarine Syndrome Altaf Muzid [ndis; 38 min Profile/Soliloguy - Guwihati dreaming
12. Colours Black Mamita Murthy India; 30 min Sexuality/Child Abuse - Bombay blight
13. Cricket Lives in Lahore Farjad Nabi Pakistan. 13 min LifestylesSports - Bowled over
14. The Pream (. Saratchandran India: 3% min Education/Indigenousness - Alternative learning
15, The Festival of Spring Samina Aslam Pakistan; 29 min Lifestyle/Urban Culture - Kites over Lahore
16. Freedom! Amur Kanwar ladia, 6thmin The State/Displacement - Indian center and periphery
17. The Great indian Yatra Yusk Desai, Shweta Kishore India; 30 min Tourism/Coniradictions - Dharamsala, Goa, Agra
18, Guhya Kirtana Kumar India: 55 min Religien/Feminism - Devi and dualism
19. In Search of Meera’s Buddha Murad Ali India: 29 min Art/Profile - Hillhound Buddha
20, Tari Mari-Of Cloth and Other Stories  Surabhi Sharma [ndia: 74 min Lifestyle/Economy - Mill-worker slum
21, King fora Day Alex Gubhay Bangladesh: 33 min Profile/Globalisation - Clintonbhai in Dhaka
22, King ot Dreams Amar Kanwar India: 30 min Sexuality/Introspection - One man's mind
23 Let Me Also Come to School Simantini Dhuru India. 36 mun Lifestyle/Tducation - Little lost schoothouse
24, A Rough Cur on the
Life Times of Lachuman Magar Dinesh Deokota Nepal, 39 min Poverty/Profile - Naughty old man
25, The Loom K_P. Jayasankar. Anjuli Monteiro India: 49 min Cityscape/Poetry - Bombay ahstract
26, Michael Jackson Comes to Manikganj Nupur Basu South Asiu: 57 min Globalisation/Pepular culire - TV South Asia
27. My Migrant Seul Yasmine Kahir Bangladesh: 35 min Migrant tabour/profile - Death in Malaysia
78, Now That's More Like o Man Farjud Nabi. Mazhar Zaidi Puakistan, 353 min Culture/Masculinity - Women on men
29. Our Boys Manzare Hassin Bangladesh: 42 min Culture/Masculinity - Boys on boys
30, Pakistan and India Under Pervez Hoodhhoy Pukistan; 32 min Politics/Nuclear War - Deadly footage
the Nuclear Shadow
31, Paper Flowers Rujiv Krishnan India: 25 nun |.ifestyle/Sexuality - Tunuchs at work
32. Perception - The Other Canvas, Fauzia Khan Bangladesh: 54 min Art/Profile - Six Bangla artists
33, The Play [s On... Pankaj Rishi Kumar India: 32 min Culture/Politics - Kashmiri theatre
34. The Quest Tor Peace i Nagalund Bharat Bhusan India; 30 min Histary/Palitics - Television feature
335, Ramlila Ananta Sridhar, India: 28 min Cultore/Theatre - Streetside in [3elhi
Sanjay Pande. Subhash Kapoor
36, Scribbles on Akku Madhushree Dutta India; 60 min History/Religion - Ancient uscetie. muodern nmes
37. She Wants to Talk  You Anita Chang Nepal/USAL 28 min Gender/Protile - Nepal's women in A mrika
38. Shere Punjab Rahul Das India; 11 min Lilestyle/Latery - Tts a driver s life
3%, A Sun Sels s Shuhid Nadeem Pukistan: 45 min Religion/Politics - The bishop's ultimale sacritice
40. Sunrise Radie Shai Heredia UK; 17 min Diaspora/Popular culture - London bhangra
41, Turf Wars-Conservation Cluims in the Sanjay Barnela fndin: 41 min ConservationfConflict - Its park vs. people
Cireat Himalaya National Park Vasant Suberwal
12, Two Assasinations and an Accident Kabir Khan Tndia: 25 min poltics/Histary - Revisiting the Emergency
43, We Have the Same Kind of Blood Berit Madsen Nepal: 41 nun Culture/Diserimination - The hewildered Dalit
44, We Homes Chaps Kesang Tselen Nepal: 63 min portraivIntrospection - Schoolbeys become men
15, Where RU on 1€Q? Avinash Roy India: 6 nun Culture/lnternet - Chat
Speak Up FOR THE DOCUMENTARY !
z Film South Asia, Himal Association, Patan Dhoka, Kathmandu, Nepal.
i Phone: +977-1-542544, 548142; Fax: +977-1-541196; Email: fsa@mos.com.np
: www.himalassociation.org/fsa



Maoists have gone from strength to strength,
and are now in a bargaining position that
would have been thought inconceivable
only a couple of vears ago—all the result of
disarray among and within the main-
stream, above-ground partics. As we go to
press, the Maoists and the government are
holding talks, with the rebels steadfastly
holding on to their demands for an interim
government, constitutional changes and the
proclamation of a republic. As a sop to get
the rebels to the negotiating table, the Deuba
government has announced a ‘revolution-
ary’ socio-economic package, with land
reform as its main agenda, a possibly
unworkable plan which alienates the
middle and upper classes of the Tarai at
one go while the hill-centric parties sit
smugly and espouse easy redistributive
ideology. The situation overall is taral, but
those who would welcome a comeback for
an authoritarian monarchy fail to realise
that times of flux are when to consolidate
parliamentary democracy and not revert to
autocracy.

Bangiadesh: Violently political

And in Bangladesh, if it is an clection
year, can bloodshed be far behind? Other
countries have violent insurgencies and
movements, but Bangtadesh’s mainstream
politics are without doubt the most violent
in our region. With elections scheduled for
1 October, the two main parties, the Bangla-
desh Nationalist Party and the Awami
League, have stepped up their attacks on
each other. The most perturbing news of the
last year has been the murky agenda of
whoever has been organising the massive
blasts that have resulted in many deaths in
Ramna Maidan, Kotalipara and other
venues. The hope is that these are extremist
and fanatical elements (religious or politi-
cal) rather than groups linked to the main
parties, which would truly spell disaster.
The two prima donnas, Sheikh Hasina and
Khaleda Zia are contesting in four and five
seats respectively, displaying an abject lack
of confidence in themselves and their party
institutions. The future, however, if it is to
be discovered can be located in Bangla-
desh’s succesful experiment with neutral
caretaker governments. This time, too, it is
likely that the caretaker government of
Justice Latifur Rehman will be able to deliver
a credibly elected government. While
election observer teams sometimes have
questionable value, it is a fact that Begum
Zia restrained from rejecting the results of

2001 September 14/9 HIMAL

the last election in 1996 because of the
presence of South Asjan (led by Neelan Tiru-
chelvam) and Western election observers.
This time, Jimmy Carter will be there together
with others to ensure that this election teo
will deliver a credible government which can
serve a full term. May the best woman win!

Pakistan: Generai elections?

For all the long-term ramifications of military
rule, Pakistan presents a more optimistic
picture, strictly relative to what is happening
in the neighbourhood countries. Perhaps
because the country is run by a general, it
does seem to have more “direction’ compared
to the freewheeling anarchy elsewhere,
though Pervez Mush-arraf’s critics are
vehement (se¢ Mushahid Hussain Syed’s
“General Musharrat’s Roadmap: A khaki
constitution?”, p. 26). With the legitimacy
and national credibility gained at the Agra
summit, the general returned to Islamabad
having gained in stature—not a little because
of the smart talking he did before India’s
seniormost editors, aired inadvertently by
an Indian satellite channel. Musharraf has
shown an ability not to get bogged down in
rhetoric, except in the case of Kashmir. In
his Independence Day address on 14
August, he etched a “roadmap” for his
country where he pledged general elections
in QOctober next vear. While the nature of
these elections are as yet unclear, at least the
general is locked now to the date. Meanwhile
he has deftly begun to take on the radical
mullahs, cracking down on some religious
outfits that espouse violent action. lf there is
a secret channel between New Delhi and
Islamabad right now, and we are sure there
is, Vajpayee is sure to have indicated
satisfaction on this score.

Alternative power centres are being
created by the military regime with the non-
party local bodies now in place. On the face
of it, Musharraf’s appears to be the most
polished form of politics that Pakistan has
seen in a long while and one can do with-
out doubting his sincerity. But since the
combination of politician-general rarely
works, it is clear that he will have to set an
agenda when he releases the polity once
again to the parties, come October next. The
question then will be whether he will trade
in his epaulets for the poltician’s kurta, and
start a party of his own?

The Subcontinent of India
India, as befits any pretender to regional
domination, has to handle a host of problems

Pakistan pre-
sents a more
optimistic
picture. It
does seem to
have more
‘direction’
compared to
the free-
wheeling
anarchy
elsewhere.






that are seemingly intractable. Itself a
subcontinent on its own right, India’s
politics is divided by region, with Kashmir
and the Northeast as the publicised and
unpublicised flashpoints respectively.
Despite the hiccups all over the Indian
map, however, the india of a billion plus
continues to prosper in disparate and quiet
corners. The states that one hears about the
least are where things are on the mend, or
a-building. Take your pick—Andhra,
Haryana, Karnataka, and cven West
Bengal!

The Northeast is a “problem region”
that Delhi carnot let fester for much longer.
The latest drama unfolded following the
agreement in Bangkok on 14 June this year,
between New Delhi and the Naga militant
group, the National Socialist Council of
Nagalim ({Isak-Muivah). Under this agree-
ment the four-year-old ceasefire has been
extended by one more year and several
thousand square kilometres. This provoked
disquiet in Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and
most importantly Manipur, which saw the
agreement as the beginning of New Dethi’s
recognition of the concept of Nagalim or
Greater Nagaland, which has been a long-
standing NSCN demand. Manipur saw the
strongest protest because it has four Naga-
dominated districts—Senapati, Tameng-
long, Ukhrul and Chandel. The final word
on the pactis yet to be heard, although Home
Minister L.K. Advani made an unilateral
announcement that the ceasefire would be
withdrawn from the states other than
Nagaland (se¢e Ram Narayan Kumar’s
“Nagaland: Lessons of the Past”, p. 30). In
the face of this, the Nagas themselves have
shown welcome restraint. The reaction of
the neighbouring states shows not only the
Indian government, but also the Nagas
themselves, how enormously complicated
a matter it is, this demand for statehood,
autonomy or whatever, when the demo-
graphy on the ground is even slightly
murky. The sudden explosion in Manipur
will hopefully force the insurgents all over
the Northeast to look at their own demands
and try and gauge how far they are feasible
on the ground.

The Agra Summit helped heap un-
precedented attention on Kashmir, which
has not benefited, and continues to burn.
The chances of a political settlement seem
slim, and the militants from across the
border are if anything more inclined to
violence as the Indian government recently
gave more powers to the security forces in
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the state under the Armed Forces (Jammu
and Kashmir) Special Powers Act (1990).
This security blanket now also includes
Jammu, and the Act could see an escalation
in human rights violations by the state in
this most continously troubled corner of
South Asia since 1947

A related matter, fast on the heels of this
J&K announcement, Home Minister Advani
made a public statement regarding amnesty
to the police, paramilitary and army men
accused of violations of human rights. The
minister also taiked of bringing in an anti-
terrorist law on the lines of the lapsed
Terrorists and Disruptive Activities Act
(TADA). This string of decisions will, to
say the least, further alienate the Kashmiris
from the Indian state, while also having
ramifications elsewhere. The BIP-led NDA
combine is turning back the clock
in quintessentially short-term measures
which do not tackle underlying issues of
identity and state violence.

The southern state of Tamil Nadu,
recently witness to a form of comical politics
on the basis of which the retributive and
whimsical Jayalalithaa is back at its helm,
is seeing a dance of state vis-a-vis centre
which is the other larger trend worth
watching in the India that does not face
insurgencies. Days after assuming power,
Jayalalithaa locked up former chief minister
Karunanidhi, in the city jail. Karunanidhi’s
party is one of the partners at the centre,
and as we go to press, the chief minister is
spoiling for a fight with the centre to rally
forces around her and divert attention from
the pending <riminal charges against her.
There are current and potential centre-state
problems all over, which tend to get
the short-shrift in the fire-fighting that
characterises Indian politics.

In the elections to several state legis-
latures a few months ago, the BJP and its
allies received a severe drubbing. Fault-lines
have already appeared within the alliance,
and party managers are more preoccupied
with saving the government than getting it
to perform. Considering that it required a
threat of resignation by the prime minister
to get one of its allies to toe the line, it remains
a matter of conjecture as to how long the
government survives the burden of its
internal contradictions and tensions. The
autumn season should be an interesting
time for Indian politics. A

The future of
Bangladesh
does not
rest in the
animosity
between
Begum
Khaleda Zia
and Sheikh
Hasina, but
who wilt tell
them that?





















HOTEL DE LANNAPURNA

Kathmandu
- 35

]
A TAJ LEISURE HOTEL

While all
twinkling hell
was break-
ing loose in
the anti-
India wave,
trust only a
Sikh to keep
his business
open.

“Very hard.”

“I went out with a Sikh girl,” Naresh.

“You know what 1 like about Nepali
girls?” I hear myself saying.

“When they are wearing jeans, they are
in the jeans. Like the jeans become them and
it, the whole Western aesthetic just... just...
goes with their hairdos and footwear and
eyes,.. you know.”

Evervone nods philosophically. They
have no idea what ['m going on about. Nei-
ther do [

“Whereas when a Pakistani or an Indi-
an girl wears jeans, it looks like they are
wearing jeans. Something outside of them-
selves, They don't become it.”

This is getting thicker. I am waiting for
the goddess of political correctness to send
forth a bolt of lightening any time. In the
meantime...

“But you know what?” We all turn to
Amit who has emerged from behind The
Kathmandu Post.

“"What 27

“Princess Annc looks like a man.”

“Masculine,” calls out Alka from behind
the bar. “You should say ‘masculine’.”

“Yes, right, ‘masculine,”” agrees Amit,
“like a man.”

This is hopeless.

BER

Outside on New Road, there is trouble.
The Bollywood superstar Hrithik Roshan,
who my friends believe to have evolved from
a mule, lookswise strictly, has offended
Nepali sensibilities by allegedly sayving
something as stupid as, ‘1 hate all Nepalis'.

The beauty of it all is that he is supposed
to have said this two weeks ago. And as it
later turned out, he didn’t say it at all. This
morning I had been one of the bemused on-

lookers as a group of young men assembled
an effigy of Hrithik. Fat housewives
wrapped in saris cackled and little kids
tooked in puzzlement at the sight. This mot-
ley assembly of the morning had given way
to a grim and grave mob by evening. Is it
Hrithik’s effigy they are burning ?

New Road with its flash of electronic
goods and fat Indian seths is closed. Shut-
ters down. Lights off. [ go close to the bon-
fire, on a wall close by a handmade placard
addressed to Mr. Roshan explains pains-
takingly how the superstar has so much in
common with a dog, especially a dog in the
act of fornication. There is an attempt at ex-
plaining this rather convoluted connection
visually as well but it makes things even
more complicated. In the flickering firelight
1 can make out the words: “Your eyes are
like twinkling testicles.”

Hmmm....

While all twinkling hell was breaking
loose in the anti-India wave that swept
Kathmandu that night, trust only a Sikh to
keep his business open. The Sher-e-Punjab
restaurant with its Coca Cola sponsored
neon sign, was trying to live upto its name.
“The Lion of Punjab” was braver than the
clock- and camera-selling merchants, well
haif as brave at least, as it kept half a shut-
ter open.

Inside, the telly is showing a cricket
match betwecen South Africa and Zimbabwe
accompanied by the sound of swearing
in Punjabi. I'm very much at home. One
look at the menu and my mouth waters,
daal with achaar and roti and raaita. The
sardarji behind the counter is curious as
he sees me fall on the food. Punjabi flows
freely across the divide between us.

“So what have vou been eating around
here?” he finally pops the question.

“Mo mos.”

A flash of pain crosses his face. “Mo
mo?” he blurts the word out in distaste, nose
wrinkled. What he actually means to say is
“Why?” Disapproval. If a man is known by
the company he keeps, a Punjabi is known
by the food he eats. The Sardarji at the ad-
joining table gets up and comes over.

“You from Lahore? I'm from Jammu. Pro-
fessor of Geography at the University. These
are my students, we're here for New Year’s,
and this is my familv.” A sweep of the hand,
a wife with shopping in her eves, two chil-
dren with glazed eves transfixed by the
cricket of the day.

The group of voung boys who are here
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for New Year’s is eating in silence. Sher-e-
Punjab teases them in the typical Punjabi
juggat or one-liners, “Whoever is feeling
scared should have an extra roti.” I laugh
despite myself. “So what do you do ?”

“T'm a patakar.” My Hindi has become
polished.

"Oh which paper do you write for?”

“The Neiws on Sunday, sometimes.”

“English?”

[ ook at the professor and try to fathom
the geography of this question. But in the
end it is just a Sardar thing. I get an update
on the politics of Kashmir and he on our
general. Kathmandu magic again. Where
else can Indian and a PPakistani discuss
Kashmir in Punjabi, while watching Gary
Kirsten bat, with angry Nepalis demonstrat-
ing outside?

The shutter of Sher-e-Punjab is like a half
cocked gun. Down at any second. Sudden-
ly I'm not a Pakistani anymore. How can
anyone tell? The irony of the situation is too
fantastic. Some 50 years ago my grandpar-
ents were huddling in their homes scared
of Sikh mobs and now in another time and
place | am huddling with the Sikhs, in this
scenc straight out of Partition.

nEE

On the way out, I have to stop at).S. Pho-
tos. This is the best place for black&white
prints. Uma has led me here and Tkeep com-
ing back. “Namaste Salik bhat.” Salik is a
Muslim name, ‘namaste’ has not much to
do with Istam and neither does Salik hit-
self. He is a Shrestha. Qut of the nine or so
men | have acquired a nodding acquain-
tance with since my arrival, four arc Shrest-
has. A low-intensity terrorist act in Nepal
could consist of going to the cinema, a jam
packed hall, much like at our friend’s block-
buster Kaho Na Pyar Hai, before it got
chucked out of Kathmandu cinemas, and
in the middle of the film yell out, “Mr. Shrest-
ha vour house is on fire!” A mini stampede
is guaranteed.

On the other hand, I'm in haif a mind to
stumble into a Tibetan chai shop and col-
lapse on the floor with the words,
“Tsering, [ love you.” It would leave all
the men red faced and every other wom-
an blushing. And the one person who
would not be called Tsering, would not be a
Tibetan. Salik bhai hands me the photos. |
say goodbye and walk straight into a wed-
ding band. | bounce back into the shop. “A
Marwari’s wedding,” savs Salik bhai wry-
ly with an undertone the connotation of
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which [ can only guess at. Every communi-
ty has their Marwaris, rich and bloated trad-
ers, who're alwavs complaining how bad
the business is.

The bridegroom seems malnourished.
Women decked in gold waddle around, men
in awkwardly fitted suits follow the brass
band listlessly. Bov, weddings are the same
everywhere.

When the procession is past, | make my
way towards the budget tourist quarter. Past
the allegedly yak wool shawls | head to-
wards Thamet. On the way the Chhetrapati
bandstand, Thahiti with the Mona Lisa
music shop. Years ago we had rented mo-
torbikes from here and gone to Nagarkot. A
little detour at Jyatha and into the obscure
little shop in a cove for my annual visit. This
is where | have returned over the years to
buy hand-drawn images of mandalas and
mythological animals with no names.

/

Where else
can Indian
and a Paki-
stani discuss
Kashmirin
Punjabi, while
watching
Gary Kirsten
bat, with
angry Nepalis
demonstrat-
ing outside?
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s soon as |

start hearing

revoltingly

sugar-coated
‘Namastes’
and grovel-

ling bows

and smiles, |

know I'min
Thamel.

“You're from Pakistan,” says the shop
owner who is also the artist. For the first
time, someone has it right and [ am relieved.
“You work for TV,” he adds. I'm surprised
at how much he remembers and kick my-
self for not even remembering his name.

He's been at work at some new images.
It is a tough choice and as always 1 agonise
and oscillate. Finally I decide on a dragon
and he gives me a generous discount.

“Because I'm your regular customer,” 1
beam self-congratulatingly.

“No, because you're my neighbour,” he
states matter of factly.

