














COMMENTARY

ith Pervez Musharraf's legitimacy and support

A People’s Movement, now,
base crumbling, Pakistan's parties in the

W opposition plan a concerted attempt to restore

democracy. A Peopie’s Movement is what's needed,
nothing less.

In Pakistan’s tryst with long periods of military rule,
elected civilian governmenis have appeared as mere
aberrations. None of the dictators were ousted due to
popular pressure — General Yahya Khan replaced Field
Marshal Ayub Khan; it was the humiliating defeat in
Bangladesh that ended Yahya's tenure; and Zia Ul-Hag’s
death in a mysterious air crash paved the way for a
democratic interlude. The supremacy of the Pakistan Army
as an institution has largely gone unchallenged, and the
politicians remain meek when dealing with the generals.
The broad pattern of Pakistani politics will not change in
the absence of a mass upsurge.

On 14 May, Benazir Bhutto and Mian Nawaz Sharif
agreed to launch a joint campaign to restore democracy
in Pakistan. They signed the Charter of Democracy, labeled
as a historic document that would change the complexion
of the state. The document promises to subordinate the
military to civilian control, vest executive authority in the
prime minister, and ensure independence of the judiciary.
The two leaders also demanded that the 1973
Constitution be restored, and free and fair elections
conducted under a national government.

Sharit had once expressed his tascination for the
democratic culture in india, where political differences do
not usually translate into personal animosity, and
contrasted it to the situation in Pakistan. Indeed, Bhutto
and Sharif were not on talking terms through the 1990s,
and each spared no effort to use the state machinery to
target the other while in power. Both have been accused
of significant corruption: Bhutto looked the other way for
her husband, who spent eight years in jail; Sharif,
meanwhile, was sent into exile in lieu of serving extensive
prison time for tax evasion and ‘terrorism and hijacking'. It
is this bitter past that makes the agreement between the
two leaders, out of sheer necessity if not ideological
commitment, a significant event. It is this unity that
promises to give a fresh lease of life to the Alliance for
Restoration of Democracy (ARD), which has been
struggling to mobilise people against the Musharraf
regime for more than five years. The ARD, which is
comprised of Bhutto's Pakistan People’'s Party (PPP)
and Sharif’'s Pakistan Muslim League {Nawaz), along with
other smaller outtits, is expected to ratify the Charter in
early July.

The Charter is comprehensive in scope and ambition,
and provides a framework to remedy the structural flaw in
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for Pakistan

Pakistani politics that has left duly elected democratic
governments at the mercy of the corps commanders
headquartered in Rawalpindi. The parties have not
presented an agenda replete with rhetoric, but a document
that delineates how they plan to transform the political
system. At the same time, the Charter is flexible enough to
leave enough room for future negotiations. The promise to
introduce provincial autonomy is an attempt to inciude
leaders like Sardar Bugti of Balochistan in the agitation;
but given the differences between the PPP and PML(N), as
well as between the mainstream and regional leaders, it
is not surprising that the document leaves the matter open-
ended. There are other complex issues — the demand for
the restoration of the 1973 Constitution, as it existed before
the coup, ignores the grave distortions that had already
crept in because of amendments introduced by Zia and,
later, by Sharif himself.

These ambiguities, however, pale in light of Pervez
Musharraf's troubles. The general’s worry about his
popularity is most clearly reflected in his ploy to get re-
elected for a second term by the same assemblies that
elected him five years back, in gross violation of both the
letter and spirit of the Constitution. White Musharraf's
political legitimacy was always questionable, his
performance has also taken a battering in recent months.
The macro-economic indicators may appear deceptively
stable, but living standards are dismal. The military is
bogged down in Waziristan, even while the Balochistan
crisis, the Kalabagh Dam controversy and demand for
provincial autonomy remain contentious issues.

There are reports of fissures developing among the
general's loyalists. The recent US attack on innocent
civilians in Bajaur Agency fueled suspicion and anger
against the regime's foreign policy stance. President
Musharraf is also finding it increasingly difficult to continue
his balancing act of being feted as a champion of the ‘war
against terror’, while clandestinely keeping channels of
communication open with several jehadi groups.

Long road

In the wake of this newfound energy among the political
actors, and the president's relatively weak position, it is
tempting to conclude that democracy is around the corner
in Pakistan. However, that would be putting the cart before
the horse. Remember that the Charter was signed in
London, where Bhutto is based. Sharif lives closer to home,
but in Saudi Arabia. Their last meeting, in early June, took
place in Dubai. While proclamations can be made from
intemational capitals, a movement cannot be triggered from

" afar. Until the two top political leaders return to Pakistan

and mobilise people at the ground level, the military will
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have no reason to be overly perturbed.

There is a slight practical problem though: President
Musharraf has already announced that Bhutto would be
arrested on corruption charges as scon as she arrives,
while Sharif will not be allowed to retumn, as per an earlier
political understanding he had with the army. We believe
such threats needs a two-pronged response from the
democratic forces in Pakistan. First, build up a mass
campaign against the regime in the absence of the two
leaders; at the same time, Bhutto and Sharif, taking into
account local realities, must prepare to return. Mass
sentiment is betier triggered from a Lahore prison rather
than from plush palatial bungalows overseas.

An important reason why these leaders need to plan
a decisive movement soon is because elections for the
National and Provincial Assemblies are scheduled for
next year. Claiming that free and fair elections are not
possible under the present dispensation, the parties
have demanded the formation of a caretaker national
government. Legitimate as the contention may be, it
must be understood that the only way to see it through
is by generating enough pressure so that the
government is forced to buckle. if the ARD is unable to
do that before the polls, it will either have to opt out of the
elections or reconcile itself to contesting under the
military’s supervision.

The task of organising such a mass struggle is

indeed a major challenge in a fractured polity like Pakistan.
One of the reasons why there has not been an effective
campaign against the military over the past few years isthe
mutual suspicion between the PPP and PML(N) workers.
Will the adoption of the Charter by the two leaders be enough
to change attitudes? The heterogeneous nature and
aspirations of various groups in Pakistan means that unless
the two main parties create an all-inclusive agitation that
accommodates conflicting interests, the agitation will not
pick up momentum. The stand of the right-wing Islamist
parties, especially Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal {MMA), which
has an impressive strength on the streets, will be important
in this regard.

For far too long, Pakistani politicians have either blamed
the army or the ‘international community’ {read: the US) for
the democracy deficit. However clichéd as it may seem, itis
undeniable that once the people are on the streels asserting
their rights, very little can stop this powerful force. While there
have been a few civil-society groups and polfitical activists
who have consistently fought for democracy, the country has
never witnessed a true People’s Movement that seeks to
transform the structure of politics — placing the politicians in
the seat of power in Pakistan, the army in the barracks, and
declaring the people as supreme. The words of the Faiz
Ahmed Faiz ballad for freedom “Hum Dekhenge’, as sung
once by lgbal Bano against the dictatorship of Gen Zia, need
to finally be given their due in Pakistan. 2

Task for Rajapakse, Prabhakaran

Colombo government and the Liberation Tigers

of Tamit Eelam (LTTE) prefer to project themselves
as victims of a war forced upon them. In all the incidents
of the past weeks, including the claymore mine attack on
a civilian bus in Kebbitigollawa, the gruesome murder of
a Tamii family in Mannar District on 8 June, the shocking
killing of civilians in Jaffna District, and the bombing of a
church compound in the north, the government and LTTE
accused each other of outrages while denying their own
cuipability.

The horrific bus bembing, where an unprecedented
number of civilians died or were wounded, could have
been the LTTE’s way of retaliating for the difficulties in
which it finds itself. The organisation is bitter at the ban
slapped on it by the European Unien, which has made it
an outcast in the world’'s most influential countries. Some
of the Tamil Tigers’ leading cadres have been killed in
recent weeks by subversive forces of which the
government denies having any knowledge, and a large
number of pro-LTTE civilians have also been Killed in
brutal fashion.

The new phase of warfare in Sri Lanka is likely to be

Q s Sri Lanka spirals violently downwards, both the
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very costly to
civilians. Killings are
already taking place on
a regular basis
in the northeast,
for which any
responsibility is
denied. As a result, all
political activity in the
region has come to a
halt, as people live in
mortal fear of getting
on the wrong side of
the gun carried by any one of several forces. Amidst all of
this, the targeting of international NGO workers is a new
phenomenon that has affected their relief activities. And
the northeast is where these agencies are most needed.

Civilians living outside the northeast are also in danger
from the LTTE's violent agenda. Meanwhile, the
government is not above threatening peace activists who
argue for a negotiated political solution. A parliamentary
committee is presently investigating NGOs deemed to
be threats to national security. In the days ahead,
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organisations critical of the government and the LTTE are
likely to be mare cautious in the work they do.

The path out of this vicious quagmire is mare or less
clear, but there is no one to take it. There is no dispute on
what needs to be done by the governmentand the LTTE, as
per clear guidelines set out by the peace process ‘co-
chairs’, the EU, Japan, Norway and the United States. They
ask the belligerents to renounce viclence as a tool of conflict
resoldtion. and also call for far-reaching political reforms
for which the state would have to make concessions. This
is what peace activists of Sri Lanka have been demanding
all atong. but it does not look as if the warring parties are in

| India
Salwa Judum's zufumr

onsider this. 172 out of the 600 districts in India

are affected hy the presence of Naxalites. More

than 1400 people have heen killed in Naxalite-
related violence aver the past year-and-a-half. The entire
tribal belt from Bihar to Andhra Pradesh — which includes
Jharkhand, Qrissa, Madhya Pradesh, Chhatlisgarh, as well
as parts of Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka —
faces an active ultra-left rebellion. Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh has termed this the largest threat to
national security in the country.

There is no easy answer to Naxalism. When an armed
group decides to fight the state, it is opting out of the social
contract and the political arrangement at which demaocratic
society has arrived. Does a stale then deal withthem as a
force outside the terms of the contract and, in the process,
sacrifice basic liberties and values? Or do you engage
and seek to bring them into the mainstream without
compromising bas:c rights?a

Over the past year, the state government of Chhattisgarh
in central India, with ample support from the opposition
parties, has encouraged an anti-Naxalite force called the
Salwa Judum (Campaign for Peace). The authorities would
have everyone believe that this group is an example
of ‘spontaneous’ and ‘voluntary’ activism by victims of
Maoist violence.

A study published in early June by the Independent
Citizen's Initiative, comprised of prominent academics.
activists and joumalists, points to a different reality. Reports
the group: "The Chhattisgarh administration appears tc
have ‘outsourced’ law and order to an unaccountable,
undisciplined and amorphous group.” The state has
appointed more than 3000 so-called 'special police
officers’. among them minors, who have been handed
303 rifles. This support of vigilante action has viclated
every canon of the law, and in pitting tribal against tribal it
has exacerbated the conflict.

Besides polarising the locals, this privatisation of the
task of tackling an insurgency has further militarised local
society, and an all-pervading fear now dogs the region.

a moaod to fisten to the imperatives of peace. The situation
locks grim in Sri Lanka.

To repeat: the government of Mahinda Rajapakse must
acknowledge the need for changes in the country’s
constitutional structures so as to address minority Tamil
grievances. At the same time, it must provide full
explanation 1o the majority Sinhala population so that there
is receptivity to change. Onthe other hand. the LTTE must
transform from a military-led formation to a political
organisation. For the sake of a population suddenly
shoved back into the jaws of war, this is what is required
of Mahinda Rajapakse and Velupillai Prabhakaran.

