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INDIA « PAKISTAN

A dramatic turn of events in Subcontinental geopolitics
has had Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee
extending an invitation to Pakistan’s Chief Executive
Pervez Musharraf to visit New Deihi, and the general
has accepted it. It was overdue for the two nuclear
powers of the most unstabile piace on earth to meet in
summit, and now it is happening. it was understandable
that Vajpayee felt cheated atter ‘Lahore’, for it was
Musharraf himself who had masterminded the Kargil
mini-war that foflowed the peace bus ride. But when
you are at cliff-edge, responsible leaders know to let
bygones be bygones, which must be part of the reason
why Delhi decided to extend its invitation. Despite his
Kargil history, Musharraf is probably the best person
in Pakistan to talk peace. As a military man, even
though he is not totally free from political pressure, he
has more leeway to take initiatives as well as risks
than his political party predecessors, Benazir Bhutto
and Mian Nawaz Sharif, both currently in ingnominous
" exile. India may be a democracy but for this very reason
its leaders have less margin to function, given the
concretised mindset about Pakistan and Kashmir,

especially among the middle classes all worked up in
the nationalist hype which foliowed both Pokharan li
and Kargil. But the fact is that the populace on both
sides of Wagah/Atari is ripe and ready for some
movement, and we predict that a little bit of risk-taking
by the prime minister and the chief executive would
actually deliver unexpected dividends.

So, what should be the roadmap for the two, the
politician and the general, should they decide to take
the leap together into the South Asian future that
beckons? One was provided five years ago in the
pages of Himal by the schotar and activist, and true
‘South Asian’, Eqbal Ahmed. We reproduce sections
from his article, “A Kashmiri sotution for
Kashmir’{November/December 1996). Eqbal Ahmed
died on 10 May 1999 in Istamabad.

If Mr. Vajpayee and Gen Musharrat are able to put
the Kashmir problem behind them and their respective
peopie, they will have opened up possibilities for an
incredibte social and economic advance in which 1.4
billion individuais can participate. Pecple have gotthe
Nobel Peace Prize for less. -—Editors.

ROADMAP TO THE SOUTH ASIAN CENTURY

THERE IS a conflict in South Asia, which has
outlasted most post-World War IT disputes.
This long-festering dispute is the one in
Kashmir, and it is the primary cause of hostility
between India and Pakistan and a source for
endless misery for the people of Kashmir.

As far as the Kashmiri is concerned, the
Dethi and Islamabad governments share one
key characteristic: both perceive Kashmir’s
realities and interests as subservient to their
own. This affinity between the Pakistani and
Indian positions is ironic in view of the
fundamental contrast between the two in
relation to Kashmir. India is, in the language of
political science, a “status quo power”. That
is, it actually holds the area it covets, and its
policies are intended to preserve the existing
territorial situation. Pakistan’s position, on the
other hand, is that of a “revolutionary power”
one which seeks to change that status quo.

The reality is that New Delhi’s moral
isolation from the Kashmiri people is total and
irreversible. It might be reversible if India were
to envisage a qualitatively different relationship
with Kashmir, but so far New Delhi has
evinced no inclination in this direction. But can
India’s loss translate into Pakistan’s gain?

The answer is it cannot. Policy makers in
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—Egqgbal Ahmed

Islamabad like to believe otherwise, and this is
not unusual. Although Pakistani decision-
makers know the problem to be fundamentally
political, since 1948 they have approached it
in military terms. While officially invoking the
Kashmiri right to self-determination, Pakistan’s
governments and politicians have pursued
policies which have all but disregarded the
history, culture, and aspirations of the
Kashmiri people.

The first step towards a solution to the
Kashmir tangle is to comprehend the ambitions
and fears of the three parties—India, Pakistan
and the Kashmiris. India’s ambition is
territorial; its aim, to exercise sovereignty over
the Valley, Jammu and Ladakh. Its strategic
concerns vis-a-vis China reinforce the territorial
imperative. Delhi feels it cannot let pro-China
Pakistan take over its strategic underbelly.

There are other reinforcements: India is
politically polarised, and this polarisation will
undoubtedly escalate if a centrist government
accepts a formula to partition Kashmir. Also,
India is a multi-religious state with a Muslim
population as large as Pakistan’s. Delhi cannot
afford another partition along religious lines
without risking massacres and riots led by the
strident Hindu nationalists.




.l

PM Vajpayse.

Pakistan’s ambition is also territorial. It is
reinforced by a deeply-held sense of injustice.
After all, Mountbatten and his judicial minions
did conspire to give India access to Jammu and
Kashmir. Strategically, India’s military
presence in Kashmir stretches Pakistan’s
dangerously large defence parameters, and cuts
it off from the source of its lifeline of rivers. To
acquiesce in India’s illegal occupation is to
submit to the bullying of a big neighbour.
Furthermore, Kashmiri protests and rebellions
against India will not allow Pakistan to forego
its advocacy of the Kashmiri right to self-
determination.

As for the Kashmiri-speaking majority, the
driving force among them is a well-founded
sense of victimhood, a feeling historically
rooted but greatly nourished by Delhi’s brutal
repression, the excesses of its security forces,
and the collapse of Kashmir’s economy. Their
aspirations, however, are largely for freedom.

The notion of sovereignty has
changed in the last half century, and is
about to transform some more
whereby divided sovereignties are not
synonymous with divided froniiers.

CE Musharraf

This quest is not defined in terms of the “two-
nation” theory. The Valley is a classic environ-
ment for nurturing nationalism, home of
Kashmiriyat. India cannot suppress it. Pakistan
cannot absorb it. It must be acco-mmodated.

All three sides are in a blind alley, back to
back. India and Pakistan have the capacity, and
apparently the inclination, to stay this course
indefinitely. The Kashmiris, being the weakest
and most vulnerable party, face a Hobson's
choice: either give in to India and settle for what
symbolic concession they can get from the
tormenting piant, or continue with resistance,
however sporadically. History is replete with
examples of oppressed peoples who have done
just that, and their sacrifices have always been
awesome. The shame and moral burden was
always on the oppressors.

If one views as important the distinction
between governing a society and coercing a
multitude, India has ceased to govern Kashmir.
Its options then are three-fold; one, keep its
coercive presence in Kashmir and hope that
some day Kashmiris will tire and throw in the
towel. Two, negotiate with Kashmiri leaders

on terms the latter could live with. Three
negotiate seriously with Pakistan and Kashmiri
insurgents who are grouped in the All Party
Hurriyat Conference {APHC). There is also a
fourth option, another India-Pakistan war,
which is unrealistic as far as settling the
question of Kashmir is concerned.

Neither India nor Pakistan have tried the
option of negotiated settlement. It requires the
two adversaries to abandon their fixed
positions, put in place half a century ago, and
acknowledge three fundamental realities. The
first is that Kashmir’s future is a matter of
dispute among Pakistan, Tndia and the
Kashmir people. Its settlement must invelve
and satisfy all three parties. Second, no matter
how forcefully it is promoted, unilateral
solutions will not work because Kashmir is too
large, populous, and strategic a place. Third,
that in this instance the benefits of a historic
compromise are much greater than the profits
or pride of territorial acquisition.

Peace, however gradual must be based on a
common commitment to principles. One basic
principle is that the ultimate arbiters of the
Kashmir dispute are the people of Kashmir. It
has to be acknowledged, too, that the notion of
sovereignty has changed in the last half
century, and is about to transform some more
whereby divided sovereignties are not
synonymous with divided frontiers.

If these principles are understood,
diplomacy may be aimed at reaching an
agreement to be implemented in three stages:
autonomy, open borders, and “unification with
divided sovereignty” over historic Kashmir.
Under an arrangement whereby Jammu and
Ladakh exercise a great measure of autonomy,
India may claim sovereignty over them.
Similarly, Azad Kashmir may be assured fuller
autonomy and freedom from the federal
government in Islamabad while Pakistan
continues to remain the sovereign power. Upon
the Valley—the historical and geographical
heart of Kashmir and home of Kashmiriyat—
may be invested the attributes of sovereignty.

This last needs to be accomplished in a
manner that readies the Valley to serve three
related purposes: as the repository and beacon
of Kashmiriyat, as the insurer and facilitator of .
Kashmir’s unity, and as a bridge between India
and Pakistan. To diminish the risk of civil strife
and demographic instability, and also to allow
time for this new arrangement to become
workable, the Valley could be guided through
a period of transition under a United Nations
trusteeship.

It is a difficult challenge but the time s ripe.
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To become prosperous and normal peoples, we
must make peace where there is hostility, build
bridges where there are chasms, heal where
there are wounds, feed where there is hunger,
prosper where there is poverty. Kashmir is
the finest place to start, and not merely because
it is the core of the India-Pakistan conflict.
Our histories, cultures and religions have
converged in Kashmir. Qur rivers begin there,
mountains meet there, and our dreams res

there.

INDIA

A NOT-SO-DIS-
CREET OPERATION
SANSKRIT

ONE OF the first things that the Bharatiya
Janata Party-led National Democratic Alliance
government embarked on when it came to
power was to ‘rectify’ the various institutional
anomalies that had allegedly crept into the
sphere of education and research during the
tenures of previous governments in India. Pur-
suing this agenda zealously is the RsS loyalist
and Hindutva hardliner, Murli Manohar Joshi,
heading the union Human Resource Develop-
ment (HRD} Ministry which controls education
in India. Joshi also has additional charge of
Science and Technology.

The ‘rectification” programme that was
started had two aspects to it. One involved the
reconstitution of various committees and the
replacement of heads of research, educational
and scientific institutions. The other was
changing the very content and intent of broad
educational objectives. Therefore, committees
were reconstituted and heads changed in the
case of the Indira Gandhi National Centre for
the Arts (GNCA), the Indian Council of Histori-
cal Research (ICHR), Indian Council for Sacial
Science Research (ICSSR), National Council of
Educational Research and Training (NCERT)
and the University Grants Commission (UGC).

There were other bodies as well that had to
bear the impact of the ideological preference of
the BJP. Committees of the Council for Advance-
ment of People’s Action in Rural Technology
(CAPART) were reconstituted, and the presti-
gious Indian Institute of Advanced Studies at
Shimla given a new director regarded as a
sympathiser of the BJP and its ideology. Those
institutions which resisted changes were
victimised with denial of regular funds. The
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Gandhian Institute of Studies (GIS) in Varanasi
is a ready example, The ICSSR, which chan-
nels government funds to institutes under its
control, has been instructed not to give funds
even for salaries of employees with the GIS. This
vendetta was apparently prompted by the
government’s inability to install a nominee of
the HRD minister as the institute’s director.

Regarding the content of education, despite
opposition from several teachers’ bodies and
reputed scientists, the HRD Ministry has gone
ahead with the plan for introducing vedic
sastrology at the university level. Together with
this, the popularisation of Sanskrit at various
fora has been taken up with a missionary zeal.
Teachers’ bodics have been critical of this
chauvinistic support for a language which the
Sangh calls a “world language”. At the same
time, because the government has reduced
funds to universities, departments of modern
Indian languages all over are dying from lack
of financial support.

