















































sought to ensure that there was proper distance
between the judiciary branch and the executive. Then,
on 8 March, the generals ended weeks of speculation
by arresting Tarique Rahman and a handful of senior
leaders of both parties. As Rahman faces trial in an
extortion case that could see him serve up to five years
in prison, Dhaka is in an excited state. Through this
one major arrest, the interim government has earned a
groundswell of support from the capital’s elite, which
had had a ringside seat to follow the abuse of power
under both the League and the BNP.

Elite purging elite

But the optimism among the elite may be misplaced.
With Tarique Rahman’s arrest, the generals have
clearly shown how far they are ready to go to see thetr
goals met. Immediately following Rahman’s
detainment, they formally abandoned the pretence of
ruling the country from the shadows, by activating
the powertul National Security Council, which
features the three chiefs of staff of the army, though it
is headed by a civilian. While the jurisdiction of the
council is yet to be announced, its creation is clearly a
move {0 give a formal framework to the control the
military wields over the interim government.

There are also rumours that the council will remain
powerful even after the political process is eventually
restored. The generals know too well that a return to
democratic process anytime soon will undoubtedly
result in reprisals against those who have headed the
ongoing cleanup, whereas a permanently powerful
council would help against any future backlash. As
the military flexes its muscle, even the foreign
diplomats who had helped to engineer the gentrified
coup of 11 January are realising that orchestrating a
return to the barracks may be more difficult. With the
government still silent on a new date for clections, the
word on the street is that they may not take place until
2009. The fact that this new regime enjoys the
unequivocal support of certain sections of the media
and civil society is ample proof that its mandate is
that of cne elite purging another.

Bangladesh’s economy is facing a damaging
slowdown. There might have been expectations of an
economic boom related to the crackdown, but in fact,
as the newly empowered Anti-Corruption
Commission embarks on its crusade - equipped with
the power to arrest anyone, without need for a warrant
- a culture of fear is spreading through the business

community. Amidst rumours of widespread capital
flight, imports are down by mullions of dollars, and
tho vibrant real-estate sector is faced with a crash
because no one is willing to write a large cheque for
fear of being investigated over the source of the funds.
In the last week of March, prominent business leaders
cailed for the interim government to lift the state of
emergency as early as possible, even though the
country’s apex business body, the Federation of
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Bangladesh Chambers of Commerce and Industry,
had publicly selicited the emergency during the
political strife of late December.

The scrial insensitivity that is the hallmark of
middle-class-bedied autocracies is also beginning to
show itself. Since 11 January, army-led forces have
demotdished hundreds of thousands of shanties across
Dhaka and its suburbs, suddenly making homeless
more than 50,000 people. The government has also
evicted hundreds of thousands of street-side hawkers.
In their stead, the administration has offered the notion
of a weekend market, which has failed to take off; this
has inevitably bit inte the livelihoods of millions of
ordinary Bangladeshis. None of this bodes well for a
regime that has failed to stop the rising prices of
essential commodities. The prices of most essential
foods had risen massively since the last elected
government relinquished power in October 2006 - in
some cases topping 70 percent. The current regime’s
inability to rein in prices may go a long way in
undermining its credibility among the poor.

For an administration that promised to bring
accountabifity to governance and is fronted and
cheered on by Dhaka’s great and good, the new regime
has all too quickly amassed a damning human-rights
record. Not only have 93,000 people been arbitrarily
arrested since the state of emergency was declared,
but extra-judicial killings in custody are a continuous
feature. The US-based Human Rights Watch has noted
that from 12-21 January, sccurity forces killed 19
people, either in custody from torture or in ‘crossfire’
during arrest. Since then, that number has grown to
30, without security forces being held accountable for
even a single death.

Ultimately, none of these failings will come back to
haunt this current government as much as its own
lack of constitutional legitimacy. For a regime that
has mandated itself to hold free and fair elections,
such a prospect could become a liability. AIl the
reforms that the interim administration institutes, ail
the actions it takes - including the well-intentioned
ones — will still require a constitutional amendment
in order te attain retrospective legality when
the political process is restored. In fact, this
government’s own legality hinges on that same
cventual amendment, which will have to be brought
in by the next Parliament with a two-thirds majority
vote in its favour.

Awami League supremo Sheikh Hasina recently
promised to oblige this interim government with such
a constitutional amendment if her party were voted
to power, but there is ne guarantee that she will hold
the two- fhlrdh majority in Parliament required to do
so. If there is such a guarantee, however, with one
single act, this government will have undone
all the good it had intended to do when it seized
power. For how can one rigged election be any better

than another? &
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living in Tamil Nadu. One has to accept that they are
a forgotten community. Resettlement to the government
means resettling the internally displaced. It does
not address the needs of Tamils who fled this
island fearing for their lives since 1983 - and who
continue to flee.”

But would an approach such as that which the
Colombo government is currently using in the
northeast really help the refugees in Tamil Nadu? M
Rasamma, a mother who is living in a transit camp in
Anuradhapura, in the northwest of the island, savs
no. “Tell us why our children have to come back
here?” she demands. “What do they have here except
renewed war and temporary shelter?”

Colombo has no answers to such questions. For a
state that has neither long- or short-term plans to
sddress the refugee question, Sri Lanka will have fresh
~roblems if the displaced refuse to repatriate under a
future scheme. While Minister Bathivutheen says he
wants to introduce a repatriation scheme at a “future
date”, problems will undoubtedly arise if an eventual
plan is put into action with Indian assistance at a
sime when refugees are still reluctant to leave. In the
past, any effort to repatriate refugees in Tamil Nadu
has been viewed either with suspicion or as an
infringement of their right to choice. Perhaps the larger
issue is that, having been left in limbo for up to two
decades, these refugees have now come to consider
Tamil Nadu their permanent home.

“Qur children do not know Sri Lanka,” says
sugunan Kishor, a Jatfna Tamil living in a camp just
outside Madras. “They identify themselves with Tanu
Nadu. Some are married and settled there. To them,
Sri Lanka is only their parents’ home and nothing
more. We were hopeful of returning after 2002. But
with the increased viclence, we have no desire now to
return.” Kishor once fished for a living, and he recalls
with sadness how his once-fervent wish to “return
home” has died: “I have my parents living in the
northern district of Mullativu. I will never be reunited
with them.”

For Vellamma Kadirsamy, a 56-vear-cld woman
who has lived in the same camp as Kishor for several
vears, the lack of government efforts to repatriate,
coupled with the now-intensified war, signifies a
complete separation in the minds of many refugees.
“Any hope of returning home to Sri Lanka is now over.
We have nothing to go there for,” she savs. “Our
children are here. Some members of our families living
there warn us against our return.”

Suresh Premachandran agrees. “Most retugee
children in Tamil Nadu now have access to education.
Though certainly our conditions of living need to be
improved, some kind of continuity of life happens
there. Why should they upset everything and return
to this simmering volcano?” he asks. LTTE spokesman
Daya Master says he understands these feelings.
Following the 2002 truce, the LTTE requested the

,
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United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees for
hetp in repatriating the refugees living in l'amil Nadu
back in Sri Lanka. “But now the conditions arc
different,” Master notes, “This is war zone, where they
would be victimised vet again. It is not a question of
sentiment anvmore, but about human safety.”

Resettlement Minister Bathiyutheen stresses that
though the refugees living in Tamii Nadu are not
addressed under his new scheme, they are a “high
prioritv”. The minister’s new plan, which seeks to
establish a National Resettlement Authority,
concentrates only on the internally displaced. “We are
about to commence drafting a national policy for
rescttlement which will address many facets of the
question of displacement. There are the war displaced
and those displaced due to natural disasters. The
refugees in South India are a different category, and
need to be addressed separately.” Badiudeen has given
himself a target of two years to resettle half the island’s
displaced. As for the National Resettlement Authority,
it is yet to start on the formulation of a resettlement
policy, a policy which will categorically not address
the needs of the refugees in South India.

Hour of need
While Colombo has been unsure about what to do with
the Tamil Nadu refugees, India has done little better.
The refugees have long been a major political issue for
Madras politicians, with which to criticise both
Colomba and New Delhi. The former is pilloried for its
approach to the ethnic conflict and its tack of
recognition of Tamil rights; the latter, for its lack of a
coherent policy, even as great numbers of Sri Lankan
refugees continue to arrive on South Indian shores.
Official Indian estimates claim that besides those
Sri Lankans living in the designated refugee camps,
25,000 or more live outside. Besides these, there are
also around 2000 undocumented Sri Lankan migrants
detained in ‘special’ camps, who are liable for
prosecution under Indian migration and anti-terrorism
laws. [n March, the Tamil Nadu police finally took
steps to issue identity cards to Sri Lankan refugees
who have been living in camps for more than 12 years.
New Delhi's approach to the matter Is
straightforward, says Nagma M Mallick, an Indian
diplomat in Colombo. India has given Sri Lankan
refugees shelter on humanitarian grounds. “What
better policy is there than that?” Mallick asks. “They
are not citizens of India, but refugees. In their hour of
need, India has given them a home - that's all.”
Clearly, however, that is not all, at least as far as the
Colombo government and the refugees thermnselves are
currently concerned. As Vellamma Kadirsamy notes:

- “Sri Lanka is only a memory for most refugees. Whether

they feel connected or not, it is a home they have no
wish to return to, not even for nostalgic reasons.” When
and if the time comes, it may take some effort to
convince them otherwise. A
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of what can be achieved, and that alternative strategies
need to be considered. The central question here is
what exactly ‘support’ for Tibet should mean. The
answer now seems to be coming from Tibetans inside
Tibet itself.

Recent years have seen the emergence of an
astonishingly bold and creative - though sensibly
circumspect — civil society within Tibet. Hardly
acknowledged by the outside world, local NGOs have
been mushrooming, mostly under the initiative of
educated young Tibetans, and partly with the backing,
of mainland Chinese NGOs or individuals suppaortive
of Tibetans. In eastern Tibet, monasteries also have a
level of participation in this movement. Their work
focuses on environmental, cultural and social issues,
and has vielded remarkable early successes in solving
local ecological problems; claiming due respect for
local culture and sensitivities; and empowering
Tibetans by supporting local development, health and
educational initiatives.

The nascent Tibetan civil society not only operates
strictly within the legal framework of the PRC, but even
designs its work according to official government
agendas - ie, proactive protection of the environment,
respect for the feelings of ‘minorities’ and poverty
reduction. This is the result of the realisation that a
confrontational attitude to the PRC government may
yield credentials of heroism but no improvement in
Tibetan society at large, whercas the government is
ready to accept social activism as long as its own power
positions are not challenged. Indeed, the state has even
come to appreciate the ‘watchdog’ function of non-
governmental bodies as a tool to regulate the work of
local authorities, who often escape effective
supervision by the Centre.

This approach might appear ‘un-political” to some,
but experience on the ground shows that it yields
practical results and benefits for the Tibetan people.
Interestingly, it also echoes the course propagated by
the Dalai Lama for the last two decades to drop the
demand for independence in exchange for a
substantial improvement in the living conditions of
his people. After all, the demand for independence
stems to a large extent from the experience that Tibetans
have not been able to live good and dignified lives
under Beijing’s rule. Real opportunities to address
these issues would not necessarily solve all of Tibet's
problems, but calls for independence would lose some
of their resonance if conditions significantly improved.
What is happening here could therefore be defined as
a shift of balance of Tibetan political activism from
ideal (but hardly achicvable), to practical, achicvable
goals. Simply put, this recalibration of Tibetan activism
is in fact a major shift of paradigm from pro-Tibet
activism to pro-Tibetans activism.

This new approach raises questions about the role
and potential of Tibetans and Tibet supporters outside
Tibet. It is an open secret that many Tibetans in exile
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are still very emotional about the call to ‘free Tibet',
and far less enthusiastic about a more pragmatic
course. This is understandable. However, except for a
very small minority, the path chosen by the Dalai Lama
is the one with which they are ready to go along, if
only because there seems to be no convincing
alternative. In this respect, the attitude of those in exile
is not essentially different from that of their fellow
Tibetans inside Tibet.

The situation is quite different when it comes to
(mostly Western) Tibet support groups. For what
appears to be a rather strong, or at least particularly
vocal, minority among these, Tibet is commonly
envisioned as the ‘good cause’ par excellence,
symbolising the eternal struggle between good and
evil. As such, the struggle for a ‘free Tibet itself has
become something of a crusade. In this perspective,
activism tends to be seen as a success in itself, and any
adoption of a less-polarising approach can easily be
challenged as a betrayal. At times, this has led to very
awkward situations.

For instance, demands by Dharamsala to exert a
degree of restraint in the way protest against Chinese
leaders is undertaken has gencrated stark
disagreement among certain Western support groups.
This has reached a point where leaders of some such
groups have more or less openly refused to accept what
they see as a ‘Dharamsala diktat’” and have insisted
instead on their ‘independence’. There has also been a
certain amount of support for the activities of Tibetans
who openly campaign against Dharamsala’s and the
Dalai Lama’s (and thus, implicitly, Tibetan NGOs")
pragmatic approach.

One cannot fail to get the impression that some
among the Tibet support groups see their role less in
providing support than in providing ‘guidance’ to
Tibetans. This raises a crucial issue of legitimacy.
Whereas one may or may notagree with their decisions,
the Central Tibetan Administration in Dharamsala is
democratically legitimised by the exile community,
while the legitimacy of the Dalai Lama to be the voice
of the overwhelming majority of his people, both inside
and outside Tibet, can hardiy be questioned. Support
groups in comparison are at best legitimised by their
members, and very few of them are even Tibetan.