We say goodbyes and 1I'm back on the
main road, eyeing rice paper calendars and
herbal teas. Yes, I remember now. His
last name is Chitrakar,

“Monkey Temple sir, Monkey Temple,
I'll show you,” a young guide latches on to
me. This derogatory name for dumb tour-
ists never fails to raise my ire. “It's called
Swayambunath!” I feel like hollering in his
face, but just holler inside my head instead
and walk on. As soon as [ start hearing re-
voltingly sugar-coated ‘Namastes’ and
grovelling bows and smiles, [ know I'm in
Thamel. [ think of Madhu and how this anti-
Bombay sweetness got on her nerves.

“Hash, sir!” a passing form murmurs.
Oh no, | hadn’t shaved or combed my hair,
and I walk in a daze normally, so it was
going to be a bad day. Another one, ‘Smoke
sir, very good hash, right here | have.” Shake
of the head, polite ‘no’. By the fifth or sixth
approach I had had it. “Hash?!! What?!
You're selling HASH 27!1” That did the trick,
the pusher slunk off.

[ 1 1]

It is only the next morning 1 realise how
close things had been or how far they had
gone. Two people dead, one little girl play-
ing at home. Stray bullet by the trigger hap-
py Nepali police. I am angry and disgust-
ed. Lveryone is talking about it. Raju, Su-
dhir, Bishru, Didi. 1 detect a sense of sur-
prise in the atmosphere, an unfamiliar fear.
Then T realise that unlike my violence-im-
mune Pakistani self, my Nepali hosts are
not used to people dying easily and unnec-
essarily.

To get my mind off the events I go into
“Email, Hotmail and Plastic Flowers”. Nur
Jehan is dead, long live Nur Jehan; Clare
is in Australia; Huma has had another
baby boy; A friend from BBC radio wants
a first-hand account of what he calls a
contradictions in terms—'Nepali anger’.
“What is Hri-thick Roshan upto?” he has
written. 1 type back.

‘Nothing, it’s just a twinkling thing, you
won’t understand.’

ane

The sun is bright; the day is crisp and friend-
ly and does not judge me, just like Kath-
mandu... or do | speak too soon. It's the day
after the violence, a bandh is in force. The
roads are empty, people stroll down the
middle with families. | see Manisha loung-
ing about in her night clothes with friends,
Alka is learning to drive the motorbike.
walk through Tahachal into Chhauni, the
cantonment area, where soldiers are return-
ing from home leave. This arca is green and
peaceful, the National Museum is close by,
If you visit you can see a cannon used in the
war of 1857 against the British, a whale
bone and half a tiger sticking out of a wall.
And that is exactly what it is, half a tiger,
sawed off at the waist and stuck onto a wall.
1 checked the other side of the wall to see if
the tiger made it through but there was
nothing.

This is a rich area so perhaps that's why
Sri Rajneesh’s ashram is housed here. It has
1 closed and austere face, unwelcoming,.
Backroads take me to Kalimati where I hang
out on the footbridge with the chicken and
vegetable vendors, down below pigs are
feeding off the filth in the river, or what
used to be one. The Bagmati is an open
SEWEr Now.

I stroll around aimlessly. In one corner
clderly men are having a very competitive
game of marbles with their grandchildren.
Onlookers are family and friends who pass
jokes and taunts, egging the players on.
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Where has this Kathmandu been? Strikes
are good to remind us of our purpose on
earth, i.e. play marbles with the young ones.
Something hits me on the back of the head,
I swivel around. It's a wild berry, now roil-
ing away on the pavement. I glower at the
giggling girl selling tomatoes on the ground,
but she's not the guilty party.

A sarcastic voice from behind me calls
out, “Khan Market, Khan Market.” Oh I see.
I'm a Dehliite. My list of suspects narrows
down to a pang of boys sitting on the bridge
rail and 1 try to stare them down but blink
first. Brother, if only you knew what I would
have to go through to get to Khan Market.

With my idyllic vision of the pacifist
Nepalis lying cracked with the berry, | walk
up to Maru Tole (“..this is where travel-
lers used to rest on their journeys...” a
guide says breathlessly to a tourist aunty
and they both hurry past a wooden struc-
ture). A few more steps and the panorama
of the Kathmandu Durbar Square unfurls
dramatically.

L]
Time for tea. Naresh, Sunil, U.G. and Amit
are already at the Classic. From the win-
dow we can see the hawkers of Basantapur
square. Antiques, curios, blackened by shoe
polish, brightened by tooth powder, burnt,
new stuff paraded for the tourists.

“Japanese tourists are like ants,” Naresh
is explaining. He should know, he runs an
antiques shop. “They all go where one goes,
all do what one does.” Tell me more Naresh.
He launches into his routine of The Nepali
Guide with a group of Japancse tourists.

“This is the temple of Shiv,” he says in
the Nepali guide voice. “Cleek, cleek, cleek,”
he clicks the cameras in Japanese with a
Japanese face. '

“This is the Royal Palace.” The invisi-
ble cameras whirt to the right, “Cleek, cleek,
cleek.”

“This is my grandmother.” “Cleek, cleek,
cleek.” The square is wrapping itself up and
the burgundy of its brick floor is revealed.

If there is any intermingling of myths, it
is in this very place. Gods are manufactured
at will, new masks, expressions and pow-
ers, the Tantrik god of wrath, the
Kathmandu god of rains, this goddess, that
consort.

Somehow talk has turned to religion,
history, the whole lot. “Muslims were very
cruel,” Naresh expounds over his third
whisky. “When they invaded India, they
raped women and killed children.” I stare
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at my glass. Naresh has studied in a school
in Amritsar, it's not his fault. My info on
Hindus is not much different from my his-
tory school books. QOut of the corner of my
eye | can see the others exchanging nervous
glances. | make as if nothing has happened.

Evening is falling. They're playing No

Woman, Ne Cry on the stereo.
) (L 1]

Madhusree is my friend from Bombay and
she is feeling social. Bang in the middle of
Thamel she starts chatting to a Kashmiri
shop owner, a young man who looks tired
and frightened. She listens to him intently
as he pours out his travails of leaving home
and coming to this place.

“There are people who are on your side,”
she assures him as he listens vacantly. |
know what she’s going to do next.

“You see this man?” No Madhu, don’t
do it. “He’s a Pakistani and he’s my friend.”

The Kashmiri’s eyes widen.

“How can that be possible?” he finally

Strikes are
good to
remind us of
our purpose
on earth,
i.e. play
marbies
with the
young ones.

Kimdol morning mist.
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managges.

[ shake hands witl him and don’t know
what to say. On one side is Madhusree on
the other myself and in the middle a Kash-
miri immigrant selling carved wooden box-
es to Israeli tourists. Oh Kathmandu.

“It's a fight between the two of you aur
beech wmein maarey o jag rahay hain,”” he
says without any fight or accusation in him.
Now even Madhu doesn’t know what to
say.

The Kashmiri exodus has turned to
Kathmandu and they’ve become like mi-
grant birds, going south in the off-season to
Goa. Uprooted, the only trade they know is
the tourist trade and there’s a visible change
taking place in Thamel. More shops with
Muslim names, more shops with the num-
ber 786 written in Arabic numerals at the
top of the entrance. Numerologically 786
translates into the Quranic verse read be-
fore beginning anything, Bismillali ar Ral-
s ar Rahim, “1 begin in the name of Allah
the most Benevolent the most Merciful.”

BER

We end up at Maya Cocktail Bar. Low key,
low lights. Usually they play Miles Davis
but tenight is Latino night so things are get-
ting nauscous. As it sometimes happens in
this Jungian world of ours, | overhear the
conversation of an old British couple at the
adjacent table.

“The Kashmiri immigrants are on the
rise, dear,” observes the man as he sips his
wine and looks out at the street below.

“Oh are they ever,” agrees the woman.

Through the w indow | sce Nightinpale
Book Club. [ was therc a few weeks ago. A
young Japanese man was browsing through
Japanese pom. Cleek, cleek, cleek and I'l
send it to your mom.

“No thanks, I don’t need a bag,” [ re-
strained the shopkeeper from putting my
book in a Nightingale Book Club plastic
bag.

“No solution to pollution without reve-
lution,” he declared with mock gravity.
“Well said comrade, but don’t despair, the
revolution shall come one day,” I assured
him playing his game.

“Not in our lifetime, it won’t.” So [ paid
for Rohinton Mistry's Such a Leng Journey
and came out. He was talking in Japanese
when [ left.

Disillusioned idealists are on the rise,
dear. Oh are they ever.

LT ]
Bhai Rattan. His shop is like nothing 1 have
seen before. Sea shells, conches and all
kinds of crustacean stuff line the shelves.
One shelf rack is dedicated entirely to peb-
bles. What on earth is this all about, in land-
locked Nepal ?

“These items are sacred for the Bud-
dhists, they use them in their prayers,” Bhai
Rattan enlightens me, He goes on to give
me minute details about the levels of sacred-
ness of a shell with a clockwise twirl and a
one in an anti-clockwise twirl. By the end of
it I'm in a twirl myscelf, clockwise. Bhai Rat-
tan, who is not a Buddhist himself, brings
the shells over from India and that's why
he is quite articulate in Urdu. So after the
formality of showing me the shop is done
with, we come to the real business... tea and
qup shup.

Between me shouting into his deaf car
and him wandering off from Urdu into Ne-
pali, the twa of us have an animated politi-
cal debate on demaocracy in Iakistan and
Nepal. Bhai Rattan has seen it all, a sup-
porter of the late Nepali icon B.P Koirala, he
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is bitter and disillusioned with the current
circus being passed off as democracy in his
country.

“Your Zulfigar Bhutto, father of this
Benazir,” he says. “When he was hanged
me and my friends protested on the roads.”

“In Kathmandu?” I ask incredulously,
but it’s more of an exclamation than a ques-
tion.

The image of a youngish Bhai Rattan
chanting pro-Bhutto slogans on the streets
of Kathmandu is beyond my apolitically
hampered imagination.

T am humbled.

aAEn
A brown dog curled up in the middle of the
dirtroad is asking to be photographed. Dogs
sleep like cats in Kathmandu. On the steps
of temples, in the middle of squares and
roads, they curl up and doze. They come
alive at night but compared to the level of
aggression of their cousins in Lahore, they
are a jolly lot. And why wouldn't they be?
They are worshipped in this place for heav-
ens sake. The Dog Puja day is a day which
I have the fondest memories of. Dogs with
garlands and tilaks on their forehead, be-
ing fed and washed and generally made to
feel important. In Nepal every dog has his
day. Every second home has a dog. And each
of them has the same “Beware of Dog” sign
which would lead you to believe that it is
an Alsatian but it is not.

I think of the dogs in Lahore who are
leading a dog’s life. If you make eye contact
with them they cower and slink by, expect-
ing to be hit by a stone, and more often than
not they are. It's a game for small kids and
adults alike. And when its night and you
run into a pack of them, boy are you in trou-
ble. They are vindictive and vicious and it
is very understandable.

What if the dogs of Lahore came to know
of the dogs of Kathmandu? [ wonder. “Rhu-
barb, rhubarb, rhubarb,” excited yelps and
corner meetings.

“..Kathmandu is the heaven...”

“...opportunities there...”

“..no discrimination...”

They would clameur for it. Clamouring
for Nepali visas, learning how to bark in
Nepali, “Immigrate to Nepal” would say
the posters in every Lahore alley. “No need
to know Java script.” Entire packs would
cross the Indian border at night to steal their
way to Kathmandu. Those who would get
across would sponsor the rest in Lahore.
Some would be deported. Some would mar-
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ry locally for nationality. Then they woutd
have puppies not knowing if they are Ne-
pali or Pakistani.

Dear Mow & Dad, Ihope you are well, I am
fine. Kathmandu is a wondrous city full of free
food and dark alleys. I e already found a job,
lying in the sun; My howling and growling
prowess is coming in very handy here, as the
focal dogs are very soft spoken and easily pushed
around. In fact in some areas our competition is
with the monkeys. Can you believe it? Will call
Jfor your soon, waaf. Moti.

“Ball!”—some kids playing cricket bel-
low in my direction. | pick it up and flick it
back, almost causing a run out.

“You know cricket?”

“Of course.”

“Where you from?”

“Pakistan.”

“Pakistan...” think, think, think, “Your
God Allah.”

I rock back but recover quickty.

“Right. And your God?”

“His Holiness the Dalai Lama.”

“Your English is very good.”

“Thank you.”

“Okay, see you.”

“Bye bye.”

Yes, the English of the young ones is
good indeed but even otherwise I've had no
communication hiccups at all. Laziness, or
not feeling the need, my Salvation Army
Learn Nepali book remains unopened. Usu-
ally Urdu with a few Hindi words thrown
in works, if not, English is very widely un-
derstood. And when I get stuck for a word
and all else fails, T very quickly learned to
try a Punjabt one and many a time, it worked.
Strange.

Even the names of Nepali months are
exactly the same as those of the Punjab.

“No solution
to pollution
without
revolution,”
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“Where is
Pakistan?”
“You goto
India and
turn right.”

When 1 had reported this to Nazneen,
my Pakistani friend who has adopted Kath-
mandu as home, her thoughts were similar;

1

“Very strange,” she had said.

Perhaps it's not so surprising, as Bud-
dhism itself once extended across the north
of Punjab right into Afghanistan... as we’ve
all been reminded recently.

sam

I make my way up the smail hill oppo-
site Swayambunath. It's an unwinding
path, a drunken boy stumbles by, up ahead
1 meet a broken beer bottle still foaming.
There used to be a lake where Kathmandu
stands. And one day the sage Manjushree
took a boat-ride to a hill in the middle of the
lake and ordered the construction of @ mag-
nificent stupa. This is where the Swavam-
bunath now stands. On the way back, Man-
jushree stopped at another spot. That is
where New York Fizza is now.

One last climb and I'm facing the flat
grassy summit with what look like huge
volcanic rocks minding their own business
in the middle. Schoolchildren here as well.
They're stealing smokes, On the edge, two
lovers look across the city. The vellow build-
ing on the summit which I could sec from
my terrace is the Olix Ling Monastery and
it regurgitates a clutch of tiny monks with
freshly shaven heads. They play and gam-
bol like children, which is what they are,
but for some reason | expect them to be dif-
ferent, serious perhaps.

More and more to my horror I'm discov-
ering how my eve of looking at my own peo-
ple has become Westernised, and T haven’t
even read the Lonely Planet book yet. The
little monks should be new for me, not exot-
ic. The pair of lovers sitting on the edge is a
different story though, That is as exotic as
they come in Pakistan. Whenever T see a

couple in love, holding tight on the motor-
bike, in a bar, on a grassy hilltop holding
hands, as if it’s the most natural thing in
the world, which it is, I curse Lahore. The
maost romantic city in the north of the Sub-
continent and you cannot walk down the
street or laze around in the sun and certain-
ly not clutch your beloved on a motorbike...
unless vou are very foolhardy or belong to
the same gender.

| sit against a volcanic rock, and watch
an eaglet testing its control in the stiff breeze.
Who did 1 give my copy of jonathan Living-
ston Seagull to?

Patan:

I have to pick up some gifts. A poster of the
panoramic snow mountain range includ-
ing Everest and rice paper handbags. Su-
grat has written from Lahore. His nieces
have been squabbling over the bags he
bought from Patan and he needs more.

I take solace in The Walker's Guide to
Patan, a rare document.

“Kupondole: Tf Kathmandu is a jungle,
this neck of the woods would be inhabited
by developmental mammals.”

This is not very helpful is it. [ rummage
in my bag and fish out The Flen Market Guide-
book and open it at random.

“Cows are sacred, they go and sleep
where they want. Watch out for them, if you
must stretch them out while sitting on the
floor. Never step over anyene, and always
move your feet to let people avoid stepping
over you.”

Thank goodness 1 read this because [
was planning to stretch the next cow 1 came
across. Miffed, I stuff all the guide books
back in the bag and step into Patan at ran-
dom. “Badaam, badaam, badaam,” the ven-
dor directs his spiel towards me. Hmmm...
almonds won't be a bad change. But as [
move forward, it turns out that his ware is
peanuts. Strange quirk of language has
turned the Urdu/Hindi word for almonds
into peanuts in Nepal. Well, okay, let’s have
peanuts then. Sitting in the sun, munching
on peanuts, the most natural thing to chat
about is if there is any work in Pakistan.
The peanut man tries to convince me that
he can cook and do goldsmith’s work as
well. 1 try to convince him that. ‘

a) There is no work in Pakistan.

b) 1 do not own a factory.

However these inanities do little to put
a damper on the conversation and we stum-
ble along in broken Urdu, Hindi, Nepali,
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Punjabi and body English. Which brings
him to the next logical question:

“Where is Pakistan?” A valid question
and not very simple to answer when, as 1
suspect, one is not too familiar with the
world map.

“You go to India and turn right,” [ say
hopefully.

“And where is America?” [ try and then
realise that it is futile.

“It’s big,” is ail I can offer.

“Actually Twant to be a waiter in Hong
Kong,” he confides. His cousin is already
there and any day now he’ll call him over.
Wise choice. :

“These peanuts are stale aren’t they,” 1
ask my man matter of factly.

“Yes, by a month at least,” he answers
with a sheepish grin and makes to return
my five rupees.

Now that we have shared our life sto-
ries, dreams and geography, there can be
no lies between us. There can be no reim-
bursements either.

mmm

Time to go.

Sitting at TCR again. Hardcore trekkers
wolfing down food. Kantipur FM blaring
Nepali songs. Raju playing cards and sip-
ping whisky in the afternoon. Discovery
Channel is showing a documentary on
Crows.

The Mao rebels have commandeered a
helicopter. Dudley Moore’s career is in dol-
drums. The taxi driver lugs my bags on to
the back seat. It's a red Maruti, what we call
Mehran in Pakistan. One last round of Kim-
dol before we head for the airport. Sudhir is
giving a maalisf in his hair salon which is
as audible as it is revitalising. Schoolkids
in blue sweaters returning from school. The
dog and the rooster are basking in the sun
side by side.

Bhai Rattan’s shop is closed. The scrawl
on the piece of cardboard says “For Sale”.
My idea of Kathmandu remains surface, but
my love for the place runs much deeper...
story of my life. The flyby ends and we're
off on a tangent towards the airport. The
topic of discussion is of course the riots and
the taxi driver enlightens me as to how the
whole game was a charade to destabilise
the government of prime minister Koirala,
“a very shrewd man”.

“So what do you think will happen?”
I ask him.

“1 don’t know, all T can say is that sena
sarkar is the best for this country,” he preo-
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fesses. An ominous prediction—and when
it comes from a taxi driver, you'd better take
it seriously. We ride in silence past the Roy-
al Palace.

“Where you from?”

“You tell me.”.

“Israel?”

Oh man. It really is time to go.

I turn to the radio for rescue and barge
straight into Cat Stevens.

Kathmandu [l soon be seeing you. And
your strange bewildering times won't hold
me down...

Lahore:
The bell rings. It is Suqrat. He is here for his
bags and posters. A cup of tea, chit chat,
this and that. [ am prepared with a piece of
advice in case he asks for one; “When eat-
ing popcorn, never make eye contact with a
monkey.” But there’s no such request. He
collects his gifts and gets up to leave. At the
door, he pauses and turns around:
“Kathmandu to Pokhara. 5it on the right.
Window seat.”
Nevertheless, 1 remain the wise one.

In Nepal
every dog
has his day.




The Indian State and the Madrasa

It is unfair to view madrasas as simply breeding grounds for secessionary
forces. It is here the poor Muslim student atleast gets a semblance of

education.

by Yoginder Sikand

Ever since the Bharatiya Janata Party-led coalition
assumed office at the Centre in India, there has been
a spate of attacks on Muslim madrasas (religious
schools), mosques and dargahs, in various parts of the
country. Senior Hindutva leaders, within and outside
the government, have issued statements alleging that
the Pakistan secret service agency, the Inter-Services
Intelligence (151}, has infiltrated numerous madrasas
all over the country, particularly in districts along
the country’s borders with Pakistan, Nepal and
Bangladesh. A detailed report of the Indian intelligence
agencies claims that some of these madrasas
are training grounds for ISI spies and anti-Indian
‘terrorists’. The report goes on to suggest that the muftis,
maulvis and imams in these religious schools may have
been replaced by what it calls “highly fanatic agents of
11", secretly working for the break-up of India. In May
2001, a ministerial group for the “reform of internal
security” headed by Home Minister L.K. Advani,
released a 137-page report that recommended, among
other things, a close scrutiny of madrasas.