Leadership of Salwa Judum has passed on to criminal
elerments beyand the government's control. Nearly 50,000
people have been displaced from their homes. There is
revenge and retribution in the air — Salwa Judum activists
kill anyone remotely suspected of ties to the Maoists; in
reprisal, the rebels attack Salwa Judum members.
Innacents are crushed in the crossfire.

The abdication of responsibility by the state has been
morally flawed and strategically imprudent. Far from
engineering a societal reaction against the Maoists. the
state’s responsibility should extend to controlling even
genuinely spontaneous vigilante action. There is no
alternative for the state than to promote legal recourse
against Naxalite violence. What the Chhattisgarh
authorities have done. instead. is astounding in its
foolhardiness, for it is bound to result in a swelling of the
rebel ranks.

Take a look at the development indices of Dantewara in
southern Chhattisgarh, which has emerged as the hub of
Naxalite activity and the Salwa Judum response. There
are no schools in 700 out of the 1220 villages: only 59
vilages have health centres: and 84 percent of the tribals
are marginal farmers barely eking out an existence.
Combine this with the agrarian crisis overtaking all of india
and the Ioss of tribal control over natural resources, and
the causes behind the Naxalite expansion is clear.

Its certainly a difficult task, but there is no getting around
the iogic of the argument that unti! the state takes up its
responsibility of ensuring livelihoods, the Maoist rebellion
will continue in one form or another. Meanwhile. how ¢
respond to rebellions already ongoing? Both the Centre
and state governments must engage with the Naxalites.
because talking to them at different levels s the only way
to moderate them.,

The last thing the state should do in tackling ultra-left
violence is to arm vigilantes. If you love the villagers, do not
do that.

* zulurm: Urdu for grievous injustice
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a monumental preblem it faced with
digitally sorting its texts. By
standardising the electronic Nepali
script, the Pustakalaya has now
cleared the way for any number of
future Nepali-language computing
applicaticns.

Why are such crucial projects being
spearheaded by such small
organisations? “Both big and small
companies are in the business of
making money,” notes Tancem
Ahmed, Ankur's founder. “But in
general, people love their language.
Many now believe a language will
become obsolete and lost in the near
future unless it is supported in the
digital media.”

REGION

The future is by rail

Along with the feel-good openings of
several new (or restarted) India-
Pakistan crossborder train and bus
links in recent months, rumours have
been swirling of New Delhi's desire
to put down several more permanent,
physical connections elsewhere in the
neighbourhoeod, to the north and east.

Although India’s rail network was
once the world’s most extensive,
politics have plaved a negative role
over the past half-century, and most
international links have been left to
rust. New train plans would be in
addition to the Sindh-Rajasthan Thar
Express, which restarted regular
service this past February between
Munabao and Khokrapar.

Just as Indo-Bhutani relations look
to be incrementally strengthened with
the imminent commissioning of the
massive Tala hydro-clectric project,
New Delhi recently agreed to help
Bhutan create its first crossborder
railway linkage. Five potential
crossing points have been identified,
two in West Bengal and three in
Assam, and construction is expected
to begin in 2007.

Lalu Prasad Yadav’s Railway
Ministry has drawn up plans to
vastly expand the country’s

Bholu, the Indian Railways mascot
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current 63,140 km of tracks into a
Jarger network that would eventually
connect directly with Southeast Asia,
by way of both Bangladesh and
Burma. Although railway
connections historically cxisted
between India and Bangladesh, only
two are currently used - on an
intermittent basis for cargo only.
Yadav's expansionist dreams are
also receiving a boost from the private
sector. At an inaugural meeting in
carly June, the Indian and Bangladeshi
chambers of commerce agreed to push
New Delhi and Dhaka for increased
container trade between the two
countries, as well as for a resumption
of the Calcutta-Dhaka passenger train
service as quickly as possible.
According to the current raitway
budget, funding has also bcen
requested for several new lines in the
Northeast, including ore in Manipur
between Jiribam and Imphal, which
is one of two feasible Indo-Burmese
rail connection possibilities. Reports
this spring had stated that the Railway
Ministry had recommended extending
that line to the border at Moreh, as
well as onward to Kalay-Segyi in
Burma. In addition, the ministry has
floated the possibility of rebuilding
an old Burmese line that runs between
Segviand Chaungu Myochaung,.
Insofar as Nepal is concerned, a
World Bank project has already
commissioned a large (some say over-
sized) inland cargo depot at the
Raxaul-Birganj border point. India is
presently engaged in a roads-and-
railway project to upgrade highways
on both sides of the Nepal-India Tarai
border. At the same time, Indian
Railways is converting its choti fine
metre-gauge lines along the Nepal
border to broad-gauge, and extending
them when they do not exist right up
to the berder, including two
points in the west and one in
the east.
' At a time when the
' mainstream pressisall
s excited about the
spread of air travel, it
seems a more silent
but more people- and trade-
friendly transportation is

S1X

e b happening by rail.

REGION

Public intellectuals,
hegging to differ

Dear Pratap bhai, began one letter,
signing oft with, I remain, your friend
and adniirer, Yogendra Yadao.

Dear Yogendra bliai, responded the
other, ending the note with, with grea!
adntiration, Praiap Bhan Mehia,

Two Delhi-based social scientists
have stood outin the din of facctious
argumentation over the government's
decision to extend reservations to the
Other Backward Castes (OBCs) in
central educational institutions.
Narrowed down to a matter of ‘merit’
vs ‘social justice’, those agitating
against reservations refused to
recognise that meritis up to a pointa
socially constructed category. Those
rooting for reservations were quick
to label anyone else as ‘casteist’, bent
on perpetuating discrimination.

Political theorist Pratap Bhanu
Mehta, who resigned as a member
of the National Knowledge
Commission over the issue, stood up
to point out what he said were flaws
in the government’s proposal.
Political scientist Yogendra Yadav,
who has been seeking alternative
mechanisms for affirmative action,
begged to differ. When the twe
engaged in an exchange in the public
realm, they lifted the level of debate
with their rigour, depth and grace.

In  his widely published
resignation letter, Mehta criticised the
government for: not respecting the
principle of freedom of academic
institutions; making caste the sole
detertninant of a person’sidentity; not
taking into account the qualitative
difference between the discrimination
faced by the Dalits and by the OBCs;
and closing the possibility of a more
intelligent and targeted affirmative-
action programme.

Yadav's riposte was cqually
convincing. While admiring Mehta for
standing up to political power, and
agreeing with him about the need to
creatively devise mechanisms for
social justice, he argued that, when left
free, clite institutions have rarely
devised any serious measurce of
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affitmative action. “More often than
not, radical measures of social justice
result from state intervention, that koo
from the top,” he peinted cut. Yadas
remarked on how the campaign
against reservations had morphed into
one against the idea of social justice.
Mehta teek this public exercise still
further. He said his argument left
enpugh room for the state to enact
radical  policies,  but
intelligently, Attempting to tind
common ground, he wrote to Yaday:
“Perhaps [ trust society toomuch, but

maore

perhaps vou trust the state too much,
and good historical sense requires
being warv of both in appropriate
measure.”

With
influenced key strands ot politics
throughout Southasia, this exchange
between two l'espm‘tful scholars

affirmative action having

indicates the importance of that rare
breed the  ‘public
intellectual”. Here were two such,

known as

using the pulpit to engage in the
public sphere to comment on an
issue of contempoerary concern, and
argue nuanced positions in order to
influence the public discourse.

i
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Lot
Drunk man talking

Film stars have a way of putting shoe
squarely in mouth, such as when
Madhuri Dixit told a Kathmandu press
meet that Nepal and India were, like,
the same country. This time it was
Feroze Khan, the star from the ecarlv
1980s, who decided to pontificale on
state issues and nation-building. In
Pakistan for the premiere ot Taj Malial,
only the second Hindi film te have
been released in the country in 40
years, an inebriated Khan launched
into a tirade against Pakistan and its
creation.

Sample this of Khan's talk: “Tama
proud I[ndian. India is a secular
country, Muslims there are making
lots of progress. OQur president is a
Muslim, prime minister a Sikh.
Pakistan was made in the name of
Islam, but look how the Mushms are
killing each other.”
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His remarks were considered so
inappropriate for the accasion that
Bollvwood colleagues fed by Mahesh
Bhatt were quick to distance
themseives, You may have dismissed
itas the ramblings of a drunken, spent
star, but trust the Bharatiya Janata
Party back in India toissue a statement
praising [Khan as a “nationalist
Muslim” and congratulating him for
“showing courage to praise India in
Pakistan™
feven in his incbriated state, so he

. Tronic, considering Khan

does deserve some consideration) was
lauding India’s secular credentials,
which the B has worked hard
to destrov

Perver Musharraf, too, might have
decided to leave wetl enough alone.
But then he decided to order abanon
Khan's future entryinto Pakistan. The
Daily Tinws of Lahore, stunned by the
president’s personal directive, wrote,

Yet again, Nathula!

It’s time to go
_ home, Feroze

“What good would it do us to makoe
him o bigger celebrity when we
shouldnt even have the time to think
twice about him?”

Oh well, we hear that the audience
in Lahore enjoved the romance of

Shah Jahan and Mumtaz Mahal.

It has been on-and-off for a long time now, but the anclent Indo-Tibetan
trade route through Nathula —the pass that the Dalai Lama took during
his escape into India — finally looks set to reepen atter more than three
decades. The unveiling was initialy slated for last October, but was
delayed due to hesitaney in Beijing, ostensibly to builtd up more trade-
and tourism-related infrastracture on the Tibetan side.

Having heard the talk of opening many times now, the locals of
Sikkim are sceptical. “Fuen if there s trade, it will he limited to
crossborder communities like in Cttaranchal,
from Siliguri, the commercial hub that weuald reap the maximum
advantage if trade were to flourish between Lhasa and Calcutta.

For the moment, the trader is probably right, Despite beginning
construction on some new infrastructure at nearby Sherathang on the
Sikkim side — including new customs, postal and banking offices - the
setup on the Tibetan side is quite rudimentary. still more importantly,

" savs a pessimistic trader

the road itself is hardly fit for any greater usage.

Less than a month before the intended opening, the Indian Armv's
Border Reads Organisation announs od that it had been commissioned
tolay a tull-scale, INTR 2,000 crore trade read, With that work notexpected
to be completed until 2011 at the carliest, however, Sikkim state officials
spem content to let the action at the border remain as “border trade
oniy”. Meanwhile, the army has propose d that crossborder trade “should
be mndudvd only thrice a week, so it does not hamper tourist
movement.” Despite all of these glitches, there is no doubt that, slowly
but surely, the Nathula route w 1H become an important trade route of
Southasia. An earlier studyv com missioned by Gangtok had suggested
that, by 2015, tr ade through Nathula could reach USD 2.8 billion per
year, For now it has to be conceded, however, as the Siliguri tr ader
'_wumjested that “the trade will only raise highway dust in Sikkim, and

i
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do little else.”
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MEPAL

During his power-play in Kathmandu,
King Gvanendra certainly did try to
tarniish Nepal’s reputation as an open,
friendly place. Even as the press was
muzzled and civil liberties were
tossed out the window, the royal
government order
crackdowns specifcally on those who
came to the country as refugecs.