To be fair, there is also something of a “silent majority”
among the support groups that has begun to diversify
its activities by supporting, in one way or another,
civil-society groups inside Tibet. Perhaps more
significantly, they are creating a new awareness about
Tibet that has less focus on fundamental issues and
more on the kind of concerns that Tibetans — as any
people in a poor, developing country — face. Of
particular significance are efforts to enter into a
constructive dialogue with potential foreign investors
in Tibet. But this approach still faces formidable
scepticism from a movement that too often appears to
value ideology over practical progress.
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Why Tibet matters to
Southasia

BY BHUCHUNG K TSERING

hen reports about the possible entry of China
W into SAARC first appeared a few years back,

quite a few eyebrows went up. When China
was subscquently given observer status to the
organisation in 2005, some wondered whether SAARC
would now be used as a forum for a proxy India-China
battle for regional dominance. As a Tibetan living in
Southasia, China’s connection with SAARC has long
held a particular interest for this writer. And indeed, if
there is any direct relevance to China’s involvement in
SAARC, itis due to Tibet. In terms of physical geography
alone, the main connection between today’s People’s
Republic of China and Southasia is through Tibet.

But what has SAARC got to do with Tibet?
Historicaily, Tibet and the Tibetan people have looked
to the south for their spiritual and cultural heritage - to
countries including India, Bangladesh and Nepal. But
this is not necessarily why the rest of the Southasian
countries should pay attention to Tibet. The political
path on the plateau and beyond is taking its own route.
Since 2002, there have been five rounds of discussions
between envoys of the Dalai Lama and representatives
of the Chinese government on the future of Tibet. As the
Dalai Lama’s special envoy, Lodi Gyari, said in recent
testimony before the US Congress, “"We have now
reached the stage where if there is the political will on
both sides, we have an opportunity to finally resolve
this issue.” So, we now just need the Chinese leadership
to appreciate the vision and initiative of the Dalai Lama.
Of course, a resolution of the Tibetan issue will certainly
contribute to peace and stability in other parts of
Southasia, as well.

However, Tibet should matter to Southasia because
of its trade possibilities, as well as its strategic and
environmentally sensitive location. At one time, within
living memory, there was a robust trade
relationship between Tibet and its southern neighbours
— Nepal, Bhutan and India. A revival of such relations
has considerable potential for helping to speed up
the rise of the Southasian economy. If there is truth to
the belief that China is a vast, tappable market,
Southasta is well placed to tap it through Tibet.

Second, the management of Tibet’s rich water
resources and environment will have a long-term impact
on the region as a whole. Critically, analysts speculate
that the next big global crisis will be on the sharing of
water resources. A report from 2000 by the Asian
Development Bank on the “looming water crisis” found
that globally, “The demand for freshwater increased
sixfold between 1900 and 1995, twice the rate of
population growth.” Further, “The most accessible
water is that which flows in river channels or is stored
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in freshwater lakes and reservoirs.” In the Subcontinent,
most of the major rivers have their source 1n Tibet.
According to the Central Tibetan Administration in
Dharamsala, “A substantial proportion of river flows
in Tibet are stable or base flows coming from
groundwater and glacial sources.” Thus, the impact of
changes in Tibet's glacial reserves — through either
climate change or more direct human intervention —
will affect regions far beyvond Tibet.

Alrcady some Southasian countries are experiencing
the negative impact of improper management of Tibetan
river systems. Frequent flooding of the Ya rlung Tsangpo
(Brahmaputra) continues to have devastating results
in India and Bangladesh. According to a 2004 report,
“The Brahmaputra is mainly responsible for the annual
floods that hit the eastern region of the Subcontinent.
Estimates say that [2004's] floods, the worst in a decade,
claimed close to 2000 lives in Bangladesh and in the
eastern Indian states of Bihar, West Bengal and Assam.
Millions of people lost their homes in the region that
includes the foothills of Nepal.” The report continued,
“International agencies once again began
discussing the need for a regional approach of water-
resource management of the Himalayan rivers that flow
through China, India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan
and Bangladesh.”

When reports appeared in 2006 about China building
a dam on the Yarlung Tsangpo, strong reactions
immediately arose from Assam and Arunachal Pradesh,
which would be directly impacted by the move. China
subsequently denied having any such plan, but the
impact that the handling of Tibet's rivers would have
on downstream countries was crystal clear. Now that
China has an observer status to SAARC, the countries
of Southasia have an increased need, but also a crucial
ability, to pay direct attention to the situation in Tibet -
environmental, political and social. Indeed, Southasia
as a whole now has both the increased impetus
and leverage to call for the opening up of Tibet,
both physically and psychologically, to its
southern neighbours. F
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Call for Papers

Asian Political and International Studies Association
(APISA)
Third International Congress
on
Asian Conceptions of Justice

(23-25 November 2007, New Delhi)
Jointly convened by Developing Countries Research Centre,
(DCRC), University of Delhi, Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi, and

Centre for Policy Research, New Delhi.

The four sub-themes of the Congress are Conceptions of Justice in Asia, Social Justice,
Transnational Justice and Corrective Justice.

Panels that incorporate key research questions include: Normative Conceptions of Justice; Asian
Conceptions of Justice; Feminist Conceptions of Justice; Subaltern Perspectives on Justice,
Environmental Justice; Transnational Justice; Humanitarian Aid; International Human Rights
Organizations; Cosmopolitanism; Glabal Civil Society; Just Wars; Distributive Justice; Resource
Transfers - Taxation: Pensions: Social Security; Social Policy; Labour and Peasant Insurance;
Affirmative Action Policies; Welfare Policies; Institutions; Governance; and Development.

Paper presenters and panel organisers are requested to send the theme of their panel or the
title of their paper along with an abstract (approx 500 words) and a short CV by 1 June 2007 10
the conference secretariat by email and a hard copy. Final papers are due by 1 September
2007. Limited subsidies for travel, registration and accommodation will be available on a

competitive basis.

Contact Address: Prof. Neera Chandhoke (Chair); Mr. Dhruv Pande (Research Associate), Third
APISA Congress Secretariat, Developing Countries Research Centre, Academic Research Centre,
Guru Teg Bhadur Marg, University of Delhi, Delhi 110007, India.

Email: dercinfo@gmail.com , derc@dcredu.org

Congress Secretariat website: www.dcrcdu.org

APISA website: www.apisanet.com




ANALYSIS

Southasia, SAARC and the world

In early April, India takes over a young-adult SAARC - one nearly ready

to assert its identity.
BY NIHAL RODRIGO

the SAARC chair in April, has speken of the

importance of assessing Southasian regional
cooperation “in the larger Asian context”. The
implications here are twofold. First, Southasians must
critically assess our own achievements within SAARC,
measured against those of other Asian regional groups.
Second, SAARC needs to engage more actively with
such groups for wider mutual benefit.

The prime minister’s message this past December
on the 21st anniversary of SAARC’s founding spoke
of opportunities to “re-claim our legacy of
interconnectedness to restore the natural exchange of
goods, people and ideas that have characterised our
shared Southasian space.” Clearly the objective
envisaged was not to install the type of central control
or conformity over the region as was imposed in
colonial times, but rather to enhance connectivity

within Southasia in areas where

such links have been

obscured and obstructed -
the for

which

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, whoe assurmes

reasons

BILASH RAI

have /

been identified, but perhaps not adequately addressed.

At various times during SAARC’s adolescent years,
bilateral poelitical issues, as well as economic
disparitics and different approaches to development,
acted as constraints to collective action. At the 14th
Summit in New Delhi on 3-1 April, both the larger
Asian context and the complex mosaic of bilateral
relations within the region will have an impact on the
extent of colloctive success that can be achieved.

In realistic terms, contentious bilateral issues cannot
be ignored, as national interests, real as well as
perceived, have obvious direct political impact at
domestic ievels for governments. Happily, however,
in the current Southasian context such issues are being
dealt with pragmatically — being at least managed, it
not settled. At any rate, they are not currently p()sited
as obstacles to discussing issues of a regional nature,
nor are they holding up SAARC summits. The meeting
of the foreign secretaries of India and Pakistan, for
example, which concluded on 14 March in [slamabad,

was described as “fruitful and positive”, "a
watershed” for Indo-Pakistani relations. In the
past, faltering Indo-5ri Lankan dealings, for

instance, have indeed caused complications
for sunmits and led to their delay. The 6th
Summit in Colombo was a single-day mcet,
although it did cventually establish comfort
£ levels in the relationship between the two

countries, as well as reach a major decision on
establishing the Independent South Asian
Commisston on Poverty Alleviation.

Beyond the borders

Establishing deeper, more substantial linkages with

entrance into an organisation that has

Welcome,
Afghanistan!

Himal Southasian would like to be
among the first to welcome

Afghanistan into its formal
membership of SAARC., Three
decades of occupation, war,
autocratic regimes and ethnic and
political conflict have kept from
Afghanistan and its citizens the
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peace and opportunities for progress
that they deserve, while leaving the
country  with neither basic
infrastructure nor services, nor even
the benefits of institutional memory
enjoyed by most of its neighbours. As
Afghanistan works to build itself up
anew in the face of continuing
insurgency, the editors, together surely
with the rest of Southasia, hope that
involvement in the network inherent
to a regional association will help in
the Afghan quest for permanent
security and prosperity.

We celebrate, too, Afghanistan’s

long missed its presence. We
look forward to the formal entrance
of this old friend as indicative
of Afghanistan’s true return to the
region, after having been sealed off
for some thirty years. With the
presence of Afghan representatives in
governmental and non-governmental
forums in years to come, we will
surely see added perspective
to conversations on pressing
matters of security, development,
modernisation, diptomacy and cultural
transformation. A

37



other regional entities and individual countries outside
Southasia was particularly slow in the early years of
SAARC. The argument was that it was essential first
to achieve greater cohesion within the asseciation, and
to  consolidate its  programmes within  the
acknowledged SAARC framework, before reaching
outwards. The 10th Summit in Colombo eventually
noted proposals for developing cooperation between
SAARC as an institution and individual states outside
the region. Despite this, however, there was some initial
rejection, fater melting into reservations, about inviting
high-level political officials (such as the US assistant
secretary of state) to speak at SAARC forums on their
political views and interests in the association.

By 1993, however, SAARC and Japan had reached
a pragmatic agreement for the establishment of a
special bilateral fund to finance sclect programmes,
avoiding any political involvement. A similar
agreement was signed between SAARC and the
Furopcan Commission three years later for exchange
of information, training programmes, technical
assistance, trade relations and other activities. The
Canadian International Development Agency did the
same in 1997 to work on poverty alleviation, trade
relations and projects for tuberculosis and HIV /AIDS
control. Meetings between SAARC and ASEAN
ministers also commuenced in 1997 during the UN
General Assembly in New York, and have been held
regutarly ever since. Ultimately, SAARC has
cooperation agreements with 19 UN and other
multilateral and regional organisations.

During a hiatus in high-level political meetings in
SAARC following the 6th Summit in Colombo in 1991,
a vaguely defined distinction evolved between SAARC
as an organisation and Southasia as a region of seven
ditferent countries. At a time when SAARC political
meets were not possible due to bilateral ditficultics,
this enabled clase, specialised interactions between
ministers and other leaders in the region on the grounds
of ‘Southasian’ rather than 'SAARC” meetings.
Likewise, agreements signed with UN agencies such
as the WHO, UNICEF and UNDP permitted
conferences of ‘Southasian ministers’ on such focused
topics as poverty alleviation, child welfare and health
- minus the SAARC logo on their identity cards. Apart
from their value in promoting regional cooperation in
specialised arcas, the conferences alse provided
opportunities for informal, closed-door, ministerial-
level meetings among Southasian leaders.

The Southasian corporate sector, impatient with the
political constraints on high-level meetings in SAARC,
established a series of practical working relations
within itself, which have acted as pressure points on
governments to move more quickly on cconomic
cooperation. In fact, the SAARC Chamber of Commerce
and Industry and the China Council for the Ptromotion
of Internatinoat Trade established the South Asia-
China Economic Forum in December 2004, which
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functions well. Similarly strengthening the Southasian
nexus through practical dialogue and action in
specialised areas were the SAARC ‘recognised bodies’
and apex organisations of regional professionals. The
government-private sector partnership is well
entrenched in the Southasian pelitical lexicon, and
support of professional groups has become an
important aspect of governance in the region.

The ohservers

China indicated its interest in seeking some form of
association or observer status with SAARC sometime
atter the 10th Summit, in Colombo in 1998, At the 11th
Summit, in Kathmandu, the matter was considered at
length, particularly the manner in which China (and
others seeking status in SAARC) could participate in
the association’s activities, and the extent of
their engagement in any decisien-making. At the
summit in Dhaka in 2005, regional leaders welcomed
and “agreed in principle with the desire” of China and
fapan to be observers.

Currently, China enjoys excellent bilateral relations
with all Southasian countries — although some are
perceived as being more excellent than others. China’s
economic rise has long been spoken of as an opportunity
rather than as a threat. Beijing has established
institutional linkages with virtually all of the world’s
regional organisations — including ASLAN, the
European Union, the Arab League, the African Union
and Latin America. China also opcned a strategic
dialogue with the US in 2005. [n the meantime,
however, SAARC has been a notable exception. China’s
foreign policy is directed to ensure a peaceful and stable
envirenment both in Asia and globally, which would
in turn permit China’s cconomy to develep without
disruption. Towards this end, Deng Xiaoping spoke of
“hiding one’s capacity while biding one’s time”. As
such, China today retains a modest image, describing
itself as a developing country despite being a
nuclear power, a space power, a permanent member of
the UN Sccurity Council and the fourth largest cconomy
in the world.

At a conference on Afghanistan held in London in
February 2306, China’s Foreign Minster, Li Zhaoxing,
proposed a regional road network to Jink China and
SAARC countrics, including the organisation’s newest
member, Afghanistan. He also identified security as
“the key to success in regional cooperation”, and
referred to the three evils of terrorism, extremism, and
separatism (which, incidentally, Sri Lanka and China
have in several communiqués pledged to fight against).
Li gave priority to combating these threats through the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, in which India,
Pakistan and Tran have observer status, and in which
Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Nepal scek the same.

China’s relations with India, the largest of SAARC’s
member states, have steadily improved. Prime Minister
Singh has said that after years of Western domination,
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“together with China [India can] reshape the world
order”. Dialogue is proceeding, and Sino-Indian border
disputes are being settled outside the glare of publicity.
The manner in which the larger SAARC relationship
with China is to proceed remains to be determined.
Given the extensive bilateral dealings Beijing has with
virtually all the Southasian states, however, China’s
relationship with SAARC should not be less than the
sum total of these individual bilateral ties.