The most glaring changes, however, have
been made in the area of school education. The
NCERT which designs the curriculum and rec-
ommends changes in almost every aspect of
school education in the country, has been at
the centre of controversy ever since the BJP came
to power in 1998. Curriculum revision was long
overdue. The last time it was done was in 1988.
This was just the opportunity for the govern-
ment to take advantage of. A draft curriculum
document was circulated, which was criticised
by educationists for its undue stress on ‘value
education’ or religion. “Values and their emo-
tional dimension”, whatever it was supposed
to mean, had to be considered, asserted the
draft document. Indeed, the draft is peppered
with alternatively meaningless or value-laden
statements like: “Values are powerful emo-
tional commitments”, and “Along with
globalisation, localisation is also going to have
a tremendous impact on the future society.”

The draft also suggested an integrated so-
cial science course a: the secondary level
(classes 6 to 10) which could be done by “re-
ducing the content load discreetly in the con-
cerned subject areas...” The overall thrust of
the document is to ‘indigenise” education and
to emphasise India’s greatness in relation to
the rest of the world. According to the draft,
revision of syllabus is necessary because
“while our children know about Newton, they
do not know about our own Aryabhat... they
do know about the computer but do not know
about the concept of zero”. This document on
education also goes to the extent of erasing the
distinction between verified knowledge and
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superstitious belief. The section discussing the
curriculum content on Science, Technology and
Values for the Elementary and Secondary
stages, says: “Science education will also have
to impact to the students the spirit of enquiry
and experimentation even in the areas where
scientific evidence is not so far available to sus-
tain some popular traditional faith and which
have been rejected outright because of impa-
tient rationality and motivated cynicism.”
Thankfully, its eccentric proposals for correct-
ing the “definition of secularism” were finally
dropped from the revised curriculum document
after objections were raised.

The new document was released on 14 No-
vember 2000 by the HRD minister himself. Si-
multaneously, a Journal of Value Education was
also released. It was perceived to be the brain-

]
“While our children know about
Newton, they do not know about our
own Aryabhat. They do know about
the computer but do not know about
the concept of zero.”

child of the union Education Secretary, M K
Kaw, who used the platform provided to air
his obscurantist views in the journal. As a se-
nior bureaucrat, it was especially improper on
his part to claim that the greatest damage to
intellectual freedom in India has been caused
by traditional religions, especially by those
which have a single holy book from which they
derive their authority. When his musings be-
came public, the National Commission on Mi-
norities took notice and compelled Kaw to is-
sue an apology. However, those passages and
other equally damaging statements are yet to
be expunged from the journal. Neither has the
NCERT, which publishes the journal, dissoci-
ated itself from the contents.

Never before had the question of religion,
spirituality and its relevance in school educa-
tion been taken up so seriously. Moral science
as a subject had existed in Indian school syl-
labi for long but this emphasis on value and
spiritual education, is fraught with problems
since it would exclude anything other than
Hindu ideals. Moreover, various departments
in the NCERT were not taken into confidence
before the draft curriculum was finalised. The
draft itself did not have the approval of the
Central Advisory Board on Education (CABE),
which is the supreme body on all such matters.

The meeting of the CABE was never called. Se-
nior officials in NCERT also claim that all state
councils had passed the draft. But nobody
seems to know much about how the proposals
and amendments were effected.

After the criticism poured in, some of the
suggestions pertaining to correcting the “defi-
nition of secularism”, and science to be used to
“sustain traditional faiths” did not feature in
the new document. The satraps at NCERT were
not to be held back, however. They had, after
all, promised to have a course of integrated so-
cial science for the secondary level of educa-
tion with history, geography or economics/ civ-
ics forming separate components. This was
what was meant by reducing the “content load
discreetly”.

History was specially targeted. Works by
well-known historians like R S Sharma, Romila
Thapar, Bipan Chandra and Satish Chandra,
which have been around for nearly 30 years,
had become an eyesore for the ruling dispen-
sation. So history was seen to be the best place
to start in correcting the “imbalances”. There
were voices within NCERT which insisted that
these books had been updated and revised
since their inception, and the only thing that
was objectionable was, if anything, the ideo-
logical opposition of these historians to the BJP
and its Hindutva agenda. But those voices were
drowned. Some of these historians had been
part of an expert committee group on text books,
but now they were removed to make room for
what was officially termed as “younger faces”.
However, as it turned out, the reconstituted
committee was peopled by octogenarians, as
well as individuals with very average creden-
tials. Not only has history as a separate subject
been done away with, gone are the established
names associated with it. The new integrated
social science will most likely come into effect
from next year.

These and other moves to “saffronise” edu-
cation have been raised time and again both in
the media as well as Parliament. Left members
of Parliament and a section of the Congress{I),
especially the Rajya Sabha MP Eduardo Faleiro,
have been consistent in their criticism. But to
little effect. The latest move of the legislators
opposing Murli Manohar Joshi’s agenda, has
been to form a Parliamentary Forum on Educa-
tion and Culture, and the first thing it has taken
up is the goings-on at NCERT. Whether this
builds up enough pressure will have to be seen,
but as of now, the Indian government is bull-
dozing its way through in the area of educa-
tion—a saffron bull in the chinashop of secu-

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

Ketaki Sheth
Inside Outside.

I stayed a week at the

Vajra, by which time

I'had become so fond

of it that I stayed
another.

John Collee

The London Observer.

Vajra, a serene
assembly of brick
buildings, grassy
courtyards,
ivycovered walls and
Hindu statuary is a
calm oasis over
< looking, chaotic
Kathmandu.

Time.

in Kathmandu,
the Vajra

Swayambhu, Dallu Bijyaswori, PO Box 1084, Kathmandu
Phone: 977 1 271545, 272719 Fax: 977 1 271695 E-mail: vajra(@mos.com.np

— M






 GOVERNORS

;|tems of Northeast India

In the militancy-affected Indian Northeast, New Delhi’s containment
policy of the last four decades has produced a peculiar equilibrium,
one in which democracy and authoritarian governance coexist with
disturbing ease. The paternalistic carrot-and-stick approach—
routine use of military force with development money spread about
in the ‘backward’ region—assumes an imperious “foreknowledge
of the destiny” of the Northeast. Indian policy must respond with
constitutional reforms that respond to the region’s history which
animates the insurgencies. It must conduct a democratic dialogue
involving the peoples of the Northeast and not rely on secret
negotiations between bureaucrats and insurgents. But then will that

be allowed by a system that appoints generals as governors?

by Sanjib Barvah

little else. 1t was clear from his voice what he meant,
wrote Rustomji, and the conversation did not go any
further.

Within days the Maharaja of Manipur, on a visit to
Shillong, found himself virtually imprisoned in his
residence. The house was surrounded by soldiers and
under the pressure of considerable misinformation and
intimidation, the Maharaja—isolated from his advisers,
council of ministers and Manipuri public opinion—
was made to sign an agreement fullv merging his state
with India. When the ceremony to mark the transfer of
power and the end of this ancient kingdom took place
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in Imphal on 15 October 1949, a battalion of the Indian
army was in place to guard against possible trouble.
The circumstances attending Manipur’s merger with
India haunts the politics of the state to this day. A
number of insurgent groups regard the merger as illegal
and unconstitutional, and many among the Manipuri
intelligentsia are bitter about the way it was effected.
While Manipur today has an clected chief minister and
an elected state legislature—like other states in the
Indian Union—there is also a de facto parallel structure
of governance directly controlled from Delhi that
manages counter-insurgency operations. Visitors to
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, 48
ULFA men surrendering before Assam Governor, Lt. Gen. (retired)
S5.K. Sinha.
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Manipur cannot but notice the strong military presence.
Even historic monuments such as the Kangla Fort of
the old Manipuri kings, and parts of the complex in
Moirang that commemorates the rebel Indian Nationai
Army, are occupied by Indian security forces.

It is not hard to see why there is such a massive
security presence in the state. Manipur, today, has
numerous insurgent groups with ethnically-based
support among Meities, Nagas and Kukis. In recent
years, smaller ethnic groups such as Paites, Vaipheis
and Hmars too have formed their own armed organi-
sations. The official count of lives annually lost in
insurgency-related incidents in Manipur in recent years
is in the hundreds. And somewhat independent of the
activities of these insurgent organisations is the ethnic
conflict between Nagas and Kukis and, more recently,
between Kukis and Paites. Many of these conflicts
appear intractable and some of them are attributable to
the profound social transformation that these societies
are undergoing. Yet unless one believes that a coercive
state is a necessary instrument to manage change, it is
hard to avoid the question: were the symbols and
practices of the traditional Manipuri state—despite the
significant erosion of its authority and power under
British colonial rule—better-equipped to achieve social
cohesion? Was Patel’s readiness to use force—just as
the rest of India was setting off on a path of democratic
rights and liberties—an early acknowledgement that
Indian democracy in the Northeast would necessarily
have an authoritarian accent?

Manipur is not unique. Except for Arunachal
Pradesh and Mizoram, five of the seven states of
Northeast India today—Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya,
Nagaland and Tripura—have insurgent movements of
varying levels of activity and intensity. Some of them,
such as the United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA),
Nagaland’s National Socialist Council of Nagalim
(NSCN), now divided into two factions, and the Manipur
People’s Liberation Front {MPLF), which consists of the
United National Liberation Front (UNLF), the People’s
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Liberation Army (PLA) and the People’s Revalutionary
Party of Kanglaipak (PREPAK), have separatist agendas.
Other ethnically based groups are typically dressed up
as national fronts defending this or that minority ethnic
group.

As a response to those insurgencies and to Pakis-
tan’s Inter Services Intelligence’s (ISD) inclination to fish
in these troubled waters, there are many more brigadiers
in Northeast India today than Tatel could have
imagined. Military formations much larger than
brigades—corps headed by licutenant generals and
divisions headed by major gencrals—are now stationed
in this part of the country. In Vairengte, a Mizoram
village, there is even a Counter-Insurgency and Jungle
Warfare Schoot for training officers to fight the militants.
And the Indian Army is only one of the security forces
deployed in the region. Other paramilitary units
controlled by the central government, such as the Central
Reserve Police Force (CRPF), the Border Security Force
(BSF) the Assam Rifles, various intelligence bureaus and
the police forces of each state, are also involved in
counter-insurgency operations. And oversecing these
operations is a parallel political structure that works
outside the rules and norms that govern India’s
democratic political institutions.

Political violence—murders, bombings, kidnap-
pings, extortion by militants, and killing of militants by
security forces in actual or staged encounters—has
become a routine part of news from the Northeast. True,
there is also news of elections, cease-fires and talks—or
prospects of talks—with insurgents. But the two kinds
of news and images co-exist with disturbing ease. No
one finds the image of democratic elections being
conducted under massive military presence ano-
malous. Nor does anyone expect talks with insurgents
to bring about sustained peace. Indeed in some ways,
insurgencies themselves have become incorporated into
the democratic political process. Good political
reporters of the Northeast know the precise role that
insurgent factions play in elections or the ties that these
factions have with particular mainstream politicians.