For the estimated 23,000 Tibetan
and 106,000 Bhutani refugees
currently hosted by Nepal, last
October Gvanendra decided to cut off
what little freedom they may have
had. The roval regime suddenly ceased
issuing fravel documents and exit
permits to refugees. This was just the
nature of an autocratic regime, but the
action against the Tibetans also had
to do with the king trving to usc
the ‘China card’ to shore up his
regime. Beijing, incidentally, was
not impressed.

saw fit to

With the resumption of democracy,

Nepal is suddenly more open both
socially and politically. On 20 June,

which happened to be Woreld Refugee
Day, the government restarted
issuing exit permits to Tibetans.
Without the funding necessary for
long-term stays, the Tibetan Refugee
Transit Centre in Kathmandu had
been growing significantly more
cramped in recent months, as new
refugees arrived from the north but
none was able to leave to the south
for India and Dharamsala. Now itcan
go back to being a ‘transit’ centre
rather than a boarding house.

NEPAL

On 12 June, militants shot and killed
at point-blank range cight Nepali
labourers working in Yaripura,
Kashmir. The incident reminded
many of a similar tragedy two years
ago, when 12 Nepali workers in [rag
were executed by extremist militants,
allowing for the instigation of
violent anti-Muslim protests in
Kathmandu. The lack of reaction

among the Kathmandu

intelligentsia to the latest
Kashmir killings begs a
number of questions.

The attack happened as
follows: on the afternoon of
12 June, heavily armed
militants came to a brick kiln
in Yaripura. They ordered
evervone out, demanding the
separation of Kashmiris from
The
‘outsiders” were then lined up
and shot. Fight labourers
were killed, four
additional victims were taken
to the hespital in critical

non-Kashmiris.

while

condition,
All eight killed and three

Nepali Foreign Ministry official: "Every
year poor King Jigme sends us an
anniversary cake, and then I remember,
it is World Refugee Day again!”

Rajesh KC in 7he Kathmandu Post
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of the wounded were Nepalis
from Govindapur village in
the eastern Nepal Tarai,
warking  Tor INR 100
aday. Their tamilies are poor
and illiterate, members of the
Mushahar community.
While political partics
in Kashmir have been quick
to denounce the killings,

repeating that “no religion allows the
killing of the innocent”, where is the
condemnation from Nepal - from the
press, officials or civil society?

The Kathmandu government itself
has said surprisingly little, other than
toorder its Deihi embassy to “conduct
the necessary investigations”.
Perhaps, in the return to democracy,
Nepal is focused on other matters. Or
perhaps, inthese heady times, nobody
wants the burden of responding to a
tragedy befalling a ‘backward’
community from the Tarai plains.
Could this be the way towards
a ‘new Nepal’ that everyone scems to
want to create?

REGIGN

First we had Doctors without Borders
(Medecins Sans Fronticres), which
spawned a whole lot of other
‘_.without borders’, including
Reporters without Borders, as well as
this magazine's one-time slogan,
"Writing without borders’. Now,
there is the Psychosocial Assistance
withaut Borders (PAWB), which
the
psvchological needs of workers whao

seeks  to serve unmet
respond to erises, disasters and
complex emetgencies. Says Siddharth
Shah, the man who started PAWB:
“Many crisis responders, especiaily
those without formalised clinical
training, are under-prepared for the
physical destruction and emotional
anguish they witness. Thereis a need
for effective crisis counselling to
prevent burnout and vicarious
traumatisation.”

In December, at the invitation of
the ldara-c-Taleen-o-Agaht public trust,
three psychotherapists from PAWD
provided training to nearly 200
workers in the earthquake-affected
areas of "akistan. The following
maonth, the group worked with Sri
Lanka’s Foundation of Goodness in
responding to Tsunami destruction.
In February 2006, they trained “peace
volunteers” in India who tend to be at
risk of both physical attack and
psvehological fatigue during times of
social and ethnic strife.
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ANALYSIS

BGMEA

Inflation and the
garments worker

Bangladesh’s garment industry is constrained by competiticn
fram Chinese manufacturers, and the changes in
global demand for trousers, jackets, shirts and sweaters.

&y ZAHIN HASAN

he garments industry is by far Bangladesh's
| targest exporter, employing roughly two million
people, and accounting for 80 percent of the
economy's foreign-exchange earnings. For years,
these workers have accepted a precarious existence,
working long hours for less than USD 1 a day. Over
the last year, however, rapid inflation in food prices
has made their wages unlivable.

Beginning on 23 May, rioting workers in and around
Dhaka torched several garment factories and
vandalised many more. The press responded to the
rioting by flaying factory owners, both local and foreign,
for exploiting their workers. The owners in turn pleaded
with the government to restore law and order. After
deploying security personnel to protect factories from
vandalism, on 31 May the government established an
official commission to review minimum wages in the
garment industry. The move was subsequently
endorsed by representatives of both workers and
factory owners in a memorandum of understanding
signed 12 June.

Violent protests may have waned, but the fact is
that the garment industry is in crisis. In an industry
that is healthy, most companies make a margin high
enough to pay their workers a wage that is mutually

acceptable to both the workers and employers. The
recent riots show that the Bangladeshi garment
industry is far from heaithy.

The root of the problem is inflation, which has
ultimately been fuelled by high international oil prices.
During fiscal year 2005 (July 2004 to June 2005),
Bangladesh imported crude petroleum and POL
(petroleum, oil and lubricants) worth USD 1.6 billion, a
price increase of 57 percent over FY2004. Final data
is not yet available for FY2006, which ended in
June, but a further increase in the oil import bill is
almost certain.

In 2005, the higher cost of oil imports put pressure
on foreign-exchange reserves and forced Dhaka to
allow the Taka to depreciate dramatically. This
immediately made imported foods more expensive.
Large volumes of subsidised diesel were smuggled to
India, creating a fuel shortage in border districts, and
forcing the government to increase retail fuel prices.
That hike subsequently increased the costs of
irrigation (the pumps run mostly on diesel) and
transportation (from field to market). As a result, food
prices have risen significantly over the last year.
Garment factory workers typically spend their entire
income on food and rent, and inflation has made their

situation desperate.

: . . . . T Worryingly, more inflation is

Exports of garments in major categories in USD milllons | expected. The new budget proposed

) i ) by the finance minister in early June

| Period Shirts Trousers Jackets T-shirts Sweaters | combines an unrealistically high

FY2001 1074 656 574 597 477 revenue target with a high level of

FY2002 871 637 412 546 518 | expenditure, arf1d is a formul? for

large fiscal deficits. In the short-

FY2003 1020 644 465 642 578 term, deficits fuel economic growth;

FY2004 117 1335 365 1062 616 | with a general election just around

FY2005 {est) 1053 1667 430 1349 893 | the corner, such growth-oriented

Change over ) Iihscelal potlicy ish hardly sfgrprilséng. ‘Itn

e long term, however, fiscal deficits

five years: 2% 154% -25% 126 % 87% | wil cagse even more inflation and
Table 1 more misery for workers.
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Losing to China

Average unit values of garments exports

The big question is whether the -
garment industry can afford to pay Woven Knitwear
higher wages. Before jJumping to any Garments : :
conclusions about this, we should Period | Value | Quantity |Unit value| Value |Quantity |Unit value
examine the industry’s (UsSD | {millions of (USD per|{ (USD of {millions {(USD per
performance statistics {see table 1). millions) dozens) dozen)! milions) dozens) dozen)
These figures show a clear trend:
the value of exported shirts and FY2001| 3364 71.48 47.06 1496 52.54 28.47
jackets has fallen over the last five Fy2002| 3125 77.05 40.56 | 1459 63.39 23.02
years, even though the other |[FY2003| 3258 82.83 39.33 1654 69.18 23.91
g T e od. A [FY2004| 3536 | 048 | 39707 2148 [ 0160 | 2345
usiness whose sales are stagnan ‘ |
or falling is seldom profitable.?:rom FY2005| 3598 92.26 39.00 2819 ; 120.13 23.47
this table, we can infer that most of | Falt in unit 3
the factories that have been unable |value over 5 years -17 % -18 %

to raise workers' wages are
probably those producing shirts and
jackets. They are proving unable to compete
globally — meaning, they are unable to compete with
Chinese manufacturers.

The trends in the average unit values of expcrted
garments (see lable 2 are very disturbing. Unit value
of garment exports (ie, the average export price of each
garment shipped) has gone down almost across the
board. This applies to woven garments (shirts, trousers
and jackets) as well as knitwear (T-shirts and sweaters).

Combining the information in the two tables gives
us a clear picture of what has been happening in the
industry. Over the last five years, knitwear factories
have had to cut their export prices to compete globally.
They have accomplished this by integrating backwards:
most of them now knit fabric as well as sewing it into
garments. By deing this, they are successfully
competing globally, and their export volumes — in value
as weil as quantity — are increasing.

Woven-garmenis factories have also had to cut their
export prices, but in the case of shirts and jackets,
they are still largely dependent on imparts of fabric
from China. This gives them twc huge disadvantages
over Chinese factories. First, fabrics take a month to
reach Bangladeshi factories from China (by sea),
whereas Chinese factories get the same materials within
a few days. This means the Chinese factories can ship
finished garments earlier and can command a higher
price. Buyers accept that earlier delivery merits a higher
price. Second, when defective fabric is received,
Bangladeshi factories must simply write it off as a loss:
it has already been imported and paid for by letter of
credit. Chinese factories, on the other hand, wouid
simply send defective fabric back to the textile mill
and gst it replaced for free.

Labour in China is more expensive than in
Bangladesh, but the advantages of quicker fabric
delivery and lower losses on defective fabric more than
offset the disadvantage of higher labour costs. That is
why buyers of shirts and jackets are getting better deals
in China — and why expoerts of woven garments from
Bangladesh are falling.

The implications are cminous for certain segments.

Table 2
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Three months from now, when, as expected, the
government wage commission recommends higher
minimum wages, most knitwear and trouser expcriers
will probably be able to raise wages; their business
appears to be fundamentally sound — or at least that
is what is implied by their growing export volumes. On
the other hand, shirt and jacket exporters have seen
their business shrink for the last five years, and are
prebably in no pasition to increase wages. There is a
high probability that raising minimum wages will force
many woven-garments factories out of business.

hrder uf the day

Though Bangladeshi shirt and jacket exporters are
unable to compete with China at present, they do have
two possible survival strategies. The first would be to
re-equip {(and re-train) themselves as trouser factories.
This is technically feasible, though it could not be
accomplished overnight. However, it would mean
starting from scratch, selling a new product to new
customers. it would also mean abandoning the shirt
and jacket customers overseas with whom they have
built up trust over the years.

The secend (and probably more realistic) strategy
is far the garment manufacturers to open sales offices
in Europe and the United States. Buyers have a feeling
of comfort in dealing with suppliers whom they can
contact anytime, without having to worry about varying
public holidays. weekends and time zanes. Garment
exporters who maintain sales offices abroad command
a higher price based on buyer comfort.

Maintaining even a two-person foreign sales office
would require an annual budget of about USD 200.000.
This is only affordable for a garment company that
exports over USD 20 million every year. As such. the
order of the day must be conselidation: small shirt
and jacket companies must merge to combine the
volumes of their factories and work together to have
representation overseas. If they do not, they will
probably be forced to ciose their businesses. At that
point, no amount of protesting will save the thousands
of jobs that will be lost.
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The incident forced the international community to realise that they have hitle or no role 1o play
ire re-convening Sri Lanka's peace process, and as this is writtzn they waill bie lonidng for an

honcurable exir.

the government of President Mahinda Rajapakse was
made in February in Geneva. Facilitated by the
Norwegian peace brokers, the two sides met there after
a three-year gap in direct talks. The immediate context
for the Geneva meeting was the increasing violations
of the CFA and the fears of a resumption of full-scale
war. In Geneva, the two sides agreed to renew their
commitment to honour the CFA fuily and to take
immediate steps to prevent future viclations. That
pledge was not kept, and within two weeks 5ri Lanka
had returned to violence, with each side blaming
the other.