It is expected that once the parameters of the future
relationship between China and SAARC have been
worked out, a study would need to be undertaken of
the arcas in which cooperation can be mutually
beneficial in what Chinese officials call a "win-win
situation’. Given the varied nature of the bilateral
relations China has with individual Southasian states,
the regional equation will need to move into areas that
do not affect existing bilateral relations. Most recently,
at the sessions of the National People’s Congress,
which ended on 16 March, China acknowliedged the
massive problems it faces given the growing disparities
‘= the country. Poverty alleviation, of course, remains
a prime and common concern of all SAARC countries
and of China.

Disparities continue to abound among SAARC's
member states as well, not only with respect to
popuiation, economic and military strength, but also
in terms of criteria such as standing in the UN Human
Development Index (HDI). These tend to help shape
the relationship each Southasian country has with

countries outside the region. In Sri Lanka (which
enjoys the highest HDI rating of any regional country),
President Mahinda Rajapakse’s economic vision seeks
to achieve a balanced economic development benefiting

all segments and areas of society, particularly-
comparatively disadvantaged rural arcas. This could

be termed as an essential corrective measure of
localisation in a period ot globalisation.

China, meanwhile, has been complemented by the
UN Development Programme for moving 300 million
people out of poverty in a relatively short time as “one
of mankind's greatest achicvements”, and is now
focusing added attention on ma ripinalised rural areas.
Academic institutions such as Sichuan University have
already begun to hoid seminars and workshops with
Sputhasian diplomats and experts on poverty-
alleviation programmes.

Of particular note is the proliferation of linkages
that individual SAARC members have with extra-
regional entitics. India, for example, has multiple
identitics. Apart from SAARC, it has links with ASEFAN
ang with states such as Japan, Korea, China and many
others. While maintaining its own identity, SAARC as
a regional organisation needs to venture its team onto
a larger playing field — for the moment, at least into the
greater Asian context, if notbeyond. The observer status
granted to SAARC by the UN General Assembly would
be one avenue for the association to open wider its
windows to breezes from outside Southasia — without,
of course, being blown off its feet. &
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ANALYSI

The collective opportunity of
economic integration

An economically integrated Southasia that is at the same time open to the rest of the
world would not only respend to the aspirations of its peoples for prosperity and
peace, but could also he a major anchor for global economic stahility.

BY SULTAN HAFEEZ RAHMAN

ver the past decade, globalisation and Asia’s

impressive cconemic performance, driven

mainly by strong GDT growth in China and
India, have created an unprecedented environment for
the growth of intra-regional trade. Pakistan and
Bangladesh have also registered impressively high
growth rates, accompanied by significant reduction in
poverty levels in both countries. All countries of
Southasia have attempted - and, in some cases,
succeeded —in concluding free trade agreements (FTAs)
with cach other. Significantly, the Southasian Free
Trade Agreement (SAFTA) also took cffect last year.
Southasia is the world’s fastest-growing region; over
the past decade, its GDP growth has exceeded 7.5
percent. The political environment for regional
cooperation and integration has improved markedly,
and is reflected in SAARC's Islamabad and Dhaka
Summit declarations. In addition, political
pronouncements by Southasian leaders, coupled
particularly with events of the past vear, have raised
expectations that the region could finally, to borrow a
term from cricket, ‘go for a six".

While such are the expectations based on realistic
appreciation of economic and political trends, there is
no doubt that for the moment the economic advance
does not touch all, nor is the trade scenario very rosy.
While Southasia accounts for 23 percent of the world’s
population, its share of global GDP is only around two

o

percent, In 2005, Southasia’s share in wortd trade was
only 1.5 percent, one quarter of Southeast Asia’s share.
Exports of goods and services accounted for only 19
percent of the region’s GDP in 2005. Of this, onlv 6.7
percent was due to services, while the services sector
as a whole accounted for more than half of Southasia’s
GDP. Foreign direct investment (FDI), meanwhile, is
still only one percent of region-wide GDP.

Trade and investment flows have played a crucial
role in the economic integration of other regions of the
world, and thev have the potential to do the same in
Southasia. The realitics on the ground with respect to
trade among the region’s neighbours are, however, still
sobering; left to themselves, they could continue to
deter regi()nal economic integration. In terms of intra-
rogionai- trade and investment in goods and services,
Southasia lags far behind other regions. Intra-regional
trade here amounts to only 4.9 percent of total trade,
compared to almost 24 percent in Southeast Asia. The
ratification of SAFTA on 1 January 2006 did mark an
important milestone for the SAARC organisation, and
it stipulates that SAARC will reduce customs tariffs
on goods to 0-3 percent by 2016, However, that the
trajectory tariff concessions would take could not be
agreed upon ahead of the upcoming 14th Summit in
Delhi on 3-4 April has had a dampening effect on the
cheerleaders for SAFTA, and on the new ‘spirit’.
Notably, even after SAFTA takes full effect, a complex
~  web of obstacles to trade in the form of non-

‘ tariff barriers will remain.

There have been several studies on the
ccomomic gains that would accrue from
SAFTA. Most indicate significant
advantages to both India and ‘smaller’
1 countries, particularly Bangladesh and
Pakistan. However, there is much
variation across studies in  the

magnitude predicted for these
advantages. Furthermore, these SAFTA
gains are not large in either absolute
: };'/ or relative (fo total exports) terms,
e because most moedels used in the frec-
trade policy simulations are constrained by
the existing parameters — the current small
volume of trade among these countries. As such,
any computation of the response of trade to
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rapid GDP growth and liberalisation based on these
volumes would not do justice to the potential impact
from SAFTA.

The empirical results of such studies are therefore
moot. Any serious investigation would consider the
long-term, dynamic impacts of trade liberalisation, The
evidence from existing regional trading arrangements
in different parts of the world, not least within the
ASEAN countries of Southeast Asia, clearly
demonstrate that strengthening economic integration
via freer trade is not a zero-sum game in the long run.
A frecly trading Southasia, supported by a liberal
investment regime, would permit both restructuring
of the existing production structures and specialisation
along lines of comparative and competitive
advantages, and yicld significant benefits to most of
the region’s countries. In the carly phases of
implementing such an arrangement, some of the
smaller and narrowly based economies, as well as
certain economic activities and socioeconomic groups,
will need protection. In other words, not only may
revenue losses due to tariff drawdown be required,
but sa too would social protection due te job
losses, However, investment flows into those countries
could be counted upon to spark growth and
employment-creation in the longer term.

Deepening SAFTA

As the first step towards the grand vision of a
Southasian Economic Union, net only will the present
impasse in SAFTA have to be overcome, but much
bolder action will need to be taken on a broader front
to create a Southasian free trade area.

Deeper integration in trade and investment in goods
requires, most immediately, an accelerated phasing
out of non-taritf barriers, other than quantitative
restrictions such as import restraints, technical
requirements, inconsistent and lengthy customs
procedures, and complicated documentation
requirements — all of which currently prevent the casy
flow of goods and services across the frontiers of
Southasia. At the moment, trade documentation can
take up to 20 days; import or export of goods can take
up to 60 days to sce fruition; an inerdinate proportion
of goods shipped in Southasia are inspected, against
a world standard of 5-15 percent; and cumbersome
procedures alone can cost 15 percent of the traded
goods. Little wonder, then, that here in Southasia,
trade-transaction costs, a key determinant of economic
cfficiency, are the highest in the world, barring a
handful of regions such as Africa. High transaction
costs distort economic incentives for trade in Southasia,
and lower productivity.

The issue of non-tariff barriers is well known;
indeed, SAARC’s 2005 Dhaka Declaration emphasises
that “parallel initiatives for dismantling of non- tariff
and para-tariff barriers” are nece%sarv, and calls for

"expeditious action on conclusion of agreements on
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mutual recognition  of standards,  testing
and measurements with a view to facilitating intra-
regional trade.”

The benefits of removing non-trade barriers can be
substantial. Preliminary rescarch indicates that the
trade benefits of improving port efficiency and the -
customs environment in Southasia are sever ral times
greater than the trade effects from reducing tariff
barriers. Improvements in trade-facilitation measures,
such as harmonisation of customs procedures and
systems, can yield benefits similar in magnitude to
those of non-tariff barriers. According to official
statistics, while improving port efficiency would
increase bilateral irade significantty between, for
instance, Bangladesh and both India and Sri Lanka, it
would increase by a lesser degree between India and
Sri Lanka. This is because the initial port efficiency
icvel of Bangladesh is much lower, and hence the
improvement is greater; since the port cfficiency levels
of India and Sri Lanka are much closer to the world’s
average, the improvements are smaller. Similar
patterns are seen for lmprm ements Iin customs
environments — increases in trade are greater for
countries that initially had lower levels of efficiency.
Clearly, therefore, a significant advance can be
achieved by simply improving procedures, beforc even
getting into the lowering of tarifts and the removal of
non-tariff barricrs.

Southasia has a strong comparative advantage in
its services scctor, which accounts for a substantial
and growing share in the region’s total output — 53.3
percent in 2005. However, due to the lack of research
on services trade policy and the timited availability of
data on international trade in services, policvmakers
have limited knowledge on how liberalisation in trade
in services and investmeni should procecd.
Liberalisation of trade in services is in many ways
different from that of trade in goceds. Barriers that
restrict the crossborder movement ot goods are rarely
similar to the restrictions on crossborder mobility of
services. For instance, many services transactions
require physical proximity, and therefore physical
mobility of providers and users is essential. Barriers to
trade in services arc often more complicated than tariffs,
and may take the form of regulations, standards,
capital and labour restrictions, as well as other policy
measures that are difficult to quantify.

Broadening the current SAFTA agreement beyond
trade to include investment is equally important.
Fvidence from other regional groupings shows that
investment tlows plav at least as significant a role as
trade in promoting integration of cconomies. To recall,
investments from Japan had a crucial impact on the
economic interdependence and integration of ASEAN.
Allowing freer flows of investment within Southasia
will foster country-specific economies of scale, which
can be exploited on a regional scale. As a result, more
fundamental structural change of the region’s
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economies will take place. While free trade alone will
yield gains, these are unlikely to be great. However,
dvnamic long-term effects can be significant,
particularly if combined with aggressive trade-
facilitation measures, removal of non-tariff barriers and,
in particular, liberalisation of the investment regime.
The full realisation of the gains of freer trade and
investment would also require continuous and massive
investment in physical infrastructure to connect the
region more efficiently. (Though related to trade,
physical connectivity through air, rail and road routes
is a subject in its own right, and cutside of the scope of
this article.)

Cars and textiles

To undertake external sector reforms at a more realistic
pace, and to make these more politically feasible, it may
be prudent initially to focus on exploring the potentials
of priority industries, where more-immediate and
specific interventions, such as removal of non-tariff
measures, can be implemented more casily. Priority
sectors could be selected on the basis of an analysis of
comparative advantage and strong potential for long-
term economic growth and structural change. Focusing
reforms on a limited number of priority scctors could
increase the chances of success, permitting the positive
results to be used to demonstrate the significant
economic benefits of trade and investment liberalisation
among Southasian countries. This would be a ‘showing
by doing’ approach, and would help to build mutual
confidence and trust.

The Southasian textile sector, for example, has strong
potential for developing a regional value and
production chain. Given that most Southasian countries
are large exporters of intermediate and finished clothing
and textile goods, the region as a whole could gain
greatly if the countries were to cooperate strategically
to enhance efficiency, improve product quality and
thereby increase value. As India shares borders with
most Southasian countries, has proven capability in
marketing, and has economic linkages with the major
apparel-importing countries, it could become a hub for
spurring the growth of intra-industry trade in the region.
With its central location and size, India could also serve
as an assembly and exit point of high-value Southasian
goods (as well as services) for both domestic and
international markets. Intra-industry trade could also
be boosted by greater crossborder foreign direct
investment. For lower-value and specialised textile
products, Bangladesh, Pakistan or any of the other
smatler countries could become the hub.

The automotive sector also has the potential to
develop as a regional priority sector. Several crucial
ingredients are already in place for this to happen.
Automotive manufacturing is a complex, multi-tiered
production process that involves assembly of a large
number of components. The assembly complexity spans
the entire range, from simple mechanical components
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to complex electronic parts. Hence, a degree of
specialisation for each of the countries is feasible
without entering into debilitating direct competition.
Furthermore, advances in production technology allow
for the geographical spread of assembly of parts and
components to locations where economies of scale can
be used optimally. Unlike in earlier production
technologics, it is no longer necessary to
geographically concentrate the entire assembly activity
in one geographical location. The current and potential
size of the market for automotive products makes it
more worthwhile for manufacturers to optimally
exploit economies of scale and comparative advantages
for each of the countries. Incidentally, in order to fully
benefit from scale economies and sub-regional
specialisation, it may also be appropriate for
Southasian car manufacturers — in the wake of Chinese
competition - to broaden the market from the sub-
regional to the wider Asian or even global level.

As other successful regional cooperation and
integration initiatives have demonstrated, regional
cooperation in trade and investment benefits all
countries. Focusing on and recognising the longer-term
and dynamic benefits of regional integration helps to
eliminate the anxiety that Nepal’s gain, for example,
would be offset by India’s loss - ie, that there is not
much to be gained from such cooperative economic
arrangements, or that only the small neighbours would
gain. The long-term approach acknowledges that
benefits will accrue to all members of the regional
group, irrespective of their size. While static benefits
for the larger countries in trading with the smaller
countries may seem limited, the longer-term dynamic
effects from integrating with smaller neighbouring
countries are substantial. For smaller economies,
exploiting their comparative advantages in specific
phases of the regional production chain will yield
significant benefits while boosting intra-regional trade,
investment and integration with the neighbouring
country. Some analysts have also pointed out that
regional cconomic integration, driven by more free trade
and investment, could have substantial gains for
India’s borders states, some of which are among the
poorest in the country. '

The peace dividends of a more economically
integrated Southasia, as exemplified by the Furopean
experience, could be enormous. Peace and stability in
the region would spur the ‘neighbourhood etfect’ in
foreign direct investment; after all, the rest of the world
views Southasia as a regien, and events in India’s
neighbourhood are likely to influence FDDI decisions.
An economically integrated Southasia that is at the
same time open to the rest of the world would not only
respond to the aspirations of its peoples for prosperity
and peace, but could also be a major anchor for global
economic stability. Globalisation is an inexorable
process, and the smart thing for Southasia would be to
deal with it collectively, as a region. f )
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ANALYSIS

Prospects for
energy integration

New economic realities mean that ideas

for regional energy integration that were

previously thought of as outlandish could
soon become realistic options.