For politicians, the use of the army to fight insur-
gencies has now become something of a habit. For
instance, in the spring of 2000, after attacks on Bengalis
by tribal militants in Tripura, political parties belonging
to the state’s Left Front government observed a 12-hour
bandh to pressurise the central government to send in
the army to deal with the situation. Chief Minister
Manik Sarkar complained that even though 27 police
station areas in the state had been declared “disturbed”,
the Indian army had not yet arrived. One would hardly |
guess from such statements that the law that these
democratic politicians were relving on—the Jlaw that
permits army deployment in “disturbed” areas—is a
law that contravenes all conceivable human rights
standards.

According to the Armed Forces Special Powers Act
(AFSPA), in an arca that is proclaimed as “disturbed”,
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an officer of the armed forces has powers to: (a) fire
upon or use other kinds of force even if it causes death;
(b) to arrest without a warrant and with the use of
“necessary” force anyone who has committed certain
offences or is suspected of having done so; and () to
enter and search any premise in order to make such
arrests. Army officers have legal immunity for their
actions. There can be no prosecution, suit or any other
legal proceeding against anyone acting under that law.
Nor is the government’s judgment on why an area is
found to be disturbed subject to judicial review.

As Ravi Nair of the South Asia Human Rights
Documentation Centre in New Delhi has pointed out,
the AFSPA violates the Indian Constitution’s right to
life, the right against arbitrary arrest and detention, the
rules of the Indian Criminal Procedure Code relating to
arrests, searches and seizures, and almost all relevant
international human rights principles. There was a time
when reports of human rights violations in the
Northeast were taken seriously. But most Indians
now regard human rights organisations as being at
best naive, or at worst, sympathisers of insurgents
masquerading under the flag of human rights. The
violation of human rights in the Northeast is seen as
the necessary cost of keeping the nation safe from its
enemies inside and outside.

Thus in 1991, when the United Nations Human
Rights Committee asked the Attorney General of India
to explain the constitutionality of the AFSPA in terms of
Indian law and to justify it in terms of international
human rights law, he defended it on the sole ground
that it was necessary in order to prevent the secession
of the northeastern states. The Indian government, he
argued, had a duty to protect the states from internal
disturbances and that there was no duty under
international law to allow secession.

State within a state
In the insurgency-hardened Northeast, democratic
India has developed a de facto political system,
somewhat autonomous of the formal demo-
cratically-elected governmental structure.
This parallel system is an intricate, multi-
tiered reticulate, with crucial decision-
making, facilitating and operational nodes
that span the region and connects New Delhi
with the theatre of action.

The apex decision-making node is the
Home Ministry in New Delhi housed in
North Block on Raisina Hill. The operational
node which implements the decisions
consists of the Indian Army, and other
military, police and intelligence units
controlled by the central and state govern-
ments, and involves complex coordination.
This apparatus also involves the limited
participation of the political functionaries
of insurgency-affected states. Elected state
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governments, under India’s weak federal structure, can
always be constitutionally dismissed in certain
situations of instability. But New Delhi has generally
preferred to have them in place while conducting
counter-insurgency operations. Since the insurgencies
have some popular sympathv—albeit not stable or
stubborn—the perception that the operations have the
tacit support of elected state governments is useful for
their legitimacy.

ConSequently, the command structure may include
some state-level politicians and senior civil servants.
This is perceived to be the weakest link in the chain
because of the fear that the presence of these ‘locals’
might potentially subvert the counter-insurgency
operations. Consider the following news reports:

1. In December 2009, the central government asked the
Manipur government to investigate links between
at least five ministers and insurgent groups. The
Home Ministry forwarded a report to the state
authorities that included evidence of such a nexus
between the ministers and insurgents. Manipur’s
caretaker chief minister Radhabinod Keijam, just
before the fall of his government last month, dropped
six ministers from his cabinet. Koijjam was in the
middle of a political battle for survival, and there
were other reasons for their removal. But he defended
his action saying that their names appeared in the
Home Ministry’s list of “tainted” politicians.

2. InJanuary 2001, the Union Home Ministry proposed
the setting up of a judicial enquiry commission to
probe into the allegations and counter-allegations
of the insurgent-politician nexus in the northeastern
states.

3. In the May 2001 elections just concluded, former
chief minister Prafulla Kumar Mahanta repcatedly
accused the Congress party of having a nexus with
ULFA. The Congress party dismissed the charge as
election propaganda and claimed that its victory
proved that the electorate did not believe the
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money found its way to the ULFA.

The CBI investigated a number of politicians. The
case against Mahanta was that the kingpin of the scam,
Rajendra Prasad Borah, had paid him INR 40 lakhs
during the 1991 elections, and that Mahanta’s air travels
during the campaign had been financed by Borah.
According to the CBI, in that election, Berah had
distributed house-building material to purchase votes
in Mahanta’s electoral constituency. Bank drafts
distributed by Mahanta, in his electoral district,
according to the CBI, were paid for by Borah.

For a governor——a former military general—to make
a legal judgment on whether a chief minister should be
prosecuted pushes the limits of constitutional propriety.
To be sure, this power of Indian governors is not limited
to the Northeast and as the Delhi-based magazine India
Today pointed out in an editerial, “there is something
profoundly undemocratic about a mechanism which
requires the governor’s permission to even begin legal
proceeding against a chief minister seen as corrupt”. In
the Northeast, given parallel power structure in place,
the potential for abuse of that power —or, perhaps its
use—as a means of securing support for the security
regime from a corrupt chief minister is enormous.

The governor’s reasons for disallowing the CBI's
prosecution of Mahanta, involved a number of legal
rationalisations. Sinha pointed to the lack of evidence,
and questioned the reliability of the witnesses who
formed the basis of the CBI's case. The CBI, according to
the governor, had not established Mahanta’s “criminal
culpability”. The governor rejected the charge that
Mahanta had entered into a criminal conspiracy with
Borah to defraud the state claiming that “no evidence
‘of such conspiracy has been provided”.

Obviously, governors enjoy extraocrdinary powers
to influence chief ministers in the interests of the parallel
regime. In this particular case, it is difficult to avoid
speculating on a very obvious connection. In Assam
since 1997, the Unified Command structure has been
possible because of the consent given by Mahanta. That
was a year before the governor was called upon to make
this crucial judgment in the corruption case. Was tbere
a quid pro quo in the governor’s decision to protect
Mahanta from legal prosecution so as to ensure his
continued support for the Unified Command structure?
Did the perceived needs of counter-insurgency trump
the value of achieving greater transparency in
government? More importantly, what has this entire
edifice and its strategies achieved by way of ending
insurgency and restoring peace?

Why is peace so elusive?

This counter-insurgency apparatus and its modus
operandi are geared fundamentally, and more or less
exclusively, to containment. So long as insurgencies
are only contained, and no sustainable peace processes
are in place, democracy in the Northeast is likely to
continue to co-exist with the use of authoritarian modes
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of governance. With the significant exception of the
Mizo movement, most insurgencies in the Northeast
have been transformed, or are currently transforming,
into long-term, low-intensity conflicts. The perceived
need for counter-insurgency operations never seems to
go away. Even in Mizoram, at least if one goes by
military presence in that state, the end of the insurgency
has not meant that the state within the state has been
dismantled.

There are three reasons why most northeastern
insurgencies turn into protracted conflicts of attrition:
(a) the goal of counter-insurgency is limited to creating
conditions under which particular insurgent groups
or factions surrender weapons, come to the negotiation
table on the government’s terms and make compromises
in exchange for personal gain; (b) counter-insurgency
operations do not dramatically change the conditions
on the ground that breed and sustain the insurgent
political eulture and lifestyle; and (¢} the political
initiative that accompany and supplement counter-
insurgency operations try to utilise former milttants
in the war against insurgents, thus creating a
climate of mistrust and a cycle of violence and counter-
violence between anti-government and pro-government
insurgents.

The need for a powerful security presence can
hardly disappear under these conditions. Assam’s
growing violence—which includes a large number of
secret killings by death squads—exempilifies the results
of a counter-insurgency strategy which in fact
transformed an insurgency into a wider and long
drawn-out conflict. The bloody elections of May 2001
in which scores of people lost their lives is at odds with
Lt. Gen Sinha’s euphoric claim of the “ballot having
won against the bullet” .

The Mizoram exception, of course, is important. In
1986, Laldenga, the leader of the Mizo National Front,
signed an accord with prime minister Rajiv Gandhi,
and this remains the only instance of an accord
successfully bringing about an end to insurgency in
northeast India. Laldenga became the chief minister of
Mizoram and when he lost electjons two years later,
there was no call for a return to insurgency. Among the
factors that accounted for the successful end of the Mizo
insurgency were the following: the undisputed
leadership of the insurgency in the hands of a single
individual who was willing to compromise and who
could deliver his part of the deal; the feasibility of
offering Laldenga the chief ministership of Mizoram in
exchange for ending the insurgency; the existence of
large and organised church-related civil society
institutions that were activelv involved in creating and
supporting the consensus for peace; and a political
climate in New Delhi during the Rajiv Gandhi years
that was relatively open te making significant political
compromises with insurgents.

But to date, the Mizo case has been the only
exception, and insurgency refuses to die down despite
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the sophistication and resources of the counter-
insurgency establishment and the leeway given it to
use the governor as political administrator. In seeking
to understand whv peace continues to elude Northeast
India, it is important to study how insurgencies are
able to sustain themselves in the face of such enormous
military action. It is important to keep in mind the fact
that while the security establishment runs parallel
administrations that circumscribe civil administrations
politically, insurgent movements run similar paraiiel
fiscal administrations at the ground level through
illegal tax collection and extortion.

One perspective on the longevity of armed civil
conflicts focuses attention not so much on the grievances
that are articulated by insurgent groups but to the ability
of these groups to finance their activities. For example,
economist Paul Collier in an article, in a recent volume,
Managing Global Chaos, looking at the global patterns
of armed civil conflicts, concluded that the most
significant factor of civil conflicts is the ability of rebel
organisations to be financially viable. He also found a
strong correlation with a specific set of economic
conditions such as a region’s dependence on exports
of primary commodity and fow national income.

It is not that poverty breeds armed civil conflicts,
Collier surmises, but that certain economic conditions
are conducive to the mobilisation of revenue by armed
insurgent groups. Primary commodities are highly
lootable, primary preduction centres located in conflict-
zones are easily accessible, and production cannot be
moved elsewhere. Unlike a manufacturing unit, which
is not worth much once production ceases, owners and
managers of such centres continue to be dependent on
existing production sites, making them vulnerable to
extortion. Low national income, Collier argues, is co-
related with armed civil conflicts not because the
objective condition of poverty sustains rebellion, but
because in a context of poverty and unemployment, an
insurgent group that is able to raise enough money can
recruit new members quite inexpensively.

The Collier thesis is useful to explain the resilience
of the Northeast insurgencies. Tt draws attention to the
conditiens that permit illegal tax collection. For instance,
in those areas of large countries where the state’s
presence is weak, it is easier for rebel organisations to
establish illegal taxation structures that resemble official
ones. The availability of foreign material support also
becomes an important factor in explaining the
persistence of armed civil conflicts. The civil war in
Sierra Leone perhaps most dramatically supports the
Collier thesis: the control over diamond mining and
international diamond smuggling is cleariy what has

allowed the armed rebels to continue the fight.

