











Hard-working caretaker

We are happv to know that Himal
is observing the present political
situation in Bangladesh, but feel
vou have been unfair in vour
coverage (see May 2007, "Khaki
politics in Dhaka” and “The Dhnaka
regine’s messy surgery”). It is crucial
to note that the current caretaker
government does not belong to any
political party, nor does it have an
alliance with any forcign cntity.
During the Jast 36 vears, it is these
combined elements that have
proved disastrous for our country
— creating intolerance, failing to
listen to the people's demands,
and creating a corrupt soclety, full
of nepotism and favouritism. The
common people have never had
anyone in political power to speak
tor their sufferings, nor has
basic progress been made in

An American colony

It was with a sense of immense
pleasure that | read your articles on
the suspension of democracy in
Bangladesh in the May issue of
Himal, Nothing could have been
more timely or persuasive.

[ do have one query, however:
given that Bangladesh is ruled from
Washington, DC and other Western
capitals, does it really matter
whether we have a democracy or
an autocracy? What can freedom
mean for a colony, which is really
what we are? A colonial democracy
is a political centaur, and may
not be a very desirable animal
outside a zoo.

The paradox of being a colony
and a democracy must seem
incongruous. Yet the origin of this
oxymoron gocs back to the time of
Darius, the ancient Persian king
who sought submission from
Athens. The Greek democracies of
Asia Minor were content to be ruled
by the ‘great king’, so long as he
allowed them their littie fiction of
self-government. How thoroughly
modern these arrangements seem,
looking at Bangladesh.

Iftekhar Sayeed
Dhaka
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the country’s sccio-economic,
industrial or educational sectors.
The present government is now
trying hard to bring developments
in these sectors.

We urge you not to support any
political party until all reformation
of Bangladesh’s political anomalies
are properly executed by the current
government. The authorities clearly
cannot allow any election at this
time, as this would cause the
country to fall into turmoil. For the
past three months, it has scemed as
though Bangladeshis have finally
been enjoying the fruits of their

Thanks for your recent coverage on
Tibet (see April 2007), which gave
much-needed insight into the issue.
It is time that the Tibetan
government-in-exile starts to think
of alternative methods in its
dealings with China, as well as
with the international community.
Dharamsala needs to ask itself how
much more it is willing to
compromise, as Tibetan overeignty,
to some extent, has already
been sacrificed.

It should also be noted that most
of the articles and viewpoints in
Himal's coverage came from outside

Dangerous bargains

The concerns of the International
Federation of Journalists (IFJ}, as
well as the headline of our 8 April
press release (“Bargaining with
Taliban Increases Risk to Foreign
Media”), have been misread (see
May, “Mediafiie”). The point of the
press release was to criticise the
process of bargaining and reaching
deals with Taliban or other terrorist
groups. It is inevitable that (as in the
casc of abducted Italian journalist
Danicle Mastrogiacomo, who was
later released) if vou make a bargain
with kidnappers, you put a price on
the next media correspondent in
town. This increases the risk to

- foreign correspondents pecifically,

because it is Western governments
that are most prepared to bargain.

independence, and we urge you to
refrain from any irritation or
disrespectful comments towards
the current government. This
administration is tryving hard to
clean up every aspect of the country
— to give Bangladeshis a real sense
of democracy, whereby they can
control their own country,
Mohammad Zubayer,
Mohammad Alamgir,
Majeedul Chowdhury, Abdul
Awal Siddique,
Vajan Sarker, Golam Kibria,
Monaj Kumar Barua
Dhaka

Tibet. It would have been
stgnificantly more interesting to
have gotten views from the inside,
Do Tibetans in Tibet view issuces
the same way as the exiles and
non-Tibetans do? Probably
not. There are, after all, very
diverse viewpoints on many
of these issues  within  the
Tibetan community in Tibet
itself. Freedom and unity within
and towards the Tibet struggle
will depend upon the integration
of these diverse views.
T Jigme
Toronto, Canada

However, it is obvious that the
people working with foreign
correspondents, and tocal
correspondents, are equally at risk,
and the IF] has been trenchant io
its criticism of the killers and the
lack of regard of the Afghan
authorities, The IF] is well awarc of
the risks facing Afghan journalists,
and we have been the first
international organisation to take
steps to try to improve their levels
of safety. In this case, we were
drawing attention to the hypocrisy
of treatment, and seeking an end to
the bargaining process that puts all
our people at risk.

Aidan White
General Secretary, IF]
Brussels
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VIKRAM MANDWANI, poINT bLANK

PRKISTAN

Karachi's and Pakistan’s tragedy

n 12 May, Karachi reiapsed intc chaos, recalling the
Odark days of the early 1990s, when armed gangs
affiliated with ethnic political parties could apenly
threaten, beat, kidnap, torture and kill dissenters. Law
and order remained problematic but Pakistan's largest
city and commercial fub had regained some normalcy
over the past decade. It was once more a brash, lively
megalopolis with shops and eateries open till the wee
hours, despite a few 'No-go areas’ that cabbies would
refuse to enter at night and a high crime rate marked
by muggings, phone snatchings, car-jackings and
armed robberies.

Then. on *Black Saturday’, armed members of opposing
political parties converted the streets of Karachi intc a
battle zone. Almost 50 were dead by the end of the
carnage and hundreds wounded. The Karachi killings

hecame a sideshow in the running battle of nerves
between General Pervez Musharraf and Iftikhar
Chaudhry, the chief justice he is attempting to oust. A
lawyer-led mass movement has emerged against the
president, with the chief justice as an icon and rallying
point. Despite heavy-handed police action against

lawyers' demonstrations and fundamentalist-
engineered diversions, the tide of support for Chaudhry
has not slowed.

As the secular political movement around the chief-
justice issue gained momentum, the government
seemed to have decided that enough was enough. The
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administration warned Chaudhry against goingto Karachi,
where he had been invited by the Sindh High Court bar,
on the grounds that doing sc would create security
probiems: the lslamabad government's coalition partner
in Sindh, the Muttanida Qaumi Movement (MQM), had a
pro-Musharraf rally planned for the same day. Following
the Karachi killings, the government and the MQM have
assigned responsibility for the violence to Chaudhry and
his supporters.

Out on the streets, Karachi witnessed what many term
as archestrated mayhem. Live television cameras
captured the situation for all to see: government tankers
blocking routes from the airport to prevent Chaudhry from
reaching the lawyers' meeting and the police and Rangers,
mostly stripped of their arms the day before, standing by
idly if not participating in the onslaught perpetuated by
hordes of armed men. The security plans chalked out for
the day were abandoned overnight. Rangers abandened
key positions on the flyovers on the main airport road:
instead, armed men In civilian clothes took up these
positions, firing into the crowds headed out to weicome
the chief justice.

Those who had missed the television reports could
view them soon afterwards on the internet. A segment
that guickly made the rounds was Aaj TV's coverage of a
normally bustling, now deserted chowk: men brandishing
weapons and exchanging gunfire with unseen opponents,
the tri-colour MQM flag clearly visible on motorcycies
parked around them. Gunmen cbjesting 10 the live
coverage then fired at the Aaj office for severa!l hours
and destroyed journalists’ vehicles parked outside.
Reporters crouched behind desks along with anchor Talat
Hussain, who provided a live account of the situation by
phone between volleys of gunfire,

No contrition
Aaj TV's refusal to step its coverage emboldened the new
hreed of ‘citizen journalists’ that has emerged with the
spread of new technclogies. “My faitn in independent
media was restored, and | was confident that | am
not alone,” wrote one blogger, posting a doctor’s testimony
of a murder in his hospital when armed MQM activists
came to finish off an injured rival. Biogs bhuzzed
with eye-witness accounts, links and photes. Such visuals
and accounts have subsequently kept the cuirage alive.
The events in Karachl not only overshadowed Gen
Musharraf's simultanecus rally in lslamabad (see
accompanying story. “12 May. the bloodshed and
watershed . but also the 14 May murder of Hamad Raza,
Additional Registrar of the Supreme Court and a key
witness in the case surrcunding Iftikhar Chaudhry. Raza's
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family and Choudhry's supporters aliege that Pakistan's
intelligence agencies are behind this murder,

The Karachi administration belatedly banned public
gatherings, and issued shoot-on-sight orders to the
Rangers. When the independent Human Rights
Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) opposed these orders
and also cailed for the MQM to be disarmed, the MQM
responded by threatening to “expose” the “wrongdoings”
of HRCP chairpersen, Asma Jahangir.

For his part, Gen Musharraf's response to Karachi's
tragedy has been nothing less than flippant. At a meeting
with some 150 ruling-party partiamentarians on 14 May,
the general brushed away criticism over the Karachi
situation. In an interview with Aaj TV four days later, he
dismissed the happenings in Karachi as “the poiitical
activity” of a political party.

Journalists in Islamabad expressed their protest in an

| SRILANKA |
Good for party, bad for country

uring the election campaign of November 2005 that
D saw him scrape through te a narrow victory, Mahinda
Rajapakse promised an “honourable peace” with the
LTTE. This was in contrast to what he and his nationalist
allies described as the "bended-knees peace” of his rival.
former Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe. Rajapakse
also promised to present a viable political solution to the
ethnic conflict within three months. On 1 May, more than
18 months later, the president’s party, the Sri Lanka
Freedom Party, finally unveiled this proposal.
Unfortunately, it falls woefully shert of meeting even
halfway the demands of the Tamil mincrity in general, let
alone the LTTE.

There are three key requirements to finding a
negotiated settlement to Srt Lanka's three decade-long
ethnic conflict. The first, and mest difficult, is to persuade
the LTTE to enter the mainstream of democratic politics
and to renounce its use of violence. The other two involve
the extent of Sri Lankan territory that could be regarded
as under Tamii habitation, and the guantum of power
that a regional government set up for that territory should
possess. In Sri Lankan parlance, these two issues are
kKnown as those of the ‘unit of devolution’ and wheather
the constitution should be unitary or federal.

While the proposals do not even touch upon the thorny
issue of persuading the LTTE to renounce violence, the
approach to power-sharing is also less than satisfactory.
Proponents of a negotiated settlement to the ethnic
conflict have argued that the missing ingredient in
reviving the peace process is a consensual political
proposal that could lead to power-sharing. President
Rajapakse appeared to have been of this view as well,
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unprecedented manner - sitting on the floor during an
MQM press conference and refusing to accept
refreshments. They could do that in the relative safety of
islamabad. Back in Karachi, their colleagues are unlikely
tc get away with such defiance.

Karachi's tragedy has highlighted General Musharraf's
increasing distance from ground reality. The general has
otherwise been & deft handler of the oppositicn. But even
the smartest dictator cannot keep together a
society in ferment; sooner or later the grip will slip. The
chvious misjudgement on the chief justice issue and
the killings of Karachi, point tc the need for General
Musharraf te rapidly begin the process of
handing back power to political parties. How best
and quickly to do this should be foremost in the minds of
all politicians and afl other Scuthasians who wish
Pakistanis well. A

which was why, shortly after his election, he set up the
All Party Conference to develop a sclution to the conflict.
And this is why many were hoping foer a more
imaginative and courageous package than the SLFP's
propesals presented.

With regard to the unit of devolution, the aspirations of
the Tamii polity are that the Northern and Eastern
provinces, which amount to nearly 30 percent of the
country, should be considered the Tamil homeland. The
Indo-Lanka Peace Accord of 1987, and the 13th
Amendment to the Constitution that followed the signing
of the accord, gave a degree of legal recognition to this
Tamil demand by merging the two provinces, albeit on a
temporary basis. This merger was accompanied by the
requirement of a referendum in the Eastern province
within a year, but that never took place. This year. the




Supreme Court stepped in to de-merge the two provinces,
much to the chagrin of Tamils.

Now. the SLFP proposal has sought to further
undermine the legitimacy of the Tamil claim to the
Northern and Eastern provinces by asserting that the unit
of devolution should be at the district-level. Indeed, this is
something which had already been implemented in 1981,
but was given up in the legal changes effected by the
Provincial Council system of 1987. The SLFP’s proposal
would mean that, instead of one pelitical unit for the
Northern and Eastern provinces, there would be
eight district units. In sc suggesting, the SLFP
seeks to reverse twa decades of experience of
governance with the provincial units. The ruling
party appears to fear the aggregation of Tamil power
that the devolution of real power to provincial units
would have delivered.

Broken consensus

The second bone of contention with regard to the SLFP
proposal is the issue of central control over the regional
units that are set up as part of a power-sharing
arrangement. The SLFP proposal asserts that all
devolution and sharing of power must take place within a
unitary constitutional framework. This “unitary state’ would
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mean that Celombo authorities would wield overriding
powers over the regional units, and would retain unilateral
power to alter any arrangement. This is naturally
unacceptable to the Tamil polity, which has long demanded
a federal framework, in which unilateral central rule would
be impossible.

President Rajapakse appears to have had the concerns
of the Sinhalese community chiefly in mind when he
finalised the SLFP's stance. In a heterogencous
society like Sri Lanka, however, it is necessary that
rulers take into account the concerns of minority
communities. So far, not a single ethnic- or religious-
minority party or group of any standing has voiced
agreement with the SLFP’s new proposals. On the contrary,
even parties within the coaliticn government nave
expressed reservations.

While President Rajapakse seems to have taken this
course to preserve his alliance with the Sinhalese
nationalist parties that assure him of a parliamentary
majority, his short-term pragmatism is continuously
eroding the confidence of many others, in his moral
commitment and longer-term problem-solving capacities.
winning elections and helding on to power is cne thing;
winning the trust of others and sclving intractable

problems, is another. W
i

Mixed signals on a stable neighbourhood

cllowing the military coup in Bangladesh in January,

India was relieved. The putsch seemed to mark a
decisive moment in Bangladesh's fortunes, which was a
welcome shift from the instability that had characterised
Dhaka politics over the previous year. There is a fair degree
of suspicion about India's role and intentions in the
eastern neighbour, and an anti-India platform strikes a
popular chord in Bangladesh. While the perception that
the Awami League was close to the Indian establishment
made the party reluctant to engage toc closely with New
Delhi while it was in power, the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) has been traditionaily more vocal against what
it sees as India’s ‘interference’.

With the democratic system in place, New Delhi
subsequently felt that it was losing out both ways, and not
gaining substantive concessions. It wanted a
stable regime, which would curk ‘lslamic
fundamentaiism’, allow Indian investment, crack down
on outfits using Bangladeshi territory as a base to fuel
militancy in the Northeast, and address the contentious
issue of economic migration across the border into India.
The Bangladesh Army, India calculated, was best placed
to deliver on these key concerns,

Five months later, that policy appears to remain largely
unchanged. The caretaker government's swift execution
of a few Islamic militants convicted of killing two judges,
and its openness t¢ Indian corporates (especially the
Tatas, after the latter's failed attempts at investment the
last few years), are seen in some guarters in Delhi as
vindications of India's position.

But india should know that army rule is not a
sustainabie arrangement in Bangladesh, where the thirst
for freedom runs deep, and the mili}ary invariably seeks
entrenchment. This was evident after the original plan to
exile Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina fel! fiat. The
widespread unrest within the country makes clear that
Bangladeshis are not willing to meekly let g0 of their hopes
for representative democracy. India claims it has privately
conveyed to the Bangladesh Army that it shoutd hold the
elections sconer than later. But that is as far as New Delhi
seems willing to go - though one could have hoped for a
public position on democracy, as it had in the case of
Nepal a year ago.

The circumspection in New Delhi may also stem from
the fact that India, in fact, has limited capacity and
leverage in infiuencing domestic palitics in Bangladesh.
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thoroughfares. The riders, from outlying areas of Punjab
and NWFP, were evidently glad to tour the capital - and
keen to receive payments of PKR 100-300 and a free
meal. Annoyed by the success of Chief Justice Chaudhry's
journey from Isiamabad ta Lahore on 5 May - a four-hour
drive that stretched to 24 hours and generated
humongous crowds along the Grand Truck Road - Gen
Musharraf had his office and his confidante, Punjab Chief
Minister Parvez Elahi, arrange his own extravaganza in
Islamabad. The district nazims (heads of municipalities)
were utilised for crowd-gathering and transport.
Following speeches by Pakistan Muslim League feaders
and Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz, Gen Musharraf finally
arrived at the glass enclosure. He claimed to be shocked
and grieved by the carnage in Karachi, but blamed Chief
Justice Chaudhry for the tragedy. He also went on to hint
at further violence, should the opposition continue to defy
the government's will. “If they think they are powerful,”
the general intoned, “then they should know that the
people’'s power is with us.” No one needed to tell Gen
Musharraf that the crowds he saw on the other side of
the glass were mostly trucked in; the truth no longer
seems to matter for those in the general's camp.

A thorn in the side
Gen Musharraf’s relationship with the MQM, his key
support base and coalition suppoerters in Sindh, is a fraught
one. With key members of the MQM - including its exiled
leader, Altaf Hussain, as well as Sindh Governor Ishrat ul-
Ibad - under grave legal charges, it is somewhat ironic
that the general keeps direct telephone contact with
Hussain (now a British citizen and living in exile in Londcn).
On 12 May, to underiine his and his party's support for
Gen Musharraf, Hussain, the Mohajir Messiah, addressed
a huge crawd by telephone, to try and douse the flames in
Karachi. He, too, blamed the chief justice for the violence.
Unlike the safely exiled MQM leader, on home ground
Gen Musharraf needs to go through lega! acrobatics to
justify his maintenance of power as both president and
army chief. in his 12 May speech, the general reconfirmed
his intention to have the country's legislators re-elect him
for another five-year term before the coming elections.
Gen Musharraf's worry that Chief Justice Chaudhry would
not allow such a move may have been the most significant
reason for making Chaudhry ‘non-functional’; even today,
the matter remains topmost on everyone’s mind.
Several other cases scheduled for hearing in the
Supreme Court during 2007 were also potentially
embarrassing for the government. Among these is one
enquiring into the alleged dua! citizenship of Prime
Minister Shaukat Aziz (Pakistani and American), and his
eligibility to hold his current office. Chaudhry had also
issued judgments and taken suwo moto action on issues
that had exposed the underiying shady nature of existing
or proposed government deals. These have inctuded the
privatisation of the country’s steel mills, which were to be
sold to a person closely connected with Shaukat Aziz;
as well as Chaudhry's orders relating to the
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‘disappearances’ and human-rights violations by the
country’'s security forces.

