











Aesponse

' Why the women
die

T MATHEW'S article (Himal, April
L 2003) was a rare journalistic display of

e public health principles: of looking at
the tota] picture, of prlorttlsmg, of looking not just at
pr0x1mate causes, of p]acmg it in a polltlcal-economlc
perspective. The article was also written with punch,
indeed pungency.

I do however wish the author had focused on some
epidemiological issues that are mentioned, but with
data: the fact that twice as many females

To illustrate the subject, Mathew relates the story of
“Sheela”, who died just after her fourth childbirth. He
identifies a situation that had “an immediate bearing
on Sheela’s demise”. A toilet project was initiated in
her district, as a result of which “toilets began to ac-
quire a certain appeal as a status symbol”. The village
people “succumbed to the pressures of sanitary con-
sumerism, as relieving oneself in the open became a
sign of sacial inferiority”. But the toilets required the
tetching of water, and the cost of installation strained
family budgets, thus reducing the money available for
food. Disaster followed with the swift inevitability of
Greek tragedy. Sheela’s family built a toilet; pregnant
Sheela had to haul water for the toilet, and payment for

the toilet meant less food for Sheela; re-

who are not pregnant die of anaemia as
those who are, the fact that communica-
ble disease takes a four times greater toll
on women in the reproductive age group
than causes related to reproduction, that
tuberculosis kills more women than caus-
es related to reproduction.

In the section on violence against
women, it would be important to bring in
the issue of inequalities. Cne critical rea-
son for the increase in violence against
women — indeed, all weaker sections, as

The writing is as
clogged with
portentous and
pseudo-scientific
terminology as
any official report
that now moulders
in a dusty drawer

duced nutrition and the extra job of haul-
ing water took its toll, and Mathew de-
clares, “the toilet evidently contributed
to her undoing”. Sheela died in child-
birth; the sanitation project an “indirect
cause” of her obstetric complication.
Excuse me? Perhaps T Mathew has
never had an experience similar to one |
had, when I entered a Nepali village dur-
ing an outbreak of typhoid caused by
flies feeding on exposed human waste
and then settling on food. When I left that

we euphemistically call them - is increas-
ing inequalities. There is quite a bit of epidemiological
evidence on this. It is important to recognise this so that
the issue is not treated simply as a personal issue, but
linked to larger processes.

By and large [ am in agreement with the writer’s
views on the 1994 International Conference on Popula-
tion and Development. But given the Bushmen we have,
it becomes important to defend what little was gained
there,

Mohan Rao, Delhi

Radical chic theorems

AN ISSUE as desperately serious as women’s death in
childbirth {Himal, April 2003) deserves an approach
unencumbered by the baggage of trendy ideologies. T
Mathew rightly points out the scandal of the self-per-
petuating and ineffectual cycle of international confer-
ences, producing reports that no one reads and setting
goals that remain unrealised - an industry in its own
right, grinding along, while out in the hills, far from the
air-conditioned conference halls, the women continue
to die. Supported by international funding, the same
cosy group of experts assemble and reassemble,
no doubt enjoying their frequent pleasant reunions.
This situation deserves the scorn that T Mathew has
heaped on it. But we are talking about life and death
and pain, a subject vitiated by Mathew’s basically
spurious treatment.
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village, they were still cremating the dead.
Alas, T Mathew, it seems that there are many more fac-
tors involved in the question of mother (and child) mor-
tality than your phiiosophy has dreamed of. The dis-
eases fostered by “traditional” (a code term for whatev-
er is deemed culturally correct) toilet practices and the
resultant human waste that contaminates Nepal's
fields and streams extend beyond typhoid to cholera,
hepatitis, gastroenteritis, dysentery, and others. But
Mathew does not consider the effect of these devastat-
ing diseases upon infant mortality and their concomi-
tant effect on women. Who would be so bold as to deny
the direct relationship between high infant mortality
and the frequency of women's pregnancies and thus,
maternal mortality, as well as Nepal’s galloping birth
rate?

(Why did Mathew not give as his example, instead
of this circuitous and dubious story, a truly and imme-
diately verifiable cause of maternal mortality, such as
the practice in rural Nepal of cutting the umbilical cord
with a piece of non-sterile broken glass, which often
results in the mother’s death by tetanus?)

Not only is the story of “Sheela” a specious expla-
nation of what causes the death of women but, on read-
ing further, we learn that Sheela herself is a fictitious
character, her story “a composite” — which strictly
speaking is a violation of journalistic ethics. Yet Shee-
la’s story is merely a device for Mathew’s attack on his
primary target: birth control, which he prefers to call
“population control”. According to Mathew, such or-
ganisations as the Population Council, the United Na-
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tions Population Fund and the International Planned
Parenthood are less anxious about promoting safe moth-
erhood than they are about advancing “pet theorems
about the ostensible link between high population

growth and underdevelopment”. Their promotion of 23
birth control programmes is based on “the eccentric £
theory of avoided pregnancy”, as if “avoided” (ie 33

planned and timed) pregnancy has no relation at all to
women’s health. And Mathew imputes an insidious
goal to these agencies’ emphasis on birth control: pre-
occupation with “the potential implications of relative
demographics on the balance of power between vari-
ous categories of people”. (The Population Council, he
notes, is a chief advocate of Norplant, “a contraceptive
that freces women from male decision-making but
promptly places them under the control of physicians
for both implant and removal” — an allegation resting
on the absurd assumption that physicians and health-
care workers give women orders as to when to become
pregnant, and the equally absurd assumption that
women obey them.)

Mathew’s objection to birth control is based on a
radical-chic analysis: he argues that “population con-
trol ideology” derives from first world paranoia about
group encirclement and extinction, arising from differ-
ential fertility as between the global North and South....”
Thus, birth control is a devious scheme

examination. | hope it will get one in a future issue of

this important magazine.
Marcia R Lieberman, Providence, USA

% Holistic health

THE 1SSUE of uterine prolapse, while
| discussed with sensitivity (Himal, April
2003), failed to raise some important
- points. The prevalence of uterine pro-
S |apse in Nepal varies, with women in
the tarai and midhills principally affected. When I con-
ducted a health camp in Mustang, a mourntainous area,
local medical personnel told me that in the previous
three years there had been only one prolapse case, the
explanation perhaps being the relatively high status of
women in the area. After delivery, a woman rests for at
least one month, and her health is further protected by
a dict rich in protein, carbohydrates and vitamins. In
contrast, in hilly areas such as Achham and Doti, wom-
en often do not regularly consume milk, meat and green
vegetables.

Another aspect of women's health concerns physi-
cal infrastructure, including that which is not directly
related to health. Improving roads improves access to
health services, just as improving the

by which the richer nations are attempt-
ing to reduce the influence of the poorer
ones,

The faux example of Sheela, who
dicd in childbirth because her family
acquired a toilet, pales beside this outra-
geous position. Although T Mathew is
male, his wilful insensitivity derives not
from his gender but rather from his con-
trolling ideology (“references to women’s
empowerment seem to be no more than

Health writers need
to broaden their
investigations to
take into account

the inherent
complexities of
human health

water supply helps to make people
healthier. So for the authors to write that
the issue of prolapse “has been ignored
even by professional women'’s activists”
is not entirely true. People working for
better a health system, including the en-
abling infrastructure, or conducting re-
search in remote areas, are also helping
to address maternal morbidity issues.
1 also donot agree with the statement
that “activists that showed concern over

gender-sensitive curlicues that decorate
late capitalist development literature”.)

T Mathew may take heed of this: we no longer re-
gard control over our women's bodies and over the fre-
quency and spacing of our pregnancies as merely a
kindness, and certainly not as a “late capitalist gender-
sensitive curlicue”, but as our basic human right. To be
sure, “safe motherhood” is based on many components
— nutrition, hygiene, and competent midwifery or ob-
stetric assistance — but to deny that the frequency and
spacing of our pregnancies is a primary factor in our
health and our very lives defies rational comprehen-
sion.

Finally, T Mathew has mastered the jargon of the
international agencies: his writing is as clogged with
portentous and pseudo-scientific terminology as any
official report that now moulders in a dusty drawer.
The best part of his article was its title on the cover:
“Why do the women die?” The plain, simple English of
that question stirred me deeply; it deserves a serious

the condition have almost completely
given up the cause”, as it lacks broader perspective.
People advocating family planning services indirectly
address problems of pregnancy, and consequently
uterus prolapse. Others working on cquality and
sexuality issues too are helping the situation. The
authors, 1 am sure, must be aware of women whose
husbands demand intercourse 15 days after childbirth
on the notion that it is an uxorial duty. Activists who
address situations like these are helping to address
prolapse.

Further, admonishing activists for raising property
rights issues is incorrect. The low turnout at health
camps in western Nepal, including ones in which GTZ
and the American Himalayan Foundation agreed to
finance treatment, has been mainly attributed to the low
priority that women’s health receives in the family.
Husbands were often unwitling to accompany their
wives or allow them time off from household duties,
and sometimes the prolapsed uterus has already be-
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come a source of stigma preventing other family mem-
bers from providing support. A woman's ability to stand
independently and demand health services stems from
numerous sources, both financial and social, and at-
tempts to enhance these are necessary for the improve-
ment of healthcare.

When considering health issues, it is necessary to
take into consideration the entire situation of a patient.
As is so often pointed out with reference to develop-
ment efforts, writers should also avoid taking ‘vertical’
approaches, and instead broaden their investigations
to take into account the inherent complexities of hu-
man health.

Dr Aruna Uprety, Kathmandu

.:-?:im;f_.l: | Off the mark

LY

THE INQUIRY into the possible im-
pact of the US victory over Iraq on South
Asia (Himal, May 2003) is imperative.
E - But some questions are unanswered or
P — poorly answered in Varun Sahni's at-
tempt at this.
To say that 25 years is good time for another power
to possibly emerge and challenge the United States is
one thing. To support this by relying on earlier instanc-
es of challenges to status quo powers may also be the
same thing (see references to the waning of British,
French and German might). But, to say that the way
France has been posturing over the Iraq episode is “a
blunder of historic proportions” is wholly bereft of con-
vincing analysis. How can one assume that certain ac-
tions are likely to challenge the status of the US while
the actions of states such as France are blunders? The
objectives of the Common Foreign and Security Policy
of the European Union, as laid down in the Maastricht
Treaty, are only being taken forward every time a France
or a Luxembourg acts in the way it does. The challenge
to the US may just come about as a result of the postur-
ing of the very countries that make up the EU. Surely,
Sahni could have been more forthcoming on the kinds
of posturing that can/could challenge US positions, if
it was that predictable, and explain how/why France
committed a “blunder”, if it did indeed commit one.
The focus on American superiority - in absolute
terms, relative terms, qualitative terms, and ‘organisa-
tional/strategic planning’ terms - is not something
which is totally new to the post-11 September world. 11
September itself was the new element. Having given
the background to the US attack on Iraq, this recourse
to the status of US military capability is out of place.
The US has been (since the end of the second world
war) spending a fortune in these areas. How does the
military superiority (and that too consistent superiori-
ty) have any bearing on the claims laid by Sahni that
South Asia will not become another Iraq? An analysis
that contrasts the fact that the “militarily superior” US
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is behaving with Iraq, Syria, North Korea in a way dif-
ferent from the “militarily superior” US of earlier times,
is something that Sahni could have explored.

He says, “The fact that there will be no significant
strategic impact of ‘Pax Americana’ on South Asia is
good news”. To posit a statement of this strength and
conviction is hardly cautious. It assumes a certain con-
sistency in the politics of this region, which is far from
what obtains. The US certainly is aware of this fluidity.
It would net, certainly after 11 Septemnber, wait for the
India-Pakistan standoff to reach threatening levels, to
act. It inight very well be the case that 11 September has
changed the way the US is looking at India-Pakistan
and that both countries have understood this. Hence,
the new set of initiatives on both sides.

Thomas Joe K, Delhi

Too close for
comfort

IT IS always flattering when one’s
t  work is reused by another. However, |
1 . am a little surprised that the article,
‘Singing the Nation’ by Nasreen Rehman (Himal, May
2003) does not acknowledge my earlier piece on exact-
ly the same subject, namely, national anthems, and just
coincidentally also entitled ‘Singing a Nation into Be-

ing’

My article appeared in the annual issue of the jour-
nal Seminar (No 497, January 2001) and is widely avail-
able on the internet. A version of the essay was also
republished, with additions and revisions, in a special
international issue of Biblio guest-edited by me under
the title “The A-Z of Nationalism’. Therefore, it is a trifle
hard for me to believe that the writer has not come across
my earlier thesis, especially as she diligently follows
up on many of the arguments and examples cited by
me {many miner betraying details such as the references
to Toba Tek Singh, the mention of the phrase bharat
bhagya vidhata and the discussion of the territorial prov-
enance of the Indian and Pakistani national anthems,
etc, reveal this strategy clearly).

Now, I am not claiming that Rehman’s ‘perspec-
tive’ is a case of simple plagiarism. She has been much
more sophisticated, taking an existing idea, juggling
its contours around, pursuing references, extending the
initial ground and giving the whole a much more pop-
ulist twist. All this is consistent with regular academic
and journalistic practice, and I have absolutely no quar-
rel with it, but such practice also demands, does it
not, that we acknowledge our sources?

We live in a time when grab-and-take policies
have been endorsed by some of the world’s most pow-
erful and respected democracies. That an article pur-
portedly written to resist just such (neo-jcolonial and
gung-ho nationalist practice and rhetoric then adopts
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exactly such methods itself, is therefore peculiarly iron-
ic. Surely we within the SAARC nations could offer in
our small way, a rather different and more cooperative
model for the exchange of ideas — one that would be
courteous and honest and unafraid of losing out just
because we generously acknowledge each other’s work
and worth. Himal is a respected magazine with a great
deal of outreach in the region and 1 truly hope it will
have the open-mindedness to publish this letter,
for speech that is truly free and fearless is surely the
first imperative of nations, whether or not we believe
the claims made by their national anthems!

Rukmini Bhaya Nair, Delhi

the author responds

I AM afraid that I had never heard of Rukmini Bhaya
Nair before, nor have I read anything by her. L acknowl-
edged all my sources in my article. I would like to make
one important correction: Toba Tek Singh is a short story
by Saadat Hasan Manto; it is not a play. This was per-
haps an editorial oversight. Manto happens to be a per-
sonal favourite, and | happen to think that the story
Toba Tek Singh is the most perfect statement on the par-
titions of South Asia or on shifting and changing bound-
aries through history.

Nasreen Rehman, London

note from the editors

HIMAL’s EDITORS were familiar with Rukmini Bhaya
Nair's ‘Singing the Nation into Being’ well before the
publication of Nasreen Rehman’s ‘Singing the Nation’
and did not consider the latter to either replicate or ex-
tend the arguments of the former. Hence, the article was
published without any major changes in the original
text. We have, since receiving Nair’s comments, under-
taken a detailed comparison of the two texts, and it
only reconfirms our original view that the two articles
do not resemble each other. Analyses of the Pakistani
and Indian anthems are bound to revolve around the
same set of obvious specifics. The territorial focus of
Jana Gana Mana and Pak Sarzameen is one such obvious
instance, where it is more than plausible that many
different individuals will independently arrive at the
same conclusion. To cite just one example, the presence
of Sindh in the Indian anthem is such a glaring anom-
aly that it has been routinely commented on for many
decades. Discussions of the Indian anthem commonly
dwell on the circumstances of its composition and
hence, the reference to possible connotation of bharat
bhagya vidhata. There are in fact numerous discussions
on the internet, pre-dating 2001, which discuss the spe-
cific issues common to both Nair’s article in Seminar
and Rehman’s article in Himal. But that does not make
either of these two articles just unacknowledged restate-
ments of what has appeared earlier. And even where
common details are concerned, the two articles differ

occasionally on points of fact. Thus Nair attributes the
the composition of the musical score for Jang Gana Mana
to Ravi Shankar, whereas Rehman mentions Captain
Ram Singh.

More fundamentally, the difference between the two
articles lies in the very different perspectives from which
the anthems are viewed. Thus for Nair,

“Ta extend this comparison to the national anthem
would be to assert that it functions as a kind of mater-
nal lullaby...”

“National anthems are psychological dynamos”.

“ _even the most sceptical would soon be convinced
that the potent mix... in an anthem regularly contrib-
utes to a massive rush of adrenalin, no matter how
phlegmatic or cynical its audience”.

“Reactions to the sound of an anthemn are as spon-
taneous as they would be to maternal speech. They com-
pel us to listen and to love without question”.

# national anthems are Freudian lullabies for pop-
ulations that can be as large as a billion...

(Rukmini Bhaya Nair, Sentinar, January 2001)

Rehman, on the other hand, questions the presumed
sanctity of the national anthems of Bangladesh, India
and Pakistan:

“In highly Sanskritised Bengali, the national an-
them is in a language that is largely incomprehensible
to the majority of the population...”

“Quite arbitrarily, Urdu.. became the language of the
national song. Tragically, a beautiful, rich and lyrical
language came to be associated with a repressive state,
out of touch with itself and its people”.

(Nasreen Rehman, Himal, May 2003)

All sources were credited by Nasreen Rehman in
full in the original text. The citation of AG Noorani
{Frontline, Vol 16: No 01, 1999), the widely known sec-
ondary source of the Nirad C Chaudhuri quote, was
inadvertently omitted.

The title given by Rehman was retained despite a
superficial resemblance to the titie of Nair’s article in
Seminar since they mean two very different things, each
consistent with the thrust of respective arguments.
‘Singing a nation’ implies a ritual act that does not bring
the nation into being. “Singing a Nation into Being’ on
the other hand clearly suggests that the act of singing is
also simultaneously an act of realising the nation. The
distinction is subtle but the difference is substantial.
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SRI LANKA

TO TOKYO

THE LIBERATION Tigers of Tamil Eelam’s
(LTTE) participation in the Tokyo donor
conference, scheduled for 9-10 June, remains
in doubt as of the end of May. Unless it
compromises, the LTTE has set a virtually
impossible challenge for the government
with its condition that Colombo should take
concrete steps to establish an interim
administration for the north-east prior to the
Tokyo meet. Unless the LTTE recaptures the
flexibility it showed at the outset of the peace
process, when it accepted a federal solution
and partnership with the government in
newly established institutions, Colombo
will be hard pressed to meet its terms.

The government cannot go beyond the
limits set by the constitution. Either the LTTE
accepts a government statement accepting
in principle the concept of an interim
administration, or it accepts an interim set-
up within the framework of the constitution.
As neither of these seems likely, the pros-
pects for advancing the peace process in
Tokyo seem slim.

But that the conference will be held
appears not to be in doubt, given Wash-
ington DC’s announcement that its deputy
secretary of state, Richard Armitage, will be
attending. The statement on Armitage’s
participation made the point that the Tokyo
conference will be an important forum for
the international community to demonstrate
its support for the peace process. The US
preponderance in the post-Irag war period
is too great for even an unorthodox organi-
sation such as the LTTE to ignore when
powerful countries such as Russia and
France appear to have caved in.

For the past three years, since the
commencement of Norwegian facilitation in
the peace process, the US has been showing
a strong interest in peace in Sri Lanka. The
unprecedented amounts of World Bank and
International Monetary Fund toans to Sri
Lanka this year are a consequence of this
interest. If Norway’s facilitation has been
indispensable in maintaining communi-
cation links between the government and
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the LTTE in the pre-
sent time of crisis, US
interest has provided
Sri Lanka’s peace pro-
cess with a global
dimension.

Sri Lankans may
not be fully aware of
where their country is
being positioned in
global affairs with
this interest of the
global power. But that
this interest exists
means that the space

for either the govern- in comes Uncle Sam.

ment or the LTTE to do
as it wants has shrunk. It is ironic that the
LTTE's struggle for self-determination may
have taken the country to a point where the
global pressures on it to conform have
become too powerful for viable long-term
resistance.

Lessons

The LTTL's continuing refusal to re-enter the
peace process by not accepting the Japanese
invitation to Tokyo may mean it will be scen
as a potential peace process spoiler. As such,
it would be natural to welcome the decision
of the Japanese government to go ahead
with the conference, and for the US
to send a high-level delegation to it,
whether or not the LTTE is there. It
would ailso be natural to feel a sense
of satisfaction at the prospect of the
LTTE getting itself marginalised
through its own stubbornness. How-
ever, at this juncture, it would be
judicious to bear in mind a key lesson
from the past that makes any rejoicing
over the LTTE being left out both premature
and unwise.

History shows the impossibility of
solving the ethnic conflict without the
LTTE’s cooperation. Both the Indo-Lanka
Peace Accord of 1987 and the peace talks of
1994-95 failed when the LTTE pulled out of
them. The LTTEs decision to end those peace
processes came as great disappointments
to most people. Neither the Tamil nor the
Sinhala people wanted the fighting to
resume. But when it did, the prevailing belief
became that the LTTE could be marginalised
by military and political means. There was
also hope that a viable solution could be
found without it.

But on both occasions it took years of

Ironically, the
LTTE’s struggle
has brought in
global pressures
that wiil be too
powerful to resist




The government
must make its

war for it to become clear that the LTTE had
to be a part of the solution, and not kept out
of it. In particular, the period of the last
government, led by Chandrika Kumara-
tunga — when the effort to subdue the LTTE
militarily and marginalise it politically
reached its zenith ~ proved that there could
be no solution to the ethnic conflict without
the cooperation of the LTTE. The failure of
President Kumaratunga and the People’s
Alliance (’A) government must stand as a
lesson to those who are directing the peace
process today: they need to make a very
strong effort to bring the LTTE back in the
peace process.

If the LTTE persists in its refusal to take
part in the Tokyo conference it might be
tempting to see the June meeting as paving
the way for its political marginalisation.
There is no question that an LTTE refusal to
participate in the Tokyo conference would
be an affront to Japan and Norway, which
have both tried hard to bring the LTTE in as
a participant. Norway even sent its foreign
minister to the Wanni to meet with the
LTTE's leadership. In its latest effort the
Japanese government has once again urged,
or virtually appealed, to the LTTE to take
part in the conference. But if the past is a
guide, the (anticipated} political
sidelining of the LTTE that could occur
through international displeasure
will not help the peace process.

peace with the

president

Presidential role
In assessing the present situation it
must be noted that the LTTE’s demand
for an interim administration is not un-
reasonable in and of itself. The concept of
an interim administration was first floated
by Kumaratunga, who once admitted that
she offered the LTTE a 10-year term of interim
administration on conditions that were
never formally announced. The principle of
an interim administration once again fonnd
expression in the draft constitution of 2000
put before parliament by the PA government
that was headed by the president. Finally,
Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe
himself upheld the cause of an interim
administration headed by the LTTE during
the election campaign of December 2001.
Given this, the problem with the LTTE’s
demand for an interim administration is not
with the concept itself, but with its timing.
Making this demand just three weeks prior
to the Tokyo conference, and expecting the
government to deliver in concrete terms, is

unrealistic. Establishing an interim admini-
stration would require a constitutional
amendment that the government is in-
capable of bringing forth at this time as it
lacks the requisite two-thirds majority in
parliament. In order to achjeve such a
majority, the government needs the support
of the opposition. .

The LTTE must share the blame for the
government’s unwillingness to bring the
president and opposition into the peace
process. It has continually described the
president in critical, if not hostile, terms, as
has she them. The LTTE has not invited the
opposition to join the government in the
peace talks, which perhaps it should do. It
will take a significant change in this
mindset for the government to bring the
opposition on board.

But what is quite perplexing is the
government’s inability to give President
Kumaratunga her due place as the elected
head of state on occasions of great national
importance. For instance, media reports
indicate that the postponement of the Thai
prime minister’s visit to Sri Lanka for the
commemoration of an historical Buddhist
event had less to do with the inclement
weather than with the absence of proper
protocol involving the president. If this is
true, it is a matter of great shame and
disgrace that even religious and cultural
matters are not spared the pettiness of
politics.

At least for the sake of national unity,
the government should reconcile with the
president. President Kumaratunga deserves
to jointly lead the government delegation to
Tokyo. Such an action could set the stage
for a presidential nominee, if not an
opposition representative, to attend future
peace talks with the LTTE. This would make
it easier for the opposition to give parlia-
mentary support to decisions taken at the
peace talks. In the meantime, for the sake of
sustaining the peace process and obtaining
maximum economic benefits for the people,
the LTTE should take its place alongside the
government delegation as a joint partner at
the Tokyo conference. A

- Jehan Perera
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SRI LANKA

TEA AND OTHER
THINGS

JUDGE CG Weeramantry, tormer vice
president of the International Court of
Justice and the president of the International
Association of Lawyers Against Nuclear
Arms, told the Hague Appeal for Peace in
New York on 14 February 2003 that “the
Security Council has never authorised force
based on a potential, non-imminent threat
of violence. All past authorisations have
been in response to actual invasions, large
scale violence of humanitarian emergency”.
Judge Weeramantry also maintained that
without moral, legal and factual evidence
for a war against Iraq, the Anglo-American
alliance had painted itself into a corner by
dragging the troops to the borders of Iraq.

His comments found resonance in the
country of his birth. Throughout March,
there were pickets and protest rallies in
Colombe, Workers, human rights groups,
people from all communities and of diverse
political hue marched under banners such
as “Do not spill blood for o0il”. Chanting
slogans — join the world mass opposition to
the war; condemn the war threat against
Iraq, Bush wants a puppet ruler in Iraq; no
bombs to Irag but food for children - the
protests retlected the perception of the war
on [raq by the masses in Sri Lanka. Demon-
strators were often addressed by speakers
who usually simply called for more protests
to pressure the government and the pre-
sident to oppose the war.

A curious blend of domestic war fatigue,
fears of a fledgling peace process going
astray and anti-America feeling promoted
by chauvinistic forces whao wished to use
the war on Iraq for partisan political gains
animated much of the anti-war protests in
Sri Lanka. In particular, it was the current
peace process that played on minds - after
over two decades of a devastating war,
which has led to the economic and social
ruination of the country, people in Sri Lanka
look upon war as an evil that they are loath
to revisit or see inflicted upon another
country. However, while the war was
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distant and abstract, its ramifications were
concrete and real.

The Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Em-
ployment set up a special command centre
at its head office soon after war broke out to
enable people to know about family mem-
bers employed in West Asia. In addition, a
special fund of SLR 300 million was set up
to help workers in case of need. On 20 April
2003, the bureau confirmed that no 5ri
Lankan worker employed in West Asia had
been affected by the Iraq war.

In contrast to the people on the street,
the government sought assistance from the
United States to solve problems in exporting
tea to countries in West Asia. The war had
brought tea exports to Iraq, the fourth largest
buyer of Sri Lanka’s tea, to a standstill. Tea
prices at the Colombo tea auction had
significantly declined; Sri Lanka's ‘low-
grown’ teas, favoured by the West Asian
market, dropped between 10 and 15 percent
in price and large stocks remained
unsold.

Sri Lanka’s economic recovery,
which the government believes will be
the harbinger of a sustainable peace,
was put in question on account of the
war. Japan’s peace envoy to Sri Lanka,
Yasushi Akashi, on a visit to Sri Lanka
in February 2003, said he hoped “out-
side events” would not divert attention
from Sri Lanka’s Norwegian-backed
peace process. Akashi also noted that
the major aid pledging conference
scheduled to be held in June 2003 could
coincide with a post-war situation in
Iraq. Akashi’s concerns matched those
of the government, that international
attention on the war in Iraq would divert
monetary pledges for the rehabilitation and
reconstruction efforts in Sri Lanka, espe-
cially in the north and east.

Money talks
Prestdent Chandrika Bandarnaike Kumara-
tunga, in an online interview with The
Washington Times in early March 2003, said
that there should not be any war with Iraq,
cspecially without the sanction of the United
Nations. She went on to say that 75,000 Sri
Lankan expatriate workers in West Asia
would be affected by a war in Iraq and that
it would have an impact on global economic
growth and stability as well.

Echoing the sentiments of the president,
the foreign affairs ministry issued a press
release on 20 March 2003. In it, the govern-

Because of the
US involvement
in the peace
process, much
of the anti-war
protest died
down with the
de-escalation of
the ground
offensive in Iraq
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NEPAL

KING AND
PARTIES

NEPAL’S POLITICAL parties have over the
years dug themselves into a pit of non-
credibility.

Their detachment from the national
interest and petty behaviour hurts the
country as it tries to tackle the Maoist
insurgency. The parties are on a con-
frontation course with the king, who seems
to want to remain in the centre of things. On
30 May, King Gyanendra’s appointed prime
minister, Lokendra Bahadur Chand, resign-
ed after the parties launched a street
agitation. The king then asked the parties
to choose their own prime minister and
cabinet, possibly in the hope that they would
never be able to agree among themselves.

The talk in Kathmandu’s diplomatic
and donor circles that wield inordinate
influence over the country’s national affairs
is dominated by exasperation with the
political parties, who ‘just do not seem to
get it’. The conventional wisdom is that the
king is trying to set the country on the right
track, and the parties are playing spotlsport
despite 12 years of bungling while at the
helm.

What is forgotten in these top-circle
conversations is that the prelude to the
dozen years of undoubtedly messy multi-
party democracy was three decades of
autocratic rule by the palace. Memories of
the Panchayat system, in place for 30 years
until political parties won democracy in
1990, should be enough to discourage all
desire to return to a palace-administered
polity.

12 years of democratic governance
ended in October 2002 when King Gya-
nendra abruptly dismissed the Sher Baha-
dur Deuba government. In this, the first
substantial stretch of democratic rule in
Nepal (BP Koirala’s elected government
was dismissed in December 1960 after a
year and seven menths in power), indivi-
dual politicians and the parties, though
inexperienced in parliamentary practice
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and grappling with their incompetence and
the spoils of office, managed still to take the
country ahead.

The success of elected village and district
councils in decentralised decision-making
for development could be emulated elsc-
where in South Asia. Media was de-
regulated, and private and community FM
stations transformed the way in which
Nepalis keep themselves informed. The
Nepali people have found a voice and
confidence in 12 years, in village meetings
as much as in national media, which is the
bedrock of long-term democracy. Pancha-
yat-period propaganda that the
country would ccllapse with-
out the king’s ‘unifying’ role in
politics has been proven wrong.