While northeastern India is no Sierra Leonc, it is
nevertheless striking that the region is both poor and a
primary commodity-producing region—factors that,
according to Collier, make an area conducive to illegal
tax-collection and to the persistence of armed civil
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conflicts. Indeed, the production and transportation of
primary commodities that Northeast India produces
and exports—tea, timber, coal and so on—have been a
major source of legal taxation by governments, a source
of extortion by officials, and the favourite source of illegal
taxation by insurgent groups, and increasingly by pro-
government insurgent groups that collaborate in
counter-insurgency operations, like Assam’s SULFA
{(former members of ULFA who have “surrendered”, and
hence the 'S').

Indian taka, Naga taka

During 19%4-95, Sanjoy Ghose, the social activist who
was kidnapped and killed by ULFA in 1997, travelled
extensively in the Northeast. His travel diaries have
been published posthumously as Sanjoy’s Assam. In his
travels through Nagaland, Ghose found a formalised
system of tax-collection imposed by the NSCN. ‘Every-
body’ paid, and in the case of the state government’s
Public Works Department (PWD)—perceived as highly
corrupt—Ghose found that there was a progressive
system of illegal taxation in place. Those of the rank of
executive engineers and above paid one-third of their
net salary. This percentage may seem high to someone
unfamiliar with the culture of corruption in the region,
but the fact is that the formal, departmental salary is
only a small part of the actual income of an engineer. A
senior police officer of Nagaland confided to Ghose that
even though he himself was not paying, most of his
colleagues did “contribute”. Such stories about systems
of illegal taxation—perhaps not equally formalised
everywhere—are heard all through the Northeast.
Indeed it is not merely insurgent organisations, but
mainstream political parties, student organisations,
corrupt officials, all resort to coercive and illegal modes
of “tax collection” from businesses-—-big and small.

Pervasive corruption and the preponderance of
‘outsiders” in the economy of the region make the
climate especially illegal taxation-friendly. Indeed, as
Sanjoy Ghose found in the case of PWD engineers in
Nagaland, unlike government tax collectors who could
target only what is officially declared as income,
insurgents—drawing on popular perceptions and
credible rumour—can impose higher taxes based on
more realistic assessments of income. 1t is in no one's
interest to report extortion demands and payments that
involve mostly illegal income to law enforcement
officials.

Krishnan Saigal, a former Indian civil servant who
was Assam’s Planning and Development Commis-
sioner and who is familiar with the process of
development finance in the Northeast, has written about
the way development funds allocated to the region are
a bonanza for a group of contractors and license
holders—mostly from outside the region—whose “main
ambition is to make a fast buck and get cut of the area
as quickly as possible”. As the Indian state has increased
development expenditures in response to the voices of

17












CALCUTTA

Management Development Programme Calendar 2001-2002

Sn. MDP Title Prog. Director(s) Date Course Fee
1 Strategic Marketing Prof. Ranjan Das June 13-15, 2001 Rs. 12,000/-
2 Management of Creativity and Innovation » Prof. V. Jha Jut 23-26, 2001 Rs. 14,500/-
3 Finance for Profit Centre Heads and Senior Managers Prof. Ranjan Das Aug 23-25, 2001 Rs. 12,000/~
4 Value-Based Leadership in Political and Administrative Systems Prof. Victor Van Bijlert Sept 06-08, 2001 Rs. 10,000/

Prof. 8.K.Chakraborty

Prof. S.Elankumaran

5  Strategic Cost Decisions Production-Finance -Marketing interface  Prof. Mousumi Ghosh Sept 12-14, 2001 Rs. 10,000/-

. 6 Managing Business and Financial Hisks-Syﬁtem, Prof. Ranjan Das Sept 14-15, 2001 Rs. 8,000/
Policies and Techniques (N. R. Mumbai)

7 Managerial Leadership and Conflict Resolutions Prof. B.N.Srivastava Sept 13-20, 2001 Rs. 20,000/

8 “Ethics and Corporate Citizenship for Shareholder Value” Prof. B.K.Chatterjee Sept 18-22, 2001 Rs. 15,000/

9  Advanced Management Programme Prof. Manabendra N. Pal Sept 18-30, 2001 Rs. 50,000/-

Pro. Pulak Das (Module -1)
Oct 15-25, 2001 Rs. 2,30,000/-

(Modute -1I)
10 Managerial Leadership and Tearn Effectiveness Prof. Sunita Singh Sengupta Cct 01-05, 2001 Rs. 20,000/
11 Navigating Business with the Balance Scorecérd Prof. PK. Sett Oct 08-11, 2001 Rs. 12,000/-
12 Finance for Non-Finance Executives Prof. Purusottam Sen Oct 08-12, 2001 Rs. 20,000/
13 Effective Management of Self and Organisation Dr. S Chowdhuri Oct 08-12, 2001 Rs. 13,000/
Dr. Tridib Chakraborty
14 Strategy for Competitive Advantage Prof. Sushil Khanna Oct 15-18, 2001 Rs. 16,000/
Prof. Sougata Ray
15 Strategic Brand Management Prof. Subroto Sengupta Oct 30-Nov 02, 2001 Rs. 12,000/-

Prof. R. C. Bhattacharya

Programme will be at IIMC Campus
3,

% i

5,

g Ly

Mg o W
Cmcurra

e
32

For further details please visit our Website: www.iimeal.ac.infedp or write to
Administrative officer, CMDP, Indian Institute of Management Culcutta, P. B. No. 16757, Kolkata - 700027,
Tel: 467-9189/8300-8304, Fax: (033) 467-7851/8307, 282-1498







Perspnciie

collective sense of tension and
dread, and let’s face it—most of us
were covering a war for the first time
in our careers. Manv of the deci-
sions we would take over the next
few weeks were tormented and un-
certain. I asked my friend from Pa-
kistan, listening to my anguish with
empathy, what he would have done
in my place? He replied, “Honestly,
[ don’t know.”

This then, is the truth of report-
ing conflict and wars. Often we just
don't know. And even more often,
whether we like ourselves for it or
not, our emotional perceptions of
these conflicts are shaped by how
our histories have been handed
down to us. Whatever textbook jour-
nalism may preach, [ think the time
has come to accept that every story
we do is shaped by our own set of
perceptions, and thus prejudices as
well. National identity is one of the
many factors that add up to make
the sum total of who we are and
what we write or report. It sneaks
up on us and weaves its way into
our subconscious, often mangled
:~d confused, but still there, deter-
mining what we see and how we
see it. And, when [ speak of nation-
al identity I do not mean chest-
thumping, flag-waving national-
ism. I mean years of accumulated
baggage, what we read in school,
the villains and heroes in our pop-
ular cinema—in fact the entire pro-
cess of socialisation.

The media may not be reduced
to being a crude tool of the nation
state, but it will always have to fight
with itself to find a space that is
honest. And sometimes we will
make mistakes. At other times, we
may never know whether we made
a mistake or chose right. But so long
as we hide behind the theoretical no-
tion of abjective journalism, as long
as we believe that journalists are
innately more enlightened than oth-
ers of the human species, the search
for that truthful professional space
will be a dishonest one. The war
taught me that—just how complex
and ridden with contradictions this
search can be.

Many days after I had been
shown the “brigade’s gift”, hun-
kered down in a bunker, my mind
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just could not erasc the image of that
Pakistani soldier. The lifeless,
frozen face simply made the most
definitive statement on the hope-
lessness of it all. “How then are we
different from the Pakistanis?” 1
asked. The media headlines far days
had played up tales of mutilation
and horror by Pakistan: Indian sol-
diers whose eves had been gouged
out, their skin blistered by burning
cigarette butts, their dignity in
shreds. As far as [ could understand,
a mutilated head displayed as a
morale booster fell into the same
category. The answer to my ques-
tion was the blazing anger in the
eyes of the soldiers around me. “If
that’s how you think Ma’am, you
don’t understand anything, vou
don’t understand war,” said c¢ne,
his eyes red with lack of sleep, and
now rage. The soldiers really be-
lieved that our war was somehow
more gracious than “theirs”; that we

The soldiers really
believed that our
war was somehow
more gracious than
“theirs”; that we
killed and “they”
butchered.

killed and “they” butchered.

That was only one of the near
schizophrenic responses that we
would see over the next few weeks.
Proud tales of how many of the en-
emy had been downed laced the
sundown whisky. “Arrey yaar, this
time we’ll get them.” Machismo in-
variably wove its way into the bun-
ker-room chatter. But the bluster and
bombast always had an edge to it,
the self-congratulation giving way
in minutes to contemplative and
nervous silence. One such night, an
army major who, typically, looked
much older than his 27 years,
gulped down his drink and looked
at me with a cynical sharpness in
his eyes that T hadn’t seen before.
“You want to know how I feel” he
asked scornfully, “I think it’s a cra-

zy fucking war, that's what it is.
Whose halt-baked war are we fight-
ing anyway?” The man who just
hours ago had vowed to “get them”
was looking at me now with a help-
lessness that only underscored
my own,

This then was the Kargil War
(and it was a “war” despite the fact
that official government files may
never call it one, preferring the more
sanitised ‘conflict’)—a war fought
by young men whe did not always
understand what it was all about,
and coveted by reporters who did
not always know which principles
of journalism applied. Tt was
for long a theatre of contradiction
that embraced courage and fear,
head and heart. The very men who
scoffed at vour suggestion that the
neurosis in the India-Pakistan love-
hate relationship may yet subside,
would in the next breath regale you
with stories of bonding sessions
with the “enemy” across the border.
A burly Sardar who had carlier been
posted as a commander at the Pun-
jab barder left me disbelieving and
wonderstruck by his little secret: his
counterpart across the fence had
smuggled him across the border one
evening, whisked him away in a car
with tinted windows and given him
the grand tour of Lahore. In return,
the Pakistani had wondered if his
wife might one day be smuggled
across in the same way and be tak-
en shopping to the saree boutiques
of Amritsar. “I couldn’t return the
favour,” the Sardar said regretfully.
Others piped in with similar anec-
dotes of cigarettes and books shared
at posts where there was no human
contact but with the man across the
border.

And we reporters were sucked
in by this roller coaster of contra-
dictory emotions that plunged and
rose, again and again, alternating
between anguish and euphoria. We
could not help but empathise with
these boys-who-would-be-men,
their utter helplessness at being
landed in the centre of a senseless
war and yet their absolute determi-
nation to win it.

“Even the Gulf War didn’t allow
the media to come this close,” said
the Indian Army Chief to me, days
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after the war was ‘over’. He sound-
ed like he hadn’t yet decided wheth-
er this was a good thing. But access
was neither automatic nor willing-
ly provided; information had to be
cajoled and coerced out of the top
brass, and even after this you were
left struggling to make sense of the
driblets. The army did offer escort-
ed tours: a bus that plied from Sri-
nagar to Drass and Kargil, twice a
week. If you took the bus, you would
meet grave looking army officials
dressed in crisp olive greens and red
berets who spoke to you in quiet,
genteel tones that hid more than
they revealed. Even good news, such
as a recaptured peak, was treated
as classified information. Te ride the
bus was, incongruously, to travel to
the world of officialdom. Soeon
enough, the fraternity was firmly di-
vided into two—the bus-wallahs
and the roadrunners, or the “tour-
ists and the journalists” as one per-
son described it.