Chaudhry also raised the government's ire over @ plan
to transform the pristine forest of Patriata - which serves
as the watershed and filter for drinking water for
Rawalpindi and lslamabad - into a pleasure garden for
the country’s wealthy. A few weeks before the historic suo
moto hearing in the Supreme Court, the chief justice
received a dossier opposing the proposed destruction of
the Patriata forest, which brought to his attention a plan
by the Punjab government to construct on the site luxury
hotels and foreigner-only enclaves. Due to the court’s
subsequent intervention, work on the Patriata ridge was
stopped pending environment-protection assurances.

The full bench of the Supreme Court is now set to hear
the allegations against the former chief justice. This is the
first time in Pakistan's history that a sitting chief justice
has been dismissed due to such charges. Given the
atmosphere in Pakistan and the widespread disgust at
the way Chaudhry has been treated, it is unlikely that the
court will find him guilty of the current charges of
‘miscenduct’. More crucially, the general-president may
have inadvertently hrought about the beginning of the
end of his own politicat career.

With Chief Justice Chaudhry returned to his old seat,
the chances would be significantly greater that Gen
Musharraf's re-election plan would be halted by the court.
There is already a petition befere the court, recently filed
by the head of the Jamaat-e-Islami, questioning Gen
Musharraf’s ahitity to hold his army position past the
retirement age of 60. {The general will turn 64 on 11
August.) Gen Musharraf has retorted, however, by warning
that he will use “extra-constitutional means"” to ensure
his election and that of his partners. If the corporate
interests of the military, coupled with the desire of the US
government for a pliant military leader in Pakistan
coincides, Gen Musharraf's next step could be to declare
a state of emergency.

After the events of 12 May, the chances of a brewing
agreement with the Pakistan People's Party, led by Benazir
Bhutto, suddenly became remote. Bhutto would he
committing political suicide if she were now to side with
Gen Musharraf. in the current political tussle, Imran Khan,
the cricketer-turned-parliamentarian, has gathered
considerable support through his sharp criticism of the
MOM and the general.

These are interesting times in Pakistan, made mcre so
by a chief justice who has had the courage to contest the
allegations against him. Pakistanis who support Iftikhar
Chaudhry hope that the new opening will prove to be a
watershed - perhaps even ushering in a new era of honest
politicians, one that returns the military to its barracks,
and gradually undermines the military's corporate
interests, diminishing their desire to interfere in politics. If
this were to happen, we could perhaps even see a
peaceful and speedy solution to the Kashmir problem.
Who knows - such dreams could lead Pakistanis to act,
and make these hopes come true. B
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King
Mayawati

Mayawati has turned India’s
electoral politics on its

head, and not many saw it
coming. She now has her
sights focused on the larger
prize - prime minister of india.

BY PRATAP SOMVANSHI

he results of the recent Uttar Pradesh assembly

polls herald the arrival of a unique political

formula, one which will have a forcetul impact
on electoral politics throughout India for years to come.
As the most populated and politically most significant
«tate in India, Uttar Pradesh has long paved the way
tor new political ideologies — be it the saffron wave or
the bahujan politics that banked on the votes of the
majoerity, the former untouchable castes, the Dalits.
“ith the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) gaining a
numping majority in mid-May, a newfound
alliance of Dalits and upper castes (mostly Brahmin
and Barnia} has proved to be a formidable combination.
In its aftermath, political pundits are lauding the
victory of this unlikely coalition as an innovative
experiment in social engineering, as overseen by BSP
supremo Mayawati.

Mavyawati, India’s first Dalit woman chief minister,
has now been sworn in to the post in Uttar Pradesh for
a fourth time. With the BSI's clear majority of 206 out
of 403 assembly seats, UP is experiencing its first
single-party majerity in 17 years, since the Bharatiya
Janata Party {BJP’) was in power at the height of the
‘Ram Janmabhoomi’ movement. The most significant
change to come about in recent elections has been the
decisive entry of deprived castes into mainstream
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politics, and today there appears to be a realistic
opportunity for the Dalit-majority BSI’ to play a critical
role in national politics. Most immediately, this refers
to the election of the next president of India, coming
up in June. For their part, Mayawati’s supporters have
already begun to chant: “Now New Delhi!”

A significant part of the BSP’s success can, of course,
be put down to anti-incumbency sentiment. Coor
governance has not helped the Samajwadi Party’s
image — in particular, the breakdown in law
enforcement as made evident in the Nithari
child-murders case, the recent murders of several
politicians, and the sheer hooliganism of Chicef
Minister Mulayam Singh’s administration. Even film
star Amitabh Bachchan’s much-advertised slogan "UP
mein hai dum, kyonki furm yahan hai kum" (UDP i
powerful, because there is less crime here) did little to
change the discontent directed at Mulayam.

Another factor in the BSP's favour was the proactive
role of the Election Commission, in ensuring that
Dalits could vote in large numbers in the seven
rounds of phased polling. The elections also saw a
farge paramilitary presence - almost 500,000
personnel — which some say was the largest
deplovment of security forces to have taken place in
an Indian election. Such a security cover undoubtedly
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contributed to another record: for perhaps the first ime
since Independence, no violence occurred during the
UP polls. In certain pockets of eastern UP, Dalits were
able to cast their votes for the first time cver.

Rise of regional parties

The political transition in Uttar Pradesh between 1999
and 2007 is fairly easy to trace. During that period,
people in the marginalised sections of society became
politically aware and united. This was also a period of
the progressive weakening of the Congress party. From
Independence until 1980, the Congress was the
undisputed strongman amoeng Indian political parties,
and was largely propped up by a vote bank of
Dalits, Muslims and Brahmins. This was a period of
upper-caste supremacy, when the Brahmins and
Kshatriyas had the upper hand and played a decisive
role in the larger Indian political system, as well as in
the powerhouse of Uttar Pradesh. For vears, the lower
castes languished, but their search for political identity,
sclf-empowerment and politicat power steadily
strengthened. Tt was when the Congress began to lose
the longstanding support of these groups in the late
1980s that its power rapidiv declined.

V P Singh’s decision to implement the report of the
Mandal Commission in 199, recommending
reservation for Other Backward Castes {(OBCs) in
educational institutions and government jobs, acted
as a significant catalvst, particularly within the lower
and ‘backward’ castes. Their attempts to gain power
subsequently became significantly more vocal. A new
cra of politics was thus emerging, At the national level,
the Third Front of non-Cengress and non-BjP parties
came into being, and a new face, H D Deve Gowda,
became prime minister — the first time a state-level
politician had reached such a high office. Regional
parties started to flex their muscles, and began to look
for ways to shake up the potitical svstem in Uttar
Pradesh. Thereafter, cvery regional party felt free to
dream - and scheme —of having its own prime minister.

This was also the beginning of hung assemblies in

Foggy prognostication

Exit and opinion polls were a flop once again in the
recent UP election. No major political pundit or
psephoiogist predicted the BSP winning a full majority,
including those at Star News, the Indian Express, CNN,
IBN7, NDTV, India TV or Sahara TV. Instead, each of
these foresaw a hung assembly, suggesting that the
BSP would get between 103 and 168 seats. Quite a
few surveys gave the BJP more than 100 seats,
atthough it eventually won just half that. While many
put the BSP and the SP in the same range, the SP
eventually wound up with less than half of the BSP's
seats. Besides the fact that psephology is an inexact
science, one might suggest that class and caste bias
leads to such skewed predictions, perhaps?
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UP, with no political party able to win a clear majority.
But political analvsts who predicted that such a
situation would continue for decades have now been
proved wrong. The BSP's win in May has turned
longstanding political formulas on their heads: the
‘roval sceptre” has been decisively placed in the hand
of a Dalit ki betl, a daughter of the lower caste, this time
unfettered by cealition partners and sharing
arrangements that constrained her previous stints as
chief minister.

Bahuian to sarvajan

Caste has long been the basis of Indian election
formulas. The BSP had also subscribed to the arithmetic
of caste, with its perspective that a small number of
upper castes were exploiting and reigning over 85
percent of UT’s population - the backward and Dalit
castes. The strength of the regional parties that began
to sprout during the late 19905 was based on low castes
and minvorities. While the Congress and the BJP
proclaimed that thev did not believe in the
caste formula, behind the scenes they plaved the
same game, and prepared to respond to the strategy
of the regional parties.

In the lead-up to the recent election, however, the
BSP had changed its stance. [t abandoned its policy of
cursing Mamwad, the ascription of all upper-caste evit
to the sage Manu, and the party’s members instead
began to talk of sareajan (all the people), not only
balwjan (the majority}. Satish Chandra Mishra, an
upper-caste lawver, is credited with the successful
implementation of this strategy. As Mishra gained her
confidence, Mavawati made him Advocate General of
Uttar Pradesh in 2002, Since this was the period when
the BSP was trying to woo the upper castes, Mavyawati
found in Mishra the most acceptable Brahmin face, and
she eventually made him a member of the Rajya
Sabha, the upper house in the national parliament,
and then general secretary of the BSP, Mishra was
instrumental in bringing in more Brahmins to the BSP,
and 18 out of 86 Brahmin BSP candidates won the
2007 election.

The BSIs campaign slogans from the past election
also reflected this shift in caste alignment and the use
of the party’s symbol of the elephant over time. From
‘Chad gundo ki chaati par — wmohar lagegi hathi par’
(Knocking down ruffians — the seal will be put on the
elephant), the attempt to woo the upper caste was
apparent in the religious symbolism of "Hathi nihi
Ganesh hai — Brahma, Visloiu, Mahesh haf” (It 1s not an
elephant, but lerd Ganesh - the creator, the preserver
and the destroyer.) and ‘Brahmin Shankh bajayega — hathi
badta jayega” (The Brahmin will blow the conch — the
elephant will surge forward).

The BSP is now 23 vears old, When Mayawati's
mentor Kanshi Ram founded the party, he coined the
slogan, “Share at par with involvement”, and the goal
of the BSP was political representation in proportion
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to population size. Initially, the party had to rely on
tenuous alliances to make any headway in state
politics. In 1993, the BSP came to power and formed a
government with the Samajwadi Party, which had a
hold on the OBCs, particularly the Yadavs. In
the evolving formulation of UP politics, the
upper-caste-leaning BJP actually supported the BSP in
the 1997 elections, and Mayawati subsequently became
chicef minister for the first time. Now, a decade later, the
BSP has reached a position of being able to torm a
government by itself. It has been a slow, steady
and strategic bu.ld up of strength in India’s politically
most-significant state.

In UP, the ability of the Dalits and the upper castes,
particularly Brahmins, to coalesce, marks a great
change in the social and political equation, and holds
the promise of a stable formula, according to some.
Furthermore, this success has set the regional partics’
sights even higher. If in coming parliamentary elections,
after a year and a half, the BSP were to win 60 more
seats in UP, Mavawati’s chances of becoming prime
minister of India would be very strong. Although seven
past prime ministers have hailed from UP, during times
of hung assemblies and parliaments the state’s politics
became weak, and left the field open for regional parties
of South India to play a more prominent role in New
Delhi. Led by Mayawati, the resurgence of one-party
domination in U’ now signals the return of the state
as the kingmaker.

Mushim vote hank

In the BJP-led coalition government of Atal Bihari
Vajpavee, politicians from Andhra 'radesh were very
powerful in the Centre. The United Progressive
Alliance (UPA) government of Manmohan Singh
owes its gratitude to the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK) and the left parties, which are
currently extremely influential.

Many now say that if Mayawati’s government is
able to strengthen Uttar Pradesh in central politics, the
perceptions of minorities could simultaneously change.
Up to this point, the minority vote bank has been
scattered, largely attached to various state-level regional
parties, and with the Congress at the national level. In
the mid-1990s in U, with a weak Congress party and
the opportunistic alliance of the BJ’ and the BSP,
minority votes went increasingly to the Samajwadi
Party and whosoever else was perceived to be secular.
The so-called Muslhim parties were unsuccessful in
wooing the UP vote bank, and failed to win the
sympathy even of the Muslims. Now, the Muslim vote
bank in UP again seems to be turning towards the BSP
- and the party leadership is keeping a careful watch
over these voters. Said to be very close to Mayawat,
Nasimuddin Siddiqui, the popular vouth leader from
Banda District, has become the minority face of the BSP.

In the aftermath of the recent elections, attention
must be paid to the failures of the Samajwadi Party, the
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The ‘royal sceptre’ has been decisively
placed in the hand of a [Jafit &/ bets, a
daughter of the lower caste, this time
unfettered by coalition partners and
sharing arrangements that constrained
her previous stints as chief minister.

BJP and Congress in UP. Their trump cards have
proved ineffective. The high-protfile road show of
Rahul Gandhi, as well as the campaigning by his
mother and sister, did not make a dent in
the triumphant march of the elephant. In May 2007,
the Congress won a mere 21 seats — two fewer, even,
than in 2002

While the Congress saw the worst results in the UD
polls, the BJI*'s dreams also came crashing to the
ground. After gaining power in Punjab and
Uttarakhand, the BJP was expecting significantly better
results in UDP. Party leaders were hoping that the saffron
wave would sweep India. Indeed, a U’ win could have
paved the way for clinching Goa, Himachal Pradesh
and Gujarat — and the road to Delhi would have been
clear. Tnstead, the BIP? has to take a hard look at its pall
strategy, and perhaps remodel its party structure in
UP. In 2002, the BJP’ won 88 seats in Uttar Pradesh;
this time, it could gain no more than 0. The fall-guy
for the BJI* would be the party’s national president,
Rajnath Singh, who could not even save the party
in his own state.

The same may happen with the Samajwadi Party,
which only won 97 out of 403 seats in the state assembly,
SP leaders are now seriously thinking about how to
restructure the party. During the run-up to the May
clections, chief ministers from various South Indian
states streamed up to UP to campaign for Mulayam
Singh Yadav, who had been dreaming of forming a
Third Front with these states for the next Lok Sabha
parliamentary elections in 2009 This dream, too, now
lies in tatters.

While the U clections of 2007 have clearly marked
a significant shit in how Indian political parties will
fashion their political formulas in the days to come,
there is, however, little hope for an overall change in
the system, Parties in power in the past, after all, have
made hundreds of promises during election

campaigns, many of which remain flagrantly
unfulfilled to this day. While one hopes that
Mavawati’s new government atop the elephant will
not tread the same path, the Indian masses have
developed a wary view of the politicians of any political
party - and to break that mindset will require a long,
long ride. What the pubtlic of UP hopes is that
four-time Chief Minister Mayawati will be as
good in governance this time as she is in forging
winning alliances. A
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tor reforms to the caretaker formula, refused to accept
Khaleda Zia’s nomination of Justice K M Hasan as
‘Chief Adviser’ for the caretaker government (the
chief adviser functions as the interim prime
minister), on the grounds that he had once been a
member of the BNP.

The tense standoff exploded in late October 2008,
shortly after the BNP government handed over power
to then-President lajuddin Ahmed, insisting that he
hold polls as soon as possible. But the Awami League
and its allies refused to accept the FElection
Commission’s chief, Justice M A Aziz, another BN
nominee whose neutrality was disputed. Protests
subsequently began in carnest, with street violence of
an unprecedented scale leaving many dead and
injuring several hundreds throughout the country.
Dhaka became a constant scene of riot. The sight of
two large columns of activists, armed with sticks,
rods and boat vars, squaring off against each other
on the main streets of the capital presented a
terrifying metaphor for Bangladesh’s pre-modern
political culture.

Despite the mounting violence, the BNI* appeared
to have the situation sewed up in its favour. Most,
including the opposition, concluded that the party was
executing a plan to return to power by bending but not
breaking the law of the land. President Ahmed, a BNP
nominee, was playing a key role in this, He was
instrumental in nominating several pro-BNP Election
Commission members, even as the agitations
continued; he also steadfastly refused to put pressure
on the head of the commission, Justice Aziz.
Meanwhile, the public clamour for Aziz’s resignation
grew. Even as President Ahmed was losing all
credibility in the eyes of the opposition, the BNP
continued to back him. He then went on to announce
that since no one was acceptable to either of the
contending parties, he himself would take over as Chief
Adviser to the President - or, in this case, chief adviser
to himself. On 29 October 2006, Ahmed did himself
the courtesy of becoming the head of both the state and
the government.

Amidst this surreal scene, the Flection Commission
continued to refuse to dismiss controversial members,
extend election dates or make fresh voter lists. But
several members of the new Chief Adviser’s own
Advisory Council began to resist the Ahmed
establishment, which people were saying was being
run on the sty by the BNP. Among the critics within
the Advisory Council were three key representatives
of the establishment: former army chief Hasan
Mashhud Chowdhury, former cabinet secretary Akbar
Ali Khan, and civil-society lawver Sultana Kamal. The
three refused to go along with Ahmed’s plan to hold

elections immediately under the discredited Election
Commission. In a now-famous televised interview, Gen
Chowdhury discussed a mecting that he had had with
CEC Aziz, which Gen Chowdhury said had been
about finding an acceptable way for Aziz to step down.
Aziz denied that the meeting had even taken place.
“Well, both of us can't be telling the truth, and I'm not
lyving,” the general said, pertectly summing up the
situation within the government at the time.

When these three crucial cabinet members resigned
in protest on 11 December, anarchy (even by
Bangladeshi standards) loomed. The opposition
declared that it would boycott the polls, while essential
supplies disappeared from Dhaka markets. Amidst the
chaos there were reports that grocers were cven
retusing to sett food to Aziz, prompting supporters
from his vitlage to bus down to Dhaka with supplies
tor his larder. Western diplomats held secret meetings,
urging all kinds of crisis management. This period of
complete uncertainty lasted for more than a month,
during which time the prospect of a military takeover
was openly discussed. And then, on 11 January, the
other shoe dropped. Suddenly, Bangladesh had a new
caretaker government, a new Chief Adviser, a new set
of backers (the military), and lajuddin Ahmed back in
his old job. A state of emergency was declared, much
to the relief ot all at the time.