The European Union's listing of the LTTE as a
terrorist entity on 29 May happened amidst an
increasing risk of full-scale hostilities. The decision
should come as no surprise, said the EU, given that
the LTTE had systematically ignored prior warnings.
The LTTE had disregarded the EU's repeated insistence
that the parties in Sri Lanka “show commitment and
responsibility towards the peace process, and refrain
from actions that could endanger a peaceful resclution
and political settlement of the confiict”.

The Usie shift

The meeting of the peace process co-chairs - the EU,
US, Nerway and Japan — which tock place a few days
later, biamed both Colombo and the LTTE fer the crisis,
and insisted that both parties take immediate steps to
“reverse the deteriorating situation and put the country
back on the road to peace”. The four demanded that
the LTTE re-enter the negotiating process, rencunce
terrorism and viclence, and "be willing to make the
political compremises necessary for a political solution
within a united Sri Lanka". The government, meanwhile,
was asked to address the legitimate grievances of the
Tamils, take steps to prevent acts of terrorism by
armed groups, and protect Tamil civilians throughout
the country.

Most importantly, the co-chairs insisted that
Colombo “show that it is ready to make the dramatic
political changes to bring about a new system of
governance which will enhance the rights of all
Sri Lankans” - with ‘dramatic political changes’
meaning federalist state reforms. This refers back to
the international consensus that federalism is
the only alternative to Tamil separatism and
Sinhalege unitarism.

If the co-chairs thought that by being ‘tough’ they

The United Nations might be the next in line to
get nvolved, though it is clear that it would do
so oaly raluctantly.
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could pressure the two sides back to the fable, it was
a short-lived hope. Responding to intense international
pressure, the LTTE agreed to meet with the government
delegation in Oslo on 8 June, and the two delegations
traveled there. Astoundingly, however, on the morning
that the talks were set to begin, the LTTE delegation.
led by its political head S P Thamilselvam, refused to
meet the government representatives — the explanation
being that the Rajapakse government had sent too
junior a delegation.

The government immediately recalled its team. The
nonplussed Norwegian facilitators sent a stern letter
to hoth the government and LTTE leaders, demanding
that they re-commit to the CFA and ensure the security
of the Sri Lanka Manitoring Mission (SLMM). The
incident forced the international community to realise
that they have little or no role to piay in re-convening
Sri Lanka's peace process, and as this is written they
will be looking for an henourable exit.

Why did the LTTE go back on their word?
Subsequent excuses aside, it appears that in Oslo
the rebels in fact implemented a major political decision
to terminate the peace process. In truth, this peace
process has been in crisis for the past three years,
and only intensified during the last six months in the
context of government change in Colombe.

Both the government and LTTE have repeatedly
expressed deep dissatisfaction, each for their own
reascns. The Rajapakse government came to power
in Nevember on a Sinhalese nationalist platform
promising the electorate that it would amend the CFA
and start a new process. The thinking of Colombe
politicos has been that the peace process, initiated
four years ago by the previous United National Front
government, accorded unnecessary legitimacy te the
LTTE. and gave the rebels concessions that placed
national security and sovereignty at risk. The LTTE's
negative assessment of the peace process,
meanwhile, is clearly based on the view that it has not
produced a favourable politicat outcome for them.

The EU ban appears to have provided the excuse
for the LTTE to bring the peace process to a political
end, without the need for an official announcement.
The 10 June Oslo announcement by S P Thamilselvam
was actuaily a step towards a unilateral path that the
LTTE ieadership seems intent in explering. This
unilateralism seems to entail either separating the EU
from Sri Lanka's peace process, or creating conditions
for the United Nations to engage in Sri Lanka under
new conditions of dramatically increasing violence.

New paradigm

As the 2002 peace process approaches what in all
likelihood is its final phase, Colombo. the LTTE and
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society, with a ‘war economy’ sustained by terror, taxation
and international post-conflict and post-Tsunami
reconstruction assistance. These trends point to the
possibility that the current conflict may also achieve a self-
sustaining momentum beyond ethnic minority grievances
as it has done in the past.

In this context, it is important to analyse the role of the
internationai community, which, though a set of apparently
external cbservers, has become intrinsically embedded
and intertwined in Sri Lanka’s conflict and peace process
over the past decade. Given the massive internaticnal aid
industry and bureaucracy in the country, the return of war
despite the best efforts of Norway raises fundamental
questions about their relevance and impact on
canflict transformation.

Arecent study of peace processes has noted that, of 38
internationally mediated peace efforts in the decade
between 18839-1999, 31 had returned to conflict within the
first few years. International assistance in low-intensity
armed conflicts and peace processes may either
ameliorate or become part of a renewed conflict cycle. As
such, the attempt here is to develop a structural analysis
of the three principal actors in SriLanka —the government
of SriLanka, the LTTE and the international community -
and their relationship, based on study of the political
economy of the international aid industry and bureaucracy.

51;
s;r

VA, pRACe and reoonst
IHusiTy

Nat toc far back, in 2003, Sri Lanka was projected in
international reconstruction and development conference
circles and media as a test case of 'liberal peace building
and reconstruction’. After the Norwegian-brokered
Ceasefire Agreement in 2002, three separate international
pledging conferences for Sri Lanka were held in Oslo,
Washington and Tokyo. The conferences ended with the
promise of USD 4 5billion for post-conflict reconstructicn.
Four co-chairs were appointed to Sri Lanka's peace
process —Norway, Japan, the EU and US. The World Bank,
having positioned itself to lead the expanding international
reconstruction industry and bureaucracy in the island,
was appointed custodian of the North East Reconstruction
Fund {(NERF).

Given donar emphasis on the privatisation of
development assistance, international consultants, private
companies and I/NGOs competed for lucrative
reconstruction contracts in Sri Lanka in the peace
interregnum — fram de-mining. to road building, tc peace
education and advertising. More recently, the December
2004 Asia Tsunami disaster drew a large number of
volunteers and technical experts, unfamiliar with local
languages, institutional structure and culture. Despite this.,

reconstruction has been painfully slow. primarity due to
the fact that the international aid industry has snatched
away local and regional ownership of the recovery
operation. This is in stark contrast to India and Thailand,
which refused most forms of international assistance after
the Tsunami, but are far ahead in the task of reconstruction.

Over the past half-century of war and natural disaster,
Sri Lanka's politicians and policymakers have developed
a culture of ‘aid dependency’, even though ground-tevel
facts point to the necessity of a different approach - the
country is no longer a least-developed county. has an
almost 90 percent literacy rate. a number of under and
unemployed graduates, and it exports technical skills
overseas. There are several questions that need to be
asked about the reconstruction effort: why is national
expertise marginalised in reconstruction? Do aid pledges
matenialise? And how much of the assistance actually
reaches the country or the communities affected by war.
natural disaster and poverty?

There have been few systematic reviews of donor
assistance and its impact. There is the Strategic Conflict
Assessment for Sri Lanka - commissioned and launched
by the World Bank, the Department for Internaticnal
Deveiopment of the UK {DFID}, the Asia Foundation and
other donors — that was recently released. That report did
not meet the need for a transparent analysis of the
assistance coming into Sri Lanka. Arguably much of the
aid pledged and disbursed for peace and reconstruction
in the country is ‘phantom aid', defined by the relief
organisation ActionAid as “aid that never materialises to
poor countries, butis instead diverted for other purposes
within the aid system” (see box).

In May 2008, the donor co-chairs estimated that of the
USD 4.5 billion pledged to SriLanka, USD 3.4 billion "had
been provided based on Tokyo pledges and Tsunami
funds, and more than 20 percent of that allacated to the
north and east, including LTTE-controlled areas”. No
disclosure is made of how much of this aid was in the form
of loans. Phantom aid in disaster situations, where the
usual development project safeguards are waived due to
an emergency situation, may be as high as 80-85 percent
of donor assistance. In this context, the fact that SriLanka's
aid absorption rate remains at around 17-20 percent while
donors continue to pledge ever-larger sums for
development assistance 1s not mysterious.

The international peace and development bureaucracy
in the past decade in Sri Lanka has clearly gained its own
self-sustaining mementum. This has happened at a time
when aid may become increasingly irrelevant in a world
where 'trade not aid is seen as the way forward,
particularly for countries that are no longer in the least-
developed category. The development bureaucracy

Given the massive intemational a
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Phantom aid

The international peace and development industry that
is by now entrenched in most parts of the gtobal South
is believed to be the fifth-largest industry in the world.
Conflict situations present significant ‘'opportunities for
growth' to international aid experts and bureaucracy,
exported from the Euro-American world to these
regions. However, the utility of this ever-growing donor
assistance to conflict-affected countries and
communities is an open question. At odds with local
development priorities, the international aid
bureaucracy is seen to have its own self-sustaining
logic that is increasingly irrelevant to either the poverty
or the conflict on the ground.

A June 2005 report on aid effectiveness by the relief
organisation ActionAid, titled “Real Aid: Making Aid
More Effective”, estimated that 61 percent of all

~ternationat donor assistance is 'Phantom aid’. As

requires and abserbs most of the aid targeted for
development, conflict resolution and poverty reduction.

Moreover, international humanitarian aid has become,
as one academic termed it, "a means without end™. lt tends
1o lack an exit strategy until the money runs out, is often
mistargeted. distorts the local economy, and aggravates
inequality, poverty and the underlying structures of a
conflict. In the long run, it develops aid dependency and
aggravates conflict. The conflicting parties often blame
each other for aid that never materialised. International
aid may increasingly morph into the war dynamic in the
conflict zones of the global South, even as it expands
through processes of bureaucratisation.

At the same time, it is important to note that that the
Norwegian mediators, who have often been heid
responsible for peace and reconstruction policy failures
that originate in the World Bank- and UN-centric
international development bureaucracy, are but a
miniscule part of the international peace and reconstruction
aid industry. Moreover, the Norwegian government that
came to power in 2005 decided not to partner with the
Bank in cases where structurat adjustment was required
as part of a peace and reconstruction package.

A bureaucratic peace

SriLanka's peace process has beentermed a 'no war, no
peace process. Arguably, the formalistic and ‘legal-
bureaucratic’ approach of international peace building and
reconstruction largely accounts for this phenomenon.
Consider, for instance, the resources, energy and experts
spent on legal drafts and re-drafts of an Interim Governing
Autharity for the North and East (ISGA), the World Bank's
North East Reconstruction Fund (NERF), Post Tsunami
Operational Mechanism {P-TOMS), three internationai
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opposed to ‘real aid’, phantom aid includes funds that
are: a) tied to goods and services from the donor
country: b} overpriced and ineffective technical
assistance - by far the largest category of phantom
aid, accounting for USD 13.8 billion; ¢} spent on
excess administration; d) poorly coordinated and high
transaction costs; ) aid double-counted as debt relief:
f) assistance not targeted for poverty reduction; g)
amounts spent on immigration-reiated costs in donor
countries, etc,

The report further notes that, “eighty cents of every
dollar of American aid is phantorn aid, largety
because it is so heavily tied to the purchase of US
goods and services, and because it is so badty
targeted at poor countries ... Just 11 percent of French
aid is real aid. France spends USD 2 billion of its aid
budget each year on Technical Assistance ... [n real
terms, the Norwegians are nearly 40 times more
generous per person than the Americans, and 4 times
more generous than the average Briten.”

donor pledging conferences, Muitilateral Needs
Assessments, and the hundreds of MolUs for large
infrastructure reconstruction projects in the past four years
for Sri Lanka. The internationalisaticn and
bureaucratisation of the peace process resuited in toe much
time spent on international development agendas,
conferences and timeframes that were often at odds with
the needs and priorities of those affected by the confiict.