An aimost continuous poli-
tical instability certainly played
a part in the striking setbacks
that plagued society and the
economy in the last dozen years.
Intra-party bickering, the lack of
internal party democracy, the
easy slide into corruption, the
politicisation of the bureau-
cracy and the police force, the
inability of the parties to arrive at consensus
in times of national crisis or to face the
challenge of the Maoists — all were serious
failures.

Even so, and in spite of all of these
failures, the last dozen years were a
telescoped period of learning in which
Nepal’s political parties attempted to learn
the lessons that in other societies were
learnt over several decades. Concurrent
with these political experiences, the ability
of media and the rest of civil society to watch
over the public sphere grew. And with
experience on their hands, the parties also
showed signs that they were learning from

King Gyanenora:reflects

What is forgotten is
that the prelude to
the dozen years of
undoubtedly messy
multiparty democracy
was three decades
of autocratic rule by
the palace
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BP Koirala, Nepal’s first democratic

leader.

their mistakes, and were settling
down for the long haul.

But this was precisely when
the Maoist insurgency moved into
full swing, bringing in its wake
numerous challenges that an
immature democratic polity was
inept at handling. As the state
responded to the insurgency, the
power of the army grew, and it
increasingly seems less amenable
to civilian direction. The palace,
which had for some years taken a
e backseat in the country’s develop-
ments, came back as a driving
force towards the end of 2002.

When he dismissed the Deuba
government, King Gyancndra

The Maoists want
a republic, but a
combination of
social, national
and international
factors have
sapped their
momentum

12

could have installed an entirely
technocratic government or an all-party
government representing in proportion all
the parties in parliament. Instead, and
mistakenly, he did neither. A cabinet was
cobbled together so lacking in popular
authority that the country and its people
have been left.in limbo. Tn reaction, the
political parties, which had quictly acceded
to the dismissal of the Deuba government,
an action not strictly permitted by the letter
of the constitution of 1990 (it is up to the
prime minister to recommend any action to
the crown), decided that there was ill intent
in the palace’s manoeuvrings.

King Gyanendra has frequently
and publicly reiterated his commit-
ment to multiparty democracy and a
constitutional monarchy, and there
is every reason to believe that he is
personally sincere in these state-
ments, But that does not mean that
the palace, which constitutes the
monarch as well as the interests and
forces of conservatism, is not aversc
to expanding the space it has been
relegated to since the people’s move-
ment of 1990.

In the game of perceptions, whatever his
intentions and plans of bringing peace to
the land before handing back power to the
political parties, the king today is not
viewed as playing the role of a facilitator.
Rather, he is scen as a political player, and
the institution, as a result, has been dragged
through the complications of hands-on
politics. It is possible that King Gyanendra
has decided even to risk this perception in
an attempt to wrestle the Maoists to the
ground by taking them head on in a battle

of wits. And indeed, if successful, settling
the Maoist problem would bring the mon-
archy some public sympathy and support
it has sorely needed since the massacre of
June 2001.

The way forth

At the time of writing, a new leadership was
on the cards. The king has the chance of
going back to being a true constitutional
monarch and rise above the fray of day-to-
day politics. The new government will have
its work cut out: conclude the peace talks
with the Maoists, get them to disarm,
announce local and general clections.

King Gyanendra must have realised that
he needs the buffer of elected politicians to
be a good, facilitating king and not be tainted
by the dirt of the political marketplace.

The monarchy, beyond its proper role as
a neutral site for mediation and conciliation
when required, could involve itself in
Nepal’s social, economic and cultural
spheres to the benefit of a modernising
society.

The Maoists want a republic, but a
combination of societal, national and
international factors have sapped their
momentum. The only system Nepalis know
will work in the long term, for it is the only
one that can develop the resilience and
flexibility to respond to the needs of society
and economy on an ongoing basis, is
a government run by elected peoples’
represcntatives, regulated by an active civil
society. £

— Kanak Mani Dixit
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Nameless Asia
and territorial angst

by David Ludden

aps are a peculiar kind of visual text. Their

mundane practicality makes them appear to

be mere instruments of utility, which tell us
where we are going, and puts everything into its proper
place. But their utility comes packaged with invisible
ingredients, which make their instrumentality not only
culturally complex but alse historically disturbing.

The most powerful of all the invisible things in maps
are the feelings that suffuse them, ie, feelings of territo-
rial attachments. The most apparent of these carto-
graphic passions are national ones, but in cvery city
and town, street kids, real estate agents and insurance
companies also have strong feelings about their local
maps. Zoning boards, planners and electoral constitu-
encies invest maps with local politics. Landowners love
their property lines. Universities and colleges depict
their campus identity with maps, and the logo of the
Association for Asian Studics is a map of Asia, which
depicts a particular territory of Asian studies scholar-
ship.

As invisible as the sentiments lurking in maps are
the social relations of mapping, which produce maps
and authorise their interpretation, and whose most in-
fluential architects work in national institutions, in-
cluding schools, colleges and universities. The ubig-
uity of state-authorised mapping is now so complete
that most governments do not regulate most map-mak-
ing, vet almost everyone draws otficial lines on maps
by habit anyway. This habit represents the mapping-
hegemony of the national state, a force so invisible, per-
vasive and widely accepted that most people never
think about it, which indicates the global expanse of
the national state’s territorial authority.

The internal and external boundaries of national
states are now so familiar, because they arc so often
scen, that they appear as virtually natural features of
the globe. This virtual reality came into being in the 19%
century, as industrial technelogies for surveying the
earth and producing statistics, and for mass-printing,
mass-reading, and mass-education, began to make view-
ing standardised maps a common experience. Making
maps, recading maps, talking about maps and thinking
with maps-in-the-mind became increasingly common
with each passing decadc. By 1950, peopte around the
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world had substantial map-knowledge in common.
Today, it may well be imagined that most people in the
world - including illiterate people —share common map-
knowledge, because they routinely experience various
versions of exactly the same maps.

During the glebal expansion of modern mapping,
national states incorporated all geography. Old territo-
rial attachments remained - and new ones emerged -~
but the maps-in-everyone’s-mind increasingly had to
make sense inside the maps of national states. National
state boundaries only covered the globe after 1950, how-
cver, and only since then, all the histories of all the
peoples in the world, for all times, have come to appear
inside national maps, in a cookie-cutter world of na-
tional geography.

National maps represent the most comprehensive
organisation of spatial experience ever in human his-
tory. Scholars work inside that experience, and spaces
that etude national maps have mostly disappcared from
intellectual life. That disappearance is invisible in maps,
and also in the historics that maps contain. Neverthe-
less, the historical novelty of national maps indicates a
discrepancy between tbe spatial forms of human expe-
rience in the past and present. As we study history, we
must put the past in its proper place. However, we ha-
bitually erase that historical dissonance, by deploying
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what could be called territorial anachronism, to locate
all the human past inside the spatial confines of our
national present.

Geographies of imperial intelligence
Each national state maps the world for itself, and invis-
ible elements in national maps of the world indicate
hidden geographical histories of knowledge that ani-
mate the world of national states. The United States, for
example, drew its own map of Asia. Many old and cur-
rent maps depict Asia as including most of Russia and
as touching the Mediterranean, but the US government
mapped Asia to divide the Middle East from Central
and South Asia. Scholars, educators, publishers,
schools, tourist agencies, news agencies and countless
others followed suit. Intcllectual attachments to the of-
ficial map of Asian studics developed accordingly.
Invisibly, however, America’s Asia mostly means
China and Japan, as indicated by the fact that three-
quarters of the Association for

edge today. Originally, the mobile interests of mission-
aries and the military informed the composition of
American Asian studies, and politicians, foundations
and educational institutions still finance Asian stud-
ies to inform mobile American interests of all kinds.
Over the years, shifting targets of national oppertunity
in Asia have shaped American maps of knowledge
about Asia, for example, by matching the quality of aca-
demic collaborations with the character of bilateral re-
lations between each Asian country and the US. Asian
issues spark interest in American Asian studies roughly
in proportion to their interest for American national
culture. Fach new Asian hot spot in the US news
attracts scholars, politicians, publishers and edu-
cators; and targets for American bombers, investors and
foreign policy always make good targets for academic

investments.
Not only in America, of course, but also in all other
nation settings, geographies of knowledge and of na-
tional attachments have numerous

Asian Studies (AAS) membership
study China or Japan. This reflects
a special American territorial at-
tachment to East Asia, which
dates back to when Admiral Perry
‘opened’ Japan. By 1950, a century
of mobility across the Pacific, to and
from America, had formed a dis-
tinctly American geography of
knowledge about Asia. In Europe,
by contrast, centuries of mobility
across the Indian Ocean formed ge-
ographies of knowledge about
Asia, and Furopean Asian studies
still pays proportionately more at-
tention to South Asia than its
American counterparts.

But European and American at-
tachments to Asia developed in ba-

‘America’s Asia’ AAS logo (inset).

complex and variously visible en-
tanglements, which can be seen
quite clearly when we think about
how America’s intellectual map of
Asia changed, after 1980, when the
US revived The Great Game with a
war against the Soviets in Afghani-
stan; when American children of
South Asian immigrants, mostly
from India, began to enter Ameri-
can colleges; and when South
Asian professionals, again mostly
from India, came more often to work
and study in the US. In the two de-
cades after 1980, policies of struc-
tural adjustment and liberalisation
-~ 1 also induced globalisation that ex-
tended the reach of American con-
sumets, politicians and corpora-
tions much further into South Asia

sically the same way, as knowledge
about Asia developed inside expan-
sive national geographies of inteliectual interest. Euro-
pean and American national interests moved into Asia,
as material for Asian studies moved out of Asia, into
Europe and America, including all the loot in the Brit-
ish Museum and all the PL480 books in American li-
braries. Asta thus became a mobile subject of knowl-
edge, whose elements moved among producers, learn-
ers, locations and users, on several confinents.

Asian studies arrived in Furope as disparate bits of
Asian space came together under European imperial
intelligence; and Asian studies evolved in America, in
dialogue with Europe, during the age of national inde-
pendence in Asia and American global ascendancy,
spawning distinctly American dialogues with Asia’s
nattonal intelligentsia, steeped in a cold war discourse
of modernity, tradition and development.

America’s Asia remains a mobile subject of knowl-

than ever before. South Asian mi-
gration to the US steadily increased, and in 2001, India
surpassed China as the top national exporter of stu-
dents to America. On 6 October 2001, when the US be-
gan bombing Afghanistan, more of South Asia became
newsworthy than ever before.

Asian spaces that now preoccupy American news
extend far beyond the boundaries of academic Asian
studics. They connect the far west and far northwest of
Furasia to South, Central, East and Southeast Asia. This
is more than border crossing. It conjures an Asia With
No Name that includes Chechnya, Turkestan, Kazakh-
stan, Palestine, Egypt, lraq, Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan,
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia and the Philippines,
and touches Sudan as well.

In this Nameless Asia, places now preoccupy
Americans that once preoccupied Alexander the Creat
and Genghis Khan. American news about this new Asia
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invites more specific comparisen with 19" century texts
about America’s wild west and about British imperial
frontiers, because America’s new Asian frontiers ap-
pear in the popular media as a fearsome terrain, filled
with volatile, dangerous, irrationally religious people,
who threaten civilisation, and who move surrepti-
tiously across harsh terrain, where the US military must
establish law and order. In addition, when we plot the
news sites in this nameless Asia, we see an ensemble of
dots like that on flight maps of airlines that shuttle
workers constantly from India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh,
Nepal, Afghanistan and Pakistan to and from jobs in
the Persian gulf and Southeast Asia. This spatial pat-
tern in turn recalls old routes between the Silk Road
and Indian Ocean that took shape in the 14" century.
These spatial coincidences indicate that very otd geo-
graphical histories of mebility animate the nameless
Asia to which America now seems irrevocably attached.

Territorial anachronism
To recover old geographical histories of mobility, we
need to understand why they are so

out of context to display in museums. In addition,

of course, most historians study only their own national
territory. National maps tell scholars where to work
and put history into its proper place, where mobility
appears to be merely an aspect of a geographically en-
closed national past. Territorial anachronism thus con-
signs all the evidence of human mobility to dusty dark
corners of archives that document the hegemonic space
of national territorialism.

In this context, scholars now consider mobility as
border crossing, as though borders came first, and mo-
bility, second. The truth is more the other way round.
To begin to recover the mobility of Asia, we can try to
imagine maps that render visible all the old bound-
arics, which indicate the mobility of territorialism,
among other transactions between territorialism and
mobility. To better understand geographical history, we
can try to imagine three-dimensional maps, with tem-
poral depth, which keep archaic geographies visible,
rather than burying them under the opaque flat surface
of each successive present-age of boundary making, in-

cluding our own.,

invisible, Taking a long-term view, it
is evident that territorial authorities
have buried knowledge about mobil-
ity in many cultures, over many cen-
turies. Territorial maps-in-the-mind
give social space cuttural form for rul-
ing clites who typically map their spa-
tial powers with symbols to contain
human attachments to space - even
as human societies also live in mobile
spaces that eluded such territorial
maps. Authors of territorialism have
long described their own sublime do-

- Each territorial
authority insists on
controlling geography
in its own space and
time, and strives to
bury old geographies
in the graveyard of
archaic cultural forms

The book of modernity

America’s nameless new Asia inhab-
its sprawling spaces in and around
the old domains of the Ottoman,
Safavid and Mughal empires, where
societies have always been exten-
sively mobile, and where mobility has
typified social life as much as seden-
tary, settled life, and in many places
and times, much more. Many territo-
rial authorities drew their boundaries
here, as urbane literati composed texts

main as the enclosure of civility, out-

side of which fearsome people and demons lurk in the
dreaded forest, wild steppe, fierce desert, mysterious
mountains and endless untamed darkness of the sea.

As a result, most historical texts articulate terri-
torialism, in one way or another, and overall, the record
of territorial order has banished disorderly mobile
spaces to the outlands. This banishment includes the
mobility of territorialism itself, which has repeatedly
transformed territorial maps and meanings. In these
shifting historical sands, each territorial authority
insists on controlling geography in its own space and
time, and strives to bury old geographies in the
graveyard of archaic cultural forms. Territorial anach-
ronism thus gains a new life in each epoch, and the
most practically useful past alwavs appears inside
maps of the present.

Modernity banished mobility from human space in
its own distinctive style. Scientific cartography and his-
torical geography scrambled up all the historical evi-
dence of human mobility over the ages, by putting it all
into its proper place, inside national maps, acting in
the manner of primitive archaeologists who rip artefacts
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to articulate territorial order embod-
ied in mosques, shrines, temples, forts, palaces and
stupas. But the people who wrote the old texts and built
the old monuments of territorialism also moved around,
over land and sea, in huge spatial zones of interaction.
Everyday maps-in-the-their-minds resembled route
maps and travel guides. Pre-modern capitals were mul-
tiple and mobile, and their territorial authorities moved
anxiously across unstable terrain, from one settled site
to another, to cultivate gardens of civilised order in ar-
chipclagos of sedentary security, surrounded by open
expanses of land and sea.

Over the ages, mobility and territorialism opposed
one another, in theory and practice, but they also needed
one another and had to live together, however roughly,
because mobile societies intersected settled environs and
escaped control by sedentary authority; and mobile folk
had little choice and many incentives to transact rou-
tincly with sedentary ftolk. In everyday social practice,
imtersections of territorialism and mebility often meant
conflict; because people who controlled resources in
their own territory invested assets to generate dividends
in their own territory; while mobile folk moved assets
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from one place to another, to invest locally and to carry
the proceeds away, back into the realm of mobility.

Over the centuries, countless transactions between
mobility and territorialism increased social wealth and
also pitted mobile and territorial people against one
another. Good examples are of course the fraught rela-
tions between nomads and farmers, between shifting
and permanent cultivators, and between itinerant mer-
chants and sedentary artisans. A more complex but
historically salient example today is the kind of con-
flict that underlies imperialism and globalisation, that
is, between mobile territorial folk, who bring many sepa-
rate territories under an expansive, encompassing ter-
ritorial authority, and sedentary territorial folk, who
covet assets that move across wide spaces, but also fight
to secure their own territory, so that they can put assets
from their wider world to work on their own ground.

From ancient times, human mobility remapped Asia
repeatedly, and after 1100 AD, the force of mobility
steadily increased, which expanded the scale of territo-
rial conflict, provoked more mobility, and made the fix-
ing of territorial boundaries increasingly imperative,
universal and imaginary. Territorial boundaries in 18"
century South Asia formed a frantic kaleidoscope, as
perhaps half the total population comprised mobile ar-
tisans and workers; peasants colonising new land; itin-
erant merchants and nomads; pilgrims; shifting culti-
vators; hunters; migratory service workers and literati;
herders; transporters; people fleeing war, drought and
flood; soldiers; and camp followers supplying troops
on the move. All this mobility entailed widespread con-
flict and sparked a huge expansion of commercial ac-
tivity, commodity production and global economic in-
terconnections.

In this early modern context of massive mobility, in
the late 18" century, sedentary territorialism began its
long march to modem dominance; and in southern Asia,
it marched with and against the armies of British impe-
rialism. The civilising mission of modem territorialism
came with a massive use of military force to demolish
countless fighting forces that roamed the countryside,
fought for their own turf, defined ethnic mini-polities,
controiled most of the land and were still moving into
their own frontiers. In the 19 century, modern indus-
trial armies, moving over vast distances, created static
states of political order, contained in modern maps -
and, of course, this did not only happen under the Brit-
ish, or only in Asia: the same modern process of impe-
rial conquest produced the national boundaries of the
United States.

By 1900, sedentary territorialism was an established
cultural norm in most of the world. Mobility was sus-
pect, even deviant; out of the ordinary. Nomads, itiner-
ants and other vagrant, unsettled sorts came under strict
scrutiny and regulation. In British India, the most re-
calcitrant misfits became “criminal castes and tribes”.
State officials counted legal migrants who left and ar-
rived in state territory; and counted people born in one

territory who lived in another. Thus enumerated, mi-
grants became people out of place in the national cen-
sus of modern society. At the same time, ethnography
and administration erased the traces of mobility from
the constitution of sedentary village societies that
became the basic building blocks for modern Asian
territory.

In the book of modernity, mobile folk became aliens,
as empires became archaic. In social theory, social sci-
ence and political practice, mobility fell outside the nor-
mal - that is, typical, ordinary and normative — society.
Modernity cast a harsh eye on migrants in all its
mapped constituencies, from the local micro-domain
of the village, to the macro-domain of national state.
Territorialism became a cultural passion, and being a
native insider became the only firm basis for social sta-
tus in each mapped territory. A mobile past became a
cultural liability and faded further from memory with
each generation. Constructing “the native” inside na-
tive territory and inside native social, cultural and po-
litical order became an academic passion. Civilisation
and culture thus became strictly territorialised in na-
tional societies that valorised the native and margin-
alised all the mobile identities that look foreign.

In the 20% century, the stigma of alien mobility dark-
ened in Europe, Asia and America alike. In South Asia,
where countless generations had moved and resettied
over centuries, across unbounded geographies of mo-
bility, millions of natives became foreigners in natjonal
territories carved out of British India, where the joy of
independence mingled with the pain of alienation, mar-
ginality, victimisation, expulsion, exodus, dislocation
and assimilation.

Affluent intersections

The citizen, alien, migrant and refugee thus arrived to-
gether as definitive social identities in national terri-
tory. And since 1950, migrants and refugees have in-
creased in number much faster than citizens. Human
mobility has continued to increase in a world of faster
transportation, growing population, higher-tech com-
munication and increasing inequality.

In this new, national world of mobility, state bound-
aries do not contain mobility, but rather constitute in-
struments of power over mobility. Old tensions and
conflicts between mobility and territorialism now ap-
pear in new forms, as people in national territories strive,
simultaneously, to enforce the closure of national terri-
tories, to control people and assets inside national
boundaries, to exclude and subdue aliens, to move in
and out of national territories, to move assets across
boundaries, to move and settle in richer territories, to
change and mix territorial identities and to improvise
new forms of mobile territorialism, such as diasporas,
metropolitan regions, multinational business and glo-
bal America.

To begin to imagine more realistic maps of the
present than national state maps provide, we might
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simply abandon the idea that territorialism could ever
contain mobility, and thus that territorial order could
ever subdue disorderly mobility. National societies de-
pend on mobility, which territorialism cannot control,
and mobility is always invisibly at work changing the
composition of territories in ways that territorialism
does not comprehend.

Thus it makes sense to rethink maps-in-the-mind of
Asian studies by focusing attention on geographical
intersections of mobility and territorialism, rather than
merely studying territories of national order. Urban-
isation is an obvious intersection. Cities are symboaols
and centres of wealth and power inside national terri-
tory because they are focal points for mobility inside
and across national boundaries. Mobility in, through
and around cities pre-occupies so-

Aliens and anxiety

All these trends are now transforming the nameless
Asia to which America is so visibly attached today,
which sprawls across the Middle East, Central Asia
and South Asia, and where conflict at the intersections
of mobility and territorialism increased noticeably af-
ter 1980, as people moved more quickly into global net-
works, and to America; as wealth and inequality both
increased; as well-to-do urbanites, including scholars,
fostered global enterprise and thrived in its corridors;
and as the US began its campaign to control the corri-
dors of mobility running through Afghanistan.

Most major conflicts inside this nameless Asia are
strugples for territorial authority, but they alse inhabit
geographies of mobility where national maps represent

an illusion that nations live inside

cial life now more than ever, as

national borders. National states

social mobility leads people to
move from poorer to richer places,
on routes that tead from village, to
towns and to cities. Such human
mobility intersects territorialism
in the demographic process of
urbanisation, which cuts across
borders and transforms territories,
intra-nationally and inter-nation-
ally, at the same time.

Mobile assets also travel wide-
ly and also tend to accumulate in
richer places, where privileged lo-
cations in networks of mobi'lity al-
low people to invest wherever they
see promise, and to bring their
dividends back home. Such cir-
cuits of mobility among sites of
capital accumulation also inter-

do retain territorial authority, but
national maps do not describe ge-
ographies even of national societ-
ies, econormies, cultures and poli-
tics. National maps are normative
instruments of social power in
struggles over territory characte-
rised increasingly by organised
violence.

Most boundaries in our name-
less Asia remain open to walk
across. Armed guards and high
walls stand out on the land, as se-
curity force protects public and
private property against land
grabbing and other forced appro-
priation. Porous boundaries be-
tween public and private property
that appear as corruption indicate

sect territorialism both intra-na-
tionally and inter-nationally, and

Portuguese catographers Jorge and Fedro
Reinel's 1519 Asia.

their cumulative geographical ef-

markets moving inside public in-
stitutions. Lawyers and judges
spend much of their time on prop-

fect has been to increase territorial

inequality. Over the last century, peoor peeple in poor
places have formed an ever-larger percent of world
population, and also of migrants, refugees and dis-
placed persons. Only 10 percent of the world's people
now live in the world’s 12 richest countries, with over
UsD 20,000 per capita GDP — the most populous being
the US (45 percent) and Japan (21 percent) - while 80
percent of the world’s people live in 54 countries with
under USD 1000 per capita GDP, mostly in Asia. Similar
trends in inequality separate rich from poor places in-
side most countries.

In this world of mobility and inequality, people are
now moving in ever larger numbers from poorer to richer
places - most of all, to urban areas, but also to richer
countries — and at the same time, rich people in richer
places are using their increasingly disproportionate
command of the world’s wealth to acquire ever more of the
waorld’s assets, not only with money, but also with force.
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erty disputes, which periodically
spill ento the streets, where boundaries between public
politics and private profits remain fuzzy. Countless
conflicts erupt today at intersectiens of mobility and
territorialism, over conflicting insider and outsider
claims over territorial resources, in rural localities and
urban neighbourhoods. International conflicts are of
the same kind.

Since 1980, one prominent cultural feature of terri-
torial conflict is the public media promation of national
fear that aliens are threatening national territory. Terri-
torial anxiety and campaigns against alien peoples that
now typify globalisation generally, amidst the public
promotion of national fear, aggression and self-righ-
teousness. For example, Americans praised the disman-
tling of the national territory that Ronald Regan called
“the evil empire”, and valerised the dismantling of
national barriers to American enterprise in poor coun-
tries around the werld. At the same time, the US barri-
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caded its own national borders. Then, on 11 September
2001, shocking attacks .on monumental symbols of
American national power triggered national panic in
America, leading the US government to launch a war
in Asia that the president had promised would not be
stopped by any border of national sovercignty. Inside
the US, meanwhile, homeland security forces have
clamped down specifically on alien Muslims. The U5
has compiled a long list of suspect Muslim countries,
whose immigrants, students, governments and societ-
ies receive special security attention. US embassies now
manage aggressive vigilance over the internal affairs of
most Muslim countries, and Americans now have three
million Pakistani individuals under strict surveillance
inside Pakistan.

At the same time as Americans have globalised their
national fear of aliens and aggression against cnemies
of their national intcrests, territorial anxiety has also
generated violence against minorities identified with
the alien menace inside many poor countries on the
receiving end of US expansionism. Amidst struggles
over national sovereignty in India, ambitious Hindu
politicians have targeted Muslims, but also Christians,
and in the 1990s, as Indian territorial anxiety increased,
so did votes for the Hindu chauvinist Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP), which formed a coalition national govern-
ment in 1998. In March 2002, after three years of state
campaigns to make India Hindu, rampaging gangs
massacred Muslims across the Indian state of Gujarat,
at the same that the US military killed the Taliban, along
with at least two Afghan civilians for each person who
died in the World Trade Centre. Then, as the Gujarat
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killings continued, the Indian government threatened
war with Pakistan over Kashmir, which it claims to be
under attack by the same Muslim terrorists who many
Americans believe threaten America.

Gujarat’s historic mobility deepens the meaning of
recent events. Since ancient times, Gujarat has been a
land of the Indian Ocean as much as of India. Historic
sca routes to Kashmir and Samarkand came ashore in
Gujarat, where people sct sail for Cairo, Cape Town,
London, Singapore and Hong Kong. Mahatma Gandhi
was born in Gujarat, where a composite Jain, Hindu
and Muslim culture spawned a tradition of non-vio-
lence that began its Indian political carcer in South Af-
rica. Gujaratis have always been prominent among af-
fluent Indians overseas, as they are today in America.

In prosperous Gujarat, the most urbanised, indus-
trial state in democratic India, where entreprencurs
embrace frec markets and epitomise an American jdeal
of global progress, a BjP state government banished In-
dian pluralism from politics and connived in the mas-
sacre of Gujarati Muslims, to conquer Gujarat territory
for their Hindu nation. Gujarat state elections then bol-
stered the BIP victory, to the joy of rich Gujarati busi-
nessmen in Bombay who celebrated the return of law
and order with an event called “Gujarat Unlimited”,
where one participant called the Gujarat killings, which
killed more people than died in the World Trade Cen-
tre, “a storm in a teacup”. Meanwhile, many affluent
Indians overseas, who prosper in the halls of globali-
sation and also fect the sting of alien minority status in
America, finance efforts to conquer India for a Hindu
nation supervised by the BIP, accepted by the US gov-
ernment, and bolstered by many contemporary produc-
ers of knowledge about India.

Defining the territorial nation

Campaigners to make India Hindu are now spending
huge sums to make knowledge about India entirely
Hindu in America as well as in India. In the last cen-
tury, analogous cultural activism — with one foot in
America, and one in Asia — has shaped national terri-
tories in many countries, as nationalists have struggled
for power amidst global American efforts to paint the
world in the American colours. This particular intel-
lectual intersection of mobility and territorialism formed
a real-world context for research and education about
Asia in America, throughout the 20" century; its deep
influence on American knowledge about Asia is
entirely invisible in our national geography of Asian
studies.

Gujarat is only one Asian place where people with
very mobile territorial attachments are struggling over
territorial authority, in government, on city streets and
in towns and villages; using laws, guns, media, bombs,
votes and schools; and producing knowledge about
Asia. Hindu India is only one ethnically majoritarian
intellectual form of national identity thriving amidst
the territorial anxieties of globalisation, and basing it-
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self on the idea that each national state is a unique
domain of a singular, unitary and definitively national
culture. People in many countries rally around this idea,
and victories in one bolster efforts in others. The knowl-
edge they all produce seeks to regulate, subdue, erase,
expel, terrorise and even kill the living legacy of human
mobility that antedates national boundaries and still
moves across them to form culturally mixed societies.
To cite just one example, Indian state schoolbooks now
depict the Aryan Hindu as being indigenously Indian
and all Muslims as descending from alien invaders. At
the same time, the Indian media describe Pakistan and
Bangladesh as Muslim terrorist camps and the Indian
government wants to force two million Muslim Bengalis
out of India, into Bangladesh.

How we studv such conjunctures of knowledge and
politics is significant. Intellectual and educational ac-
tivity anywhere that drives human mobility and all its
attendant cultural mixing and spatial ambiguity into
the shadows of knowledge marks minorities everywhere
as targets for organised violence.

Remaping mobile space

All this indicates that scholars in Asian studies enjoy a
compelling opportunity to explore geographical histo-
ries of knowledge about Asia and of social life in Asia,
and to re-map Asia as a shifting, mobile spatial idea,
poorly understood either inside fixed boundaries or in
a world imagined without borders. In this endeavour,
national maps by themselves no longer represent a ra-
tional division of academic labour, and more complex
geographies better serve to orient research and educa-
tion on the many-layered, mobile historical spaces that
shape national environments.

National identity and international collaboration
still constitute the ground on which we must work to
address problems in the present with knowledge that
connects the past and future. History will not be end-
ing any time soon, and the national state should retain
its territorial authority for a long time to come.

Historical research produces knowledge about the
past to inform the future we are making today, and many
historians are now waorking hard to bring mobility out
of the shadows. In 1989, the eminent Mughal historian,
M Athar Ali, opened his presidential address to the
Indian Historical Congress by saving, “we should not
try to read back our present national sentiments into
those of the people of a millennium earlier”, and he
then went on to survey histories that ran from the Oxus
to the Narmada rivers, from the 11" to 18" centuries.
Much important work has appeared since then. Its cu-
mulative message is that human histories live inside
geographies of mobility that we grossly and now dan-
gerously distort by merely drawing routes of trade, mi-
gration and cultural flows among territories defined by
national maps.