Caretaker regime

The BNT had banked on military support to carry it
through the crisis. But the military old guard -
incfuding many loval to Ziaur Rahman, BN founder
and Begum Zia's late husband - did not oblige, The
army, as a whole, was keener to keep its lucrative UN
peacekeeping contracts, and there was widespread
speculation that these could have been threatened by
a full-scale takeover. The carly-January statement by
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon, declaring that the
Bangladesh situation was causing him much concern,
was added to the worry of the men in khaki.

The new government enjoyed immediate public
popularity, as it went after the famous and the corrupt,
including Tarigue Rahman, Khaleda Zia’s cldest son,
and his cronies. Government security forces went on a
detention spree of taking in leaders and businessmen
with finks to both the Awami League and the BNP.
The initial public hurrah was very loud indeed. The
two begums, meanwhile, after a period of catching their
breath, indicated that they would not be taking this
thrashing lying down. Predictably, Awami League
chief Sheikh Hasina welcomed the ouster of the BNP-
constructed government and publicly promised to
sanction the acts of the caretaker regime which took
over. But her later reactions were less friendly, as the

Rumours continue to abound that the military will take over direct power any day.
But how would such a situation really change things, barring more arrests?
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for the large-scale violence against minorities that
became part of the subsequent celebrations. Before
long, laissez-faire corruption peaked at levels never
hefore imagined.

Although the year 1990 achieved an iconic aura as
the time of the birth of democracy in Bangladesh, cach
Parliament since then has been less effective than its
predecessor. Despite court orders passed during the
1990s, the lower judiciary was not separated from the
executive branch. Going by the words of K M Hasan,
the present chief justice, the higher courts have been
so damaged through bad appointments that it wilt
take 20 vears to heal them. The country’s economy,
meanwhile, has huge potential but remains chaotic,
with the power sector in particular in shambles.
l:conomic management is showing significant strain,
as a result of many vears of malgovernance, and
inflation of course stands ready to bring down all who
would presume to rule.

Against such a backdrop, how much difference can
a regime change make? And would orders passed by
a civil-military alliance be abte to have any impact on
what has taken 35 years of disastrous governance
to accumulate? Can Bangladesh truly be improved
by executive orders, as it would seem the
caretakers believe?

Bangladesh’s critical success has been in
alleviating poverty, but this was delivered by the

130 days of emergency

private scctor, the non-governmental sector and the
country’s citizens rather than by its povernments. But
winning a Nobel Prize for running micro-credit
schemes, as happened this past year thanks to the work
of Muhammad Yunus, does not mean that Bangladesh
has the political will to achieve macro-economic
success. Poverty has indeed declined tor the country’s
‘middle” poor, but the absolute number of poor is
actually on the rise. Moreover, the number of people in
extreme poverty — those who consume less than the
minimum caloric requirement — has now risen to
encompass at least 20 percent of the population — and
there is no national scheme to address this,

The readvmade-garments sector was successfui for
vears, but low wages are a matter of great concern, as
is low productivity. The government has had to go as
far as to threaten to shut down nearly 100 factories for
failing to pay their workers. Violent agitations are now
commonplace in the industrial zones. While
remittances have increased for many vears, the foreign-
labour sector is corrupt, unregulated and does not
protect those who send their hard-carned money home
and help keep the economy afloat. Even the safety valve
of overseas labour has become increasingly vulnerable.

Elite to elite
Perhaps the current crisis is not about civil or military
rule, nor about the varied hues of rulers, all of whom

During the first 130 days of
emergency in Bangladesh, from 12
January to 21 May 2007, a total of
96 persons were reportedly
killed during operations by
law-enforcement personnel. tn
addition, 193,329 were reported
arrested, inclusive of general arrests
for violations of law. Of the 96
reported killed, 54 were killed by the
paramilitary Rapid Action Battalion
{RAB}, 25 by the police, seven by the
joint forces, six by the army, and three
by the navy. One person was reported
killed by officers of the Department
of Narcotics Control.

Of those Killed by the RAB, 51 died
in ‘crossfire’, one was tortured to
death, and two others were arrested
by the RAB and later died in the
hospital. Of those reportedly Killed by
the police, 12 died in ‘crossfire’, six
were tortured to death, four shot
dead, one died in police custody, and
two more died in the hospital after
their arrest. Of those reportediy killed
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by the Bangladesh Army, four died due
to torture, one while attempting to
escape, and one more died in the
hospital after being arrested. Of the
seven deaths attributed to the joint
forces, three were tortured to death,
one was Killed in ‘crossfire’, one died
in the hospitai after arrest, and two
died in custody, including one who
committed suicide.

Of these 96 deaths, it has been
reported that eight were from the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party, four
from the Awami League, six from the
Purbo Banglar Communist Party
{fonojuddho), four from the Purbo
Banglar Communist Party, four from
the Purbo Banglar Communist Party
(Red Ftag), two from the Biplobi
Communist Party, one from the New
Biplobi Communist Party, two from the
Gono Mukti Fouz, one from the Jatiyo
Shomajtantrik Doi, three from the
Sromojibi Mukti Andolon and four
from the Shorbohara Party.

In addition, one of those killed was

reported to be a freedom fighter, one
an indigenous leader, and one an
‘extremist’. Three were also
suspected arms smugglers, two
were alleged arms dealers, two
alleged muggers, one an atleged
gambler, two alleged drug peddiers,
10 alleged dacoits and 18 alleged
criminats. Other victims included
three farmers, one businessman,
one police informant, one bus driver,
one female garments worker and
one housewife.

The Dhaka-based human-rights
organisation Odhikar prepared this
reportt on the basis of 11 national dailies
and its own fact-finding reports. In the
course of doing so, on 3 May 2007,
Odhikar's acting director, A S M
Nasiruddin Elan, was taken to the naval
headquarters, where Captain Zubayer,
the director of naval intelligence, along
with three associates, altegedly harassed
him for preparing those reports,
ultimately threatening him with death.
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have been tried and found wanting. Rather, the crucial
facet of Bangladesh’s immediate circumstances may
well be the nature of political governance that the
Dhaka elite has practiced, and which it sees no reason
to change at this time. Concern over the past several
months over arbitrary arrests and lack of press
freedom has becn expressed mostly perfunctorily,
perhaps because previous civilian governments
have picked up and disappeared many more, not to
mention muzzled the press. The military may be
more active now, but so is the paramilitary Rapid
Action Battalion (RAB), now a euphemism for
swift justice without accountability. The RAB,
of course, is a product of civilian rule, as was the
Rakshi Bahini.

Bangladesh has no tradition of rule of law or
democratic practice, even within non-governmental
organisations seeking demaocratic or political change.
Street resistance is about venting rage rather than
channelling it and advancing parliamentary rule.
Political memories are built around agitations, not
constitutional success. Given that necarly every
possible variation of autocratic rule has taken place
in Bangladesh in the past, very little can shock the
country’s people today. In fact, severai surveys have
shown that a large proportion of Bangladeshis
actually favour extrajudicial ‘encounter’ killings,
arguing that this is the only way to keep citizens safe.

Under the shroud of the current chaos, Bangladesh
may well have morphed into a new form of state: a
post-modern, underdeveloped construction, where
each segment has its own political culture. With
Parliament never having been functional, the true
meaning of ‘political democracy’ needs better
explanation before Bangladeshis will appreciate its
inherent promises. The current confusion is not about
introducing reforms, nor about whether the civil or
military elite runs the country. Rather, it is about the
non-elite, who will need concrete proof that
Bangladesh is run, by whosoever it may be, in its
interests too.

For that to happen, those in power need to practice
the simplest rules of good governance, such as
adhering to the rule of law; ensuring accountability;
creating a functional Parliament; eliminating
extrajudicial arrests, torture and killings; and, of
course, instituting a pro-poor national policy. Doing
s0 will be of direct benefit to the non-elite, because in
the current context, not only does it wield no power
whatsoever, but there is essentially no system in place
to ensure the application of governance that is in

The Bangladeshi elite has absolutely no
need for the non-elite: the poor are so
poor that they have no surplus to

be appropriated.
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any way friendly to it. In most countries, such systems
are taken for granted; but in Bangladesh, they remain
the exception.

The non-clite cannot govern unless it is in power.
In Bangladesh, however, the circumstances do not
exist for the non-elite to access power through
mechanisms of representation and accountability
such as Parliament. A system of genuine electoral
democracy forces ruiers to share power, because the
clectorate may otherwise boot them out. The
Bangladeshi clite does not suffer from such anxiety,
however, as the Parliament is not its only route to
political power: the elite is perpetually in power,
through non-party-based means of decision-making.
Thus it is that no government has had any stake in
the Parliament, and there is therefore little
connection between the rulers and the ruled. The
Bangladeshi elite has absolutely no need for the
non-elite: the poor are so poor that they have no
surplus to be appropriated.

Organising the non-elite

Since the non-elite does not matter to the elite either
economically or politically, it has remained timid in
the current context, even though its size is increasing
by the day. Although the ‘middle’ poor is probably
in the best position to make its voice heard, here it
has taken recourse to violence. While it is true that
notable political-transformation successes anywhere
tend to come from ordinary people who have set out
to conduct their own repairs, in Bangladesh, it is long-
time dichard Maoists who are taking up the fight
against the state with their signature violence. The
repercussions are strong and more Maoists are killed
as state enermnies than any other group.

There is also now a new face on this front — that of
the Islamists, who occupy roughly the same economic
strata but are better organised and funded than the
Maoists. These new entrants have also shown
themselves to be willing to directly attack state
institutions, and to kill their perceived enemies. They
are not a large force as vet, but their numbers are
significant enough to worry the elite as a whole, While
they are still a local phenomenon, the future of [slamic
militancy remains unpredictable.

Apart from the state, the most important counter to
extremnism remain the NGOs, membership of which
now numbers in the millions. If the Islamists could,
they would have done away with such groups,
especially their credit schemes, which are considered
‘un-Islamic’. NGO penetration nonetheless remains
deep and organised, providing services not
offered by anyone clse in the country. While
these organisations powerfully present the
multitudinous faces of the non-elite, how exactly the
collective voice of that sector of the population might
be heard remains unclear. One must wait, and observe
the as-yet unseen. A
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Hoarders” mark-up

Despite the obvious benefits of these port reforms, itis
still too early to evaluate their impact on the
Bangladeshi economy as a whole. In contrast, the
government is being judged on a daily basis over its
handling of the rising inflation rate — a long-time
problem that has dogged successive governments.
With the consumer price index (CPI} very closely tied
to the country’s food stores, rising inflation is felt
most painfully through the searing prices of cssential
food commoditics. Any inflation-mitigation policy
would thus have to focus on reducing food-price
increases. The question is: What policy measures
could the government actually take to curb
these increases?

The conventional wisdom is that the rising
commodity prices are due to strategic behaviour by
certain distributors — aptly referred to as ‘hoarders’
by the media. The essential-foods market in Dhaka is
something of an oligopoly, with a relatively small
number of companies buying wholesale and reselling
to the retailers in the capital. These companies have
been able to limit the supply to retailers, and
consequently charge increasingly high mark-ups on
these goods. On significant food items, price increases
typically do not notably reduce demand. The Centre
for Policy Dialogue, a Dhaka-based economic think
tank, has found that there is a cartel of importers of
essential commodities that is in complete control of
food imports, and is able to mark up prices at will.

Identifying the ‘hoarders’ as the primary
inflationary agents, the government has taken three
measures to weaken their mark-up power. The first
was to reduce tariffs, to make imported foodstuffs more
competitive against domestic products. The second
was to task various law-enforcement agencies to
identify and apprehend the hoarding companies.
Finally, the government intervened in the market
directly, by deploying the paramilitary Bangladesh
Rifles to set up fair-price food-sale centres throughout
the capital, to selt commodities at prices lower than
could be found in the bazaars.

The economy’s response to these measures has been
sluggish, however. From 6.8 percent last July, the
inflation rate rose to 7.4 percent in March. Both the
Asian Development Bank {ADB) and the
World Bank have expressed concern at the
ineffectiveness of the government's approach. The
government may have been mistaken in focusing
exclusively on hoarders. Various pundits in and out
of Bangladesh have argued that the current inflation-
rate increases can be ascribed to other factors, most
importantly the increases in fuel prices that jack up
transportation costs and reduce domestic production.
In addition, the ADB has pointed its finger at an
economy that has been overheated due to increased
remittances, foreign revenue from increased
exports, and rapid private-sector credit growth, all of
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which have cxerted strong inflationary pressures on
the economy.

Pay and feed

Despite such available insights, the yovernment has vet
to formulate a strong policy response to the galloping
inflation — although the Bangladesh Bank, the country’s
central bank, has recently recognised the importance of
a coordinated monetary-fiscal policy strategy. Less-
than-expected revenue collection and lower foreign-aid
receipts have also left the government with much less to
spend this fiscal year. If it is to hold any hope of
tightening the money supply, the current administration
will need a disciplined fiscal policy, keeping its
borrowing at a minimum. With the budget for the next
fiscal year vet to be determined, the government’s fiscal
policy is going to be watched much more closely this
year, both in Dhaka and internationally.

Aside from monetary policies (such as increasing
exchange-rate flexibility), the only policy that the
government could implement at this stage with any
immediately visible effect would be to activate social
safety-net programmes, to mitigate the suffering of the
poorest Bangladeshis — those who will undoubtedly
bear the brunt of higher food and fuel prices. In the
medium term, the government can improve delivery
mechanisms and facilitate commodity supply. The
trade-facilitation policies that the government has in
the works might have the secondary effect of addressing
this latter objective. However, increasing food prices in
neighbouring countries — and hence, the prices of
food imports — may blunt the efficacy of any
trade liberalisation.

While Bangladesh’s civil society — under the political
and media restrictions placed on it by the government —
is increasingly impatient for a return to democracy, at
this peint this discontent does not seem to present an
immediate threat to the interim administration’s
viability. As such, the survival of this unelected
government is largely contingent on successtul
economic management; and the support of a paid and
fed labour force, coupled with that of a thriving business
community, will be critical to the government’s
continued survival, The caretaker government appears
to be cognisant of this reality, and has made attempts at
keeping these two support bases happy. This has not
been casy for the authorities, given that their
anti-corruption drive has made many in the business
community nervous, even while their early actions
against slum-dwellers in Dhaka were perceived by many
as being anti-poor.

While the positive fallout of the trade-facilitation
programme will only be able to be judged in the long
run - perhaps long after the present regime is gone - it
is inflation that will affect the government’s scorecard
as far as the common Bangladeshi citizen is concerned.
And as of now, the authorities have gotten barely
passing grades. A
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which greeted the matter with deafening silence.

By the end of Februarv, Dhaka-based journalists
began receiving regular phone calls with threatening
‘press advice’ for articles that were even remotely
critical of the regime. The situation was far worse
outside of Dhaka, where lacal journalists were being
called “for tea” to military precincts. When a
correspondent of the Daily Star, E A M Asaduzzaman
Tipu, was arrested for offending the district
commissioner in Nilphamari, editor Mahfuz Anam
reacted with a surprisingly mild editorial. Although
the paper deigned to publish strong opinion pieces
from time to time, if only to maintain its position as the
most high-profile newspaper in the country, it has come
under an increasingly critical spotlight, often for news
it was not publishing rather than for what it was.

The headlines of Daily Star’s sister paper Profhom
Ale have been even more tendentious, often seeming to
be specifically timed to help the government’s position.
Rather conveniently, when the regime was attempting
to exile the two begums, stories of infighting within the
two parties, and lower-ranking leaders questioning the
BNI and AL leaders, were given wide coverage. Profhon
Alo and other newspapers took to publishing news
from unnamed sources from inside the government,
with no corroboration or follow up. Part of this timidity
stemmed from the fact the interim government was
enjoying huge popularity among the public, and no
editor wanted ta be the odd man out.

By responsibly critiquing the authorities, these news
organisations would have been able to help the
government help the people. While valiant young
journalists spoke out against the suppression during
an event to mark World Press Freedom Day on 3 May,
newspaper coverage was devoted instead to the photo-
op event set up by the US ambassador for the occasion.
Previous charges of corruption against a sitting clection
commissioner, retired Brigadier Shakhawat Hossain,
were published in only two newspapers. Similarly,
news about the atleged torture and murder of
indigenous leader Cholesh Richil, at an army camp in
mid-March, received hardly any coverage in the
national media, barring a few op-ed pieces. When
Muhammad Zafar Igbal, arguably the country’s most
popular columnist, wrote about Richil’s demise in
Prothom Alo, the column was blocked by his editor for
nearly a month.

The citizens’ journal

Ever since the interim government’s popularity started
its dive in April, the regime has been becoming
increasingly touchy about criticism, and has clamped
down harder on dissent. Doing so has been
significantly complicated, however, due to relatively
widespread urban access to the Internet, which has
made available international media sources and,
importantly, Bangladeshi websites and blogs. Indeed,
the Bangladeshi blog has come of age as a citizens’
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journal in the current environment. Even after the
censorship of Himal Southasimi’s May issue (which was
allowed to be distributed only after two Bangladesh-
related stories were physically removed from the
magazine), the magazine’s website continues to be
accessible within Bangladesh. Tt seems the authorities
recognise the power of new media, as Daily Star
journalist Tasneem Khalil was dramatically arrested
shortly after midnight on 11 May for writings he had
posted on his blog,

Khalil, a human-rights consultant and an outspoken
critic of military rule, had highlighted the case
surrounding Cholesh Richil online; and had also
written for the Daily Star's monthly magazine, Forum,
about the link between Khaleda Zia’s elder son,
Tareque Rahman, and his appointees at the national
intelligence service with militant outfits such as the
International Khatme Nabuwat Movement. However,
that issue of Fortim was pulled off the stands by its
cditor, and was only reprinted without the article.
Following Khalil’s arrest, an appeal from his wife went
out to his e-mail contacts, and Bangladeshi bloggers
sprang into action — printing the censored article,
contacting international human-rights organisations
and politicians, and generally spreading the word of
the detention. Even after mainstream news websites in
Bangladesh had blacked out reports of Khalil's arrest,
his status was constantly updated on his blog. Within
24 hours, a worldwide campaign to free Khalil had
sprung into action.