There is some evidence that the political rhetoric
and high level recommendations are actually being
translated into practice by the executive organs of the
state. A recent report published in the Delhi-based
Muslim fortnightly, Milli Gazetfe, quotes what it calls
“a mischievous circular” issued by the Uttar Pradesh
government that suggests that Hindutva elements are
seriously preparing the ground for a “communal civil
war” in the state. The circular, signed by Senior
Superintendent of Police, Lucknow, BB Bakhshi, has
been issued to the state police as a guideline on how to
keep a vigil on “ISI activities”. The circular says that 15[
is “leaving no stone unturned” to disrupt life in the
state, and is luring Muslim and Sikh youth “to involve
them in subversive activities”, besides also fanning anti-
Hindu sentiments, The circular, reports the Milli Gazette,
instructs the Station House Officer of every police station
to “prepare a register of Muslim and Sikh families living
in his respective area”. In particular, a list of newly-
constructed madrasas and mosques should be kept and
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these are to be closely monitored.

Predictably, Muslim organisations have been quick
to register their protest. The Milli Gazette, which sent a
team to inspect several of the madrasas along the Nepal-
India border being monitored by the police, reported
that none of the dozen Muslim seminaries that the team
vistted had any association whatsoever with the ISI. In
not one of these madrasas was any sort of physical
instruction, leave alone military training, being
imparted. The report adds that these madrasas have no
history of provoking Hindu-Muslim coenflict. In fact,
one of them had several Hindu students and teachers
on its rolls, while another had several regular Hindu
donors. Official sources have so far failed to name the
madrasas involved in IST activities. Politicians, like the
former UP chief minister, Ram Prakash Gupta, have
not come out with anything concrete. The state’s
Director General of Police (DGP), Sriram Arun, while
asserting that the ISI was active along the Indo-Nepal
border, is said to have denied that madrasas were being
used as hideouts. Likewise, the DGP of Rajasthan
admitted that madrasas near the border areas are
“neither centres of ISI nor have they ever participated
till date in any anti-national activities”. Clearly, the
madrasas are being made to bear the brunt of a
propaganda exercise.

There are several thousand Islamic schools spread
all across India. Most mosques have a primary religious
school or maktab attached to them, where Muslim
children learn the Qur'an and the basics of their faith.
For children who desire to specialise in religious studies
and train as imams and maulvis, numerous large
seminaries or madrasas exist, with each Muslim sect
having its own chain of such institutions. For many
poor families, madrasas are the only source of
education for their children, since they charge no fees
and provide free boarding and lodging to their students.
Given what is said to be the dismal level of Muslim
access to education, and the marked anti-Muslim bias
that has been incorporated into the curricula of
government schoels, madrasas are often the only
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available educational option for children frem poor
Muslim families. Madrasas have thus been playing an
important role in promoting literacy among the
Muslims, who have the dubious distinction of being,
along with Dalits, the least educated community in
[ndia.

Historically too, madrasas have contributed to the
national cause. Graduates from the madrasas as well
as the founders of some of the leading Muslim
seminaries in India plaved an important role in the
struggle against the British, a fact that is conveniently
ignored in India’s school history text-books,
Prominent ulama-led uprisings against the British
in the 1857 revolt, and, for decades after, the
reformist ulama kept aloft the banner of defiance in
the Pathan borderlands till they were forcibly put
down by the British. Madrasa teachers and students,
such as Maulana Obaidullah Sindhi and Maulana
Barkatullah Khan Bhopali were among the first
Indians to demand complete freedom for India, at a
time when Hindu and Muslim communalist groups
were supporting the British. It is a fact, lost to those
in the Hindutva crusade as well as the larger
populace, that most madrasas vehemently opposed
the Muslim League and its two-nation theory,
insisting on a united India where people of ditferent
faiths could live in harmony.

This is not to suggest that all is well with the
madrasas today. Many madrasas in Pakistan, for
instance, have emerged as breeding grounds for self-
styled jehadists, including the Taliban in Afghanistan
and the Lashkar-i-Tavyeba which wants to emancipate
Kashmir. It appears that the experience of madrasas in
Pakistan has fuelled the fear of madrasas in India, but
clearly such a fear is misplaced as there is no
evidence of Indian madrasas being actually involved
in similar activities.

Instead of targeting the madrasas as potential
sources of instability, a sensible Government of India
could have used them, firstly, to improve education
among the dejected Muslim classes. Further, the
madrasas could even be used to help improve India’s
relations with Muslim countries and even to help
influence the policies of countries like Makistan and
Afghanistan towards India. If the state had sought
to work in tandem with these madrasas, instead of
increasingly alienating them, they could even serve
important foreign policy goals by helping to combat
the radical appeal of the jehadist elements within
Pakistan, while assuaging Muslim fears of a threat to
their identity and their religious freedom in India. Indian
madrasas, such as the Dar-ul ‘Ulum at Deaband, the
Mazahir-ul *Ulum at Saharanpur and the Nadwat-ul
‘Ulama at Lucknow, are widely respected all over the
Muslim world. The Deoband school, in fact, is the
largest madrasa in the whole of Asia and the second
largest in the world. Many Muslims in neighbouring
Afghanistan, Pakistan and Bangladesh follow the
precepts established by these madrasas.
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Most critics of the madrasas have probably never
visited a madrasa, and so much of what is said is pure
hearsay. Yet, it may indeed be true that in some
madrasas, students are taught to see all non-
Muslims in far from flattering colours, as irredeemable
infidels, as rebels against God doomed to perdition in
Hell and so on. This understanding of the ‘other’ is
actually something that they share with Hindutva
militants, whose image of Muslims is no less lurid. A
critical examination of the fiery rhetoric of the Lashkar-
i-Tayyeba or the Students Islamic Movement of India,
on the one hand, and groups like the Rashtriya
Swayamsewak Sangh, Vishwa Hindu [Parishad and
Bajrang Dal, on the other, reveal just how much they
share in common despite their apparent differences—
an undying hostility to democracy and secularism, an
incurable allergy to pluralism, and an absolute lack of
genuine tolerance for people of other faiths, to name
just a few traits. The myth of an irreconcilable hostility
between Hindus and Muslims is as central to radical
Islamist agenda as it is to the Hindutva worldview.
The targeting of the madrasas can only play into the
hands of both Hindu as well as Islamic militants, and
further reduce the receding prospects of Muslim-Hindu
inter-faith dialogue-—and, with it, the possibility of
changing the way some madrasa students might be
taught to look at people of other faiths.

If madrasas continue to be targeted, there seems little
hope for them to be able to drag themselves out of the
morass of educational redundance they find themselves
in. Alert teachers as well as students of madrasas are
increasingly concerned with what they see as their
outdated and increasingly irrelevant curriculum and
methods of teaching. As a leading Indian Muslim social
activist and intellectual, Nejatullah Siddiqui, writes in
his recently-published Urdu work, Dini Madaris: Masa'il
Aur Tagazey (Religious Madrasas: Problems and
Prospects), there is a growing realisation among the
Muslims of the pressing need for madrasas to reform
their syllabi to enable their students to face the
challenges of modern life and to evolve a more relevant
understanding of their faith. But, many Muslims insist,
this cannot be imposed by force. It is only in a climate of
peace and security, when Muslims are free from what
they might perceive to be threats to their faith and
identity, that madrasas can begin a process of reform.
Instigating attacks against them and fanning the flames
of anti-Muslim terror will not only undermine the
conditions for reform, but might even make the fear of
militancy a self-fulfilling prophecy. The orchestrated
campaign against the madrasas of India by extremist
Hindu elements, and backed by the centre and state
governments, must be seen as yet another assault on
the rights of the Muslims and on institutions that are
basic to the preservation and promotion of their faith
and their sense of identity. A

25



Opinion

General Musharraf's Roadmap

A Khaki Constitution?

What kind of democracy does the military regime contemplate after
the 2002 general elections? The military is a poor choice for political

engineering.

by Mushahid Hussain Sayed

he much-awaited ‘roadmap’ regarding a timeframe

tor general elections announced by General Pervez

Musharraf, tucked away almost as an aside in his long

speech of 14 August, actually clarifies only two things.

First, like his military predecessors, General Mushar-

raf intends to be around for a long time, an intention

apparent in the pronouncement regarding a 10-year
schedule of development projects that he launched in
the same speech. The symbolism of the occasion was
captured in a somewhat graphic manner by the only
chair in the centre of the large stage at the Convention

Centre in Islamabad from where the President rose to

make his address. Second, by the last day of the expiry

of the Supreme Court mandate, i.c., 11 October 2002,

the military regime plans to hold six different election

exercises in a 10-day period beginning 1 October 2002,

to the National Assembly, Senate and four provincial

assemblies.

Some hardened cynics have likened the roadmap to
that famous description of a bikini: “What it reveals is
suggestive, but what it conceals is vital”.

a. The roadmap did not mention what type of elec-
tions are being planned, party or non-party, and
only later was it officially clarified that the polls
would be on party basis. The confusion arose be-
cause the local elections were also non-party, while
General Zia-ul-Haq’s 1985 general elections had
precluded participation by political parties;

b. The roadmap ‘conceals’” what kind of constitution-
al amendments are being envisaged, whether they
will end up defacing the 1973 Constitution’s par-
liamentary character;

¢. The readmap ‘conceals’ the precise date and mode
of transfer of power, relegating this key aspect to
what is termed as ‘Thase TV;

d. The roadmap ‘conceals’ when political activities
will be permitted to be active, as they were outlawed
after the ban imposed ostensibly as a “tempo-
rary law and order” measure prior to then U5
president Bill Clinton’s five-hour stopover in
March 2000. (Officially it was later clarified that
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these would be permitted 90 days before the polls.)

However, the most inexplicable part of the road-
map is the inordinately long time in the run-up to the
general elections. There are 14 long months from the
present to D-Day in October 2002. When pres1dent Clin-
ton had pressed General Musharraf to give a roadmap
in March 2000, the latter had declined on the plea that
if a imeframe was provided that early on, “the bureau-
cracy will wait me out and nothing will get done in the
meantime”. But now, that is precisely what's going to

happen, between August 2001 and October 2002.
Why do military regimes take s0 long to do the obvi-

ous, in the process adding to their problems and creat-

ing new headaches for the country?

a. General Ziaul Hag announced a roadmap spread
over 18 months beginning on 14 August 1983,
and ending with the elections in March 1985, with
a similar infatuation with phases starting with lo-
cal polls followed by a non-party election with a
mass agitation thrown in between;

b. General Yahya Khan allowed almost a year for an
election campaign through his roadmap, the Legal
Framework Order (LFO), whose ambiguity con-
tributed to the country’s undoing;

c. General Ayub Khan started his re-clection campaign
two vears in advance under the garb of a year-long
‘Decade of Development’ meant to “educate the peo-
ple about achievements” in that period, followed
by presidential elections in the fall of 1969.
Meanwhile, General Musharraf’s military regime

laments the economy’s refusal to revive, and wonder

why the educated and the professionals continue to
flee the country or why the bureaucracy is sitting pret-
ty. The answer in the latter case is simple: they are try- -
ing to ‘wait out’ this interregnum in probably the offi-
cialdom’s longest ‘go-slow” period in Pakistan’s histo-
ry, which has even necessitated an unprecedtnted per-
sonal presidential ‘love letter to all serving civil ser-
vants of the DMG. Babls.a]ly, a “we still need you. please
cooperate with us” appeal; it has fallen on deaf ears,
The most critical question is what kind of democra-
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¢y will emerge as a result of the October 2002 polls:
genuine parliamentary democracy, French-style domi-
nant Presidency with a fairly-strong prime m]mster a
variation of the Turkish and Indonesian models, or a
return to the Pakistani 1985 Ziaist model?

If indicators are anything to go by, Pakistan could
end up with a structure that was originally envisaged
in General Zia’s March 1985 Restoration of Constitu-
tion Order {RCO) but which was shot down by the Na-
tional Assembly after an intense 45-day debate. A kha-
ki president, a khaki-tinted Constitution, a khaki-dom-
inated National Security Council, a khaki-run account-
ability process that would also “vet’ politicians before
they are permitted into the political arena, and a khaki-
backed local government structure where the Army
Monitoring Team will ‘assist’ each Nazim under a new
more politically-correct nomen-
clature, i.e., District Support
Team.

If this were to come to pass,
with the clock being turned back
to March 1985, if not to earlier
times, then this would not be a
new system of ‘checks and bal-
ances’, but rather a new experi-
ment of quasi-democracy with an
intrusive military and shades of
Indonesia under General Suhar-
to. In that case, not only would
Pakistan’s 1973 Constitution un-
dergo radical ‘reconstruction’
but, equally importantly, the Mission Statement of the
Pakistan Armed Forces would have to be altered, from
“defending the country” to “governing the country”,
with both being full-time occupations.

In this context, it is instructive to examine the expe-
rience of Turkey, and Suharto’s Indonesia. In both, the
Army has had an intrusive presence in the political
system and in neither, has the army been able to pro-
vide political and economic stability. After Suharto’s
Ayub Khan-style exit, stability there turned out to be a
smokescreen, and the unravelling of the "New Order’
leaving in its wake a ruined economy, a polarised pol-
ity, a fractured state which was forced to concede inde-
pendence to East Timor, and, from the military’s point
of view, the unkindest cut of all—the failure to destrov
the political legacy of the person it had reviled the most
for three decades, President Soekarno, whose daughter
returned to office with popular support and the mili-
tary’s backing.

Turkey is another good example of failure in politi-
cal engineering by the khaki. After three and a haif
coups, hanging of a prime minister, installation of a
khaki-dominated National Security Council and the
banning, three times over, of the Islamist Party under
khaki prodding, what is the net result? The Tslamist
Party has now resurfaced under a new title, the Justice
and Development Party, and its leader, Tayyab Er-
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dogan, is by far Turkey’s most popular leader accord-
ing to opinion polls. He had been mayor of Istanbul
where he ran an efficient and honest administration.
As Turkey’s Deputy Prime Minister, Masut Yilmaz, a
Kcmalist, has said, “in all democratic countries, poli-
tics determines national security, but in Turkey, national
security determines politics”. Moves are already afoot
in Turkey to clip the military’s political wings.
Indonesia and Turkey aside, Pakistan’s own politi-
cal past should be a good guide for the military regime,
In 1985, General Zia was at the peak of his power, cer-
tainly more ‘powerful’ than General Musharraf is to-
day. Ile bad pulled off the hanging of Bhutto, he had
survived the Movement for the Restoration of Democ-
racy agitation, he had managed & successful and cred-
ible non-party election through a 52 percent turnout,

Generals ieft o right: Ayub Khan, Zia-ul-Haque, Pervez Musharraf

he presided over a booming economy courtesy the Af-
ghan war, law and order was pretty much under con-
trol, and, above all, within the context of the dependen-
cy mindset of our ruling elite, he had enjoyed absolute,
unwavering American support. Even when so comfort-
ably placed, General Zia too was unable to impose de-
cisions by diktat: within 48 hours of the National As-
sembly’s convening, through a secret ballot, it rejected
his choice of Speaker and forced him to alter his consti-
tutional amendments, relating to the National Security
Council.

Given such illuminating and relevant examples, the
military regime of today’s Pakistan has no alternative
but to read history and learn from it. The goal should
not be to enhance an individual or institution’s unlim-
ited power or accord it a status of permanent political
primacy in the power structure. That will neither work
nor will it last. General Pervez Musharraf should ex-
tend the offer that he repeatedly made to the Indian
prime minister, to the political forces at home as well, to
talk to him at “any time, anywhere and on any issue”.
This will help the military regime to reach out to the
political forces, so that consultation leads to consensus
on new ‘rules of the game’ that are vital for political
stability. Only then will a ‘new beginning’ have really
been made for a movement towards Makistan’s demo-
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cratic destination, without detours. I3
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Lessons of the Past

by Ram Narayan Kumar

he ceasefire agreement be

tween the Government of In

dia and the National Social-
ist Courcil of Nagalim (Isak-Muiv-
ah), anounced by prime minister IK
Guijral on 24 July 1997, is more than
four vears old. The agreement prom-
ised to bring about a lasting politi-
cal solution to this long-drawn-out
conflict through unconditional di-
alogue at the highest political level
to be conducted in a neutral coun-
try. A set of ground rules and mo-
dalities to implement them, fina-
lised on 12 December 1997 and fur-
ther revised on 13 January 2001,
aimed to facilitate the negotiations
on politically substantive issues
that underlie the five decades’ long
war.

A number of basic questions oc-
cur cven as we try to evaluate the
agreement at the end of its four tu-
multuous vears: What progress has
the promise of dialogue made in
this period? Is there sufficient trans-
parency in the process? Have both
the sides been observing the ground
rules, in letter and spirit? Has the
Ceasefire Monitoring Group, set up
to supetrvise adherence to these
ground rules and to investigate
complaints of their violations, been
functioning effectively? Has the
ceasefire brought respite from the
violence and unremitting harass-
ments, that has been the Nagas’ lot
over the past 50 vears? Do they feel
sufficiently relieved te acquire a
stake in its continuance?

A central problem of the cease-
fire agreement was that it did not
inciude revocation of draconian
laws, such as the Assam Mainte-
nance of Public Order Act, 1953,

Nagaland Sccurity Regulation,
1962, Armed Forces {Special Pow-
ers) Act, 1958, and Assam Disturbed
Areas Act, 1955, which allow the
security forces to violate fundamen-
tal rights with impunity on the pre-
text of countering insurgency. With
such laws still in force the role of
the army and the paramilitary dur-
ing the operation of the ceasefire was
never really clarified. Given that
there was a civil administration
functioning under normal constitu-
tional law and a security adminis-
tration operating under special
laws, the subordination of the mili-
tary to civil authority and the legal
demarcation of respective roles was
a precondition for the success of the
ceasefire. This issue itself arose from
the related question of the state gov-
ernment’s role in a ccasefire agree-
ment between the Union of India
and an insurgent group in the state.
How do its agencies go about their
law and order functions without
jeopardising the special terms of the
agreement?

There were two other aspects of
the situation crucial to the efficacy
of the ceasefire. For one, the attitude
of the other insurgent groups and
factions involved in the long war
with India, who have not been in-
cluded in the agreement, is vital to
the maintenance of peace. And to
what extent are civil society organi-
sations uncontaminated by the vio-
lence, involved in the process of find-
ing a just peace? If the 1997 cease-
fire was in limbo, it was precisely
because the modalities of the agree-
ment failed to address these funda-
mental issues.

But there were also other specif-

Isak Chisi Swu amd Thuingaleng Muivah.

ic grievances. In the four years since
the peace process tormally began,
dialogue made no progress because
the NSCN(iM} insisted on universal
coverage of the ceasefire, which the
Union Government had been un-
able to enforce after initiatly prom-
ising it. General Atem and P. Shim-
rang in Dimapur, two main repre-
sentatives of the NSCN(IM) in the re-
gion, made it clear during discus-
sions that unless the government of
India kept its pledge there was no
point in continuing with the cease-
fire. On & May 2001, the Ministry of
Home Affairs confirmed receiving
an ultimatum from Isak Chishi Swu,
chairman of the NSCN(IM) and Thu-
ingaleng Muivah, its general secre-
tary, threatening to withdraw from
the peace-process if the government
of India failed to honour its com-
mitment to extend the cease-fire to
“all the Naga areas”. Seemingly,
this threat had an effect.

On 20 May 2001, The Indian Ex-
press reported that the prime minis-
ter’s representative was leaving for
Bangkok for talks with the leaders
of the NSCN(IM). The report also in-
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dicated that the chief ministers of
Manipur, Assam and Arunachal
Pradesh, the other states affected by
the Naga question, had agreed to
include the Naga-populated areas
of their states within the ceasefire
zone. One day before their sched-
uled meeting in Bangkok, the Peo-
ple’s Front government in Manipur
collapsed after being defeated in a
confidence motion tabled by chief
minister Radhabinod Koijam.
Koijam belonged to the Samata Par-
ty, a member of the Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party-led National Democratic
Allance running the Union Govern-
ment. The state then came under
President’s rule. An editorial com-
ment in The Statesman on 28 May
2001, indicated that the fall had been
engineered to facilitate the extension
of the Naga ceasefire to the Manipur
areas since Koijam's government
was vociferously opposing it.

The negotiations in Bangkok
yielded results. On 14 June 2001, the
Union Home Secretary, Kamal Pan-
de, announced that it has been
agreed to extend the ceasefire for one
more year without territorial limits.
In response, a large number of Ma-
nipuri political groups including
the Samata Party, Manipur People’s
Party, All Manipur United Clubs
Organisation (AMUCO) and All
Manipur Students” Union (AMSU)
said that they were against the ex-
tension and would oppose it. The
Congress chief minister of Assam
also voiced the same sentiment. The
ostensible concern was the territo-
rial integrity of other Northeastern
states since the NSCN(IM) was lay-
ing claim to the Naga-inhabited hill
areas.