For those of us who depended
on the motor power of young Kar-
gili boys, some of whom ran phone-
booths by day and doubled up as
drivers by night, covering the war
meant, first getting used to living on
the road—the road in this case be-
ing a bumpy stretch of sharp curves
and steep drops, patches of grey
breaking the endless expanse of the
mountains. Every few kilometres
was what the army called a gun po-
sition—the huge Bofors and its coun-
try cousin, the 105mm light field
gun, sitting shoulder to shoulder
amidst the rocks and boulders, look-
ing searchingly at the skyline. For
us, each such ‘position” unfolded a
new story. Huddled in tents over
cups of chai, generously supplied by
men whose job it was to pull the
trigger, we'd listen in grim sileuce
to which body had made its way
down from the icy-cold, sub-human
environs of the heights above.

One of the many ironies of this
war was that hundreds of miles
away, the cities of India were debat-
ing notions of nationalism-—an en-
tire scection of people were con-
vinced that Kargil had given birth
to a monstrous chest-thumping
brand of patriotism. But up there in
the mountains, the motivation to
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keep going was nat born from loy-
alty to the nation-state, Battling tears
at the news that he had lost one of
his “bovs, a commanding officer
told me, “T am not doing this for the
country, Maam, [ am doing it for
my paltan.” Allegiance to their unit,
platoon, was usually the closest it
got. That, and the belief that this was
somehow a life test and the world
was looking over their shoulders to
see if they would make it through.
“1f we fail,” said a 23—year-old Ne-
pali soldier from Dehradun, his eyes
misty with sadness, “then our en-
tire existence cannot be justified.
Anyone can turn around and say,
you are not fit to join the army.”
The outpouring of solidarity that
accompanied the Kargil war was
not something that any of these sol-
diers expected or were even aware
of. Cut off from their homes, miles
away from newspapers, with one
telephone line that barely worked
and shared by hundreds, this was
a tonely planet. OQur “hack-pack”
was welcomed with an almost bi-
zarre level of warmth, not merely
because these men were scared that
their stories would slip into ano-
nymity but more because they were
just glad to have someone to talk to.
And so, four to a car, everyday
we would drive from Kargil to Drass
everyday, sometimes twice or thrice
on the same day, the 50-kilometre
distance stretched out over regular
roadside halts. The journcy was its
own story; to navigate these roads
needed an astonishing skill and a
certain willingness to abandon life
to chance. Much has already been
written about the road that came to
be known as “the highway of ter-
ror”—the sound of falling shells, the
clouds of smoke, the ducked heads,
learning when to step on the accel-
erator and when to slip in unobtru-
sively bchind the snail-like army
convoy. What was perhpas far more
interesting is how we internalised
the surreal-ness of it all. Looking
back, there were moments that scem
deeply unreal, even comic. Like the
time the sound of shells sent us leap-
ing for the comforting shelter of an
army truck’s sizeable tyre. There we
were—five journalists, lying flat on
our stomachs, only 100 mectres

away from a burning oil tanker that
had received a direct hit. With one
hand, I held onto the helmet a sol-
dier had generously slapped on my
head; with the other I was furiously
working my satellite phone, my
mind searching for the right adjec-
tives to use for my phone report.
Were the flames orange or orangish-
grey; was the fire dying or simmer-
ing; were we 30 kilometres from
Kargil or 357 In those split seconds,
these were the details that raced
through my head; the constant ten-
sion of communicating the right
words and the representative imag-
s somehow overtook every other
fear. [t was not that we were brave;
it was more that right till the very
end, these tensions kept us somehow
oblivious from the reality of the risk.

And in perhaps yet another of
the many ironies of this war, one of
the lingering images of my drive
down those roads was the sheer
beauty of the surroundings. Yes,
Beauty. Not even the thunderous,
sharp and ugly roar of the Bofors or
the sudden proliferation of metal
and guns could take away from the
grandeur and overwhelming pow-
er of the mountains. Many days af-
ter we returned from Kargil, we all
agreed that the experience had some-
how left us feeling much smaller,
somewhat irrelevant. The moun-
tains, I think, played their part in
humbling us. As aiways, one of the
soldiers described it better than I
ever could. A field major, he had
‘been up’ nine times, seen friends
die, bodies collapse and grown men
weep on those jagged peaks. Back
at base, he would now spend hours
staring up at the skies in silence. I
feel the mountains are mocking me,”
he said trying to explain to us the
frenzied restlessness building up in-
side him. “They are looking down
at me and taughing. They are
saying, come and get me, come and
get me,”

One wav of trying to “get them™
was to mark the landscape through
the aldest and best-tested tool of all
conquerors. Maps. Almost as it in
their very naming they would be-
come more accessible, every little
bump and ridge now had an identi-
tv. Point 4875, Point 5333, Saddle,
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Three Pimple Hump—this was the
strange new language an entire na-
tion came to speak for those two
months. Some, of course, caught the
public imagination far more than
others—Tiger Hill was to become as
much of a household name as Surf
washing powder. This amazed even
the general who led the operations
in Drass and Kargil. “T am con-
vinced if I had named it Rabbit Hill
instead, no one would have cared,”
he joked many days after the Indian
army had taken it. But till it was re-
captured, Tiger Hill was the central
symbol of the war. If T needed proof
of this, I uncovered it in Bihar while
reporting on the elections nearly
two months after the war had been
declared over. In the narrow mud-
dy bylanes of Nalanda (coinciden-
taliy, then defence minister George
Fernandes’ constituency) hundreds
of miles away from Kashmir, a bus
was blocking my car. Tleaned out of
the window, preparing for an argu-
ment with the driver, when the bus’
windshield caught my eye. Splat-
tered across the width of it, in big
blue letters was a banner that said
“Tiger Hill, Kargil”.

Perhaps one of the reasons that
Tiger Hill managed to engender a
strange sense of familiarity was its
proximity to the Srinagar-Leh high-
way. This was of course what made
it strategically crucial to recapture,
but also what allowed us more ac-
cess than any other mountain peak.
Stand anywhere on the road run-
ning through Drass, and you could
see it—barely five kilometres away,
its sharp conical peak defiantly
towering over the rest of the land-
scape. Even if the army wanted us

nowhere near the place—which-

was mostly the case—the road was
public property and often we would
park our car at the foothills of Tiger
Hill and wait.

By the end of June, it was the only
remaining peak in Drass still held
by at least 30 Pakistani soldiers; how
and when it would be taken back
would determine how much longer
the war would drag on. We knew
that any day now, the army was to
push forward with its meticulously
planned assault on Tiger Hill, and
the only way to be there when it
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happened was to obsessively patrol
the area. Notev eryone was readv to
do this, and one mght when four of
us readied ourselves for the two-
hour journey from Kargil to Drass
our “recklessness” was attributed
to the arrogance and folly of youth,

Looking back, perhaps it was
exactly that. No one drove on the
highway at night. Driving with the
headlights on made you a ready tar-
get for those guarding on the other
side of the mountain; to travel with
lights off meant negotiating treach-
erous curves in absolute darkness.
We were lucky that particular night
because the light of a full moon
bathed the road and lit up at least a
part of our path. But in the stillness
of the night, the silence in Drass was

It was a war fought
by young men who
did not always un-
derstand what it was
all about, and cov-
ered by reporters
who did not always
know which prin-
ciples of journalism
applied.

almost audible—a little bit like the
quiet that descends over a house at
night, when even the fridge has
stopped its gentle hum. An inade-
quate analogyv, I know. But as we
huddled closer together in our car,
not sure what to do next, we all felt
utterly dislocated by the surreal
quality of that moment. It was al-
most poetic, except that we were in
the middle of a grim and bloody war.
From where we stood, we could see
gentle bursts of light over Tiger Hill,
squirts of orange and pale pink, rath-
er like Diwali firecrackers, but no-
where as neisy at this distance.

By now, we had been in Kargil
long enough to know that these pret-
ty looking lights that broke the dark-
ness of the night were in fact the
lights of flare guns being used by
the “intruders’ atop Tiger Hill. The

lights were used to help spot the
movement of the Indian treops, who
had already begun their silent jour-
ney up, in preparation for the final
assault,

The actual assault came only
two nights later, on the 3rd of July,
and nothing that we had experi-
enced thus far could have prepared
us for it. It was the first time in all
these days that we could smell the
war in the air—the tension, the air
of anticipation, the hurried and pur-
poseful stride in the walks of the
officers, the edge to their voice. An
artillery officer whom we knew well
by now motioned us to hop into his
jeep, which we did, camera on
shoulder and microphone wires
wound around the wrist. Within
minutes of speeding through the
deserted streets of Drass, we were
standing next to a Bofors gun. The
gun was pointed skywards, direct-
ly at Tiger Hill, which seemed al-
most within hugging distance.
“Stand there and get ready to
speak,” yelled my cameraman Aj-
mal Jami shoving the microphone
into my hands and pushing me clos-
er to the gun. It was about five in the
evening, when the guns fired the
first round, and for the next 13
hours, we would be witness to a
battle unfolding before our eyes and
recorded on our cameras, bewil-
dered, tense, nervous, and strug-
gling to keep pace with the twists
and turns of a story that could have
ended either way.

Within seconds, huge mush-
room clouds of smoke were danc-
ing over the entire area, as if to the
beat of an invisible orchestra that
made its presence known through
deafening and staccato sounds.
“Run from here, get out quickly,”
yelled the commanding officer, as
his own men looked for corners to
hide in, “they're going to hit back
now”. Swimming in dust and
smoke, we fled the spot, searching
frantically for the next point, right
at the foothills of Tiger Hill where
we were told a rocket launcher was
getting ready to begin the second
phase of the attack.

Rocket launcher—what a stran-
ge, cold, feeble term to describe what
happened next. Streaks of blazing,
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orange light dashed across the en-
tire length of the horizon at what see-
med like the speed of light. The skies
crackled with the sharp piercing clec-
trical sound of rockets taking off, one
after the other, hundreds of them in
a matter of seconds. In the midst of
this, I was trying to say something
suitably coherent into my micro-
phone, knowing that here there
would be no Take2s. No one had any
idea what would come next. And
although [ nearly jumped out of my
skin the first time a rocket went whiz-
zing past my head, once again the
tension of keeping pace with events
blocked out the sense of danger, With-
in minutes there were only four of us
left standing on the road. The rock-
ets had invited immediate retalia-
tion—it was raining shells on
Drass—not the intermittent, sporad-
ic shelling that we
had witnessed on the highway,
but direct, concentrated and cease-
less bombing. Chaos broke out, as
hordes of people, journalists and
army men, were jostling, pushing,
tripping over each other to somehow
get out of there. In front of us, bodies
collapsed into small heaps on the
ground, enveloped by orange flames
rising from the road because of the
impact of the shells. Miraculously,
as we waded through this burning
maze, J]ami never stopped rolling his
camera, prodding me to keep on re-
cording my observations. There are
those who saw these images on tele-
vision and accused us of glamouris-
ing the war, of giving it a “larger than
life” image. But the truth is that in
those hours we were mere chroni-
clers and the story unfolding before
us was larger than any reality most
of us had ever known.