Human mobility creates affect-laden social spaces
that constantly move and change shape. The natives of
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these mobile social spaces include all kinds of
people: poor nomads and rich capitalists; idealist poets,
missionaries, scholars and artists, as wcll as pragmatic
merchants, workers and peasants; and, yes, they also
include rampaging imperialists.

Social spaces formed by human mobility foster cul-
tural identities both inside and among territories.
Though we often denote cultural mobility with the term
diaspora, mobile societies have not merely come from
one place to arrive in others; they have also generated
dissonant, non-territorial social spaces, which elude
maps altogether and always implicitly challenge terri-
torial authority. At the same time, however, mobile tolk
have also settled happily in sedentary territories, to be-
come territorial fanatics themselves.

From this perspective, we can see that the mobility
which typifics globalisation operates in many spatial
and temporal registers, and forms many, disparate ge-
ographies, which coexist, conflict and complicate one
another, and have done so for a long time. National
states live inside spaces of mobility, and we would
thus do well to abandon the idea that national bound-
aries represent the fundamental geographical fact of
modernity.

(:eographles of mobility call out for more attention
from scholars who want to make the future more secure
for minorities and migrants. Rather than viewing eth-
nic identity through maps-in-the-mind that identify
people with one place or another, and rather than map-
ping ‘belonging’ either here or there, or both, it is more
realistic to imagine that all societics are composed of
spatially expansive geographies of human mobility,
where attachments to territory always change with the
times, as they are indeed changing today.

The mobility of Asia also calls out for attention from
scholars who want to understand mobile territories like
‘Hindu India” and ‘Global America’, both of which in-
dicate that culture and power produce territorialism in
travelling spaces that national maps render invisible.
People who shape territorial authority and national
passions today travel wide networks that did not dis-
appear when national maps made the word “imperial-
ism’ sound archaic. War and pogrom transact freely
across boundaries that separate nations, properties and
neighbourhoods, which seem ever more permeable and
also more useful as weapons for the people who seek to
control territory with organised violence,

At the end of the day, history indicates that all the
boundaries will change, and they are in fact changing
today, in front of our eyes. We cannot know how trans-
actions between mobility and territorialism will draw
the maps of the future, but scholars can improve knowl-
edge of the present and options for the future by train-
ing their eyes critically and realistically on the very old
and very undead geographical histories of mobility that
haunt the world of national states and also of Asian

A
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Briefs

Unification bridge

WHEN HE was in his early teens,
Mohamed Amir used to go swim-
ming with his friends from Fares
island and get into fights with rival
groups from the neighbouring Maa-
thodaa island. “The two islands are
just a stone’s throw away from each
other. We used to swim in the
shallow lagoon and throw corals at
Maathodaa boys who would bully
us”, Amir, now in his mid-30s,
reminisces.

Today a teacher in Male, the
Maldivian capital home to 70,000-
plus people, Amir, who has earned
the nickname ‘Fares Amir” because
of his home island, says that much
has changed in the social relations
between Fares and Maathodaa is-
lands.

The rivalry between the two
neighbouring islands in the Gaafu
Dhaalu atoll — the largest natural
atoll in the equator-straddling
Maldivian archipelago — goes back
30 years, a consequence of neigh-

Hijacked justice

ON 23 June, in a courtroom in Cal-
cutta, the hijacking trial of Burmese
dissent Soe Myint is scheduled to
begin. The case revolves around
the events of 11 November 1990,
the day Myint, then aged 22, along
with fellow dissident Kyaw Oo, hi-
jacked a 220-passenger Rangoon-
bound Thai airways flight from
Bangkok with a laughing Buddha
statue wrapped in tissue paper that
they claimed was a bomb, and re-
directed the plane to Calcutta.
Their aim, Myint says, was to
draw attention to the suppression
of democracy im Burma.

Upon arrival in West Bengal,
despite being booked for the hijack-
ing, the two received something of
a hero’s welcome. On 12 Novem-
ber, crowds assembled outside the
jail in which they were being held,
and Myint and Oo were allowed
to hold two press conferences dur-
ing their detention, at which they
made upbeat statements. The long-
time West Bengal chief minister,

bourly feuds inherited and contin-
ued down the years. However, the
gulf between the two islands was
bridged, literally and figuratively,
when the government recently
reclaimed the shallow lagoon
separating the two, making it one
whole island now known as ‘Fares-
Maathodaa’.

Since then, tensions between in-
habitants of the two islands have
eased, with residents saying they
now want integration in all senses.
Benefits of cooperation are already
evident; a single powerhouse, built
on the reclaimed coral sand “bridge’,
now provides electricity to both
sides. A health centre has also been
set up while a school, an ice pro-
duction plant for fishermen, a court
and an administrative office for
Fares-Maathodaa are in-the works.

Residents are also hoping that
economic benefits will flow from the
unification. The larger an island is,
the more likely it is to receive assis-
tance from the national government.
“Developing 200-0dd islands is like

Jyoti Basu, assured them that they
would receive refugee status, and 30
members of the Indian parliament
lobbied Prime Minister Chandra
Shekhar to grant them such. Three
months after their arrest
the two were released
and in 1993 Myint re-
ceived official refugee
status from the United
Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees.
Atthe time, New Del-
hi was strongly opposed
to the Burmese military

junta, which had come to Soe Myint

developing 200 separate countries.
A small island state like Maldives
cannot possibly undertake such an
arduous task with the limited re-
sources we have”, a senior official
from the planning ministry ex-
plains. While only about 200 of the
archipelago’s 1190 islands are in-
habited by humans, morc than 80
have been developed for high-end
international tourists.

The planning ministry has em-
barked on an ambitious nation-
wide development programme
called ‘Effas Kurun', which literal-
ly means shifting people from dis-
advantaged islands to those with
greater space and economic pros-
pects. Fares and Maathodaa are ex-
pected to benefit from this venture
because the joining of the two is-
lands has made the improvement ot
facilities and commercial opportu-
nities possible.

“We are seeing a time of great
development for us. It might not
have been possible before as eco-
nomic constraints prevented us from

dissident work as a journalist, along
the way befriending Samata Party
leader and current Indian defence
minister, George Fernandes. Myint,
now 35, stayed in Fernandes’ offi-
cial Delhi residence for
several years before rent-
| ing his own apartment in
west Delhi, and in 1998
he founded Mizzima, an
Internet news service on
Burma (accessible at
www.mizzima.com) that
regularly criticises the
government of General
Than Shwe.

power in 1988 and re-

christened the country ‘Myan-
mar’ the following year. The cases
against Myint and Qo remained
pending throughout the 1990s,
though no action was taken on
them and they were allowed to live
freely, and in 1995 the public prose-
cutor recommended that the state of
West Bengal drop the charges. Oo
was allowed to migrate to Europe
to pursue studies, while Myint re-
mained in India to take up fulltime

Thus, the situation
stood until the night of 10 April
2002, when Myint, to his great sur-
prise, was rearrested in Delhi by
West Bengal police and taken into
custody on a warrant cifing the hi-
jacking charge. It is not entirely clear
why, after 12 years, the police sud-
denly took a renewed interest in his
case, Myint’s defenders, however,
point to the visit of India’s foreign
minister, Jaswant Singh, to Rangoon
the same week as Myint’s re-arrest
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developing basic infrastructure in
both islands”, the Fares Island chief
Mohamed Latheef says.

While rivalries “run deep”, he
is optimistic that residents will sec
a time of social harmony in the near
future. “Give us about two ycars
and I am sure everything is going to
be just fine. It will give us time to
develop and consolidate friend-
ships between Fares and Maa-
thodaa residents”.

Fares has a population of 802
while Maathodaa’s is slightly larg-
er, at 853.

Many islands in the Maldives
are disadvantaged becausc of the
scattercd nature of the populace.
The country’s 320,000 people, pre-
dominantly Sunni Muslim, live on
a string of islands dotted across
90,000 square kilometres of the
northern Indian Ocean.

While Fares and Maathodaa are
seeing economic, social, education-
al and medical benefits resulting
from the joining of the two islands,
the most outstanding example of de-

by way of explanation. India has
dropped its principled opposition
to the Burmese dictatorship in
favour of pragmatic engagement
with the Rangoon regime, and some
suspect that the Burmese generals,
for whom Myint is a thorn in their
relations with New Delhi, request-
ed that Singh arrange for his arrest.
Myint says that Fernandes pressed
Singh on this point, and that the
latter denied any involvement in
the case.

His experience in custody leads
Myint to believe that the arrest was
politically motivated. Between his
jailing, on 10 April, and his release
a week later, two unidentified inter-
rogators questioned him on his po-
litical and journalistic work, not, as
the charges would suggest, on his
involvement in the 1990 hijacking.
Despite requests from Myint’s law-
ver, Nandita Haksar, the identities
of the two interrogators have not
been revealed. In January 2003, a
Calcutta court formally charge-
sheeted him, though the opening of
the trial, originally scheduled for
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veloping friendships among the ri-
val islands is that fishermen from
both islands now work in their erst-
while rivals’ dhonics, traditional
fishing vessels, and young children
from both islands study in a
common nursery school. A new
school with classes up to grade 10
is also in the pipeline, according to
Latheet.

April, was postponed until late June
to allow the public prosecutor to
make arrangements for 29 witmess-
es. Myint’s activist wife, Thin Thin
Aung, says that the Communist Par-
ty of India {Marxist)-led West Ben-
gal government is willing to drop
the case, but that New Delhi is in-
timidating Calcutta into carrying out
the trial. If convicted of hijacking,
Myint faces life imprisonment.
The Myint case has become a
minor cause célébre, with activists
and journalists in India and over-
seas agitating for his release, and
four attorneys representing him in
court pro-bono. An Internet petition
calling for the charges to be dropped
has collected nearly 1000 signa-
tures, Reporters sans Frontieres has
calied on the Indian government to
explain the arrest, and at least six
Scandinavian Burmese watchdog
groups have demanded his imme-
diate release. Numerous publica-
tions in India and Southeast Asia,
including Frontline and the Bangkok
Post, have reported on the case, guar-
anteeing that if it does go to trial,

- .. No more rock.thrawing.

The Maathedaa Island chief
Ibrahim Latheef is cheered by the
recent developments as well. “Now
we can open big stores catering to a
larger number of consumers”, he
says. Like many other residents, he
too would now like to lay to rest the
long-running rivalry and give de-
velopment a chance. 3

Mohamed Yooshau, Male

Myint will become a celebrity de-
fendant in the process. Which
makes the re-arrest all the more
puzzling, because if Myint is con-
victed after a dozen years of agitat-
ing against the Rangoon regime,
the impression, either correct or in-
correct, will be that he has been
jailed for his work as a journalist
and that the Indian government
caved into Burmese demands to
silence a critic.

Myint himself notes that he
could easily slip out of India to
avoid trial, but says that he will
stay and fight his case. “Being in a
neighbouring country of Burma
like India, I could do many activi-
ties”, he says. “It is also important
to mobilise the support and soli-
darity of the people of India and
lobby the government of India to
support the democracy movement
in Burma. More importantly, India
still has a vibrant democracy
which continues to allow Burmese
democracy activists to launch var-
ious campaigns for democracy in
Burma”, A
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On the picket line

IT 1S Islamabad’s best-known se-
cret. The picket lines at fast food
multinationals XFC and Pizza Hut
were well nto their second month
this spring, and there had not been
a word about it in the local press.
Stories filed by reporters on the
city’s longest-running non-violent
protest had a habit of mysterious-
ly disappearing - the godfathers
protecting American franchises
must have some clout. The only
related news that was permitted
{or planted) was a crime re-
port, naming individuals against
whom cases had been registered
for demonstrating at a supermar-
ket, though the story failed to men-
tion what the demonstration was
about. Clout and crude scare tac-
tics, one supposes, are the hall-
marks of godfathers everywhere.

There is some evidence, how-
ever, of who these protectors might
be. The evidence is statistical,
based on arrow number plates that
flock to KFC Rawalpindi, and

Courting Tel Aviv

ARIEL SHARON, the embattled,
pugnacious prime minister of Isra-
cl, is reportedly weighing a state vis-
it to India, perhaps as early as Junc.
If the visit happens, it would be the
first by an Israeli head of govern-
ment to New Delhi (Israeli head of
state Ezer Weizman made a ceremo-
nial visit in January 1997), and
would cement the 180-degree turn
in relations between India and Isra-
el since they gained statehood with-
in months of each other in 1947-48.

Despite the emigration to Israel
of thousands of Indian Jews, Indi-
an-lsraeli diplomacy during the
cold war remained a cold affair, at
least publicly. New Delhi refused to
engage in full diplomatic relations
with Israel, though it did allow Tel
Aviv to establish a trade office in
Bombay in 1950, which became a
consulate three years later. Over
time, cooperation grew slowly be-
tween the two states, primarily in
security affairs. In January 1963, a
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green number plates that
swarm Pizza Hut Islam-
abad. But as it is circum-
stantial evidence, we will
refrain from presenting
it. It goes against our
campaign principle of
strict adherence to the
law.

Adhering to the law
in Islamabad is by no means simple
these days. For the local lawmakers
keep changing it all the time. It was
our third night at KFC and the city
administration — DC, AC, city mag-
istrate, DSP, SHO and busloads of
police - was out in force to protect
the goateed images of Colonel Sand-
ers. We had barely started distrib-
uting our boycott leaflets when we
were told that it was a violation of
Section 144. We stopped leafleting
and unfurled our banners. The city
magistracy then proclaimed that, as
of right then, this too was a viola-
tion of the same law. Somebody pro-
duced a megaphone; Section 144
was extended then to ban the use of
it. Desperately trying to stay on the

few months after suffering an em-
barrassing defeat in the Sino-Indi-
an border war, New Delhi invited
senior Isracli military leaders, in-
cluding the chiefs of army staff and
military intelligence, for consulta-
tions. Tsraeli labour minister Yigal
Along visited India in 1965, as did
foreign ministers Moshe Dayan in
1977 and Shimon Peres in 1993

A year before the Peres visit, In-
dian-lIsracli diplomacy reached a
milestone with the establishment of
full diplomatic relations, an out-
come of Narasimha Rao’s non-ideo-
logical, post-cold war foreign poli-
cy. This decade of engagement fo-
cussed primarily on military con-
tacts, with Israel emerging as India’s
second largest military supplier, fol-
lowing only Russia. Today, Isracl
provides India with military assis-
tance in its combat aircraft, weap-
ons, tank, missile and naval pro-
grammes, and is slated to train 3000
Indian jawans in anti-insurgency
tactics. Israel supports New Delhi’s
stand on Kashmir and refused to

right side of the rapidly
changing laws, we put
away the megaphone
and blew whistles in-
stead. The game of wits
between Islamabad’s
lawmakers and its law-
abiding citizens contin-
ued till late that night.
Finally forced to remain
silent and stand five metres apart,
we lit candles — dim beacons point-
ing the path of freedom from Ameri-
can brand-name slavery. The city
authorities could have snuffed this
challenge too, but it was late and
other, more lucrative pursuits beck-
oned them elsewhere.

Baffling arrogant lawmakers
may be a piece of cake. Convincing
the public that boycotting American
corporate brand names is an effec-
tive strategy to contain American
unilateralism is another matter. A
typical conversation between a pick-
eter and a would-be customer runs
as follows:

KFE

Picketer: Don't send royaltics to

condemn the Pokhran Il nuclear
tests of May 1998. And India, while
not completely reversing itself, has
toned down its traditional support
for the Palestinian cause.

According to Nehru biographer
BN Pandey, India’s first prime min-
ister “had ne feeling of animosity
towards Istael and would have hat-
ed to see the Jewish state wiped ouf
of existence or even crippled by the
Arab nationalists. The reason for his
refusal to have diplomatic relations
with Israel was tactical; it was his
fear that India might lose the friend-
ship of the Arab world”, important
partners in the non-aligned stance.
After Nehru’s death in 1964, and
before Rao’s arrival as prime minis-
ter in 1991, Congress governments
resisted making public overtures to
Israel for fear that they would alien-
ate Muslim voters in India and jeop-
ardise India’s access to West Asian
oil.

The strengthening of Indian-Is-
racli ties during the past decade
demonstrates as much about chang-
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America; boycott American
brand names; boycott KFC; boy-
cott Pizza Hut.

Customer: But Pakistanis own
this restaurant and it provides
livelihoods to many Pakistanis.
Picketer: We are not for closing
these restaurants. All we are re-
questing is that instead of pro-
moting American brand names
and sending royalties to the Usa,
they do business under a local
name, establishing a brand name
of thejr own.

Customer: But then they will
have no customers.

Picketer: Not if people like you
boycott American brand names
and support local outlets.
Customer: But you cannot
change American policy by boy-
cotling one American restaurant.
Picketer: If corporate America
feels the pinch, it will make
the American administration
change its policy.

Customer: Actually it is my kids
who want to eat in here.
Picketer: Maybe you need to ex-

ing glebal politics as it does about
India’s evolving internal dynamics.
The perceived importance of the
Arab world has declined, while In-
dia’s Muslim population has been
the target of campaigns of vilifica-
tion and violence, particularly since
the rise of the Hindu-right Bharatiya
Janata Party (B[P). Support for Israel
has arisen in ideologically diffuse
sections of the Indian political spec-
trum, ranging from the Congress
under Rao to the current BJP and
even the Communist Party of India
(Marxist), a leader of which, former
West Bengal Chief Minister Jyoti
Basu, visited Israel in 2000.
Islamabad is reportedly nervous
about growing Indian-Israeli mili-
tary ties, in particular that they may
serve as a channel for advanced US
military technology to reach the
South Asian theatre. Such concerns
about an Indian-Israeli-US military
axis, which have been voiced in In-
dia by political columnist Praful
Bidwai, among others, appear but-
tressed by growing support in the
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plain all this to your kids, if you
do not want them growing up
as mental slaves to American
brand names.

Customer: But America produc-
es many useful things.
Picketer: Yes, and there are many
good Americans too. This cam-
paign is not against all things
American. This is just an effec-
tive way to tell corporate Ameri-
ca that attempts at world domi-
nation through force can
be counterproductive to their
interests,

This conversation can be longer
or shorter and not always success-
ful. But the campaign has been ef-
fective - effective enough to have the
city administration descend on us
once again, this time at Pizza Hut.
On 6 May the city AC and magis-
trate, using provocation, abuse and
harassment, took the identity cards
of those on the picket line by force
and threatened immediate arrests if
the picket continued. Not willing to
risk arrests of girl students and se-

American Jewish lobby for India. In
February, the singularly influential
American-Israeli Political Action
Committee, whosc website boasts a
quote from the New York Times call-
ing it “the most important organi-
zation affecting America’s relation-
ship with Israel”, argued in its Near
East Reporf that “faced with similar
threats from Islamic radicals and
weapons of mass destruction, bur-
geoning economic, political and
military ties between Isracl and In-
dia are proving beneficial to both
countries”.

On 22 May, the US approved Is-
rael’s sale of an advanced airborne
early warning systemn to India, val-
ued at USD 1 billion, and the same
day in Islamabad former Inter-Ser-
vices Intelligence chief Hamid Gul
told reporters that a Sharon visit to
India “is a threat to our security”.
Closer Indian-Israeli cooperation is
turning heads in Islamabad. “Do
growing India-Israel relations have
an impact on Pakistan and ils secu-
rity?” queried one Pakistani news-

nior citizens, we retreated to fight
another day.

Already this demand-side cam-
paign is gaining momentum. Start-
ing with the Quaid-i-
Azam University, 1s- o
lamabad, many insti- RN
tutions have declared a4
themselves cola-free. P’Z;a
Booklets explaining
the boycott, available # ur
in both English and .

Urdu, are proving
popular. More citi-
zens continue to join the picket
ranks: it is a cause of our times, and
the finest of the city are coming
forward to take it up. Islamabad is
beginning to demonstrate that
with patience, commitment and
creativity ordinary folk can effect-
ively resist unilateral aggression
and contribute to world peace. And
our resistance is succeeding ~ if the
response of the local hirelings is
anything to go by. b

Jamil Omar, Islamabad

paper in May. “The answer cannot
be but a categorical yes”. Faced with
the prospect of advanced military
technology reaching India, some Pa-
kistani commentators have called
for the establishment of diplomatic
relations with Israel, though this
would be wildly unpopular with
Pakistani public opinion. I
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State
symbols often
celebrate and

commemo-
rate a history
of crueity,
injustice, and
exclusion

Swansong of unity

Sinhala nationalism in Namo Namo Matha

by Sanjana Hattotuwa

nthems have truly only one purpose

- to instil patriotism and national

ism in citizens at a time of need. This
time of need can range anywhere from a
cricket match to a rallying cry to support
troops fighting for the territorial integrity of
a country {which in Sri Lanka has rarely
coincided with the former). In Sri Lanka,
the flip side of a national lethargy where
for instance, deadlines are passé and only
upheld by social pariahs who value time,
is the militant fervour with which symbols
of Sinhala hegemony are protected. The flag,
the national anthem, the constitution
wherein the status of Buddhism is en-
shrined — all three are inextricably en-
twined in a complex dynamic that has in-
fluenced polity and society since indepen-
dence in 1948. This has led to tragicomic
situations, where even the seemingly benign
news of an official re-recording of the na-
tional anthem can result in presidential
decrees and political acrimony.

Breaking away from colonial rule in the
late 1940s, the people of Sri Lanka were
kindled with patriotic fervour. Of course,
one of the first steps of any new nation-state
in the postcolonial world was to find a lyric
expression of its status of independence. Af-
ter a competition, Ananda Samarakoon’s
composition Namo Namo Matha was cho-
sen as the national anthem on 22 Novem-
ber 1951. The first public rendering of the
national anthem was made on Indepen-
dence Day, 4 February 1952, by a group of
500 students from Muscus College, Co-
lombo, and was broadcast over the radio.
History does not record how many people
listened.

A national anthem is predicated on the
existence of one pivotal element, the nation.
A nation is commonly considered to be a
group of people bound together by lan-
guage, culture, or some other common heri-
tage and is usually recognised as a politi-
cal entity. Ordinarily the word nation is
used synonymously with country or state;

however, it does imply more than just a ter-
ritory delineated by boundaries. A nation
could also signify a group consciousness
of a shared history, race, language or sys-
tem of values. Sri Lanka thinks not — its his-
tory has been coloured by the systematic and
calculated repression of the aspirations of
minority communities and groups, some-
thing that rabid chauvinists neglect to
remember.

State symbols often celebrate and com-
memorate a history of cruelty, injustice, and
exclusion. Strangely missing from the his-
tory of the national anthem in 5ri Lanka is
any recognition of a shared destiny. Al-
though a national anthem should ideally
stand for national unity, in Sri Lanka, it em-
bodics the perverse tragedies of the past —
every time it is sung it is an inadvertent rec-
ognition of the politics that have plagued
the country for over half a century. This pro-
foundly regrettable legacy of suffering and
discrimination is couched in lyrics which
stand aloof from the need to find unity in
diversity - a key element of a pluralistic so-
ciety that Sri Lanka has not been able to es-
tablish. More than amnesia in verse, Namo
Nanio Matha is a harmonious perpetuation
of partisan politics that has left the country
grappling with the after-effects of a pro-
tracted civil war.

Also hiding in the seemingly innocuous
national ardour of the anthem is the perni-
cious evil of majoritarianism — a singular
plague which in the guise of democracy has
ravaged this nation’s polity and society af-
ter independence in 1948. 1t is in Sinhala,
the language of the majority. It sings hosan-
nas about the bounty of 5ri Lanka, its
beauty, its rich harvests and a host of other
peripheral and idealised qualities, but not
about its peoples.

Sri Lanka Matha,

Apa 5ri Lanka

Namo Namo Namo Namo Matha,
Sundara siri bharini,
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The farce
continues.
News of a
re-recording
of the national
anthem in
2002 raised
the heckles of
the ancienne
regime — how
on earth could
Sri Lanka
even
contemplate it
without
-expecting a
political
imbroglio?

tics in Sri Lanka} and much as they have
manipulated it, to the attitude of the Bud-
dhist clergy, the primacy given to Buddhism
has proved inimical to the interests of
Tamils in Sri Lanka. This Sinhala-Buddhist
mentality, which has informed and shaped
post-independence politics in Sri Lanka,
has engendered intolerance in polity and
society and carries a large burden of respon-
sibility for the ethno-political conflict.

Sri Lanka’s national anthem is a lens
for this history of complex socio-political
interactions. In 2003, the farce continues.
News of a formal re-recording of the na-
tional anthem in December 2002 raised the
heckles of the ancienne regime — after all, how
on earth could Sri Lanka even contemplate
a re-recording without expecting a political
imbroglio? The minister in charge pleaded
ignorance, the president warned the prime
minister against hasty decisions, the sing-
ers said they had faithfully kept to the origi-
nal tune and lyrics and the general public
was wondering what on earth the fuss was
about.

The United Nations Secretary General
Kofi Annan in 1999, reporting on complex
humanitarian emergencies, cited a study by
the United Nations University that found a
positive relationship between war and in-
equality among domestic social groups.
More than simple poverty, it is this inequal-
ity, which the weak state is unable or un-
willing to manage, that breeds conflict. Al-
though not all poor states with high levels
of inequality have experienced civil war, in
those that have, such as Sri Lanka, inequal-
ity corresponding to ethnicity proves an es-

pecially potent destabilising force.

This observation holds valuable lessons
for Sri Lanka, for it is a country of multiple
identities and multiple ethnicities. This eth-
nic diversity is something to be celebrated,
not shurned or repressed. State institutions
should reflect it and encourage it along with
the need to cohabit peacefully and to ap-
preciate the concerns and aspirations of
each community.

Sri Lanka has much to lose if the present
peace process breaks down. An indifference
to historical antecedents, the international
context and the legitimate aspirations of all
communities could irrevocably plunge Sri
Lanka into a vortex of bitterness, mistrust,
mutual acrimony and violence. A negoti-
ated agreement or a peace process that ad-
dresses the symptoms of violent conflict
must include provisions for future pro-
cesses towards institution-building and so-
cietal transformation if they are to be sus-
tainable. A true expression of the volksgeist
of a nation not only depends on a celebra-
tion of its linguistic diversity, but also an
acknowledgement of its multiethnic fabric.

A commitment by both the government
and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam to
the creation of a federal Sri Lanka was wel-
comed amidst great fanfare late last year. A
culture of rights, respect and the honourable
accommodation of differences is crucial to
the federal idea and to its realisation. It has
to be a new social contract, a covenant — the
Latin word from which the term federalism
is coined — if it is to have lasting legitimacy.
A truly national anthem of Sri Lanka must
recognise this fundamental reality. B

The king’s song

The military tune that became the anthem

by Kamal Dixit

epal did not have a national anthem
as such till about 100 years ago. The
Rana government of the day, it
seems, made do with whatever melody came
in handy for official events and celebrations.
Local folk tunes, popular melodies and
sometimes even a likeness of God Save the

Queen would be played by the military band

as the occasion demanded.

Sometime during his reign (1895 to 1901)
as hereditary prime minister and de facto
ruler, Bir Shumshere Jung Bahadur Rana
was advised that a salaami dhun ('saluta-
tion melody”) each should be composed for
the king and the prime minister. The mili-
tary band was handed the task of compos-
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ing a suitable tune, and it did so under the
supervision of the bandmaster at the time,
Director of Music, Nepal, Dr AM Pathan.
The Shree Teenko Salaami, meant for the Rana
prime minister, and the Shree Paanchko
Salaami were pressed into service in 1899,
(The three - ‘teen’ - ‘shrees’ referred to the
Rana prime ministers, while the five -
‘paanch’ - ‘shrees’ refer to the Shah kings
of Nepal. ‘Shree panch’ may be translated
as ‘his majesty’.)

This is how Purana Samjhana by Ram
Mani Acharya Dikshit, advisor to Chandra
Shumshere, reports the provenance of the
tune of Shreeman Gambhir, the national an-
them of Nepal. But it is a disputed legacy.
The other claimant to the dhun is Bakhatbir
Budhapirthi, who was a member of the
band that Pathan headed. Officially, how-
ever, the tune remains ownerless, with the
matter not decided either way.

Chandra Shumshere Jung Bahadur
Rana succeeded Bir Shumshere. His long
reign (1901-1929) is often considered the
peak period of achievement for the Rana au-
tocracy, which held power from 1846-1950,
a period when the Shah kings (‘maharaj-
dhiraj’) were only titular heads. As the
graduate among the Ranas, having studied
in Calcutta and travelled to England,
Chandra Shumshere understood the mod-
em-day needs of pomp and ceremony. On
ascending to office, ‘Maharaja’ Chandra
Shumshere ordered his advisor to insert
words into the two tunes.

Ram Mani, as the superintendent of the
Gorkha Bhasha P’rakashini Samiti (the
Nepali Language Publications Committee),
a government-appointed watchdog body,
was a natural choice for the responsibility.
He turned to his assistant, the prominent
poet Pandit Chakrapani Chalise, who fit lyr-
ics into both salaami dhuns.

With the overthrow of the Ranas in 1950,
the melody glorifying the prime minister
went the way of the autocracy; King Tri-
bhuvan Bir Bikram Shah Dev returned from
a brief exile in Delhi to retake power in
agreement with democratic forces led
by Bishweswor Prasad Koirala's Nepali
Congress. Expectedly, the Shree Paanchke
Salagmi came to be used routinely for state
ceremonies.