Daily Star editor Mahfuz Anam did subsequently
go to the army camp where Khalil was being held, and
it is partially due to his influence that Khalil was
released after 23 hours. Nonetheless, Anam’s
considerable credibility was damaged by the meek
press statement that he put out during the episode, in
which he noted that he had been informed that Khalil’s
arrest had been due not to his work for the Daily Star,
but to what he had posted on his website. Anam went
on to baldly state that it was “because of the caretaker
government’s policy for the freedom of the media” that
a release had been agreed upon.

By April, four months after his courageous
commentary on press freedoms at the time of the
military takeover, Anam seemed to have come full circle
with his tepid statement on Khalil's release. This
episode encapsulates the situation of the Bangladeshi
media under mititary rule, in which the partisan press
is cowed by strong-arm tactics, while the commercially
powerful media seek to deprive the public (the very
public that made them powerful} of its right to be
informed. This has been coupled with a lack of daring
to challenge the populist tide that carried the
consuming classes in the initial months of the military
regime. [t would be prudent for the long-term health of
the media, and of Bangladesh itself, if editors were to
be steadfastly vocal about their freedom to print and
publish as they see fit. A
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Secretly selling Biman
BY JOSEPH

n 9 May, Bangladesh’s state-owned airline,
Biman, announced the slashing of 1400 jobs.
. ST Another 1000 positions may
(- be on the block in the
\ near future. Allin all,
this means a cut of
S f -, nearly half of the
£ i flag-carrier’s
. current roster.
; f;' According to the
f company’s
7 managing
director M A
Momen, Biman has
: J } requested BDT 3
V¢ . billion (usb 43
million) from the
finance ministry to
provide severance
packages for the
1400 employees.
The BBC carried
the news item.
But only one

These drawings are part of a series by Naeem Mohaiemen,
taken from three periods of recent history: the return of
Guantanamo detainee Mubarak Husain (circa 2006 BNP
government); opposition rallies protesting controversial election
plans (circa Iajuddin caretaker government, winter of 20086);
and the sweeping anti-corruption drive that arrested many
corrupt godfathers, including Khaleda Zia’'s son (circa
Fakhruddin caretaker government, spring 2007). The first two
drawings were created as part of a contribution to the
anthology Art & Democracy, from Goldsmith College/Peer Press,
London. The final drawing was part of Aprior magazine's
“proposal for Documenta 12 in 2007,

Caretakers, trust the public

BY RUBANA

Yesterday: Gone
One fine morning in Dhaka, 1 discovered that [ could
reach Culshan D1 T circle I from my home in jess
than 10 minutes, because an illegally constructed
puilding had been suddenly demolished, and a new
road had been surfaced overnight. We witnessed
changes in the elite’s shortcut menus, which included:
preparing wealth statements, attempting to negotiate
with the current establishment for an escape route for
tax evasion, and tampering with financial statements.
We concluded that the cleansing drive to which the
caretaker government remained committed was

30

Bangladeshi newspaper gave it coverage, and then only
on its webpage. Herein lies the problem.

Following 11 January, the interim government took
bold and unprecedented measurcs to ensure
transparency and accountability in public institutions,
reconstituting the Anti-Corruption Commission,
appeinting non-partisan individuals to the Election
Commission, and separating the judiciary from the
executive branch. The increase in censorship, however,
makes clear that the interim officials have
underestimated, if not downright disregarded, the
crucial role of the media in the success of these very
agendas. The caretaker government has reacted to
criticism with too heavy a hand - particularly in April,
during its attempts to exile the two former prime
ministers. There now exists dangerous self-censorship
On Mmany Issues, as can be seen in the lack of coverage
of the Biman retrenchment. The national airline, after
all, had never betore been a taboo subject for the
Bangladeshi press.

To sifencing the press is to stop a third party from
verifving official claims. This may result in
misallocation of public resources and abuse of state
power and, subsequently, misinformation about both.
The vicious cycle thus entered inevitably leads to
runaway civil unrest.

Do Bangladeshi taxpayers realise that USD 43 million
is being spent retrenching 1400 workers? This works
out to around USD 31,000 per worker, a massive sum
in Bangladesh. Meanwhile, jute-factory workers from
state-owned mills in Khulna remain unpaid, and are
unlikely to getanything in terms of severance. At Biman,
not only are senior workers who have worked with the
airline for more than 23 vears being let go — s0 too are
the leaders of at least nine workers’ organisations.

All this secrecy does not augur well for the
government’s plans for Biman: following the layoffs,
the company is to be floated on the Dhaka and
Chittagong stock exchanges. However, it is unclear if
these shares will even be made publicly available. &

ruthless yet essential. The begums have royally raped
the country with their Tong dynastic trail, and we were
all promising sadka (special prayers and offerings) for
{heir exile. We wanted them to disappear like the Shah
of Iran or [melda, and then to be made irrelevant in
complete disgrace. Cartoons were being sketched,
aggressive reports werce being written, and we were
truly happy. We realised that the era of the conspiring
steprsisterhood was over. {Where were the men though,
for all these years?)

Today: Going
The royalty syndrome suffered a blow
up of the crown prince.

We rejoice.

Reports suggest that the authorities have managed

with the tock-
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The government's attempts to remove the two have
pushed the parties to fracture, perhaps even to
disintegrate, and this is scen as something that will
pave the way for the interim administration {and its
military backers) to float a political party of its own in
time for the next general elections, promised for late
2008,

If the second group's view is accepted as being the
more realistic, the triumphant return of Sheikh Hasina

Disbelief in Dhaka

BY TIMOTHY SOWULA

caving England in September 2006, 1 was
disiltusioned with parliamentary politics. I was
fed up with the rampant cronyism and pathetic power
struggles of politicians who worked for themselves,
rather than for the country or its people. But I was
shell-shocked when 1 arrived in Dhaka shortly
thereafter. Over the past six months, | have witnessed
Bangladesh’s political implosion. It has been as
though a civic war has taken place — a conflict not so
much between the people, however, but between the
country’s principles, ideas, institutions and political
foundations.
| could not believe that the two begums had
consolidated so much power over their parties, the

C

=M+D-A

BY MASHUQUR RAHMAN

hen lajuddin Ahmed declared a state of
emergency on 11 January after two months of
political turmoil, he assured Bangladeshis that a
newly constituted caretaker government would “hold
a free, fair, neutral and acceptable election to
Parliament within the shortest possible time, in
consultation with all parties concerned”. In spite of
the state of emergency, Bangladesh breathed a
collective sigh of relief.
That relief has now dissipated, and in its place 1s
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in late April was a political event of enormous
significance — not because it relegated to the back-
burner the interim administration’s plans to force
through necessary reforms within the existing political
parties, but because it has thrown the current
government’'s own political ambitions into disarray.
This means that the powers that be will now have to be
even more devious and innovative in their attempts to
reorder both politics and polity. &

state and its many agencies. | could not believe that a
debate was actually continuing over Justice Mainur
Reza Chowdhury’s eligibility for a constitutional post,
even though he had recently died. And 1 could not
believe that, with just 14 days to go before the elections
scheduled for late January, the Electoral Commission
still did not know the total number of cligible voters, or
that it did not have a final list of polling stations, or
competing candidates and partics.

The military may have intervened to halt this chaos,
but as the constitutionally acceptable limit of 120 days
of state of emergency passed on 11 May, Bangladesh
remained on shaky ground. Having survived the
army’s attempts to exile them, Khaleda Zia and Sheikh
Hasina - who had earlier been reviled for the endemic
corruption that had taken held during their long
lcaderships — have now bounced back to popularity.
And Muhammad Yunus, who briefiy offered a light of
wisdom and integrity in the political darkness, has
now faded away.

Bangladesh 1s plagued by contradictions that the
nonchalant British do not have, and the justitiable pride
Bangladeshis have in their history seems, in fact, to be
their Achilles heel. It is the exploitation of historical
events that has led to the begums’ firm hold on the
direction of Bangladeshi society. An intensely patriotic
country has for too long been run bv a group of people
that has rarely failed to put the people’s nceds second.
It is this conflict of past-versus-future that now mires
Bangladesh, and that must be resolved through reforms
if 150 million people are ever to have real hope of
seizing their destiny. &

mounting concern. The caretaker government’s
mandate to hold ‘free and fair’ elections has now
mutated into an all-encompassing anti-corruption
drive. The business of holding elections has taken a
back seat to the business of rounding up politicians
on corruption charges. A ban on political activities,
the suppression of fundamental rights, and
intimidation of the press have contributed to creating
a state of dire uncertainty.

While the reduction of corruption, rampant in
Bangladesh, is a laudable and important goal, it is far
from clear that an anti-corruption drive by an
unaccountable government can indeed be successful,
On the contrary, all the conditions exist today for the
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Jurther corruption of the political system in Bangladesh.
The World Bank often uses the following formula for
parsing corruption: C = M + D - A, where corruption
(C) equals monopoly power (M) combined with
discretion by public officials (1)) minus accountability
(A). According to this formula, the current carctaker
government’s monopoly over all instruments of state
power; its powers of arbitrary arrest without warrant,
and its detention of citizens without due-process
rights; and the limitations it has placed on the press
as the citizens” watchdog, all conspire to undermine
the government’s stated goal of reducing corruption,

The crucial element of fighting corruption -
accountability — is conspicuously missing from the
current framework. Though the leaders of the caretaker

Doing away with dynasties

BY MRIDUL CHOWDHURY

E ver since the current caretaker government took
over in January, Bangladeshi politics has been
going through a rare and unique period of political
dynamism. The determined act of the carctaker
government and the military to send to jail some of
the most powertul and cerrupt political elites has
ruptured the seemingly unbreakable web of

publication of

government may have good intentions, the government
itself, operating under a state of emergency, is
institutionally stacked against them

It is time for fajuddin Ahmed’s caretaker government
to return to its original and constitutionally
supportable mandate of holding free and fair elections.
To do that, a dialogue must start with the country’s
political parties, to begin work on clectoral reform;
shackles on the press must be undone so that tree flow
of information, so essential to accountahility, is
guaranteed; and those who have committed crimes,
including stealing from the public coffers, need to be
brought before the courts with full due process. But
time is not on the caretaker government’s side. [t has a
job to do — and needs to do it expeditiously. &

corruption and extortion that had crept into almost
every sphere of life, The jailing of some key people has
virtually destabilised the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party {BNT), while significantiy wcakening the
Awami League. These parties may now think twice
about appointing thoroughly corrupt people to
important leadership roles — something that was
unimaginable even a few months ago.

There have been other changes too. By carly May,
there was a growing cry within both the BNI> and the
Awami League for a change in the dynastic leadership
that has gone unquestioned in the parties over the
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sometimes two families per hut; their children educated
for free until high school but unable to work legally
thereafter. For 17 years, frustration has been mounting.
QOctober 2006 saw the first real movement in
response to the refugee crisis — along humanitarian if
not political lines. At a UNHCR conference in Geneva,
LS Assistant Secretary of State for Refugee Affairs Ellen
Sauerbrey announced that her government was willing
to resettle up to 60,000 Bhutani refugees. Since then,
the other member countries of the Core Group on
Bhutanese Refugees in Nepal - Australia, Canada,
Denmark, the Netherlands, New Zealand and Norway
- have expressed willingness to take in some refugcees,
and Nepal's new foreign minister announced in late
May that she had commitments for a total of 85,000, In
April, a US State Department tearn visiting Nepal
announced that 60,000 — a number that the US hopes
to resettle over the coming five to six years — should
not be considered a ceiling on the number of Bhutani
refugees the country would be willing to accept.

17 long years

Between 1990 and 1992, 75,000 Bhutani citizens, most
of them Lhotshampa (Nepali-speakers from south
Bhutan), were forced out of the country. Bhutan’s
minorities had suffered state-led persccution in the
form of Bhutan’s ‘One Nation, One People’ policy of
Ngalung cultural hegemony and exclusion under the
country’s 1985 Citizenship Act. This policy,
implemented under the command of King Jigme Singye
Wangchuk, prompted Lhotshampa resistance before
culminating in 1991 in wide-scale evictions,
confiscation of citizenship cards, closure of schools in
southern Bhutan, dismissal of Lhotshampa
government employcees, and the razing of homes.

As close to a thousand refugees a month began to
enter Assam and West Bengal, secking to set up camps
in border towns, Indian authorities, seemingly
unwilling to permit anything that would cause King
Jigme discomfort, herded them into trucks and drove
them to the Nepali border town of Kakarbhitta. In
Nepal, in February 1992, the influx of refugees to the
original camp on the floodplains of the Mai River
reached 10,000 per month. Reprieve came in the form
of UNHCR, which began assistance to the refugees at
the request of the Kathmandu government. The refugee
population was eventually moved {o camps built in
Beldangi, Khundunabari, Timai, Goldhap and
Sanischare in Jhapa and Morang districts. According
to Human Rights Watch, in addition to the 106,000 or
so refugees currently in the camps, there are up to
15,000 more in Nepal who are not registered with the
Nepal government, as well as up to 30,000 unregistered
refugees in India.

Since 1993, Kathmandu and Thimphu have
engaged in 15 rounds of ministerial-level talks (a 16th
round, slated for late last year, never took place). While
negotiations have been unsuccessful in addressing the
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concerns of the refugee population, even these have
been halted since 2003, when a team from Thimphu
confronted an angry crowd in Khundunabari camp.
This incident seems to have provided an excuse for
not returning. The Bhutani side has been continuously
successful in stonewalling and duping Nepali
delegations. One Nepali team was even convinced to
agree to a nonsensical categorisation scheme, in which
refugees would be classitied according to whether they
were ‘genuine’ Bhutani citizens forcefully evicted;
Bhutanis who had left Bhutan voluntarily (which,
under Bhutani law, results in loss of citizenship); non-
Bhutani; or Bhutani criminals.

India, the only obvicus lever of diplomatic pressure
on its small, introverted neighbour, has been doggedly
unwilling to interfere. While some cite New Delhi’s
need for quid pro quo from Thimphu with regards to
insurgent groups in Assam that seek to use Bhutan's
borderlands as safe havens, others point to its
economic interests in Bhutani hvdropower, or to an
unwillingness to rock the boat in what is regarded as
a sensitive Himalayan frontier. Whatever the reason,
the Indian position has been uncquivocal, and New
Delhi continues to insist that the refugee issue is a
bilateral one of concern only to Nepal and Bhutan.
Indian authoritics also continue to arrest Bhutani
refugecs trying to return to their country. What has
been lacking in this position is a level of humanitarian
sympathy for the second-largest group of refugees in
the Subcontinent, barring the Afghans in Pakistan.

Until recently, the refugee leadership had not
expressed a desire for any ‘durable solution” except
repatriation to Bhutan. Beginning in the early 2000s,
however, some began to speak of the need to “open all
options” to the refugees — ie, to give the population in
the camps a choice between the three ‘durable
solutions’ of repatriation to Bhutan, local integration
in Nepal, or resetttement to a third country.

Since the Core Group’s creation in 2006, talks sought
with Thimphu by representatives of those countrics
convinced many diplomats that Bhutan was not
inclined to accept back any scction of the refugee
population in the near future. In Kathmandu, senior
Community Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist)
leader K P Ol had come to a similar conclusion. After
a new government made him foreign minister in the
spring of 2006, Oli sought to bring 16 years of fruitless
negotiations with Bhutan to a definitive conclusion.

It was with the backing of the Core Group countries
that the Kathmandu government finally opened up to
the idea of third-country resettlement, abandoning its
‘repatriation enly’ stand. There is now a gencral
agreement among all working on Lhotshampa refugee
affairs that the refugees cannot be held hostage to the
uncertain outcome of bilateral talks. Bhutan,
meanwhile, has welcomed the offers of resettlement to
a population it continues to deny is its own. Following
the visit to Thimphu of the US ambassador to India
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All of the major donors to the camps are also members of the Core Group on
Bhutanese Refugees, with the exception of Japan. These are also the countries that
are currently offering to resettle the refugees, indicating a strong correlation between
resettlement and ‘donor fatigue’.

Muna Giri, a young woman from Beldangi Il who
organises a women’s discussion group in a children’s
library in the camp, laughs as she recounts some of the
rumours that are circulating among the camp
population: “They say that in America, if vou get very
sick they give you an injection and put you to slecp for
good.” Krishna Mava Basnet, a feisty 79-year-old,
chimes in: “They say that we'll be made into fish feed.
well, let us be fish feed rather than stay here, where we
don't have firewood to feed ourselves!” In late May, it
was heard that fake emails were circulating in the
camps in which some of the refugees already resettled
in the US and Canada (an initial “test group” of 18
refugees were resettled last autumn) were said to be
complaining of conditions in the resettlement countries
and opposing resettlement.

Manej Kumar Rai, the young and energetic camp
secretary of Khundunabari camp, says that those
currently opting not to resettle generally fall into three
categories: the elderly; those who have already taken
Nepali citizenship and so are out of the running; and
voung “school dropouts”, whom anti-resettlement dic-
hards have convinced that they do not have the skills
required to survive abroad.

Humanitarian v pelitical

Some of the most prominent refugee leaders sav they
do not consider third-country resettlement to be a

solution to what they see as the most pressing issue
tacing the refugee community. Thinley Penjore, head
of the Druk National Congress, a party functioning in
exile, says that the refugee situation is “first and
foremost a political problem. Our expulsion is not and
must not be painted as merely an ethnic, cultural or
racial problem. And our troubles today cannot be seen
as a humanitarian problem alone.” As such, the
solution to the refugee problem is political change in
Bhutan - and that is a fight that must be fought within
Bhutan itself. Penjore is positive about the current
democratisation process in Bhutan and feels that,
though it is taking place on the terms of the Druk
monarchy, it is bound te open up space for greater
political activity.