By now, the road was deserted
and we were just running with no
idea of where we were headed, when
an arm shot out to catch me. It was
an officer I had never met before, a
young major with a bunker just off
the road-head. We were all shep-
herded inside, only to discover that
we were sharing that tiny space with
dozens of others. There we sat, one
atop the other, someone’s leg atop
another’s back, waiting for further
news. Outside, Drass was enveloped
in darkness and the war raged on,

seeming to get louder and louder. In-
side, and 1 will never forget how
stunned 1 was at the juxtaposition, a
decrepit little tape recorder was belt-
ing out a Hindi pop song. Cuns.
Shells. Film Sengs. At that moment,
for all the power of the camera, [feltl
would never be able to convey the
strangeness of this war, how meo-
ments like this pulled you in and left
you completely confused and inar-
ticulate. Humming along with the
music, the soldiers seemed unper-
turbed and it would have been casy
to confuse that calmness with a gung-
ho endorsement of the war. But to
understand these boys, was to know
that the outward calmness was mere-
ly their painstakingly learnt formu-
la for dealing with a situation they
had no space to question. The army
was a cold taskmaster, an effective
indoctrinator, cultivating in its fol-
lowers the art of fatalistic acceptance.
Time and again, we'd heard officers
pleading with their brigades that
they were not ready to “go up” at a
giver time—either for military rea-
sons, or just because they were
sapped of strength. But when the or-
ders came, they threw their packs of
cigarettes into their rucksacks and
started the trudge up with this sup-
pressed pain. That would come
bursting out if yvou scratched the sur-
face just a bit.

There was this one officer in the
bunker the night of the Tiger Hill as-
sault, whose eyes were half-crazed,
but filled with sadness, the eyes of a
man who wanted desperately for
this war to end, for his “boys” never
to have to climb another mountain.
Ever. Sensing the intensity of his rage,
his junior officer, who was only 21,
would constantly crack cavalier
jokes about life and death. But when
word came that their unit had to go
up again, he turned around and said
quietl) , “Tcan feel my whole life pass-
ing in front of my eyes, like a short
film. I can see all my loves and my
fears. ButI know I can’t afford to think
about it, can I?”

Thirteen hours on, at the ¢rack of
dawn, we toasted the ‘victory” at Ti-
ger Hill by passing around a casket
of gin. An entire lifetime had been
lived in that one night. Later, stili
crouched in one corner of the bun-

ker, I watched as the euphoria crum-
bled and collapsed, when the orders
for the next assault came in. The unit
was to move up that very evening.
Would they survive to tell the tale
this time around? The Hindi pop
song had been replaced by a Kenny
Rogers cassette. Country music in the
hills was our flimsy veil, our wall to
hide behind. It was time to return to
the moth-ridden, no-electricity, no-
water Hotel Siachen in Kargil. If I
hadn’t been so conscious of being a
woman reporter, whom everyone
expected to be fragile, | would have
cried openly and loudly, instead of
burying my head in my shirtsleeves.
And if someone had asked me why [
was crving, [ am not sure I would
have known the answer.

| know that in the eyes of some,
my reportage from Kargil made me a
bigoted agent of the Indian nation-
state. Ultimately, as Jong as we do
not question the nation-state, as long
as we map borders and then learn
our geography in different schools,
we as journalists cannot escape the
stamp of our citizenship surfacing
in our reportage. All we can do is be
honest to ourselves, and know that
there is a truth that exists with as
much validity outside the one we
choose to pen. One man’s muja-
hideen is always another man’s ter-
rorist. And moreover, certain situa-
tions are larger than life itself—they
are in the end, human stories, stories
of people, which draw you in emo-
tionally.

[ have no doubt that were [ report-
ing from the frontline on the other
side of the divide, it would have
evoked as varied and intense a set of
emotional responses in me, Our only
choice as journalists is to be emotion-
ally honest; to have the courage to
give voice to inore than one truth. The
irony is that, since Kargil, most of my
energies have been spent reporting
from the ravaged lands of fammu

and Kashunir, trving to bring to life -

the stories of the human beings
trapped between the battle lines. It is
re-assuring that the label T have
been branded with this season is
“anti-national”. A friend of mine
likes to say, if every side hates you, it
must mean you are doing somethmg
right.
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D: Your mother was an unconventional woman.

A: She married a Bengali Hindu and, what's worse,
then divorced him, which meant thai evervone was
confirmed in their opinion that it was such a terrible
thing to do in the first place... [ grew up in Ayemenem,
the village in which The God of Small Things is set. Giv-
en the way things have turned out, it’s easv for me to
say that [ thank God that I had none of the condltlonmg
that a normal, middle class Indian girl would have. I
had no father, no presence of this man telling us that he
would look after us and beat us occasionally in ex-
change. I didn’t have a caste, and 1 didn’t have a class,
and [ had no religion, no traditional blinkers, no tradi-
tional lenses on my spectacles, which are very hard to
shrug off. [ sometimes think I was perhaps the only girl
in India whose maother said, “Whatever you do, don't
get married” [laughs]. For me, when I see a bride, it
gives me a rash. | find them ghoulish, almost. T find it so
frightening to see this totally decorated, bejewelled crea-
ture who, as T wrote in The God of Small Things, is “pol-
ishing firewood”

D: Tell me a little more about your mother.

A: She is like someone who strayed off the set of a
Fellini film. She’s completely nuts, But to have seen a
woman who never needed a man, it's such a wonder-
tul thing, to know that that’s a possibility, not to suffer.
We used to get all this hate mail. Though my mother
runs a school and it's phenomenally successful—peo-
ple book their children in it before they are born--they
don’t know what to do with her, or with me. The prob-
lem is that we are both women who are unconvention-
al in their terms. The least we could have done was to
be unhappy. But we aren’t, and that’s what bothers
people.

By the way, my mother is very well known in Kerala
because in 1986 she won a public interest litigation
case challenging the Syrian Christian inheritance law
that said a woman can inherit one-fourth of her father’s
property or 5,000 rupees, whichever is less. The Su-
preme Court actually handed down a verdict that gave
women equal inheritance retroactive to 1956, But few
women take advantage of this right. And the churches
have gone so far as to teach fathers to write wills that
disinherit their daughters. It's a very strange kind of
oppression that happens there.

D: Since you wrote your novel, you've produced sonte
remarkable political essays. What was that transition
like?

A: Tt's only to people in the outside world, who got
to know me after The Ged of Small Things, that it seems
like a transition. In fact, I'd written political essays be-
fore I wrote the novel. T wrote a series of essays called
“The Great Indian Rape Trick” about a woman named
Phoolan Devi, and the way the film Bandit Queen ex-
ploited her, and whether or not sumebody should have
the right to restage the rape of a living woman without
her consent. There are issues I've been involved with
tor a while.

I don’t see a great difference between The God of Small
Things and my works of nonfiction. As 1 keep saying,
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fiction is truth. I think fiction is the truest thing there
ever was. My whole effort now is to remove that dis-
tinction. The writer is the midwife of understanding,
[t's very important for mc to tell politics like a story, to
make it real, to draw a link between a man with his
child and what fruit he had in the village he lived in
before he was kicked out, and how that relates to Mr.
Wolfensohn at the World Bank. That’s what I want to
do, The God of Small Things is a book where you connect
the very smallest things to the very biggest: whether it’s
the dent that a baby spider makes on the surface of
water or the quality of the moonlight on a river or how
history and petlitics intrude into your life, your house,
your bedroom,

D: Estha, one of the main characters in your novel, is
walking “along the banks of the river that smelled of
shit and pesticides bought by World Bank loans”. The
World Bank scheme for the Narmada River Valley envi-
sfoned the construction of more than 3,000 dams. The
bank has since withdrawn from the project, and the gov-
ernment of India has taken it over. Tell me about the
Narmada Bachao Andolan, the NBA.

A: When | first met people from the NBA, they told

me, “We knew that you would be against the dams and
the World Bank when we read The God of Small Things.”
The remarkable thing about the NBA is that it is a cross-
section of India. It is a coalition of Adivasis, upper-
caste big farmers, the Dalits, and the middle class. It's a
forging of links between the urban and the rural, be-
tween the farmers and the fishermen and the writers
and the painters. That’s what gives it its phenomenat
strength, and it's what a lot of people criticise it for in
India, saying, you know, these middle class protesters!
That makes me furious. The middle class urban engi-
neers are the pcople who came up with this project!
You can’t expect the critique to be just Adivasi. You
isolate them like that, and it's so easy to crush them. In
many ways, people try to delegitimise the involvement
of the middle class, saying, how can you speak on be-
half of these peopic? No one is speaking on behalf of
anyone. The point is that the NBA is a fantastic example
of people linking hands across caste and class. 1t is the
biggest, finest, most magnificent resistance movement
since the [Indian| independence struggle.
D: One protest you were involved in last year took place
at a village on the banks of the Narmada af the site of
one of the proposed dams. You were among many who
were arrested there, What was that like?

A: [t was absolutely fantastic. | was in a village called
Sulgaon. All night, all over the v alley, people started
arriving, by tractor, by motorcar, by foot. By three in the
morning there were about 5000 of us. We started walk-
ing in the dark to the dam site. The police already knew
that the dam site would be captured, but they didn’t
know from where the people.would come. There’s a
huge area of devastation there... It was amazing. Five
thousand people, mostly villagers, but also people from
the cities—lawyers, architects, journalists—walking
through these byways and crossing streams in abso-
lute silence. There was not a person that lit a bidi or
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coughed or cleared their throats. Occasionally, a whole
group of women would sit down and pee and then
keep walking. Finally, at dawn, we arrived and took
over the dam site.

For hours, the police surrounded us. Then there was
a baton charge. They arrested thousands of people, in-
cluding me. The jails were full.

D: You say that the government of India is “hell-bent on
completing the project”. What's driving it?

A: There are many things. First of all, you have to
understand that the myth of big dams is semething
that's sold to us from the time we were three years old
in every school textbook. Nehru said, “Dams are the
temples of modern India.” So they're like some kind of
huge, wet national flags. Before the NBA, it was like, the
dam will serve you breakfast in bed, it will get your
daughter married and cure your jaundice. People have
to understand that they're just monuments to political
corruption, and they derive from very undemocratic
political institutions. You just centralise natural re-
sources, snatch them away from people, and then you
decide who you're going to give them to.

The first dam that was built in the Narmada was
the Bargi, completed in 1990. They said it would dis-
place 70000 people and submerge 101 villages. One
day, without warning, the government filled the reser-
voir, and 114000 people were displaced and 162 vil-
lages were submerged. People were driven from their
homes when the waters rose. All they could do was run
up the hill with their cattle and children. Ten years
later, that dam irrigates 5 percent of the land that
they said it would. It irrigates less land than it
submerged. They haven’t built canals. Because for
contractors and politicians, just building the dam in
itself is a lot of money.

D: What happens to those who are displaced?