BY BISHAL THAPA, AMIT SHARMA
AND RASHIKA GUPTA

egional energy integration has long been a pie in
R the Southasian sky. And like other grand visions

that fail to materialise, the blame for this lack of
success has fallen on geopolitics. But the traditional vision
for energy integration was impractical, regardiess of
geopolitics or trade barriers. It was based on the premise
that the very existence of energy resources in each of the
Sputhasian countries provided adequate incentives for
trading. The quantity of resources available in the
Subcontinent, however, is not great enough to justify the
costs of transportation within the region. In fact, itis in this
very inadequacy of resources that the key can be found to
regionat energy integration. All of Scuthasia's countries
would benefit by combining their much-needed energy
imports and distributing power through a common grid.
Luckily, the new economic and political landscape of the
Subcontinent today makes this a real possibility.

These are prosperous times for Southasia. Since 2000,
regional economic growth has consistently averaged well
over five percent, in spite of the political uncertainty and
conflict in many parts of the region. India has set a blazing
course at over nine percent for this fiscal year. Growth
trends also refiect a deepening in the shift from agriculture
to services and manufacturing. Increasingly. services and
manufacturing sectors are driving economic growth.
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Sustained economic growth and the change in its driving
forces have altered the political constituency of energy
markets. Demand now pits increased energy security
against increased energy access. Southasian countries
nave some of the lowest per-capita commercial energy
consumptions in the world, reflecting both limited energy
commercialisation and low levels of electrification
(see Figure 1).

Policymakers have typically sought to increase energy
consumption through increased electrification. and almost
all of the region's countries currently have an explicit policy
of improving access to efectricity. Both India and Bhutan
have ambitious goals of electricity for all by 2020.
Bangladesh's poverty-reduction strategy seeks to extend
transmission lines to all villages. Pakistan intends to
reach another 40,000 households within the next year.
And Sri Lanka intends 1o electrify 75 percent of its
households by 2010.

Policies on improving energy access werc created at a
time when economic growth was much more modest, oif
prices were lower, and i seemed as if there was always
going to be enough resources to simultaneously meet the
dual abjectives of growth and access. Now, the rising cost
of energy, the vulnerability of supply links and the
increasing scarcity of energy resources mean that
somebody will have to do without. The trade-off
petween energy-for-growth and energy-for-access has now
become visible.

Energy shortages are seen as the key impediment to
sustaining today’s high levels of economic growth -
particularly in services and manufacturing sectors that
require uninterrupted energy supply. The need to secure
supplies and enhance supply-infrastructure has created
a new political constituency for energy demands that
rallies around the need for energy security. While an
approach to energy that emphasises access could tolerate
gaps in supply so long as the supply-infrastructure exists,
energy security requires uninterrupted supply. The
emergence of energy security as a national objective in
Southasian countries has thus reshaped the demand for
energy away from the focus on domestic supply-
infrastructure for improved access, and towards an
increased security of supply.

The emphasis on energy security is best reflected in
India's current global grab for energy. ONGC Videsh - a
wholly owned subsidiary of India’s largest oil and gas
producer {ONGC) and one tasked with the sole purpose
of acquiring productive assets abroad - has secured
severa! oil and gas ‘blocks’ worldwide. The company has
a mission to acquire 60 million tonnes per annum of
equity oil and gas by 2025. India’s overseas investment
in oil fields is projected to reach USD 3 billion within the
next few years. Several Indian companies, including Tata
and Jindat Stainless, have sought to acquire coalmines in
Indonesia and Australia.

Energy-security concerns of other countries in the region
are reflected in their diversification strategies. Sri Lanka
is making a concerted effort to de-link its energy sources
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from oil prices, and has announced a venture with India’s
National Thermail Power Corporation {(NTPC) to build an
imported-coal-based plant in Trincomalee. Pakistan has
been aggressively seeking to utilise lignite deposits in its
Thar region. To reduce its dependence on imported
cetroleum, Pakistan set up a 100,000 barrels-per-day
refinery in collaboration with Abu Dhabi in 2000, and two
more are planned. A liquefied natural gas (LNG) terminal
is planned for Karachi in 2009. Many of these various
proposed diversification strategies will ne doubt fail to
materialise. The important point, though, is that energy-
sourcing strategies that seemed outiandish even a few
.ears ago during the era of low oil prices now appear far
maore feasible.

Limited trade options

The economic case for regional energy trade based on
distribution of energy resources has always been
exaggerated, and is even less meaningful under the
current demand for energy security. Reserves of primary
‘ossil fuels - coal, oil and gas - are lecated in Bangladesh,
India and Pakistan, with many of them concentrated in
India {see Figure 2). Other than India’s coal reserves,
krown fossil-fuel reserves in Southasia are too smali 1o
have any trade potential. Indian coal is of poor quality,
and transportation over large distances remains
uneconomic. In many parts of India, particularly in the
coastal south and west, higher-guality coal imports from
Australia. Indonesia and South Africa are competitive
against domestic coal transported locally. Furthermore,
Indian coal production is already overextended and unable
to meet even domestic demand.

Prospects for regional energy trade have traditionally
focused on bringing hydropower potential from Nepal and
Bhutan into India and Bangladesh. After the success of
the 1020-megawati Tala hydroelectric project in Bhutan,
which sells electricity to North India, the potential for
crosshorder hydroelectric trading has often seemed great.
What Tala has illustrated is that trading opportunities do
exist for isolated projects that add a few hundred
megawatts, But the scope for a larger plan to systematically
tap the vast hydro potential of the rivers of Nepal and
Bhutan in order to meet India’s energy demands remains
limited, for reasons discussed below.

India’'s demand for energy, growing at over seven
percent annually and facing worsening shortages, can be
divided into the long-term ‘base-load’ demands - which
include these for the electricity reguired to serve the high-
growth services and manufacturing sectors - and more
short-period ‘peak demand’. The base-lcad demand will
largely be met by power generation from coal, and
supplemented by gas and possibly nuclear energy, once
the Indo-US nuclear agreement becomes operational. The
government of india's sc-called ‘ultra-mega’ power-plant
scheme, which seeks to push through the construction of
five 1o eight coal plants of 4000 MW each, is an effort to
meet base-load demand.

Hydroelectric power from Nepal or Bhutan, because it
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is based on less-predictable river flows, is uniikely to
provide the energy security needed for meeting base-load
demand. This is in addition to the fact that hydro will
typically be a mere expensive option for meeting that
demand. The lack of generation reliability from funf: ™
the-river hydropower plants also makes them ﬁfoor'
candidates for peaking purposes; in order to meet peak
needs, a plant must be able to switch on and off efficiently
as needed. Storage hydro plants with reservoirs to manage
the variations in river flows can serve as ‘peaking’ plants.
The environmental impacts associated with buitding large
storage dams make them difficult to build. however, and
practically impossible to finance.

The absence of a transmission grid with enough
capacity to bring hydropower from Nepal and Bhutan
makes crossborder electricity trading even more
challenging. Tala survives because of a dedicated
transmission line that connects the plant to demand
centres in North India. Only 150 MW of intra-regional
transmission capacity currently exists between India and
Nepal, though four new lines are currently on the anvil.
Creation of a regional transmission grid has long been a
key recommendation for improving crossborder electricity
trade, and was again raised in the context of the meeting
of SAARC energy ministers in Delhi in early March. Such a
recommendation, however, misses the dynamics of energy
demand. There are many options for transmission
expansion in India: east to west, east to north, east 10
south, west to north and Northeast to north. Without clarity
on how hydropower from Nepal and Bhutan would
integrate into the Indian supply mix, the case for a regional
transmission grid remains weak.

More likely than not, the status quo will remain.
Hydropower projects in Nepal and Bhutan will be
opportunistically developed in fimited number. Dedicated
transmission lines will be buitt to wheel power from these
plants to load centres in India. Large-scale deveiopment,
whereby the hydro potential of Nepal, Bhutan, and north
and Northeast India is integrated to serve regional
demand, remains unlikely at this stage.

Integration, not trade
With limited fossil-fuel reserves and constraints cn
integrating hydro potential, Southasian countries are likely

Figure 2: Available energy resources in Southasia

Coal Gas Qil Hydro (MW)

{mt) (bcm) | {mtoe) | Potentiai | Utilized
India 91,631 §20 7401 301000 29.500
Pakistan 3100 795 39 40,000 6,500
Sri Lanka - - - 2,000 1,250
Bhutan - - - 50,000 420
Nepal - - - 43,000 527
Bangtadesh 724 434 1 775 230

Source: “Regional Energy Security For South Asia: Regiocnal
Report,” Energy For South Asia, SARI/Energy Program. (mt -
million tons; bcm - billion cubic metres; mtoe - million tons ail
equivalent; MW - mega watt (thousand kW)
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to remain significantly import-dependent. Erergy demand
has been growing steadily, at over five percent for most
fuel categories, in line with economic growth. Dependence
on imported cil is likely to worsen, thereby decreasing the
cost-competitiveness aof many industries.

The good thing is that, for the first time, these countries
appear 10 have conceded that energy-import dependence
is here to stay. This is the first - and most difficult - step
towards a realistic energy-management strategy. The
challenge that remains is to figure out how to manage
supply vulnerability and price volatility. This is precisely
where the new opportunity for energy integration emerges.
By pooling tegether their primary-energy imports,
Southasian countries can achieve the scale
that they need in order to manage sourcing and supply in
such a way as to minimise price volatility and disruptions.

India holds the key to the strategy of regionai energy
integration. Though all Southasian countries are projected
to have high energy-demand growth rates, the region’s
most populous country commands a major share of
regional demand (see Figure 3). The region’'s other
countries are individually too small to achieve any scale
for efficiency in management or for leverage in bargaining.

The three proposed crossborder natural-gas pipelines
are largely predicated on Indian demand voiumes. The
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-india pipeline,
covering over 2700 km and projected to cost upwards of
USD 7 billion, needs Indian gas markets to make it work.
Similarly, the Iran-Pakistan-India and Burma-Bangladesh-
India gaslines will be made feasible by [ndian consumers.
Without Indian demand. these pipelines will not be able
to carry sufficient volumes to be economically viabie. Spur
pipelines to neighbouring countries that branch from these
proposed trunk-lines would be an easy way to provide the
energy security that these countries so desperately
seek (See Himal February 2007, “Waiting for
neighbourhood gas”).

India's pivotal role in regional energy integration is
consistent with its growing aspiration to be a glohal energy-
processing hub. The country already has close to 140

Figure 3: Energy demand in 2010
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million tonnes per annum of refining capacity, sufficient to
meet domestic demand for petroleum products. The
planned expansion of several existing refineries will mean
the consolidation of india’s positicn as a net exporter of
petroleum products. \ndian private-sector refineries offer
hetter margins than do those in Singapore and West Asia,
and are targeting exports as their key growth strategy.

An integrated Southasian energy market, with India as
the hub, could afford member countries the opportunity to
be more ambitious in their energy planning. Earlier
recommendations — including those for a regional strategic
petroleum reserve, a pipeline grid for natural gas and other
petroleum products, and regional power markets - put
aside previously for being too audacious, could well
become a reality.

Geopolitics of fiberalised markets

This is not the first time that an opportunity for regional
integration has come to rest on India’s actions. And, if it
remains unexpleited. this will also not be the first time
that an idea is discarded for just that reason. But today, a
new geopolitics makes it likely that this opportunity will
not be passed over. Southasian countries have
implemented significant structural and regulatory reforms
to allow for private participation in energy markets. At the
same time, Indian liberalisation has produced corporate
players keen to tap into these new openings.

Indigenous energy markets are slowly taking root in all
gouthasian countries. Private participation in power
generation is now allowed throughout the region. This has
attracted both domestic and international investments in
several countries. Fuel exploration, production and
retalling have also opened up to private participation.
Bangladesh, India and Sri Lanka have been regularly
distributing exploration and production licences 1o private
companies for development of oii and gas fields. The
liberalisation of energy markets has also been
supplemented by structural reforms in many regional
countries, aimed at reshaping loss-making public
energy companies. Many vertically integrated utilities
have been unbundled into separate functional companies,
and almost aill countries have plans to institute
such restructuring.

India remains at the forefront of this liberalisation;
except for that of coal, all of its energy sectors have been
opened up. In many sectors - especially refining, petroleum
retailing, exploration. production and electricity - energy
markets have matured considerably. Liberalisation has
been matched by structural reforms aimed at
disinvestment, restructuring and corporatisation of public-
sector companies. India’s status as the forerunner makes
it easier for other countries to connect with it during the
process of regional energy integration.

Many of the emerging indigenous energy markets are
stiil nascent, and will take time to mature. Nonetheless,
these markets provide the essential framework that can
circumvent government engagement and make it easier
to manage the geopolitics. Some of this has already
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India’s status as the forerunner makes it easier for other countries to connect with 1t
during the process of regional energy integration.

translated intc tangible crossborder engagements. The
transmission line connecting Bhutan’s Tala hydro project
to North India was the region’s first successful public-private
partnership of its type. Indian Oit operates in Sri Lanka,
and is one of the largest retailers of petroleum products in
the country. India’s National Thermal Power Corporation
has signed an agreement with Sri Lanka's Ceylon Electricity
Boarg to develop the country’s first imported-coal-based
power plant. Tata made a foray into Bangladesh to develop
an integrated steel-and-power facility that would have
utitised local gas and coal resources, with much of the
electricity produced intended for export to India.