This approach effectively eschews seeing track-one
peace building as a social process. It has stemmed from,
among other things. the large number of international
players and the peace and reconstruction bureaucracy in
the isiand, and the attendant coordination burden. Of
course, all three actors in the conflict and peace dynamics
in Sri Lanka — the LTTE (seduced by the tegal fiction of
‘equality or parity of the parties’), the Colombo government
and the international community bent on impiementing a
‘neo-liberal’ peace — have contributed to the legal
bureaucratic approach of peace building.

Arguably, the time spent on legalese would have been
better spent in the crealive implementation of actually
existing possibilities for power and resource sharing,
enshrined in the Constitution under the 13th Amendment,
and proper targeting of aid to improving the livelihoods of
communities from whom fighters are recruited. There has
also been a tendency to overburden an already over-
determined peace process by linking everything, including
natural disasters like the Tsunami (aid), ta power sharing.
There appears to be a need to de-link these issues
and have a more balanced approach to peace
and development.

The peace building approach of dialogue in various
international capitals, rather than analysis of substantive
issues and implementation at the ground level, seems to
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derive from Euro-American analytical frameworks that
privilege state-centric theories of conflict resolution,
developed out of Cold War inter-state conflict mediation
experience. However, intrastate conflicts where resource
and ethno-religious identity conflicts tend to be intertwined
and are often the outcome of post-colonial state building,
and require different approaches from peace builders.
They require engagement with social realties within the
country, and attention to internal complexities at the local
and sub-national levels. Where the challenge of
reconciliation is within countries, and between asymmetnic
parties {eg, state actors and non-state actors), peace
building necessitates a less legal-bureaucratic approach.

The emphasis on legal mechanisms and processes
has also obscured another picture closer to the ground -
the reality of the emergence and existence of a dirty war in
northeast Sri Lanka. The morphing of the peace process
into war is evident when we move away from formalistic
frames and focus on non-verbal speech acts — in other
words, when we ‘read between the said, the meant and
the done'.

In this context, adding another layer of international
bureaucracy in the form of Bill Clinton or some other UN
Envoy to Sri Lanka will only deflect from the focus on
substantive issues. Rather, a new peace process led
perhaps by the Norwegians would need to thin the
international aid bureaucracy and agencies, and focus on
substantive issues, including improving poverty reduction
among conflict and Tsunami-affected communities. In
short, an exit strategy, rather than extended time frames,
for aid is necessary for much of the international aid
industry in Sri Lanka. This would enable a more locally
owned and hence sustainable peace process.

The economics of peace
Though fisheries are arguably SniLanka's greatest natural
resource, given the unpolluted ocean and rich breeding
grounds that surround the country, international
development assistance over the decades has not focused
on the need to target and up-scale the fisheries sector for
poverty alleviation and conflict de-escalation in the north
or south. Throughout the peace process, the north and
east coastal fisheries communities continued a subsistence
economy. Sri Lanka's two main donors, Japan and
Norway, both have highly industrialised fisheries sectors.
The most influential number of combatants inthe LTTE
hail from impoverished coastal fisheries and rural
agricultural communities in the northeast. In fact, the LTTE
sank a Chinese fishing trawler perceived to be poaching
on local fishing grounds in 2003. To transform the conflict,
it is crucial to develop the fisheries sector and industry to
enable viable livelihoods for poor communities from which

fighters are recruited. The impoverished fishing
communities of the north and east and the socially
marginalised caste groups on the coast have been the
most radicalised in the years of conflict, and provide the
foot soldiers. The Tamil elites and Ve/ala or high castes
have tended to eschew the LTTE's brand of nationalism,
and the LTTE in turn has fought to overthrow the caste
hierarchy in Tamil society.

However, the post-conflict and post-Tsunami aid
industry experts have systematically overlooked the
importance of enabling sustainable livelihoods for such
impoverished communities. The Multilateral Needs
Assessment for Tokyo and the Tsunami Needs
Assessment study, conducted by the World Bank in
collaboration with the Asian Development Bank and
Japan's official aid agency, pegged the loss borne by the
tourism industry at USD 300 million, versus only USD 80
million for the fishing industry, even though fisheries
communities were far more affected. The researcher and
human rights scholar Vasuki Nesiah points out that the
ideological assumptions embedded in an assessment
methodology that rates a hotel bed bringing in USD 200 a
night as a greater loss than a fisherman bringing in USD
50 a month have far-reaching consequences.

With reconstruction measures predicated on this kind
of accounting, we are on a trajectory that empowers the
tourism industry to be an even more dominant player than
it was in the past, and, concomitantly, one that dis-
empowers and further marginalises the coastal poor. Many
have noted the bias towards big business and tourism in
the needs assessments of the multilateral agencies and
the government, where the up-scaling of fisheries
infrastructure is ignored.

The donor-people disconnect

For the first time since the conflict erupted 25 years ago,
coordinated grenade atlacks were carried out on three
international aid agencies in Sri Lanka recently. These
attacks were in the wake of widespread rumours of sexual
exploitation and harassment of local women by foreign
staff of INGOs in the Tsunami- and conflict-affected areas.
Local women were instructed not to work with international
agencies, which, it was claimed, were violating Tamil and
Muslim ‘culture’. There is a sense among common people
that the aid industry has not delivered, but rather consumed
and lived off the funds.

At the root of the critique of the aid industry is the fact
and perception of gross inequality between those who
came to help and the receivers of assistance, as well as
the erosion of basic humanitarian ethics and values evident
in the operational style of INGOs. What people see are
extravagant lifestyles, tack of transparency and increased

Should a relief agency such as the Red Cross have taken up long-term housing
construction given the absence of expertise and experience, simply because it had

managed to raise the funds?
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aid dependency, with a concomitant failure of donors to
deliver on projects. The fact remains that the majority of
large international aid agencies have not performed, and
even at times blocked, local philanthropists and the
business community, which did much of the work in the
—mediate aftermath of the Tsunami and have a far better
‘delivery rate’. Exit strategies and deadlines for the large
agencies also seem to have become anachronistic.

The attacks on aid agencies must be contextualised in
the broader setting. Militants who lack access to
information, technical critique and evaluations respond
to real and perceived corruption in the aid industry with
violence. Such attacks are a matter of great concern to
those who believe that competent intemational assistance
is necessary for conflict de-escalation and reconstruction.
Critics however fail to acknowledge and address the
zeneral disenchantment with international aid and INGOs
that has become widespread in the country since
the Tsunami.

The International Federation of the Red Cross {IFRC})
in Sri Lanka represents a case study of the manner in
which these agencies generate high expectations but fail
to deliver due to a host of reasens. Having raised almost
USD 2 billion for post-Tsunami reconstruction, 183
expatriate ‘'volunteers’ came to Sri Lanka, each worth over
USD 120,000 but with little technical expertise, knowledge
-f society, politics or culture, local languages or institutional
structures. Having pledged to reconstruct 15,000 houses,
it had built a mere 84 one year after the Tsunami. The
IFRC and the Sri Lanka Red Cross Society together make
up the largest pledged housing donor, and have set the
bar very low. The blame for this is placed on the
government's buffer zone policy or alternatively on the
condition of the Jand.

The latest government estimates are that 21 percent of
the required housing after the Tsunami is complete. That
means that several hundred thousand Sri Lankans are
still without permanent homes, by government estimates.
Some 33,000 families, or at least 150,000 people, remain
in transitional shelters. Others are living temporarily with
relatives or friends.

The Red Cross was given 67 plots of land, out of which
about a third had problems. But several questions arise:
why did it not build homes on the remaining fand? Should
a relief agency such as the Red Cross have taken up
ijong-term housing construction given the absence of
expertise and experience, simply because it had
managed to raise the funds? The Reconstruction and
Development Agency in Sri Lanka, unlike the government
of Tamil Nadu in India, has failed to evaluate the INGOs
and ask under-performing INGOs to leave the country, so
that others may help.

It is increasingly apparent that pnvatisation of post-
disaster reconstruction, given information asymmetnes and
endemic market imperfections in the sector, is a mistake.
As long as such a large, incompetent and costly
international bureaucracy remains in the island,
substantive and sustainable peace building and
development will be elusive. There is by now extensive
literature on how international peace building,
humanitarian and reconstruction assistance may
contribute to sustain low-intensity wars in Africa, Asia and
other parts of the global South, because such aid
constitutes a large and complex industry and bureaucracy
in itself and for itself There is a clear need for reform of the
international aid architecture and practices in the
context of what writer Naomi Klein has termed ‘disaster
capitalism’, to enable accountability to beneficiaries and
affected communities.

Neo-liberal aid

Even as the government and the LTTE are the principal
actors in the conflict, it would be naive to downplay the
role of the international community in the peace process
in Sri Lanka. The extent of international investment in Sri
Lanka's ‘peace and reconstruction’ has made official
acknowledgement of the return to war difficult. But the
peace process, in the best of times, enabled merely a
repressive tolerance. This was by nc means only due to
the inability of the two main armed actors to engage on
difficult issues — principalty the need to democratise the
LTTE and Colombe government, and to professionalise
and humanise the military. The international peace
builders colluded with the main acters in deferring the
core social, political and economic issues that structure
the dynamics of the conflict, in order to promcte a neo-
liberal economic reconstruction agenda that is integral to
the {phantom) aid industry.

With the wisdom of hindsight, this approach
undermined the Norwegian-brokered CFA. The promise
of USD 4.5 billion for reconstruction came with a policy
requirement of structural adjustments (SAPs), and
liberalisation favoured by the World Bank. Very littte of this
reached the communities affected by the disasters, and
from which the maijority of combatants are recruited. A
recent Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission Report notes on the
subject of child recruitment: *some underage children
freely volunteer to leave their families due to economic
reasons to join the LTTE.” Mis-targeted aid translated into
an economic bubble, a dramatic rise in the cost of living,
increased inequality and poverty in the communities from
which soldiers are recruited, and further erosion of the
welfare state. In a very short time, the government that
signed the peace agreement with the LTTE was voted out

The post-conflict and post-Tsunami aid industry experts have systematically
overfooked the importance of enahling sustainable livelihoods for impoverished

communities.
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The shroud of meritocracy

Wihenever clouds melt
A fewe droplets gt entangled i its loaoes
And as Hie sun brightens
Timy globides turn into glorious raiitboies,
— Amita Prajapati in £k Dal Hal Ped Ki

ne sixth of the human population has

no place in the greatest show onearth.

As in earlier FIFA World Cups,
~ withasians are once again mere spectators as
the show proceeds in Germany. Selection for
national football teams is not hamstrung with
reservations, positive discrimination or
affirmative action. And vet, none of the
‘meritorious’ vouths of the privileged classes
of Southasia cxcel in a game that requires
complete coordination between agility of the
body and alertness of the mind. Mavbe once
the quota tor Other Backward Castes (OBCs)
crcates redundancy among the “talented’
progenics of upper castes, some of them will
finally find their wayv te the sport stadiums.