While Penjore says he believes that refugees who
want to resettle to third countries should do so, he
worries that resettlement, as a humanitarian solution,
does not address the political problem. He and
others fear that resettlement could sap energy from
activism for repatriation, and also reduce the numbers
fighting for democratisation should the door back to
Bhutan be opcened.

Frustrated with the prioritisation of the
humanitarian cause, Tek Nath Rizal, chairman of the
Bhutanese Movement Steering Committee and long the
public face of the Bhutani movement for repatriation,
retorts: “Don’t tell me about human rights. s not the

commonly believed that this figure
includes many Lhotshampa. In
mid-May, it was reported on a
refugee-run news portal that 70,000
Lhotshampa were denied their
adult franchise in the ‘mock
elections’ that took place in Bhutan
this past April as a part of the new
King Jigme Khesar's inherited
democratisation project.

“All the root causes of the
mass eviction of the early 1990s
remajin,” says a former Nepal
foreign-ministry official. Bill Frelick,
director of the Refugee Policy
Program at Human Rights Watch,
concurs: “Things have not changed.
Furthermore, there are disturbing
parallels between the census of 1988
and the census of 2005.” At the same
time, refugee leader Ratan Gazmere
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cautions that any future eviction will
undoubtediy be so cleverly
conducted that the world may not
even notice. Indeed, Human Rights
Watch’s recent report quotes one
Lhotshampa living in Bhutan as
saying, “They don’t ask me to leave,
but they make me so miserable,
I will be forced to leave. | have
no identification, so 1 cannot
do anything, go anywhere, get
any job.”

UNHCR-Nepal head Abraham
Abraham says he believes a second
eviction to be unlikely, given
that “Bhutan is receiving
messages from all directions that
this must not take place.” His boss,
UNHCR High Commissioner
Anténio Guterres, said in
Kathmandu in late May, “1 have

deep conviction, and am sincerely
hopeful, that such a tragedy will
not occur.”

Discrimination and denational-
1sation should not need t¢ amount
to expulsion, however, for the
international community to be on
the alert. Pressure must be
maintained on Bhutan - by
recalcitrant India in particular - to
amend its citizenship laws, abolish
the NQOCs, and discontinue
all discrimination  against
Nepali-speakers. in order to make
sure that the suffering of the
refugees has not been entirely in
vain, it is imperative that Thimphu
be made to realise that it must
respect the political, social,
economic and cultural rights of all

of its people.
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protection of your property a human right? Is not return
ta the land of vour birth, the country of which you are
a citizen, a human right?” Though Rizal, like others,
had rejected rescttlement in the wake of the offers last
autumn, he too no longer publicly opposes it.

For many of those living in the camps, however, the
most critical issue is indeed the humanitarian rather
than the political. Rupa Monger, a mother of three from
Khundunabari, says that life in the camps has been
getting more and more ditficult. Referring to the so-
called bio-briquettes provided by UNHCR since last
year, she says: “They cut our kerosene rations and have
given us coal instead. To start a fire you need more
firewood than coal, but we are not allowed to collect
firewood. The funds for higher education have been
cut. We were being told to stand on our own feet, but
we are not allowed to work, We were worried sick.
Now, with the resettlement offers, we have hope.”

That hope has not come cheaply, however. While
Rupa had long hoped to return to her country, she now
says, “Bhutan won; | have lost to Bhutan.” Similarly,
Pingala Dhital says she feels as though her life has
been “put on hold”, and that she can no longer live in
hope of a political settlement. “I must think about my
chitd, who docsn’t know Bhutan, and who mustn't
remain stateless,” she says.

UNHCR representative in Nepal Abraham
Abraham feels strongly that the refugees should be
given the option of ending their camp stay as soonh as
possible. “Repatriation will happen when the time and
the situation are conducive to it,” he says. “Until that
time, refugees need not be subjected to the harsh
conditions in the camps. This is a freedom they have —
a choice, an optien.” Abraham also warns that
resettlement must be taken up while it is still being
held out, “Resettlement is not something that is on offer
for everyone forever. It is not an casy thing to get
countries to agree to. And if the resettlement option
does not remain, what other viable option do we have?”

The sceming impossibility of repatriation to Bhutan
is what is getting many refugees to fall on the side of
resettiement. Ever since the conclusion of the first survey
of the infamous Nepal-Bhutan Joint Veritication Team
_ which divided the refugee population into the
four categories of Thimphu's creation — in
Khundunabari camp in 2003, the Thimphu regime’s
attitude has consistently been one of evasion or
prevarication on matters of repatriation. Only 2.6
percent of the total 12,000 surveyed In Khundunabari
were identified as “genuine Bhutanese”, and even these
were offered return to Bhutan under denigrating and
exploitative conditions. Even so, no repatriation has
taken place to date.

Long-time refugee leader Ratan Gazmere says that

though most refugees would like to return to Bhutan,
next to nobody woula opt to do so under current
circumstances. “The situation does not exist in
Bhutan for a safe and dignified return,” he says. “We
must work towards the creation of such a situation,
and this is where the internationat community must
help us.”

Donor fatigue

[f many Bhutani refugees seem to be in favour of
third-country resettlement todav, that change in
mindset only came about recently. Father Varkey
Perekkatt, head of both the Jesuit Refugee Services in
Nepal and the INGO Caritas’s Bhutanesc Refugee
Fducation Programme, says: “Until two years ago, i'd
say 80 percent of the population would have opted to
wait for repatriation.” Now, he says, many of those
people will opt to leave. A major reason for the shift,
explains Perekkatt, is the fact that therc has been no
progress on the repatriation front since 22 December
2003, when the Khundunabari findings of the Nepal-
Bhutan Joint Verification Team were announced and
the Bhutani delegates departed, never to return.

[n the intervening three years, a number of
significant developments have taken place. Most
important has been a shift in UNHCR policy, brought
about by the organisation’s increasing lack of
resources. “Given this,” Derekkatt savs, “there has been
much depression, disappointment and hopelessness
over the past few years.” Against this backdrop,
suddenly and unexpectedly came the resettlement ofter
from the Ub.

Graeme Lade, the Australian ambassador to Nepal
and current chair of the Core Group in Kathmandu,
cites bwo reasons why the resettlement offers were made
at this time. “First, the offers have been made on
humanitarian grounds,” he explains. “These refugees
have spent a long period of time living in a camp
situation, and this gives rise to various concerns. The
second reason is basic donor fatigue.” UNHCR
representative Abraham corroborates this: “Between
13 and 18 million dollars is spent on the camps
annually. It's just not sustainable.”

Indeed, over the past few vears the refugees have
seen cuts in the provision of, among other things,
cooking tuel, food and medical services. In December
2006, the World Food Programme (WEP), which
provides most of the food rations for the camps, warned
that it had not vet received any contributions towards
the next two years of its Bhutani-refugee operations.
Though aid activities in the camps have been under
increasing financial stress over the past decade and a
half, the lack of funding has been increasingly palpable
over the last few vears. All of the major donors to the

What has been lacking in this position is a level of humanitarian sympathy for
the second-largest group of refugees in the Subcontinent.
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‘Our expulsion is not and must not be painted as merely an ethnic, cultural or racial
problem. And our troubles today cannot be seen as a humanitarian problem alone.’

with the US State Department’s refugee ottice,
said that the first group of refugees opting for
resettlement should be able to teave for the US by the
beginning of 2008.

A global movement

At this point, ‘opening all options” for the Bhutani
refugees — the rhetoric used by refugee leaders and
foreign dipiomats alike - ultimately boils down to
little more than the opening of the option of
resettlement. After 17 vears, any pressure that has
been applied to Thimphu has come to nought. Even
as the international community prepares the
groundwork to wipe its hands clean of the Bhutani
refugee issue, there is the ingering sense that justice’
has not been delivered to this group of people.

With Bhutan less than a hundred miles from the
camps, across Indian territory, some refugee leaders
are saddened by the prospect of refugees leaving a
place from which Bhutan is physically so close. “From
where we are now, we can sneak into Bhutan if need
be, and speak to people there,” savs Thinley Penjore.
“From afar, we will only be abie to contact
those people with access to online media. Not
many people have this access, and many have been
kept uneducated.”

Others point out that, in a few year’s time, there
will no longer be a 100,000-strong population in the
camps, functioning as a prod to the international
conscience. At that sime, whatever conviction there
has been among the international community to
resolve the refugee issue will disappear. As such, an
injustice carried out by the Thimphu regime on a
massive scale will have been excused.

But there are others who say that resettlement will
in fact energise a refugee movement that has long
stagnated. “We can do nothing sitting here in the
camps,” complains camp secretary Manojy Rai. “We
must give our movement a global scale.” A younger
generation of refugecs, he says, understands the
power of information technology and the ways in
which it is possible for an educated population across
the globe to coordinate and mobilise effectively.
Concurs one former Nepal foreign-ministry official:
“Why do they not want to leave the camps? Because
Jhapa is close to Bhutan? But they have been unable
to reach Bhutan in 16 years. Maybe they will find
Thimphu closer from elsewhere.”

Whether or not the Bhutani refugees can hope to
galvanise as much support, the Tibetan movement
stands as an example of the kind of solidarity that
can be found in the West for the cause of an unjustly
displaced people. “The world doesn’t know about
the Bhutanese refugees. Qutreach to the populace of
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a powerful democratic country could be very useful,”
says Kimberly Robertson, who looks after durable
solutions for UNHCR’s Nepal operation. Hari
Adhikari ‘Bangaley’ says that experience has shown
that a return to Bhutan cannot be achieved through
reliance on the Nepal government alone. “1f we have
our people in Geneva, New York, London, we can
labby there,” he says. “Mechanisms unused until now
can be utilised.”

[f the refugees have been disadvantaged due to their
geographical placement, they have been even more so
for lack of funds. “Let them go. Let them be educated,
earn and live well, and let them spend on their
movement,” says the former Nepal foreign-ministry
official, “Right now, refugees who seek to be heard
often can’t scrape together enough money for a trip to
Kathmandu.” Manoj Rat echoes these sentiments.
“(yur main problem in our efforts to pressure Thimphu
is financial,” he savs. “1f our people resettie, they will
be able to work. For ten years, they may struggle
themselves, But after that, they will tund a movement
in Bhutan.”

Will the Bhutani identity remain strong cnough
amony the refugees to maintain a movement after a
second displacement? D N S Dhakal, general-secretary
of the Bhutan National Demoeratic Party, insists that
the refugees will not disappear into a wider Nepali-
speaking diaspora. Not only is the Bhutani identity
distinct, he savs, but, as has been seen with other
groups, “Feelings for nationality become stronger
when people become economically strong.”

The Bhutani refugees have held out hope for long
enough that the international community — and, most
importantly, India — would pressure Bhutan to allow
their peaceful repatriation. With resettlement, perhaps
they will be able to finally take the fate of their
movement into their own hands. Perhaps it will end
not only their dependency on internationai aid, but
also their reliance on others for a movement for change
back home.

There are refugees who will remain in the camps,
choosing not to leave until they can do so for their
own country. The success of a Bhutani movement
overseas notwithstanding, the desires of this group
of refugees must not be forgotten. 1t seems, however,
that a large number will indeed opt to leave the camps
in Jhapa and Morang for overseas resettlement. They
will leave looking forward to opportunities and
freedoms they have lived without for a decade and a
half - secking employment, and hoping for better
futures for their children. The actions of this new
diaspora, created out of a humanitarian response in
the face of a grave injustice, will be worth watching in
the decades to come. A
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wisdom of taking a rickshaw
during a shower: one should not
pay for getting wet, he'd say, as he
headed out resolutely on foot.
Monsoon reminds me of reading my
mother’s neat handwriting on blue
inland letters — with the exception
of a few disintegrated words, where
the monsoon drops had landed. For
years afterwards, I would sit on
the veranda with Amma, my
grandmother, and deliberate over
the possibility of a faraway rain.
Didn't the wind feel moist? Wasn't il
carrying the unmistakable smell of the
first drops on parched soil? Well then,
it shouldn’t be long before we get our
shire! More often than not, we werc
wrong - it was wishful thinking
rather than  meteorological
certitude, but it made us happy.
Monseon reminds me of Amma.

L also remember the kalbaishakhis,
the storms that announce the arrival
of the monsoon. Kalbaishakhis
meant running to latch the wooden
window panes, which were too
swollen to fit their frames. The
fettered windows would stutter
violently, like a decapitated hen
being held to the ground. Monsoon
also meant my cousin and T keeping
a vigilant eve over our himsagars, a
very sweet variety of mango, lest
anyone felt emboldened enough to
steal one, Monsoon reminds me of
thinking about my sister and mother

| Rural Roads and Market Access Component, (ASPS) Phase I, .

back in Arunachal, while staring
through the iron bars on the
window of my hostel room in
Narendrapur. Monsoon reminds
me of my boyhood’s uncasy
transition into adolescence.

It was monsoon time when 1
finally joined the Bengal
Engincering College. With my
parents, 1 arrived with a new
mattress, a pillow, a bright-biue
mosquito net and two bed-sheets
inside a bedroll — and a load of
trepidation. Monsoon reminds me
of that trepidation, of the overgrown
grass and creepers on the Victorian
buildings of B E College, and of
the Ganga that flowed directly
behind the campus. 1 necd not
have worried. Soon enough, my
classmates and | would come back
to our hostels for lunch, Joudly
vocalising our longing for the rain
to come down hard, wishing for the
second half of classes to be washed
away. Our unified incantations of
“Aaye, aaye!” (“Please come!” in
Bengali) from the hostels” verandas
would have little effect, however,
and the rain would predictably
taper off even before the funch break
ended. This led to our strong faith
in the existence of the ‘'Varun-Seal
pact’ — A K Seal being our principal,
and Varun, the rain god. Monsoon
reminds me of how the strings of so
many lives were braided together
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amidst the greenery of the B E
College campus.

Distant clouds
After studving clectrical engi-
neering for four years, I started my
first job in Calcutta, overseeing an
air-conditioning project. Feeling
the void of friends after leaving
college, wearing starched clothes to
work, the newfound necessity of
aftershave lotion, staring at the
almost vanished No Standing
Allowed signs in a sardine-packed
57 bus - all of these memories are
moistened by monsoon humidity.
The other day, as 1 was walking
on the bike path near my present
home, 1 saw that dark clouds had
begun to gather in the sky -
pregnant with moisture and ready
to break. I saw children playing
soccer (here in the United States,
‘football’ refers to a whole difterent
sport entirely) on the synthetic
green of the lacal high-school
field. Black-and-white hexagonal
sections of the numerous balls stood
out vividlv, along with the small
orange cones illumined by the high-
powered lights that had been
switched on due to the premature
darkness caused by the clouds.
Teams could be distinguished by
their distinet uniforms, coordinated
down to their socks. The humid air
was a prelude to the impending
rain, and the wind exposed the
whitish underbeilies of the leaves.

. Tt was raining in America, but
hardly a monsoon.

My heart suddenly wished for a

' palm tree - bent like a bow, with its

wind-blown leaves looking like a

' . woman's hair caught in an updraft.

[ thought of a slushy football

i field with a single worn-out,

earth-colourced ball, and teams

. distinguished by either bare or

shirted backs. T thought of the four

. bars of a train window; of the five

segments into which they would cut

| the paddy, the sky, the clouds;
! of the light from a distant hut

shifting between those segments, in

* rhythm with the swaying of the

train. [t was monsoon season again,

' in my mind. A
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Southasian
mea culpa

Seif-criticism came more
readily to our forebears.

BY JAWED NAQVI

ntrospection and self-absorbed

bigotry have traditionally walked

hand-in-hand in Southasia.
Megalomaniac rulers, the leech-like
priestly classes and their bete noire,
the serenely divine dervishes
representing the hoi polloi, have
coexisted for centuries, Jawaharlal
Nehru himself guoted Alberuni,
the 10th-century Afghan chronicier, to
support this lacerating critique of
the Subcontinent.

For India's sciences, languages
and its architectural splendour,
Alberuni had unalloyed praise. About
its people, though, he said: “They are
haughty, feolishly vain, self-contained
and stolid. They believe there is no
country like theirs, no nation like
theirs, no science like theirs, no
religion like theirs.” How did
Nehru respond to such criticism,
centuries later? \n the Discovery of
India, he describes Alberuni’s
views as “prebably a correct
enough description of the temper of
the people”.

Alberuni was relentless in his
scrutiny of India’s cultural demeanaur,
which he thought was not too
dissimilar at times to any frog in the
well. “According to their belief”,
Alberuni wrote,

there is no race on earth like theirs,
and no created being besides them
have any knowledge or science like
theirs whatsoever. Their haughtiness
is such that if you tefl them of any
science or schelar in Khorasan or
Persia, they will think you to be either
an ignoramus or a liar. If, however,
they had travelled and mixed with
other nations, they would soon change
their mind, for their ancestors were
not as narrow-minded as the present
generation is.

It tock a large-hearted intellectual
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of Nehru's stature to understand and
accept this devastating commentary
on historical Indja and its ruling elites.

A “foreigner’ such as Alberuni
should not, of course, be readily
accepted as a stand-alone source of
such a harsh evaluation of a people.
Let us therefore turn to the home-
grown Bhakti movement, in medieval
India. Straddling the entire diversity
of the Subcontinent, where it spread
to the remotest of corners, the
movement threw up an amazingfy
critical worldview. And among its
foremost objectives was a square
challenge of what the dervish-like
Bhakti preachers considered to be an
incorrigible moeral decay.

If we were to call a Hindu a ‘rogue’
in India today, we would risk starting
a communal flare-up. Similarly, neither
would it be politically wise to call a
Muslim a ‘pervert’. But 500 years ago,
the saint-poet Kabir was delivering
these rebukes to both communities
in equal measure, through popular
poetry. “The Hindu doesn’'t let you
touch his pots and pans over claims

VY HSY1I1a

of possible contamination, but you
would often find him prostate at the
prostitute's feet,” he declared.
"Musiims marry their cousins,
eat dead animals and scream atop
their fragile mosques as though
God were deaf.”