Liberalisation has not only made it easier for Indian
companies to penetrate neighbouring markets, but has
helped other countries solicit Indian partners without having
to rely on the patronage of the Indian government. When
Nepal recently opened up three of its largest hydro sites
for bidding, it was flooded with offers. mostly from Indian
companies. Such linkages allow smaller countries to
develop commercial relationships directly with companies
that are relatively removed from the political pressures of
New Delhi.

India's growth and emergence on the world stage has

alsa transformed the way Indian companies operate. Thiese -

companies have rapicly internationalised to take .

advantage of opportunities abroad. Similarly, international
companies have also 'Indianised’ to do business in India.
Most multinational energy companies are now active in
India, and use that platform to do business elsewhere in
the region. Joday, a country in Southasia seeking to do
business with India has a plentifui choice of partners. For
that country, the differences between an Indian energy
company and an international one will be difficult 1o spot.

This new corporate environment provides the most
promising basis for regional energy integration. It offers
corporate governance and business ethics that are more
consistent with internationa! standards. It provides
Southasian countries and businesses an opportunity to
integrate into an energy market without fear of Indian
politicat influences, while those countries can also do
business without having to be encumbered by geopolitics.
Better still, it allows an opportunity for businesses to
influence the making of a geopolitics beneficial to the
region as a whole. And what does India get in return for
making all of this regional energy integration possible?
Simple: profits. F

na
lih

In the Kathmandu Valley...

Summit Hotel

Somewhere specd

Summit Hotel, Kopundel Height,
P.O. Box 1406, Kathmandu, Nepal.
Tel: 5521810, Fax: 5523737
Email: summit@wlink.com.np
Website: www.surmmit-nepal.com

The Summit is the preferred hotel for visitors who want 1o get
away from the packaged environment and the noise of downtown
Kathmandu. This is where a wide range of travelers coms to rest
and recuperate. A popuiar bar and spacious gardens make the Summit
a favoured base for many who came to Kathmandu to work. The diplomat,
the scholar and the development expert alike, enjoy the ambience and
i our friendly service. Our Friday evening barbecue is the
talk of the Valley. The Summit Apartments cater
to all the needs of long-term visitors. If you want a break even
from all of this, then a walk to the café which we run, at the
Museum in Patan Durbar Square, is recommended.
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Near but far:
South and
Southeast Asia

BY MICHAEL VATIKIOTIS

outh and Southeast Asia once

enjoved close trade refations,

which ultimately helped to
lay the foundations of modern
culture and socicty throughout the
mainland and island chains of the
latter. Both of the principal
religions of Southeast Asia — Islam
and Buddhism — arrived via the
Subcontinent, usually on ships
borne by the monsoon winds. Yet
today it is common to assumec that
Southeast Asia feels a lot closer to
China than to India.

Patterns of colonial rule had a
lot to do with this protracted
separation. Burma was never ‘good
enough' to be incorporated into
greater British India, even if it was
ruled from Calcutta. South and
Southeast Asia were regional
definitions concocted by allied
militarvy commanders during the
Pacific War; never mind that at their
ncarest points, the islands of
Indonesia and India lic less than
100 km apart.

In the moedern postcolonial era,
the devclopment of South and
Southeast Asia has been a studyv in
contrasts., Southeast Asian states
tended to be aligned rather than
staunchiy non-aligned, as with
India. They tended to be capitalist,
solidly  anti-communist and
freewheeling, not socialist and tied
to tedious socialist Five Year Plans.
States in Scuthasia remain locked
in bitter conflict with one another,
in contrast with Southeast Asia’s
relative (if sometimes fragile) inter-
state harmony. For all of these
reasons, there has developed a gulf
_that reflects little of what the two
'regjbns actually have in common:
38lam, Buddhism as well as
tduism, the common use of the
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English language, and a great love
of ancient traditions as well as
modern nationalist :-‘-_\fmbols.

You have to cast back as far as
the Bandung Conference, in
Indonesia in 1953, to recall a time
when South and Southeast Asia last
trulv chimed and communed on
jssues of common interest. 1t was
really enly after the late Congress
Prime Minister ' V Narashima Rao
visited Singapare in 1994 that
India’s more recent Look East policy
started taking shape. In the
meantime, while trade and other
indices of cooperation have grown
by leaps and bounds, there has
remained a curious paucity of
understanding. 1f the cultural
influence of the West is waning, it
is being replaced by Shanghai chic,
not by Bollywood. Even Southeast
Asia’s reflexive bid to escape
China’s encroaching embrace has
had little tectonic effect on the
two  tegions, which  remain
physically near but realistically far
from one another.

Wary glances

A major political impediment to this
inter-regional relationship has been
the reluctance of the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
to embrace Southasia, given all of
the Tatter’s prickly bilateral and
security problems. ASEAN otficials
prefer rounds of golf to red-faced
arguments over ‘lines of control’.
When some years ago there was
debate about how to accommodate
the wider Asian region into the
newly formed ASEAN Regional
Forum — a body cxpressty designed
to discuss an expanded under-
standing of regional security —there
was dismay at the prospect of
having Pakistan and India
haranguing each other over
Kashmir. Southeast Asia docs not
have the stomach for the
Subcontinent’s enduring conflicts -
or the enduring memories and
passions that fuel them.

When it comes to values, [ndia’s
much-vaunted democracy comes
up short. Southeast Asia’s more
developed countries would like to

see  Burma towards
progressive political  change.
Pressure trom ASEAN has come to
naught, in part because the
Rangoon junta can afford to thumb
its nose at its fellow ASEAN
members, so long as India and
China continue to vie for closer ties.
When asked why India, the
world’s largest democracy, s not
interested in applving pressure on
the junta to change, South Block
mandarins generally say simply
that India does not cxport its
ideology. Meanwhile, India can rely
on the Burmese army to
conduct operations  against
Naga rebels on the troubled border
with Assam.

Inn the end, there simply is not
much cmpathy between the
Subcontinent and Southcast Asia.
India and Pakistan, as well as
Bangladesh, have all inherited a
good deal of the contempt the old
indian Civil Service felt towards
Southeast Asia — all malarial and
full of Scottish planters gone native.
Indian diplomats are inclined to
see their careers better served by
postings in Washington or Beijing.

Perhaps these iong-entrenched
attitudes are not changing as
guickly as they should. But there are
larger dynamics driving the two
regions together. Southeast Asia
needs to find a counterbalance to
China’s enfolding gropolitical and
economic embrace. India needs a
wider regional arcna in which to
play the incipient superpower. This
explains  why Thailand has
pioncered attempts to open up a
new regional development zone
encompassing the Bay of Bengal;
it also explains why ASEAN has
welcomed India as part of the Fast
Asia Summit process spcarheaded
by China.

The two regions may never be
able to recreate the organic ties of
trade and cutture that helped
establish Southeast Asia’s social
and religious framework in the
medieval peried. But eventually
they will have at least overcome the
sad legacy of colonial divide
and rule. F )
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boulevards and pristine environs. The
city is now the most popular
destination for those rich encugh
to escape the madness of strife-torn
and poliuted cites such as Karachi
and Lahore.

Originally built to hold a population
of only a few thousand. Islamabad
now has to cater to nearly a miliion.
With one of the highest urban growth
rates in the country {Six percent per
year), land is becoming a scarce
commodity, and hills and forests are
being bulldozed to make way for
roads and underpasses. More than
150 new cars are registered daily in
the capital alone. Enormous housing
projects are taking over the cutskirts
of town, and what is left of the centre
is being transformed into an
avenue of multi-star hotels and
parliamentarian lcdges. Not even the
Margalla Hills, the city's tandmark
mountain range, is being spared - sale
of land is soaring as more and more
of the rich build their retirement
homes an the slopes.

But Islamabad has always been
viewed as being located 10 km out
of Pakistan™. And truly. this massive
growth and investment is in harsh
contrast to the rest of the country,
including the other major urban
centres of Karachi and Lahore. More
than half of Pakistan’s population is
illiterate. The maternal mortality rate
stands at 500 per 100,000 live births.
Overall, some 50 percent of the rural
populaticn is considered vulnerable
to chronic poverty. As if such indicators
were not enough, the threat of
militancy has significantly added to
foreign attempts to de-link
poverty from religious extremism,
by implementing programmes
attempting to alleviate poverty.

Islamabad is the seat of the major
multilateral and bilateral lenders, the
key financial and technical drivers of
such programmes in Pakistan. The
Asian Devetopment Bank (ADB), the
Word Bank, the British, Japanese,
Canadians - all make their lending
decisions seated among the elitist
clique of the capital. Whether it
is investment in energy and
infrastructure, poverty alleviation and
gender mainstreaming, or democracy
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Whether it is investment in energy and infrastructure,
poverty alleviation and gender mainstreaming, or
democracy and decentralisation, the world of
international development in Islamabad is physically
separated from the reality of rural and urban Pakistan.

and decentralisation, the world of
international development in
Islamabad is physically separated
from the reality of rural and
urban Pakistan.

Supposedly committed 1o
transforming the country into a
progressive and educated society
(while always admitting that they
have their own agendas},
internationai donors have been firmty
caught up within the fundamental
dilemmas that now face both
Pakistan and their own agenda,
damestic and otherwise, Whether it
is Tony Blair's new priority of climate
change or the US attempt to tackle
religious subversion through
education, the lending scenario in
Pakistan is suddenly unclear and
undefined. A major contributor to this
is the fact that Pakistanis
themselves are unable to define
what they need, and the Islamabad
location of decision-making does not
seem to help.

Ensconced in the 'security’ of
Islamabad, and security threats
notwithstanding, donors prefer
investing in ‘safe’ projects such as
micro-credit, health, education and
gender training. which have lots to
show but iittle to deliver. Likewise.
the arguments put forward by
academic pundits that Pakistan’'s
progress depends on democratic
political and judicial institutions have
been met by the donors with equal
failure. The ADB's USD 350 mitlion
Access to Justice Programme and its
USD 300 million Decentralisation
Support Programme have both been
rife with controversy since their 2003
inception, and are widely regarded
as directionless. Both programmes
are loans to the government of
Pakisian, which already owes the
ADB USD 6.5 billion. Similarly, the
World Bank repeatedly and publicly

warns the Islamabad government to
clean up its act on many fronts. Yet
when World Bank-funded projects
lead tc massive displacement, the
multilateral body withdraws to the
shadows of the ‘project document’.

Even as the political climate
descends into further uncertainty,
multilaterals and bilaterals continue
simultaneously to chastise Pakistan
for its faults and to invest heavily in it.
The ADB is currently formulating a
three-year, USD 4 billion development
aid package - nearly a seven-fold
increase over the USD 60C million
packages it has offered in the past.
The World Bank is likewise ready to
offer almost USD 2 billion, to help
rehabilitate Pakistan's entire
logistical network. Bilaterals such as
the UK’s Department for International
Development (DFID} have doubled
their aid budgets to Pakistan in 2006-
Q7. It is not overly difficult, then, to
make sense of this generosity, given
that Pakistan is simuitaneously
branded as a ‘terror’ threat.

The distance of Islamabad from
the country has provided the national
power elite a sense of certitude. But
being faced with the religious and
political psychosis that is suicide
bombing and terror threats is
something that throws al! logic and
consideration into flux. The
connection between religious
extremism and social development
is a difficult one to explore. Poverty is
either a cause or an effect of violence
and extremism; in Pakistan, it is
difficuit to say which came first. But
one thing is certain. Living in
gilded cages, as our politicians, civil
society and developmentalists do. is
not going to help in solving the
oroblem. The residents of this gilded
cage have now awcken to a harsh
reality. One can only hope that they
will remain awake. A
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The game quickly came to be referred to
as the ‘India-Pakistan’ match.

survive in that atmosphere?” Baig herself was at the
receiving end of such discriminatory practices,
when she tried to get her son admitted into a
well-known school in Thaltej. “The principal
categorically told me that the school had no place for
Muslims,” she says.

Chor and police

Near Chandola Lake is a school with an entryway
that has been taken over by unruly shrubs. The blue
letters that form its name are fading in the sun. This
abandoned structure was once the L V Patel High
School, run by a Hindu management that decided to
pack its bags after the riots, when the arca suddenly
came to be dominated by Muslims. The school
today functions about three kilometres away ina
Hindu area.

At one time, Hindus and Muslims went to the same
schools and lived in the same neighbourhoods. School
managements were never identified by religion. After
the riots, however, both communities moved to arcas
where they found safety in numbers. Says f.akdawala,
“The authorities are simply not interested in the
children - in arcas where there are Dalit and Muslim

students, we have heard high-caste Hindu teachers
saving there is no point in teaching these children.” It
the L V Patel management got around their
predicament by moving to a new spot, others chose to
shut shop altogether. The management of one Hindu
school in Shah Alam sold its school building to a
Muslim builder, who plans to renovate it to provide
education for Muslims.

Geveral others from the Muslim community have
also come forward to establish their own schools to
accommodate Muslim children. Their action is a
display of resilience and self-reliance, for the Gujarat
government has done little to create or improve
educational facilities in Muslim pockets. In areas to
which riot victims have moved, such as Vatva and
Faisal Park, there are hardly any civic amenities —no
water, drainage or electricity, Parents laugh helplessly
when asked if they send their children to school. Why
would one think of books if there is no livelihood?
Unfortunately, schools set up by Muslim trusts may
not be the solution. By and large, this new wave of
‘educationists’ have no expericnce in education, and
tend to place increased emphasis on religious mores
and customs in an already segregated atmospherc.
This leaves the Mustim pupils doubly disadvantaged.

The textbooks carry forward the theme of alienation.
in the Gujarat State Board textbooks, it is not enough
to qualify Aurangzeb merely as a ruler; he is always
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introduced as a Muslim ruler who was intolerant of
other faiths. Hindu mythology is never about myths or
legends; it is presented as facts as sacred as the gods
whose stories curiously form part of Social Studies
textbooks. Exercises for children, mentioned at the end
of each lesson, include suggestions to learn more about
“daughters of sages”, and the textbooks are full of slant
and stercotype.