A: Nobody knows. When I was writing “The Great-
er Common Good”, what shocked me more than the
figures that do exist are the figures that don’t exist. The
Indian government does not have any estimate of how
many people have been displaced by big dams. [ think
that’s not just a failure of the state, but a failure of the
intellectual community. The reason that there aren’t
these figures is because most of the people that are dis-
placed are again the non-people; the Adivasis and the
Dalits. [ did a sanity check based on a study of 54 dams
done by the Indian Institute of Public Administration.
According to that study, just reservoir-displaced, which
is only one kind of displacement, came to an average of
something like 44000 people per dam. Let’s assume that
these 54 dams are the bigger of the big dams. Let’s quar-
ter this average. We know that India has had 3600 big
dams built in the last 50 years. So just a sanity check
says that it’s 33 million people displaced. They all just
migrate to the cities. And there, again, they are non-
citizens, living in slums. They are subject to being
kicked out at any minute, anytime the housewives of
New Dethi’s upscale areas decide that all these slum
people are dangerous.

D: You've compared this uprooting to a kind of
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garbage disposal.

A: [t's exactly like that. The Indian government has
managed to turn the concept of non-violence on its head.
Non-vielent resistance and non-violent governance.
Unlike, sav, China or Turkey or Indonesia, India doesn’t
mow down its people. [t doesn’t kill peopie who are
refusing to move. It just waits it out. It continues to do
what it has to do and ignores the conscquences. Be-
cause of the caste system, because of the fact that there
is no social link between those who make the decisions
and those who suffer the decisions, it just goes ahcad
and does what it wants. The people also assume that
this is their lot, their karma, what was written. It's quite
an efficient way of doing things. Therefore, India has a
very good reputation in the world as a democracy, as
a government that cares, that has just got too much
on its hands, whereas, in fact, it’s actually creating
the problems.

D:But you say about your own politics that you're “not
an anti-development junkic or a proselytiser for the eter-
nal upholding of custom and tradition”.

A: How can | be? As a woman who grew up in a
village in India, I've spent my whole life fighting tradi-
tion. There’s no way that | want to be a traditional Indi-
an housewife. So ['m not talking about being anti-de-
velopment. I'm talking about the politics of develop-
ment, of how do vou break down this completely
centralised, undemocratic process of decision-making?
How do vou make sure that it's decentralised and that
people have power over their tives and their natural

resources? Today, the Indian government is trying to
present privatisation as the alternative to the state, to
public enterprise. But privatisation is only a further
evolution of the centralised state, where the state says
that they have the right to give the entire power produc-
tion in Maharashtra to Enron. They don’t have the right.
The infrastructure of the public sector in India has been
built up over the last 50 ycars with public money. They
don’t have the right to sell it to Enron. They cannot do
that. Three-quarters of our country lives on the edge of
the market economy. You can’t tell them that only those
who can afford water can have it.
D: Still, I sense some optimism on your parf about what
you call the “inherent anarchy” of India to resist the
tide of globalisation,

A: The only thing worth globalising is dissent, but |
don’t know whether to be optimistic or not. When I'm
outside the cities T do feel optimistic. There is such gran-
deur in India and so much beauty. I don't know wheth-
er they can kill it. I want to think they can’t. I don't
think that there is anything as beautiful as a sari Can
you kill it? Can you corporatise a sari? Why should
multinationals be allowed to come in and try to patent
basmati rice? People prefer to cat roti and idlis and do-
sas rather than McDonald's burgers. Just before [ came
to the US, T went to a market in Delhi. There was a whole
plate of different kinds of dal, lentils. Tears came to my
eyes, Today, that's all it takes to make you cry, to look at
all the kinds of dal and rice that there are, and to think
that they don't want this to exist.
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D: Talk about the material you covered in "The End
of Imagination” concerning the nuclear testing
on the Subcontinent.

A: It's so frightening, the nationalism in the air. I'm
terrified by it. It can be used to do anything. [ know that
a world in which countries are stockpiling nuclear
weapons and using them in the ways that India and
Pakistan and America do to oppress others and to de-
ceive their own people is a dangerous world. The nu-
clear tests were a way to shore up our flagging self-
esteern. India is shll flinching from a cultural insult,
<+ill loeking for its identity. It's about all that.

D: You said that the jeering young Hindu men celebrat-
ing the nuclear test were the same as the ones who were
thrilled with the destruction of the Babri mosque.

A: Indian intellectuals today feel radical when they
condemn fundamentalism, but not many people are
talking about the links between privatisation, globaki-
sation, and fundamentalism. Globalisation suits the
Indian elite to a T. Fundamentalism doesn’t. It's also a
class problem. When people stop some film from being
shot or burn a book, it’s not just that they are saying,
this is against Indian culture. They are also saying, you
Waesternised, elite, English-speaking people are hav-
ing too much of a good time. It's a very interesting phe-

nomenon. I think it has to be addressed together, not

~rarately. The religious rlghtwmglsm is directly linked
to globalisation and to privatisation. When India is talk-
ing about selling its entire power sector to foreign mul-
tinationals, when the political climate gets too hot and
uncomfortable, the government will immediately start
saying, should we build a Hindu temple on the site of
the Babri mosque? Everyone will go baying off in that
direction. It's a game. That’s something we have to un-
derstand. With one hand, you're selling the country
out to Western multinationals. And with the other, you
want to defend your borders with nuclear bombs. Tt's
such an irony! You're saving that the world is a global
village, but then you want to spend crores of rupees on
building nuclear weapons.
D:You use a metaphor of fwo truck convoys. One is very
large, with many people going off into the darkness. The
other is much smaller and is going into the light of the
promised land. Explain what you mean.

A: India lives in several centuries at the same time.
Every night outside my house I pass a road gang of
emaciated labourers digging a trench to lay fibre optic
cables to speed up our digital revolution. They work by
the light of a few candles. That is what is happening in
India today. The convoy that melts into the darkness
and disappears doesn’t have a voice. It doesn’t exist on
TV. It doesn’t have a place in the national newspapers.
And so it doesn’t exist. Those who are in the small con-
voy on their way to this glittering destination at the top
of the world have completely lost the ability to see the
other one. So in Delhi the cars are getting bigger and
sleeker, the hotels are getting posher, the gates are get-
ting higher, and the guards are no longer the old chowk-
idars, the watchmen, but they are fellows with guns.
And vet the poor are packed into every crevice like lice
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in the city. People don’t see that anymore. It's as if you
shine a light very brightly in one place, the darkness
deepens around. They don’t want to know what’s hap-
pening. The people who are getting rich can’t imagine
that the world is not a better place.

D: You made a decision, or the decision was made for
you, to identify with, or to be part of, that large convoy.

A: I can't be a part of the large convoy because it's
not a choice that you can make. The fact that I'm an
educated person means that | can’t be on that convoy. I
don’t want to be on it. I don’t want to be a victim. I don’t
want to disappear into the darkness. | am an artist and
a writer, and I do think that one always places oneself
in the picture to see where one fits. 1 left home when I
was 16 and lived in places where it was very easy for
me to have fallen the other way. I could have been on
the large convoy because I was a woman and I was
alone. In India, that’s not a joke. I could have ended up
very, very badly. I'm lucky that I didn't.

I think my eves were knocked open and they don't
close. 1 sometimes wish I could close them and look
away. I don’t always want to be doing this kind of work.
I don't want to be haunted by it. Because of who I am
and what place 1 have now in India, I'm petitioned all
the time to get involved. It's exhausting and very diffi-
cult to have to say, ‘Look, I'm only one person. I can’t
do everything’. I know that I don’t want to be worn to
the bone where [ lose my sense of humour. But once
you've seen certain things, you can’t un-see them,
and seeing nothing is as political an act as seeing
something.

D: Are you thinking about writing any new fiction?

A: I need fiction like you need to eat or exercise, but
right now it’s so difficult. At the moment, [ don’t know
how to manage my life. I don’t know how I'll ever be
able to make the space to say, “F'm writing a book now,
and I'm not going to be able to do x or ¥”. I would
love to.

D: You feel a sense of responsibility to these silent voic-
es that are calling out to you,

A:No, I don't feel responsibility because that's such
a boring word.

D: You're in a privileged position. You are a celebrity
within India and also outside.

A: But | never do anything because ['m a celebrity,
as a rule. I do what I do as a citizen. I stand by what I
write and follow through on what [ write. Tt's very easy
for me to begin to believe the publicity about myself,
whether for or against. It can give you an absurd idea of
vourself. [ know that there’s a fine balance between ac-
cepting your own power with grace and misusing it.
And I don’t ever want to portray myself as a represen-
tative of the voiceless. I'm scared of that. But one of the
reasons some people get so angry with me is because I
have the space now that a lot of others who think like
me don’t. It was a mistake maybe for so many people
to have opened their hearts to The God of Small
Things. Because a lot of dams and bombs shppcd in
along with it.






The conservation establishment in India periodically finds itself caught in
a cleft stick—between the developmental onslaught on biodiversity and
local resistance to conservation projects that threaten human livelihood.
Conservation as a necessary agenda requires a new vision that transcends
the inherent limitations of the current practice.

by Ashwini Chhatre and Vasant Saberwal

re you an environmentalist or do you work for a
liv-ing?” Visitors to the northwestern United States
routinely encounter this query on bumper stickers.
The region, popularly called the Pacific Northwest,

is renowned for both its beautifully forested
landscapes and its prolific timber output.
The slogan captures the response of the
local population to the celebrated contro-
versy that pitted the logging industry in the
region against the Spotted Owl, embtem of
the US environmental movement, whose
last habitat the logging industrv was said
to be destroving. Through the 1980s,
environmentalists lobbied hard to put a
stop to logging activities in the Pacific
Northwest. Local people dependent on
logging for their livelihoods, on the other
hand, contested this fiercely.

This conflict, between conservation
and livelihcod, between larger and local
interests, and, obliquely, between science
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The Spotted Gwi... )

and politics, scems to characterise modernising
civilisations worldwide. In one of the many re-
enactments of the Spotted Owl drama, the endangered
Western Tragopan, a brilliantly coloured pheasant

endemic to the western Himalaya, has been
pitted against the grazing and plant
collection activities of local populations in
the Great Himalayan National Park (GHND}
in Himachal Pradesh. The preservation of
the Western Tragopan, by renioving human
pressure on its habitat, undermines local
livelihoods that are almost entirely depen-
dent on the same resources.

The Western Tragopan and its protec-
tors had another enemy as well—the
development lobby. In 1999 it was decided
that a part of the park, Jeeva Nallah, would
be set aside for the construction of the run-
of-river Parvati hydroelectric project. This
required the construction of diversion weirs
and underground tunnels in precisely the






enter the park, he is asking the director to
break the law.

The two issues are really two sides
of the same political coin. The de-noti-
fi-cation of the Jeeva Nallah reflects the
lack of political opposition to the pow-
er project. Equally, the pressure exerted
on the director of the park by a local pol-
itician reflects the lack of political sup-
port for the establishment of a protected
area. Conser-vationists refer to the de-no-
tification as lack of political will; they refer
to the MP’s directive as political interference.