The Bangkok agreement was a
belated recognition of the argument
that the peace process, in order to
be meaningtul, had to be compre-
hensive, that its objectives could not
be accomplished if the antagonists
seek an accord in one state while
remaining belligerent in other areas.
The extension also suggested total
abjuration of violence by both the
sides and the restoration of a ratio-
nal process to resolve political dif-
terences. It presupposed account-
ability, the end ot impunity, and the
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repeal of ‘black laws’ such as the
Armed Forces Special Powers Act.
In this sense, the June extension of
the ceasefire opened the way to a
just peace for all the people in the
Northeast. But the violent agitation
for its repeal in the other states has
added a new twist to the process.
AMUCO and AMSU called for a
three-day strike in Manipur to pro-
test against the extension of the
ceasefire. The popular agitation, al-
though limited to the valley of
Imphal, became extremely violent.
On the third day of the strike, mobs
stormed the government buildings
and torched the State Assembly
building after assaulting several
legislators and former ministers.
The police had to open fire to stop
the unruly crowds from invading
the house of Radhabinod Keijam,
the outgoing chief minister of the
state. This resulted in several
deaths. Despite the imposition of
curfew, violent protests continued.
Naga organisations showed
sensitivity to the emerging situation.
The All Naga Students” Association
of Manipur {ANSAM), the Naga
Women’s Union of Manipur
(NWUM) and the Naga Peoples
Movement for Human Rights
mourned the deaths in the police fir-
ing. They issued a statement ap-
pealing to all “Meitei brethren” and
the Naga population in the state to
“maintain communal harmony at
this critical juncture”, “The need of
the hour is peace and dialogue
among ourselves,” the statement
emphasised. Thuingaleng Muivah
clarified that the agreement to a uni-
versal ceasefire with the Govern-
ment of India “deals only with the
ceasefire, nothing beyond that. The
declaration of a ceascfire is not
against anyone and it does not deal
with territorial limits.” He further
explained, “We have agreed not to
fight in any part of India or Asia or
anywhere. There is no reason for
anyone else to interpret it more that
that.” The Naga HoHo, the apex
body of all Naga tribal councils,
convened a special meeting to con-
sider the situation. Its statement
pointed out that the violent protests
in Tmphal Valley “revealed the ex-

tremely complicated and sensitive
challenges the Nagas face to evolve
a workable solution with our neigh-
bours. Ultimately, we need a settle-
ment that will ensure security, sta-
bility and peace for ourselves and
for our neighbours. Our actions will
decide whether we develop and sur-
vive together in a changing world
or drag one another down to a com-
mon hell of perpetual animosity
and violence, which can only be de-
structive to all.” The statement
called on the Nagas not to “ignore
or treat lightly the intensity and
depth of our neighbours’ insecurity
about their future”, and went on to
suggest that the leaders of both the
communities should sit together
and find a common approach to
deal with the controversy.

These staterments from the Naga
organisations, however, did not
mollify the protesters and the vio-
lent agitation continued. Thou-
sands of Nagas fled Imphal Valley
to the safety of the hills. On 27 July,
the Home Minister of India told re-
porters that the government had
decided to rescind the Bangkok
agreement and to once again limit
the ceasefire to the state of Naga-
tand. According to him, the leaders
of NSCN(IM) were agrecable to the
decision. The crowds in Imphal cel-
ebrated the announcement.

V.S. Atem, the seniormost leader
of the NSCN(IM) in the region, issued
a stern warning that his organisa-
tion “cannot be a party to any cease-
fire that is restricted only to the State
of Nagaland”. He denied the home
minister’'s claim that his organisa-
tion had endorsed the annulment
of the extension. In a separate state-
ment faxed to the Press Trust of Tn-
dia from Amsterdam, Swu and
Muivah said that they have not
agreed to the government’s decision
torescind the 14 June Bangkok agree-
ment. The statement said: “Of
course, both sides believed that bet-
ter understanding could certainly
be arrived at in the course of talks...
Therefore, any announcement, dec-
laration or statement given by the
Home Ministry are unfounded.
They are in no sense acceptable to
the Nagas.”



Repart

Does the lay reader, who daily
scans through newspapers and
probably also watches television,
understand why this trend of events
is not favourable for the prospects
of peace in the region? Does he or
she sufficiently emphathise with
our forebodings that history mav re-
peat its vicious cycle unless civil
society develops an informed aver-
sion to its inveteracy and forges a
collective will to break free? One
needs to become aware of the con-
tent of Naga history because there
is no other way of understanding
the mechanisms and compulsions
which, again and again, drive peo-
ple back into blunder. History tells
us of the evils of doctrinaire intran-
sigence, and so too of the dangers
inherent in compromises that are
born of fear and greed, or foisted on
unsuspecting people by stealth and
deception. If repetition of our past
tragedies is to be avoided, it is nec-
essary to not only expose the false-
hoods of the victors, but also punc-
ture the myths of innocence that the
vanquished ali too easily develop
to conceal their failings.

For the sake of learning from the
past, let us briefly recount an epi-
sode from the 1960s. In May 1964,
New Delhi constituted a Peace-Mis-
sion consisting of Jayaprakash
Narayan, B.I’. Chaliah, then chief
minister of Assam, and Michael
Scott, an English pastor sympathet-
ic to the Nagas, and it worked out a
ceasefire agreement between the
Government of India and the Naga
underground. The agreement was
a prelude to political negotiations
to peacefully resolve the conilict.
While endorsing the principle of
self-determination of all subject peo-
ple, the Peace Mission suggested
that the Naga underground could
“on their own volition, decide to be
a participant in the Union of India
and mutually settle the terms and
conditions for that purpose”. The
Mission asked Government of India
“to consider to what extent the pat-
tern and structure of the relationship
between Nagaland and the Govern-
ment of India should be adapted
and recast, so as to satisfy the polit-
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ical aspirations of all sections of
Naga opinion...” Both the sides
rejected the proposal. Members of
Indian Parliament demanded Jaya-
prakash Narayan’s arrest for sug-
gesting that it was more important
to have friendly Nagas “on our fron-
tiers closely associated with us in
some new constitutional manner
rather than unfriendly and discon-
tented Nagas kept forcibly within
the Indian Union.”

Jayaprakash Narayan resigned
from the Peace Mission in February
1966 after the Naga underground
expressed lack of confidence in his
impartiality. The ceasefire agree-
ment between the two recalcitrant
parties was made to last till Septem-
ber 1972 because the logic of ‘peace-
ful’ attrition had taken over. Minoo
R. Masani, the leader of a pariiamen-
tary delegation to Nagaland in Feb-
ruary 1965, said: “As the weeks and
months pass, peace brings with it a
relaxation of tensions. This in-
volves, insofar as the village popu-
lation is concerned, a freer expres-
sion of opinion and a greater asser-
tiveness against the demands and
exactions of the {(underground)
‘Naga Federal Government’. Now
that the Indian army no longer op-
erates, the villages are turning to the
state administration and the Indi-
an army for protection against the
underground. Fear is diminishing.
People do not wish to pay taxes end-
lessly to the ‘Naga Federal Govern-
ment’... 50 far as the underground
is concerned, a long period of peace
must involve a measure of disinte-
gration. The men from the jungles
are going home to the villages to eat
and sleep with their families. They
taste the joys and comforts of domes-
tic life. This is something that Mao
Tsetung's rules of guerrilla warfare
do not permit of. Those who have
talked to small groups of Naga un-
derground men find, in private con-
versation, that they are already be-
coming more reasonable and there
is no desire to go back to the jun-
gles...”

Even as the ceasefire agreement
declared on 25 July 1997 is already
four years old, and no substantive

progress has been made in negotia-
tions, these words of complacency
are being heard all over again. No
doubt, the Naga people want peace
and the men languishing in the jun-
gles long for simple domestic plea-
sures.

However, if we do not reach the
source of their discontent which
brought them to the path of war with
India, their political recalcitrance
may soon reassert itself. As for the

Naga warriors and their leagets,
they will hopefully recognise what
their movement at all its twists and
turns, has been doing to their peo-
ple. Those who waste themselves in
the pursuit of utopias can probably
contribute no more to history than
others who apathetically resign
themselves to a self-perpetuating
status quo.

Bertrand Russel, the English
philosopher and a well wisher of
the Nagas who indirectly contrib-
uted to the formation of the Peace-
Mission in 1964 by recommending
it to Jawaharlal Nehru, introduced
the concept of “compossibility”
while discussing the idea of exist-
ence in the writings of Leibniz, fa-
mous seventeenth century German
philosopher. Shorn of comphcaf
tions, Russel’s concept suggests
that every predicate, necessary or
contingent, past, present, or future
is already implicit in the notion of
the subject that carries it. So, ulti-
mately, the existence of these predi-
cates is not affected by our capacity
and incapacity to observe them, nor
by their being manifest or latent, nor
by their contradicting or not contra-
dicting each other. Applied to the
history of the Indo-Naga conflict,
which so far has largely remained a
chronicle of lost opportunities, Rus-
sel’s idea of “compossible” may
point in the right direction. Instead
of bemoaning all the possibilities
and opportunities that were not:
seized, it is necessary to realise that
the lost opportunities are not, and
indeed cannot be, lost for good.

Then and only then will history
cease to be the dead-weight it has
been until now. &
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POSITION ANNOUNCEMENT

Executive Director
Neelan Tiruchelvam Trust
Colombo, 5ri Lanka

The Neelan Tiruchelvam Trust is a one-year-old grant-making institution that has been established to carry on the
activist-intellectual legacy of the late Dr. Neelan Tiruchelvam in the spheres of human rights, peace-building, constitutional
and legal reforms and democracy. '

Position: Executive Director
Duration: Two years, on contract.
Reports to: Board of Trustees

Duties and Responsibilities: To increase the corpus of the Trust and provide leadership to a start up grant-making
body devoted to stimulating and funding projects on issues of peace-building, national reconciliation, minority rights
and pluralism, and the advancement of the arts and social sciences in Sri Lanka and internationally. In so doing, to
develop and implement a comprehensive fundraising strategy, to oversee the administration of the funds, and to
oversee the Trust’s programmatic development. These responsibilities will include the following:

Increase and diversify fundraising. This will include a combined strategy of grant solicitation, individual gifts,
annual direct mail, and special events.

Grant solicitation will entail the maintenance of a regular schedule of grant submissions, sustaining refationships
with funders, and researching and cultivating new funder prospects from the foundation, aid, and corporate communitiecs.

Individual gifts will require the cultivation and solicitation of gitts from large and small donors, including the
development of a program for solicitation that utilizes the skills of the trustees.

Annual direct mail will be a new component of the Trust’s fundraising initiatives and will require designing and
writing, annual direct mail solicitation appeals and helping to identity prospect lists.

Special events include events to raise funds or the profile of the Trust and will entail coordination of committees and
volunteers.

Qversee the Trust’s Programming and Stimulate New Projects and Identify New Implementing Partners. The Trustis
an activist funding body that provides support for projects it stimulates and for unsolicited projects. The Executive
Director will be responsible for kecping up to date on literature and developments of the issues supported by the Trust
and will work with the trustees and the advisory board to expand the Trust’s programming and identify project ideas
and implementing partners.

Oversee the assessment of Grant Applications and Responses, Work with the trustees and advisory board to evaluate
proposals and systematize the process of review and response.

Provide leadership and coerdination to Trustees and Interpational Advisory Board. This will require attendance at
monthly Trust meetings and regular communications via email to trustees and the international advisory board about
Trust activities. There should be an effort to draw trustees and board members into the fundraising process, identify
new ways to utilize their diverse talents and backgrounds and stimulate their continuing participation in both fundraising
and programming. By the end of the two year period, the Executive Director will have set in place an ongoing and
sustainable fundraising strategy for the staff and trustees to continue under the guidance of the Executive Director’s
replacement.

Increase the Trust’s Profile in 5ri Lanka and Internationally. Be able to articulate and promote the goals and objectives
of the Trust, respond to criticism of the Trust or its work, and generally increase the Trust’s profile in Sri Lanka and
internationally.

Identify and Perform Other Duties as Required. This mav require public speaking engagements, public relations,
training or other responsibilities that may arise in a start-up endeavor such as the Trust.

Cultivate an Open and Respectful Working Environment. As an international institution with a diverse, international
support base, which is committed to fostering peace and multiculturalism, the Executive Director will through example
and guidance ensure that the Trust’s objectives are adhered to in all work and interactions within and on behalf of the
institution.

Qualifications: The successful applicant will be an experienced individual with a high degree of initiative,
organizational skills and commitment to the objectives of the Trust and carrying forward Neelan Tiruchelvam'’s activist-
intellectual legacy. The successful applicant will have the following qualifications.

Substantial fundraising experience and demonstrated success in achieving fundraising goals.

Excellent written, oral and social skills and an ability to cultivate positive relationships with donors, grant recipients,
funders, trustees, international advisory board members and staff.

Organizational, management and administrative skills.

Familiarity with and commitment to human rights, peace building, democratic reforms and issues of social justice
in 5ri Lanka and South Asia preferred.

Masters degree in business, law, arts or social sciences or equivalent experience.

Remuneration: US $30,000 - $36,000, plus standard benefits package.

Start Date: November 1 2001

Application Deadline: September 302001

To Apply: Send cover letter, resume, and a list of four references to:

Attn: Executive Director Search

Neelan Tiruchelvam Trust

108/1 Rosmead Place

Colombo 7, Sri Lanka

Or E-mail to: NTTrust@diamond.lanka.net
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Most IT workers trained in the Subcontinent are
barely competent code writers. Inadequate skill
is not merely the denominator common to the
unemployed professional in the US and the un-
employable professional in South Asia, it also ex-
plains the paradox of labour scarcity in a region
whose cities seemingly abound in training facili-

ties.
by Gaurab Raj Upadhaya

f late, the media has been
awash with reports of Infor
mation Technology {IT) per-

sonnel in the United States, many
of them South Asian, being given the
pink slip in the US. In the years
since the boom in Silicon Valtey, this
is probably the first wave of nega-
tive reports on the software indus-
try. As IT stocks crashed early this
vear on the NASDAQ and other fi-
nancial markets, triggering a reces-
sion in the US economy, the tech-
nology hype gave way to more real-
istic assessments. Internet compa-
nies, overvalued on the bourses the
previous year, started laying off
frantically. Giants like Cisco, report-
ing the first loss in 11 years, put the
brakes on ambitious expansion
plans and began downsizing.

But the US trend is no reflection
of what is happening elsewhere. In
Asia the situation is radically dif-
ferent. East Asian economies recov-
ering from the 199/ economic crisis
are now spending con technology
again. Businesses in Asia are just
gearing up towards a new phase of
automation and the demand for
skills is growing, although at a slow-
er rate than earlier. People who can
design applications to integrate
new generation mobile phones with
the Internet are still in high demand.
But there are no media reports of
South Asian workers riding this
boom nearer home. This is quite

k2

unlike the situation a few years ago,
when statistics of the expanding
Subcontinental workforce in North
American software companies were
being paraded as proof of the mira-
cles the so-called New Economy
would perform for the Third World
in general. No one, then, had both-
ered to look inside the hood to ex-
amine the profile of these workers
and the nature of the jobs they were
performing,

Today, all accounts suggest an
acute scarcity of IT personnel in
South Asia. In May, AsiaWeek report-
ed that by 2000, two million IT jobs
would remain vacant in India. Tn
Nepal, software compantes, despite
hiring all available local talent, face
a shortage of qualified personnel. In
fact the supply situation is so grim
that at least one American compa-
ny was forced to move its entire op-
erations from Kathmandu to Ban-
galore because Nepal lacks skilled
personnel in adequate numbers.
The paradox of South Asia hiring
when the US is laying off is note-
worthy enough. But what is even
more striking is the shortage of IT
professionals in a region where in-
stitutes that claim to impart profes-
sional training have mushroomed
in the most unlikely nooks.

An illusory surplus conceals a
real scarcity and this gap between
demand and supply can be under-
stood only in terms of the difference

between the skill level required by
professional companies and the
quality of the certitied personnel
being produced by South Asian
countries. In the tech world, the real
core of a company is made up of
people who know the basics, who
design products and write the pseu-
do-code (i.e. code written in every-
day language, which is then used
by coders to write real code in the
programming language of choice).
System analysts then analyse these
designs. Coders simply wrtte the
code in a skilled but mechanical rou-
tine. It is not difficult to understand
why coders can always be dis-
pensed with. In hard times, the an-
alysts and designers can write and
verify the code themselves.

In a sectoral recession, coders
who are sound in the fundamentals
can always learn new languages
quickly or move on to higher levels
with some effort. But those whose
knowledge is limited to rudimenta-
ry coding are bound to be laid off. A
web designer who is proficient anly
in HTML {Hyper Text Markup Lan-
guage—the language that drives the
web), will not be able to code easily
in C++. A coder comfortable only
with a Graphical User Interface
(GUD to programme for the web in
Java, is unlikely to adapt easily to C
programming in the more abstract
non-GuUI environment.

This factor was completely over-
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looked in media celebrations of
South Asian IT workers making it
good in the US and of South Asia
being poised on the edge of the in-
formation highway on account of its
vast reserve army of technically qual-
ified labour. The plain fact is that
most of the IT workers trained in the
Subcontinent are barely competent
code writers or less, superfluous in
recessionary circumstances. Inade-
quate skill is not merely the denom-
inator common to the unempioyed
professional in the US and the un-
emplovable professional in South
Asia, it also explains the paradox
of labour scarcity, at a time of high
demand, in a region whose cities
seemingly abound in training
facilities.

Who is to blame?

Computer education in the Subcon-
tinent falls into two broad catego-
ries. There are the advanced level
institutions which are part of elite
state-run universities or which be-
long to the high-technology educa-
tion network initiated primarily by
the government with some degree
of quality private participation. Un-
fortunately, there are not enough of
these institutions to go around, and
to which admissions are based on
demanding criteria. Students
trained at such institutions are on
par with global standards. Given
the social and structural con-
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straints, graduates with such skills
are few in number. For instance, the
combined total of all computer sci-
entists graduating from the elite In-
dian Institutes of Technology every
year adds up to just a little over a
1000. The story is worse, if any-
thing, in the other countries of the
region.

A notch below the elite institu-
tions are the various centres at-
tached to universities in the relative-
ly smaller cities like Kathmandu
and Allahabad. These centres may
not be as advanced as the top rung,
in terms of research capacities, but
they do produce competent comput-
er engineers. However, the number
of students that such centres can
accomodate is also fairly limited. For
instance, in Nepal the number of
locally educated students graduat-
ing annually is 72. Kathmandu
University {KU) and Tribhuwan
University’s Institute of Engineering
(I0E), including affiliate institutes,
have about 600 students of comput-
er engineering at different stages of
completion. This year alone, more
than 18 colleges offering engineer-
ing and bachelors degrees in com-
puter applications (BCA) bave come
up. The number of students being
currently trained can meet only 10
to 15 percent of the demand. By
2003, local graduates will be able to
meet only 45 percent of the demand.
As the demand grows, colleges will
have to increase the intake at the risk
of diluting quality. The situation is
much the same in the other South
Asian countries.

Those who cannot make it to the
elite institutions have to make do
with the computer training institutes
that dot the Subcontinental land-
mass. Bangladesh and Sri Lanka,
which do not have any real high lev-
el infrastructure for computer scienc-
es, depend entirely on these private
shops to provide training. The pro-
liferation of these institutes has been
responsible for the misleading fig-
ures that are generally cited in the
media about the number of IT pro-
fessionals in South Asian countries.
A recent report in the Delhi daily,
Econemic Times, contrasted India’s
annual turnout of 122,000 software

professionals with [Pakistan’s
13,000. On the other hand, a Paki-
stan report on IT training claimed a
surplus workforce and an annual
turnout of 110,000. This segment of
the economy is a welter of statisti-
cal confusion and there is little
scope for verification in the absence
of any kind of government regula-
tion.