Over the years, the song underwent some
change as the definition of what Nepal was,
and who all should be included in its sig-
nature nusical identity, expanded. The
original wording was:
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Shreeman Gambhira Gorkhali
prachanda pratapi bhupati
Shree-paanch sarkar
maharajadhirajako sada rahos
unnati

Rakhun chirayu eeshale praja
phailiyos pakaraun jaya premale
Hami Gorkhali bhai sarale

Bairi saru haraun, shanta hun
sabai brighna byatha

Gaun sara duniyale saharsha
nathako sukriti katha

Rakhaun kaman, bhari biratale
Nepalimathi sadhai nathako
Shri hos thule hami Gorkhali ko

The first alteration to the song was the
dropping of ‘Gorkhali’, which was sup-
planted by ‘Nepali’ in 1951. Gorkhali was
by then seen as a limiting denomination
referring only to the principality from where
the ancestors of the Shah kings fanned out
in conquest in the mid-18" century. Also,
the term was by now closely associated
with the Gurkha regiments of foreign (Brit-
ish and Indian) armies. Meanwhile, the
name 'Nepal’, which was inherited from
the ancient Kathmandu valley, had come
to denote the country as its borders stand
today.

The 1962 constitution, handed down by
King Mahendra after wresting power from
the elected government of BP Koirala in
1960, officially declared the Shree Paanchko
Salaami as the national anthem. That is
when it became the rastriya gaan, the na-
tional song. In it, the second stanza was
excluded. Also dropped was the male-only
reference implied by “bhai” (brother), ap-
parently to make the anthem more gender-
sensitive.

Actually, the wording of the king’s an-
them had nothing remarkable in it, and
compared to the prime minister’s, which
was certainly more melodious than the
marching tune of the monarch, it was quite
bland. And Chakrapani Chalise also added
sweeter lyrics, including pleasant Sanskrit
phraseology that worked for the music,
such as the phrase, “...himashila mandita
suhindu sashrita...” But being the king’s an-
them, it was Shreeman Gambhira whose star
rose with that of the Shahs.

The second stanza in Shreeman Gambhirg
had some ‘meat’ in it, with messages and
benedictions such as “...let the enemies
vanish, let all obstacles and pestilence be

Chandra Shumshere
Jung Bahadur Rana
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King Tribhuvan

Perhaps the
ideal national
anthem would
be one that
extols and
glorifies
exclusively
the diversity —
geographic
and human -
that makes up
the nation-
state of Nepal

calmed...” The words also exhort the Nepali
people to be brave and loyal. But as we have
it today, the national anthem simply extols
the majesty of the king. It wishes him a long
life, all success and the spread of his sub-
ject population — something that has come
to pass with population explosion and the
migration of Nepalis to faraway lands in
search of survival. Shreeman Gambhira has
the people praying for the monarch’s con-
tinuous triumph and wellbeing.

Debating the anthem

Time and again, voices have been raised for
changing the national anthem. There is par-
ticular dissatisfaction that it is exclusively
a paean to the incumbent on the throne. In
fact, a number of patriotic songs have been
nominated as its replacement, songs whose
music is inspired by folk traditions rather
than the imagination of a Pathan military
bandmaster. Also, the fact of retroactive fit-
ting of words into an existing tune is clear
in the awkward rendering of the song, re-
quired to be sung with a stop-go gusto that
is not there in the average Nepali language
poetry that has been put to song,.

Interestingly, this awkwardness was
only augmented when the ending phrase
“hami Nepali daju bhai saraley” (‘all us Nepali
brothers’) had to be replaced by merely
“saraley” (‘by all’). This meant lengthening
the one word and breaking it into seven syl-
lables to force it into the tune at hand. This
is why the end of the Nepali national an-
them has always been a difficult campaign
of open mouths and throats trying to get
around a particularly difficult bend at the
finish.

For these reasons, many songs have
been proposed as alternatives. Among the
numbers vying for the top spot is one penned
by the firebrand 1940s poet and political
activist Gopal Prasad Rimal and put to mnu-
sic by singer-composer Ambar Gurung. The
song glorifies the Nepali flag: “Rato ra
chandra soorya, jangi nishan hamro...” ('In red,
with the sun and the moon emblazoned, our
martial standard...”) A more recent aspir-
ant has been a long-forgotten song by one
of the first successful poets of Nepali and a
prolific writer, Shambhu Prasad Dhungel.
Dhungel was given the title of “Aashu Kavi’
by Chandra Shumshere, who was im-
pressed by the poet’s natural ability to sim-
ply churn out verse. The song, long forgot-
ten, was resurrected by the singer and mu-
sician Deep Shrestha recently. It refers to

the Nepali's need for respect, which has a
certain resonance today when the country
is dealing with a serious problem of image:
“Iar bakhat harek kura ma, mana hos Nepalako,
jaha jaha faun hami, shaana hos Nepalako”.
(' All the time, and in every sphere, let Nepal
be honoured; wherever we go, may we find
Nepal perceived in glory”.)

Some would say that the anthems that
have been proposed and which seem to be
popular have their own problems. The first
is the image of Nepal that they project —of a
conquering nation, replete with references
to the khukuri, the besting of ‘enemy’ em-
pires, and the territory that Nepal was forced
to cede to the British after the Anglo-Nepal
war of 1814-1816. Similarly, the references
are also to Nepal as a country of the midhills,
with little reference to the country and popu-
lation as it has evolved, including the
‘trans-Himalayan’ fold and the Madhes
plains region that now houses more than
50 percent of Nepali citizens.

Perhaps an ideal national anthem could
still be written for Nepal, and it could be
done through a national competition of the
kind that the Sri Lankans had in 1951 and
the Thais are experimenting with now. And
perhaps the ideal national anthem would
be one that extols and glorifies exclusively
the diversity that makes up the nation-state
of Nepal — certainly the geographic and cli-
matic differences between tarai, hill, moun-
tain and trans-Himalaya, but even more im-
portantly the diversity in the population. A
lyric incorporating such a subject, and put
to ‘good’ edifying music, would perhaps be
able to add just a bit to the sense of unity of
purpose that seems to be missing in the
present-day political landscape.

But there is always the counterpoint
that suggests let sleeping rastriya gaans lie.
A country’s glory and its image can hardly
ever be measured through its national an-
them, and there is an innumerable number
of national anthems that perhaps do not
reflect the aspirations and feelings of the
people.

All said and done, for the moment,
Nepalis may be glad that at the very least
they have a national anthem today to sing,
howsoever out of tune and awkwardly, at
celebrations national or local. And for this,
we have to thank a Rana prime minister, a
Pathan bandmaster and a Kathmandu
pandit, all long deceased. B

HIMAL 16/6 June 2003



Analysis

The wars ‘we” wage

State-sponsored orientalism in the western press, and the abandonment
of journalistic duty in the war in lraq

by Chitrangada Choudhury

The blindness of contempt is more hopeless than the blind-
ness of ignorance; for contempt kills the light which ignovance
merely leaves unignited.

— Rabindranath Tagore, East and West, 1922

orms and values, as well as information, are
Ntransmitted to audiences in overt and covert

ways via the news media. In the event of a con-
flict, the news media, with its growing ability to define
‘reality’, is all too often expected to take on the task of
creating public consensus, of contributing its patriotic
bit. This means abandoning a questioning stance and
highiighting certain issues at the expense of more un-
comfortable ones that go against the dominant script.
In order to project unity, rhetoric about national and
cultural identity gets revived, even invented, in order to
stimulate feelings of homogeneity within groups, and
to identify the enemies as ‘they”. While this phenome-
non holds true in much of the western (‘international’}
media’s coverage of global events, it was particularly
evident in the weeks leading up to the war in Traq, with
the underlying elite consensus structuring facets of the
news, choosing subjects and framing issues in a man-
ner that consequently limited what the public read/
saw in the name of news.

The mainstream (and overwhelmingly corporate)
media in America under-reported the massive and un-
precedented anti-war protests seen all across the world,
including in the US. Once the war broke out, this popu-
lar opposition went even more under-reported in the
Anglo-American media. Biased towards elite actors —
the ‘newsmakers’, as the media constantly reminds us
— this omission was justified in terms of the lack of for-
mal political opposition, with US Democrats and Brit-
ish Conservatives backing their respective governments
in the war on Iraq.

The conduct of the media during the course of the
military conflict also reveals such biases. Throughout
the campaign, the media regularly remninded their au-
diences that non-embedded journalists reporting from
within Iraq had “their movements monitored by the
Iraqgi regime”, suggesting that such journalists’ accounts
were somehow tainted as a consequence. Yet there was
little parallel discussion of the outcome of accounts by
embedded journalists made to sign centracts to foltow
the coaliticn’s direction and orders: the one-sidedness
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of reporting from the perspective of the troops, the
cuiture of silence that working and living with their
‘protectors” engendered, or even the outright falsity of
their early news reports — Iraqis firing Scud missiles or
the “fall’ of Basra and Umm Qasr, for instance — that
arose out of a singular reliance on US and UK military
sources.

About 600 journalists, mostly Anglo-American, ac-
quiesced to the contract described by the US Depart-
ment of Defense as “mutually beneficial to both the
Government and news media organizations”, and re-
quiring journalists to abandon their duty of holding
power accountable for its actions and effectively to func-
tion as a propaganda arm of the aggressors.

A parallel policy by the Pentagon created inequali-
ty of access to events in Iraq for journalists who resisted
the embed programme (and by extension to military
dictates about what should be reported), leading the
European Broadcasting Union’s head of news to com-
ment: “They have created a caste system with embed-
ded journalists - usually from countries in the so-called
coalition who can associate with the troops - and the
truly unilateral broadcaster who is prevented from com-
ing anywhere near the news”. Indian journalists who
had to report from countries neighbouring Iraq also
drew attention to this discriminatory policy, the impli-
cations of which are disturbing: a shrinking of space
for independent perspectives with even countries like
India with independent, developed media systems de-
pending on secondary sources — primarily Anglo-Amer-
ican news organisations and agencies — to interpret for
their audiences events through defining stages of the
conflict.

In bed with the Pentagon

That embedded journalists, including those of the BBC,
often resorted to the term ‘we’ while referring to US and
UK military efforts reveals the defining orientation of
such reporters towards the coalition’s interests and
objectives. London Times reporter Chris Ayres” account
of his embedded experience, which among other things
necessitated trying hard “nof to think about the Iraqis
being blown apart” {emphasis added) by American
missiles, exposes the severe limits of the neutrality and
fairness of such reportage. “1 noticed that some of the
UJS press corps had brought along their own American
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such action as legitimate propaganda exercises. On the
popular news show ‘Good Morning America’, pro-
duced by ABC television, anchor Diana Sawver express-
es urgency about American blankets reaching Iraq in
time so that the Iraqis can “see examples of American
generosity”. On the British television channel 1TV, a
correspondent reporting from Iraq, while standing
amidst a landscape visibly decimated by the bombing,
glibly discusses how America can “reap the benefits of
this war”. In the media, captured ex-Iraqi officials are
referred to by names such as “Chemical Ali” or “Dr
Germ”. “Widely known as...” say these news reports,
even though such epithets are more often than not cir-
culated by the western governments to convey a sense
of bestiality of demonised enemies to their publics.
Coverage of the Iraqi people, or of other putative
‘terror’ states, is no better. While the pulling down of
Saddam Hussein’s statue in Baghdad was declared as
“momentous” by the BBC, anti-US demonstrations in
Iraq since then, attracting significantly

cause this war was, according to Washington DC and
London, “a necessary pre-emptive strike to divest the
iraqi regime of its weapons of mass destruction, which
pose a grave threat to the civilized world”. The effects
of the weapons used by the former have rarely merited
the description of ‘destruction’, let alone ‘mass destruc-
tion’ in the western media. Such skewed reportage cf-
fectively creates the sense among western public opin-
ion that ‘our’ weapons are good /precise/smart/legit-
imate; ‘their’ weapons are evil/indiscriminate/illegal.
Yet, in Vietnam between 1961 and 1975 the American
military dropped millions of litres of chemical weap-
ons, carrving out what the world’s leading environ-
mental scientists have termed as “the largest chemical
warfare campatgn in history”. Lethal chemicals such
as Agent Orange, used by the Pentagon, with full aware-
ness of their fatal effects, linger on in the country’s en-
vironment, where they have thus far been transmitted
to three generations of Vietnamese, Over 500,000 civil-

ians have died and an estimated

larger numbers of people, have been
treated casually at best, (“1s Iraq in dan-
ger of becoming an Islamic state which
will turn against the West?” asked a
news anchor on the BBC.) Syria is a vic-
tim of similar reductive, monolithic por-
trayal: in an interview to the BBC, a US
official crudely described Syria’s co-

Identities,
or nationail trajecto-
ries of whole nations
are eliminated from
the script

650,000 people suffer from life-threat-
ening illnesses such as cancer and birth
defects.

In Afghanistan, by some estimates
the most landmined country in the
world, the number of civilians killed as
a rosult of Ameriea’s continuing ‘war
on terrorism’ is well over 3000, a num-

histories

operation with the US in the recent ar-
rest of Iraq’s former intelligence chief as “the only good
thing that has come out of that country in a long time”,
a sentiment whose underlying assumptions also gain
frequent expression today with reference to Iran and
North Korea. Whole nations and their peoples are thus
defined purely in terms of whether they are ‘for’ or
‘against’ the West, while identities, histories or nation-
al trajectories of their own are eliminated from the script.

Prior to the Iraq campaign, the Anglo-American
media chose to parrot establishment views about the
threat Saddam Hussecin posed to the ‘civilised world’,
a threat presented as so imminent that the UN could
not be given the six months which Hans Blix saw as
necessary to complete inspections in [raq. The urgency
displayed by America prior to the war contrasts sharp-
ly with the current calls for patience as Tommy Franks
declares that it may take up to a year to trace Iraq’s
alleged ‘weapons of mass destruction’. The specious-
ness of the coalition argument, with implications of life
and death for untold numbers of Iragis, has hardly been
challenged by the mainstream media. As the goalposts
get shifted, the media has now taken up the trope of
‘rescue’, ie regime change, mirroring the self-congratu-
latory stance of the American and British governments
that view themselves as liberators of an oppressed peo-
ple lacking agency.

An examination of how the western media frames
the issue of weapons as significrs of the orientalist bi-
naries of ‘good’/’evil’ is crucial, not in the least be-
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ber wiichu continues (o rise witlt the orn-
going military activities of the 11,000 US troops sta-
tioned there. American and British governments de-
scribed the dropping of 1500 cluster bombs on Iraq in
the current “war for civilisation” as “a legitimate mili-
tary strategy”, despite the fact that their use violates the
basic moeral principle of maintaining a distinction be-
tween belligerents and innocent civilians., According
to Human Rights Watch, the estimated 24 million bomb-
lets dropped by the US and UK in the first Gulf war
have kitled or injured over 4000 Iraqi civilians since
1991.

Use of depleted uranium (DU) continues to be justi-
fied by the American and British military establishments
with the claim that harmful effects of DU exposure have
yet to be conclusively proved, despite significant evi-
dence to the contrary (Himal, May 2003). However, ac-
counts of American and British veterans of the first Gulf
war, one in four of whom are today injured, tell another
story than that proffered by their former commanders -
of DU exposure leading to numerous health problems,
from chronic fatigue syndrome to leukaemia. The effect
then, on a defenceless population on the ground -
whose voices are rarely carried in the media - where
such weapons are dropped can only be disastrous. This
obscuring, under emphasis, even outright denial by
governments of what ‘we” do — “murder from a safe
distance”, pointed out a recent anti-war statement
signed by over 900 US war veterans - goes unques-
tioned in the western media conditioned by the wor-
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thy /unworthy victim dichotomy.

More damagingty, the media have failed to ques-
tion their governments over the (il}legitimacy of funda-
mental issues in the current conflict: Paul Wolfowitz’s
contention that the war on Iraq and the subsequent ‘re-
construction’ can be funded by Iraqi oil receipts; an
American ex-general heading the Iraqi administration;
the secret dealings of the Bush administration from as
early as September last year to ‘reconstruct’ Iraq; day-
to-day aspects of Iraqi life from oil to agriculture to ed-
ucation being sold off to politically connected Ameri-
can companies in blatant disregard of the United Na-
tions — all have more or less gone unchallenged in the
media. The extent that concerns have been raised con-
cerns an inequitable distribution of the spoils. As a jour-
nalist from ABC said, “That big American companies
would win major contracts to rebuild Iraq is not so sur-
prising. But even such loyal US allies as Great Britain
have been shut out of the bidding”.

The promises being made by Bush and Blair to the
Iraqgi people are exactly the ones that were given to the
Afghans in the wake of their country’s ‘liberation’ from
the Taliban in November 2001, when declarations of
the Anglo-American political elite claiming ‘we will
not turn our backs on the people of Afghanistan again’
were eagerly lapped up by the media. Given such cir-
cumstances, comment and analysis of the present state
of Afghanistan would have provided valuable compar-
ative context and depth to the reports of the conflict in
Iraq and the arguments for it. However, for an event-
obsessed media, Afghanistan currently holds little val-
ue. Too taken up with reporting the assurances being
doled out to the Iraqis and the coalition rhetoric for a
‘free and democratic” Irag, the American and British
media, have deemed it unnecessary to hold Bush and
Blair accountable for their promises to export freedom,
democracy and the benevolence of the free market to
Afghanistan. 18 months after its ‘liberation’, the som-
bre reality is that Afghan civilians continue to be killed
by American ‘smart’ bombs in the endless pursuit of
‘terror’, the country remains fractured and under the
repressive influence of warlords with President Hamid
Karzai's writ effectively limited to Kabul, while trade
in opium, according to the World Bank, is currently
contributing more money to the Afghan economy than
the much touted foreign aid, most of which in any event
is being channelled into donor-administered projects
with little Afghan input.

As was famously posited by Edward Said, the pow-
er of the self-serving discourse of orientalism effective-
ly binds the field of meanings within which the media
choose to operate. The narrowness of the coverage is
reflective of a subterranean belief among journalists that
[raqis need to be led by the hand by the West, the repos-
itory of higher wisdom of what is fit for their country
(and indeed the wider world). Journalism that thinks
outside the frame to question, rather than uncriticaily
report, notions of western superiority and benevolence

(most notably that of veteran journalist Robert Fisk, who
covered the war for London’s Independent, as well as
The Guardian’s coverage of the war) has been dispro-
portionately low in the overall flow of images and ac-
counts in the western media.

To be fair, the media are hardly unique in display-
ing such a neo-colonial mindset. Niall Ferguson, Brit-
ish historian and a firm advocate of the project of em-
pire, writing in The New York Times Magazine in late
April, explicitly endorsed the view of Wall Streef Journal
editorial features editor Max Boot that “the United States
should provide places like Afghanistan and other trou-
bled countries with [quoting Boot] “the sort of enlight-
ened foreign administration once provided by self-con-
fident Englishmen in jodhpurs and pith helmets™. Fer-
guson laments, however, that America’s “young elites
have no desire whatsoever to spend their lives running
a screwed-up, sun-scorched sandpit like Iraq”. If a not-
ed academic like Ferguson would so offensively de-
scribe a land that is home to a millennia-old culture,
is it surprising that journalists display prejudice and
ignorance?

Dissent in a globalised world

While anti-war demonstrations seemed to unite the
world in recent months, Jonathan Raban, writing in
The Guardian, argues that there is a crucial difference
between protests in cities like Rome, Athens, New York
or London and those unfolding on the streets of Cairo,
{slamabad or Amman. While the former are clearly
motivated by outrage over the belligerent policies of
Bush and Blair, he writes, they do not feel the latter’s
“sense of intense personal injury and affront, a viola-
tion of the self”.

Yet, globalisation of the media landscape, with ad-
vances in communications technology, in particular
satellite TV and the Internet, as well as the existence
of significant diasporic communities, especially with-
in western societies, is making it difficult to carry
on talking in first-world dualisms about oriental and
occidental cultures as wholly separate, autonomous or
independent.

The existence of diasporas is perhaps the most sig-
nificant: the creation of trans-national communities -
and from the point of view of the media, trans-national
audiences — through the large-scale movement of peo-
ples from nearly every part of the globe across territori-
al borders during the past half century is an entirely
novel development in human history. The intimate
sense of humiliation and dishonour that Raban refers
to was evident in the opinions expressed during the
conflict on a morning call-in radio show on the BBC
Asian Network. The station was launched nationally
last October for the five million-strong British (South)
Asian community, as part of the public broadcaster’s
effort to rid itself of a predominantly white image and
better reflect the diverse ethnic makeup of contempo-
rary British society.
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With the outbreak of war, several callers on the show
took issue with Bush’s simplistic binaries, expressing
opposition to an “illegal and unjust” war, deep suspi-
cion of the motives behind it (“it is all about Iraqi oil”
was a constant refrain), fear that the conflict, far from
making the world more amenable to ‘freedom’, was
deepening existing divides and resentment, and even
hope that the Iragis might successfully resist “the west-
ern invasion” of their country. Inevitably the global also
informs the local: the divisive politics of the Subconti-
nent spilled into discussions, with calls on the one hand
for America to similarly redress the human rights vio-
lations against Muslims by the Bharatiya Janata Party
in Gujarat, and on the other for India to follow Ameri-
ca’s example and strike Pakistan. As Arundhati Roy
has observed, the most troubling aspect of this “racist
war” is that “it engenders racism in everybody - perpe-
trators, victims, spectators. It sets out

logical weapons, to Saddam Hussein’s regime in the
past, withheld substantial amounts of humanitarian
aid to the Iragis through sanctions over the last decade
and was now bombing the country to ‘liberate’ it. They
also expressed opposition to the media’s callous disre-
gard for Iraqi lives implicit in references to the killing
and maiming of defenceless civilians as “collateral
damage”, “a public relations disaster” for the Ameri-
can and British governments, or even more dismissive-
ly as “a war with miraculously few casualties”; the
glossing over of the humanitarian effects of the coali-
tion’s use of cruise missiles, laser-guided 2000-pound
bombs, depleted uranium and cluster bombs all de-
signed to “shock and awe” the Iraqis, their use justified
by constant references to Iraq’s yet-to-be-found weap-
ons of ‘mass destruction’. Amidst approval of the Asian
Network for providing a platform to articulate their

views marginalised in the mainstream

the parameters of the debate, it lays a
grid out for a particular way of think-
ing”,

The call-in show audience also re-
peatedly challenged the line adopted
by most sections of the British media
that the outbreak of war had made de-
bates about its legitimacy redundant.
It is interesting to note that while 70
percent of the US public supported the

The western media
frames the issue of
weapons as
signifiers of the
orientalist binaries of
‘good’/‘evil’

debate, callers aiso expressed a grow-
ing reliance on Al-Jazeera television,
which in their view better addressed
their needs and concerns, given the es-
tablishment bias of the Anglo-Ameri-
can media. Dcfending the Arab net-
work’s coverage of the war, a caller
asked, “What right does America have
to oppose Al-Jazeera carrying pictures
of American FOWs when the superpow-

Bush government’s military action in
Trag, only 30 percent of African-Americans backed it.
The editor of a black newspaper in San Francisco ex-
plained this deep split as a sense among the communi-
ty that you cannot export something you do not have at
home, thus suggesting that at a deeper level the black
community’s opposition to the war was reflective of a
sense of alienation from the mainstream. While polls in
Britain monitoring public opinion during the war did
not offer a parallel break-up, voices heard on the Asian
Network depict a similar picture of disconnectedness
between the British political elite and the British Asian
community. As Simon Cottle points out,

The term ‘minority” after all is not simply a numeri-
cal designation but refers to imbatances of econom-
ic, political and social power - inequalities often
forged in relation to a colonial past, diaspora histo-
ries, and contemporary patterns of disadvantage,
discrimination and unfair access to the means of
cultural representation.

A related theme in caller opinions was the lack of
identification with the language of war used by the
American and British governments, its duplicity inter-
nalised by the mainstream media. While the media fo-
cussed on the immediate conflict, providing little con-
text or history, listeners questioned the hypocrisy of a
western foreign policy which had sold military hard-
ware, including the means to create chemical and bio-
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er's detention of the so-called ‘illegal
combatants’ in Guantanamo Bay also defies interna-
tional law?”

Networked societies
The globalisation of television news and its accompa-
nying international public sphere is still dominated by
Anglo-American ideologies conveyed in the texts of in-
ternationally distributed Anglophone media (Reuters,
CNN, BBC, Fox/Sky News ctc). Their colossat power and
global reach succeeds to a large extent in edging out
smaller rivals from the market and limiting possible
alternative views and representations that the audience
can access. However, the ‘first draft of history’ is no
longer being solely written by white male journalists.
Al-Jazeera’s coverage of the campaign in Afghani-
stan and the Arab media’s coverage of the current con-
flict mean that several contesting representations exist
in the public domain, making for a more critical audi-
ence. This is in sharp contrast to the media environ-
ment during the first Gulf war when the overwhelming
communications superiority of western powers ensured
that their image of ‘reality” got played out all over the
world. (It also meant that America could get away with
dubious acts, like the bombing of an Iraqi army in re-
treat, since the mainstream media chose not to cover it.)
It then becomes interesting to consider what effects the
presence of a plural {as opposed to exclusively west-
ern) news environment might be having on the manner
in which the military conducts itsclf, and how threat-
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American, | feel the US has an obligation not to appoint
Communists or Extremists/Leftists to important posi-
tions in the Library of Congress” — Raj Mohanka, #490)
and even to an ostensible commitment to prevent an
unqualified person from receiving an appointment
(“How can someone with no knowledge of history and
shoddy research be nominated to this post!!!! | protest
strongly as a US citizen and active voter!” — Chetan
Gandhi, #762). While most signatories chose to leave
the comment space blank, the presence of a large num-
ber of hostile expressions from Indian-Americans draw-
ing on right-wing strands of both Indian and Ameri-
can nationalisms helps to locate the campaign’s geo-
graphic and ideological coordinates. As stated by
SRIDHAR, #750, “Romila Thapar is a Indian Traitor”, a
succinct statement clear enough in its meaning, not-
withstanding the misused article.

History as politics
While the Internet is full of such character assassina-
tion, which in its vulgar ignorance need not be taken
seriously, it does represent a particu-
lar mindset that begs questions about
the radicalising of the Indian Hindu
diaspora. Questions may also be raised
about the increasing ‘democratising’ of
a discipline that requires sophisticat-
ed tools of research, where evidence,
method and theory need to be rigor-
ously used by those trained to "write
history’.

For all the popular naysaying, Rom-
ila Thapar's credentials in the profes-

A

‘Do you know the
similarities between
Muslims and
Commies? They are
both anti-national...
They believe in killing
all non-believers’

project being advanced under the guise of anti-commu-
nism. While it is true that Thapar makes use of some
Marxist categories of historiography, unremarkable in
itself given the strong Marxist tradition in professional
Indian history writing, her opponents’ objections are
essentially political rather than academic. Thapar's
documentation of early Indian life is at odds with the
Hindutva preference, grounded in a regressive Hindu
orthodoxy, of secing India as a purely Hindu civilisa-
tion, the political implications of which for contempo-
rary India being obvious.

A letter of protest against the baseless petition sent
to the Library of Congress puts the facts straight. “Since
the 1960s”, it states, “Professor Thapar has written pow-
erfully against the colonial stereotypes that India had
no past, no sense of time, and no historical conscious-
ness. The petitioners attribute to her precisely those
ideas that she has spent a lifetime battling against”.
The letter also comments on the reasons why so many
petitioners experience discomfort with the way Profes-
sor Thapar and many other professional scholars view
Indian history. According to the corre-
spondents:

Professor Thapar's conception of In-
dian past is different from that of the
petitioners. Professor Thapar has
looked at a variety of cultural traditions
in the making of ancient India. To the
petitioners Indian past is monolithic,
unified and unmistakably only Hin-
du. Those wha disagree with this no-
tion are accused of committing cultur-

sion are secure. She has, in the words

of a reviewer writing in The Hindu in April 2003, “adapt-
ed herself decade after decade to changing trends and
tendencies, and [has] continued nevertheless to pro-
duce work of a consistent quality”. Ranging from her
contribution to the Penguin History of India, which has
been continuously in print since 1966, to her latest work,
Early India: From the Origins fo AD 1300 (Penguin India,
2003), she is the author of numerous academic tomes,
including Ancient Indian Social History (Orient Longman,
1979), Interpreting Early India (Oxford University Press,
1994}, Asoka and the Decline of the Mauryas (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1998), and Cultural Pasts: Essays in Early
Indian History {Oxford University Press, 2003). That, of
course, does not include the hundreds of articles and
academic papers in which she has pioneered both the
study of early Indian texts and the integration of ar-
chaeology with written sources,

Thapar's academic work is controversial with the
Hindutva lobby because it is grounded in professional
methods of historical investigation, rather than in the
pet historical theories of Hindu extremists relying on
extrapolation from Sanskrit texts. The disagreement
may appear academic in nature but the controversy
around her appointment speaks to a larger cultural

al genocide.

The fact is that Romila Thapar has been pointing
out for more than three decades that the historical the-
ories expounded by the Hindutva club are a jump back-
wards to the assumptions of 19" century colonial his-
tory. (See Thapar’s Comniunalism and the Writing of An-
cient Indian History, Popular Prakashan, 1969.) In Feb-
ruary 2003, in delivering the Athar Ali Memorial Lec-
ture at Aligarh Muslim University, she elaborated on
this theme again:

The colonial interpretation was carcfully devel-
oped through the nineteenth century. By 1823,
the History of British India written by James Mill
was available and widely read. This was the he-
gemonic text in which Mill periodised Indian
history into threc periods -~ Hindu civilisation,
Muslim civilisation and the British period. These
were accepted largely without question and we
have lived with this periodisation for almost two
hundred years. ... Mill argued that the Hindu
civilisation was stagnant and backward, the
Muslim only marginally better and the British
colonial power was an agency of progress be-
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cause it could legislate change for improvement
in India. In the Hindutva version this periodisa-
tion remains, only the colours have changed: the
Hindu period is the golden age, the Muslim peri-
od the black, dark age of tyranny and oppres-
sion, and the colonial period is a grey age almost
of marginal importance compared to the earlicr
two.