Far from being harassed or
hounded by his powerful pre-Mughal
guarries, Kabir set off a bizarre
competition between Hindus and
Muslims - both of whom he berated
roundly - as each clamoured to claim
his legacy. The seer would be lucky
today not to be lynched by those he
dared to address so acidly five
centuries age. Kabir lived not far from
the sacred ghats of the Ganga in
Benaras, where religious zealots
recently hounded out the film crew of
a movie about Hindu widows. That
movie, Water, had later to be shot in
Sri Lanka, and was subsequently
widely lauded.

india allergy

Religious and nationalist fervour
share a common characteristic: their

47




followers believe that theirs is the
hest. There is great irony in this regard
contained in a moving poem by
Allama Igbal, one which India later
chose to accord the status of a
national song. In the 1930s, {gbal
wrote: "Saare jahaan se achha
Hindustan hamara™ (Our Hindustan is
better than any other nation in the
world). Now, if you were to take a
fleeting poetic thought such as this to
heart, hitch it to a newfound nuclear
prowess, and you happen to be
surrounded by countries who fear
your overhearing narcissism,
you would spel!l trouble for both
yourself and those neighbours you
seek to befriend.

This is more or less how SAARC -
the brainchild of Gen Ziaur Rahman
- was born in 1985. "To tel! you
frankly, we were all a little allergic to
India, so we decided to engage it
collectively,” explained General
Hossain Mohammed Ershad, who
hosted the first summit in Dhaka.
(Ershad made these remarks in a
televised discussion with this writer
in 1997.) India's army had heiped to
liberate Bangladesh from a sectarian,
Punjabi-dominated West Pakistan.
And yet, Dhaka chose to turn against
its former ‘benefactors’ in New Dethi.
Was there something wrong with
India’s body language towards
Bangladesh following the brief
honeymoon period in 1971-72, that
such tension should arise between
India and Bangladesh that today
you can cut with a knife? It seems so,
but the problem has never been
publicly or truthfuily discussec. Is
Bangladesh an ungrateful neighbour?
Perhaps both sides couid use a little
self-criticism?

But let us not pick on any one
country. Instead, let us discuss all the
SAARC member states, and their
chemistry with each other. There are
admittedly ethnic tensions hetween
Bhutan and Nepal related to the
refugee matter. There may also be
some small issues pertaining to a
trade corridor between Nepal and
Bangladesh. But thatis about it. There
is no foul chemistry between these
countries, much less any suspicion
of an imminent military assault.
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So why is it that India has been
viewed with such disfavour by
its neighbours?

Take India’s helping hand to Sri
Lanka. In the 1970s, it had militarily
bailed out Sirimavo Bandaranaike's
Sinhalese-dominated government in
the face of a Marxist revoit. It
also gave moral and political
support — including alleged military
training - to Sri Lanka's Tami
minorities. And yet, Rajiv Gandhi was
butted by a miffed Sinhalese soldier
at an official guard of honour in
Colombo, before being killed by a Sri
Lankan Tamil woman near Madras
some years later. It was all extremely
tragic, but how do we explain this
bristling rage from the very people
one had tried to help?

Or, take India's ties with
landlocked Nepal. The one lasting
memory among the people there -
despite India being the artery, a
veritable lifeline to Kathmandu - is
the image of the crippling economic
niockade that New Delhi imposed on
its northern neighbour in 1989. Some
Nepali analysts acknowledge the
culpability of the royal palace in forcing
india's hand, but the lasting rancour
in Kathmandu is pa!pably anti-Indian.
Why? Was there introspection, much
less any self-criticism, by either India
or Nepal over this easily avoidable
standoff? If there was. we have not
heard of it.

A country such as Bhutan,
supposed to be umbilically linked with
India’s political and diplomatic
postures, finds itself occasionally
strained by the bear hug. The tiny
Maldives, whose government the
Indian Navy saved from a certain coup
in 1988, does not exactly seem 1o
reciprocate the enthusiasm with
which india seeks its welfare. About
India-Pakistan ties, the less said the
better. Each side bears such
enormeus and deep-rooted grudges
against the other that we should count
ourselves truly lucky that the nuclear-
armed neighbours are currently at
least talking.

Far from making an objective and
critical se'f-evaluation of their poor
bilateral relations, the rhetoric from
India and Pakistan has been marked

by double standards. For example,
Pakistan has often siammed Indian-
sponscred electicns in Jammu &
Kashmir as ‘fake’, but has not
considered making room for a
credible civilian democracy in its own
wider patch. Another example is worth
recalling. India heid up the 'ast
Kathmandu SAARC Summit because
it disapproved of a military coup
against Nawaz Sharif by General
Pervez Musharraf. But india seemed
to have forgotten that the first host cf
the SAARC summit, Gen Ershad, was
himself a military dictator with blood
on his hands. And who was the
Pakistani teader at that summit
shaking hands with Rajiv Gandhi?
Generai Zia ul-Haq, of course, the guru
of all coup leaders!

Meaningless jingotsms
It was Imtiaz Alam, the Pakistan!
founder and secretary-general of the
South Asia Free Media Assoclation
(SAFMA, a promising platform for
Southasian media until it began
carting dubious politicians around for
powwows at fancy holiday resorts),
who ance hit the nail directly on the
head. A few days after India and
Pakistan exploded their bombs in
May 1998, Alam visited Delhi for a
discussion with the Indian media on
the road ahead. His observations at
the end of the conference were
withering: "We are here ready to
concede that Pakistan has done
horrible things in Jammu & Kashmir.
We have fomented terrorism there.
But we want the Indians also to say
‘mea culpa’. But all we hear from
them is, ‘Yes, you are right, Pakistan
has done a lot of harm to us!™
Clearly, the media in Southasia
has, for the most part, followed rather
than challenged the accusatory stance
of its jingoistic political leaderships.
We refer derisively to American
and British journalists in Iraq as the
‘embedded media’. but do we ever
look at our own culpabllity in
this regard? Continually and
truthfully doing so could, little by littie,
work to bring about a revolutionary
change - perhaps with regards to
what Alberuni and Kabir found
missing in our spirits. Fy
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Indeed, life here remains squeezed solely into the daylight hours. Even the bustling
markets around Lal Chowk close down immediately at sunset.

would come to resemble a direct war between the
Indian state and the people of Jammu & Kashmir.
Herding of residents during crackdowns, random
arrests, torture and other repressive measures became
the norm — 50 much so that even if militants did commit
tights violations and execcutions, these became
overshadowed by what in Kashmir came to be known
as “state terrorism”.

Seeing no tangible results from its military approach,
New Delhi then veered towards political solutions.
That is what ted it to hold elections in 1996 when,
with the active help of the Ikhwan, Farooq Abdullah
was brought to power. This was a direct challenge to
the APHC, which was working to keep its mass
movement alive. And in this, Farooq Abdullah
contributed to the cause of separatism by raising a
special task force from out of | & K's local police cadres
in 1996. This force not only provided further impetus
to the Tkhwan, but also launched a ‘catch and kill’
campaign against anyone with suspected invalvement
in the insurgency.

Four major events had, in quick succession, greatly
impacted the Kashmir situation. First was the nearly
all-out war between India and Pakistan over Kargil
Heights during 1998. Second, the bioodless military
coup took place in Pakistan on 12 October 1994,
orchestrated by an apparently moderate General
Musharraf. Third, in November 2000, Atal Bihari
Vajpayee offered the Non-Initiation of Combat

termed ceasefire with Kashmir’s militants. Finally,
in September 2001 came the attacks in the US,
the reverberations of which are still being felt in
Kashmir today.

9/11 and Kashmir

Farcoq’'s regime collapsed in 2002, soon after the
attacks of 11 September 2001 and the commencement
of the US military campaign in Afghanistan. Since 9/
11, both the complexion of Pakistani support to the
Kashmir movement and politics within Kashmir have
undergone a significant change. Gen Musharraf’s
newfound flexibility post-9/11 came in handy to local
political actors — especially those who were pro-India
—seeking te connect back to the Kashmiri masses, the
armed uprising having made them widely despised
figures. What had been conceived as a political
arrangement in 1996 took a beating in what was widely
seen as a fair election in 2002. Although managing
little over a dozen scats in ] & K's 87-member legislative
assembly, former Indian Home Minister Mufti
Muhammad Sayveed came to power on a
semi-secesstonist agenda, largely exploiting people’s
anger against Farooq and his repressive methods.
Barely two months after 9/11, five armed men
stormed into the Indian Parliament. Although quickly
subdued, the ensuing guntight claimed the lives of
nine armed guards, a gardener, and five of the attackers.
The assault triggered a hysteria of patriotism

Operations (NICQO) agreement,

operational requirement, the people
are not foolish enough to take it as
some Kind of concession. Some
poiiticians who are closer to
Delhi want to take credit for what is
mere hype. They try to misiead people,
and we are making people aware of
such machinations.

Why didn’t you participate in
the prime minister's
roundtable conference

in April?

We were not invited.

But the media reported that
you were invited.

The tocal deputy commissioner had
delivered a written invitation on
behalf of the Indian Home Ministry.
The way we were invited did not
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a cautiously throughout India, stoked by the then-ruling National

reflect seriousness. It was as if
everything was normal in Kashmir, and
the Home Ministry wanted to discuss
some administrative matters with
poiiticians of a state, just as routinely
as it would do in the case of a
Maharashtra or Gujarat. The, prime
minister should have personally
invited us for an exclusive meeting.
in such a meeting, what is the role of
a politician who has no probiem with
the accession pact, which Maharaja
had signed under duress with the
government of India in 19477

Do you want Prime Minister
Singh to invite you for an

‘exclusive roundtable

conference?
Yes. We have concejved the idea of
three-way tatks. Indo-Pakistani

dialogue forms one track, while the
talks between New Delhi-Hurrivat
and iIslamabad-Hurriyat are the
other two tracks. We have been
tatking to Islamabad quite clearly,
yet India, in its eagerness to
rehabilitate its proxies in Kashmir,
has of late confused the process by
involving pro-India parties in the
sensitive dialogue process. We
have made it clear that we will not
shy away from talks because we
have a strong case. We had
announced that the Hurriyat
Conference would discuss the invite
in its executive body but there was
no official invitation. We could take
a decision on the merit of this
Conference. We do have certain
reservations about the form of this
process. New Dethi wants to shift
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were not able to derail the process. Gen Musharraf's
follow-up on the declaration culminated in his
four-peint formula for Kashmir, announced
in  December 2006, These points  included
demilitarisation, allowing free movement between
Azad Kashmir and Jammu & Kashmir, providing ail
Kashmiris maximum sclf-governance, and jointly
managing the defence and foreign affairs of these two
entities. In short, Gen Musharraf proposed a concept
of shared sovereignty that would help placate the
alienation felt in Jammu & Kashmir, where he believes
the people need a solution that infuses a sense that
they are no longer ruled by New Delhi. To implement
this plan, Gen Musharraf is willing to negotiate for
Azad Kashmir, which has no record of insurgency or
revolt against the state of Pakistan.

Some see international pressure behind both Gen
Musharraf’s insistence on demilitarisation and
India’s cautiously milder response to his pleas. There
is a general impression that George W Bush's
administration has been asking Gen Musharraf 1o
increase troop levels in Waziristan and other
loosely governed tribal areas and that the general
might have told Washington that he could not move
his forces away from the Line of Control unless
New Delhi cut down on military installations
there. Additionally, observers alse surmise that
Gen Musharraf’s push for @ selution on Kashmir
might also be timed keeping in mind the presidential
elections. A ‘resolution” on this intractable
problem might help bolster his popularity, currently
at low chh,

Whatever be his compulsions, Gen Musharraf’s
approach has nevertheless come as a political breather

for the Kashmir Valley’s pro-India politicians. Nearty
all of those figures are now openly supporting the
‘Pakistani line’, in an attempt to renovate their support
bases. This new dynamic has almost blurred the lines
that used to divide the Kashmiri polity between
pro-India and anti-India camps in | & K; with a few
exceptions, all are now for demilitarisation and
seli-governance. At the same time, it is not casy to
gauge the popular sentiment. Although pushes for
self-governance and demilitarisation have gained
momentum, and while many have started to expect
relief from these proposals if they are ever implemented,
the maiority of Kashmiris in ] & K (except for the elite
intellectual and business sections) remains alienated
from India. However, most observers currently believe
that the proposals of demilitarisation  and
self-gavernance could help to subdue much of the
remaining popular anger.

Na groundswell it the Valley

Optimistic observers insist that the emerging
geopolitical dvnamic in Southasia will lead to a
resolution of the Kashmir situation in the foreseeable
future. Proposals for an alternative settlement of the
dispute abound, and media reports suggest that a
“status quo plus”, it nol more than that, is in the
offing. Of late talk of sott borders, ¢rossborder
trade, peoples” exchanges and joint management of
disputed territories on cither side of the LoC has
become a staple of almoest all the political
plavers. While Mufti Saveed and Mirwaiz Umar
Farcog are actively pitching for a substantive cut in
the number of [ndian troops in Kashmir, others are
also more ot less following the same tack. Pro-India

exercise to ascertain popular
acceptance of a particular viewpaoint.
But J&K is a disputed territory hence
it is not possible for the elections to
defiver the true verdict within either
the Indian or Pakistani constitution.
Still, we believe that people need
governance and if for the sake of
governance - and | stress this, for
governance alone - some
politicians are fighting, we won't be
a hurdle. However we have the right
to make people aware of certain
political machinations.

What is your model for

resolving the Kashmir issue?
The process has to be understood.
We are not proposing a tailor-made
solution to be pushed on the
Kashmiri population. Finding an
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alternative soiution to what people
had betieved as an ultimate
destination for six long decades is an
uphill task and | should tell you that
we are halfway through. The process
is evotutionary. Various confidence-
building measures have helped us to
at least identify the contours of that
solution. And India and Pakistan
during recent meetings have
sketched out a rough drawing. People
in India, Pakistan and Kashmir have
to be rallied behind that sketch.

Can you share some of the
outlines of that ‘rough
drawing'?

This sketch wouid be clearer if the
government of India were to take a
realistic, pragmatic and fair view of
our demand for demilitarisation in J

& K. Once the region is demilitarised,
neople in different parts would be
given the opportunity to elect their
regional assembties in Pakistani
and indian parts of Kashmir.

Would that lead to your
‘United States of Kashmir’
model?

Well, that is how we put it.

Would you aspire to become
the president of that United
States of Kashmir?

(Laughs) Once things are settled and
the society is cleared of military
intervention, people would get a
chance to elect their ieaders. At that
time we would go to the peopte
with the achievement and seek
their mandate. A
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leaders, including Farooq Abdullah, have called for
an unconditional dialogue with the Azad
Kashmir-based militant leadership.

To all of this, New Delhi has responded cautiously.
Manmohan Singh has initiated a series of roundtable
meetings, which is meant to bring together all potitical
camps. Three of these meetings have now been held.
But the roundtable process has not been able to impress
the secessionists, who want a cut-and-dried agenda
for the resolution of the Kashmir issue, and are averse
to the omnipresent discussion of cconomic and social
concerns. For these reasons, all secessionist leaders
but one stayed away from the 25 April 2007 roundtable
meeting in New Delhi. Hashim Qureshi, primarily
known for his rele in the hijacking of an Indian
Airlines plane in 1971, was the only sccessionist who
participated (see accompanying inferviei).

Last vear, Prime Minister Singh constituted five
working groups, with the aim of drawing up a plan to
rehabilitate the victims of vielence in Kashmir, and to
suggest measures for sood governance. At the
late-April roundtable, those groups finally presented
their proposals. But although these included some
additional confidence-building measures, such as
creating ‘dignified” living conditions for those
Kashmiri youth who are “ready to eschew violence”,
a groundswell for peace remains conspicuously absent
in Kashmir. The daily lite of the people remains
unchanged, with no trimming of the Indian troop
presence vn the roads and in orchards, office
buildings, markets and residential arcas.

If anvthing, public protests - against land
acquisition by the Indian Army, fake encounters and
the government's failure to provide jobs — are becoming
mncreasingly routine. While the [ndian leadership was
preparing to host the 14th SAARC Summit in New
Delhi in early April, downtown Srinagar remained

restive for almost a weck. Residents took to the
strects, alleging that troops deployed in arca bunkers
had been harassing local women. One legislator
attempted to calm the crowd, assuring it that the matter
would be taken up at the highest levels. “What
peace process?” demanded one resident, “What
‘Musharraf’s four-points’? Nothing gives us relief
from all this.”

[n the absence of a mechanism fo compensate for
the losses wrought by a decade and a half of violence,
proposals from Pakistan and packages from India
sound hollow to the people of Jammu & Kashmir, who
remain victims of an unresolved conflict. While
broaching proposals of joint management of all of
Kashmir, and various other options, jeaders in New
Delhi and 1slamabad will have to understand that whnt
they offer to Kashmirs will not matter as much as fowe
they vffer it. One voung, separatist leader, Sajad Lone,
whase father Abdul Ghani lone was assassinated in
2001, believes that as long as New Delhi continues to
negate the sacritices of the people in Kashmir, any
offer, howsoever atiractive, will be regarded as a hoax.
“When New Delhi and [slamabad start projecting the
peace process as being a result of their respective
leaders’ sagacity and statesmanship, people get
oxcluded,” he said. “What is in it for the people? |
belicve that as long as people arc not made
stakeholders in the peace process, it will continue to
be vulnerable.”

The popular maoed in the Valley has been sceptical
ever since the peace process started. If the summits
and declarations do not affect the present scenario on
the ground, and if the barbed wire and bunkers
surrounding the CTOs of Kashmir continue to inspire
a sense of Iiving in o ‘beautiful prison’, the optimism
that is flying high right now is likelv to come crashing

to the ground. b
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of Pakistan who do so, because they are following
the maxim that anyone against them is an agent of
someone else.

Sixteen years ago, t spoke out against militancy, and
said that Pakistan was helping to turn Kashmir intc a
graveyard. Now Mirwaiz Umar Farocog has said the same
thing. This is proof encugh that I'm only an ‘agent’ of
Kashmir and the Kashmiri people.