Such tampering with textbooks is particularly
dangerous, says Fr Cedric Prakash of the human-rights
centre Prashant. He and several others worked to bring
=any of these errors to light. “When children learn
[these biases], even their games reflect the same
thinking,” says Prakash, who recently won the national
Minorities Rights Award for 2006. “When they play
chor [thief}-police, the Muslim is always the chor and
the Hindu the police. When we used to play, we were
both the chor and the police on different days.”

Achyut Yagnik, co-author of the 2005 book The
Shaping of Modern Gujarat, says it is important to see
how history is taught in Ahmedabad schools. “The
teacher, for instance, will only talk about the
destruction of the Somnath Temnple [by Muslim kings],”
he points out. Influential Hindu sects such as
Swaminarayan also run a number of educational
institutions, says Yagnik: “More than the Sangh
Parivar, they are responsible for Hindutva-isation, at
a direct or indirect level.” Pointing to a vicious circle,
Ydgnik notes that most schoolteachers in thesc schools
are from OBC, tribal or Dalit communities. “They are
attracted to the sects, possibly because of a promise of
a more meaningful identity in cities and towns. They
are conscious that their standing in the Hindu social
pyramid is low,” he says. It is in the hope of integration
that they becorne members of the sects, going on to adopt
ideologies that encourage Muslim-bashing, a divisive
credo that may eventually surface in their classrooms.

A visit to Juhapura
In the cloistered spaces of Ahmedabad, it js now entirely
possible for a Hindu or Muslim child to grow to young
adulthood without meeting a single individual from
the other community. It is a vitiated environment that
can be exploited to create insecurity and fear. Says
Shakeel Ahmad, administrator of the state Islamic
Relief Committee’s legal help and guidance cell: “Our
big concern is that there is no intermingling of
communities because of the segregation that has
happened. This alienation will have a terrible impact
on the children. They are not in a position to know
about each other’s culture and religion and, as a result,
their tolerance levels will be low.” Adds Khandadkhan
R Pathan, principal of the Republic High School at Lal
Darwaja: “Hindu children will easily believe political
propaganda against Muslims if they are not provided
knowledge. If they know a few Muslims, then they will
at least have a broader vision.”

Perhaps all it takes to demystify the dreaded ‘other’
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is a simple visit. Lakdawala remembers an incident
from an id Milan programme organised three years
ago at Juhapura, often referred to as the largest Muslim
ghetto in Gujarat. He remembers: A friend had
brought his eight-year-old son along. The boy
knew that the programme was being organised at a
school in Juhapura, but en reaching there, he asked,
‘Where is Juhapura?’ My friend told him that this was
the place, to which the child replied, ‘But I had
heard that Mustim children carry knives; 1 don't sce
that here’.”

Lakdawala talks about the experiences of activist
and filmmaker Stalin K, also centred on Juhapura. The
Hindu youngsters, mostly from poor economic
backgrounds, with whom Stalin worked had
particularly vile impressions about the ghetto. Stalin
therefore took them on a visit. Says Lakdawala: “They
walked around Juhapura for three or four hours. They
ate at a bakery there; they enjoyed themselves. Stalin
asked them if they saw any difference between their
areas and Juhapura, and the boys said no.” The trip
would have changed the youngsters’ perceptions about
the area and its inhabitants. But, as [.akdawala says,
itis not easy to get people to step cutside the boundaries
they have set for themselves. Trapped somewhere
between those invisible barriers, the children of
Ahmedabad and indeed all of Gujarat are forced now
to live in insulated bubbles, unable to reach out to
children on the other side. Iy
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conclusively established that the
writing of the Indus script is from
right to left, with some miner
exceptions. Yet we find some
scholars continuing to claim that the
Indus script should be read from left
to right, because that is how
Sanskrit (or Tamil) scripts are
written. Second, computer analysis
has shown that the Indus texts
possess only suffixes, not prefixes
or infixes. This indicates that the
Harappan language was of the
suffixing type (as with Dravidian),
not of the prefixing type (Indo-Aryan).

It is alsc necessary for well-
rounded research to jook beyond
the inscriptions and take the
archaeological context into account.
Let me illustrate this with some well-
known exampies. First, the Indus
civilisation was urban in character,
while the Vedic civilisation was rura
and pastoral. There is hardly any
description of city life in the Rig
veda. Second, the Indus seals
depict many animals but not the
horse; nor is the spoked-wheeled
chariot inciuded in Indus art. At the
same time, these are among the
main features of society depicted in
the Rig Veda. Third, the Harappan
religion, as far as we can make out
from pictorial representations,
included the worship of buffalo-
horned male gods, mother
goddesses, the pipal tree, serpents
and probably also phatlic worship.
Such modes of worship seem alien
to the religion of the Rig Veda. These
examples {among many others)
make it very improbable that
the Harappan city dwellers were
the same as the people of the
Vedic culture.

Ruling out the Aryan authorship of
the Indus civilisation does not, of
course, automatically make it
Dravidian. However, there is
substantial evidence favouring that
supposition. The three most
important aspects of this evidence

include: the survival of Dravidian
languages, such as Brahui, in North
india; the presence of Dravidian loan
words in the Rig Veda; and the
underlying influence of Dravidian
languages on the Prakrit dialects of
North India.

The evidence indicates that
Dravidian languages were once
spoken widely in North india, and
one or mare of the Dravidian diaiects
could well be the language of the
Indus texts. It is extremely important
to note that ‘Aryan’ and 'Dravidian’
are names of languages, not races.
Speakers of cne language can, and
frequently did, switch over from one
language to another. We should not
allow research into the Indus
civilisation and language to be
vitiaied by false notions of racial or
ethnic identities.

Speakers of the Aryan languages
indistinguishably merged with
speakers of the Dravidian and

Munda languages millennia ago. This

created a composite Indian society,
culture and religious tradition, which
contained elements inherited from
every source. It is thus likely that
Indus craft traditions and artistic and
religious motifs have survived, and
can be traced in the $anskrit
literature from the days of the Rig
veda as well as in the old Tamil
traditions recorded in the classical
Sangam poetry of two millennia ago.

Solving the riddle

Recently, scholars Steve Farmer and
Michael Witzel proposed that the
Indus script was not a writing system
at all, but merely a collection of
picture signs conveying messages
visually but not linguistically. It is
difficult to take this new hypothesis
seriously, however, given that
concordances of the indus texts
compiled by other authors are in
essential agreement, and have been
able to highlight cbvious linguistic
features. The theory that the Indus

‘Elsewhere’ is a section where Himal features writings from other sources
that the editors would like to present to our readers. This sefection is from an
address by lravatham Mahadevan at the inauguration of the Indus Research
Centre in Madras, 25 January 2007, originally printed in The Hindu Sunday
Magazine, 4 February 2007, and carried with permission.
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script is not ‘writing’ appears to be
defeatist, barn out of frustration in
decipherment efforts.

Indeed. there is a view that the
Indus script can never be
deciphered. owing to the limited
material, its repetitive nature and
the absence of bilingual records.
Nonetheless, | am optimistic that
sooner or later this riddle will be
solved. First, additiona! material with
Indus inscriptions are being
continually unearthed from older
sites. It is guite likely that we will
eventually reach a critical mass of
inscriptions necessary for a
successful decipherment.

Second, the criticism that there
has heen little or no progress
towards decipherment is not true.
While it is correct that we have not
been able to linguistically decipher
the Indus script, much preliminary
work - determination of the
direction of writing, segmentation of
texts into words and phrases, and
isolation of grammatical features -
has been achieved. In these matters,
a large measure of agreement has
emerged from independent work by
various scholars.

it can be hoped that future study
at the Indus Research Centre wil
deal both with structural analysis of
the Indus texts aided by the
computer, and also with the
archaeological and linguistic
evidence such as those mentioned
above. Together, they can find
acceptable answers to the riddle of
the Indus script. A
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The Madras
Indus scholar

INTERVIEW BY SUNDAR GANESAN

What first propelled you to
study the Indus script?

Early in the 1960s, | began working
on the cave inscriptions of Tamil
Nadu, They are the earliest records
of not only Tamii but of any
Dravidian language. So | spent
several years visiting the caves,
copying the inscriptions and
published a number of papers. in
between, | spent a

dozen years in New Dethi, and
became enchanted with the Indus
script specimens | saw in the
National Museum. Soon thereafter,
| began working on it. In addition
to the concordance* that |
uitimately prepared in cooperation
with computer scientists in
Bombay, 1 have published a series
of papers at three levels.

First, there are about half a
dozen papers on the statistical
analysis and such linguistic
features as can be recognised
without reading the language.
Second, | began working on the
meaning of some of the obvious
ideograms. These are pictures of
objects which can be recognised

An interview with Iravatham
Mahadevan, 1 March 2007.
Mahadevan, a renowned
scholar on the Indus
civilisation and the Indus
script, recently donated his
collection of material related

to the Indus civilisation to the
newly opened Indus Research
Centre at the Roja Muthiah
Research Library, in Madras.
For more, sée previous story.
“Cracking the Indus script”.
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directly as representing a subject -
like a man carrying a bow and
arrow, who can be an archer. A
human being with two horns may
represent an important person or
god, and so on. The cther method
is called ‘rebus’. that is. the
transfer of sound from one picture
which can be easily recognised to
another word with the same sound
but different meaning. The well-
known example of this is the
Dravidian min, which means fish,
but also means star. So a fish can
be drawn tc indicate a star
considered as a deity.

The concordance you created
seems to have required a
Herculean effort. Do you see
any scope for further
expansion?
The first concordance in the pre-
computer age was made by Hunter,
an Englishman in India who was in
the Indian Educational Service. He
aligned all the signs from their
outward form and prepared the
concordance. But subseguently
more seals have been found at
Mohenjodaro, Harappa and other
new sites. [Finnish scholar] Asko
Parpola and his colleagues have
published a concordance; and in
India, I, with the help of computer
scientists at the Tata Institute of
Fundamental Research, published
our concardance. The first healthy
sign is there is a fot of common
ground between these three
concordances. While more seals
have been found, they only
confirm what has been found
earlier; the concordance shows
that there is an underlying order.
This order can come only from an
underlying language.

| have gone further in my
analysis, and | claim to have
isolated two kinds of suffixes in the
language - nominal suffixes at the
end of names, and suffixes which
indicate what are called ‘cases’.
We also know that the adjective
appears before the noun it

_INTEKVJ.I:W

qualifies. Then, we know the
numerals. Progress has also been
made in discovering the direction
of writing, which is mostly from right
to left. with some exceptions. We
can also segment words and
phrases. Well, that is good
progress. In my view, the Indian
tradition. mythology, religion,
history. folklore, art, etcetera form
the Rosetta Stone for
decipherment. We can apply what
we know of the indian tradition to
the pictorial figures in the Indus
seals and try to work out what they
could have represented.

There are periodic reports of
Indus script being deciphered.
Are there standard methods
to test the validity of claimed
decipherments?

The best summary and evaluation
of the work done so far is Gregory
Possehl’s book, The Indus Age: Its
writing. | myself have reviewed five
claims to decipherment - two
based on Sanskrit, two on Tamil
and one claiming that the script is
merely a collection of numbers.
My conclusion is negative - that
none of the decipherments has
been successful.

The first test is the direction of
the Indus script. The one fact on
which most scholars agree is that
the Indus script reads generally
from right to left. So this is the first
test, which can eliminate non-
serious attempts. The second test

_comes out of the progress

achieved in segmentation of words.
An Indus text can be segmented
into separate words and phrases.
Any decipherment will have to
conform to these segments.
Another method is to match the
frequency-distribution analysis of
the script with similar analysis for
the candidate language. The two
frequency-distributions should
match. To give an example, in
English the letter ‘e’ has the highest
frequency, of about 12 percent. If |
say that the indus script is written

*Mahadevan's 1977 The Indus Script: Texts, concordance and tabfes, which
compiled detailed images of works that had been found until then.
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The governed seek consent

Socialism in villages,
Capitaliswr in towns,
In office, feudalismi;
Authoritartanism at howe,
— Bharat Bhushan Agrawal in
Utna wal sooraj ha

ahore is an intense city, one that

overwhelms every one of a visitor’s

senses, On the road, every vehicle seeks
to overtake the one in front, while the
frontrunners arc cqually determined to stay
ahead. Drivers honk in unison to warn cars
coming from the other direction, who in turn
hoot back to demand their right of way.

Taking a walk along the busy Liberty
Market roundabout is a particular experience
for the nose itself. The combined stench of
open sewers, overflowing waste containers
and roadside eateries is overpowering, which
mixes with the strong odour of rotting carrots
and crushed sugarcane emanating from the
juice shops. Whiffs of cologne waft from nattily
dressed office-goers hurrying past burger
outlets. Extravagantly dressed housewives
shopping for jewellery reek of attar.

The light, sound, sight and smell of the
Spring Festival at Race Course Park create an
even more compelling impression. The hustle
and bustle of Anarkali Market remains
undiminished till midnight. Only the Lahore
Fort and the Shalimar Garden still maintain
the serenity and grandeur of their imperial
heyday. All in all, Lahore is a quintessential
Southasian city - languid, boisterous, pensive
and impuisive all at the same time.
Southasians from every part of the region feel
instantly at home in this city of the Sikh
Maharaja Ranjit Singh, whose empire once
extended from the banks of the Jamuna to the
Khyber, from Kashmir te Multan.

The long-overdue meeting of South Asians
tor Human Rights, a Track-li initiative of some
eminent Southasians, finally met in March,
Some SAHR participants also found
themselves with a ringside view on police
cxcesses against protesting lawvers, which
took place immediately in front of the
provincial assembly close to the venue of the
conference. Below the city’s apparent calm,
resentment against General Pervez Musharraf
had been building among prefessionals and
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the middle class. It erupted over a routine case
of impertinence from the generatissima.
Executive intervention in Pakistan’s judiciary
has a long history, where ‘telephone justice’,
dictated by influential generals, is known to
have been read out by loval judges in the
courts. But the recent forced ‘inactivation” of
Chief Justice lftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry
enraged even docile jurists. Even as police
mercilessly beat up protestors, defiance of
Gen Musharraf’'s absolute rule had
snowballed throughout Pakistan;
nonetheless, the gencral population still
seems surprisingly apathetic to the drama
being played out in front of its eyes.