Hindutva McCarthyism
In a December 2001 article in Mainstream under the title
‘Communalising Education’, INU historians Mridula
Mukherjee and Aditya Mukherjee discuss the politics
of history as seen in the ironies inherent m the ongoing,
history textbook controversy. “Paradoxically, the
present regime is imitating Pakistan[,] which made a
similar move in the 1970s of keeping history out of a
particular level and then prescribing a distorted, one
sided version at the senior level”, they write. “Regimes
uncomfortable with history or with an agenda which
is narrow, sectarian and undemocratic

to falsify history has reached new heights. The letter of
protest sent by scholars and intellectuals supporting
Thapar rightly concludes:

This is a not just a shocking intolerance of per-
ceptual differences. It is a politics that seeks to
silence critique, and battles for a notion of the
past that is homogeneously Hindu. It is part of a
wider attack that we are witnessing in India to-
day against intellectual and artistic freedom, and
against cultural plurality. In a pelitical milieu
where dissent is being regularly repressed
through intimidation, this petition against Pro-
fessor Thapar and the hate mails that accompa-
ny it, become particular cause of concern.

In a 13 May Rediff.com column on the Thapar con-
troversy, the Indian political commentator Praful Bid-
wai argues that “The campaign represents the rebirth
of McCarthyism...” Bidwai’s reference to McCarthyism

is fitting — the Wisconsin conserva-

often seek to suppress or distort
history”.

This is not for the first time that
Thapar has come under attack by the
Hindutva brigade, nor is she the only
scholar to suffer its abuses. With the
Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BjP) assump-
tion of power at the centre in 1998 and
its ongoing attempts to remake the ed-
ucational curriculum in its own chau-
vinistic image gaining momentum, in-

‘In the Hindutva
version, the Hindu
period is golden, the
Muslim period black,
the colonial period
grey and of marginal
importance’

tive denigrated his political and ideo-
logical opponents by drawing on a
decep-seated religious suspicion of
left-wing ideologies, and advanced a
powerful, dangerous cocktail of
American nationalism grounded in
so-called Christian values and un-
questioning support for the nation
and its political institutions.

The matrix of political conditions
in 1950s America and present-day In-

tellectuals and academic positions at
odds with the Sangh Parivar’'s view of history have
come under attack under various pretexts. The BJP has
pursued a concerted effort to malign and delegitimise
scholars and intellectuals at odds with its view of In-
dia’s past. After the stalling of the Indian Council of
Historical Research-sponsored ‘Towards Freedom’
project edited by professors Sumit Sarkar of University
of Delhi (DU) and KN Panikkar of JNU, the National
Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT)
went all-out to weed out the influence of, in the words
of Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh chief KS Sudarshan,
“anti-Hindu Euro-Indians” frem the curriculum. In
2001, when the moves by NCERT were underway to de-
lete passages from school textbooks that allegedly ‘hurt’
the sentiments of this religious sect or the other, a dele-
gation of Arya Samajis met Murli Manohar Joshi, the
human resource development minister, and demand-
ed that Thapar, along with historians RS Sharma of
DU and Afjun Dev of NCERT, be arrested. Not to be out-
done, Joshi has also reiterated time and again his pet
thesis that ‘academic terrorists’ are more dangerous
than armed ones.

While the vilification campaign against Romila
Thapar will have ne impact on her Library of Congress
appointment, it is evidence that the Hindutva campaign
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dia (and the outloock of many in the
Indian diaspora) is similar. Hindu nationalists, both
in India and abroad, are sensitive to India’s position in
the world and see themselves as fierce defenders of the
Indian nation against ‘dangerous’ elements, typically
constructed as Muslim and also at times as commu-
nist/Marxist. McCarthyism and the anti-Thapar cam-
paign are both built on a populist politics of denuncia-
tion, of collecting a supposed]y monolithic people
against a hostile force. In 1954, in a move strikingly
similar to the history book shenanigans in India today,
the US Congress inserted two words into the ‘Pledge of
Allegiance’ recited every morning by American school-
children — “...one nation, under God, with liberty and
justice for all”, so that the pledge would differ from
similar statements of loyalty in the Soviet Union that
express no divine connection. The insertion in the US
pledge is mild in comparison to the broader ideological
project of Hindutva, but it rests on a similar assump-
tion, that religion can be used to buttress state-inspired
formation of identity. Unlike many of McCarthy’s tar-
gets, Thapar will not fall victim to the ongoing assault.
Tragically, though, the ambitious designs of the Hin-
dutva brigade are already being realised in part
throughout India. 3
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WHO 1S the most talked about South Asian? Short of
cavesdropping on every SAARC territory teashop, it is
difficult to say, though with the help of Google we can
at least get a glimpse of whose name pops up most
online, Among national leaders, barring a few excep-
tions, it appears that losing power or never exercising
it is a sure path to Internet glory. Thus the number of
hits for Nepal's dismissed prime minister Sher Bahadur
Deuba (11,200) towers above the combined total of the
current head of government, Lokendra Bahadur Chand
(3270)', and Maoist Supremo Comrade Prachanda
(1000). Aung San Suu Kyi, with 55,400 hits to her credit,
bests Burma's military strongman, Than Shwe (18,500),
and the Dalai Lama (258,000), South Asia’s most popu-
lar Internet personality, commands a strong lead over
China’s new president, Hu Jintao (48,100). With 73,700
hits, the otherwise never-seen Taliban leader Mullah
Omar just barely surpasses Hamid Karzai {(71,100),
perhaps an omen that Mr Karzai is fated to lose power
once his name makes its way onto a few more pages.
A handful of national leaders actually enjoy Internet
glory simultaneous with their stay in power. Pervez
Musharraf, the most frequently appearing South Asian
head of government, state and/or military on the
Internet, is in Dalai Lama country with 106,000 hits, far
ahead of his predecessors Benazir Bhutto {39,500) and
Nawaz Sharif (44,400). (Pakistani PM Mir Zafarullah
Khan Jamali is still in web neophyte territory with 4700
hits.) Given India’s scale and tech might, one might
expect Atal Behari Vajpayee (61,600) to boast a bigger
number, but at least he is ahead of pop icons Amitabh
Bachchan (29,600), Aishwarya Rai (46,900) and Sachin
Tendulkar (56,400), although India’s most popular
Internet figure appears to be Salman Rushdie (93,200).
Globally, George W Bush (2,400,000) seems unbeatable,
though even without Pentagon help, Britney Spears
(2,010,000) may be able to stage a virtual coup. But what-
ever, and granted the sociological weaknesses of using
a Google hit-rate as a poll on popularity, in South Asia
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'Chand resigned on 30 May; his Google hit total subsequently
dropped to 3240.

it is Tenzin Gyatso, the 14" Dalai Lama, who is the
most popular.
|

REMEMBER AFGHANISTAN? It is that mountain-
ous place stuck somewhere between the obsessively pa-
trolled India-Pakistan border, the oil fields of West Asia
and all those similar-sounding ‘stans’ of Central Asia.
It is also the place that stood centre-stage in the press
for a few fleeting moments in the fail of 2001. You will
excuse Chhetria Patrakar for the memory-jog, but judg-
ing from the coverage, Afghanistan essentially ceased
to cxist after the stars and stripes went up in a Kabul
compound and Hamid Karzai settled into his rocky
interim government.

Jt is perhaps to be expected that the media will fol-
low the trajectory of bombing raids, but why is it that
the interest is so difficult to sustain interest once spent
daisy-cutters begin collecting dust? If only because such
stories are so rare, a 25 May report in London’s Ob-
server on conditions in 2003’s Afghanistan caught
Chhetria Patrakar’s cye. Titled, ‘On the roads of ruin’,
Peter Oborne’s 3300-word article paints a bleak picture
of Afghanistan today with its persisting lawlessness
and violence, the ongoing and under-reported “anti-
terror’ military operations carried out by 11,000 US
troops stationed there, the crippling fiscal shortfalls for
basic services and questionable funding priorities, in-
cluding the construction of a new US embassy at a
whopping USD 300 million {wonder if that is being
passed off as aid to Afghanistan, CP would not be sur-
prised). The situation is grim, and s0 all the more rea-
son for rigorous journalism to head back to Afghani-
stan. Perhaps some of the hundreds of reporters twid-
dling their thumbs in Doha and Baghdad could think
of popping over to Islamabad and hiring a taxi for
Peshawar, over the Khyber Pass, to Jalalabad and Kabul.

u
RIVAL OF the Mughals, gucrrilla warfare tactician,
Maratha nationalist, icon of the Shiv Sena... and now
sword-wielding Delhi statue. Yes, Shivaji has proven
to be a versatile figure, especially in his present-day
political incarnation as representative of powerful
Maharashtra’s Hindutva-minded political class. On 28
April, in a ceremony attended by top politicians, the
Indian parliament unveiled a
massive statue of the 177
century figure on horseback,
pointy sabre gripped in his
bronze clutch. The symbolic
significance of elevating
Shiva, now often invoked in
sectarian expressicns what-
ever his own role in history,
to prominent display on the
lawn of secular democracy
was lost on The Asimin Age. The
paper’s caption of the event
stuck to “Great Maratha” and
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then was satisfied with listing the attending dignitar-
ies. Unfortunately, Shivaji’s historical personality to-
day is entwined with a personality who was not there
at the unveiling that day, and that is the Shiv Sena su-
preme commander, Balasaheb Thackerav.
|
NEWSLINE, THAT Karachi
monthly which has received so
many laurels from Chhetria Patra-
kar over the years, remains one
of South Asia’s most versatile
magazines, Addressing itself to
Paki-stan’s English-reading, pre-
sumably left-leaning urbanites,
the magazine combines tough po-
litical writing with coverage of fash-
ion and upmarket lifestyles. It has
also been a consistent critic of US
military designs on West Asia, and
its May issue includes a four-page
anti-war mock-fashion section in
which models are dolled up in
the garb of war and death. The
designs, conceived by students at
the British Educational Training
Syndicate in Lahore, are each displayed in front of an
upside-down American flag, and include a model in
sleeveless combat gear gripping a pistol against her left
thigh and another covered by bloody handprints star-
ing stoically past a noose hanging by her side. Pro-
vocative and sensual, the images’ blend of female
beauty and human misery has to qualify the section as
a unique anti-war outburst.
|
OUTLOOK, WHICH addresses
itself to a corresponding, it
larger, audience in India to that
of Newsline in Pakistan, had a
19 May cover story on [ndian
troop casualties stemming from
the 10-month Gujarat-to-Kash-
mir border stand-off following
the December 2001 attack on the
Indian parliament. Authored by

mmmv: ?us* SUCCEED !
Murali Krishnan and Chander E I Ei EEE

3 ol
Suta Dogra, the article counts e SEHANCE

387 deaths and 1051 serious injuries sustained by In-
dian troops — subdivided into those caused by mines,
enemy action, environmental/psychological strain and
accidents - not including the 285 jawan deaths and
788 serious injuries during the period stemming from
“terrorist attacks”. The authors’ point, that sustained
military mobilisation exacts an enormous psychologi-
cal and physical strain on soldiers, is well taken and
timely. But one would have hoped that a similar tally
had been made of civilian and Pakistani troop losses.
Prolonged eyeball-to-cyeball standoffs are good for no
one, including those on the other side of the fence, and

e

THE STORY OF HOW 387 IND RS
DIED W THE 10-BAGKTH LONG INDO-PAK
FACEDFT ON 508 BORDERS

THESE PERMTLESS PEACETME BEATHE

ARE OINE MUHE BEASON WHY THE REW
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Outlook's earnest cover strap of “give peace a chance”
would have been well-served by a peek across Wagah/
Atari.

THE SOUTH Asia Tri-
bune, an Internet newspa-
per run by US-based jour-
nalist-dissident Shaheen
Sehbai, provides consis-
tently critical coverage of
events in our region, and
particularly of those in
Pakistan. But perhaps
the Tribune has been too
critical for Islamabad’s liking. According to an “urgent”
late-May email sent out by the paper, readers in Paki-
stan have reported that they are unable to load
the website on their computers — suggesting that
the Pakistani government may have pressured Internet
providers to block the site. 12 hours later there was an-
other email. Yes, the matter had been resolved; ves,
www.satribune.com was under an “illegal and un-
called for blockade by the Pakistani Gevernment”; but
no, it had not given up. It provided recipients with six
new links to the site, and promised more if any of these
were blocked. One such link: www .sendfakemail.com/
anonbrowser /http:/ / www satribune.com/index.htm

FOLLOWING GEORGE W Bush's Iraq victory lap
aboard the USS Abrahant Lincoln, which he arrived on
with the help of a naval jet’s acrobatics, South Asian
leaders are taking note and following suit. Indian De-
fence Minister George Fernandes, like the American
president well aware of the political dividends of mili-
tary posturing, decided to spend a night onboard the
submarine INS Sindhuvir on 24 May. An aircraft carrier
is easy enough to land on, but how did Fernandes make
his way many leagues beneath the sea to the Sindhuvir?
This computer generate image, on The Telegraph website
on 21 May, posits one possibility.
N

WE ARE not behind the
world when it comes to
putting pictures of gov-
ernment heads up in
government offices, air-
port foyers, and so on. Normally a picture will do, that
of King Birendra or Atalji or Musharraf or Begum Zia.
Sri Lankans, though, have a problem. In the peculiar
presidential-prime ministerial system put in place by
Chandrika Bandarnaike Kumaratunga, the country
now has to suffer two portraits. And then, when it is a
highway pit stop run by the Ministry of Tourism, you
have the privilege of exchanging meaningful glances
with not only President Kumaratunga and Prime Min-
ister Ranil Wickreme-singhe, but the Minister of Tour-
ism Gamini Lokuge as well.

— Chhetria Patrakar






ants and paramilitary forces.

Since August 2002, Pakistani Rangers — the border
patrol troops — have imposed a reign of terror on over
100,000 pecple living in 18 villages in Okara. While the
AMP represents almost one million people from over 10
districts in the province, the largest and most populous
farmis in Okara. And because it is controlled - although
not owned - by the military, the stakes are also the high-
est. The authorities in Okara and the rest of the prov-
ince want tenants to accept a limited-year contract that
will effectively revoke tenancy status. Instead of pay-
ing harvest shares in-kind, the authorities want the ex-
tenants, aka new contract labourers, to pay cash rents.
From the beginning, the AMP has maintained that
changing the tenants’ tenure arrangement is simply a
convenient legal cover for eventual eviction.

There is serious merit to this suspicion, given some
of the stipulations in the contract that tenants have been
asked to sign. There is also clear inter-governmental
correspondence indicating that the authorities have
every intention of having the land vacated. According-
ly, in August 2002, Rangers descended upon Okara to
force tenants to put their thumbprints on the contracts.
They killed a young boy, and a murder case was prompt-
ly registered against AMP activists. On 11 May 2003, a
60-year-old man was gunned down, again by the Rang-
ers, and another murder case was

- AMP rally.

resistance of the one million tenants across Punjab. They
refuse to pay cash rents, and they refuse to give up har-
vest shares. There should be no doubt that the tenants
are bleeding the state, slowly but surely. Then again,
the officers in Okara rake in good money from their
daily allowances, money that comes from the national
exchequer, extracted from the pockets of ordinary Paki-
stanis (the comparisons to Kashmir truly are compel-
ling).

So the standoff can be expected to continue. But any-
one who thinks that more conciliatory approaches to
protecting the basic freedoms of citi-

lodged against AMP activists.

In this whole period, a handful of
people have died, including a pregnant
woman, because they were prevented
from leaving their villages by Rangers
who have set up permanent barricades.
Hundreds of people are harassed dai-
ly, some detained, some even arrested
on trumped-up charges of terrorist ac-
tivities or anti-state conspiracy. Overall
there are now some 1700 criminal cas-
es filed against AMP activists across the

The lie industry
faces a contradiction
— the lies only make

sense insofar as
they are given cover

by distractions and
temporary relief from
time to time

zens should be adopted needs to think
again. There are now so many flagrant
violations of even the liberal capitalist
order’s own norms and ethics — whe-
ther by the US itself, or by the dozens
of satellite states that subscribe to US
hegemony - that it is imperative that
clear and principled dissent be expres-
sed at every possible juncture,

In much of the world, the emnpire
enfranchises corrupt and obsolete
elites. There is no shorteut to doing

province. Since the movement started

three years ago, at least 50 people have been jailed for
extended periods, and they continue to be jailed on a
regular basis.

The lies emanating from the state machinery on this
issue are almost laughable. Despite the fact that the
disputed land is owned by the government of Punjab,
military officers and sympathisers either claim that the
land belongs to the military, or simply disregard own-
ership altogether. At a broader level, most observers
know that land grabbing by the military has reached
monumental proportions. More importantly, this rent-
seeking activity has become highly institutionalised.
In the so-called ‘national interest’, iand and other re-
sources are captured by the military — meanwhile, dis-
senters are treated like war criminals in their own
homes. Kashmir, anyone?

State repression is likely to continue. However, what
the ruling classes did not account for is the ongoing
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away with these regimes other than to
challenge them directly. The fact of the matter is that
there is only so much to go around, and as increasingly
obscene methods of appropriation are devised by the
US and the elite, more people will be pushed down into
a rapidly growing underclass. The lie industry faces a
contradiction — the lies only make sense insofar as they
are given cover by distractions and temporary relief
from time to time. When however, for example, the
Pakistani state engages in direct repression, the lies are
difficult to uphold. And with poverty shooting through
the roof and people’s daily livelihoods threatened, the
chances are that more Okaras will emerge. Everyone
should sit and up and notice. The frustration and
resentment many people feel due to US imperial designs
and the complicity of the elite in Pakistan and elsewhere
can be given voice by supporting struggles such as that
in Okara. It is time to make the decision to act. Those truly
at the frontline of resistance to empire demand it. )
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fall under this category. The refugees contend that once
they are inside Bhutan, the RGOB will apply its discrim-
inatory citizenship laws, and they will have no legal
citizenship rights. They will not be able to claim natu-
ralisation — the documents that prove their citizenship
have already been rejected by the JVT. Going by the ex-
perience of how the RGOB summarily and without just
cause evicted the Lhotshampas, there is no guarantee
that they will be given citizenship after 20 years either.
The majority of refugees cannot speak Dzongkha any-
more as a result of the exile, and most refugees have
spoken against the king and his government, partici-
pated in public demonstrations for their human rights
inside and out of Bhutan.

The agreed position on this category is not a realis-
tic resolution of the refugee issue. The criteria used to
bring as large a number as 75 percent of the verified
refugees under this category is questionable and unac-
ceptable to the refugees. They were forcefully driven
away from their homes and as such should be placed
under category one. Refugees ask the basic question:
why should Bhutanese people migrate voluntarily to a
relatively poor country like Nepal when

now shifted to Nepa! from Bhutan. This will create enor-
mous legal problems for the host country. Can Nepal
afford to grant the citizenship to 100,000-odd Bhutanese
refugees without any national or regional consequenc-
es — especially when the citizenship of tens of thou-
sands of inhabitants in southern Nepal is still unre-
solved?

The third category applies to “non-Bhutanese peo-
ple”. The APFC states, “Those persons found to be citi-
zens of countries other than Bhutan and found to have
come from other countries must return to their respec-
tive countries”. What criteria were applied to denation-
alise such a high — 20 percent — of the refugee popula-
tion and place them under the category of non-Bhu-
tanese no one outside the establishment can be certain
of. These refugees originated from Bhutan and were
genuine citizens inside Bhutan prior to their exodus.
They are now arbitrarily deprived of their nationality
because the RCOB has an interest in reducing the num-
ber of those it is willing to recognise as refugees. These
so-called non-Bhutanese lived in Bhutan for years,
owned houses and property, paid taxes to the govern-

ment and contributed to the nation

Bhutan had or has better living condi-
tions and better economic opportu-
nities? Normally emigration is towards
rich countries from the poor.

Point (d) in the second category is
perhaps the most insidious part of the
agreement. It states that ”... people un-
der this category, who do not wish to
return to Bhutan, will be given the op-
tion to apply for Nepalese citizenship
in accordance with laws of the Kingdom
of Nepal”. This provision has been in-
cluded at the insistence of Bhutan to dis-

If the Khudunabari
results are any
indication, it is

evident that Bhutan

is looking at abso-
lute numbers; it
wants to take back
less than 5000
refugees

building of Bhutan. Some of them served
in high government offices, armed forces
and the police and studied abroad un-
der government sponsorship. The ques-
tion begs to be asked: how could illegal
immigrants acquire land in a small
country like Bhutan and remain unde-
tected for 30-40 years?

The fourth category refers to “Bhu-
tanese, who have committed criminal
acts”, and states, “Repatriation of peo-
ple under this category shall be in keep-
ing with the laws of the two countries.

courage the return of refugees. The Lhot-
shampas were driven from their homes
by human rights abuses. The history behind the refugee
situation is of persecution, indiscriminate arrest, tor-
ture, killings, discrimination, amounting to what was
practically ‘ethnic cleansing’. The political conditions
back in Bhutan have not improved and the northern
Bhutanese clite is still hostile to Lhotshampas, as is
apparent from reports of debates in the national assem-
bly over the construction of camps for returning retu-
gees in Bhutan. Lhotshampa homes and lands have
been resettled. Several thousand Lhotshampas in Bhu-
tan, who have relatives in the camps have been dena-
tionalised by the RGOB recently.

The majority of refugees, if given the option of Ne-
pali citizenship will not return to Bhutan under present
conditions and terms of reference for repatriation and
their settlement in Bhutan. Few will choose to remain
stateless for another 20 years and uproot themselves
again not to return to their homes and society but to live
in transit camps inside Bhutan. The legal responsibili-
ty of granting citizenship to Bhutanese refugees has

These people will have full opportunity
to prove their innocence in the court of
law in Bhutan”. This is the same law that by inter-
national standards would be judged, at the least, as
regressive. Bhutan's National Security Act (NSA) and
the Law of Thrimsung (penal code) severely restrict the
rights of the Bhutanese people. The penal code declares
any act of “making conversation and correspondence”
criticising the king and his government by Bhutancse
citizens as tantamount to treason. The NSA imprisons
any person whose “words, either spoken or writt.., or
by any means, create misunderstanding between the
government and people of Bhutan”.

Dissident activism and literature (articles, reports
etc) exposing the abuses of human rights by the RGOB
are deemed as “waging a war against the Royal Gov-
ernment of Bhutan”, inviting imprisonment of at least
five years. These acts are regarded as legitimate con-
duct in democratic countries such as India and Nepal.
Tek Nath Rizal, once a member of the national assem-
bly and a Royal Advisory Councillor who even went
abroad to study on a government scholarship, was ar-
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eeding profits

Eliminating not hunger, but the hungry

by Devinder Sharma

has launched an all-out offensive using the three

most important instruments of global economic
power - the World Trade Organisation (WT0), the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) — and
bilateral pressure applied directly on governments of
the South. This time, the theme is not oil but global ac-
ceptance of genetically modified (GM) foods and crops.

The battle for control of the global food chain has
begun. The Bush administration fired the opening sal-
vo in May by announcing that it would lodge a formal
complaint with the WTO against the European Union
(EU) for the latter’s five-year ban on approving new
biotech crops, setting the stage for an in-
ternational showdown over an increasing-
ly controversial issue. interestingly, the US
trade representative, Robert Zoellick, says
that the EU policy is illegal, harms the
American economy, stunts the growth of
the biotech industry and contributes to in-
creased starvation in the developing
world.

Coinciding with the frontal attack
through the dispute panel of the WTO is @
seemningly harmless excrcise to close ranks
around flawed economic policies. Senior

! I The grip is slowly tightening. The United States

holding the portfolios of trade, agriculture and health —
will assemble in downtown Sacramento, California,
from 23-25 June. The invitation, which comes from US
Agriculture Secretary Ann Veneman, is essentialty for
‘educating’ country represcntatives on {in reality, in-
timidating them into accepting} the virtues of GM foods,
and why they must back US transnational corporations’
fight against global hunger. And, failing that, the les-
son is on why they must remain quiet, just as they did
when the US was searching for ‘weapons of mass de-
struction’ in Iraq.

The multi-pronged attack will force the EU, to begin
with, to either alter its policy toward GM crops and
foods, which some consumer groups call
‘Frankenfoods’, or face economic sanc-
tions across a range of sectors, For the us,
the European market for GM crops and
seeds is potentially worth several billion
dollars a year. For the rest of the world,
Secretary Veneman will explain the con-
sequences - both economic and political
_ of not accepting the fruits ot ‘cutting-
edge’ technology, as genetic engineering
is fondly called. The first GM ministeriai,
as might be expected, is not open to the
public.

officials of the WTQ, the World Bank and
the IMF met at Geneva in May to deliberate

Ann Veneman, ‘educator’

Scientific apartheid

on how to bring greater “coherence” into

their policies through “liberalisation of trade and fi-
nancial flows, deregulation, privatisation and budget
austerity”. As if loan conditions of the World Bank-IMF
that have forced developing countries to lower their
trade barriers, cut subsidies for domestic food produc-
ers, and eliminate safety nets for rural agriculture were
not enough, the WTO Agreement on Agriculture could
be used very effectively to allow the US - and 12 other
food exporting countries - to dump unwanted GM foods
on markets throughout the world, thereby destroying
food self-sufficiency in developing countries and ex-
panding markets for the large grain exporting compa-
nies.

Trade and financial manipulations alone, howev-
er, are not all. With the UN no longer relevant, any such
global offensive needs political allies. Therefore, three
ministers from each of 180 invited countries - those

The overt and covert machinations to pro-
mote unhealthy and risky GM foods actually began a
decade ago. The US has to date opposed the January
2000 Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, a supplementa-
ry agreement to the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD), which has been signed by over 100 countries
and was intended to ensure through negotiated inter-
national rules and regulations that countries have the
necessary information to make informed choices about
GM foods and crops. Earlier, the US made cvery possi-
ble attempt to prevent the Cartagena Protocol from com-
ing into being, failing which it has attempted to dimin-
ish its effectiveness.

Whether it is the Cartagena or Kyoto Protocol, the
US continues to defy the international order. Since the
S has still not ratified the CBD, it has no need to follow
the Cartagena Protocol and therefore will try to force
M food down the throat of every other country. The
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US continues to hold the world’s largest collection of
plant germplasm, some 600,000 plant accessions,
which actually belongs to the developing world. These
plant cotlections, forcibly held in custody, are the raw
material of the multi-billion dollar American biotech-
nology industry. In addition, the biotechnology indus-
try has carned an estimated USD 5.4 billion from biopi-
racy alone.

With biotech patents coming inte force, and the def-
inition of micro-organism extended to include genes
and cell lines, the US has ensured that once the TRIPs
agreement is internationally harmonised in 2005, it will
be the beginning of the end for public sector agricultur-
al research in developing countries. In the words of a
former chairman of the Consultative Group on Interna-
tional Agriculture Research (CGIAR), Dr lsmail Seragel-
din, “Whenever the product and process patents in food
and agriculture come into effect, it will be a scientific
apartheid against the Third World”.

Agricultural rescarch, which was instrumental in
ushering in food self-sufficiency in many developing
countries in the post-Green Revolution era, is being
gradually dismantled. The CGIAR itself is under tre-
mendous pressure from international

gress”) links financial aid for combating HIV/AIDS with
GM food acceptance. After noting in the “findings” sec-
tion that “a few” food-recipient countries object to as-
sistance “because of fears of benign genetic modifica-
tions to the foods” (emphasis added), Section 104A
states:

Individuals infected with HIV have higher nutrition-
al requirements than individuals who are not in-
fected with HIV, particularly with respect to the need
for protein. Also, there is evidence to suggest that
the full benefit of therapy to treat HIV/AIDS may not
be achicved in individuals who are malnourished,
particularly in pregnant and lactating women.

The “Sense of Congress” clause following immedi-
ately thereafter argues that, “United States food assis-
tance should be accepted by countries with large popu-
lations of individuals infected or living with HIV/AIDS,
particularly African countries, in order to help feed such
individuals”. The underlying objective is very clear: the
US Congress will allow a halt to humanitarian aid for
HIV/AIDS unless recipient countries first buy GM food.

What is more, this is not an isolated

agri-business, which sees it as the main
obstacle in the process of control and ma-
nipulation. With research priorities shift-
ing from national requirements to servic-
ing the biotechnology industry, as is the
case in India, it is only a matter of time
before developing countries begin to re-
turn to the frightening days of ‘ship-to-
mouth’ existence.

Food aid to starving populations is
about meeting the urgent humanitarian

Never before has
anyone tried to
force-feed a
hungry continent
by creating the
false scenario of
a famine

effort. The Rockefeller Foundation, in col-
laboration with the US-based Madison
Institute, earlier launched a project
dubbed the ‘Madisen Initiative’. Under
the guise of humanitarian aid and sup-
port, this project pushed GM crops to over-
come increasing food insecurity arising
from the growing vulnerability of HIV/
Albs-affected economies, the basic pre-
mise being that HIV/AIDS has taken a
heavy toll on able-bodied rural males in

needs of those who are in dire want. It

should not be to push the commercial interests of bio-
technology corporations through the violation of inter-
national consensus as seen in agreements such as the
Cartagena Protocol, or planting GM crops for export,
or indeed finding outlets for domestic surplus. First
finding an outlet for its mounting food surplus through
the mid-day meal scheme for African children (force-
fed through the World Food Programme), the US then
arm-twisted four African countries to accept GM food
at the height of food scarcity in central and southemn
Africa in 2002, Tt even tried forcing the International
Red Cross to lift GM food as part of an international
emergency so as to feed the hungry in Africa. This ef-
fort, however, failed, with Zambia leading the resis-
tance to GM foods, arguing that unhealthy imports
would not improve the people’s situation.

Ever resourceful, the US has perfected circumven-
tion techniques to force African countries into submis-
sion. The US Congress passed a bill in late May enti-
tled “The United States Leadership Against HIV/AIDS,
Tuberculosis, and Malaria Act of 20037 (HR 1298),
which in a diplomatic way (calling it “Sense of Con-
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most parts of Africa. Consequently, so the
argument goes, there is not enough manpower in rural
areas to undertake agricultural operations such as the
spraying of pesticides. Therefore, these countries must
accept biotechnologically manipulated GM crops like
Bt corn, which they say require less chemical sprays.

This ‘wonderful’ initiative was to be executed with
CGIAR as an active partner. Such was the desperation
that agricultural scientists had actually gone and met
former president Daniel arap Moi of Kenya, who agreed
to officially support the Madison Initiative, subsequent-
ly to be extended to other African countries, including
South Africa, and then to Bangladesh, India, Pakistan,
Thailand and other parts of Southeast Asia.