What was the state of affairs that you
witnessed in Pakistan-administered Kashmir?
in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, anyone who publicly
supports or peacefully works for an independent Kashmir
faces persecution. There is no High Courtin Gilgit, and yet
you have 30 lakh people living there! The region does not
get royalty from the Mangla Dam, or its share of foreign
exchange. Many have migrated to West Asia, Europe and
other countries to find work, and they remit enormous
amounts of foreign exchange to Pakistan. Yet, there are
no industries. no medical colieges, no engineering
colieges. “Azad Kashmir is azad in name only.

Are you planning to contest elections in

the future?

| want to serve the peopte, and am doing that in a variety
of ways. However, if the people want us 10 participate in
the electicns, we will try to fulfil their wishes.

You criticised the Hurriyat and the JKLF for
boycotting the recent roundtable conference.
Yet, you yourself boycotted the second
roundtable conference.

At the first roundtable conference, | had suggested that
the second roundtable conference should take place in
Srinagar. and also that political priscners should be
released. The Centre agreed, but did not fulfil its promise. |
heard that the Hurrivat had asked the prisoners to be
released after the roundtable conference so that the
Hurrivat could claim success. in protest, | boycotted the
second roundtable conference. But you have to keep the
dialogue going, so | participated in the third round table
conference held recently.

Are you for demilitarisation of the state?
Demilitarisation should also include Pakistan-occupied
Kashmir, Gilgit and Baltistan. | wil! be extrermely happy to
see the streets of Kashmir free of the army.

You are one of the few who has spoken of

the tragedy of the Kashmiri Pandit community.
What suggestions do you have for their return
to the Valley?

Yes, at the very outset of the armed struggle to attain
freedom, Kashmiri Pandits were pushed out. The
community had contributed greatly to the education of
Kashmir; they were true secularists. [tis sad that we could
not protect them and their property. Even if we assume
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that the Pandits left at the behest of Gevernor Jagmohan
_ which is not true at all - what has been the fate of those
Pandits who stayed back?

It is the moral, national and religious duty of every
Kashmiri to go to the Pandits and bring them back to the
valley. Without them there can be no settlement of
Kashmir. The Pandits are part and parce! of the Kashmiri
identity. But | don't support ‘Panun’ Kashmir [the Pandits’
demand for a Kasnmiri homeland] because they want a
separate land - and then lamat-e-Islami will also want a
seperate land, and again there will be a 1947-like situation.

S0 what kind of azadi do you envisage for
Kashmir? Given its geopolitical situation, do
you think independence is viable?

| want independence for both Kashmirs - Indian and
Pakistani, including Gilgit and Battistan. Then we can fight
against poverty and illiteracy, instead of fighting against
one another. This is the 21st century: we need computers,
not communalism; we need to open borders for trade, for
people-to-people exchange, for peace, for progress. Azadi
is possible if India, China and Pakistan can guarantee it.
Jammu & Kashmir can be the road to Central Asia. We
can have a visa-free entry system, 'tcanbea tourist state,
and it can even be semi-independent, without an army. But
we will need guarantees from the surrounding countries.

You have advocated freezing the Kashmir issue
for 20 years.

Yes. in the ‘freeze period’ the borders should be opened
and trade relations should be increased. Armed and
unarmed foreign nationals should leave Kashmir, and both
India and Pakistan shouid evolve a joint mechanism. Only
defence, currency. foreign affairs and cammunication
should remain with the two states, and all the remaining
powers should be delegatec 10 the people of Kashmir,
including Gilgit, Baltistan and Azad Kashmir.

That may take some time. What initiatives
would you suggest that can be implemented
immediately?

Human-rights violations must stop immediately. The army
must stop custodial killings, fake encounters. humiliaticn
and torture of the common people. Roads must be built,
infrastructure must be developed, the environment must
be cleaned up. the education system should be developed
and jobs must be found for the youth. There must be
investment in the state, to generate employment. Families
of the disappeared and the victims of militancy must be
taken care of. The Indian prime minister's promise of 'zero
tolerance’ of atrocities towards the people of Kashmir
must be felt by the people. The government of India should
show magnanimity, and declare a unilateral ceasefire. §

‘Sighting’ is a new space, in which the editors of Himal wil!
offer readers an update on personalities or subjects long
out of the headlines.
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doctors,  engineers, lawvers and
entrepreneurs, who in turn inspire their
own offspring to become non-resident
Southasian entrepreneurs — NSEs. Empathy
for farmers and farming is now almost
completely absent among the region’s
rapidly expanding urban middle class.
The less said about the media, the better.
There are now over 100 channels beaming
satellite signals down on us 24 hours a day,
365 davs a vear, but none deem it fit to
chronicle the struggle for survival of
Southasian farmers. Suicides do make news
— there has been a surfeit of them to report,
with more than 25,000 recorded cases in
less than ten years in India alone. Fven so,
little investigation of circumstances that
force a farmer into self-annihilation has
made its way into the mainstrecam media.
Major newspapers offer the same fare to
villagers that they scrve to their urban
readers: cricket, cinema and sensationalism.

Credit crunch

Land, the fundamental factor of farming, is
under attack from several quarters. Rising
sca tevels and the salinity of backwaters are
forcing Bangladeshi farmers to grow shrimp
in their former paddies. Unlike rice, which
requires constant attention and provided
yecarlong employment for many, shrimp
grow by themselves, and get exported
making hardly a contribution to the rural,
local econemy. Farm owners are growing
rich, but farm labourers face destitution. In
West Bengal, the automobile industry
seems set to gobble up land left over by
smokestack industries, which had
previously displaced the jute-growers that
had forced rice farmers of yet an carlier era
into the slums of Calcutta.

Skewed landholding is another problem.
Nearly three-fourths of all farmers in
Southasia cultivate less than five acres, and
many have no land at all. In Sindh,
zanindars that make up six percent of the
farming population control 44 percent of
all farmland, and 80 percent of the farming
population are haris who own no land at
atl; they cultivate their landlords’ holdings
on the condition of sharing the harvest,
usually on a 50/50 basis. Meanwhile, with
the public commons quickly disappearing,
the landless have less pasture to graze their
goats. The fencing of forests under various
pretexts curtails the freedom of indigenous
communities to forage.

The mismatch between the cost of
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production and income has also begun to
pauperise the peasantry. In Sri Lanka, the
cost of producing rice — the staple diet of
Sinhalese and Tamils alike — has recently
exceeded the market price. While Punjabi
farmers estimate that wheat must fetch INR
11.4 per kg to make a modest protit, the price
tixed bv the government is only INR 8.4
There is a vast difference between what a
farmer gets for wheat and what a consumer
pavs for flour, even after taking into account
the cost of collection, transportation,
processing, distribution and taxes -
although that is a diffcrent story altogether.
It has been estimated that the cost of input
in growing grains has gone up bv more
than 300 percent in the last few vears,
while market prices have remained more or
less the same.

Mismanagement of land, infrastructure
and input supplies has madce things bad
encugh, but the direct cause of the
desperation of farmers is the credit crunch
that nearly everyone faces. Some time ago,
journalist I’ Sainath reported that 70 percent
of farmers in the state of Andhra Pradesh
were in debt. The figure tor Indian ’unjab
was around 65 percent; Karnataka, 61
percent; and Maharashtra, 60 percent. Most
of these loans are made out by private
entreprencurs who supply inputs at inflated
prices and charge usuricus interest rates to
hard-pressed and marginalised farmers,

City slickers sneer at such figures. Of
cotrse, it can't be all that bad. Look at all those
rural sfobs riding Buliets in the countryside,
exciaims one New Delhi socialite. While the
prosperity of some farmers on  the
peripheries of metropolitan cities cannot be
denied, the factis many ot them have bought
their cars and Bullets by selling farmland to
real-estate developers. A few sell their
property to migrﬂte, paying upwards of a
million rupees to sneak illegally into
Canada, Australia or Europe.

Landless sharceroppers have to adopt
more desperate means of survival when the
crop fails, interest accumulates, and debt
exceeds repayment capacities. Some sell
their children as domestic workers to fill the
demand of the urban middle class. Slightly
more enterprising ones borrow, beg or steal
to go to West Asia in search of work, any
work. When all else fails, there is always the
recourse of suicide of the breadwinner or of
the whole family. It is only then that the
media wakes up to notice - momentarily -
the forgotten farmers of Southasia. A

When the harvest
is good, farmers
buy better
toothpaste, more
s0ap, expensive
razorblades and,
increasingly,
colour television
sets, refrigerators
and motorcycles.
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scavenged ground of selective amnesia, Musicians
from ditferent traditions come together and create
assemblages, rather than organic entities that have
the capacity for self-sustenance.

While musicians and listeners alike have revelled
in the acsthetic of the patchwork, this kind of “fusion’
has resulted in the assembly-line production of picces
of music where ‘and’ has become synonymous with
fusion. But mere addition is not gain, as any mausician
will attest. The music may gain girth, but lose its sense
of a centre of gravity, lose sight of its origin. The avera ge
picce of Indian fusion music has, therefore, neither
beginning nor end. There is no imperfection in Indian
fusion music. This is not because there are no taults,
but simply because such a piece of music can never be
perfect. The genre has become something like the
parrot’s song — mimicked without context and,
thercfore, sounding similar after a few listens.

In “so-called world music”, the cultural-studies
schotar Paul Gilroy has argued, "authenticity
enhances the appeal of selected cultural commodities,
and has become an important element in the
mechanism of the mode of racialisation necessary to
making non-European and non-American musics
acceptable items in an expanded pop market.” The
effort to be “authentic’ in an age of digital remixing
can often be hilarious. In Karan Johar's 1998 film Kich
Kuch Hota Hai, for instance, the bhajan “Raghupati
Raghav Raja Ram” is sung to the beat of military
marching music, with the Indian and British flags
hung at half mast, as if in symbolic compromise. Often,
an Orientalist construct is attested by a contemporary
globalising mission (as evident in the famous works
of Philip Glass), where the world lays claim to
Indian music like a tourist carrying a favourite tune
back after a holiday.

Provincial geneology

Unlike so-called fusion or world music, however, the
compositions in This Is not Fusion are all bound by a
spirit of 'historical provincialism’. The neced to
contextualise subcontinental fusion music comes from
the need to create a genealogy for it. As Chaudhuri
has argued, fusion music cannot be an ahistorical

monster. 1s Tiis Is ot Fusion, then, a piece of history?
Yes and ne. Yes, it s a tract of personal history, the
history of one displaced and still moving ~ the history
of the global citizen interpreting his reflection in the
window with the provincial vocabulary of his self. It
is an indirect critique of globalisation, a process that
has killed provinciality and rendered the local
paralysed. Not Fusion is perhaps one of the last sighs
of the century, escaping from the global citizen's lips —
a regret for what could have been rather than what
once was. Chaudhuri’s work celebrates history with a
footnote. Its creators do not fight over legitimacy. Their
music, unlike most contemporary music that calls itself
fusion, does not ask the irrelevant questions of "When?”
and “Then?" It is simply an exploration of the possible.

Readers of Chaudhuri’s fiction and poetry were
perhaps prepared for his new musicat work. The titles
of his literary works — Afternioon Raag, Freedow Song,
E-Minor — had made evident the leaning of their
¢reator’s mind. The 2002 short story “White Lies” was
a strong political commentary on the sudden revival
of the ghazal and bhajan traditions in India during the
1980s. Dictated by commeree (and its ally, mediocrity),
this revivalism, Chaudhuri showed, had been urban
in nature, and was responsible for the death of many
non-metropolitan traditions. In many ways, “White
Lies” was also a contemporary fable about music in
the age of mechanical reproduction, about the triumph
of the technology-enhanced recording over the simple
human voice.

The impulses at work in Chaudhuri’s fiction are
evident in his music as well. By placing a stanza or
two from the songs of Tagore or Nazrul in the narrative,
he deconstructs one with the other. Here is an example,
from his 1998 Freedoin Song:

She began a familiar song:

Lost heart

Ona verdant road

Lgather strewn Mlowers

By myself.
Park Circus; Shamsul Huda Haq Road. A pharmacy and
aswoet shop atits entrance. Only a twenty minutes’ walk
from Khuku’s house.

Fusion influence

The collaboration between Indian
and Western musicians dates back
to the 1960s, to Ravi Shankar's
work with Bud Shank and with The
Beatles. Soon after that, Miles
Davis, the jazz musician, started to
create ‘fusion’ sounds with such
musicians as Khalil Batakrishna,
Bihari Sharma and Badai Roy. In the
mid-197 0s, the British guitarist John
McLaughlin began to collaborate
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with Southasian musicians Zakir
Hussain, L Shankar and others in the
influential fusion group Shakti. For a
while, the incorporation of indian
influences and instruments was
retatively widespread, including such
popular Western bands as the Rolling
Stones, the Grateful Dead, Traffic, the
Incredible String Band and many
others. London during the late 1980s
saw a resurgence of this form, in the
coming-together of Indian and
Western traditions to create forms

like the Asian Underground {see
accompanying article).

The late 1980s was also a time
of formation of many Indian bands
that tried fusion, particularly indus
Creed, Parikrama, Pentagram, Zero
and Nexus. Contemporary artists
working in this category include
Bikram Ghosh, the tabla player
who heads the fusion band
Rhythmscape, Magsoodul Hagque
and his band Bauliana, and Naguib
Khan and his band Renaissance.
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The aesthetic remains the same in This Is ot Fitsion.
The nameless mythical animal juxtaposed against the
names of streets and places on the album’s cover is
emblematic of the familiar and unfamiliar, one
interpreting the other to create the template of a
provincial discourse, even before we hear the music.
This is an enriching provinciality, a temper that is
gradually drying out amidst the fierce forces of
globalisation. We later find this to be the voice of the
flaneur (a “gentleman stroller of city streets”, in the
French poet Baudelaire’s words) - moving, roaming,
discovering, commenting on and interpreting, tor
himself and the not-yet enlightened world. This flaieur
is a 2lst-century maodernist, picking up things for
later usc: texts from the backs of Indian trucks,
sounds from the Berlin underground, the twanging
of a dhminri {a tool used for cotton fluffing) from the
street, shouts from refugee newspaper-sellers n
Furope in the morning and the All India Radio theme
tune in the evening.

Just as Chaudhuri’s four novels begin and end with
various comings and goings, his music is full of
metaphors of travel, the rhythms of movement, of
trucks, of the dhusuri man walking the streets of old
Bengal, of the gradual movement of the day’s
brightness dying into cvening {a sound that can only
be sensed through music) - and tinally, of the
movement of music itself, from one tradition to another,
the sounds of musical osmosis.

The musicians of Nof Fusion clarify their politics at
the outset: that of the secular, modern Indian, who
finds “a little bit of this, a little bit of that” in his self. It
is therefore no coincidence that Ramakrishna
Paramahansa is Chaudhuri’s emblem: “The liberal
humanism of the Bengal Renaissance formed the basis
of the secular Indian state,” Chaudhuri wrote n
“Thoughts in a Temple”. “The experiments of
Ramakrishna, in which different ways of seeing
existed in a sort of tension within oneself, formed the
basis of the creativity of the modern Indian. It is no
accident that every significant Indian writer or artist
has negotiated seemingly antithetical world-views or
languages in his or her work.”

[f there is any tradition in which we can categorise
the musicians — the vocalist, Chaudhuri himself, and
the accompanists of Not Fusion — it is in this: that of
not belonging to any single tradition. “It's only natural
that we belong to several places,” Chaudhuri has
written elsewhere, “all of us, not enly because of
fashionable air travel and possibilities made open to
the diaspora, but because of history ... All these people,
those who possess and those who don’t possess,
belong to a number of places.”

Musafir hoon yaaron

There is no pure; all cultures are hybrid. This Is not
Fusion is the music of the early-21st-century urban
Indian. “What else but the subconscious can make
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Milton, Imre Nagy, The Sepenth Seal, Mozart, the
Ramayana, Nischindipur, Basavanna, Kerala, Chicago,
Calcutta and France seem part of a single literary
history?” Chaudhuri has asked in an essay. “It is the
dimension of the subconscious that distinguishes this
tale of modernity from the posteolonial narrative. In
the latter, a confrontation takes place between empire
and local culture.”

But in Chaudhuri’s story of “fusion’, “the battle, the
struggle takes place within the self, not just between
the self and an enemy outside it.” The narrative of
modernity, he argues, isas much a story of self-division
as the postcolonial narrative is one of empire,
domination and resistance. In the postcolonjal
narrative, the mother tongue, the ideas of ‘Tndianness’
and ‘Bengaliness’ are natural properties of the
colonised, threatened by the processes of empire. In
the story of modernity, the mother tongue and the
English language are part of a transaction that,
“through disowning and recovery”, define the
‘modern’ self.

This i nof Fusion is about cultural diffusion, in which
the old artefacts of identity are passc. In the process, it
tries to find a grammar in which these fluid identities
can be cast, at least temporarily. Beyond anything elsc,
this is what Nat [usion celebrates: impermanence,
cvolution, freedom, the opposite of inertia. In other
words, process. [n so doing, it also leaves a listener
without a sense of an ending — as indeed all things in
‘process’ must. The moral is perhaps this: in our
postmodern fables of pastlessness, the only journeys
possible are, ironieally, through memary. 5o, remember.

It is no coincidence that most of the compositions in
Nof Fusion are about moving, about ‘history ... passing’,
about the sound of the wheels on roads, or the
wanderings of the Bauls in Bengal. Not Fusion is not
just a Whitmanesque song of the roadside; it also
belongs to the tradition of songs of the journey of the
Subcontinent — “Musafir hoon yaaron,” [ am a traveler,
says one well-known Hindi film song.

Nof Fusion does not follow the easy routine of
borrow-replace-create; rather, it creates a new
vocabulary of exchange, which proves that dialogue
is possible between cultures. It works between certain
moods of traditions, not as mere elective affinities of
musicians, whose inspiration results in material
representations of two cultures voked together by
violence. If the album fails, it will not be because of its
musicians; we the listeners will be responsible. We are
so used to ‘system’ writers and musicians that any
work we cannot fit into our store of codes scares us.