Semething even more worrying has taken
place on the other side of the Subcontinent, in
Bangladesh. In Dhaka over recent months, the
military has quictly taken over, put a puppet
on the throne, pushed politics to the back
burner, and begun consolidating its hold over
the state — with hardly any voice raised in
protest. This young nation is otherwise
known for massive rallies held for or against
every decision that affect the people’s lives. It
has been surprising, then, that postponement
of general clections for an indefinite period
has been greeted with a wall of silence. In
fact, the comfortable classes of Gulshan have
heaved a sigh of relief. Perhaps this was
exactly what they had longed for during the
cacophenic regimes of the warring Begums:
no more hartals, few politicians to put up
with, and the reassuring shadow of military
fatigues. Democratic deticit — dysfunctional
institutions, dishonest individuals and
discriminatory systems — appcars to have
given birth to indifference, if not animaosity,
towards popular rule in a large section of the
Southasian population.

The intelligentsia of Southasia is faced
with a perplexing predicament. Tt knows that
the aberrations of democracy can only be
removed with more and better democracy. But
an influential section of the bourgeoisic has
developed a taste for certainties of
dictatorship. This is the constituency that has
given rise to ene after another military
strongman in Bangladesh and Pakistan.
Unless this group is convinced that its long-
term interests lie with the rest of the people,
the fate of democracy will continue to hang
in balance. The daunting challenge of

Run like feudal
estates by
leading figures,
Southasia's
political parties
repel youngsters
of elite talents
and egalitarian
heliefs, who then
veer towards the
non-governmental
grganisations.
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Edwin Weeks's
“An Open-Air
Restaurant,
Lahore”, 1889
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formulating a political agenda that appeals
to the masses and the classes alike will
test the mettle of party leadership in the
coming davs.

Intimate enemies

The other challenge that will determine the
fate of freedom will be the ability of inimical
political parties to work together and create a
support base that extends beyond parochial
boundaries. The days of one or two
domineering political parties straddling the
scene seem to be over. As multiple parties
carve out their areas of influence, only their
coalition-building abilities can sustain the
system of democratic governance.

In its pre-Independence heyday, the Indian
National Congress under Jawaharlal Nehru
was an umbrella organisation that
accommodated all the varying class,
community, regional and cultural aspirations
of different population groups. Mohammad
Ali Jinnah challenged its hegemony by
appropriating the agenda of Muslim Indians.
But post-Partition, the Qaid decided that he
needed to be magnanimous towards
minorities to ensure the stability and
prosperity of his newfound country. The
legatees of his political heritage lacked this
foresight, however, and failed to maintain
Pakistan’s unity.

The Indian National Congress also
disintegrated under Indira Gandhi, as
disgruntled satraps of the Nehru era went
their separate ways. This was the period when
regional parties professing provincial
agendas rose up spectacularly, particularly
in peninsular India. Indians are in the process
of overcoming that medieval urge of
organising exclusively along communal or
caste lines, as Akalis field Hindu candidates
in Punjab, the Dalit-based Bahujan Samayj
Party has more Brahmin and Thakur leaders
than any other political outfit in Uttar Pradesh,
and Lalu Prasad Yadav tries hard to overcome
his rustic Yadav image.

Indian politics have come full circle. Parties
in Tamil Nadu, Bihar, Punjab or Manipur are
provincial, but regional rather than
communal. Local supporters identify with the
party they vote for to the extent that they are
willing to kill or die for it. The leaderships of
all these parties are alike, their support bases
are similar, their agendas overlap and they
all speak a near-identical political language.
And so they compete with each other without
animosity, and show civility towards each
other when they meet outside the etectoral

arena. Unfortunately, this culture has vet to
take root in Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan,
where contesting parties hate each other more
than thev abhor non-political usurpers.

Fven when Dhaka’s two warring Begums
are present at the same soirce, they tend to
hold court at opposite corners. Similarly, in
Pakistan, for the Begum from Oxford, Mian
Nawaz Sharif is merely an arriviste, while the
erstwhile trader of Lahore considers his
Sindhi competitor unnecessarily haughty.
Aware of these cleavages, the military brass
of both countries keep deepening, the rifts by
planting agent provocateurs in competing
camps. One of the main reasons behind the
success of the anti-monarchy movement in
Nepal was the unity of purpose forged
between the Seven Party Alliance and the
Maoists. The moment that weakens, however,
the future of democracy in Nepal too will go
the way of Bangladesh's.

Run like feudal estates by leading figures,
Southasia’s political parties repel youngsters
of elite talents and egalitarian beliefs, who
then veer towards the non-governmental
organisations. Most political parties of the
region have lately becormne anaemic, as vouths
form non-political platforms to pursue
agendas of social change. The problem with
this model, however, is that managerial
operations can seldom function as
manipulator, mediator and moderator of
conflicting aspirations common to all
emerging socicties. The full impact of NGO-
tsar Muhammad Yunus and his new Nagorik
Shakti (Citizen’s Power) party in Bangladesh
remains to be seen, but if it does manage to
consolidate moederate forces, the rest will
probably gravitate towards Islamic extremism.
The unintended consequences of running a
multi-cultural state as one would a
business enterprise can be too horrendous
to contemplate.

Democratic politics constitute the tirst
casualty of the search for certainties. To
dissuade the intellectual elite of Southasia
from the fatal charms of formulaic solutions,
it would be worthwhile to let it meander
through its throbbing cities and isolated
villages. The socicties of the Subcontinent are
too complex to fit any particular ism or model
evolved from the unique experience of some
faraway European country. But no system of
governance can survive for long if it fails to
institute credible mechanisms of acquiring the
consent of the governed. That is the clear
message of the bustling streets of Lahore, for
anyone willing to listen. f i
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The trial of U Thein Zan, a 65-year-old retired
Burmese sailor who was arrested for satirising
government newspapers in early March, was deferred
to the end of the month by a court in Rangoon. Thein
Zan, who makes his living repairing radios and tape
recorders, had been moved to outrage on the morning
of 23 February by the contradiction between the
escalating prices of essential commodities on the
market and the propaganda in the junta-run papers.
These assured readers that economic and social
conditions in Burma were indeed improving, and that
those who opposed the state were just a small group of
troublemakers. Thein Zan had then cut out a number
of headlines from the government papers and pasted
them on his fence, alongside bits of his own
lampoonery. At 11 that morning, after the fence
attracted the attention of more than 100 people, police
arrived, removed the clippings, and took the artist to
the local council office. A salute to U Thein Zan, who
dared make an individual statement, completely
unprotected, against a harsh and reactive state.
Meanwhile, on 12 March, Burmese journalist U Win
Tin, imprisoned since 1989 on charges of anti-state
activities, turned 77 in prison. Win Tin, the former
editar-in-chicf of the daily Hanthawati and a senior
member of Aung San Suu Kyi’s National Feague for
Demaocracy, is one of the longest-serving detained
journalists in the world. Currently being held in a cell
designed for military dogs,
Win Tin’s poar heatth has
been exacerbated by vears of
torture. QOriginally short-
listed in July 2006 for early
release, the ailing journalist,
who has repeatedly refused
to sign a statement that he
will  give up political
activities upon his discharge,
has been told that he is not
entitied to such favours, as he
has not vet fulfilled the
requirement of hard labour.

The staff at the People’'s Denocracy might as well be
given the golden handshake. Why should the
Communist Party of India (Marxist) throw away
precious resources on its official weekly organ, when
it has The Hindi doing the job for it? Why should anvone
visit the CPI {M)'s rather drab website for FAQs on
Singur and Nandigram in West Bengal, when they
can read editorials in The Hindw instead? Not content
with infusing news reports, editorials and op-eds with
apologies for Chief Minister Buddhadeb
Bhattacharjee’s blunders over land acquisition for
industry, the newspaper has cven encroached upon
its Letters to the Editor. A serics of messages published
~incidentally, from states thousands of kilometres from
West Bengal — would have readers believe that public
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opinion is all but completely in favour of unethical
land acquisition and police brutality. After more than
a dozen people were killed in police firing in
Nandigram on 14 March, The Hindu reported that,
“Violence erupted as the mob hurled stones at the
police,” leading the police ta open fire on the “violent
crowd”. Cltlietria Patrakar also notices the virtual
disappearance of the worthy Arundhati Roy and
Medha Patkar from the pages of The Hiudu — the one
publication in which their demands for land-tor-land
rehabilitation in the Narmada Vallev had been given
extensive coverage. All that was well and good, but
how dare they criticise the CPM?!

Following almaost four
months in illegal
detention, Mawhima
journalist  Munusamy
Parameshawary was
released on 22 March,
after all charges against
her were dropped. Sri
Lankan and international
press freedom organisa-
tions launched a campaign for her release after
Parameshawary, 23, was detained by the Terrorist
investigation Division (T1D) on 24 November.
Parameshawary’s arrest foiflowed her coverage of
human rights violations in Sri Lanka’s north and east,
as well as disappearances in Colombo.

Yet the troubles of the Sinhala weckly Mawbima
(officially tabelied pro-LTTE soon after its launch in
July 2006, for having exposed human-rights violations
in the north and cast, and for having revealed
corruption in government departments) have by no
means ended. [n a Jetter to all ambassadors and heads
of foreign missions in the country, Kuruwita Bandara,
editor of Mawhima and Hana Ibrahim, editor of the
weekly English-language Sunday Standard, wrote: “On
March 13, the accounts of the Standard Newspapers
Private Ltd were scaled. This will effectively farce both
the Mawhima and the Swnday Standard to stop
publishing in the near future. In Sri Lanka’s long and
troubled histery there has never been such a frontal
attack of such intensity on a mainstream mass
circulation newspaper. Actions taken by vou at this
moament will plav a critical role in helping us
carry out our role as disseminators of free expression
in this country.”

No matter that on & March, International Women's
Day, women MPs in both houses of India’s Parliament
could get no more than the customary, insipid
‘assurances’ with regards to the introduction of the
Women's Reservation Bill, pending now for over a
decade. Just one glance at the picture accompanying
the articte in The Hindu (right to left: Delhi Chief
Minister Sheila Dixit, actor Preity Zinta, and Prime
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Minister ~Manmoehan
Singh’s wife Gursharan
Kaur, all looking rather
victorious) and women’s-
rights activists should
know that the future of
gender equity in India is
in safe hands, Don’t be
picky, sisters!

State governments across India did not miss the
opportunity to mark the day cither, releasing scores of
ads in national dailies in promotion of various
programmes. The Laadli Laxmi scheme for girls’
cducation was one (“for the common man’s [sic]
daughter™); another was the Godh Bharai project for
the complete care of pregnant women, who were going
to be gifted sindoor, bangles and bindis (along with
iron tablets, one presumes). Whatever happened to the
Muslim, Sikh and Christian Indian woman?

And then there was T F Thekkekara, managing
director and the State Women Development
Corporation of Maharashtra, urging in an Indian
Express op-ed that parents of a girl should be issued a
tamper-proof ‘Gold Card” that would make them
eligible not only for tax deductions and extra keroscene
rations, but also for 50 percent of allotments of petrol
pumps, gas agencies, ration shops, industrial plots,
housing plots, telephone and gas connections, and

The Himalayas, India, self-exploration,
knowledge, skills, lectures, discussions,
practical work. field trips, demonstrations,
presentations and other interactions...

Gap Year College
SIDH, Hazelwood Cottage, P.C. Box 19.
Landour Cantt., Mussooric 248179, Uttarakhand, India.
Tel: 91.135.6455203, 91.9219594203

www.gapyearcollege.org

Application deadline: May 15, 2007.
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licences for autorickshaws, taxis, bus services and
other transport vehicles. Whoa!

While we're at it, we have to admit that other Indian
newspapers devoted their column inches to the real
issucs: companies expressing their appreciation of
women on their special day. The Life Insurance
Corporation of India presented its exclusive new
policy for women (“you always cared for others, now
a policy that cares for you”). Nokia, celebrating the
spirit of today’s woman, showcased its new models
of phones {Nokia 6300 - slim yet p()werful, Nokia
E65 — many more reasons to show it off). Now, now,
women, stop whining about the triple burden.

The Times of hidia told us that Kalpana Sarees wils
offering hefty discounts to women who “dared to bare
their age”. Walk in with an age certificate, and walk
out with a discount adding up to the sum of your
birth date. “God is a man” revealed Whirlpool
appliances, while women were “God’s angels on
carth”, who do his job for him: listen, understand
and make the world a better place. Of course, we
concede that if god owned Whirlpool washing
machines, fridges, microwave OVENsS and
dishwashers, his job would have been much easier.

And just in case you missed all the action in print,
vou could have gone online and sent a free e-card
wishing someone a “wonderful women's day”,
courtesy the Grameen Foundation. Thank you,
Yunus Dada!

This March, The Bliutan Reporter, a monthly
newspaper brought out by Bhutani journalists §iving
in the refugee camps of southern Nepal, closed down
due to lack of funds. Since the newspaper began
pub]ication in 2004, it had been a source of respite to
the 100,000-strong refugec community, the vast
majority of which is restricted to the camps in Jhapa
and Morang districts and has no means of livelihood
or of getting an education past high school. The paper
had a menthiy print run of 1000, and had been
running on the basis of voluntary work and funds
raised in the camps.

The last issue of the Reporter, published in
February, contained, among other things, a
celebration of the revision of the Bhutan-India
Friendship Treaty of 1949, several accounts of arrests
of Bhutani exiles in Bhutan, a report of a fight between
refugees and the Nepali police in the Goldhap camp,
pictures of high-scoring refugee students, and a small
box item that demanded the return of the Duars to
Bhutan from India.

This might be the time also to remember the
remarkable Bhutan Review, a sophisticated tableid
published only during the first half of the 1990s,
which exposed all the misstatements emerging from
Thimpu at the time on the refugee issue.