Way back in 1986, the US enacted legislation to sim-
ilar effect called the “Bumper’s Amendment” that pro-
hibited “agricultural development activities, consulta-
tion, publication, conference, or training in connection
with the growth and production in a foreign country of
an agricultural commodity for export which would
compete with a similar commodity grown or produced
in the United States”. As a result, US support for re-
search and development for crops competing with those

1



grown in the US was stopped. No wonder, the Food
and Agriculture Organisation, CGIAR and numerous
other developing country agricultural programmes con-
tinue to remain starved for financial support. With na-
tional research programmes closing down due to pau-
city of funds, the field is now open for the biotech in-
dustry to take over.

Consuming the world

Never in history has any government stepped in to force
the world to accept, literally down its throat, what it
produces. Never before has the world been forced to
accept technologies (howsoever risky these might be),
including nuclear power, in the name of sustainable
development for the poor and hungry. Never before has
any country tried to force-feed a hungry continent by
creating the false scenario of a famine yet to matena-
lise. Never before has science and technology been sac-
rificed in such a shameful manner for the sake of com-
mercial growth and profits. The tragedy is that ‘good’
science has been given a quiet burial. Meanwhile, the
biotechnology industry’s party has just begun.

The reality of hunger and malnutrition is too harsh
to be understood in simple terms. Hunger cannot be
removed by producing transgenic crops with genes for
beta-carotene. Hunger cannot be addressed by provid-
ing mobile phones to rural communities. Nor can it be
eradicated by providing the poor and hungry with an
“informed choice’ of novel foods. Somehow, the inter-
national community misses the ground realities, the
woods for the trees, in an effort to bolster the commer-
cial interests of the biotechnology industry. In its over-
enthusiasm to promote an expensive technology at the
cost of the poor, what has been overlooked is that bio-
technology has the potential to further expand the great
divide between the haves and have-nots.

While the political leadership procrastinates on the
Millennium Development Goal of halving the number
of the world’s hungry by 2015, the scientific communi-
ty has found an easy escape route. At almost all the
genetic engineering laboratories, whether in the North
or in the South, the focus of research is on transgenic
crops that add to profits, and edible vaccines and bio-
fortification to address the problems of malnutrition or
‘hidden hunger’ by incorporating genes for vitamin A,
iron and other micronutrients. What is forgotten is that
unless hunger is removed, ‘hidden hunger’ cannot be
eradicated. In other words, if the global scientific and
development community were to aim at eradicating
hunger in the first place, there would be little “hidden
hunger’.

Much of the existing hunger in the world is because
of lopsided international trade and economic policies
that keep farmers in rich countries plump with mas-
sive subsidies, the impact of which creates more hun-
ger, malnutrition and destitution in the majority world.
Much of the world’s hunger and the crisis on the farm
front is because of these massive subsidies that contin-

ue to be paid in the richest trading block ~ the 30-coun-
try Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD). Let us not forget that subsidies are paid
not only to keep the miniscule population of farmers on
either side of the Atlantic happy, but also to keep the
elected governments in saddle. The “US Farm Security
and Rural Investment Act”, for instance, signed into
law in May 2002, brings in an additional USD 180 bil-
lion in support for US farmers over the next 10 years.
This is a small price (and that too from the state exche-
quer) to be paid for the sparsely populated but agricul-
turally frontline mid-west region of the US. George w
Bush desperately needed a Republican majority in the
US Senate, which the 2002 elections delivered with the
help of promised farm aid.

As a result of the subsidy hike in America, millions
of small and marginal farmers in the developing world
will be driven out of agriculture to move to urban slums
in search of a menial living. Highly subsidised agricul-
ture in America, and for that matter in all of the CECD,
is the root cause of growing hunger, destitution and
poverty in the majority world. GM foods, produced by
the biotechnology corporations, will further exacerbate
the food crisis - eliminating in the process not hunger
but the hungry. A
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Report

out of the back and came into the
vehicle and sat next to us.

In the next 45 minutes, as we
wended our way up the rough road
to Dailekh bazaar, she spoke openly,
and amicably, about herself and
about her experience in the CPN (M).
She was, she said, 17 years old. “1
will be 18 soon”, she added quickly,
and repeated, "1 am almost 18”. Her
friend, she said, was 15. They
worked in a team as motivators for
the party, going from house tohouse
in Surkhet district talking to people
about the movement.

Now that there was a ceasefire,
she was on her way to visit her tam-
ily. She had not been back in the year
that she had been working for the
party. She had three brothers, all
older. “I am the only daughter. And
I am the only one who joined the
party”.

She spoke easily, as though she
were used to talking to strangers.
She did not mind our questions,
and even welcomed them: “I will tell
you anything I can”. Her family did
not mind her joining the party, she
said, though they had wanted her
to finish her studies first. She had
dropped out of the ninth class to join
the movement. She said she enjoyed
her work for the party.

Martial training was only given
to the army wing of the party, she
said. “And to those who request it. I
did not take any physical training,
though I could have, if I had asked
for it”. She did not carry any wea-
pon, she said, though during the
state of emergency, between Novem-
ber 2001 and August 2002, all cad-
res were given socket bombs for their
safety. “We were all trained how to
pull out the pin, throw the bomb and
run away. You have four seconds
before it explodes. We all had one
bomb each. | carried mine with me,
and almost used it once, against the
army, but did not”. At the end of the
state of emergency, most of the cadre
stopped carrying socket bombs.
“Now there is no difficulty at all in
moving around and doing our
work. But earlier, during the emer-
gency, things were hard”.

Did the party pay her for her

work? “No!” She laughed. “We get
150 rupees a month for soap and
emergency expenses, but we have
to support ourselves”. She ate for free
at the houses of people, like most
Maoist cadres.

She said that her party bought
firearms from communist parties in
India and the parts used for socket
bombs from the border town of
Nepalganj. Nepalis living in India
supported the party. She had not
heard of the Revolutionary Interna-
tionalist Movement, an organi-
sation of several Marxist parties
from around the world that has been
vocal in claiming Nepal’s Maoists,
as Nepal's Maoists have been in
claiming them. She could not say
whether it provided any military
support to her party.

Her mind was on the ceasefire.
“Both sides have said they will not

“Both sides have said
they will not do anything
to each other. What do
you think that means?”

do anything to each other. What do
you think that means?” she asked
again and again. The code of con-
duct agreed upon by the govern-
ment and the CPN (M) states, among
other things, that both parties will
allow the unrestricted movement of
people. She agreed that the need for
peace was urgent, and that the de-
struction of power plants, telecom-
munications towers and other infra-
structure by the CPN (M) in the past
year had harmed the country. “The
people have suffered”, she con-
ceded.

Then, looking out of the vehicle,
she suddenly became anxious. “Is
that the army camp out there? Shall
1 get out here? What shall [ do?”

After some fretting she decided
that it would be safer for her to stay
in the pickup. She signalled to her
friend at the back to take the ban-
dana off her face, and then she
became tense as we approached the
army check post.

Outside, an army man strolled
over to the vehicle. The girl stiffened
visibly as he circled the pickup,
scanning the passengers. The driver
got out to register the vehicle num-
ber, and the army man moved away,
but still the girl kept her head down.
“T will tell you later”, she hissed
when I asked her name.

Once we got on our way, she
lifted her head and asked the driver,
#Dgi”, using the Nepali word of
respect for any older male, “They
will not stop us again, will they?”

When he said no, she turned to
us and said, “My name is Binita. My
home name is D Kandel, but my
party name is Binita”.

She went back, then, to answer-
ing our questions in her open,
unassuming manner.

Was it hard for her to live sucha
rough life? “There are lots of women
in the party”, she said. “There is
even an all-woman company”. A
company had three platoons; and
each platoon consisted of 45 armed
personnel. “Even the commissars
and commanders of that company
are women”, she said with pride.
She herself had never seen the all-
woman company, but she had
heard about it: it was stationed in
another part of Surkhet district.

Comrade Binita got touchy when
we asked if she had ever killed
anyone. “I have not done anything”,
she said quickly. “Who knows what
would happen if [ had to? But 1 prob-
ably will not have to”. Neither had
she witnessed killings carried out
by her party members. “Ihave never
even recommended that anyone be
killed. Our work is to motivate
people”. She talked to villagers
as she had been trained to b ‘the
leaders.

Her work was dangerous but
she had never been apprehended by
the security forces. “When you see
them, you think it is better to die
than to fall into their hands, so you
run”. She laughed. “What happens
when you run is, the bullets land
either in front of you or behind you.
You just keep running. Once I
sprained an ankle jumping across
a ditch. They were shooting from
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above, and [ did not know what to
do. So I jumped”.

What did the party do if its cad-
res were wounded? There were doc-
tors in every platoon, she said. And
if they could not treat the wounded,
the party would send them to the
district headquarters, or if that was
too dangerous, to India.

She had no regrets about joining
the party. “The movement is chang-
ing so many things”, she said. The
only thing she wondered about was
whether she should not return to
school for her School Leaving
Certificate (SLC). “Maybe after-
wards, if there is peace, I could go
back and complete my SLC”, she
said. Then added, “Though it will
be odd. I will have lost a year or
more”.

How did that matter?

“I would feel embarrassed being
older than everyone else”.

Does she feel, we asked, that girls
like her are being used by the party?
There are examples of women activ-
ists who worked for the political
parties in the Panchayat era when
party politics was banned for 30
years, who had given up their
‘bourgeois’ education in order to
help their parties - only toe find that
they were unqualified to hold top
posts when democracy was finally
won in 1990. “Will the men of your
party not take all the top posts as
soon as they get a chance?”

Comrade Binita shook her head
- no. “It is not like that”, she said.
“Women and men are equal now”.

“Then why are there no women
in the Maocist negotiating team
that is meeting with government
representatives?”

Her face suddenly darkened.
Quietly, and sounding puzzled, she
said, “I do not know”.

As we neared Dailekh bazaar
she repeated what she had said
earlier, more to herself than to us:
“1f there is peace, | could get my SLC.
That is the only thing my family
pressures me to do. [ should do it. It
would be good if I could do it”.

She and her young friend got off
in Dailekh bazaar, and headed off
with thanks.
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Comrade Binita and her compa-
nion were the only female Maoist
cadres we were to meet in Dailekh
district. Some of what she had said
to us was in line with available
information about the CPN (M): the
party was divided into a political
wing and a military wing. From
early on, the party has made claims
that women comprised one-third of
its cadres. This has not been in-
dependently verified. Neither is it
clear what positions the party’s
females occupy — whether there is
space in the party for women in
leadership positions, or whether the
majority of the party’s female cadres
fill the bottom ranks. The presence
of females in the military wing has
tended to come to most attention, but
there has been little opportunity for
independent analysts to examine
whether or not these women merely
served as “cannon fodder”. Neither
is it known what percentage of these
female recruits are underage girls.
The nature and scope of female
involvement in the party can only
be studied after the party comes fully
above ground.

Girls at war

From our travels, however, it would
seem that the CPN (M)’s claims to
enjoy the wide participation of
women are exaggerated. As we
wended our way north from Dailekh
bazaar on foot, through the villages
of Dullu, Dandibandi, Sukhatiya
and Raraghat in Dailekh district,
we met Maoist cadres at every stop
but they were all men or boys. The
vast majority of them were of the
Bahun (hill Brahmin) caste. In
Kalikot district as well, there was
not a single woman cadre among
the Maoists we met. In Pakha village
of Kaliket district, the CPN (M) Area
Secretary Comrade ‘Sandesh’ assur-
ed us that his party had many
women cadres. He repeated the
claim that the party had an all-
woman military company, though
the one he was talking about was
based in Rolpa district, due east, the
birthplace of the Maoist movement.
And he said that his party had been
working hard to end discrimination

against women.

“There is a local practice of
segregating women when they
are menstruating and after they
have given birth”, he said. “These
women used to have to stay apart,
in sheds. Now we have put an end
to that practice. Even when women
are having their periods or have
given birth, they are kept in the
house, and are no longer barred from
the hearth and other ritually pure
places”. He added, “Just next door,
a woman gave birth to a son yester-
day. Today she is cooking fish
for us”.

He laughed when we suggested
that perhaps she would enjoy her
rest better, and said that it was
important to eradicate the notion of
impurity that traditional culture
imposes on women. This was part
of a larger movement to rid society
of superstition and religious faith.
Comrade Sandesh insisted that his
party was truly different from the
other political parties. The lack of
women in the Maoist negotiating
team did not indicate discrimi-
nation within the party, he said.
“Can only women represent the
interests of women?”

Some of the social drives that
Comrade Sandesh mentioned were
evident along the trail. The anti-
alcohol campaign led by the All
Nepal Women's Association (Rev-
olutionary), a “sister organisation”
of the CPN (M), had driven the
consumption of alcohol under-
ground: many people now drank in
the privacy of their homes, and they
did not dare create a commotion in
public, as they earlier might have.
Card playing too was done surrepti-
tiously. Past the village of Sukhatiya
in Dailekh district we saw men
playing a game of carom. Had the
Maoist cadres been present, they
told us, they would not be able to
idle about so openly.

The spirit of these social drives
was unmistakably youthful, and
the behaviour of local motivators
and cell members exuded Red
Guard zeal. In his 40s, Comrade
Sandesh was one of the older Maoist
cadres we met. He reprimanded us
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when we referred to porters as
bhariya (literally, ‘bearer’), and
asked us to call them ‘helpers’ in-
stead. At the end of our meeting,
he fed us some trout that the wo-
man who had just given birth had
cooked. “This is the culture of the
communists”, he said in an oddly
bracing mix of hospitality and men-
ace. “We share everything that we
have”.

This was the kind of pedantic,
big-brotherly leadership, it was evi-
dent, that attracted the following of
the ideologically fervent youths of
these parts.

As we approached Jumia dis-
trict, we were assured by male
Maoist cadres that we would meet
female comrades along the way.
“There are many of our women
along that stretch” we were told at
almost every stop. In several places
we were told we had missed them
by a day; they were said to be put-
ting up plays and cultural pro-
grammes, OF attending rallies in
villages nearby. There would not be
many women in the military wing
in these parts, we were told, but
there would be political workers
along the way for certain.

The female Maoist cadres that we
did meet at long last tumed out to
be girls and not women. They were
walking in a scattered group along
the trail an hour down from Tato-
pani village, in Jumla district,
having staged a play the day before
in a nearby village. We spoke to one
girl, as two younger girls sat by lis-
tening. All three were unsure in their
manners and shy. As we talked, we
were quickly surrounded by pass-
ing villagers, and a uniformed boy
who greeted the girls energetically,
with raised fists and firm hand-
shakes, accompanied by greetings
of “lal salaam’” (‘red salute’} stopped
by. Comrade Jamuna, the girl we
spoke to, said she had been in the
party for only four months. The
other girls were even newer to the
party; they had joined only two
months ago. At first they could not
remember the names the party had
given them in order to protect them,
and initiate them into their new life.

After consultations, they finally told
us that their party names were
Pragati and Sangeeta.

What had you been doing betfore
joining the party?

Comrade Jamuna shrugged.
“Nothing”. She had never attended
school, though one of her brothers
was a graduate and another one
was studying in class seven. “Even
my sister-in-law has passed her SLC
exams”, she said with pride. Com-
rade Jamuna, however, used to do
housework: cutting grass, working
in the fields, gathering firewood. She
said, “There was nothing interest-
ing todo at home, so I decided to do
party work. I wanted to join the
revolution”. She was 15, she said,
and from nearby Nuwakot village.
Then she retracted her age, “1 am
18”. “She is 15", said one of the
village women who was listening
in on our talk. “And the other girls
are 12 and 13"

“] am 18", Comrade Jamuna
insisted.

“You were born after my son”,
said the woman. “He is not above
15".

1 asked the other girls what their
ages were, and they agreed that they
were 12 and 13.

Comrade Jamuna said that she
worked in a team that reared chick-
en and sheep for the party, and grew
potatoes, corn and green beans.
There was one male cell member in
the group, whom she referred to as
‘dai’ and three girls altogether,
amongst whom she was the only
cell member. Cells were the most
local-level unit of the CFN (M},
extending all the way to small
neighbourhoods.

But was this not exactly the kind
of work she was doing for her
family? We asked if her family
disapproved of her work for the
party?

“Why should they disapprove?
They are happy for me”, she said.
Her brothers had not joined the
party, but her family, she satd, was
different from most village families.
“They do not say that a daughter
must get married. They agree that
things should change”.

Did other village women sup-
port them?

She said yes.

And did she enjoy her work?

She nodded yes. “There was
nothing to do at home”.

Did she feel that perhaps girls
like her were being used by the
party?

She said no. Then, for no reason,
she said in an exhorting tone, “We
must not feel discouraged. There is
no reason for that. We must realise
that there is nothing to be discour-
aged about”.

The involvement of girls in the
CPN (M) raises problematic ethical
questions for the party: girls of 12,
or even 17, are simply too young to
know if they are being exploited by
those more powerful than they. They
are certainty vulnerable to emo-
tional manipulation and sexual
abuse by men within their party. To
add to this is the danger from the
security forces that they are exposed
to. In a country where half the
population is below the age of 20, it
is to be expected that the young
would be targeted for politicisation.
Yet the CPN (M) must accept its
culpability for recruiting children,
including girls, not just to forward
its politics but to fight its war.

At the same time, it is obvious
from talking to these girls that
joining the CPN (M) was the best
option that was available to them.
They have been denied any mean-
ingful participation in the rural
societies that they live in: most of
them have not been formally edu-
cated and are not fit for employment
as teachers, government workers or
staff in the non-governmental or-
ganisations that used to be active in
development work here. These girls
cannot participate in local govern-
ment bodies because of age, inexper-
ience or gender discrimination.
There are few social movements at
the grassroots that they might
involve themselyes in, and the other
political parties have not carried out
programmes that may have sparked
their youthful imaginations. There
is simply no means of expression,
in these areas, for their desire for
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advancement, other than to answer
the Maoists’ call. There is no less
militant option by which they might
exercise their agency.

- The failings of Kathmandu
The broad context for the partici-
pation of girls in the CPN (M) is, then,
the non-responsiveness of the state
to long-overdue demands for
women’s legal equality, political
participation, and social and eco-
nomic empowerment, The post-
1990 period has witnessed the
proliferation of social movements in
Nepal, among them the nascent
women'’s movement. Yet, because
these movements are yet to mature,
they have had limited success in
forcing the state to respond mean-
ingfully to the widening democratic
aspirations of ordinary citizens.

So scattered has the women's
movement been in Nepal, many
feminists would contest that such a
thing even exists. Shova Gautam of
the Institute for Human Rights
Communication, Nepal, expresses
the prevailing sentiment of many
feminists when she says, “Nothing
will come of the women’s move-
ment. The women affiliated with the
political parties will only take up
an issue if their party raises it. They
do not independently pressure the
leadership of their party. Then there
are the women activists of the NGO
movement, who will only take up
an issue if they can make a ‘project’
outof it, and get funding for it. There
are too few real women'’s activists,
who will take up issues based on
the logic of rights”.

Yet there is no doubt that there
was the intention, in 1991, to launch
a broad-based women’s movement
with the formation of the Mahila
Dawab Samuha (the Women's Pres-
sure Group). This group was com-
posed of a coalition of women
leaders and activists from the Com-
munist Party of Nepal {Unified
Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML}, the
Nepali Congress Party and smaller
centre/left parties, and some promi-
nent unaffiliated women. The left
politician Sahana Pradhan was its
chairperson. The group first came
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to prominence by galvanising pub-
lic outery following a spate of rapes
of young girls in the Kathmandu
valley in 1990. After that, by the
admission of its own members, the
increasingly bitter rivalries between
the political parties pushed the
group into dysfunction.

Since then, the women’s move-
ment in Nepal has drifted into the
hands of a variety of actors. These
include the women's wings of the
major political parties, whose strug-
gles begin with internal discrimi-
nation in their parties. They form
two camps composed, loosely, of
‘bourgeois’ or liberal feminists and
‘progressive’ or leftist feminists. Just
as important are the growing num-
bers of ‘star’ activists based in
Kathmandu, such as advocates
Shanta Thapaliya, Sapana Pradhan

Girls of 12, or even 17,
are simply too young to
know if they are being
exploited by those
more powerful than they

Malla and Meera Dhungana in the
field of public interest litigation, or
Meena Acharya in economics and
Seira Tamang among scholars.
Though leftist feminists would
pointedly disagree, the NGOs pro-
viding services for women’s social
and economic empowerment have
also contributed towards the
cause of gender equality. And
mass-based local initiatives such as
the mothers” groups of west Nepal
have also helped to carve a greater
social space for women in rural
communitics.

Because these efforts are scat-
tered, and sometimes fitful, they
have not coalesced into an arti-
culated women’s movement of any
kind. This has allowed the state to
respond lethargically, and often
insincerely, to women'’s demands
for equality, making three scant
concessions in the course of 12
years.

The first of these came in 1997,

when the minority Communist Party
of Nepal (Marxist-Leninist) govern-
ment established the Ministry for
Women, Children and Social Wel-
fare. Though leftist feminists lauded
this move as an effort to support
women’s rights, many liberat femi-
nists viewed it as a token gesture
that would ghettoise rather than
mainstream women'’s issues. In its
years in operation, the ‘'women’s
ministry” has had mixed success: its
most notable work was perhaps
done in drafting a bill for women’s
rights, a bill which was not without
its share of critics. Since then it has
gained the unfortunate image as a
convenient place to provide employ-
ment to the women activists of the
party in power,

The state’s second concession to
the women’s movement came with
the passing of the 11" amendment
to the civil code in 2001, after six
years of protracted struggle by legal
activists. In 1995, Meera Dhungana
filed a writ petition at the supreme
court asking that the term ‘son’ in
clause 16 of the civil code’s inheri-
tance taw be repealed as it dis-
criminated against daughters:
prevailing inheritance laws allowed
a woman to inherit paternal pro-
perty only if she was over 35 and
unmarried. By contrast, all men over
18 enjoyed the right to inherit
paternal property in Nepal’s system
of angsha, or birthright inheritance.

In a tellingly conflicted response
to Dhungana’s petition, the sup-
reme court ruled that the clause in
question did discriminate against
women, but that repealing it would
grant women dual rights to inherit
their parents” and husbands’ pro-
pertics, and would thus discrimi-
nate against men. The court ordered
parliament to submit a ‘just’ bill
within one year, but it also tacked
on a note that changing current
laws could “affect” the “patriarchal
order” of the country, The ruling
warned: “Society cannot accept it
when social values are changed
suddenly”.

Though mixed, this ruling did
force parliament to do something to
address gender inequality in the
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civil code. In 1997, the Ministry for
Law, Justice and Parliamentary Af-
fairs submitted the bill for the 117
amendment to the civil code, popu-
larly known as the ‘women’s bill’,
to parliament. The rights it granted
women were limited: most contro-
versially, inheritance rights were
granted only to unmarried womer,
who would have to give up their
inheritance upon marriage, The bill
also proposed stiffer punishments
for rape, and the legalisation of abor-
tion for married women with the
consent of their husbands, or for
women who had suffered rape or
incest.

The women’'s movement was
divided over the bill. It did not touch
on most of the 54 discriminatory
laws in the constitution and in the
civil code that had been identified
by the NGO Forum for Women, Law
and Development. Nevertheless,
liberal feminists tended to favour the
bill, arguing that further conces-
sions could be won in the future to
consolidate the bill’s limited gains.
Leftist feminists, however, wanted
it defeated so that parliament would
be obliged to draft a more progres-
sive set of bills covering the issues
of inheritance, rape and abortion.
The women’s wings of the CPN
(UM%, the United Leftist Women's
Group and the Nepal Women's As-
sociation demonstrated against the
bill, as did the by-then mostly inac-
tive Women'’s Pressure Group.

In any case, parliamentary ac-
tion on the ‘women’s bill” was de-
layed for vears due to the rapid suc-
cession of governments, When the
bill finally came up for consideration
in December 2000, the parliament’s
Law and Justice Committee sent it
for discussion to the grassroots
level. This was a clear indication of
ambivalence: in 10 years of democ-
racy, no other bill had been sent to
the public in this manner. Qver the
course of several months, however,
the bill received resounding support
at the grassroots level. It was even-
tually passed in 2001 with a
few amendments. [t was received
with mixed reactions by the women
activists.

L

The third and final concession
of the state to the women’s move-
ment was the formation of the
Women's Commission in 2002. This
commission, headed by Durga
Pokharel, has vet to be activated,
and it is uncertain how much more
effective it will be than the near-de-
funct Ministry for Women, Children
and Social Welfare.

That the incipient women's
movement has had such limited
success should not be of surprise.
Social activism is very young in
Nepal: the human rights and envi-
ronmental movements, the lan-
guage and janajati movements, the
dalit rights movement and the de-
mands of smaller pressure groups
in areas such as human rights are
only now beginning to gain pace.

Sickles and automatic rifles

The reasons for this are clearly
rooted in the country’s authoritar-
ian past. Though philanthropic
works have been performed tradi-
tionally through private denations,
yagya offerings and guthi services,
modern social activism in Nepal
began as late as the 1930s, as indi-
viduals critical of the Rana regime
took their political consciousness o
action. Tulsi Mehar introduced
Gandhi-style spinning wheels, and
was arrested for it. Kathmandu in-
tellectuals got together to start librar-
ies, for which they met with prison
sentences. The father of Nepali Con-
gress leader and first democrati-
cally elected prime minister (1959)
BP Koirala famously sent the tat-
tered rags of a poor man to the Rana
prime minister Chandra Shum-
shere, and had his properties
confiscated. Home schooling began
to take place in secret. Shukra Raj
Joshi in Kathmandu valley, Yog-
maya in the eastern hills, as well as
other religious reformists called tor
justice in their religious discourses.
By the time the political parties
formed in the 1940s, ‘subjects” all
over the country were organising
their defiance, giving voice to

- widening left/liberal aspirations to

citizenship.
With the formation of the politi-

cal parties, activism got channelled
against the state. Through the 1960
roval takeover and the consolida-
tion of the panchayat system in the
1970s, political activism began to
overshadow social activism. Nepal
is witnessing the legacy of this
today.

“There was not, in Panchayat
times, what we today call social
activism”, says advocate Gopal
Siwakoti Chintan, one of the grow-
ing numbers of forceful, targeted
social activists to emerge since 1990,
“There was social service, led by
those in the palace. Then there was
political activism, which was limi-
ted to organising against the state”.
Though the underground political
parties also did ‘sectoral work’ —
calling for cultural reform in relation
to gender and caste, for example -
their main goal was to topple the
Panchayat system. All social causes
were secondary, he says.

The sudden proliferation of
social causes after 1990 seems to
have caught the political parties by
surprise. The janajati movements
and the dalit rights movements have
taken place at the peripheries of the
political parties, rather than af their
centres. The environmental move-
meni has had to battle, at times
fiercely, with successive democratic
governments: the anti-Arun Tl
campaign in 1993 engendered
much ill will when it successfully
pitted the local people of the Arun
valley against the central govern-
ment for control over water re-
sources. This was perhaps the first
example of truly successful social
activism in Nepal.

The main challenge now,
says Chintan, is to consolidate the
gains of the social activism of the
past decade. His view is that effect-
ive activism can only take place -
through community organisations,
run by local people who are ac-
countable to their own communities
and have the greatest moral auth-
ority to steer social movements.

One such example was the sum-
mer 2000 movement to free bonded
labourers in far west Nepal, the
Kamaiya Mukti Andolan, led by the
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community NGO, Backward Society
Education (BASE), which has mass
membership of former bonded lab-
ourcers. Dilli Raj Chaudhary and
other leaders launched the organi-
sation with literacy classes and
other social services traditionally
considered ‘NGO work”. They gradu-
ally expanded into advocating the
end to bonded labour at the local
and district levels. To do so, they
enlisted the support of human
rights organisations such as the
Informal Sector Service Centre, and
intcrnational donors and develop-
ment agencies that were willing to
fund their cause.

When met with resistance from
the local administration, BASE
shifted its advocacy efforts to Kath-
mandu, successfully combining
street-level activism and a savvy
media blitz with the selective high-
level lobbying of individual politi-
cians. lronically, BASE’'s success
earned them the enmity of the CIN
(M), for bonded labourers had been
an casy source of discontent that the
Maoists could tap. BASE is now fo-
cusing on the rehabilitation of the
freed labourers, warding off the CPN
{M) at the grassroots level and lob-
bying the government and interna-
tional donors in order to provide the
services that fall under the ordain
of ‘NGO work’,

Given the fledgling state of so-
cial activism in Nepal, then, it
would be difficult to argue, as even
feminists do in moments of frus-
tration, that the women’s rights
movement has failed; rather,
one could say that it is gradually
coalescing. The scattered loci of
women’s activism today are the
women’s movement. It may not look
like much of a movement, but it is
undeniably more powerful and
broad-based than it has ever been.
However limited its gains, the
women's movement, for example in
the 11" amendment that grants
some property rights to women, has
helped to slowly make joining the
radical fringe a less appealing op-
tion for those who want change.

To most of the women of Nepal,
of course, such a gradualist view
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smacks of complacency. The indi-
cators of women'’s status in Nepal
have been consistently appalting:
women have far lower literacy rates
than men; women are not recog-
nised for their economic contri-
butions; women suffer from poorer
nutrition than men, and two-thirds
of women of reproductive age are
anacmic; women here suffer one of
the highest maternal mortality rates
in the world. In a country where 42
percent of the population lives
below poverty level, women consti-
tute the vast underclass. Indeed,
Nepali women would be very
well served well by increascd pres-
sure, worldwide, to include eco-
nomic rights in all charters on hu-
man rights, for the conditions in

Joining the Maoist
party offered girl
cadres perhaps the
best chance available
for wider social
engagement

which they live arguably betrays
criminal disregard on the part of the
government.

This has undeniably strength-
encd the logic for violent revolution
in grassroots Nepal. Further along
our walk into Jumla district, past
the village of Tatopani, we passed
a large group of girls the age of
Comrades Jamuna, Pragati and
Sangita. They were returning from
a wedding of two CPN {M) mem-
bers. They were ail wearing red
feckas on their foreheads to mark
the festivities, and looked very
much like schoolgirls anywhere on
a picnic or outing; the occasional
greetings of “lal salaam” were the
only indication of their political
bent.