[t has been a 1sz1(\1 that Southasians prefer
cricket to football for three reasons. Unlike in
the competitive sport of the plebeians, there
is very little chance of bodily contact in the
gentlemen’s game, hence almost no risk of
caste pollution. Cricket is a relaxed game,
morte suited to the termperament of the feisure
class. Compared to the dullest match on the
Tootball field, even a one-day contest on the
cricket pitch is a long-drawn affair. The third
distinction is the most pronounced. Cricket is
plaved in starched-white, a mark of nability
in hot and humid Southasia, where a premiom
is placed on the persona of those who wear
clothes dipped in Tinopal, the whitener
predecessor of heavilv-advertised Ujale.

The anti-reservation lobbyists like to tell
the story of Indian ericket teams that they
think thev have done their country proud.
Their that if
discrimination is o gooed, why not also have
reserved quotas for Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled [ribes (SC/5T%) and OBCx in the
natienal sports teams. This criticism should
be considered as a valid suggestion by the
Cricket Control Board of India, for it proves
the point that reservation, or the lack of it, has
very little impact on the quality of the game.

argument s positive
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There are other factors - social prestige,
pecuniary returns and cultural proclivities, for
example - that determine the performance of
plavers, be it in football or cricket.

Ruckus over reservations

The animosity towards reservations is as old
as its provision in the Indian Constitution.
Initially, quotas were fixed inadministration
to give a sense of worth to the outcastes of the
Hindu Varnashram. The elite interpreted it as
a gesture of magnanimity towards the
oppressed. Reformers explained the move as
a compuensation tor the wrongs of the past.
Both these versions sought to assert the
generosity of the upper castes. In reality,
reservations saved the twice-born from the
rage of the oppressed as the aspiring members
of SC/ST discovered that they tinally had a
stake in maintaining the status quo. If
discrimination of the past has to be truly
compensated for, southasia will have to be
ruled solely by untouchables and tribals tor
at least the next thousand vears. All that the
reservations have done is to pacify the
vanguard of the subjugated, a section of SC/
STs derided by the privileged castes as a
‘creamy laver”. They should be thanking this
section of emerging elite for the stability they
have given to the strite-prone and congenitally
wobbly Indian polity.

Howsoever reluc‘mnll)', reservations for
SC/STs were tolerated by the middle class.
Bereft of human and material resources, these
groups strugeled to benetit from affirmative-
action programmes, and those ot the higher
rank never considercd them as chaliengers.
Quotas for OBCs was an altogether difterent
matter. When the ‘Mandal Messiah”™ VvV P Singh
expanded the list of beneficiaries of positive
discrimination a decade ago, all hell broke
loose. Privileged classes denigrated him as the
person who will stand guilty of destroving
the calibre of Indian cducation and

sy fielding @
Jagjivan Ram
nere or a
Fakhruddin Ali
Ahmed there,
indira Gandhi
ranamed
unassailahle
until the
Emergency.
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is the investment being made by the US and India for a
close, long-term relationship, with security at its core.
akistan’s relationship with India must ultimately
adjust to the requirements of the developing indo-US
relationship on the one hand, and Pakistan’s own close
security relationship with the US on the other.

Herein, interestingly, is where the American link is a
source of weakness. The primacy of the securitv agenda
in alt of these mutual relationships — in the place of, say,
an economic development agenda, or even a “security-
through-development’ agenda - means that the parties
are free to play drawn-out games in other spheres, as
long as the core concern of the key protagonist is
respected. The two neighbours have a proven historical
ability of playing such drawn-out games. Pakistan,
the smaller party, probably outclasses India, having
plaved the game as a state-survival strategy for much
of its history,

Pakistan's military establishment, the country’s most
powerful political interest group, continues to regard
India as an existential threat. [t has mastered the art of
walking the tightrope between America’s long-term
{security engagement with India), and its short- to
medium-term interest in the ‘war against terrorism’.
The peace dance can be performed toa slow beat while
keeping the powder dry. Things can and do change - so0
the reasoning goes. The US might leave Pakistan toits
own devices, its objectives might be reined in, there
might be a regime collapse in Afghanistan, or a regime
change in Washington DC. American willingness to
underwrite the Pakistani military cushions the latter
from economic imperatives and political constituencies
for peace-making,

It's the sconomics

Scepticism aboul the current peace process does not
mean that economic normalisation is not inevitable.
There are tar stronger pravitational forces towards
nermalisation than even the might of the United States.
These forces have to do with the historical moment we
inhabit, in which the economic insulation of the India-
Pakistan boundary becomes more anomalous by the
day. There are few frontiers left in the world todav that
are as off-limits as this boundary line. The examples that
daspring to mind - North and South Korea, Israel and
some of its neighbours (Syria and Lebanon) - simply
confirm the mid-20th century vintage.

The Pakistan-India frontier is hound to be breached,
for the economic imperatives are just too
overwhelming. The rising volume of legal and
documented trade between the two countries, as well as
estimates of illegal and undocumented trade, attest to
this inevitability. The two econemies are not only
geopraphical neighbours, they operate at comparable
levels of technology, and share similar levels of
purchasing power, tastes and preferences. They are
natural candidates for market integration — something
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that is understood by economic players in both
countries, and by foreign multinationals.

Both India and Pakistan are developing their
cconomics in order to compete in plobal markets. Thev
operate in highly competitive sectors where market
share depends on small differences in margin. The
insulation of the twa economivs puts straing, ab imes
unbearable ones, on domestic consumers a nd
manufacturers alike, Ad hoe crossborder trades — such as
those in food commodity in erder to avert price Crises —
have become common. Pakistani manutacturers have
hecome strong proponents of the import of cheaper
Indian capital goods and raw materials. Major future
investments in the energy sectoer, and hence in all ather
sectors, hinge on political cooperation betwueen the two
countries. Tven if the lran-Pakistan-India gas pipeline s
biocked by the US, an alternative such as the
Turkmenistan-Afyhanistan-Pakistan-india gaslineis
also viable only if the Pakistan-India component
remains intact.

A continued posture of insulation will also become
increasingly difficult to sustainin terms of regulation.
There is political consensus in both countries towards
greater trade liberalisation. Economic players already
bypass regulation using a variety of means such as
third-country routing and cressborder smuggling, The
question is noet if, but when economic relations will be
notmalised. The fact that the current peace process is
driven largely by American security imperatives might
delay economic integration, but it will not stop it.

{pening up

‘Normal’ economic relations would ebviously mean
relatively open trade regimes between countries. The
governments have signalied their commitment to this
outcome by entering the South Asia Free Trade Area
(SAFTA) agreemoent, which came into force at the
beginning of this vear. Butin todav’s world of economic
wlobalisation, normal relations mean much more than
the litting of trade barriers.

Normalisation ultimately implies the development
of intra-industry trade across national boundaries,
harmonisation of economic activities, eCconOmic
governance, and joint and crossborder investment. The
contemporary trajectory of normalisation seeks a
seamless transition from trade liberalisation to all-
around market integration and institutional
coordination. The SAFTA agreement acknowledges this
realitv when it makes reference, under its Article 8, to
“macro-economic consultations”, “removal of barriers
o intra-SAARC investment”, and “rules for fair
compuetition”,

At the time of Partition, India and Pakistan had
initiated the processes of mutual cconomic dislocation
and inward-looking national economic development.
Increasing barriers to pconomic interaction between the
two countries led to a virtual state of insulation in the
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Those Pakistani individuals and groups
with existing connections and linkages
across borders will benefit greatly, often
at the expense of those who do not have
these connections.

international migration - facilitated by informal social
networks rather than formal systems — further eraded
the ‘centrol” the state might have exercised over the
process of economic development. [ntormal networks
not only persisted but also becarme more powerful, as
formal political channels of interest-representation were
frequently disrupted.

Bhar-bhai economy

What will closer economic interaction — or even market
integration — imply for these two economies with
divergent paths of institutional development? It is
fashionable in some quarters to hold forth that India’s
strength will ensure that Pakistan becomes an ecconomic
appendage. This is merely an acknowledgement of the
difference in the size of the twoe cconomies. Going
beyond the issue of size, some salient patterns are likely
to emerge.

Successful Indian players will end up having to rely
on the informal networks of their Pakistani counterparts
in order to make a success of their ventures in the
country — be they related to trade, investment or joint
production. The relative weakness of the institutions of
the modern state in Pakistan will ensure that only those
who are linked with existing social networks will make
progress in the first instance. The Indian economy, on the
other hand, is likely to be more open, in an anonymous
market sense, to Pakistani players. Individuals and
smaller corporate entities from Pakistan are likely to be
more successful in their access to Indian markets than are
their Indian counterparts. On the Indian side, major
companies will lead the way, at the expense of
individuals and small businesses.

Those Pakistani individuals and groups with existing
connections and linkages across berders will benefit
greatly, often at the expense of those who do not have
these connections. And those that have connections of
different types will prosper in different ways and
develop divergent interests vis-a-vis their Indian
counterparts. Economic players in the central 'unjab hub
arcund Lahore, for example, have had the opportunity
over the last 20 years or so of developing links with their
counterparts in the Indian states of Punjab, Haryana and
Delhi. These connections have received official
patronage at various times. In Karachi, on the other
hand, there are trading and entreprencurial groups
embedded in entire kinship communities with close
erossborder ties. These groups, including Muslim
Gujaratis, Kachhis and Memons, as well as segments of
the Urdu and Sindhi-speaking communities, have
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continuing kinship and business links in India.

Closer integration with India may open up inter-
regional linkages within and across the provinces of
Pakistan. Market integration or even market opening
will not happen in abstract anonymous terms, after all.
It will cecur through real interactions between real
cconamic players large and small, who in the Pakistani
context have social, ethnic, kinship and regional
identities. There may be conflicts between those wha
are direct and those who are second-round beneficiaries
of Indian connections, Impuortantly, there might also be
a divergence of interests among, those with Indian
connections — for example, between Lahore and Karachi
- and the possibility of inlernal market dislocation
alongside external market integratior.

These patterns will give rise to new opportunities as
well as new sources of tension and conflict. Political
entities on all sides will need to deal with issues with
tact and sensitivity. The success of Indian companties in
PPakistan and Pakistani individuals in India might give
rise to mutual resentment. Tensions within Pakistan
between regions and ethnic communities might also
lead to destabilisation, particularly considering the
relatively weak forums, when compared to India, for
representing regional interests,

These patential potholes do netimply that economic
integration is harmful, or indeed, that it can be stopped.
In general terms, the normalisation of economic
relations between India and Pakistan will be good for
both the economies, and for Southasia as well.
Moreover, attempts at delaying or stopping this
normalisation will become costlier with time, and will
divert attention away from the more urgent task of
political and institutional preparation necessary for
orderly economic integration.

Much of the running in terms of institutional
development will have to be done by Pakistan. H will
have to empower existing institutions of political
representation (Parliament, assemblics, political
partics, election commissions) at the national and
provincial levels, so that potential disputes can be
handled within the political process. Pakistan will also
need to strengthen formal state structures and use these
for the modernisation of social and economic relations.
Systems of property rights, trust, arbitration and
dispute resolution will need to move away from
traditional social structures and Fowards modern
citizenship.

These ‘nation-building” transitions and others that
were consonant with the post-celonial moment have
few active supporters in the era of globalisation. India,
however, will need to provide Pakistan with the space
and time it needs to make these necessary transitions. It
will require a robust, effective and unitfied modern state
as its partner in Pakistan if the process of economic
integration is to be managed successfully. Resisting the
ternptation to do anything clse will test India’s political
foresight and fortitude to the limit.
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Managing the arms

Without doubt, the CPN (Maoist) high command has taken
an extreme risk in the bid to reorient its political strategy,
both in terms of personal safety and protecting the gains
of the ‘revolution’. This has stemmed from its willingness
to submit to geopolitical reality, as well as the dawning
realisation that state power cannot be attained militarity.
For this reason, and their evident willingness to finaliy
abandon arms, the political parties have created space
for them in the national mainstream.