Whatever be the statistical truth,
the term ‘software professional’ is
clearly being used in a very loose
sense. For instance, it is estimated
that only about 10 percent of Paki-
stan’s 1T graduates each year are
competent to be employed in reput-
ed organisations, and of them only
seven percent are expected to find
sujtable placements. And in India,
whose software industry’s project-
ed revenue of 10 billion USD by year
2002 is the envy of the neighbours,
the bulk of the trainees are neither
designers nor system analysts.
They, by and large, punch code for
off-shore projects that software gi-
ants have sourced out to Indian com-
panies. These firms have already
begun to feel the effect of the US re-
cession.

The primary responsibility for
creating this easily dispensable
work force lies with the unregulat-
ed computer education schools ("in-
stitutes’, ‘academies’, they all go
under high-sounding names). The
prospect of a H1-B visa to the US
lures unsuspecting students to these
institutes, where they are deluded
into believing that they are getting
the qualifications that the market
demands. In Nepal, Kathmandu
alone is estimated to have more than
1000 computer ‘schools’. Like else-
where, in Nepal too, there are two
types of private institutes. One is the
barely visible, low-end outfit locat-
ed in small towns and the less pros-
perous parts of the cities. These en-
terprises provide basic computer lit-
eracy, familiarising students with
windows and standard office ap-
plications. These places charge
modest fees and are very low onin-
frastructure, with some of them still
using monochrome monitors. It is
not unusual to find students who
have just passed out of one course
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being hired as instructors for the
new session. In general, such insti-
tutes are relatively harmless since
they do not pretend to offer more
than what is there to see.

The bulk of the IT revenue is cor-
nered by brand-name firms which
ensure their visibility through news-
paper advertisements, billboards
and street banners. These institutes
operate in cities and larger towns
and claim to provide advanced
training. Some of these are stand-
alome, single-city enterprises with a
modest capital base, with, at best, a
branch or two. But the most promi-
nent and influential institutes are
the franchise chains such as NIIT,
Aptech, s8I, Informatics, Pentasoft,
which have transborder operations.
In India, NIUT is the market leader
with over 2228 centres, With its an-
nual revenues of USD 73 million, it
provides computer training to
140,000 students nationwide. In Pa-
kistan, the Indian company, Aptech
has franchise operations in Karachi,
Lahore, Sialkot and Rawalpindi. It
has 15 centres in Bangladesh and
also operates in Nepal and 5ri Lan-
ka.

These institutes normally teach
so-called higher level courses in
programming, database and other
hot topics, for which they charge ex-
orbitant fees, which can go as high
as USD 1600 a course. Typically,
these institutes offer packages with
certifications that sound impressive
to untutored ears. Certificates on
offer include Advanced Diploma in
Software Engineering, Higher Di-
ploma in Software Engineering, Di-
ploma in Information System Man-
agement, and Certificate of Profi-
ciency in Information System Man-
agement. Students do not have
much of a choice of the tools they
want to learn since they are forced
to enrol for a complete package that
lasts between six months to three
years. A two-year diploma at one of
these institutes costs as much as
USD 5000. Though these organisa-
tions are hesitant to reveal student
enrotment figures, it is estimated
that each centre averages at least
2000 students every year.

While all these institutes have

nice glass-panelled, modern-look-
ing space and state-of-the-art phys-
ical infrastructure, it is their level of
instruction that leaves much to be
desired. They certainly boast well
designed interiors, and the front of-
fice is always staffed by people who
know the current buzzwords—
JAVA, OOP, Oracle 91, SQL et al. Their
marketing strategy is impeccable.
The ‘executives’ at the front office
can quote figures for the precise lev-
el of professional demand for a par-
ticular programming language or
database proficiency. But informed
questions on technology fetch pure
marketing bluff and factually incor-
rect information. To the query “Why
use JAVA, when it is so slow on the
Internet?” this writer was told to
join the course on how to make JAVA
run faster on the Internet. JAVA i3
slow because it needs a virtual ma-
chine on top of the operating sys-
tem to enable trans-platform func-
tionality. An institute claiming to
speed up JAVA through a computer
course must surely be short-chang-
ing its students.

[n the real terms, despite the high-
er fees charged by this category of
institutes, the kind of IT education
imparted to students does not equip
thern for the market very much more
than the poor-cousin establish-
ments that provide the basic litera-
cy do. Doubtless students in these
institutes are exposed to a greater
number of software tools, and work
on better hardware, but their under-
standing of systems is, as a rule,
very poor. That certainly is the view
of the job market. In Nepal, for in-
stance, one is hard-pressed to locate
a single graduate from a branded
institute who works in a software
company. The director of World Dis-
tribution, a software development
firm in Kathmandu, was of the opin-
ion that graduates from these fran-
chise institutes fare welt only in ad-
ministrative and marketing jobs. He
does not consider them suitable for
software development jobs.

The fundamental problem with
such institutes is that in most cases
they are run by people who are them-
selves not familiar with the technol-
ogy. These institutes thrive on the

current buzzwords to attract stu-
dents, and the courses are designed
in a way that emphasises learning
a few tools rather then the philoso-
phy of information systems. As a
resuit, when specific technologies
change, the knowledge acquired is
virtually obsclete, in some cases
even before the student completes
the course. Quite naturally, they
have then to enrol for the next ses-
sion or drop out of the race. The
overall consequence of such a cur-
ricular approach is that certitied
professionals lack computing fun-
damentals, are unable to cven trou-
bleshcot or perform helpdesk func-
tions, and cannot remotely concep-
tualise alternative systems. In es-
sence they are “tool Jiterate” rather
than “technology literate”.

The rapid penetration of the
market by franchise chains all over
South Asia does not augur well.
Wwith their marketing skills and ubig-
uity they mislead society into believ-
ing that it is ‘catching up’ with the
West when in fact it is a few smart
South Asians who are taking other
South Asians for a ride. In all the
counltries of the region, the curricu-
la are roughly the same within and
across the franchise chain. Since the
franchise business model is based
on standardisation of course con-
tent, the same level of obsolescence
and mediocrity is reproduced
across borders. In the circumstanc-
es, South Asia cannot develop any
substantiai software technology rel-
evant to its necds. Consider this: In-
dia has software powerhouses that
cater to North American require-
ments but it does not have a single
mass media product operating in
any local language. In contrast,
smaller economics in Europe, and
SE Asia have their own version of
the Windows operating system. The
current system of training does not
at all induce a sense of the local. The
franchise curriculum, whose prima-
ry function is to produce code
punchers for Western software,
integrates students into the global
systems of interconnected networks.
Where does that leave the Subconti-
nent? M
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encouraged to help themselves. “But
we do take care of major projects like
lighting during Diwali, swimming
pool, etc,” says Winstone. Accord-
ing to Laksmi Datta of Shama Wom-
en’s Centre, a local voluntary organ-
isation: “The City Council has been
very cooperative. They have fund-
ed our centre for the past 15 years,
which has enabled us to provide
vital educational, social and leisure
services to ethnic minority commu-
nities”.

I’rabin Hazarika, brother of not-
ed singer-musician Bhupen Hazari-
ka, was among those who arrived
here from East Africa. He remembers
the hostile reception of the immi-
grants when they arrived. Even
those who had been educated in
Britain were denied jobs, but later
government initiatives helped build
bridges with the white population,
primarily through the establish-
ment of race bodies. But the immi-
grants too contributed to this pro-
cess. As Hazarika says, “We were
peace-loving, resilient, wanted to
survive and do well. We were aware

that to live in a foreign country we
have to abide by their rules.”
Bonney says a generation has
come up reading an inclusive school
curriculum. He points out that the
younger generation of whites are
now used to faiths other than their
own, and the teenagers of today
have experience of multicultural
schooling. Says Bonney, “Today,
when we go to parts of England that
are white bastions, my daughters
are saddened at the absence of any-
one from the Indian Subcontinent.”
School-going Asians are taken
aback when asked about whether
they face any racism or problem
from white colleagues. Narinder, 15,
is out shopping with three white
schoolmates, and looks completely
blank, even scornful, when asked
about racism. He has never experi-
enced any, neither has anyone in his
family. Says his friend Roger, “We
have grown up with each other. We
don’t see each other as Asian or
white, Maybe that’s a problem in
London, but it isn't here.”
However, the larger picture of

harmony hides smaller ones of en-
nui among the disadvantaged pop-
ulation who have seen their Asian
neighbours grow economically and
politically. Winstone says the Afro-
Caribbeans often complain of ne-
glect, of having become the under-
class. “Not everyone like the Guja-
rati Hindus is a winner here. The
Pakistanis and Bangladeshis are
way behind them. It is curious that
even though Muslims here are most-
ly from India, there is some distrust.
Of the five gurdwaras in Leicester,
two are pro-India, two remain pro-
‘Khalistan’, whose leaders seem to
be living in a time warp. That is why
| say that if there is a riot or a clash
in Leicester, it will be among the
non-whites and not between the
whites and Asians or Afro-Caribbe-
ans.”

For now, the picture of harmony
promises to hold good. But even the
most optimistic are keeping their fin-
gers crossed, hoping that Leicester
remains untouched by the fires of
Oldham or Burnley. !
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Town Diary

&

by Rudy Mohan

Between the temple and
the beac

al Orissa, think that beyond their municipal lim-

I I lhe hundred thousand residents of Puri, in coast

its nothing exists, at least in civilisational terms.
Perhaps they cannot be faulted. uri was, after all, once
part of the Kalinga of Mauryan Emperor Ashoka in the
3 century BC. And it continues to be one of the four
sacred Hindu pilgrimages of India.

Puri residents are surrounded by water, and the
breakers of the Bay of Bengal in the east and south are
just a part of it. It is all water beyond this ancient holy
town and destination of pilgrims and tourists. To the
south, not far distant, is Chilika, Asia’s largest fresh
water lake. Close at hand to the north-west is the more
modest and unassuming
Lake Sar. The river Barghab
flows a little to the west. And
then there are the five holy
lakes of the town—Markan- N
da, Shweta Ganga, Naren- ‘I‘ CORDHA
dra, Indradyumna and Par-

Puri
(ORISSA)

vati Sagar.

Puri, not more than a few
kilometres in length and
breadth, gets its sanctity from
the 12th century temple of
Lord Jagannath (an incarna-
tion of Lord Vishnu}, built
by the Ganga dynasty ruler
Anangabhimadeva Choda-
gangadeva. The tallest Vish-
nu temple in the world, the Jagannath temple, also
called the Purusottama khetra, is one of the finest expo-
sitions of the ‘Pancharatha’-style of Kalinga period ar-
chitecture. Hindu devotees from all over the country,
particularly northern and western India, throng this
coastal city for a divine high. From overseas, on the
other hand, the Westerners come for a package trip of
sea, sun, yoga and antiquity.

Puri embraces all with its saline hospitality, the tour-
ists from the West, the devout locals, the sloppy gov-
ernment officials and all those who come for a dar-
shan of Jagannath, the humpty-dumpty God whose

ﬂt:;mn.pniu

chariot is pulled by the multitudes on the Rath Yatra
or “Car Festival Day”. Far cry, indeed, from jugger-
naut, the industrial metaphor for relentless force
that took its name from the deity of this ancient
town.

The tall, narrow buildings of the town look as if at
any moment they could stray absently into the
streets. The pace of life is languid. Everything in Puri
moves slowly, including the automobiles. The peo-
ple are seemingly lazy, which may have to do with
profound religiosity. Those who live with such de-
votion in the shadow of the Lord can jolly well afford to
cool their heels. Life, after all, is taken care of by Vishnu
the preserver, no less. Then
there is that balmy seaside
weather. And ofcourse, there
is the euphoria that comes
from bhang, a local drink of
cannabis paste and milk that
stills the restlessness and re-
strains ambition. Bhang in
Puri is a social trip for which
even therapeutic uses have
been found. At times itis used
as a specific for minor ail-
ments like fever and cold.

Puri-ites scorn modernity
as a rule and scoff at sophis-
tication, but do not seem to
mind the good life, that in-
cludes succulent food, robust humour, music and lazi-
ness. That is possibly what enables them to reconcile to
the town’s dependence on tourism, both domestic and
foreign. You might hear a lot of slogan-shouting against
the undesirable influence of Westerners who come to
tan their skin along the Puri coast, but deep down
everyone realises just how important the tourist is. The
economy thrives on the lure of the beach and the
temple.

Puri presents a continuous buzz as pilgrims, most-
ly there for the darshan of the Lord, gawk at the sights
and bump into bicycles and pedestrians in the narrow
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Spilling the beans

by Subir Bhaumik

I AM again forced to join issue with Irfan Ahmed and
respond to his Response “The inescapable circularity
of spytalk” (August 2001, p. 46). Mr Ahmed’s love for
“metaphor, irony and stylistic devices of language”
ensures he says in three pages what he could have said
in four paragraphs.

I would reiterate that Bangladeshi journalists fight
shy of reporting on military matters and issues they
believe are sensitive with the security establishment.
That is one Pakistani legacy the media in Bangladesh
has not been able to shrug off—and T will say this again
and again until the situation changes. No reporter
working on defence issues can afford to “be not on
talking terms with the military establishment”. 1f a
general does not speak, your skill is to ensure that a
colonel will spill the beans.

Four vears ago, when the leader of the Assamese
rebel group ULFA, Anup Chetia, was arrested in Dhaka,

#

Bangladeshi journalists fight shy
of reporting on military matters
and issues they believe are
sensitive with the security
establishment.

1 scooped the story, not my BBC colleagues in Dhaka.
The BBC's Dhaka office—and every Bangladesh paper
for that matter— stayed away from reporting it because
no military or police source was owning up. I knew it
because [ know the ULFA as closely as any security
agency in my country, and they gave me the details,
which was confirmed to me by a personal secretary of a
senior minister. Only later, when Chetia was produced
in court, did the press in Dhaka pick up the story.
Meanwhile, I had a tough time convincing my BBC
colleagues in London and Dhaka on the veracity of the
story.

The Bangladesh government denies the presence of
Northeast Indian militants on its soil despite the
substantial degree of patronage they receive from the
DGFI (Directorate General of Forces Intelligence). It is
obvious why the military-security establishment is
reluctant to confirm events like the arrest of Anup
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Chetia, or for that matter, three attempts on the life of
ULEA commander-in-chief Paresh Barua, two of them
in the busy Gulshan locality of Dhaka. In exposing the
role of the Assam police and Indian intetligence in
launching these attacks, 1 even named the Bangladeshi
mafia syndicate used to perform the planned hits.
Sections of Indian intelligence is very upset with me
because the DGFl has cracked down on the crime
syndicate. 1f Mr Ahmed wants to see how these
criminals are being sheltered in Indian safe houses, he
will have to visit Calcutta and I will show him. (If of
course he can recognise some of the leading crime
bosses of his country.)

Dhaka journalist Saleem Samad (the only
Bangladesh journalist T know who enjoyed the
confidence of the Shanti Bahini because of his unbiased
reporting on the Chittagong Hill Tracts situation) was
able to confirm the latest attack on Paresh Barua near
the Fgyptian embassy in his report to Tehelka.com,
though he says he was snubbed and heckled by DGFI
operatives for trying to unravel the case. The Paris-based
RSF observation quoted at the end of his piece by Mr
Ahmed vindicates my contention—that reporting on
sensitive matters like defence can bring major trouble
for a journalist, which is why he or she avoids it.
However, the situation is different in India, where
journalists do enjoy the advantages of institutionalised
democracy as a result of which Tehelka-type expose
are possible. However, many reporters still get jailed or
killed in Northeast India, from where I have reported
for two decades now.

Going over my record of covering the work of
insurgents and intelligence agencies, let me say that |
was able to expose RAW’s role in supporting the
insurgency in the Chittagong Hill Tracts because 1 had
good contacts with both factions of the Shanti Bahini.
Also, people within RAW spoke against their own
officials because even the RAW is no monolith—as the
1S1is in Pakistan. Recently, L exposed the Indian military
intelligence’s first using the Burmese rebel group,
National Unity Party of Arakans (NUPA), and then
dumping them. Himal carried that expose, as did The
Times of India, Tehelka.com and the BBC. That was
Operation Leech, projected as an inter-services
operation by India but what in reality evolved as a cold-
blooded killing of the entire NUP'A top leadership. This
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was a story of how spies play foul with all human ethics
and how they perpetuate their interests in the name of
defending the nation. Truth, Mr Ahmed, is stranger than
fiction.

Can Mr Ahmed show one Bangladesh media report
which comes even close to the expose of Operation
Leech or the expose of the RAW’s role in the Chittagong
Hill Tracts? T have reasons to be very proud of
Bangladesh for so many other things, for the great work
its NGOs have done in the field of micro-credit, gender
emancipation and even population control {contrary
to popular image in India), but L am sorry there is hardly
any tradition of investigative journalism in the country.

| think 1 know more about explosives than Mr
Ahmed does. But even he must know the difference
between country-made bombs that Bengalis have hu rled
since the days of Khudiram Bose (1905 attack on a
British official) and a 7é-kilogram explosive police
found at Kotalipara. Also the difference between remote-
controlled bombs that expleded in the Awami League
office at Narayangunj and the country-made bombs
gangsters hurl at each other in street fights (where
casualties are rarely double digit). It you don’t
understand explosives, don’t talk about them.

The conversation between the 1SI’s Colonel Nasir
and his boss Brigadier Riaz was intercepted, taped and
handed over to Gholam Rehman, chief of Bangladesh’s

internal security agency, the NSL T have a complete
transcript of it, and a copy of the tape as well. It was
verified and found authentic by Rehman and his
officials, whose competence in security matters is surely
more profound than Mr Ahmed’s. It is after that exercise,
and not on the basis of my report that the Bangladesh
government prepared a bill ensuring special ‘SSF
security to the daughters of Sheikh Mujib for all time to
come. The whole parliament in Bangladesh passed the
bill. Now, Islamic fundamentalists and the Mujib killers
would have reasons to feel upset about that.

About the LTTE involvement in the plot to kill Sheikh
Hasina, [ can fax or mail Mr Ahmed a copy of a DGFL
report on this issue. And also one by the Indian
intelligence bureau which was procured with great
difficulty. Everything that [ have said or reported as a
journalist can be established. [f the government in
Bangladesh was happy with the BDR's exercise in Padua
and had endorsed it, why should it remove the BDR
chief on the eve of its handing over power to a caretaker
government. I am surc the BJP government in India
decided to up its ante and escalate the crisis by asking
the BSF to attack the BDR at Boroibari, for that would
have helped the BJP in the Assam elections where the
Bangladeshi is the favourite whipping boy. But 1 agree
with Mr Ahmed on one point. No party in Bangladesh
can afford to be anti-Indian in reality. 5
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THE NEAT flowerbeds once planted with petunias
have disappeared. These days bats are the only
inhabitants of the house where Mohammed Ali
Jinnah—the exacting founder of Pakistan—used to live.
In the garden where Lord Mountbatten once strolled
snakes preside over an untrimmed empire of rotting
vegetation, ferns and towering palm trees.

The sprawling white bungalow—which plaved a
crucial role in the partition of British India—is now at
the centre of a bitter dispute between Pakistan’s military
dictator General Pervez Musharraf and Jinnah's only
child, his daughter Dinah Wadia. Wadia, who lives in
New York, last week wrote to India’s Prime Minister,
Atal Bihari Vajpayee, demanding that the house in
Bombay’s exclusive Malabar Hill district be returned
to her.

Her demand coincides with a fresh attempt by
Musharraf to get Jinnah’s house back for Pakistan. In
his disastrous summit with the Indian prime minister
at Agra earlier this month, the general renewed
Pakistan’s claim fo the historic property. The bungalow,
uninhabited for two decades and falling apart, should
be given to the Pakistani governunent so that it could be
used as a consulate, he suggested.

The row is embarrassing for Pakistan’s military
regime since finnah’s daughter and grandson have both
made it clear that they regard the general’s claim as
“inappropriate”. Neither lives in Pakistan and their
existence is an uncomfortable reminder that the
tolerant, secular Muslim state envisaged by jinnah—
a Westernised liberal—has been subverted over the
past half a century both by the army and Islamic
fundamentalists.

- “Jinnah House has absolutely nothing to do with
Pakistan. Tt was my grandfather’s personal residence
and one that he loved dearly. How does that involve
Pakistan?” Jinnah's grandson, Nusli Wadia, said last
week. Te lives in Bombay, where he runs a successful
textile company, and recently hinted that his
grandfather, who believed in democracy, would be less
than delighted at the way his beloved Pakistan had
turned out.

Dinah Wadia’s letter offers India an opportunity to
wriggle out of a tricky diplomatic situation. In 1948 the
bungalow was leased to the British High Commission,
which occupied it until 1982. It has since remained
locked. Indian government sources have indicated that
they are likely to treat her claim sympathetically, since
Pakistan can hardly object if the house is eventually
given back to Jinnah's heir. “We have no intention of
handing it to Pakistan,” one source said..