We fell into a conversation with
one of these girls, who was dressed
like her comrades in a simple kurta-
sural. “The girl and the boy both
have to like each other”, she said,
trying to explain her party’s views
on marriage. “Then the party will

hold a ceremony for them”. This
entailed an exchange of garlands,
and some singing and dancing af-
terwards, she said.

The girl was, again, very young:
she said she was 16. She was origi-
nally from Kalikot district and had
been working in Jumla district
throughout her year and a half in
the party. She was in the armed
wing, she said, though nothing in
her bearing gave off any hint of
militancy. She was curious about
my mission, and asked why [ was
unmarricd, and how my family ac-
cepted my travelling with men. "Tt
is the same with us”, she said en-
thusiastically when 1 told her that
women must be ready to travel in
any condition if they are to have
the necessary mobility for their
work. She said, “We too have to
travel with men for our work”.

What was she doing before she
joined the party?

“Nothing”, she said, “1 was at
heme, spending my days cutting
grass”. This was a story that had
by now become routine coming
from the girl cadres of the CPN (M)
Joining the party had offcred them
perhaps the best chance available
for wider soctal engagement.

The girl said she had received
physical training, including on the
use of firearms. She was not in-
volved in the Maoists” November
2002 attack on Khalanga town,
headquarter of Jumla district, one
of the clashes that with its end-
game brutality is thought to have
pressed the government to agree to
the ceasefire. But the girl was
willing to go to war if her party
instructed her to.

With a soft tone that belicd the
hardness of her message, she said,
“That is why 1 joined the move-
ment. You see, there used to only
be sickles and grass in the hands
of girls like us. And now there are
automatic rifles”.

99



Journeying tolive

On a bus to Bankura 10 understand the

Chhotanagpur labourer

by Daniel Coppard and Ben Rogaly

ach year hundreds of thou-

sands of workers journey to

the fields of central southern
West Bengal to transplant and
harvest rice. Some come from the
Chhotanagpur plateau to the west,
others from Santal Parganas to the
northwest and still others from the
northeast and the southwest. Migra-
tion east (pube jawa) for rice work
from the Chhotanagpur plateau is
not new. Even before the canals
were constructed in the alluvial
plains of Bengal's Barddhaman
district in the 1960s, workers from
Chhotanagpur were involved in
West Bengal's rice cultivation.
indeed, they claim to have been
central to the canal construction
as well. What has changed is that
there are more roads and more
buses and a larger number of days’
work available.

Local migrants’ narratives sug-
gest that as recently as the 1950s, it
would have been common to walk
to the area of intensive rice cultiva-
tion. At that time, men travelled
alone or in small groups and did
not wait to be solicited by employ-
ers. Payment was commonly in kind
— migration meant survival and
there was little to save. With the
coming of a second rice crop in al-
luvial West Bengal from the 1970s,
the number of days of available em-
ployment doubled. This crop be-
came much more widespread in the
1980s as farmers invested in shal-
low tube wells and the agrarian
conflicts of the previous two de-

cades appeared to have been put
behind them. West Bengal’'s Com-
munist Party of India (Marxist) gov-
ernment has been able to take credit
for this capitalist revolution in agri-
culture, which continued well into
the 1990s. It was not the second crop
alone which increased the demand
for labour, but also the more inten-
sive cultivation of monsconal rice
with new “high yielding’ varieties
of seeds and the now almost uni-
versal use of chemical fertiliser.
Only, since the late 1990s the pros-
perity of rice cultivation in Bard-
dhaman has come under threat
because of a decline in prices asso-
ciated with newly liberalised rice
imports.

While these changes have been
going on at the destination of the
Chhotanagpur migrant labourer,
Chhotanagpur has lacked com-
parative agricultural growth, fur-
ther hindered by intermittent dro-
ught. When one of us was in the area
to make the journey with the
employment seekers of a village in
eastern Puruliya district one cold
November morning in 1999, the
drought was in its third year - agri-
cultural activities in this part of
Chhotanagpur had had to be dras-
tically curtailed and more people
were sceking work, some of them
now for different reasons. In more
prosperous periods, landed people
_ albeit cultivators of very small
plots of land - would migrate to
bring in additional lumps of money
for small investments, perhaps to-

wards the cost of a marriage cer-
emony or the purchase of a goat.
Now the money was needed, as it
always had been for the poorest
landless people, in order to make
ends meet across the year.

The journeys, though over rela-
tively short distances, were often
experienced as long and dangerous,
while the distance away from the
familiarity of home was perceived
as great. In most other migration
streams, journcys were made on a
combination of bus and train or by
truck, and from certain arcas and
social groups men alone made the
journey with women and children
staying behind at home. In this
stream, the journey was made at a
stretch by bus. In the bus, women
and children would be crammed
inside with men on the roof.

One popular destination in
West Bengal for the Chhotanagpur
migrants was Bankura bus stand,
the location of an important re-
gional labour market. The workers
on the journey whom we were with
were anxious about leaving people
and property behind, as much
as they were fearful about their
own safety away from home. There
was no sense of excitement at the
prospect of earning the additional
money.

Pube jawa

At the bus stop on the morning of
the journey, the moon still visible,
our migrating companions gradu-
ally trickled in in small groups, un-
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Wary lies the dragon

Ever present high wind

Sweeps the fog in

Blocking ali that is dear to the eyes.

There is a lull, Hie air rests.

The fog remains.

—QGujarati poet Sitanshu Yashchandra in Encircienient

AMERICAN STIMULUS is still working wonders in
South Asia. Hamid Karzai, the ‘former” UNOCAL em-
plovee, has convinced General Musharraf that the ben-
efits far outweigh the costs of pursuing local warlords
in the Hindukush. Mir Zafarullah Khan Jamali, His
Military Lord’s most loyal premier of Pakistan, has re-
alised that the promise of Pakistan-india talks is a good
ruse to push the controversial Legal Framework Order
to the back burner. Musharraf can remain president-in-
uniform as long as he can assure the Islamabad elite
that he has the blessings of the top brass in the ‘war on
terror’.

In the excitement of being invited to the high table of
the G& in Evian, France, Atal Behari
Vajpayee is once again singing the
kavita of the Lahore-Amritsar peace
process. Vajpayee’s promise that he
will retire from active politics if he
fails to normalise the relationship be-
tween the two nuclearised twins is
largely symbolic - the Bhartiya Jana-
ta Party’s agenda is firmly in the
hands of its hawks who dream of an
America-Israel-India military axis.

Weak kneed - no dig intended at
the septuagenarian Atalji - politi-
cians of the non-aligned school have no place in the
hyper-power scheme of things fashioned by Sub-
continental and American Bushies. The loyalty of South
Asian neocons is rewarded with invitations for
Musharraf to the White House, and some fancy Tsraeli
toys for George Fernandes (he of the “China is the main
enemy’ fame).

With a heat wave sweeping much of peninsular In-
dia, it is just as well that Colombo has agreed to grant
Vellupitlai Prabhakaran’s Tigers a face-saving device
in jaffna. Lieutenant General Satish Nambiar will ad-
vise Colombo and the Tigers on the stickiest issue of all
- de-escalation. Apparently, ex-Indian peacekeepers
still have their uses in 5ri Lanka.

The summer after Basra seems to have warmed up
neighbourly relations all over South Asia. Bangladesh
and Burma have just concluded three-day border talks
with the signing of the Joint Record of Discussions. The
Rohingya refugees were ignared but the two sides ex-

Atalji arrives at the big table in Evian.

changed pleasantries for the press to prove to the dip-
lomatic mission of a particular power that they do not
need prodding.

Dhaka also hosted Indian foreign secretary Kanwal
Sibal. While Sibal engaged his Bangladeshi counter-
part Shamsher Maobin Chowdhary in diplomatic nice-
ties, real negotiations were held between the Border
Security Force and the Bangladesh Rifles (BOR) on the
challenges of patrolling the 4095-km boundary. Wheth-
er the straight-talking Sibal managed to instil the fear
of the eagle flying over South Asia is not yet clear, but
the BUR brass must Jearn that even the suspicion of
harbouring United Liberation Front of Assam and All
Tripura Tiger Force militants will do Dhaka’s image
incalcutable harm.

Royal ride

On 1 June 2003, it will be two years since the Narayan-
hiti massacre, but that unprecedented event in world
history has already been forgotten, lessons about the
perils of a closed palace remaining
unlearnt. Many of the shaven-head-
ed hoodlums who were railing
against King Gyanendra back then
now hold rallies in support of his 4
October 2002 dismissal of the clected
government.

Meanwhile, the Royal Nepalese
Army has been uncharacteristically
circumspect in criticising the Mao-
ist-government ‘wnderstanding’ of
confining soldier mevement toa five-
kilometre perimeter of existing bar-
racks, but it issued a strong statement opposing the
peaceful ‘people’s movement’ started by the five
mainstream political partics of the country.

Irony has taken residence in Narayanhiti Palace and
Singha Durbar (the first housing the king and the sec-
ond the secretariat of the government appointed by him),
for they are wooing armed insurgents fighting for a re-
public while doing everything in their power to dis-
credit parliamentary parties committed to a constitu-
tional monarchy. But even by the standards of “yo
Nepal ho” (‘this is Nepal, what to do’), the acquiescence
of the government team in negotiation with the Bhu-
tanese delegation to grant Lhotshampa refugees Nepa-
li citizenship is unbelievably inept. It defies even
elementary political logic.

Granted that forcing Lhotshampas back to Bhutan
before a ‘regime change’ in Thimphu would be akin to
throwing them back to the wolves that had driven them
from their homes in the first place. Yet, Singha Durbar
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owes an explanation at least to all the international
organisations that helped the refugees survive in the
camps of southeast Nepal for over a decade.

The power elite of Kathmandu never discloses the
motivations of the state to the people, but has Nepal
taken donors and INGOs and the UNHCR for a royal
ride? Things are so bad that there is even a bright side
to this bleak deal. And that is that if any government
could take such a politically suicidal decision, it was
the one composed of King Gyanendra’s newfound loy-
alists. The king finally had to let go of them when the
cabinet formed by him ‘resigned’ under mounting pub-
lic pressure and street protests by the main parliamen-
tary parties. But the riddle remains: why is Kathmandu
paying such a heavy price to keep Thimphu in good
humour?

Oblivious of all this — the failure on the foreign pol-
icy front, the near stalemate in government-Maoist talks,
and the suspension of democratic process — the glitte-
rati of Kathmandu are still celebrating the 50* anniver-
sary of the first ascent on Mount Everest.

Meanwhile, as they have done for so long, Nepali
commentators continue to find it necessary to debate
the ‘citizenship’ of summiteer Tenzing Norgay. Born in
the lap of Chomolongma on the ‘Tibet-

will not be allowed to march into Taipei as a reward for
good global behaviour.

The rhetoric about the dangers of the ‘axis of evil’
notwithstanding, it is almost clear that the most ‘em-
bedded’ intellectuals of the American academia have
their eyes firmty fixed on the rising star in the east. It
has recently been pointed out that Chinese defence
spending is growing at the rate of 17 percent every year;
the economy is already the second largest in the world,
right after the United States, in purchasing power par-
ity terms. If empires survive by preventing the rise of an
emergent challenger, the great game of the 21* century
will most likely be played in the backyard of South Asia.

The real test of Atal Behari Vajpayee’s diplomatic
mettle is not the restart of Indo-Pak talks, which will
happen sooner or later. To ensure a place for himself in
the history books, Atalji needs to initiate the process of
the ‘Himalayan thaw’. He needs to save up his khadi
boli couplets not for Lahore, but for Beijing. And get a
competent Chinese translator before taking the flight
‘over the hump’ of Arunachal (claimed by Beijing) into
the Chinese mainland.

Both China and India have punched much below
their weight in international affairs, and this largely

because they do not have confidence

an’ side, brought up in the shadows of
Sagarmatha on the Nepali side, and
sustained by those who wanted to
climb Mount Everest, Tenzing knew
that all these were merely names of the
same peak. He was, and remained, a
true Himali - a citizen of the highest

Both China and India
have punched much
below their weight in
international affairs

in each other. New Delhi wastes all
its diplomatic energy on its small
neighbours. Similarly laughable (in
the international geopolitical context)
is Beijing’s obsession with Taiwan, es-
pecially since the encirclement being
promoted by geo-strategists across the

mountain ranges in the world. With
the benefit of hindsight, one can perhaps call this Tibet-
an-Nepali-Indian a true South Asian.

Himalayan thaw

It is interesting how people can be on Everest one day
and be in Kathmandu to be feted within two days cour-
tesy the helicopter conveyor belt service to base camp. It
used to take weeks. While mountaineers from all over
the world were falling over each other in self-congratu-
lation in Kathmandu during the weeklong festivities,
Chinese climbers went ahead and broadcast the first
live television pictures from the summit of Chomolong-
ma. Yet another example of the diligent tortoise of the
Middle Kingdom that just keeps at it while the rest of
the world including South Asia, rabbits all, gives itself
to laziness and celebration.

Right up to China’s entry into the WTO, ‘let the sleep-
ing dragon lie’ had been the cautious approach of the
West towards Beijing. But after the unilateral colonisa-
tion of Iraq by American forces, the West is no longer
the monolith it used to be in the cold war years. The
break-up with ‘old Europe” was indicative, and Beijing
woke up to the reality that it cannot evade a global role
and responsibility. Howewver hard it may try to project
itself as an unwilling conscript in the ‘war on terror’, it
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Atlantic is tightening, India being
thus far a willing participant in this low-key play.

During his visit to South Asia in March 2000, Bill
Clinton had proposed his “four-r formula” for the nor-
malisation of Pakistan-India relations. These were: re-
spect for the LoC, rejection of violence to settle the bor-
der issue, a resumption of dialogue, and restraint.

Actually these are even more appropriate for the
longstanding Sino-Indian border disputes. There is no
reason why the Clintonian roadmap cannot be followed
to bring nearly 2.3 billion people closer.

The groggy dragon must wake up and take a close
look in the mirror. The elephant must stop dancing and
begin using its legendary brain, thus far underused in
the arena of international diplomacy. The Asian centu-
ry beckons, but it cannot wait for the giants forever, nor
can it happen without the giants.

Pawan Chamling, the street-smart political survi-
vor of Sikkim, wants to begin a bus service between
Gangtok and Lhasa over the Nathu La pass and Chumbi
valley. May Vajpayee accompany His Holiness the
Dalai Lama on its maiden journey, and may the great
sage Padmasambhava bless this mad wish to make it

I3

reality. A
-CK La
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Reflections

Nostalgia, secession and
the absurdity of it all

Some reflections on the Indian city

by Sunalini Kumar

“Cities provide important public spaces streets, parks,
plazas where people stand and sit together, interact and mingle
politics critically depends on the existence of spaces and forums

to which everyone has access”.

“Situated in the quiet but well-developed Warowrie area,
Clover Citadel has been created o be ”yourfnrfress”secure
walls shutting out the worries of the world. And yet it provides
nore than just security. Clover Citadel is alse a haven of beauty
where you can enjoy scentic surroundings. Spacious 1,2 &3
bedroom apartments with the luxurious terrace option at
Wanowrie”.

he first statement above is by the political scien-
tist IM Young. The second is an advertisement
for a housing estate in one of India’s fastest grow-
ing metropolises, Pune. Which of these two images of
urban living rings truer in the context of

Dewan Verma (see Himal, May 2003). There are today
numerous detailed ethnographic portraits of Indian
cities, especially Bombay, highlighting aspects like mi-
gration and employment of fabour, the nature of the
urban remittance economy and the manner in which
patterns of land use and urban development have far-
reaching consequences for the construction of commu-
nal and ethnic identities.

One of the questions that needs to be asked relates
to the possibilities and perils offered by the contempo-
rary Indian city as a location for politics. I live on the
outskirts of Delhi. 1t is a relatively older suburb, with a
general air of infrastructural collapse infusing it.
Streetlights are almost atways on the blink, sagging elec-
tricity cables sway precariously between ageing poles
and there are dirt paths where pavements should have
existed. Nothing unusual as anybody familiar with

Indian towns will tell you. Over the past

India, is a moot point. Traditionally, so-
cial scientists have had a problem taking
the Indian city seriously. India continues
to remain a land of villages and fields in
the popular imagination. While tomes
have been written on the countryside and
its toiling masscs, the Indian city’s sclf-
image remains that of a refugee camp, a

In the developing
world, the size of
the urban poor is
reaching explosive
proportions

few months, however, among the faded
apartment blocks has sprung up the
most exquisitely maintained park with
loud green imported grass and neat little
rows of imported plants labelled for the
benefit of the English-speaking retired
government servants who jog there every
morning — lanterna (Javender colour)” or

halfway house marking a period of
struggle for most of its residents. Accompanying this
self-image is usually a permanently unfulfilled fantasy
of a more rooted existence someplace else. For the privi-
leged with the means of exit, this ‘someplace else’ is,
more often than not, the West. For the poor for whom
mobility is either violently imposed or severcly re-
stricted, the fantasy revolves around a return to their
place of original emigration. At some level, the step-
motherly treatment of the Indian city in popular Indian
imagination has over the years seeped into academic
research also, to the extent that until recently not many
good studies of the Indian city existed.

Lately however, researchers in India and elsewhere
have been engaged in producing a growing bady of
excellent work on urban development in India — a re-
cent example being the book Shumining India by Gita

“ficus pandn {non-flowering)”.

In the midst of this botanical paradise, standing in
all its phallic glory (why do monuments always have
to rise vcrtiginously up into the skv?), is a gleaming
marble monument dedicated to a young army officer
killed in the Kargil war between India and Pakistan. At
the entrance to this park is a long and stern list of in-
junctions (neatly stencilled, and again in English of
course): “the park will be open to the public for a lim-
ited period only”, “please do not bring dogs or food”
and “this is a sacred place and sanctity must be main-
tained”. Upper-class patriotism makes for pretty lav-
ish civic monuments. After all, one cannot imagine a
park like this being dedicated to the martyrdom of a
mere jawan. Worse, the park is clearly not open to all.
Along with the profusion of notices one can clearly sense
an invisible but very real sign saying, “Riffraff kecep
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out”. Thus, what used to be an ordinary but bustling
neighbourhood park, overrun at all times by humans
of all shapes and sizes, has now become what sociolo-
gists and urban anthropologists refer to as a “gated com-
munity’ — a jealously guarded space. And this sterile
tiefdom of affluent patriotism boasts about as much at-
mosphere as a graveyard,

Polis and politics

The developing world is familiar with certain buzz-
words — ‘participatory politics’, ‘democratic citizen-
ship’, “civil society’ and many other joined-at-the-hip
terms that the World Bank and other international bod-
ies love to wave solemnly and regularly in our faces.
But what are the concrete conditions under which such
lofty ideals may come an inch closer to realisation? For
most of the post-Enlightenment period in European
thought and in actual practice for the past three centu-
ries, the material ‘container’ for notions of citizenship
and democracy has been the nation-state. Indeed, tra-
ditional disciplines such as political philosophy have
become so accustomed to the ‘imagined community’ of
the nation as being the quintes-
sential political formation that
the idea of citizenship being ex-
ercised in any other context {for
instance, the city) was not ex-
plored until very recently. How-
ever, even such a conventional
text such as The Concise Oxford
Dictionary of Sociviogy defines a
citizen as one who is a member
of a nation-state or a city. The
notion of urban citizenship
is not new at all but at least as
old as the Greek city-state (of
course, keeping in mind the fact
that we know precious little
about urban settlements outside the western hemi-
sphere in the ancient world).

The Greek model of politics being such a powerful
philosophical underpinning for western political phi-
losophy, one may wonder why it has not informed dis-
cussions of citizenship or democracy until very re-
cently. The main reason for this oversight may be lo-
cated in the powerful hold that the nation-state and
ideas of nationalism continucs to exercise over modern
minds. However, developments in the 20" century, es-
pecially towards the end of the century, have made the
nation-state lock like a very bad candidate indeed for
any progressive politics. Even.die-hard adherents of
the idea of nationalism have had to concede that its
most recent manifestations have shown a disturbing
tendency to lead to the most reactionary politics within
and outside its borders. The meteoric rise of the politi-
cal right on the back of xenophobic national hysteria in
the developed as much as the developing world has
now led intellectuals and activists alike to believe that
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the hope for democracy must be invested in sites other
than the mammoth and alienating institutions of the
contemporary nation-state.

Thus, exit nation-state, enter city. The comeback of
the city as a site for politics is now well established in
social and political theory. Writers defending the civic
ideal have emphasised the element of commonality and
accessibility that public spaces in the city can and must
provide in order to be a real setting for politics. This
defence of urban politics is no doubt very inspiring,.
Images of impassioned men in togas spring to mind. It
is worth wondering how we may best simulate the
Greek model in contemporary political life. Over half
the world’s population now resides in settings that can
be described as ‘urban’. All cities today and especiallv
those in the third world are dense nodes of social,
political and economic conflict. The reasons for this
phenomenen are not difficult to gauge. Every city
performs simultanecusly the roles of political power
base, employment hub for millions and public
opinion-generator.

These diverse roles are bound to clash as they do on
a regular basis. The very fact
that there is such a concentra-
tion of populations and issucs
in urban areas could mean that
cities can be a fertile and vi-
brant setting for politics. In-
deed, much literature on the
topic has suggested exactly
that, some going as far as to say
that the city and the municipal-
ity are the natural contexts for
politics. But before we start cel-
: ebrating the discovery of the
. % new champion of grassroots

R S g democracy, we may have tolook
closely at what is happening in
our immediate environment. Whatever fond illusions
we may harbour about the potential for democratic poli-
tics in urban areas, examples like the neighbourhood
park have to be reckoned with. The manner in which
the park has been claimed by obviously upper-class
residents of the neighbourhood over the past few
months is surely an example of the way that processes
of definition and exclusion are constantly at work in
cities all over the world today.

Delhi, as the national capital, the scat of power and
culture, neck-deep in history and now a rapidly grow-
ing industrial centre, provides an interesting case in
point. Guidebooks love to tell us that over the ages, seven
(some say nine, at last count it was 14} cities rose and
fell in succession on the site where Delhi stands today.
From the ancient city of Indraprastha to the itinerant
capital of the Mughals, Delhi has never enjoyed a repu-
tation for continuity. Tt would seem that the 207 century
has finally laid this disjointed history to rest following
the aggressive settling of the city by two massive waves
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of migration. In the first half of the century of course
arrived the British with the paraphernalia needed to
sustain a self-indulgently colonial lifestyle. The more
far-reaching migration however was in the second half
of the century. By the millions came those who were
displaced during partition with (as legend has it) little
else but their enterprise and a desire to start anew. 50-
odd years and millions of tonnes of concrete later, no-
body can accuse Delhi of having an ephemeral exist-
ence. However, where the city has gained in fenporal
unity, it seems to have lost in spatial harmony. It has
often been remarked by visitors and residents alike that
the city gives the distinct impression of not one seam-
less whole but that of many cities shacked up uncom-
fortably together. This is a truism that could apply to
any modern metropolis but nowhere is the fact made
more painfully and repeatedly clear than in present-
day Delhi. Upper-class "Punjabi Gothic’ bungalows
jostle for space with cattle sheds in the southern and
eastern parts of the city, and the chaotic bazaars of the
old city, with their promise of disorder,

by now. Not only has the drastic rise of private vehicles
in Delhj spelt doom for the quality of air that the non-
air-conditioned resident breathes, nobody seems to be
blaming the real culprits. A convenient bogey has been
found in the handful of ‘polluting industries’ identi-
fied by some crusading citizens. Meanwhile, Delhi’s
roads are being reshaped to suit the needs of those who
have the privilege of using private transport. The speed
with which four-lane freeways around the margins of
the city and flyovers in the heart of the city have been
built over the past five years has left most Delhi-ites
astonished. Some more angry than astonished - many
main arterial roads in Delhi have taken rebirths as
American-style freeways, with exits blocked for miles
on end. This has meant that bus-routes have changed
and bus stops have been summarily moved so as to not
to abstruct high-speed private traffic. This in turn means
that the average non-car-owning Delhi resident, who
is dependent on whatever public transport that sur-
vives, has to cover much further distances everyday.

The results of these changes are plain

loom dangerously close to the mani-
cured lawns of Lutyens’ Delhi.
Further, globalisation has had far-
reaching implications for modern cities,
a fact that is increasingly being recog-
nised by those at the receiving end o
this process. In the developing world,

How is one to make
sense of this chaos,
this urban stew
created by over 20

to see on city roads. The hundreds of
cyclists and pedestrians caught in
these new and unfriendly high-speed
roads now wear the haunied look of
zombies.

That is the face of the city today -
the baffled tired face of thousands

where governments do not provide most miilion souis wondering where their place in the city
of the cushions required to absorb the : . is. Most accounts of the city however,
continual economic risks and miseries pusl']lng and yelllng not simply in local and national dai-
that are thrown our way by the global their way th rough lies but also in more sophisticated nar-

juggernaut, the absolute numbers of the
urban poor are reaching explosive pro-

their daily work?

ratives on the city, succumb to what
may be called the ‘nostalgic temporal

portions. As previously available sour-

ces of employment have dried up for the urban
labouring classes in India, they have resorted to vari-
ous forms of subsistence activity that barely sustain
them. The result is the proliferation of small-scale in-
dustries, what one writer refers to as ‘upgraded
artisanal units’ often employing as little as two or three
people. Despite their contribution of partially processed
raw material to larger industries and to the urban
economy in general, such small-scale industrial units
function under a constant threat of closure. Unstable
employment outside the formal economy for the urban
poor translates into reduced unionisation of workers.
The lack of collective bargaining rights including hous-
ing rights for workers in turn has led to over a third of
Delhi’s poor living in what are euphemistically known
as ‘unauthorised housing colonies’, slums with sub-
human conditions of living.

The great unwashed

It gets worse. Let us consider transport. The manner in
which the public transport system of Dethi has been
allowed to die a sudden death with the arrival of pri-
vate car companies into the Indian marketis well known

narrative’ in describing Delhi. These
accounts emphasise how this once proud and elegant
imperial capital is now a sprawling, teeming, over-
populated urban agglomeration. This is the well-loved
and well-tested story that ‘Delhi-jtes’ tell themselves. It
involves the fall from glory of a city that was histori-
cally a vibrant amalgam of benevolent emperors, gen-
erous courtesans and great poets like Ghalib and Zaug.
One could be forgiven for concluding that the same sun
that scorches us today used to once set gently over the
colourful bazaars of Chandni Chowk and the Yamuna,
meandering lazily along the eastern end of the Walled
City. Tt is easy to succumb to the charm of the nostalgic
temporal narrative — to lament over how a glorious past
has now gone.

It is not as if at least some of these facts are not true.
Delhi is indeed today a picture of urban chaos. The
point is rather that Delhi has never been a haven for ail
its residents. Accounts of one of the previous avatars of
Delhi - the city of Shahjahanabad — describe in graphic
detail the manner in which the toiling classes of Delhi
were condemned to a depraved existence outside the
ramparts of the city. The main issue in contemporary
Delhi remains the same as it was in previous eras —~ one
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loved class myth. Socialists believed that the proletariat
would seize political power and use it responsibly and
democratically, the capitalists believe in rags-to-riches
under the incredibly open economic system that capi-
talism is meant to be. Our very own Subcontinental ver-
sion of the class myth is that of the benign but enter-
prising middle class. Describing anybody other than
the handful of big industrialists as ‘middle class’ is a
well-tested strategy with the Indians who make up this
pampered class.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Recentwork
by sociologists and economists has questioned the va-
lidity of the widespread use of the term ‘middle-class’
to describe an obviously pampered and privileged up-
per crust that influences most major educational, finan-
cial and political decisions in the country. And the one
thing that so-called middle class in India not simply
influences but controls is the public imagination. Often
this is literally true. Compare the severe difficulty that
community radio initiatives like Namma Dhwani in
Karnataka have had in taking off to the recent deregu-
lation of private FM radio channels

least paid lip service to the notion of public opinion
and the media as windows to the rest of the country,
now all they seek is that public discourse and public
space should become mirrors reflecting their dearly held
notions. This is the reason that platform 12, every
neighbourhood park and every posh new housing es-
tate and bowling alley have become polished shining
surfaces throwing the glory of the middle class back
onto itself.

What, in the circumstances, is the potential for poli-
tics in Indian cities. Given the daily assault on the ur-
ban poor, it would be difficult to imagine such a power-
less, floating population to engage in politics of any
meaningful kind. A dense heterogeneity of populations
such as that found in urban areas does not necessarily
mean a diversity of issues at the political level. For the
everyday conflict in urban settings to translate itself
into a vibrant spring of political activity, one needs to
ensure a more level playing field. In other words, a de-
gree of accessibility of different sections of the popula-
tion to the skills, tools and material resources required
for political organisation and articula-

dedicated to low-information, high en-
tertainment (dare we say low-1(), high
bullshit) music programmes. These FM
radio channels, like most television
news and entertainment channels,
have incredibly narrow class bases
compared to the reach of the state-con-
trolled Doordarshan and community
radio (if the latter were ever allowed to
flourish).

Irenically, as many have noted,
privatisation in India has meant that

‘Middle-class’: an
obviously
pampered and
privileged upper
crust that influences
most major educa-
tional, financial and
political decisions

tion is crucial. This in fact is impossible
under the present circumstances since
the one thing that is regulated to ridicu- ~
lous extremes in our cities today is
access; access to housing, water, electri-
city, transport, employment indeed, to
the very category of ‘resident’ or ‘citi-
zen' itself.

Yet, it may be possible to end on a
positive note - the intense and dizzying
spatial dislocation effected by the glo-
bal juggernaut has made people’s

the government continues to control
public broadcasting media with massive untapped
potential for education and information dissemination
(such as community radio) while it gives a free reign to
middle-class entertainment channels. Thus the middle-
class maintains near-comptete influence over the pub-
lic imagination in Indian cities. The discourse on ille-
gality versus citizenship and the domination of the nos-
talgic narrative on discussions on the city would not be
possible without this influence. The term ‘secession’
usually describes a group of people hitherto constitut-
ing a polity who have for some reason withdrawn
entirely from the polity. If this simply were the case
with the middle classes, it would not pose such a
severe problem.