Yet, there is no need to be placatory beyond a point, for
the rebels did unleash a violent agenda on the people of
Nepal. Moreover, their claim to speak for the Nepali people
will only be tested once they go in for elections and the
people get to vote freely, without the looming threat of the
gun. The Maoist cadres need te undergo a rapid process
of ‘politicisation” so that they learn to function in open
society, without resorting to the threat of the pointed
muzzle. The parties must be allowed to penetrate the
districts beyond the headquarters, which they still are
unable to do due to the recalcitrance of the ground-level
rebel activists.

In this context, the big question today is how credible is
the Maoist willingness to submit to ‘arms management’,
and what is the exact procedure? And if commitment is
shown to be lacking, can the political parties hold off cn
the disbanding of Parliament? The Maoists need to
understand that other than their own fighters, militia and
cadre - their numbers yet to be ascertained — each and
every other Nepali citizen wants those rifles and pistols te
be handed in.

The entire disarmament exercise was labelled
‘management of arms’ in the 12-point agreement signed
between the Maoists and the SPA last November, the
roundabout language used to allow the rebel leadership
to ‘sell’ the idea gradually to its fighters. In private
conversation, some Maoist commanders have conceded
to the political leaders that they could not survive within
the organisation just yet if they went around talking of
demobilisaticn and decommissioning.

Over the course of a decade, young fighters have been
socialised inte the culture of violence. and for them a
decommissioning process would entail loss of prestige
power — and even income. Midlevel Maoist commanders
have assured some interlocutors that while they would be
willing to be confined in barracks, with guns available “cr
inspection to the UN, they cannot give up arms completely
because they do not trust the top brass of the Nepal Army.
The reluctance of fighters and militia members to hand
over their rifles may also be for fear of spontanecus
reprisals by villagers who have remained sullen and
subdued for much too long. If this is the case. then the
Kathmandu government must create the conditions where
such impromptu vigilantism is nipped in the bud.

't is & tact that the stability of the state
foliowing the People’s Movement was
possible only because the House was
resnstated,

There is no doubt that disarmament of Maoist fighters
is key to Nepal's future, even as every effort is made to
keep the Nepal Army under a tight leash and made
incapabie of further crushing democracy or fighting a ‘dirty
war'. The question is whether the leaders who today head
an armed group should show due humility towards political
activists who do not hold guns - given also the success of
the peaceful People's Movement, which had non-violent
Mauoist participation. Should a party that wants to submit to
multiparty politics push its agenda in the districts through
the sheer potential of armed intimidation? Furthermore, it
is crucial to understand that truly free and fair elections to
the constituent assembly will not be possible until the
voting public knows that the rebels will return to the villages
after the elections only as non-combatant sons and
daughters.

RE[)I’FESBHTE]HVE House

While to some the eight-point agreement of 17 June has
the flavour of excessive concessions, the ambiguities may
have been left there deliberately to provide ‘space’ for the
rebels. It could also be that Dahal and his lieutenant,
Baburam Bhattarai, have been talking in confidence not
only to Koirala, but also to Indian interlocutors and senior
UN officials. and that they may have provided believable
assurances about their transformation for peace. While
many believe that the return for disbanding the House
should have been a definitive announcement regarding
the rerunciation of violence, it might just be impossible for
the rebels to do so at this stage even if the intention is
there

As far as the Parliament is concerned, it is a fact that the
stabllity of the state following the Pecple’s Movement was
possible only because the House was reinstated. Simitarly,
Mternational recognition of the landmark legislative events
that followed only took place because it was done by the
House Against such a background, what is the ‘alternative
arrangement’ that could stand in for the revived Parliament
of elected representatives, and would such an entity ever
get the same legitimacy in the eyes of the people and the
world? If there is to be a compromise body, would it not
receive full credibility only when itis anointed by the House
before it disbands?

Without the legitimacy granted by such a process, how
can the donor community and foreign governments be
expected to come forward to the assistance of an
incongruous coalition government of political parties and

The very fact that the insurgents have abandoned their agenda of violent war can he

considered their majer concession.
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one voice in particular,
Nearly two decades ago,
it was that very same
recorded voice that had 1%

brought people together, - '
to listen with racing
pulses about fighting for
the freedom and dignity of Indian
Nepalis. That voice belonged to an
orator par excelfence, who grasped
the disaffection of his people and fired
their imaginations with a desire for a
separate state. They took up arms. It
was 1986. The man was Subash
Ghisingh, president of the Gorkha
National Liberation Front {GNLF).

In a strange way, this frontier
province has subsequently taken up
the character of a ‘no-man’s land'. In
fact, that term was popularised by the
GNLF, the area’s ruling party, when it
spearheaded the movement for a
separate state of Gorkhaland from
1986-88 to be carried out of West
Bengal. Besides the suspension of
elections, in November 2004 a
blustering Ghisingh demanded that
the hills be merged with Bangiadesh.
Six years earlier, he raised the
guestion of the region’'s “territorial
integrity” vis-a-vis the Indian
Constitution. Due toits sensitive border
location, nearby and faraway events
in these hills are habitually seen
through a lens of 'arger geo-politics,
adding to a peculiar cloak-and-dagger
atmosphere.

This peculiarity also explains the
reaction to the new Tibet train line.
Darjeeling is located so close to the
borders of China, Nepal and Bhutan,
that poticymakers in New Delhi have
long wanted to quash any potentia
trouble ~ particularly a separatist
movement. The view has
subsequently become entrenched
that this local strongman, Subash
Ghisingh, is and needs to remain as a
‘safe bet' for New Delhi and Calcutta.
The building of the new railway across
the border is seen in some Indian
intelligence circles as a new threat,
given that China would have a
{marginally) stronger presence in the
border regions. Without an amenabie
Ghisingh in Darjeeling, officials fear
that separatist demands would
resurface — and with the potential
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Starting in 1988, when
Ghisingh agreed to drop
the demand for
Gorkhaland, he has been
given free rein to run the
council.

Chinese ‘build up’ at the borders, they
cannot afford such a thing to happen.
Emphasising the new train's
rumblings in Darjeeling can thus be
seen as a shrewd political move on
Ghisingh's part.

The writer-rebel

Ghisingh was born into a tea warkers’
family in 1936. He joined the Indian
Armywhen hewas 17, although, for a
soldier, he was unusually fond of
painting and literature. Not
surprisingly, he was discharged after
five years. During a prolific writing
career that he gave up in 1876, he
wrote nearly 21 books, including
mediocre novels and poetry. On
turning from writing, he is said to have
explained that “the &sukfriis mightier
than the pen.”

Ghisingh was not the first to
demand self-rule for Darjeeling's hill
people. The issue was formally raised
with the British government in 1907.
Since then, 'ocal organisations and
political parties woufd from time to
time send deputations to various
governments, demanding separation
from Bengal. Ghisingh. however, was
the first to break the tradition of
peacefully submitting memoranda, all
of which had been stockpiling in New
Delhi's cupboards. The violent
movement that he led for 28 months
in the mid-1980s al long last forced
Darjeeling into the post-Independence
national consciousness of India.
Nearly 1500 people were killed and
thousands more displaced during
those two years. While such numbers
may not seem dramatic by the
standards of modern insurgencies, for
this small and formerly peaceful
region it was cataclysmic.

As homemade guns cracked and
bambs echoed across the valleys, the
GNLF president was soon being flown
about in helicopters to various

governmental negotiating tables.
Many feel that that was when he lost
the plot - in a narrative that he himself
may have set in motion, but which
impacted the whote of the Darjeeling
hills. When the rebellion was quelled
and the accords signed, these restive
areas again faded from the national
scene. This would have been fine, if
representation and good governance
had at long last arrived in the
Darjeeling hills. But that did not
happen. At the end of the agitation,
Ghisingh accepted on behalf of
Darjeeling an autonomous politico-
administrative body. the Darjeeling
Gorkha Hill Council, with himself at its
head. As often happens, the liberators
became the oppressors, taking
advantage of their raised stature
among the locals, as well as the
government’'s blind spot towards
‘small areas’.

The people greeted the formation
of the Council with great jubiiation,
until very guickly they discovered that
the autonomy had been given only in
spirit, not in practice. Cafcutta, from
whose cluiches Darjeeling yearned to
be free, retained tight control. The
opposition alleged that Ghisingh had
accepted several crore rupees 1o
agree to a hill council that had no real
power That may or may not be the
case, but the question that has been
asked again and again is, ‘Was
Ghisingh, at the time of signing, aware
that DGHC was essentially a dud?'
Neither he nor his party, the GNLF,
suffering from a militancy hangover,
allow such questions to be raised.
With the hill people’s inherent dislike
for confrontations, it was easy for the
party to create a vice-like grip over
the region, as they have maintained
ever since.

Better than Gorkhaiand

While the extreme general violence
that marked the Gorkhaland
movement is now a memory, political
violence continues to dog and
destabilise these hills. In February
2001, after 11 years of rule, an
assassination attempt was made on
Ghisingh. Heavily armed men
ambushed his convoy on a deserted
stretch of highway about 50 km from
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Darjeeling. Although two of his
bodyguards were killed, Ghisingh
himself survived with minor injuries.
In the aftermath, around 13 people
were arrested, including some
opposition leaders. Five years later,
it is not ctear who were the
masterminds behind the attack. Eight
of them, including the head of the
GNLF's militant wing during the
Gorkhaland agitation, Chattre
Subba, still await their fate in prison.

In the last seven years, three
DGHC councillors have been
murdered, including C K Pradhan,
Ghisingh's closest lieutenant. Each
of these has been attributed to intra-
party rivalry. At the time of his murder,
Pradhan had been on the verge of
launching a new party, to revive the
demand for Gorkhaiand, whose
goals he believed GNLF high
command had abandoned. To this
day, no one dare tell who killed
Pradhan.

Although Ghisingh maintains that
he has not forgotten Gorkhaland, he
also does not hesitate to announce
the difficulty of achieving such a goal.
On 6 December 2005, ancther
tripartite agreement between
Ghisingh, New Delhi and West
Bengal was signed to include DGHC
in the Sixth Schedule of the
Constitution. This section originally
provided for self-rule in tribal areas
of India's northeastern states —
although in the Darjeeling hilis,
tribals are a minority. As tensions rise
anew in Darjeeling amidst the
simmering demands for statehood,
Ghisingh has stressed that the
impending dispensation is beffer
than Gorkhaland — suggesting that
there would be no difference
between the ruler and the ruled, a
situation that would not hold in a
separate state.

The latest tripartite agreement —
described as the “full and final
settliement” for the Darjeeling hill area
- is seen as a major achievement for
New Delhi and West Bengal, at a
time when the opposition in the hills

The liberators became the oppressors, taking advantage of their raised stature among

is once again trying to whip up
passion for separate statehood. It is
hardly surprising, therefore, that an
amenable Ghisingh is indulged by
state and national officials. Starling
in 1988, when Ghisingh agreed to
drop the demand for Gorkhaland, he
has been given free rein to run the
council.

One-man disaster
Besides now-routine irregularities in
the functioning of the DGHC, extreme
arbitrariness has marked the way that
Ghisingh has spent a large volume
of government funds — for instance,
in building temples throughout the
hills. After the first couple of years in
power, DGHC's budget — if indeed
one was prepared — has never been
made public. Development,
meanwhile, has been limited to the
building of community halls and
roads. No new employment avenues
have been created. Joblessness in
the Darjeeling hills is sky high. The
area’s three hill towns are a mess,
and basic amenities like water are in
constant short supply.