Bal Thackeray, the flamboyant leader of Bombay’s
ultra-nationalist Hindu Shiv Sena party, has come out
strongly in support of the Wadias. “Today they
[Pakistan] are asking for Jinnah House. Tomorrow they
may want the Taj Mahal and the day after the Qutab
Minar [an historic tower in Delhi],” he told journalists

L

fast week.

Yesterday Jinnah House was barred to all visitors.
A bored security guard dozed in front of the rusting
gate, with its sign: ”Photographv is prohibited”. “Not
cven the PM is allowed in,” the guard said. In the garden,
pigeons clattered around the overgrown mango trees
and palms. The elegant building, with its pointed arches
and pleasant columns, was clearly in poor shape. Much
of the walnut panelling had rotted.

Despite advancing decay, the bungalow continues
to occupy an important place in the Subcontinent’s
divided history. Mohammed Ali Jinnah was deeply
attached to the house, which he built ‘brick by brick” in
1936—the year he returned to India from England to
take charge of the Muslim League. He employed a
British architect, Claude Batley, a Muslim contractor, a
Hindu plumber and ltalian stonemasons. The total cost
was 200,000 rupees—a vast sum for the time.

The two-and-half-acre property now sits on some of
the most expensive real estate in the world. The site in
central Bombay, overlooking the sea, is estimated to be
worth at least £15 million. In her letter to Vajpayee last
week, Wadia promised not to demolish her old family
house or to develop it commerc1a11y, if she were to get it
back. “But since it is a decision that has political
implications, it has been put on hold,” Nusli Wadia
said.

In the run-up to independence, both Gandhi and
Nehru visited Jinnah at the bungalow, which he
reluctantly vacated a week before partition on 7 August
1947, hinting he would return from Pakistan soon on
holiday. tle told Bombay's then prime minister, B.G.
Kher, to look after the property. Although by this stage
Jinnah knew he was dying from tuberculosis—it would
kill him the following year—he said: “Some dav [ may
come back and live here.”

“THE BATTLE OF JINNAIT'S BUNGALOW” 8y LUKE
HaRrDING 1N THE SuNpay OBsERVER, LoNDON.

The embankment trap

WE ARE slowly rising up the ladder of devastation
engineered by the vested interests. It was within the
state for us like the one with the Kosi, the Kamala, the
Bagmati or any such embankments. Then we graduated
into bothering the fellow states like Bihar and West
Bengal, int case of the Mahananda embankments, and
Bihar and UP, in case of the Ghaghra embankments.
We deserve to be congratulated for extending the folly
of embankments its well-deserved international status..
Engineers were forgiven for the collapse of the
Tacoma Suspension Bridge and the Tay River bridge,
in the 19th century, because the effect of the wind
stresses over the structures was not known then. They
discovered how to handle the winds much later and
now nobody can ignore the winds while designing the
structures. Unfortunatelv, that wisdom is not coming
to the embankment builders. They close their cyes
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to the extent of sedimentation within the river em-
bankments. There used to be a railway line connecting
Nirmali to Bhaptiahi, in the Supaul district of Bihar.
There used to be a bridge on this railway line that got
washed away following the 1934 earthquake of Bihar.
The railway line was abandoned subsequently. There
was a railway station called Rehadia between Nirmali
and Bhaptiahi and it fell between the Kosi em-
bankments. I visited the place a few years ago and could
step on the roof of the railway station structure without
any help. Does one need a better example to assess the
extent of sedimentation within the embankments?

Similarly, it has not rained in Bihar and there is a
severe drought. Why does the Kosi Project not irrigate
the 7.12 lakh hectares of land as promised in the original
project report? Why should the state be declared a
scarcity area? Will some body take the responsibility
for this failure?

Some of you might have seen Kusheshwar Asthan.
It is flooded again without any rains in the area. The
annual report of the Water Resources Department of
Bihar says that the waterlogged area in the state is
9,42,000 hectares. It was only 9,00,000 hectares till last
year. Where from this addition has come? The
government has a plan of INR 318 Crores to correct
water-logging in 23 chaurs of the Kosi and the Gandak
basin and spent just one crore rupees in 1999-2000 and
that too after 10 years of inaction. Will it not take 318
years to drain the water out from these 23 chaurs at
fixed prices?

When we talk to media and, in fact, that is what we
have been doing for the past so many years, we are
often told about the “flood fatigue” that the media
suffers from and I am often told, “Kya Mishraji | Aap ko
aur koi kaam nahin hai?” 1 am at a loss to convince
anybody who matters that the things are not moving
the way they should. I am told that the 10th Five Year
Plan document has a lot of praise for the embankments
and the government is likely to pursue the programme
with full vigour. If the establishment is patting its back
despite the failure all over, God alone can save us, not
from the storm but the sailors of the ship.

Let us do something instead of blaming each other.
I must assure vou, if the local people feel that the
embankments are doing more harm than good and are
threatening their existence, they will neither come to us
or the governments, they will just breach them. This is
already happening in our places and will happen
wherever the folly exceeds the tolerance limits. We must
ensure that there are tears in the eyes of the bride before
we beat our breasts while bidding a farewell. Let us try
to see that the embankment builders see reason in it.
They do not know what they are doing. They are blind
and deaf. They need to be shown and hear something
that they refuse to see or listen. Technical folly is not
geographical. Any government with resources and the
technical skill would do the same. Qur Bihar govern-
ment is hell bent on extending the embankments despite
the fiood prone area almost tripling in the plan period.
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In a sense, it is good that the issue will now be
debated and we must use this opportunity to explode
the myth that the embankments around themselves.

FroM an EMAIL BY DiNesH KUMAR MIstIRA, CONVENOR
OF THE BiHaR-BASED BarH Mukit AsHiyan (MOVEMENT FOR
FREEDOM FROM FLOODS).

The diplomat's servant

BARELY DRESSED, he ran out on naked feet from the
stately residence in the diplomatic enclave of the city of
Ottawa on a bitterly cold snowy night, unmindful of
the frozen ground. He was screaming. Had it been
Pakistan, he could have gone on running as nobody
would have paid him the least attention, but this was
Canada.

Before long, he was spotted by a police cruiser,
stopped, taken in and moved to a hospital where he
was pronounced safe though not too far from hy-
pothermia. They also found that the man who spoke
little English was confused and incoherent to the point
of being insane.

This happened many years ago. The man was a
Pakistani and served in the Ambassador’s household.
Long work hours, lack of freedom, tack of company,
lack of money, lack of proper food and constant tongue
lashings had finalty taken their toll and the man who
had arrived happily not long before looking forward to
the good life in North America had suffered a
breakdown. He was bundled home and the matter was
hushed up, and with it, yet another case of diplomatic
slavery.

Some years ago, the domestic servant of an Indian
World Bank officer went berserk because of unremitting
ill treatment and abuse. One day, he picked up a kitchen
knife and killed the mistress of the house. He received a
light sentence on the basis of extenuating circumstances.
No normal human being could be subjected to such
treatment and hope to retain his sanity. In one incident,
an Asian diplomat’s imperious and foul-mouthed wife
in Washington, in a bout of ill temper that was her
hallmark, had ordered her maid, a simple village
woman, to get out of the house in the middle of the
night. A Pakistani cab driver had taken pity on her and
put her up till she had found a more humane employer.

Abuse of diplomatic privileges is not confined to
Indians and DPPakistanis. However, the worst offenders
by and large are the privileged ones from the so-called
Third World whose elite have about as much love for
the huddled masses as Josef Stalin had for civil liberties.
In early June this year, Human Rights Watch produced
a stunning report that should put the perpetrators of
these unspeakable cruelties and indignities to shame
but I fear no such thing will happen because those who
commit such acts are already beyond shame.

Domestic workers come to the United Sates on
special visas and, ironically, despite the abusive
treatment, they are often reluctant to leave their
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employers or file legal complaints to defend their rights
because of fear of reprisals at home, cultural and social
isolation, ignorance of US laws, lack of local friends or
contacts, the difficulty of finding another job and fear
of losing their legal immigration status. The inability to
speak English is also a major factor. But nothing
illustrates the conditions in which many of these
domestic workers live better than the narrative accounts
provided by some of them to Human Rights Watch.
Most are employed by diplomats but theré are also those
who are sponsored by American citizens...
FroM “IDIPLOMATIC SLAVEHOLDERS ABUSE DOMESTIC
WORKERS IN THE USA”, BY Knauip Hasan N Iro Tives.

Vedic quotient

LET ME begin by asserting that those who do not
understand the past, or refuse to understand it,
invariably end up misunderstanding the present and
are unable to move forward into the future. We are faced
today with the makers of educational policy in the
central government who seem not to understand the
Indian past. -

There is a constant harking back to the remote past,
encapsulated in the phrase Vedic. Irrespective of its
historical or civilisational authenticity, this capsule is
being forced upon us with the claim that all knowledge
is contained in the Vedas and therefore the Vedic
capsule amounts to a total education.

There is little recognition of the fact that in the course
of Indian history, various Indian thinkers discussed
the knowledge contained in the Vedic corpus, and some
had doubts about various aspects. This process of
debate and questioning, the presentation of views and
counter-views, both within India and among scholars
from other parts of Asia, has been at the root of advances
in knowledge in pre-modern times. Much that we pride
ourselves on, as Indian contributions to world
civilisation, often developed independently of the Vedic
corpus and occasionally even in opposition to it.
Significant contributions from the past are thus set aside
in this obsessive concern with the Vedic capsule.

In saying this, I am not denigrating the study of the
Vedic past, but am emphasising that the past has to be
assessed in a historical context, and I would further
insist that the context has to be, that of critical, rational
enquiry. This is now being denied by replacing enquiry
with a received version of the past which is then treated
as the authentic version.

The claim is made that this is a return to indigenous
knowledge, but the new educational curriculum draws
its legitimacy from 19th century colonial views of India,
and from the priority that European Indologists gave
to Brahmanical texts and world-view. Indigenous
systems drew not only on mainstream texts in the
language of learning but also on texts in a variety of
regional languages, which could question the former if
need be,.as also on observed knowledge.

A major pedagogical change in the last few decades
has been the professionalising of various subjects,
particularly in the social sciences. Each subject is
preferably taught in such a way thatit also demonstrates
its own methodology which draws as much as
plausible on evidence of proven reliability, on a logical
analysis .and on rational generalisations. This
demands an intellectual rigour in setting out the
structure of the subject. The training that results from
such teaching, as for example in history, enables both
the teacherand the student to be aware of the difference
between mythology and history.

There is now a retreat from these processes and
mythology is taking over from knowledge. Mythology
has a role in creative imagination but should not replace
knowledge. Instead of further professionalising the
subjects taught at school and college, they are being
replaced with subjects that have virtually no peda-
gogical rigour, such as Yoga and Consciousness or
cultivating a Spirituality Quotient. These cannot form
the core of knowledge and replace subjects with a
pedagogical foundation, although yoga can be an
additional activity.

The narrowing of knowledge is being attempted in
part by giving a single definition to Indian culture and
society, and projecting this through educational
channels, and describing it as the sole heritage that is
of any consequence to us as a society and a nation. Yet
this goes against one of the fundamental concerns of
the Tndian experience both of the past and of the present.

Among the more significant questions that have
continually been at the core of Indian activity, is that of
the relations between the needs of the central power in
a state and the articulation of variant forms of control
manifested by regional and local powers. At the most
obvious level in the past, this relationship determined
various structures relating to administrative and
economic policy. But it is also evident in cultural
expression where a distinction was often maintained
between the mainstream culture, and the culture and
language of the region.

“Relations between the two varied from close
interlinks on some occasions, to tensions or even
confrontations on other occasions. What is relevant to
us today is that in the past, cooperation between the
Centre and the regions needed an immense degree of
sensitivity to social and cuttural variations and an
understanding of why those arose. We are facing a
similar problem today.

The question is whether we should accept the kind
of homogenisation of education and culture thatis being
imposed on the country, or, should we attempt to define
the modern, educated Indian through an educational
policy sensitive to a range of social and economic
concerns, and to new systems of knowledge, a
sensitivity that will provide us with a worthwhile
present and enable us to perceive the inter-connections
with the past? ,

Can the interface between the Centre and the states
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in a federal polity, help us in this matter? Education is
not merely about making millions literate, it also
involves teaching young people to cope with a changing
society, which today means being more aware of the
world than ever before, and to creating a worthwhile
life for themselves. Therefore, to impose a syllabus
oriented to studying an imagined past utopia is to erode
the potential of the next generation. Focusing on a
utopian past is also a mechanism of diverting attention
from having to improve the present in order to provide
a better quality of life. -

Accountability to the public and transparency in
governance is necessary in formulating educational
policies. We must know who is drafting educational
policy and who have been consulted in doing so, and
what has been the participation of professionally
qualified persons in the determining of the curriculum
in a subject. It requires responsible people and these in
turn have to be responsible for what they are doing,.
Educational policy is both important and sensitive and
cannot be left to the whims of a small circle of politicians

‘and bureaucrats.

A sensitive understanding of the interface of Centre
and region is essential to any educational policy. Two
states with high rates of literacy are Kerala and
Himachal Pradesh. Each is very‘different from the other
in terms of economic resources and the way they are
used; in the hierarchy of castes and the distribution of
classes; in religions and religious sects; and in
languages. These aspects also undergo change. Can
we set aside all this and merely insist on children in
both areas studying Sanskrit, Vedic Mathematics, a
vague subject called social science, and Yoga and
Consciousness?

The imposition of the Vedic capsule would be an
educational disruption in both regions, educationally
negative for many people and resented by

groups are appropriating educational facilities. Where
parties not belonging to the NDA, tie-up with the Sangh
parivar to harass those supporting secular education,
the acts of such parties should also be questioned.
Education should not be made the scapegoat for
dubious political manoeuvres. _

We may well be taking a risk with the future of the
next generation by giving them the type of schooling
that will not equip them to handle the complexities of
our times. These are serious matters that concern the
future of an entire generation of young Indians and
should be critically discussed and reviewed. But then
the Indian middle-class is notoriously unconcerned
about what is taught to its children through schooling.
All that matters is the game of numbers, marks and
percentages.

The new policy, it is said, will reduce social
disabilities and the replacing of subjects at school will
reduce the burden on the child. Social disabilities can
be met to some extent by professionalising what is taught
in other words teaching mainstream subjects as systems
of knowledge, without mystifications. The way a subject
is taught has a social context and this has a bearing on
social disabilities. For example, will Vedic Mathematics
be taught through memorising shlokas in Sanskrit or
essentially as methods of calculation? In the former
case obviously upper caste children will have an
advantage; in case of the latter, the quality of what is
taught will have to be assessed comparatively with
other mathematical methods. If it were to be something.
more than a slogan, would this kind of mathematics
prepare a foundation for the child to handle
contemporary technologies requiring mathematics?

From “Corourrn CUrRICULUM” BY RoMiLa THAPAR 1N

HmpusTaN TiMES.

others. But what they do have in common, are
the aspirations that result from education.
Schooling and curriculum would have to relate
up to a point to thé'local conditions and ethos,
and these would involve a degree of interest
in regional concerns. The question is how best
these can be introduced without denying the
importance of national concerns a matter of
some sensitivity. Educational policy has to be
such that the aspirations, at least of regional
concerns, are recognised as an intrinsic part
of those that are of national interest. This
would ultimately be more viable than forcing
everyone to conform to a top-down policy.
Educational policies in states that do not
have a BJP government have a greater
responsibility to defend secular education and
the continuance of multiple cultures. This is
often easier at the state level where multiple
cultures are more visible, but would require
considerable thinking about education in
terms of what is being taught and which .

K RISHUAS CornER
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Film Review

where this film is set. And it is un-
clear whether all Raji people make
this trip, or only these, the Raji of
Ghatgaon—the film gives no indi-
cation how large the Raji communi-
ty is, and if there are more than those
we see, where all in Nepal they live.

If the account of Queyrat and
Wenger is to be believed—and there
are reasons to view it with some
scepticism, given the inconsisten-
cies in it—the Raji are river people.
Here, this means that they own no
land, live on the fish they catch and
barter it for grain. And they pan gold
dust. And here, at the gold dust, is
where things get interesting. For the
Raji, or at least those of Ghatgaon
village, which seems to have no
more than 40 or so people, gold is
something of a fetish.

After half-a-dozen references
to “the fish of the gods”, “the gold-
en mafir”, “the fish with the golden
scales”, and the undertaking about
to commence, we are told a legend.
Apparently, one of the protagonists
of the film, the village headman Fa-
Lir Bahadur, likes to tell this story
quite a lot. No, he doesn't actually
tell us that himself and neither do
his friends. In fact, we don’t hear
them speak for more than a total of
three minutes in this 26-minute-
long film, and that too as conversa-
tion in the background, so we’ll just
have to take Mr Wenger’s word for
it, thank you. This is the story:

One day as the Rajis were fishing,

they met a princess who wanted to

cross to the other side of the river,
bul the current was too strong. The
young woman said niake @ pufa, an
offering fo the goddess Kanyaku-
mari and everything will be alright.
They made the puja, the river sud-
denly became still and the princess
was able to cross casily. As she set
foot on the otier bank, a rainbow
appeared, forming a bridge over the
river, The younyg woman climbed the
rainbow and walked towards the
sun. To thank the Raji, she threw a
handful of gold dust info the river
and the river began fo Lglmm The
dust seftled on the golden majiv. The
princess was none offer than the
goddess Kanyakumari. Ever since,
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the Raji make an offering each time

fhey catch a golden majir, becaise

the fish of the gods is q sign of pros-
perity.

It’s a nice story, even if, com-
pared to the story-within-a-story
legends that are modelled on an ii-
literate dope-fiend’s understanding
of karma and circular existence and
are the curse of the Subcontinent,
it seems to begin in miedia res. But we
won’t ask why the goddess/prin-
cess was there, why the deception
was necessary, or whether she had
reason to test them. Instead, we will
ask why more is not made of the sto-
ry. Perhaps it would have detracted
from the narrative flow chosen for
the film to ask the people of Ghatga-
on—and tell us—what they would
do if they did not manage to catch
the majir that winter. Is there a sub-
stitute offering they could make?
How would they continue these
trips if the place they traditionally
found the majir, “the source of the
Karnali”, simply stopped yielding
fish for them to eat—after all, the

The Fish of Gods

Director: Jean Queyrat
France/Nepal
Colour, VHS/PAL, 26', English, 2000

catch here is already getting small-
1, “there are too many fishermen
now and too few fish”.

This point is, this isn’t just any
old story, it seems to be central to
how the Rajis of Ghatgaon under-
stand and order their life and soci-
cty—why else would the women of
G hatgaon spend every winter pan-
ning the river for a few grams of gold
dust? Why would the men under-
take such an endeavour year after
year even as the trip became less
easy and the prospects of success,
few and tfewer? Perhaps it is a fact
that “since they have nomadic
souls, the Raji like to be surround-
ed by nature in the middle of wild,
unspoilt landscapes.” Perhaps it
is simply an excuse for a male bond-
ing trip, but unfortunately, despite
Wenger’s insistence that the wom-
en stay behind to pan for gold and
this fishing trip is all-men, there are

a number of figures on the beat and
the bivouac who are undeniably of
the female make.

There is one sure sign that this
legend—and the symbolic value of
gold for the Raji—and the hunt for
the golden majir are more than the
simple reward-to-a-good-people
and quest to keep this privilege
alive, respectively. The headman
Fakir Bahadur’'s son, Uday Baha-
dur, is also to go on the trip, for the
first time, as “some day he will lead
the Rajis and have to know how
to fish”. The narrator tells us that
his father talks to him on the trip,
marn-to-man: “You know the his-
tory of our people. You also know
how to fish for the food we eat
everyday. Soon you will be able
to feed your wife and your chil-
dren. I am very proud of you. Now
you must discover what has
brought us here, to the source of
the Karnali, the golden majir, the
fish of the gods.” The trip, it turns
out, is a quest narrative about
prosperity yes, but it is funda-
mentally an initiation rite which
culminates in returning to the
community’s home ground with
a trophy, a prize and a successor
to the chief. The legend, then, is
more important, and gold occu-
pies a more symbolic position in
the Raji world than The Fish of
Geds suggests.