The ‘middle class’ in India has not simply set up
parallel infrastructure; it seeks to go further by domi-
nating public policy and public life. Even when it hi-
bernates in its centrally air-conditioned spaces it is re-
ally everywhere — constructing flyovers, parks and shrill
discourses. It has succeeded in transforming its pecu-
liar and whimsical notions of urban aesthetics, hygiene
and citizenship into a generalised public discourse on
these matters. While earlier the members of this class at
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organisations consciously reclaim their
immediate environments as a site for their politics. The
work of some exemplary urban political organisations
in Delhi needs to be mentioned here. Through a sus-
tained campaign of protest and consciousness-raising,
such organisations have continually questioned the
processes of exclusion that are the premise of urban
living in India today. Radical politics has often emerged
from situations of absurdity and desperation and these
organisations have through their version of urban poli-
tics refined our understanding of citizenship, democ-
racy, participation and civic engagement. Political
organisation and work will have to be sustained over a
much larger period for it to make a significant dent in
public opinion and more importantly to make a serious
difference to the status of the non-privileged in urban
areas. Only then can we begin to share the optimism
in the vision of urban life quoted at the beginning of
this article. For the moment however, urban grassroots
political organisations have shown the way. Most im-
portantly, they remind us of the need to retain a com-
mitment to the politics of the possible in the increas-
ingly impossible situations that the Indian city creates
everyday. b



Flowers and dust

lrony and brilliance in Tibetan literature

Rea‘ Poppies is a deceptively sim-
ple novel. We get sentences such
as “I am an idiot” standing alone
as paragraphs and descriptions of
a girl’s breasts as “a pair of fright-
ened little rabbits”. But just as the
supposed idiocy of the narrator con-
trasts with his flashes of wisdom,
s0 there is an intentional dissonance
in the politics, allusions, style and
opinions of the author, Alai. If at
first this scems just a crazy tale of
love and war in the feudal high-
lands, the story insidiously works
its way into being the contemporary
masterpiece of Tibetan literature.

The recognition of literature
from this otherwise immensely pop-
ular part of the world as exactly that,
literature — not journalism, political
commentary, religious text or hu-
man-interest story — does not come
easy. This difficulty certainly has to
do with a relative lack of Tibetan fic-
tion (written in any language) but it
also has to do with an emphasis on
the religious, historical and politi-
cal over the literary. In Kathmandu,
the book, which was completely
sold out in its hardback version at
major bookstores in Oxford, Lon-
don, Boston and New York, did not
elicit any recognition from the nor-
mally knowledgeable manager of a
bookstore specialising in things Ti-
betan. At last she vaguely recollect-
ed some new novel that was tucked
into a small shelf in the back with a
few East Asian paperbacks, Sorrows
of War, Wild Swans and Shanghai
Baby. For most people, including the
bookstore proprietor, Tibet and nov-
els just do not go together, even less
so if the novel has been written in
Chinese.

n

As many scholars have recently
pointed out, international interest in
Tibet has focused on very particu-
lar religious and mystical elements
of its culture that have been deemed
valuable and endangered, to the
unfortunate neglect of other impor-
tant aspects, including secular lit-
erature. Since the early 1980s, the
publications of writers such as
Dhondrup Gyal and Tashi Dawa

Red Poppies
by Al
(translated by Howard Goldblaw and Syivia Li-chun Lin)
Penguin Books, India, New Delhi, 2002
INR 295, pp 416 pages
ISBN (-14-302849-9

reviewed by
Kabir Mansingh Heimsath

have been immensely popular with-
in Tibet, but little has come out to
the exile or international communi-
ty. While writers such as Jamyang
Norbu (Mandala of Sherlock Holmes)
and Patrick French (Younghusband,
and Tibet Tibet} have been hailed in
India, the writers from Tibet itself
have remained in relative obscuri-
ty. This is changing now as schol-
ars, translators, and an interested
international community slowly re-
alise that Tibet is an extant and cul-
turally vital place. There is also a

reluctant but inevitable acceptance
of Chinese as a language that Tibet-
ans may utilise, just as Indian writ-
ers have thrived writing in English.
Two collections of poems and short
stories from Tibet have been recent-
ly published (Tales of Tibet: Sky Buri-
als, Prayer Wheels, and Wind Horses
edited and translated by Herbert ]
Batt in 2001, and Song of the Snow
Lion edited by Manoa’s Frank Stew-
art in 2000), and Alai's full-length
novel is a fresh breeze, if not a whirl-
wind, in the literary offerings from
Tibet now available in translation.

Frozen tradition

Red Poppies is set in the castern Ti-
betan region of Kham during the
first half of the 20" century. Many
areas of Kham and Amdo, not close
geographically or politically to ei-
ther the Chinese or Tibetan admimn-
istrative centres, were ruled during
this time as independent kingdoms.
Though the setting of this story is
crucial, there is no pretence of it be-
ing historical in any strict sense.
Real place names and dates are left
out and there is an almost flippant
attitude towards the happenings of
the world. The story opens one
snowy spring mormning in the estate
of Maichi; the chieftain and the el-
der son have gone over the moun-
tains to request military help from
the Chinese, but the reader is with
the younger, idiot, son, who frolics
in bed. In the first chapter we hear,

Since earliest childhood, T never
understood why the land of the
Chinese was not only the source
of our much-needed silk, tea, and
salt, but also the source of pow-
er for Chieftain clans. Someone
once told me that it was because
of weather. I said, “oh, because
of weather”. But deep down [
was thinking, Maybe so, but
weather can’t be the only reason.
If so, why didn’t the weather
change me into something else?
As far as I know, every place has
weather. There's fog, and the
wind blows. When the wind is
hot, the snow becomes rain. Then
the wind turns cold, and the rain
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freezes into snow. Weather caus-
es changes in everything. You
stare wide-eyed at something,
and just when it's about to
change into something else, you
have to blink. And in that instant
everything returns to its original
form.

Clearly, Alai and the idiot son have
priorities other than politics.

The metaphor is not just a polit-
ically correct way for Alai as a writ-
er in China to deal with a sensitive
topic but also sets the sarcastic tone
for the entire story. When an emis-
sary of the Chinese republic who
has supplied machine guns to the
Maichis and is encouraging them
to grow poppies for opium sits un-
der a plaque from the Qin emperor
that pronounces “INSTRUCT AND
ASSIMILATE BARBARIANS” the iro-
ny is intentional. We know for
whom the plaque was intended and
for whom it is applicable.

There is a sense that the Tibet-
ans find the Chinese to be some-
what weak in character and culture
but unfortunately strong at times in
military and money. Dealings with
them are inevitably blemished,
“You've already tainted your repu-
tation by seeking help from the Han
Chinese. You have violated the rules,
s0 how can you expect to preserve
your name?”, and a latent racism
runs through the story. When the
Chinese emissary makes a gift of
opium paraphernalia to the chief-
tain’s wife, she asks, “Why didn't
he give this to the Chieftain?” The
Tibetan maidservant answers,
“Maybe he's in love with you. After
all, Mistress is also a Han”. The
narrator’s mother is also a Han Chi-
nese wife of the chieftain. She was a
prostitute gifted to the Maichi Chief-
tain, who had drunken sex and
then married her when it became
clear she was carrying his child. Not
exactly a flattering view of the Chi-
nese mother(land?). There is no
question that these are Tibetans and
anyone else is looked upon with a
mild disdain. Political alliances are
made for the sake of expediency, but
not out of any real tie to China itself.
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As events play out, the communist-
nationalist civil war is discussed in
terms of “Red” and “White” as if
the problem is not about ideclogy
or strategy but simply about wheth-
er it is going to rain or snow.
Lhasa, meanwhile, is far away
and exerts no potitical influence
over this region. The one character
that hails from central Tibet ends up
retreating to a cave and gets his
tongue cut out. A woman who re-
turns from an arducus pilgrimage
to the holy city is scorned and
thrown out of the house in which
she suckled the younger son. There
is a fierce pride in local clans, tradi-
tion and the land itself that does not
seem to include any such greater

There is a sense that
the Tibetans find the
Chinese to be some-
what weak in character
and culture but unfortu-
nately strong at times in
military and money

“Tibet” even in the face of Chinese
invasion. An exile Tibetan activist
once complained about how post-
modernists were busy deconstruct-
ing the ‘nation” while the Tibetans
were fighting just to get one recogn-
ised. Alai’s portrayal is definitely
post-modern (or pre-modern) and
also that of the borderlands; his
characters take pride in a genuine
identity that has nothing to do with
a nation of any kind. The structure
and institutions change around
and within the Maichi fiefdom, but
there is a strong sense that these are
just changes moving across a land
and people that will remain, what-
ever the weather.

Without over-reading, it is easy
to see several parallels between the
climate of Alai’s fictional fiefdom of
early 20" century Kham and contem-
porary China. The most striking
similarity is the sense of change, of
imminent happenings that pervade
both the novel and mainland Chi-

na. This is a common theme in
world literature but it will be unfa-
miliar to those who have tried to
become acquainted with Tibet. In al-
most any other context — scholarly,
Buddhist, political, journalistic or
even the little fiction from exile -
Tibet is presented as a land stood
still, static and peaceful and secure
in its traditions prior to the Chinese
invasion. Not so in Red Poppies.
From the very first pages Alai draws
a sense of tension, not calmness:
“This waiting was always accom-
panied by fearful anxiety. The cas-
cading water splashing on the flag-
stones four storeys below made her
quaver, since it produced the shud-
dering sensation of a body splatter-
ing on the hard ground”. A sense of
mistrust and unease pervades even
as the kingdom/country becomes
more and more powerful. As some-
one who grew up during the Great
Leap Forward and the Cultural Rev-
olution, Alai’s preoccupation with
erratic displays of human cruelty
and weakness is understandable.
The idiot, and most young Chi-
nese, are frustrated with the cus-
toms and traditions that have been
in place for too long. Yet there is also
a suspicion of the trends forcing
themselves from outside. The idiot
realises, and his chieftain father
grudgingly concedes, that the way
of the future has less to do with mil-
itary might and more with econom-
ic astuteness. China’s embrace of
market capitalism is mixed with a
distinct nostalgia for a more unam-
biguous and noble, if imagined,
past. In Red Poppies, competition
between the brothers centres on one
who sticks to old standards of hero-
ism and power and another who is
open to change and able to foresee
the trends of history, mimicking the
current politicking going on in Com-
munist Party circles. The Maichi
Chieftain’s half-successful attempts
to reconcile between hard-line and
reformist sons also reflects the posi-
tion of recent Chinese patriarchs
with respect to their successors. The
scepticism, or even cynicism, with
which the idiot views the entren-
ched authority of his family is also

n
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familiar to post-Cultural Revolution
Chinese and Tibetans. This has less
to do with one institution or another
and more to do with wariness
towards authority in any form. It is
important to realise the tone has
nothing to do with the denigration
of “old” Tibetan in favour of “new”
Chinese, but only the criticism of
entrenched ideas of any kind. The
much applauded father of contem-
porary Tibetan literature, Dhon-
drup Gyal, wrote a story cailed “The
Flower Killed by Frost” in which the
frost of old traditions and values
kills the flower of love between two
innocent lovers. Similarly, but not
without extra irony, Alai’s ‘smart’
characters are unable to cope with
change (which, to mix metaphors,
comes in the form of flowers) be-
cause of their entrenched attitudes,
while the ‘idiot” muddles through
the confusion with a wisdom born
from impudence.

Epic intrigues

In terms of material it is hard to
imagine a more exciting combina-
tion: noble families, sons coming of
age, beautiful princesses, love and
sex (only rarely together}, battles
and intrigue, opium, daggers, hors-
es and machine guns... all in the vast
grasslands of eastern Tibet. The
book has already been adapted into
a Chinese TV serial. It will not be a
feel-good war story in Hollywood
or Madame Mao’s propaganda
style but rather more film-noir with
violence erupting when least expect-
ed, quirky camera perspectives, and
an anti-hero stumbling through the
tumult of reality. In some ways the
plot is the most traditional aspect of
the book, not just in terms of love
and war, but also in its similarity to
the oral epic of King Gesar of Ling.
This collection of somewhat savage
legends about Tibet’s ancient war-
rior king, his minister, his horse and
various women and enemies i3 es-
pecially relevant to the area of Kham
from which Alai hails. The stories
of King Gesar offer an alternative to
the more conventional Buddhist
histories of Tibet and are decidedly
violent and fiercely regional in tone.

n

These days so much writing about
Tibet seeks out the mystical; Alai
seems to tease us even when admit-
ting the fantastic,

...we received reliable informa-
tion that a large group of sha-
mans working for Chieftain
Wangpo was gathering at the
southern border to prepare curs-
es for the Maichi family.

An extraordinary war was about
to begin....

The magic was spectacular, but
I was bored - the sky was as clear
as if it had been washed, and |
couldn’t see any meteorological
changes.

While there is no denying the
excitement, it is hard to miss the se-
riousness of his book. Alai con-
fronts difficult questions that an
action writer would simply gloss,
and even seems eager, with his idi-
ot’s voice, to comment on some of
the more problematic relations of
society. Those who are generally
called servants in most English writ-
ing dealing with Tibet are referred
to as slaves or even livestock. The
immense authority of the chieftain
in his own lands and the inequali-
ties of traditional Tibetan society are
laid bare. This is not class-criticism
in the communist style though, the
mutual friendship and responsibil-
ity that exists between the so-called
slaves and the aristocratic family is
as evident as the exploitation and
abuse. Communist ideology is irrel-
evant here and it is the chieftains
themselves, not the masses, who
bring about the destruction of the
noble families. Other attitudes that
reek of chauvinism are those to-
wards women and Han Chinese;
but even here Alai displays a sensi-
tivity through the idiot that ques-
tions, and implicitly comments
upon, what might be considered the
standards of society.

The Chieftain’s second, shriv-
elled, drug-addicted, rat-eating,
Han Chinese prostitute of a wife
might seem a formulaic character
except that she is also a loving moth-
er, a competent manager and a

trusted confidant who, above all,
has an individual personality.
When things approach climax and
just about everybody in the story has
betrayed everybody else, she re-
mains the locus of love and loyalty
to more than one sordid Tibetan
man. This is no cartoon evil witch
but an individual brought to life in
the midst of a tumultuous adven-
ture. Another Han character who
initially scems a stereotypical arch
villain re-emerges as a genuine
friend and advisor at a time when
close ties are being severed. There is
no question that this is a tale of Ti-
bet, but it is even more so a story of
humans — of growing old, love, jeal-
ousy, betrayal, cruelty and affection.
In this way Alai does not write of
the ‘Tibet’ that foreign readers have
come to expect, but rather as a place
as unique and real as any other, as
his home.

The tone of Alai’s writing is dif-
ficult to place, which is what makes
this a great novel in addition to an
enthralling one. Discussions with
those who read Chinese suggest
that the eccentric ease of Howard
Golblatt and Sylvia Li-chun Lin’s
translation is faithful to the innova-
tive technique of the original. There
is an almost humorous cruelty here
that is disconcerting but somehow
cumulatively conveys a rough ten-
derness for his place and time,
“Only with me could she wave her
ladle with such style in front of a
mob of starving people who were
staring hungrily at her hand”. Alai
manages to evoke the tragic (but all-
too common) paradox of wealth in
the midst of famine with this sim-
ple but sinister turn of phrase.

The use of an idiot as narr~‘or is
of course notable, but Alai’s re..ance
on his voice is as casual as the he-
ro's own idiocy.

Once in a while [ wanted to leok
smart. The Chieftain had clearly
intended for his sons to compete
with each other, mainly to see if
his idiot son was more capable
than his brother of becoming the
next Chieftain. I'd seen through
his intent, and boldly said so.
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But the words were barely out of
my mouth when the mistress
turned to the Chieftain, and said,
“Your younger son is truly an
idiot.” She slapped me again.
‘Mistress,” my brother said,
‘what good does that do? He’ll
still be an idiot no matter how
much you hit him.’

Mother watked over to the win-
dow to look outside, while 1
stared at my brother’s smart face
and smiled foolishly.

He burst out laughing, even
though nothing funny had hap-
pened.

Alai is not careless towards his
writing but rather takes advantage
of this nimble voice to break away
from tradition and create a perspec-
tive that does not pretend to be en-
tirely of one time and place. The id-
iot is a trickster character who takes
the role of leading protagonist as
well as a narrator who is often ab-
surd — the unusual combination
gives this story its peculiar yet in-
tense flavour.

The irreverence with which
Buddhism is treated will strike those
who have the standard misty image
of Tibet. The violence is graphic and
in far more evidence than any spir-
ituality,

In my tale, two people deserved
to die, a man and a woman.
But only the man had died.
His mouth was open, as if
he were confused about all that
had happened. My brother stuff-
ed a green berry into the dead
man’s mouth to improve its
appearance.

After a series of murders and
suicides that result from raw lust,
this: “From then on, the incinerated
woman and her sons entered my
father’s nightmares, and his only
path to tranquillity was to hold a
large-scale Buddhist ceremony”.
- While rituals seem efficacious in
obtaining sleep, another episode
seems to convey the ultimate futili-
ty of belief,
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When they first appeared , I of-
ten heard the buzzing of muted
prayers, but that had stopped.
Now they simply died, one after
another. They died by the creek
and were baked by the sun,
swelled up like bloated sacks
that were carried on the water to
edge of heaven.

There are four religious figures
in the story and each is quite dis-
tinct but none especially favourable.
The family’s lama and the head of a
nearby monastery are used only as
pragmatic magicians or ritualists
and each competes for the chief-
tain’s favour in sometimes childish
and petty ways. The third, a monk
from central Tibet, enters the tale at

China’s embrace of
market capitalism is
mixed with a distinct
nostalgia for a more
unambiguous and
noble, if imagined, past

the same time as the fourth, a Brit-
ish Christian missionary, and the
comparison between the two is ex-
plicit. Each unsuccessfully tries to
convert the locals to his creed. While
most of the locals find the English-
man likeable, they take an immedi-
ate aversion to the monk-scholar
from Lhasa and his particularly
puritanical school of Buddhism.
The Englishman rides away on a
mule but the Lhasa monk ends up
in a dungeon, and finally his tongue
is extracted for his arrogance. When
this monk, incidentally named
Wangpo Yeshe - ‘Powerful Wis-
dom’ is humiliated it is clear that
neither Lhasa nor its big religious
institutions have much authority in
these grasslands.

Later, the tongue-less Wangpo
Yeshe becomes the official histori-
an - is Alai restoring voice to a mu-
tilated but still active monastic in-
stitution? Or is he commenting on
the persistence of true scholars in

the face of persecution (so recently
experienced in China)? Or is he just
being caustic towards the role of
both monk and historian,

I'd wanted to take the tongueless
historian, but Father said no. ‘T'll
send him as soon as either one
of you can prove you deserve
someone like him.’

“What if we both deserve it? |
asked. ‘We don’t have two his-
torians.’

‘That’s easy. I'll grab anoth-
er arrogant scholar and cut out
his tongue’.

As a writer, Alai is obviously
aware of the precarious position
that scholars hold in the presenta-
tion of ‘facts’, especially in contem-
porary China. In several instances
the ‘idiot’ comments on the value of
historiography and the importance
of having an impartial writer to wit-
ness events in person; and it is to
his benefit that Wangpo Yeshe sur-
vives the mutilation and becomes
his trusted, if speechless, friend.

Bardo

The final and 49" chapter of the En-
glish edition is subtitled with the
name of the original Chinese publi-
cation — ‘The Dust Settles’. Again,
the irony is explicit when the com-
ing of Red Chinese and the destruc-
tion of the Maichi estate are evoked
with a sense of calm and closure.
But, the 49" day also marks the end
of the passage between death and
rebirth, the bardo: Alai has written
Red Poppies as the first part of a tril-
ogy. '
The standard perspective on Ti-
bet has the chaos beginning with the
Chinese invasion in 1950, but in
this story the frightening transition
occurs within the Maichi family pri-
or to the coming of the communists.
To be sure, the implements of de-
struction are from China - the opi-
um trade, modern weapons and
even disease — but the corrosive
agents are Tibetans themselves.
Blood feuds, betrayal, decadence
and other human foibles take their
toll before any real destruction from



the communists. Syphilis comes
with Chinese prostitutes, but it is the
decadence and ignorance of Tibetan
chieftains that enables it to spread.
All this political allusion and
interpretation is demanded by the
place and time, but the heart of this
novel unquestionably resides in its
characters. As mentioned, Alai and
his narrator are generally dismiss-
ive of outer events and it is individ-
ual thoughts and relations that take
priority. In a characteristically ruth-
less moment (emphasis in original),

I really was lonely. So too were
the Chieftan, the future Chief-
tain, and the Chieftain’s wives,
now that there were no wars, no
holidays, and no reason to
punish the servants. Suddenly 1
understood why Father kept creal-
ing incidents: over the defection
of a minor fortress, he’d gone in-

land to petition the provincial
government, planted opium, and
ordered his soldiers to undergo
a new style of training; over a

In this story, the imple-
ments of destruction
are from China — the
opium trade, modern

weapons and even
disease — but the
corrosive agents are

Tibetans themselves

woman, he’d killed a loyal head-
man; and he’d let monks fight
over favours, like women do. But
understanding this didn’t less-
en my loneliness.

The killing, starvation, and be-
trayal proceed, after all, from our
own emotions and afflictions. Yet
even while understanding this we
still continue to feel the same pain
and produce the same causes that
bring about the cycle of life and
death. The dust in chapter 49 arises
from the destruction of the estate
and contains the remains of the
Chieftain and his family. It rises in
a small whirlwind up to the sky...
but, as the Red Army moves over the
next pass, the remains drifts down
to settle on the same stones and the
same land from whence they came.
There is a saying in Tibetan, “The
clouds move past, but the sky re-
mains”. Despite severe changes in
the weather Tibetans are still very
much present in Tibet, and they can
look forward to the coming incar-
nations of this brilliant story. A
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The Oxford India Companion to
Sociology and Social Anthropology
{2 volumes)

edited by Veena Das

QUP, New Delhi, 2003

pp xvi, viii+ 1660, INR 3750
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In what is probably the most comprehensive compilation
of essays on South Asian scciclogy, the Oxford India
Companion brings together the work of 62 leading
scholars on topics ranging from conceptual frameworks
to agrarian practice. Edited by Veena Das, professor of
anthropology at Johns Hopkins University, USA, the
handsome two-volume set is divided into nine sections
on social ecology, social morphology, culture, family and
kinship, religion, economy, education and politics. In
presenting this work, writes Das in the introduction, “I
hope for reflection on the processes through which
forms of knowledge about Indian society and culture
have been generated, as well as the institutional
mechanisms for the consolidation of concerns in social
science research in the country”.
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A Marxist analysis

by Baburam Bhattarai
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Baburam Bhattarai, architect, student
of development, and ideclogue of Nepai's Maoist
movement, is leader of the five-member Communist Party
of Nepal (Maoist) (CPN-M) negotiating team currently in
talks with the Nepali government. This work, material
from his mid-1980s doctoral thesis, with an updated
preface by Bhattarai and foreword by CPN (M) chairman
Prachanda, presents “an historico-materialist
interpretation of the Nepalese society so that it may help
to change it for the better” (emphasis in original). With
many endnotes, charts, diagrams and maps, this work is
a Marxist perspective on the history and political
economy of Nepal and presents the guiding thoughts of
the Nepali Maoists' leading ideclogue.
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The Empire of Capital
by Ellen Meiksins Wood
LeftWord, New Delhi, 2003
pp 153, INR 275

ISBN 81 874%6 29 0

Drawing on theoretical perspectives and
a wide reading of classical and modern
history, Ellen Meiksins Wood, scholar of
political science  and former editor with the New Left
Review, analyses the current features of American global

2003 June 16/6 HIMAL

power. Noting that neither the US nor any other power
bloc constitutes an empire in the colonial sense of direct
administration, Wood nonetheless draws attention to the
political, economic and military might of the US, arguing
that in essence this constitutes a modern-day imperiurm.

“ Blood Against the Snows:

' The Tragic Story of Nepal's
Royal Dynasty

By Jonathan Gregson

4 Estate, London, 2002

pp xiii+226, GBP 8.99

ISBN | B4115 785 6

Nepal's palace massacre of June 2001 sparked interest

! around the world in the country's history and current

affairs. Here, British journalist Jonathan Gregson traces
the evolution of the Nepali state from 8% century

i founder Prithvi Narayan Shah up to the time of the

current monarch, King Gyanendra. Drawing on “unique
contacts among the surviving courtiers and members of
the royal family”, Gregson, the only non-Nepali journalist
to interview King Birendra in the decade preceding his
murder, closely narrates the months leading up to the

i massacre and its immediate aftermath.

Displaced within homelands: The
IDPs of Bangladesh and the Region
edited by Chowdhury R Abrar and
Mahendra P Lama

Refugee and Migratory Movements
Research Unit, Dhaka, 2003

pp 213, BDT 300/USD 10

DISMACED WITHIN
ND5

The 111 gl s ey

During the last two decades, approximately 25 million
people have become internally displaced persons (IDPs)
in 40 countries, often as a consequence of development
projects, conditions of viclence, or environmental
disasters. A large number of these IDPs live in South
Asia, where they are denied special legal status as
refugees, despite the fact that they have many special
needs arising from migration under duress. With
contributions from |5 researchers, this volume, edited by
Chowdhury R Abrara of the Refugee and Migratory
Movements Research Unit and Mahendra P Lama of
Jawaharlal Nehru University, Dethi, focuses principally on
IDP issues in Bangladesh, though cases studies are also
drawn from Burma and Sri Lanka, and several essays
explore legal, political and theoretical dimensions of
coerced migration.

Compiled by Deepak Thapa, Social Science Baha, Patan

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

f South Asia were more prosperous and less divid-

ed politically, our skies would be congested with
aircraft flying hither and yon keeping pace with our
population. Sure, the railways left behind by the Brit-
ish (because they could not very well uproot the tracks
and cart them back) serve the purpose of transport in
the Subcontinent. But people take the train mainly be-
cause they have no planes. Show me one man, woman
or child from Sasaram, Bihar, who would not prefer a
direct flight to Vellore for a cataract operation rather
than a three-day schlep on second class three tier, that
too sometimes on wooden berths.

And then there is the matter of borders, those fron-
tiers that we are making more sharply defined by the
day on the ground so that it is impossible to easily fly
back and forth above. There is barbed wire on the ground
and warped wires in the brain.

will not bash up brother across the LOC, and sloppy
kisses will replace eye-for-an-eye, and shouts of
‘bhaijaan!” will rend the air making it difficult to con-
centrate on one’s daal roti. In such an incredibly zabar-
dast nayi duniya, friends, there will be prosperity so that
there will be a seat in an airplane for everyone. And
every city of any note will be linked to every other city of
any note.

The projected flight paths of nayi duniya can be seen
as they begin to take shape in the accompanying map.
This is an airline consortium, the largest in the world,
whose participating companies include Jaffna Airlines,
Cherrapunji Aviation MCD-PWD Airline Cooperative,
Indus Delta Airlines, Shigatse Air Taxi, Upper-Lower
Assam Airlines Corporation, Pathanaviation, Trans
Khulna Airways and Madhesi Vayu Sewa Nigam.

These airlines serve hubs that

Which is why we remain the most
backward region in the world af-
ter Saharan Africa, where, too,
people take surface transport
because societies cannot afford the
air.

Because South Asia is so poor,
the air links between its cities are
designed to cater to the uttra rich.
(What is known as the all India
urban English-speaking middle
class (IUESMC) is ultra rich, by the
way, by average all-India and
South Asian rural standards.) So,
imagine the enormous dullness of

are shunned by the IUESMC, and
the air network is dense enough
to make one weep for what is-not
vet but what will be if only that
pen pal idea works. Simulta-
neously with this other great
things would happen in the
world. Begum Zia would attend
Sheikh Hasina's iftaar party, Gir-
ija Prasad Koirala would send
King Gvanendra a chatamari for
reconciliation, Ranil and Chan-
drika would decide to together at-
tend Prabhakaran’s parties to in-
dicate that there were no hard feel-

being when all you have filling our
skies are Bata Shoe Company salesmen travelling from
Kolkata to Chennai for an annual motivational confer-
ence, starlets flying from Mumbai to Dilli (or Deh’li) to
inaugurate a Swatch showroom, Haryana real estate
brokers salivating on their way to the Kathmandu casi-
nos, morose Dhaka matrons with appointments to catch
at Kolkata nursing homes, and track-two India-Paki-
stan peaceniks zipping in to Lahore from Dilli (when
the flights start, as they will, mark my words, as surely
as the cookie crumbles and the poori puffs up) for a
round of self-flagellation (‘'why do we do this to each
other, waaah, sniffle sniffle, sharp intake of breath”).
My South Asia of tomorrow is a Jand of gur and
honey, where prosperity has arrived because the cor-
rupt decided to share their itl-gotten gold with the rest
of the population, and where Jamali and Vajpayee have
decided to become pen pals and let each bygone be a
bygone. In this brave new egalitarian society, brother

* fantastic new world

ings (meaning, between Ranil and
Chandrika), and Benazir, Mign Nawaz and the genera-
lissimo would take the Indus Delta Airlines that takes
off from Multan and lands in Hyderabad {Sindh) for a
togetherness holiday.

Multan would be an airline hub, linked to Trantan
cities and those in Gujarat, Rajasthan and Haryana.
Asansol in West Bengal and Pilibhit in Uttar Pradesh:
would similarly cover the great Northern Gangetic
Plain. Jaffna would have flights to Rangoon and Lak-
shadweep. Guwahati would have regular flights not
only to Chittagong, but also to Lhasa and Shigatse and
Biratnagar. Passcngers flying to Vaishno Devi from
Pokhara would change planes in Pilibhit for Jammu.
And so on and so forth.

This is the future I see for us all. You go

work it out. '7L
ok
/
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