— Chhetria Patrakar
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‘| will quard my tongue for a while, and un-guard it
when | find the idiom to express myself ahout the world

| see around me.’

Gujarati, so that she can be read
outside the state. David, a Jew whose
ancestral home sits on the tense
border between a Muslim-dominated
area and an aggressively Hindu
neighbourhood, recently reluctantly
moved to a less troubled part of
the city; she now wonders whether
she will be able to write in her new,
alien environment.

Kannada writer Vaidehi, whose
large family always comprised the
world in which she wrote, has also not
been able to insulate herself from the
communal tension seeping into her
corner of Karnataka. “For two years |
have not written a line,” she
confessed. “Of course, every writer
has to take a break once in a while.
But that is not the real reason why |
have become dumb ... The seeds of
the events in Gujarat seem to be
everywhere, in everybody. | have
reached a turning point in my writing.
| will guard my tongue for a while, and
un-guard it when | find the idiom to
express myself about the worid | see
around me.”

Then. of course, there was Taslima
Nasrin, who has lived in exile for more
than 12 years, after a non-bailable
arrest warrant was issued against her
for advocating a gender-just, uniform
civil code in her native Bangladesh.
That development was famously
preceded by the fatwa against her,
and the banning of her book Lajja -
the first in a series of official bans that
have ensured that her books are
unavailable in her home country and
that at least one cannot be sold in
West Bengal, where she now lives on
temporary visas that have to be
periodically renewed. Lionised by the
Hindu right as long as she criticised
conservative Islamic practices, Nasrin
is now out of favour with them for
having begun to oppose Hindutva.

Global maramar

A key concern fiagged by several
participants was the cultural impact
of globalisation and, especially, the
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rise of English as a world language -
the language of power. Bengali
writer Nabaneetia Dev Sen observed
that English is increasingly
overpowering the identity of Indian
literature, which is often reduced,
especially in internaticnal circles, to
works in English by a few writers
based in the country and many more
from the diaspora {See Himal
December 2006, “The inheritance
of stereotype”).

Acknowledging that the urban,
educated, middle-class readership is
indeed shifting to English, Telugu
writer Volga emphasised the large
potential audience for regionat-
language writing among, the newly
educated. This group is currently not
being catered to, she said, because
the public iibrary system is dying from
neglect, and few booksellers operate
in rural areas. Referring to the many
innovative methods used by private
companies to sell coensumer
products in the rural market, Volga
suggested that writers and publishers
also have tc evolve imaginative
strategies to make literature in local
languages accessible to emerging
groups of readers.

A contentious debate on language
was sparked off by Tamil writer
Bama's assertion about her use of the
Dalit dialect, which conservative
readers and critics often view as
“bawdy, too earthy, unsuitable and
unworthy” far use in literature. When
some writers suggested that a
glossary was necessary to make such
writing comprehensible to readers
familiar with the more standard
literary version of their respective
languages, US feminist writer Gioria
Steinem pointed out that several
translators of Alice Walker's
The Colour Purple have used the
language of simiarly disadvantaged
communities in their own countries
to retain the flavour of the original.

Several writers identified as
serious problems the infiuence
of marketing considerations on

publishing decisions, and the impact
of the impersonal, centralised
selection of books by corporate
bookstores. Interestingly, even those
who have benefited from the
‘opening up’ of the global market for
writing from the region see the
downside of their present currency.
Kamila Shamsie, whose books have
been published in 15 countries and
translated into 12 languages. recently
learned that another writer had been
turned down by a leading UK-based
publisher on the grounds that the firm
already had two non-British Muslim
writers. “1 was one of those two
writers,” she said. “First | felt
embarrassed and guilty, and then |
was furious ... Such segmentation of
the marketplace creates divisions
among writers.”

While Matayalam writer Anitha
Thampi suggested that “women’s
writing, like Dalit writing, has become
a much-wanted commodity in the
literary market,” Bengali writer
Mandakranta Sen suggested that this
“open market believes in controlled
liberation”. Sen spoke from her
experience of having been welcomed
and lauded as fong as she preduced
“sweet and spicy dishes and served
them hot", and having lest her self-
proclaimed patrons as she grew
intc a creative writer with both
“consciousness and conscience”.
Accerding to her. “Women, who have
always been treated by patriarchy as
commodities, are now being sold in a
smarter package, more colourful

and attractive, complete with
a manufacturer's seal and an
expiry date.”

Geetanjali Shree, who writes in
Hindi. proposed that what is currently
taking place is really a maramari - a
battle for spaces. “If the market seeks
to direct and influence me,” she
argued, " too seek to shape the
market. | play my awn games to turn
the market around to suit me, to open
shop for my own product: and | feel
nappy 1o be in the curio shop for rare
items rather than in the more popuiar,
simple, easy-appeal stores.”

Writing under siege

Writers have also been involved in
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Escaping ‘official Marxism’

BY SANKAR RAY

History is a slaughterhouse
- G WF Hegel

ut for the suppression of

Communist International

documents from the post-
Lenin years, the subsequent series of
splits and divisions among the world’s
communist parties might have been
nipped in the bud. This dynamic
cannct be blamed on the then-head
of the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union (CPSU), Nikita
Khrushchev, whose controversial
‘secret speech’ to a closed session of
the 20th Congress of CPSU in
1956 denounced Josef Stalin for
the personatity cult he had fostered,
and for his reprisals against those
who differed from him politicatly
and ideologically.

The ‘secret speech’ was not the
only point at which the 20th Congress
saw a departure from Stalin's ideas.
Cn the opening day of the Congress,
Stalin had presented a report on
behalf of the CPSU's central
committee that interpreted the party’s
ideology s0 as to allow for peaceful
transitions to socialism, and for the
extension of an clive branch to
‘bourgeois nationalist’ parties such as
the Indian National Congress. Such
interpretations seemed to suggest a
return to the ideais of Vladimir Lenin,
from whom Stalinist ideoclogy had
made a sharp departure. Following
the Congress, CPSU veterans who
had collaborated with Stalin launched
an inner-party offensive against
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some of the major conclusions in the
report. The seeds of a schism were
thus sown that were 1o guickly
grow into a global phenomenon - one
of particular importance to the
Third World.

Untit the opening of the
Communist International (Comintern)
archives in 1987, historians had to
depend mostly on the Comintern
journal, Imprecor, to try and
understand these inner workings.
Since then, however, researchers
have been able to uncover a
mountain of information about the
Camintern’s actions around the world,
including in India. University of
Calcutta political scientist Sobhanlal
Datta Gupta's new Comintern and the
Destiny of Communism in India,
1919-1943 - which also makes use
of the archives of the Communist
Party of Great Britain and of the
private collections of a communist
veteran is a path-breaking
contribution in this genre. In particular,
it gives new insights into revisions of
the CPSU's position on the so-called
‘colonial question’ - its stance on the

struggle for tiberation from
imperialism. For students of the
history of the process of nationa!
liberation in the Subcontinent, this is
exciting material.

At the Comintern’'s Second
Congress, in 1920, Lenin’s Theses on
National and Colonial Questions was
accepted after a lively debate on the
comparative merits of two drafts:
Lenin's and the alternative
Supplementary Thesis, drafted by the
Bengali communist M N Roy. in his
thesis, Lenin asked the communists
of the Third Weorld to forge a
“temporary alliance” with the
bourgeaisie in the colonies for the
sake of the fight against imperialism,
even while maintaining an
“independent class role” s¢ as not tc
lose ideological orientation. Lenin
argued that the bourgeoisie in
colonies such as India had two roles
- ane of conflict against colonial rule,
and another of compromise with it.
Roy, a man Datta Gupta describes as
being of “ultra-left orientation”,
disagreed with Lenin, saying, "The
salvation of India doesn't lie in the
nationalist movement”, and that
there could be no cohabitation with
the colonial bourgecisie. Lenin's
democratic mindset allowed Roy's
thesis to be accepted as well, after
substantiai modifications.

During his research, Datta Gupta
found that six months after Lenin's
death in January 1924, Stalin revived
Roy's Supplementary Thesis,
essentially shelving Lenin’s. Though
he had been silent at the Second
Congress, Stalin now rephrased Roy's
work so as to rule out any acceptance
of native nationalists such as the
Indian National Congress as anti-
colonial forces. It thus becomes clear
how Stalin, in the name cf Leninism,
led a clean departure from Lenin's
approach to communism. Datta
Gupta quotes Stalin’s heretofore-
unknown cemments on M N Roy's
draft: "I believe that the time has
come to raise the guestion of the
hegemony of the proletariat in the
liberation struggle in the colonies
such as India, whose bourgeoisie
is conciliatory [with  British
imperialism],” emphasising that the
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victory over the conciliatory
bourgeoisie was the main condition
for liberation from imperialism. This
was a prelude to the so-called
Colonial Thesis that came out of the
Sixth Congress in 1929, in which the
Comintern, led by Stalin, decided that
the Indian bourgeoisie had
surrendered to imperialism, and
would therefore have no role in the
freedom struggle.

Russification
After 1989, those who feit the urge
to insulate themselves against the
hangover of ‘official Marxism' - the
official, Stalinist-Soviet ideology of the
post-Lenin years - were grateful to the
CPSU leadership for opening up the
Comintern archives, itself a decision
that came out of the glasnost of the
Gorbachev period. A milestone in
post-1987 research on the
Comintern era was a 1992
conference, attended by Datta Gupta,
called ‘The Communist Internationai
and its National Sectiens’, held
in the Netherlands. For the
longtime Comintern researcher, the
conference was a watershed. It was
here that Datta Gupta first began to
fathom what it would be to explore
the wealth of the Comintern
repository, an opportunity afforded to
him three years later with an offer
from The Asiatic Society in Calcutta.
in November 2002, at a seminar
hosted by Manchester University,
Datta Gupta presented a paper called
“The Comintern and the Hidden
History of Indian Communism”. Here
he proposed, “It is now possible to
reconstruct the secret - the untold -
history of Indian communism by
arguing that during the Comintern
period, beneath the layer of the
official version, there was an
unofficial, suppressed, alternative
discourse of Indian communism,
unreccgnised and unknown until
now." His comments referred
most importantly to the ideas of the
‘Berlin group’ of Indian revolutionaries,
represented by Virendranath
Chattopadhyaya, Maulana Baraka-
tuilah and Bhupendranath Dutt. In a
document submitted to the
Comintern, Datta Gupta writes, these
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thinkers suggested "an alternative
understanding of the strategy of anti-
imperialist struggle, which was sharply
different from Roy's position in the
sense that they Jlooked upon
nationalism from a positive angle and
considered India primarily as an
agrarian country.” The Berlin group’s
ideas were not taken up, however, and
probably did not reach Lenin -
something that Comintern giants
such as Grigory Zinoviev, Nikolai
Bukharin, Leon Trotsky and Roy
himself worked to ensure.

Official Soviet ideology had
massive sway on the workings of the
world's communist parties. The
Communist Party of India (CPI}, too,
blindly accepted the ‘Russification’ of
Comintern and its imposition on the
‘sections’ ({affiliate communist
parties) such that the sections
became completely subservient,
despite dissension from European
parties. Lenin himself had sensed this
problem. In his report to Comintern’s
Fourth Congress (1922}, he praised
the resolution on the organisational
structure as “excellent”, but curtly
added, “It is almost entirely Russian”.

Material from the Comintern
archives seems to have unnerved the
one-milllon-strong Communist Party
of India (Marxist), the CPI (M), The CP!
{(M)'s erstwhile general secretary.
Harkishan Singh Surjeet, wrote in the
party’s journal The Marxist in 1996
that the Sixth Congress’s Colonial
Thesis “bore a definite shade of
sectarianism”™. But one of the
arguments for splitting the CP! - and
the subsequent creation of the CPI
(M) - was the endorsement of the
same: those who had been readying
for the 1964 split had supported the
Sixth Congress thesis on the
colonies as it helped them to refute
the ‘reformist’ CPl's tacit support
to Nehruvians.

Nonagenarian communist theore-
tician Narahari Kaviraj recently
recalled to this reviewer an episode
in Calcutta's Dum Dum Centrat Jall
that took place after the start of the
1982 Indo-Chinese war, That conflict
had bitterly divided the CPI between
those who blamed either China or
India as the aggressor. “We asked

Muzaffar Ahmed, aka Kakababu, the
oldest communist, to take a party
class [ie, a lesson in politics and
iceology]. When Kakababu defended
Stalin's characterisation of the Indian
bourgeoisie, | asked what he thought
of [Bulgarian Comintern leader
Georgi] Dimitrov's thesis, which
recommended a united front
with the Indian National Congress
against fascism. He only reiterated his
stand.” Ahmed had considered
Jawahartal Nehru and Subhas
Chandra Bose to be reactionary and
pro-imperialist.  His  jail-time
assertion of the Sixth Congress line
was therefore consistent. Not
long afterwards, he and other like-
minded CPI members split to form
the CPI (M), a party that stuck to
Stalinist ideology.

The Indian communist movement
suffered due to a blind adherence to
Stalin and Stalinism, which fed to a
poor, sectarian understanding of the
national freedom movement and the
Indian National Congress. Marxism-
Leninism, the CPi failed to note, is
based on dialectical logic: real change
is understood to come about through
a struggle between opposing forces
- not by rigid adherence to a single,
predetermined path. In Marxism,
revolutionary perspective is
constructed through a balanced
combination of internationalism and
nationa! specifics; no two successful
revolutions are similar. Stalin’s
understanding of dialectics was
shallow and one-sided. It is of little
surprise, then, that a CPi that was
carried away by Stalinism came to
make formulations and analyses that
seem quaint and dangerous today. A
ludicrous brand of sectarianism
throttied the ‘revolutionary
possibilities’ of the Subcontinent. The
Comintern archives strongly suggest
that many socialist states failed due
to adherence to an official Marxism
created during the Stalin period.
Through studies such as Datta
Gupta's, the opening of the archives
now provides an opportunity to
salvage Marxism from ‘official
Marxism', which the international
communist movement has stiil been
unable to overcome. A
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