#It is doubtful if the discriminating minority will
go for a hybrid if they can find the meat in a
conventional movie,” said Satyajit Ray, about the new
wave of Indian cinema. If we fail to grow an attachment
with the hybrid called This Is not Fusion, it is
simply because we are still uncomfortable with a part
of ourselves. F
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of Ravi Shankar, and did much to feed the burgeoning
fascination with India in the West. (Albeit that all was
not well in the subsequent ‘fusion” of these cultures.
Recalling onc trip to San Francisco, Ravi Shankar later
wrote in his autobiography: “I feltoffended and shocked
to see India being regarded so superficially and its great
culture being exploited. Yoga, Tantra, mantra, kundalini,
ganja, hashish, Kama Sutra? They all became part of a
cocktail everyone secemed to be lapping up!”)

Following the Shankar/Harrison work, many artists,
especially from the American jazz community, followed
in the footsteps of this musical collaboration. Guitarist
John MclLaughlin incorporated various Hindostani
classical sounds in his electricjazz-rock fusion group
the Mahavishnu Orchestra, and later worked with L
Shankar and Zakir Hussain in the acoustic ensemble
Shakti. In the UK, India-born and -trained Ashwin
Batish combined popular rock rhythms with sitar
melodies for a 1986 album, Sitar Power. For his follow-
up to this album, Sifar Potwer #2, Batish blended tabla
and sitar with svnthesiser and guitars. Then, in the
early 1990s, bands such as Cornershop and Asian Dub
Foundation began churning out politically charged
songs that confronted the racism prevalent in the
UK at the time.

Post-World War 11, Furopean countries faced
shortages of unskilled labour. While the UK initially
drew upon Irish workers, it later moved its focus almost
entirely onto former colonies in Southasia, the
Caribbean, East Africa and the Mediterranean. As the
new migrants took up these low-wage jobs, however,
many British found themselves displaced or with
significantly limited job options. The ramifications of
this in the context of a dilapidated British economy
manifested themselves in racism and rising tensions
between migrants and the native population.

Migrants from the Caribbean found solace in musical
forms they had brought with them - reggae, ska and
dub. During the 1970s, groups such as Jah Shaka made
roots reggae popular among the Caribbean working
class through songs that addressed the injustice,
poverty and racism faced by Jamaican youth. Artists
such as Bob Marley made this music and message ¢ven
more popular, and brought it to a world stage. [n the
mid-1970s, highly political punk acts such as The Clash
incorporated and featured reggae music on their own
albums, cementing reggae’s counter-cultural image and
importance. Soon, music from the Caribbean, along
with punk and, during the 1980s, hip-hop, had become
part of the mainstream British music scene.

Musical activism

The success of Caribbean music in the UK eventually
led to new possibilities for second-generation
Southasian youth to express their dissatisfaction and
disapproval of their country through music. Asian Dub
Foundation, which combined elements of electronic,
reggae and hip-hop, for instance, claims to have used
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its music “to raise consciousness about racism and
police brutality, as well as to campaign against the
unjust imprisonment of Satpal Raza, who was finally
freed after fifteen years of imprisonment largely due to
Asian Dub Foundation’s etforts.” Ram was a British
Southasian whe was arrested for murder following a
racially charged fight in England in 1986. Later,
allegations arose (which eventually led to his 2002
acquittal) that the all-white jury had not been able to
process crucial evidence duc to the fact that no
Bengali-speaking interpreter had been provided at the
trial. Many say that Asian Dub Toundation’s work on
the issue kept Ram’s case alive. The group’s
current work, though less political, has been just as
community-based, including spreading awareness
about HIV and AIDS.

Some of these artists used their music as a form of
criticism — of racism, of political and economic
oppression. But for many of the early Asian
Underground musicians, the most important issue was
displacement, and their music became a way to explore
and discuss their fractured existence in a toreign land.
One of the Asian Underground’s pioneers, Nitin
Sawhney, deived so regularly into aspects of the
immigrant experience that he came to be seen as an
activist. Karsh Kale, a pioneer of the movement in the
US, explains what was being attempted this way:
“We're displaced from where we come from, so we make
up stories, and that's what the music is about. It's about
making a soundtrack for our existence here.”

The apex of the Asian Underground movement came
in the form of a British-born musician of Southasian
descent named Talvin Singh. Singh’s unique brand of
drum-and-bass and classical Indian music came to
prove such a draw that, in 1995, he was able to found a
club in London, named Anokha, devoted solely to this
new form of music. While Singh had started playing
the tabla at the age of five, his musical interests, like
that of many of his friends, also lay in those genres that
formed the core of mainstream British music at the time
- punk, clectronic and hip-hop.

At 16, Singh went to India to pursue his education
in classical music. After his return to the UK in the
mid-1980s, he began collaborating with such avant-
garde musicians as Bjork and The Future Sound of
London. [t was at this time that he began making
drum-and-bass music — the mainstay of British dance
halls - but using tabla and other Indian percussion
instruments to do so. Regardless of past collaborative
‘fusion’ attempts between Western and Indian musical
forms, this had never been done before.

Talvin Singh's album OK, released in 1998, became
such a hit in Britain that the sound in it could no longer
be considered ‘underground’. As with the reggae, ska
and other forms of the 1970s, this music, with its feet
planted firmly in two widely disparate traditions, was
no longer confined to a single culture. And the world
of music 1s the richer for it. F
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(BJP} alliance went before the

electorate with the motto, ‘India
Shining’, The BJP probably lost the
election for a host of other reasons,
but the sheer absurdity cf the slogan
highlighted the party's callousness.
‘India Shining’ rang false tc hundreds
of millions of Indians in the throes of
a prolonged agrarian crisis, and to
untold others ‘retrenched’ from their
industrial and bureaucratic jobs.
Pratap Suthan, the advertising expert
who designed the phrase, later
reflected that it “is all about pride. It
Bives us brown-skinned Indians a
huge sense of achievement. Look at
the middle class, and they tell the
story of a resurgent India.” The truth
is encapsulated in the last sentence:
the middle class is the subject that
shines, and its self-image drives the
hype about India, Inc.

New York-based Mira Kamdar's
new boaok both mirrors that
middle-class bravado, and gently
questions it. There is the familiar
litany: India is the planet's fourth-
largest economy; its growth rate is
very high; its cities spawn supermalls
as fast as they can be bhuilt.
Bangalore's information technology
sector makes an early appearance,
and its entrepreneurs act as the
philosophers of our time {Infosys's
Nandan Nilekani, after all, gave New
York Times columnist Thomas
Friedman the title for his 2005
bestseller, The World Is Flat). Kamdar
rightly points to the role of the Indian
diaspora, to those Internet and
finance kingpins from California's
Silicon Valley whose cnhildren
have now emerged as culture-makers

I n 2004, the Bharatiya Janata Party

Planet India:

How the fastest growing
democracy is transforming
America and the world

by Mira Kamdar
Scribner, 2007
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India is flat

BY VIJAY PRASHAD

in their own right - producing
documentaries, films and comics.
most of which are now created in
Bangalore and Bombay for a global
market. “Buoyed by strong economic
growth and a new smorgasbord of
consumer goods and entertainment
cptions,” Kamdar writes, “India’s
youth is filled with fresh confidence,
fueled by high expectations. They
believe the future belongs to them.”
But who gualifies as ‘youth'? Almost
550 million Indians are below the age
of 25. Many of them see their
confidence shattered before they
attain maturity.

Kamdar is aware of this. As soon
as the reader of her book gets
complacent about the opportunities,
she steps in with a few statistics to
dampen their enthusiasm. Farmer
suicides, malnutrition, illiteracy and
the shabbiness of infrastructure.litter
the text as signposts of other Indias -
‘Bharat’, or what have you. The iils are
famitiar, but they are often airbrushed
from the India, Inc story. The push is
on to brand India - the job of the
public-private India Brand Equity
Foundation established in 2003. This
branding “is done by taking part of the
story,” Kamdar telis us,

the story of a richer, smarter, and more
powerful India becoming more like the

" Mira Kamdar .

REVIEW

West - and turning it into the whole story.
The result is a cosmetically enhanced
image of india where the less attractive
realities of endemic poverty, a raging
HIV/AIDS epidemic, environmental
catastrophe. and collapsing urban
infrastructure are conveniently glossed
over. if not completely ignored.

The gurus of the New Economy
{another hranding device of the
plutocracy) are generous encugh to
recognise that their enclaves do not
represent the country. Infesys’s other
guru, N R Narayan Murthy, yearns for
a “"compassicnate capitalism”, a
system that reaches out to the
millions who have been ieft out of
india, Inc’s framework. At ieast these
new gurus are better than the bulk of
the elite, whose members, as
Kamdar points cut, “are impatient
with the poor”.

But liberal congern is insufficient.
Nilekani proposes that, “Globalization
is in our favor. innovation is not a
problem,” and so suggests that the
way to create "ten to twelve million
new jobs”™ is by “scaling it up”, or
Increasing the scale of the successes
that he attributes to globalisation.
India’s IT sector has so far produced
about 1.3 million jobs, and no one
really has the answer to how the
technology revolution will draw in
more millions. The expectation that
the T sector will produce more jobs,
it seems, is more virtual than real,
more marketing than sociology.

Brand experts tell us that India's
‘middle class’ numbers about 240
miliion, just about the total
populaticn of the United States. This
hype serves their clients. Provisional
but more-scientific studies, such as
those done by the geographer Jan
Nijman, show us that those who are
now ‘middle class' might have always
been so. Upward maobility is not the
mark of this epoch. What we have
here are people who no longer defer
gratification, but who are able to buy
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homes and cars at a younger age than
their parents were. Cheap money
encourages people not to ‘wait for the
promotion’. So far, job creation is not
on the agenda. Rather, as China's
ambassador to India, Sun Yuxi, said
in 2005, “China has a large
manufacturing base. | beiieve itis the
world's factory. And India, with its
development in software and other
areas. | feel is the world's office.”
More jobs are created in the factory
than in the office. Neither Planet India
nor the 1T gurus say much about this,
aithough they are aware of IT's
inability to create jobs in bulk. The
Bangalore companies coentinue to
expand in India, but they toc have
outsourced producticn te China.
Kamdar's book raises many
problems, but offers few solutions.
Rohini Nilekani, Nandan Nilekani's
wife, tells Kamdar: “Many of us try to
dissect this animal called poverty. It
has many avatars. In India, three
hundred miltion people are living with
less than they need to eat. Anything
can happen ... We are working in
the trenches to deepen democracy.”
This is pabulum in a context
in which corporate power (Infosys
included), however compassionate,
overwhelms the state and the
citizenry. What is nevertheless
prescient in Rohini Nilekani's
comment is that “anything can

Parsing

circles, this is a time of widespread

suspicion of what has been called
the ‘grand narrative’ - those accounts
of countries and cultures that claim
to be comprehensive. Such narratives,
warn critics, not only ignore
heterogeneity, but also uphold
dominant power structures. This is
also a time when the dominant
intellectual mood celebrates the

I n current academic and intellectual
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happen”. As growth rates rise and
produce an increasing gap between
India’s rich and poor, the tinder is dry.
What the Nilekani couple proposes
is to continue with policies that
praduce high growth rates and high
inequality - to create the very
conditions that they bemoan.

Left out
Pianet India introduces readers to a
range of interesting pecple from the
worlds of business, media, advocacy,
academia, entertainment and
government. But Kamdar neglects to
talk to the political left, both
organised and informa!. While some
‘grassroots’ people make an
appearance, by and large they are
executive directors of NGOs with
substantial funding bases. There are
few barefoot activists or communists,
trade unionists or Kisan Sabha
organisers. indeed, Kamdar's
knowledge of the left is revealingly
limited: for her, the Maoists came
out of the Communist Party of India,
when in fact most of those who
became Naxalites came out of the
Communist Party of India (Marxist).
Kamdar points out that when
George W Bush visited India in
2006, Delhi “was paralyzed by
demonstrations”. But the politics of
the demonstrators remain out of her
consideration; they seemingly do not

belong on Planet India. Were we 10
hear from them, however, we would
find a different story - one that might
see Washington, DC less as a partner
(Kamdar repeats the tired reference
to india and the US as “two of the
world's great democracies”) than as
the engine of planetary suffering.
Neither does the author offer any
analysis of the baleful role played by
finance capital, whose unfettered
power since the 1960s has
smothered the ability of sovereign
states to enact their own destiny.
Global finance has long been
empowered by the Group of Seven (G-
73 countries, the de facto leader of
which is the US president. Kamdar’s
evocation of democracy is formal and
nostalgic: she looks back to the
revolutionary era of the 18th century
and the US Censtitution, but not to
their failures, nor to the undemacratic
international polity husbanded by the
G-7. together with corporations
housed in the global North.

The future, Kamdar notes at the
close of Planet India, rests in how India
answers its chalienges. But the future
i< also being lived cut in Latin
America, where left-leaning social
movements and their political parties
have seized capital by the throat. Now
the rest of the world watches to see
what those Latin American fingers are
capable of. 3

the Indian ‘identity’

BY ADITYA ADHIKARI

mixing of cultures, and perceives
identity to be multiple - like masks
that can be worn and taken off as
the situation demands. To claim that
a people have a particular identity is
to invite charges that one views
culture as fixed and inalterable, and
does not allow for the possibility of
social change.

In such an intellectual climate,
sudhir and Katharina HKakar

have written an unapologetically
unfashionable book, attempting to
reveal the common cultural
characteristics that make up Indian
culture and society. Their focus is
squarely on middle-class, savarna
Hindus, who, they claim, occupy the
dominant place in Indian culture.
Those “at the margins of Hindu society
{such as the Dalits and tribals, or the
Christians and Muslims},” they write,
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“will spot only fleeting resembiances
to themselves” in the pages of The
Indians. The scope of the Kakars’
work is highly ambitious, covering
everything from the sexua! life of
Indians to the nature of conflict
between Hindus and Muslims. The
Goa-based husband-and-wife team
contend that there are more
similarities than differences among
the various people of the
Subcontinent, and verge perilously
ctese to the view ({appropriately
qualified, of course) that there is an
underlying core at the heart of Indian
civilisation, one which remained
intact through the Mughal invasions,
British colonialism and other
vicissitudes of Indian history.

“ldentity is not a role, or a
succession of roles, with which it is
often confused,” write the authors, in
a passage that is sure to annoy
postmodernists and other likeminded
readers. “lt is not a garment that can
be put on or taken off according to
the weather outside; it is not fluid’,
but marked by a sense of continuity
and sameness irrespective of where
the person finds himself during the
course of his life.”

The Kakars have a talent
for explicating, in a thoroughly
contemporary idiom, the ‘lfaws’ that
govern the Indian social universe.
Oftentimes the average Indian reader
will be only vaguely aware of social
mores that the authors claim to be
widely and deeply held. Prior to
reading the Kakars (including Sudhir
Kakar's past works), the reader would
likely have considered his actions to
have been governed by an ethical
system rooted in the various
injunctions of older family members,
and in well-worn statements from
India’s classical and folk literature.
The Indians, however, opens up a new
door, enabling the reader to perceive
how the system has shaped and
defined his culture and personality.

The Kakars convincingly connect
Indian business culture to the Indian

The Indians: Portrait of a people
by Sudhir and Katharina Kakar
Penguin Books, 2007
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child's experience of family. From an
early age, they write, the Indian child
is made aware of the importance of
the integrity of the family, and of the
hierarchy within it. Indian chiidren
receive much nurturing from their
elders, but are also expected to follow
theirelders' injunctions - to the extent
that they are made to believe that
what their elders dictate is what is best
for them. This has ramifications far
into the child's future, particularly
when he has to join the workforce.
Drawing from a report on various
global corporate cultures, the Kakars
show how the Indian organisation is
characterised by four elements: a
high degree of idealisation by
subordinates of their supericrs; a
significant separation between
members of the crganisation by
power, authority and prestige; a
widespread culture of caring, altruism
and kindness; and a fierce loyalty by
workers towards the organisation.
At first glance, some of what the
Kakars reveal is startlingly counter-
intuitive. Take, for instance, the
relationship between the daughter-in-
law and her cruel mother-in-law, which
is an inexhaustible theme of Indian
folktales and TV soap operas. When
such a piot is used, every Indian
(indeed, nearly every Scuthasian)
knows to sympathise with the
victimised daughter-in-law, and to
revile the villainous mother-in-law. But
the Kakars demonstrate that such
animosity towards the mother-in-law
is in fact unwarranted, as she is merely

S AEIIAR L KAKAR

=UDEET RARAR

“an agent of the indian family”,
whose role is simply to preserve the
traditional form of the family from
outside intrusion. “Given the
organizing principle of the traditional
Indian family,” the Kakars continue,
in which the parent-son and filial
bonds are more central than the
husband-wife tie (that is considered
the fulcrum of the modern Western
family). the new bride constitutes a
very real threat to the unity of the
larger family. Abundantly aware of the
power of sex to overthrow religiously
sanctioned family values and long-
established social norms, the family
is concerned that the young wife may
cause her husband to neglect his
duties as a son, as a brother, a
nephew, an uncle; that he will transfer
his loyalty and affection to her
rather than remaining truly a son of
the house.

Refined enjoyment

Perhaps hecause The Indians is
largely a synthesis of Sudhir Kakar's
previous books, the quality of the
chapters here is somewhat uneven.
Two of the most probiematic deal with
the various shapes of modern
Hinduism, and with communal
antagonism and viclence. These read
like mere amalgamations of the
warks of many other social scientists,
and include little unigue insight.

But outstanding chapters, such as
the one on Indian sexuality, make up
for those weaker parts. The study of
sexuality has been a major facet of
Sudhir Kakar’s career. In addition to
his studies on sexual mores in
contemporary India, he has co-
authored a translation of the Kama
Sutra, and written a novel based on
the life of Vatsyayana. In The Indians,
the Kakars draw from these works,
to create a celebratory and lyrical
account of sexuality during the era in
which the Kama Sutra was written.

While admiring sexuality as
practiced in ancient India, the Kakars
are pained by the conservative and
puritanical sexual mores of
contemporary India. Indian society
today, they say, is in “the dark ages of
sexuality”, characterised by a lack of
“erotic grace which frees sexuat
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