It is possible Queyrat and his
crew are right, and the Raji as a so-
ciety are indeed a functionalist’s
dream, but the chances are pretty
slim. Which brings us to why the
film has the narrative it does: a sim-
ple story about the search of a sim-
ple people for a fish that will ensure
them prosperity in the year to come.
This “prosperity” is never defined,
neither protagonist, Fakir Bahadur
or Uday Bahadur, is fleshed out as
a real person, the Rajis’ location and
context are not important enough to
be explained other than in the vagu-
est, most fleeting terms—what, for
instance, do they do with the littie
gold dust they find?—and we are
told nothing about the impetus for
such a film. Tt would not be surpris-
ing if chance viewers of the The Fish
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of Gods, were tempted to think the
Rajis are simply boring people, far
less interesting than the scenery
they are props in.

The Fish of Gods fails in large part
because it does not give voice to its
subjects. Surely, after close to three
decades of guilt-ridden anthropol-
ogy where the writer’s or filmmak-
er’s efforts to bring in not just “the
native’s voice”, but many “native
voices”, have resulted in a plethora
of works with a lot of talk but little
analysis, or analysis that is really
high theory looking for “examples”,
there is no excuse for this. Worse,
the narrator is not even an honestly
ill-informed outsider. Two minutes
into the film, he introduces himself
as a miller in the area, not a Raji, but
a friend of Fakir Bahadur, “with
great respect for this people and its
history”. This is such a strange
move, that it must have a deeper,
more involved rationale that simply
passes this reviewer by. As for blithe
statements about “nomadic souls”
and unsubstantiated (for us) asser-
tions that the Raji “are very respect-
ful of the world around them”, they
just go to show that no matter the
supposed revolutions in anthropol-
ogy—the “interpretive turn”, “thick
description,” the “textual turn”, the
understanding of “performance”—
the discipline retains its links to
people’s passion for travel, the un-
familiar, and exotic and “simple”
folk.

The methods of observations,
terms of explanation and null hy-
potheses gentlemen travellers and
ethnologists of yore made use of,
might well have been so inherently
unsuited to what they wanted to
study that they came up with con-
clusions and explanations that were
sometimes bizarre and often totally
off the mark. But because they had
generally spoken to more than two
or three infermants and because
they tried to get a broad picture of a
society, they did gather enough de-
tail to make their work informative
at a very basic level, so that, even
with flawed data, one could if one
tried come up with different expla-
nations for a particular marriage
taboo or whatever was under dis-

cussion. Farly anthropological films
did something similar. There is
plenty to object to in them, but they
showed you things from up close,
unlike this fitm, which seems con-
tent with pretty pictures of the Raji
and their setting. This is a shame,
because except for one instance, ev-
eryone seems blissfully oblivious to
the camera. Queyrat misses the op-
portunity this sly, almost unnoticed
camera provides to shed light on the
dynamics of relationships in this
group of people, to help us really
get to know them. As it is, all it is
helpful for is divination, reading
people’s faces when the narration
gets too much or simply seems in-
accurate.

The assertion that The Fish of
Gods is the bastard child of anthro-
pology’s attempt to reinvent has its
roots in this slippery slope. Since the
1970s, anthropology has been try-
ing to do its damnedest to fix its
problems. The focus on “voice” and
whao has it, the politics of represen-
tation, have been vital debates, and
the focus on intangibles, the differ-
ence between a blink and a wink—
“cultural” anthropology—has been
an important change in orientation.
The new focus on “culture” some-
how took away the need to be fluent
in mapping er kinship terminolo-
gy, and made the discipline mere
fanciful, more diffuse. Thesc chang-
es did not only arise out of a new-
found sensc of justice or decency,
but in large part because many of
the people anthropologists were
writing and making movies about
now had access to the garbage they
often produced. But the protession-
alisation of anthropology was at all
possible only becausc of the old
guard’s “flawed” terms of under-
standing and explanation: without
their protective glaze, without the
overwhelming assumption that an-
thropology could explain race, cth-
nic and class “worldviews” so Oth-
ers could be understood, helped,
spoken for on the world stage-—with-
out all of this, anthropology would
have remained the preserve of dilet-
tantes and travellers.

“Reinventing” anthropology
changed the rules by which the dis-

cipline judged its own, but not the
basic grid it rested on. And as jt be-
came more focused on “culture” and
letting people speak for themselves,
it found new justification for its
foundational conceit that it could
explain the entire truth about whole
societies, which is why today an-
thropology has come to stand in for
history, for English literature, polit-
ical science, even and, yes, travel
writing.

But a film like The Fish of Gods
falls between the cracks, seemingly
steering clear of over-theorising
trendiness, but without any contem-
porary resources to draw upon to
make something in the image of clas-
sical anthropology. Few such un-
dertakings are of inherent interest to
anyone, which the makers of The
Eish of Geds do not seem to under-
stand. One way to make them of in-
terest is to provide a reference point,
or a comparison of some sort, even
if it is two Raji stories in different
tones. Cultural anthropology loves
stories, anecdotes, aral history, and
even if this film did not want to go
down the path where the simple fact
of presenting an oral history, or an
account of migration or hybridity
overwhelms the actual story itself,
or where the story is used to illus-
frate concepts like Polyphony, rath-
er than arise out of such research
practices, it would have done well
to respect the value of its stories
more.

But first of all, viewers arc owed
a mere reliable account of the leg-
end and the hunt for the jajir, or at
least one that seemed to truly ema-
nate from the Raji’s world and that
of their neighbours. And if The Fish
of Gods had played up the visit of
the travelling Damai troubadours to
the Raji camp, and their narration
of one history of the Rajis to a cap-
tive audience, including young
Uday Bahadur (in exchange for a
dozen fish), we would have had ene
story, one history more, from a dif-
ferent perspective, to fill in our pic-
ture. And even if the narrator as the
all-knowing voice of god had occa-
sionally shown up, he would have
been mare tolerable, more believable
even.
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‘Imagined Communities’ in a
Shaky Subcontinent

ver since [an Talbot essayed,

in 1996, a remarkable autobi

ography of Khizr Twana, an
outstanding but hitherto unrecogn-
ised pre-partition politician and fol-
lowed it up, in 1999, with a magis-
terial survey of Pakistan in the last
five decades, he has acquired a rep-
utation for historically rich and the-
oretically stimulating writing. His
oeuvre is predicated on fundamen-
tal continuities in the Subconti-
nent’s history before and after inde-
pendence, which is why his later
work, Pakistan: A Modern History,
was able to meticulously trace many
contemporary authoritarian trends
in the country to antecedent British
administrative methods. For Talbot
there was certainly no “end of his-
tory” in 1947. He is, ergo, of greater
relevance than the average South
Asian chronicler, who tends to
probe no further than the “stroke of
the midnight hour”. In his new vol-
ume, Indig & Pakistan, Talbot ad-
dresses the confounding issue of
identity formation in the highly flu-
id and volatile subcontinental en-
vironment before and after 1947.
Expectedly, he does not fail the
reader.

Given the complexities of iden-
tity formation, competing theories
vie for scholarly affection. There arc
primordialists, who sce the nation
as a “natural order”. Perennialists
differ from primordialists in that
they consider nationalisim to be root-
ed in long-standing but mutable
cthnic allegiances. Modernists, on
the other hand, regard it as a recent
construct arising from socio-eco-
nomic transformations of the last
two centuries. Of these, the modern-
ist perspective has been the most
dominant and has had a potent in-
fluence on nation-building schemes
of many Third World states, in-
cluding Nehruvian India. Talbot’s
modcl is a synthesis of all the three
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approaches, and portrays national-
ism as a “blend of tradition and mo-
dernity”,

Pre-1947 melting pot

In Talbot’s assessment, a sense of
both ‘Indianness” and religious
community pre-dated British rule.
John Company did not ‘imagine’
identities into existence but signifi-
cantly rearranged them by introduc-
ing new mediums of communica-
tion and new arenas of poelitical
competition. The late 19" century

..

india & Pakistan: inventing
the Nation
by lan Talbot
Arnold Pubtishers, London, 2000
Price: USD 74, Pages: 312
ISBN: 0340706325

reviewed by
Sreeram Sundar Chaulia

communication revolution and ed-
ucational changes cnabled ex-
change of ideas which “knit India
together like never before”. Colonial
perceptions of the nature of Indian
society (martial-races theory, the
essentialisation of caste in the cen-
sus, and Orientalist association
of languages with religions)
profoundly altered what Indians
thought of themselves. Colonial in-
stitutional development (revenue
settlements, gradual constitutional
reform that made municipal potitics
a major conflict zone, and separate
electorates which engendered a rush
for recognition as ‘minorities’),

while on paper catering to modern-
isation/divide-and-rule, irenically
fostered a “traditionalisation of In-
dian society” and provided the im-
petus for the socio-religious reform
movements whose messages played
a vital role in the national movement
for freedom.

Omne manifestation of this tradi-
tionalisation was the ‘"Hindu renais-
sance’ that swept fin de siecle In-
dian society. Did this tendency
spring merely from a desire
to counter colonial stereotypes even
while imitating colonial knowledge
or did it have a genius of its own?
Talbot cautions those who assert the
primacy of the British role against
ignoring the creativity and original-
ity of indigenous agency in recast-
ing identities. tlowever, he still pre-
sents most Indian ideas of Indian-
ness as being built upon Orientalist
notions. For instance, Swami Day-
ananda, Mahadev Ranade, Jyotiba
Phule and T. Sundaram Pillai bor-
rowed from depictions of ancient
India by Orientalist like Max Muller.

At the same time, it is worth ask-
ing if there were not oral and gener-
ational traditions, scriptures and
legends that preceded colonial
knowledge, which extolled the Ve-
das and posited Aryans or Dravid-
ians as the original uncorrupted
natives of the peninsula. No doubt,
Ram Mohan Roy was inspired by
Western rational and empiricist
thought, but can the same be said of
Swami Vivekananda, whose ‘con-
struction” of Indian identity was
suffused with a spirituality bereft of
Orientalist baggage? Also, consid-
er the cults of Kali and Durga, anal-
ogies of the anthropomorphic Bhar-
at Mata, which were prominent na-
tionalist motifs in the novels of
Bankim Chatterjee, the early writ-
ings of Aurobindo Ghosh and the
politics of Lokmanya Tilak. Like-
wise, the cult of Shivaji in_Marath~
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wada became a rallying point for
imagining a virile Hindu past. In the
United Provinces, the cow-protec-
tion movement mobilised Hindus of
reformist and traditionalist persua-
sions to a common cause. Were not
all these symbols of identity adapt-
ed from popular cuitures of specific
regions rather than myths propagat-
ed by European thinkers?

Whatever its genesis, the neo-
Hindu renaissance hurried Muslim,
Sikh and ‘depressed classes’ into
community consciousness, espe-
cially as Indian nationalism seem-
ed often to shade-off into Hindu
nationalism. The Congress Party’s
inclusive ideology was not always
convincing partly due to the pres-
ence of orthodox Hindu leaders like
Madan Mobhan Malviya, Lala Laj-
pat Rai, Purshottam Das Tandon,
Vallabhai Patel and Rajendra Pras-
ad {ali of whom shared platforms
and beliefs with militant Hindu
nationalists like Vinayak Savarkar
and Madhav Sadashiv Golwalkar).
Moreover, the use of Hindu cultur-
al symbols was pronounced in na-
tionalist politics, thereby giving it
the appearance of a “Hindu-tinted
Indian naticnalism”. Muslim ideas
of separateness, arguably, came
from Islamic universalism and the
fraternity of all Muslims politics
{(smnat /millat) without heed to ge-
ography or geo-politics, a theme that
was regularly emphasised by the
poets Altaf ali and Allama Igbal,
not to mention Syed Ahmad Khan.
Hindu militancy in the Punjab and
colonial simplifications of Sikhism
as a sub-sect of Hinduism gave
rise to a codified and distinct neo-
Sikh identity through Lakshman
Singh’s “Singh Sabha movement”
and other Khalsa Panth associa-
tions, culminating, in 1897, in
Khan Singh Nabha’s famous pam-
phlet, Ham Hindu Nahin (We Are
Not Hindus).

These new caste, religious and
national identities were not mu-
tually exclusive or conflicting
until their later politicisation. The
prospect of constitutional reform lay
at the root of community politicisa-
tion and polarisation. The formation
of the Muslim League in 1906
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sprang from UP ashraf (elite Mus-
lim) insecurities in the aftermath of
Hindu domination of municipali-
ties and local councils. The Hindu
Mahasabha (1915) was a product
of Punjabi Hindu insecurities after
the introduction of separate elector-
ates neutralised their dominance in
local bodies, and due to fears of co-
lonial bias toward Muslims. The
Akaii Dal came up in 1920 because
of Sikh disappeintment at being
awarded only a tiny fraction of Pro-
vincial Council seats by the Reform
Act of 1919, It was also this act,
which enabled the Justice Party (pre-
cursor to the Dravidian movement
in the Madras Presidency) to mobi-

For India, the sizeable
Muslim population was
simultaneously an
uncomfortable reality
to square up to as
well as ‘proof’ of the
illegitimacy of the two-
nation theory.

lise on behalf of the “Tamil Nad for
Tamilians” demand.

Such manifestations of ethnici-
ty-based politics were subsumed, by
the time of independence, within
larger processes. In the end game of
empire, why did ‘nationalism’, rep-
resented by the Muslim League and
Congress, triumph over calls for a
Tamil Eelam, Khalistan, Purba Pa-
kistan, Pakhtunistan, Nagaland
etc.? Talbot explains this in terms of
the relative strengths of these iden-
tities. The Congress was relatively
“unique in its grassroots support
and organisational strength”. The
Muslim League, despite weak or-
ganisation, was able to demonstrate
its strength in the 1946 provincial
clections through the lethal mar-
riage of ‘elite communalism” and
‘popular communalism’, abruptly
transforming Jinnah into the “sole
spokesman” of the millat at the ex-
pense of the more accommodative
Muslim politics of Punjab Unionist

Party. In the closing stages of the
Pakistan struggle, the assertion of
[slam’s civilisational incompatibil-
ity with Hinduism was also a ma-
jor factor in mobilising mass sup-
port. In contrast, Akali demands for
a Sikhistan/Khalistan, ran into Brit-
ish resitance, owing to what Talbot
calls colonial “attachment to the
concept of a United India”. Besides,
unlike the Congress and the League,
Akali Dal remained perpetually di-
vided by faction and region. “Fron-
tier Gandhi” Khan Abdul Ghaffar
Khan's demand for a Pakhtun state,
while enjoying broad support in the
Pushto Northwest, failed to register
its presence in the 1946 hustings,
inter alin because it was ‘desert-
ed’ by long-time ally, the Con-
gress. In the Madras Presidency,
E V Ramswamy Naicker’s Dravi-
da Nad vision was also outrightly
rejected because of the complica-
tions it posed for an all-India set-
tlement between the Congress
and the League, and because the
Congress penetrated this constit-
vency of non-Brahmin Tamil-
speaking Vellalas. Many other re-
gional, ethno-national and lin-
guistic minorities” demands ‘lost’
in 1947. However, they were by
no means extinguished, and car-
ried over unfinished agendas to
independent India and Pakistan.

ldentity reconfigurations

Partition affected perceptions in In-
dia of what was, despite Pakistan,
the world’s largest Muslim commu-
nity. Were Indian Muslims ‘left be-
hind’? Had they chosen to stay
back? Did geography and the quirk
of historical circumstance prevent
them from joining their 30 million co-
religionists? For India, the sizeable
Muslim population was simulta-
neously an uncomfortable reality to
square up to as well as ‘proof’ of
the illegitimacy of the two-nation -
theory. The mass migration and
massacres in August 1947 created
a “refugee constituency” for Hindu
nationalists and widespread hostil-
ity towards Muslims in North In-
dia. Within the Congress, while
Nehru personally strove for a “sec-
ular-progressive India” as the an-
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tithesis of ‘reactionary Islamic Pa-
kistan’, the party still had a strident
anti-Muslim segment, particularly
at the state level. UP chief minister
Govind Ballabh Pant was one of the
first Congress luminaries to publicly
question the Muslim community’s
“loyalty to India”. After the ‘Con-
gress system’ crossed the limit of un-
popularity and anti-incumbency by
1989, the BJP rose to prominence de-
claring, “India would be strong only
if it acknowledged the genius of its
Hindu culture”.

Besides the rise and broader ac-
ceptance of Hindutva, another big
identity remoulding in contempo-
rary India has been the rise of Other
Backward Castes (OBC). Affirma-
tive action teok a new turn with the
1989 extension of reservation in gov-
ernment employment and educa-
tion to ‘backward castes’. This, a la
‘positive discrimination” of the Brit-
ish Raj, gave a fillip to new collec-
tive self-consciousness among myr-
iad jatis (castes) and sub-jatis,
which were previously passive in
defining themselves. Today, a mul-
titude of identities straddles across
modern India. To some, Hindu and
Indian have become coterminous.
To others, caste identities matter as
primary categories for locating
themselves. One billion Indians in-
habit, in Shashi Tharoor’s words,
“one billion Indias”.

The Pakistani state was less suc-
cessful in adjusting to diversity, es-
sentially due to lack of democratic
institutions, according to Talbot.
Pakistan had to deal with nation
building from scratch. Most Muslim
League stalwarts had migrated
from the United Provinces and
lacked legitimacy in West and East
Pakistan. A vice-regal tradition, in-
herited from the Raj’s “West Punja-
bi police state”, was neatly trans-
ferred to the army and bureaucracy
after 1947 in the absence of civilian
challenge. An unrepresentative
body politic put paid to Jinnah's
express desire for a loose federal
structure and a secular non-ideo-
logical state. The effects of Islamisa-
tion and centralisation on an ethni-
cally plural society were disastrous
for Pakistani unity in the long-
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term. A Pakistaniat that abrasive-
ly pushed Sunni-Shia, Deobandi-
Bareivi and Punjabi-nen-Punjabi
differences under the carpet in the
name of a monolithic, unitary and
theocratic state (especially under
Zia-ul-Haq, 1977-1988) owed
much to the country’s depolitici-
sation and poor institutional
growth in civil society.
Pakistani nationalism demo-
nised ‘Hindu India’ just as many in
India coined self-images of being
‘that which is not Pakistani’. But
this reactive neighbour baiting
failed to cut ice among all the cthnic
constituents and proved an entire-
ly inadequate basis for constructing
a national community. In India, Hin-

The effects of
Islamisation and
centralisation on an
ethnically plural society
were disastrous for
Pakistani unity in the
long-term,

du communal portrayat of Muslims
as lustful and barbaric did not car-
ry significant weight beyond the
Gangetic Plain. In Pakistan, testified
by Baloch leader Sherbaz Mazari,
jingoistic anti-Indian politics found
no purchase in Balochistan, Sindh
and NWFP. Three full-scale wars
and a quasi-war two years ago
have kept the flame of a threaten-
ing Indian behemoth alive but
also diverted resources into what
historian Ayesha Jalal has la-
belled “political economy of de-
tence”. Regional economic dis-
parities have intensified the feel-
ing of a state striving for ‘[Punjabi-
sation’ and given rise to a ‘Kalash-
nikov culture’ represented by
movements like the Muttahida
Qaumi Movement (MQM) in Kara-
chi. Altaf Hussain’s “secondary
state” is as much an unhealed sore
of partition as it is a reaction
to what Talbot calls “the formal
state’s inability to tackle socio-
economic problems or provide

law and order”.

Sub-nationalism

National, communal and ethnic en-
ergies have erupted into violent anti-
state insurgencies since the end of
the 1960s in both India and Paki-
stan, prompting speculations of
fragmentation and “declining na-
tion-states”. In the earlier period,
India co-opted Tamil sub-national-
ism by creating tinguistic states in
1956 and ‘domesticating’ the Dra-
vidian movement, while Pakistan
dealt with the Pakhtunistan de-
mand by bringing in Pushtun na-
tionalists inte the army and bureau-
cracy. But Bangladesh, mohajir na-
tionalism, Khalistan and Kashmir
have torn the myths of enforceable
pan-Indian or pan-Pakistani na-
tionalism. The road to the division
of Pakistan is reminiscent of Hin-
du-Muslim estrangement in colo-
nial North India. Sustained Benga-
li marginalisation in Pakistani af-
fairs began in 1952, and assumed
proportions that convinced rising
stars like Mujibur Rahman that East
Pakistan was being colonially ex-
ploited. The extent of Bengali dis-
enchantment was proportionate to
the dominance of the Punjabi estab-
lishment in Isiamabad. Talbot sees
cvidence of a refusal to learn from
history in the Pakistani state’s han-
dling of mohajir militancy since the
mid-1980s.