Ghisingh has always been averse
to good counsel, and after the 2001
assassination attempt, he has
retreated further intoc his autocratic
cocoon. He runs the Council single-
handedly, illegally refusing to
convene a session to bring the
members together. This serious
violation of the DGHC Act continued
for more than four years, until the
state government appointed him as
the council's ‘sole administrator’ {ast
year, legitimising his illegal tenure.

The most grievous action,
however, has been the suspension
of elections to the council for the past
two years, which Ghisingh has
refused to allow until the Sixth
Schedule proposal is implemented.
There is still no talk of elections. The
state government was finally forced
to come up with the lame excuse of
Maoist troubles across the border in
Nepal to explain their capitulation
with the GNLF leader’s wishes. Even

the election to hill panchayats has
now been kept on hold for over a year.

Matters have only been made
worse by the opposition's failure to
show a united and cogent plan of
action. Most opposition politicians
become active only with the
approach of elections. The rest of the
time they are not to be seen, leading
the electorate to doubt their
commitment. The opposttion’'s
excuses for being so insufficient,
meanwhile, remain a lack of
resources and biased state and
central governments that ‘sponsor’
Ghisingh. It is difficult, they say, to
dislodge a man who enjoys the
blessings of both Delhi and Calcutta
for solong.

Under these surreal
circumstances, feelings  of
helpiessness have crept in, giving
rise to these perceptions of unknown
forces at work, mysteriously
influencing almost every aspect of life
in these majestic hills. It has always
taken a long time for political change
to occur here. In the tradition of hill
politics, a ruling party reigns for about
two decades, uninterrupted.
Ghisingh has now enjoyed his spoils
for 18 years. Some would hope that
a culmination is near, particularly with
the building frustration among the
citizens. With the continued
interference by Delhi and Calcutta in
this border region, however, including
that of suspending elections to
preserve their man, the ‘natural’
course may not be followed. In
Ghisingh, you have a populist who
has become a wayward autocrat, but
the people’s frustration with him is no
challenge for someone who is
protected by the state and the Centre.
For Caicutta and New Delhi, as long
as Subash Ghisingh keeps the hills
subdued, they are satisfied.

But what is the price that the people
pay for this indulgence? Prophets and
demigods have to be created, and
ghost trains must be set on their
tracks. There is no telling what will
happen when the illusion breaks. 4

the locals, as well as the government’s blind spot towards ‘small areas’.
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I
BOOK REVIEW

Of scholarship and politics:
the relentless pursuit

hose of us who have devoted
T much of our careers to the

study of the societies and
cultures of Nepal have contributed
unconsciously, perhaps inevitably, to
the notion that there is a group of
works, written mostly in English, that
form an indispensable canon dealing
with that country. One thinks
immediately of names such as
Colonel William Kirkpatrick, Francis
Buchanan Hamilton, Brian Hodgson,
H A Qldfield, Daniel Wright, Perceval
Landon and, of course, Sylvain Levi,
the greatest of French Indologists.
There are certainly others, and each
can form his own.

Canonicity struggles against
analysis and criticism. It is there to
conceal, as much as it can, the politics
of schoiarship. The umread quickly
becomes the waguestioned. To
maintain its authority, the canon is
occasionally plundered for individual
facts, like the price of salt or musk in
1829. Rarely, however, is it subjected
to critical scrutiny. Like the gods, it
floats in midair, above us all, its divine
status taken for granted. But one has
only to take a desultory look at, say,
the complexities of English surgeon
Daniel Wright's History of Nepaito get
a sense of the human politics that
surround this famous work, and to
realise that its very structure derives
from the politics of the British
Residence, its divine status highly
dubious.

The two works under review here
relate directly to these problems of
politics and scholarship. The Origin of
Himalayan Studies is a volume of
essays about Brian Hodgson, the first
British Resident in the Kathmandu
Valley and a significant supplier of
some of the first Nepali manuscripts
to reach Europe. The second, Nepal:
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¥ TED RICCARDI

Hindu Adhirajvako Itihas, is a
Nepali translation of the first
volume of Levi's celebrated Le
Nepal: Efude Historigue D'Un
Royaume Hindou (Nepal: A
Historical Study of a Hindu
Kingdom).

Vice President of the

The Origins of
Himalayan Studies:
Brian Houghton
Hodgson in Nepal and
Darfeeling. 1820-1858
David M Waterhouse
London and New York:
Routledge Curzon
2005

THE GUIGINS OF .
HIMALAYAN STUDED

Royal Asiatic Society, David
Waterhouse's volume consists
of 12 articles describing Hodgson's
work from Kathmandu and, |ater,
Darjeeling. Significant new material
is brough! to light here, and the
breadth of Hodgson's interests is
shown more clearly than ever before.
US professor Thomas Trautmann
introduces the volume with an
interesting foreword that, among other
things, highlights the misfortunes of
Hodgson's long life. This is followed
by sketches of Hodgson himself; his
political roie and domestic problems;
his retationship with Joseph Hooker,
the English botanist, and essays on
Hodgson's many studies — Buddhism.,
Buddhist architecture, zoology,
mammals, ornithology, ethnography
and linguistics. The book is beautifully
and profusely illustrated with drawings
by artists that Hodgson had employed
in both Nepal and Darjeeling.

Still, despite the detailed nature of
the book, one would have liked more
about Hodgson's education, as well
as his relationship to Thomas
Malthus, Charles Darwin and other
maijor figures of the 19th century,
including the chief Indologists of his
time. Also, what were his working
relationships with his “native
informants” and assistants? How well
did Hodgson know any of the
languages of Nepal? More about such
things may not be possible, however,
as the record may simply not
be available.

My main criticism is that The Origin
of Himatayan Studies is a bit too
celebratory of Hodgson. There is little
reference to those crucial figures — like
Newar scholars Amritananda and
Ram Singh - who made possible his
fame inthe 19th century. There is little
on Hodgson's attitudes towards
imperialism and colonialism. Surely,
in such a volume as this, there was
room for a discussion of Hodgson's
essay on the suitability of the
Himalaya for colonisation — the
mountains being, according to him, a
natural habitat for development by
200,000 stalwart Anglo-Saxon hearts.

One of the books contributors, US
professor Donald Lopez, is quite
correct when he notes that Hodgson
was more of a collector than a scholar.
Except for inscriptions and other
archaeological remains, he collected
everything. Indeed, Hodgson was a
cladistical maniac, a relentless
classifier, a genius of taxonomy and
even taxidermy — but not an intellect
that analysed and interpreted. Little
of his writing is very extensive. Many
of his papers are very short, only two
or three pages, and few topics are
developed beyond their initial
presentation. His broader ideas
remain unexpressed. He wrote no
books, translated or edited nothing.
By these comments | do not wish to
diminish his achievements, but at this
juncture it is best to be clear. As
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Intensity and concentration

- JAI ARJUN SINGH

ven many dedicated readers
E know little or nothing about

Vilas Sarang, a talented writer
who is eqgually at home in Marathi or
English. This neglect may be in part
because Sarang's writing style is
largely influenced by Western writers
like Franz Kafka, Samuel Beckett, even
Lewis Carroll, rather than rooted in
any obvious Indian tradition. Perhaps
the surrealism and absurdism that
runs through much of Sarang’s work,
together with his interest in European
modernist themes, tends to alienate
some Southasian readers. For the
unprepared, after all, the content of
the stories can be very unsettling,
even offensive ~ particularly for
those for whom religion is taboo as
a subject.

Many years ago, this reviewer was
struck by a short story titled "An
Interview with M Chakko", which told
of a strange island somewhere in the
Indian Ocean where the titular
protagonist had once been
shipwrecked. On the island, all of the
women only had half-bodies: those
with only lower bodies were the Ka
women, while those with only upper
bodies belenged to the Lin class.
Through Chakko's experience living
with a member of each class, the
nature of the sexual arrangements on
the istand are discussed. “It seems to
me.” he notes, “that the half, the partial,
gives something that the whole, or
what appears whole, doesn’t.” The
reader never learns whether the
author meant to project the island as
real, or simply to accept it as an
elaborate fantasy. Althcugh the name
of the author of that tale had never
registered, finding The Women in
Cages allowed for the unexpected
rediscovery of M Chakko's strange
tale — along with a host of Vilas
Sarang’s other delights.

Sarang's short stories are simply
but compellingly written, and the
variety of themes covered are often

76

infused with fantastical elements. In
“The Odour of Immarality”, a prostitute
— with the help of a tantrik and the
blessings of Lord Indra - grows
dozens of vaginas all over her body,
to allow her to service her customers
more quickly and make more money.
A second story echoes this precarious
connection between sex and worship,
when a man wakes up to find himself
transformed into a giant phallus, and
is eventually mistaken by religious
villagers to be the severed lingam of
Shiva. At one point, Sarang tells the
reader about a particular Ganesh
festival, where clay statues of various
deities come alive and escape from
their warshippers; at ancther, a vulture
is refused treatment at a bird-hospital
because of his carnivorous ways.

Writing reality
Perhaps most enthralling in 7he
Women in Cages is the way that the
author plays with the divide between
the conscious and the subconscious,
moving indiscernibly from one to the
other. In "An Evening at the Beach”.
for instance, a character named
Bajrang joins a group of mourners at
a woman's funeral pyre. Looking at
the assembled group. he speculates
that they might have killed the woman
in order to have a bonfire with which
to warm themselves on the cold night.
It is the sort of morbid mind-fantasy
that many readers have created at one
solemn gathering or another —
especially when they are emaotionally
distanced from, and perhaps a bit
bored by, the proceedings. In
Sarang’s hands, however, Bajrang
gets se involved with his menta!
drama that he proceeds to act it out:
stretching his hands out in front of the
pyre fire, even turning around so he
can warm his back. The other
mourners, of course, are incensed.
This aspect of Sarang’s storytelling
is interesting particularly in how it lets
the reader in on the writing process.

Here are explarations of the
dual worlds that many writers
simultaneousty inhabit: the real world
with its relatively mundane daily
routines, and also the embellished
one, where the writer is constantly
analysing that which is happening
around him, creating and fleshing out
alternative scenarios. Some of
Sarang's own characters emulate
this dynamic — as though they are
writers with ideas for the next novel
perpetually floating around in
their minds.

Sarang has aiso written explicitly
about writing, some examples of
which are included in the epilogue to
this collection. The author laments the
undervaluing of “the guerrillas of prose
fiction" — meaning the great short-story
writers — as well as the lack of a
sustained tradition of short-story

The Women in
Cages. Collected
Stories

by Vilas Sarang
Penguin Books
india

283 pages

iNR 275

writing in Indian fiction in English. “We
do not have unitive collections which
may serve as primers for budding
writers," he asserts. "Does Indian
English literature hope to produce a
War and Peace hefore it has
attempted something like [Leo
Tolstoy's short stories] 'How Much
Land Does a Man Need? or The
Death of lvan llyich'?” He observes
that, at its best, the short-story form is
capable of achieving the purity and
perfection of the finest poetry —which
is something the novel, however
great, cannot accomplish. “The
strength of the novel is length ... But
this precludes the kind of intensity and
concentration — the ‘critical pressure’
—that most art forms strive for.”

This pure intensity is on show in
many of Sarang's own short stories.
The Women in Cages offers a
fascinating entry point into the work of
this provocative writer.
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