In the case of the Khalistan in-
surgency (1984-1992), Indian au-
thorities refused to address the un-
derlying problem of Sikh ethno-na-
tionalism. Initially, both the militant
leader Jarnail Singh Bhindran-
wale and the Akali Dal called for
greater autonomy within the In-
dian Union. Uneven distribution
of Green Revolution prosperity,
the rise of the Khalsa religious or-
thodoxy in response to “wheat-
whisky culture” and Sikh insecu-
rity following influx of Hindu land-
less labourers from UP and Bihar
constituted the general background
to rising Sikh demands for “fairer
treatment” by the centre. But in the
face of the central government’s pal-
pable lack of sincerity, the call for
autonomy graduated inte vieclent
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sccessionism. India’s much trum-
peted asset, democracy, proved its
undoing, because the prime minis-
ter Indira Gandhi cultivated Bhin-
dranwale in a bid to unseat the Con-
gress party’s Punjab rivals, the Aka-
li moderates. Operation Bluestar (5
June 1984), Mrs. Gandhi’'s assassi-
nation and the anti-Sikh riots in Del-
hi reopened bottled-up ghosts of
zuim and ghathighara {massacre).
Militancy in Punjab was abetted by
more than the obvious ‘foreign
hand’, Pakistan, as Sikh diasporas
in Britain and North America remit-
ted large donations to the Khalistan
cause as a demonstration of “poli-
tics of the homeland”. If Punjab was
saved for India, it was thanks to fac-
tionalism among militants and etfi-
cient but abusive counter-insurgen-
cy, whose blisters continue to haunt
the celebrated ideal of a ‘multi-eth-
nic democracy’.

The Kashmir insurgency from
1989 has been an even greater chal-
lenge to Indian unity. It is undeni-
able that New Dethi mismanaged
Kashmiri sensitivities and rigged
polls in the state, and clung to un-
representative and unpopular sa-
traps and irked an increasingly lit-
erate and upwardly mobile Kash-
miri society. Tronically, Kashmir has
entered popular Indian perception
as an inter-country dispute, where-
as the roots of Kashmiri disatfection
lay in centre-state disharmony with-
in the Indian Union. A “mailed fist”
strategy of wiping out terrorists has
yielded counter-productive results
unlike in Punjab and the counter-
insurgency is yet to claim even pro-
pagandistic ‘normalcy’.

In the final analysis, Talbot sa-
gacious advice to India and Paki-
stan, struggling against seemingly
insuperable challenges of militant

identities, is to “replace politics of
confrontation with politics of ac-
commodation”. Easier said than
done, but if the import of this sim-
ple yet profound prescription is im-
bibed even in iotas by decision-
makers in Delhi and Islamabad,
it will go a long way in resolving
some fundamental antinomies and
threats to their respective societies
and nationhoods. From the stylistic
point of view, what stands out mem-
orably is Talbot’s deft disentangling
and intermeshing of contemporary
and historical phenomena. Barring
a few factual and descriptive inac-
curacies, Tnoenting the Nation is a
major historical account of the sub-
continentaj identity voyage of the
last two centuries and a unique one
in crossing the Rubicon of 1947 and
updating the narrative to present-
day India and Pakistan. A

The Great Indian
Newspaper Revolution

papers were once the poor cous

ins of their English counterparts.
But in the last quarter of the past
century, these ‘lower castes’ began
coming into their own, and now
enjoy considerable clout. Robin Jef-
frey’s Indin’s Newspaper Revolution
is about how these language pa-
pers—the Eeaadu’s and the Punjab
Kesari’s—have become an important
part of life for a vast constituency of
Indians. But more importantly, it is
about the forces that are at play be-
hind the making of a newspaper.

In India, regional language news

The print economy

The advertiser looms large in Jef-
frey’s work. The obvious fact is that
it is advertisement revenues, and
not any missionary zeal, that drive
most newspapers. Newspaper pro-
prietors are constantly in search of
advertisers, to whom they flaunt
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readership figures and the buying
capacity of their readers, “1 sell my
news and views to the reader, and |
sell my readers to the advertisers,”
Jeffrey quotes the managing direc-
tor of a Marathi newspaper.

For decades after Indian Inde-
pendence, advertisements were the
preserve of the English language
papers. Advertisers felt that only
English readers had the disposable
income and purchasing power. But
much has changed since then. As
local Janguage papers burgeoned,
and their reach and quality im-
proved, natjonal advertisers came
to realise the value of the regional
market and adapted toit. So the well-
established local language papers
had it good both ways—from the
national advertisers as well as the
local advertisers. Jeffrey cites the ex-
ample of the Telugu daily, Eenadu,
which broke new ground in seek-

ing out new advertisers and kinds
of advertisements. It introduced the
concept of “district dailies” (tabloid
inserts, each focusing on a single
district}, which helped the paper
develop a readership in small-town
and rural Andhra Pradesh. This
also created a new breed of small
Jocal advertisers.

By the early 1990s, EFenadu had
thousands of its marketing people
going from door to door to push the
virtues of advertising. The effect was
sometimes comical. An Andhra
farmer mourned the death of a stud
bull in a full page ad. Local adver-
tising, indeed, had arrived. Eenmdu
then went on to do matrimonials,
real estate ads, obituary notices, and
anniversaries. Notes Jetfrey: “Obit-
uaries required delicate negotiations
with the deceased’s relatives and
friends... obituaries had added re-
ward because various ceremonies
after the funeral might also be ad-
vertised. A single death, uniting a
notable deceased with an energetic
Eenadu agent, could even generate a
sixteen-page supplement. Sales-
agent banter included speculation
about how many pages of obituary-
supplement a particular politician
might be worth.”







Review

As for matrimonials, Jeffrey says,
“Matrimonial advertisements, solic-
ited in consultation with wedding
photographers, could be extended
into a regular earner by keeping
track of anniversaries and birth of
children... Eenadu in Vijayawada
kept much of this information on
computer and fed details regularly
to its agents. Able salespersons kept
their own notes and reminded po-
tential advertisers in time to take an
ad to celebrate a wedding anniver-
sary, a birth or a birthday.” And it
was not merely Eenadu which was
breaking new ground in advertis-
ing. Up north, Punjab Kesari, “the
largest circulated Hindi daily”,
started putting out lottery ads and
classifieds.

Advertisements have come to
rule the roost, and is in no way con-
sidered “useless” as Mohandas
Gandhi had regarded them. The
other Congress leader, Jawaharlal
Nehru, too, was suspicious of mak-
ing “people buy things they do not
want”, and seems to have got it right
when he said advertisers “manipu-
late the manipulators”. But the fact
of the matter is that the print media-
advertisement nexus is an inexora-
ble one. Advertising has taken news-
papers to the remoter nooks, turned
readers into consumers, and given
locals a paper of their own, one
which apparently carries their own
views or those they can easily iden-
tify with.

Extending Tentacles
Things were very different for the
language papers before the late
1970s. It was both a technical and
economic struggle, and it needed a
particular set of “technical, politi-
cal and economic circumstances” to
fuel the newspaper revelution in a
country with 19 official languages
and 10 major scripts, and where
half the population did not know
how to read or write. For many
vears, the prohibitive costs of
printing in different scripts stunted
the growth of the language press.
By the 1980s, however, things had
changed dramatically.

The newspaper revolution be-
gan with the arrival of new print-
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ing technology. Printing in the In-
dian languages was never easy, as
the Indian scripts proved to be un-
wieldy for the Guttenberg press. As
Indian scripts have a symbol for
every spoken word, the number of
characters required ran into the
hundreds. While a printer’s “case”
for an English font would censist of
80 “compartments” (for 26 upper-
case and 26 lower-case letters, and
numerals from zero to nine, as well
as punctuation marks), the “case”
for an Indian language font had to
consist of a minimum of 300-400
compartments, To create type in In-
dian scripts meant a great deal of
effort and money.

India’s Newspaper
Revolution: Capitalism,
Politics and the Indian
Language Press, 1977-99
by Robin Jeffrey
Oxforg University Press, New Delhi, 2000
Price: INR 545, Pages: xviii+234
ISBN: 019 5653982 0

reviewed by Shanuf V.C.

The new combination of off-set
press and computer finally gave
Indian scripts the visibility of its
Roman counterpart. Ironically
enough, Indira Gandhi’s Emergen-
cy (1975-77), set up a situation that
transformed the language press for-
ever. The censorship of Emergency
created insipid newspapers and fall-
ing readership, but when it ended,
the curiosity level had risen so high
that proprietors started looking at
the newspaper business as a poten-
tially profitable one. It helped that
by the late 1970s, there were millions
of Indians with relatives abroad
who repatriated money and ideas.
For its part, the Indian government
began to ease controls, which meant
that printing equipment could now
be imported. This “liberated” the

Indian script. By the 1990s, the situ-
ation had changed so dramatically
that villages which bad rarely ever
seen the face of a newspaper, found
it arriving by the early morning bus.
The publication centres themselves
were no longer confined to state cap-
itals; like the post office and hospi-
tal, a newspaper office became a
landmark in small towns.

With the ‘locals’ on the way to
being hooked, the next step was to
localise the content of the paper. As
proprietors began competing for
readers by spreading into the ‘sub-
urbs’, it became apparent that read-
ers wanted to know more about
their locality in a language that they
could understand and enjoy. While
national and international news
still held an important place, it was
in the area of local news that news-
papers made giant strides. Hun-
dreds of stringers were hired, with
the result that unlike in the earlier
days, when news from the remoter
districts came to be carried days af-
ter an event, now it saw the light
of day the very next morning.
Local events thereby acquired as
much importance as major nation-
al events. At the very beginning of
the boaok, Jeffrey recounts a conver-
sation with an Andhra Circle In-
spector who says that “newspapers
have made the police’s job more dif-
ficult. Once if one policeman went
to a village, the people were afraid.
Now, six police may go to a village
and people are not afraid. Newspa-
pers have made them know that the
police are not supposed to beat
them.” “I'll go to the newspapers”
has by now become a common
enough threat.

‘Indian’ owners

Compared to other countries, the
ownership paitern of Indian-lan-
guage is quite diverse. These own-
ers, Jeffrey says, are the “linchpins
of the Indian state” who connect
their regions to India, and India to
their regions. But national integra-
tion is not their primary objective,
rather it is profit and influence that
these regional newspaper owners
seek. As their newspapers’ reach
grew, most of the proprietors who
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were once traders with printing
presses, transformed themselves
into capitalists, and began enjoying
tremendous influence among poli-
ticians and bureaucrats. In much the
same way that advertisers began ac-
knowledging the purchasing pow-
er of Indian-language readers, poli-
ticians realised that their vote banks
were being swayed by what news-
papers wrote.

The diversity of ownership
stems from the diversity of Indian
languages. While in theory it might
seem workable that an owner could
run a paper outside his area, in
practice, this threw up hurdles in a
business that “depended on lan-
guage and local knowledge”. As a
consequence, smaller proprietors
could not be gobbled up by the big
fish. And since there were several
players in the market, newspapers
could carry a wider variety of news
and views, something so essential
to a democracy.

This, of course, could have giv-
en rise to the possibility of centrifu-
gal and secessionist tendencies in a
country of so many different cul-
tures. That this did not take place,
and instead the press traversed the
other direction of promoting and
strengthening Indian unity, was
partly due to the self-image of the
proprietors. Writes the author: “The
twenty or thirty owners of the larg-
est newspapers in Indian languag-
es saw themselves as members of an
Indian elite. As capitalists in a diffi-
cult industry on which India’s chaf-
ing economic controls had often
impinged, they frequently banded
together to defend their interests.
Moreover, ...they basked in the in-
fluence they increasingly wielded in
New Delhi and the deference and
respect shown them by national bu-
reaucrats and politicians.” Own-
ers were also impelled by the re-
alisation that profitable newspa-
pers needed national and multi-
national advertisers.

But this is not to suggest that In-
dian-language newspapers only
propagated the legitimacy of the In-
dian state. Far from it. The content
was also “subtly local”, and, in
some cases, proprietors have sup-

ported political parties and move-
ments opposed to the central gov-
ernment. Even so, they were always
subliminally pushing “the legitima-
cy of an Indian state and an Indian
nation”. All the papers use nation-
al news agencies to report “Indian
weather, Indian cricket, Indian
stock-market prices and Indian pol-
itics” and forever remind readers
editorially that they are Indians first
and foremost.

Jeffrey makes the important point
that the secessionist movements in
Punjab, Kashmir and the Northeast
owe much to the underdevelopment
of local capitalism and the absence
of successful newspapers. He cites
the case of Assam, where, in the
mid-1990s, the ratio of Assamese-
language daily papers to Assamese
speakers was about 11 per 1000,
whereas the national average was
three times greater. And in the small-
er northeastern states, there are no
newspapers big enough to find men-
tion in the Press and Advertisers” Year-
book, the holy book of naticnal ad-
vertisers. Kashmir, too, had done
without long-standing dailies,
while in Punjab, the most success-
ful Indian state in terms of capital-
ist agriculture, an established daily
press in Gurmukhi (the script in
which Punjabi is written) evolved
only lately. Says Jeffrey: “The plac-
es where the newspaper revolution
did not begin in the 1970s were
more likely to produce challenges
to the Indian state. In such places,
the absence of thrusting, capitalist-
run, India-focused daily newspa-
pers meant that a large number of
people did not have the sense each
morning that they were sharing over
their newspaper the experience of
India with tens of millions like them-
selves.”

Content and profile

The proprietors of course call the
shots, but it is the editors and re-
porters who shape what goes into a
newspaper. There was a time when
Indian-language editors were pow-
erless, given the government’s ex-
clusive preoccupation with English
papers. But now they have come to
exercise immense influence. Jeffrey

quotes the resident editor of the Hin-
di-language Punjab Kesari, Ash-
wini Kumar, who recatled a phone
call from the prime minister: “So
[Prime Minister Narasimha Rao]
rang me up. He said, '[ read your
editorial... How can you say [I've
not achieved anything]?... I want
to tell you that 1 have done this, I
have done that.” “This is [a] very
important thing. Earlier, the pol-
iticians never used to do this with
Hindi editors.” This exchange be-
tween the editor and the prime
minister is a reflection of the sta-
tus and prestige the Indian-lan-
guage journalists have acquired.
Unfortunately, there is a down-
side to this success of the “lan-
guage press”. As “gatekeepers”,
local editors and reporters are
also liable to carry their prejudic-
es, biases and ulterior motives
into the newspapers. Jeffrey cites
the instance of the police firing
in Ayodhya after Hindu zealots
razed the 16™ century mosque there:
“In the most bizarre example a gate-
keeper of Swatantra Bharat, a Hindi
daily, inserted a handwritten "1"—
on the offset plate—in front of ‘15’
in a front-page headline to inflate
the number said to have been killed
in police firing...”

Meanwhile, with newspapers
reaching out to newer territories and
readers, the number of journalists
and stringers have grown exponen-
tially. Jeffrey notes that the average
number of journalists per newspa-
per was up from about 15 in the ear-
ly 1960s to 40 in the 1990s. But di-
versity of social representation
leaves much to be desired. Dalits
and women remain quite peripher-
al to the press. Although Dalits con-
stitute 15 percent of the Indian pop-
ulation (totalling roughly 150 mil-
Hon) in the 1990s, barely a handful
worked as reporters or sub-editors,
leave alone as editors in all of India. -
Stories about Dalits therefore lacked
the insight that a Dalit journalist
could have given.

As for women, Jeffrey points out
that in the 1990s, they held about
eight percent of the jobs in Indian
newspapers, and were constantly at
the receiving end of “conservatism

HIMAL 14/9 September 2001



and gender bias”. It was easy to
deny jobs to women on the ground
that they “marry and leave”. In
what is surely the most striking trav-
esty, Vanitha, a Malayalam wom-
en’s magazine, had only one wom-
an working in its editorial staff. A
woman journalist’s task, the male
establishment concluded, ought to
be fiction and soft stories on art and
culture. And working in small-town
papers was seen to be precisely
what ‘respectable’ women ought not
to be doing, because these papers
were associated with the “owner-
trader-politician-criminal nexus”.
The presence of woman also called
for special ‘infrastructural” chang-
es. Thus a time came when the Mar-
athi newspaper Sakal’s office could
no longer do with simply a “staff
toilet’. And its management even
decided to have flower vases, to per-
haps acknowledge the presence of
six women journalists on the staff.

Controlling the power of print
The power of the printed word is
such that there are always forces
trying to control it. In the newspa-
per world, Jeffrey contends, the con-
test for control takes place in two
broad areas. The first is between the
newspaper and the state, with the
state attempting to rein in newspa-
pers ostensibly to protect citizens by
preventing outrageous and harmful
matter from being published. The
other area of conflict involves indi-
viduals seeking to control publica-
tions, and journalists trying to eke
benefits on the basis of their control
over reportage of news.

The first case of running a news-
paper in the state’s threatening pres-
ence, Jeffrey likens to dancing with
a bear—"distance and formality are
essential, for one partner at least”.
Jeffrey says Indian newspapers
have been waltzing with the bear
for two centuries. In the second case,
the individuals trying to influence
a paper’s editorial policies could
represent any of a number of inter-
ests—radical politics, criminal lob-
bies, advertisers, politicians or busi-
nessmen,

Other than these two bread ar-
eas of contest, two other types of
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control too are at work. Newspapers
obviously try to influence the read-
ers, and proprietors try to make
newspapers their mouthpieces. The
contest between the journalist and
the proprietor is constant—"jour-
nalists want to determine the nature
of what they produce”, while the
proprietors want the newspaper to
reflect their own requirements with
the refrain “whose newspaper is it
anyway"”. 50 with the various equa-
tions of control over newspapers,
such as governments seeking to in-
terpret what is good or bad for the
readers, or with politicians, insur-
gents and criminals attempting to

Jeffrey makes the
important point that
the secessionist move-
ments in Punjab,
Kashmir and the
Northeast owe much
to the underdevelop-
ment of local capital-
ism and the absence
of successtul
newspapers.

get the newspaper to tell their ver-
sion of an event, it is a challenging,
game for proprietors and journalists,
themselves often working at cross
purposes, In some cases, if a propri-
etor or journalist does not toe the line
of a particular pressure group, it
could even mean physical harm,
while the rewards from playing
along, could be significant.

Jeffrey highlights the fact that the
expansion of capitalism in India is
best reflected in its newspaper in-
dustry—"the development of Indi-
an-language newspapers provides
a thermometer for taking the temper-
ature of Indian capitalism”. Accord-
ing to Jeffrey, the Indian newspaper
industry, with its unceasing woo-
ing of advertisers and other players
in the market, has borne out the
worst fears of India’s freedom fight-
ers, that of “ceasing to be a mission

and becoming a trade”.

But at the same time, as Jeffrey is
quick to reminds us, the Indian-lan-
guage papers have triggered a “mil-
lion mutinies” by carrying the voic-
es of millions of Indians rebelling
against their circumstances. News-
papers give space to more and more
people to “air grievances, demand
remedies and organise action”,
However, such public-spirited ac-
tivity need not always be liberal.
Such activities also bear the capaci-
ty to promote biases and communal
behaviour. Just as a public park can
be occupied by all kinds of elements,
a newspaper is a vehicle of differ-
ent views and news. But whatever
may be the case, it is obviously im-
portant to safeguard this “free-
speech public sphere” from censor-
ship.

Looking into the future, Jeffrey
dwells briefly on television and its
impact on print’s future. Citing the
case of the United States, he points
out that surveys have shown that
two-thirds of households with tele-
vision sets also bought newspapers,
while less than a third of non-TV
households were newspaper sub-
scribers. He believes that the ‘lan-
guage’ newspapers will be able to
adapt and ride the television revo-
lution, The future of print journal-
ism is assured, he says, simply be-
cause the growth of literacy in Indi-
an languages is “slow, unstoppa-
ble and immense”. Although in
terms of advertising revenue, it is
television that has a larger share, the
fact that advertising volumes con-
tinue to rise, suggest that Indian-
language papers will not lose their
share of advertising any time soon,
particularly as advertisers become
more “ethnocentric”.

Jeffrey’s work on the language
press’ is grounded in meticulous re-
search and hard analysis of a trend
that will become even more vital for
India and South Asia. This is in-
deed a path breaking study from the
Australian scholar, whose ability to
marshal an argument with a rich
mixture of information and anec-
dote has ensured that it is more than
just an academic tome strictly meant

for the arcane world of research. 2
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