Conservationists criticise this ‘politicisation’ of
the environmental terrain which pays little heed to
their carefully conducted science. It has been established
that the GHNP is one of only two areas in the world that
protect the Western Tragopan, and that less than 1600
of these birds survive in the wild today. Therefore, they
argue, all steps must be taken to preserve the species.
Fqually, scientific research demonstrates that the Hi-
malayan Tahr population in the park is amongst the
most important populations of the species in the Hima-
laya. The park, therefore, needs to be protected from
those factors that pose a threat to the species. Human
disturbance has been shown to be inimical to wildlife
populations in the Park. The solution is to keep people
out of the conservation areas, and the thrust of the ar-
gument is that the Indian Wildlife Act prohibits all
human consumptive use of resources within national
rarks, hence politicians and bureaucrats should be
forced to uphold the law. This is the essence of the con-
servationist view.

in 1996, the World Wildlife Fund for Nature took
this argument to the Indian Supreme Court, seeking
enforcement of the Indian Wildlite Act. The court’s
interim order directed all state governments to initiate
proceedings, and to settle within a year, all human
consumptive rights within Indian Protected Areas.
Settlement proceedings were initiated in a number of
states. Under existing law, this effectively meant
termination of all usufruct rights and ongoing use of
resources by villagers with the protected areas.

At the time, conservationists hailed the court'’s
verdict as a victory for the conservation movement. But
in a number of states—Himachal, Gujarat, Madhya
Pradesh—problems began to surface. Given the num-

ber of people whose livelihoods depend on

access to these resources, there was a great
deal of resistance to the settlement process,
and people approached politicians to
remove the protected area status giv-
en to forests in the vicinity of their
habitations.

Such de-notification, of course,
potentially opens the floodgates to
activities far more destructive to the

@ area, such as open-pit mining,
large-scale development projects,
the building of national highways
and so on. Since corrupt government officials
and politicians stand to benefit financially
from any activity that involves the provision of
a permit to a contractor or mine-owner, frustrated con-
servationists blame the conservation failure on a weak
and corrupt government. What they miss in their read-
ing of myriad negotiations that lead up to all such deci-
sions is the fact that political intervention works both
ways. When a minister responds to the demands of the
members of his constituency, it can be seen as the gov-
ernment’s inability to uphold the law. Or, it can be
seen as democracy at work.

On the rare occasions when middle-class urbanites
get together to fight for a cause, and force the government
to initiate a change in waste disposal, stop police
brutality, or demand the provision of water and
electricity, and the government is forced to respond,
there is renewed belief in democracy. Why is not the
same yardstick applied when rural India manages to
force a government, through the power of its electoral
franchise, to orient policy in its favour?

We are told, “The tweo situations are not com-
parable.” In the first instance, and purely on moral
grounds, it is the government’s duty to provide clean
drinking water, regular electricity and a cleaner
environment to its citizens. At the same time, conser-
vation of biodiversity in protected areas is something
that will serve generations to come, in both rural and
urban India. The villagers do not recognise it, it is said,
but conserving that biological diversity is in their own
tong-term interests. Secondly, the urban population is
merely applying pressure on the government to enforce
its own laws regarding the provision of essential ser-
vices, for example, while villagers” actions in the latter
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 Views of the Greater Himalayan National Park.
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flexibility exists in every part of the world, but it i
spectacularty present in most parts of the do cloping
world and South Asia. After all, this is a region where
arcasing a lineman’s palm just to ensure the functioning
of so basic a convenicnce as telephone is a regular
experience. Here, the conservationist counter-argument
is that it is the lineman’s job to keep the lines in working
condition, but that corruption in the system cenables
him to force us to pay him to do his job. True, but then
think back to the time you jumped a red light, and then
paid off the crooked cop to avoid the heavy fine he
threatened you with. There is a ﬂe,\ibilit"\' in our
interactions with the law that most of us recognise in
our daily dealing with the state, but which we scem to
forget in our judgement of the politician casually
ordering the park director to bend the law.

We tend to sce such activities of politicians as
somehow illegitimate and unfair. We do not see them
as merely responding to pressures that are originating
within their constituency. We certainly do not sce
villager entry into the park as a natural cutcome of
democratic processes, where voters enforce an outcome
favourable to themselves. Rather than blaming
conservation failures on an ineffective, unrespensive
state, conservation must assimilate itself into the
political process. For, the hydraﬁheaded state, across
its vertical and horizontal divisions, is responding to
pressures from below. Such phenomena necd to be
understood if we are to make any progress in the way
we approach conservation in India. These are the
negotiations that are taking place all the time, unscen,
maligned by an apolitical conservation community
rooted in the urban middle-class. And these nego-
tiations take place in the spaces that exist within the
law—the spaces that may noet be apparent in the letter
of the law, but which open up in its actual tmple-
mentation.

The only way out is in!

Such “ineffective working” of the state has been
condemned in the past, but that's neither here nor there.
Instead, we need to understand it—for, it will continue
to happen, again and again, irrespective of how much
evidence can be compiled of such wrongdoing, or how
volubly the cause can be trumpeted. It is a natural
outcome of statecraft which allows interest groups with
the greatest financial or electoral power to manipulate
outcomes to suit their own interests.

The crux of the problem, therefore, is interest groups.
What is the support base for biological conservation in
the country? What is the subscription profile of the
magazine Sanctuary, put out from Bombay? s it the
urban middle-class? Maybe not even that—an urban
upper-middle class. Let us qualify that. An apolitical
urban upper middle class. What is the size of Sarctuary
Magazine's subscription? Four or five thousand? How
many of them vote? How many of them, more pointedly,
are voters in the Kullu censtituency from which
Maheshwar Singh stands for election every few years?

To some extent public opinion in the metropolis does
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influence conservation policy. It influences the way the
Supreme Court may make decisions that have far-
reaching legal and social consequences. And to that
oxtent, it is important that information be made
available to a public so that an informed opinion can
be formed. But once policy has been formulated, the
weight of various interest groups determines the ways
and means by which this policy is implemented. For
too long, Indian conservationists have focused their
offorts on the crafting of public policy and the shaping
of public opinion within urban India. Too little cftort
has gone into understanding the negotiated and fiercely
contested process by which such policy is implemented.

An alternative perspective that has emerged in
recent years places local communities at the centre,
rather than on the periphery, of the entire exercise. The
crux of this argument is that the environment needs to
become a part of electoral politics within rural India.
The objective, then, is to turn clectoral power around,
stich that pressure from below works in the service of,
rather than against, conservation.

Popular support for conservation can only come
when local communities play a greater role in the
decision-making concerning protected areas which
affect them. Such support comes from a sense of control
over a resource and a negotiating process in which the
community perceives itself to be an equal partner with
outsiders who also stake a claim to managing the areca.
Conservation partnerships with local interests are not
easy to forge since these imply a loosening of state
control over people and resources. Such collaborations
also pose an intelicctual threat to scientists accustomed
to having it their way.

The Great Himalavan National Park of Himachal
provides a unique opportunity to test the waters of
community participation. There is mounting empirical
evidence supporting the view that security of tenure i
the most compelling incentive for participatory
conservation. GINP is probably the only protected area
in India, which affords us the Juxury of indulging all
the stakeholders without compromising on basic
scientific and social principles. Where else in India
would you find 1100 square kilometres of area with
only 15,000 people, that too populating only its
southwestern periphery?

There are even now large areas inside the park that
have fallen into disuse. It is possibie to devise a scale of
graded protection to different areas inside the park,
ranging from totally closed areas to fully open spaces
near villages. The villages are characterised by strong
community institutions, which could be harnessed in
a new conservation paradigm. But for that to happen,
community representatives, politicians, CONSer-
vationists and biologists ought to agree to negotiate and
make the necessary compromises. This could signal the
end of exclusionary conservation choices forced by
urban middle-class India upon its fellow citizens who
rely on the forest, and the institutionalisation of a more
adaptive system of managing biclogical heritage.

by
P
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Delay and drift on the

Mahakali

Should India and Nepal not enter into any treaty? That is the
implication of the article “*How not to do a South Asian treaty”.

by Ramaswamy R. lyer

DIPAK GYAWALI and Ajaya Dixit’s critique of the
Mahakali Treaty in the April 2001 issue of Himal (“How
not to do a South Asian treaty”) is a valuable contribu-
tion, but I have certain reservations about some aspects
of their argument.

Let us begin by looking at the matter from the per-
spectives of the governments of India and Nepal. The
Indian view is that there is enormous hydro-electric
potential in the Himalayan rivers, and that the realisa-
tion of this potential, the provision of water for irriga-
tion, and to some extent, considerations of flood mod-
eration, necessitate several big projects in Nepal. This
is not merely the governmental view; it is also shared
by many outside the government. The Nepali view
{(again, not merely restricted to governmental circles), is
that water is to Nepal what oil has been to the Gulf
countries, namely, a source of wealth and prosperity.
The expectation is that a series of projects for the export
of power will generate vast financial resources for the
country. These are dominant views in both countries.
Given these perceptions, there is a convergence of in-
terests between the two sides (at any rate at the official
level). That is why the two governments have been talk-
ing about certain projects, and have entered into a trea-
ty on one such, namely, Pancheswar.

Gyawali and Dixit feel that this is a wrong path to
take; that the underlying idea of ‘development’ is mis-
conceived (they use Vandana Shiva’s term ‘maldevel-
opment’); that it is unwise for Nepal to embark on huge
projects for the export of power; and that it would be in
the national interest to focus on smaller projects (peo-
ple-centred, not technology-driven} essentially for do-
mestic needs. | respect their view and share many of
their concerns. However, their essay offers not merely a
critique of certain approaches to development, but also
a critique of the manner in which the Mahakali
Treaty was entered into and ratified. I have some
difficulties here.

They clearly imply that there has been impropriety
or inefficiency or both in the signing and ratification of
the treaty. (Consider the words “bulldozed”, “corrup-
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tion” and “capitulation”.) However, all that emerges
is that India wanted the Treaty and pursued the matter
vigorously. Let us assume that the Government of In-
dia did want a treaty and pushed hard for it. Is there
some impropriety in that? Could not Nepal have said
“No”? What evidence is there for supposing that Ne-
pal was pushed into signing a Treaty it did not want to
sign? As already mentioned, there was in fact a conver-
gence of perceptions between the two countries.

It has been stated that the Indian foreign minister
walked away with the treaty in a short visit of three
days. Much work must have been done prior to the visit
and the document brought to the final stage, so that it
could be signed during the visit. This is the way things
are usually done; there is no mystery here. As for the
‘pressure’ said to have been brought on Nepal by the
British and American governments, Robin Raphel (then
US Assistant Secretary of State for South Asia) was no
friend of India and was the last person that India would
have approached for intervening with Nepal; and rela-
tions between India and Britain were not quite so close
at the time. In any case, why could not the British gov-
ernment have given some well-meant advice to Nepal
in its own interest as they saw it?

But what exactly had happened in this case? India
wanted to reach an understanding with Nepal on
{among other things) the Pancheswar Project. It also
wanted to settle once and for all the vexed Tanakpur
issue. Nepal, too, was interested in both these issues.
Negotiations took place at the official and political fev-
els. The Government of India, acutely aware that the
treaty would need parliamentary ratification by a two-
thirds majority, took the trouble of holding extensive
informal consultations with all political parties in Ne-
pal before the treaty was signed. The treaty was signed,
and in due course ratified bv the Nepali Parliament (in
a manner of speaking—we shall come to that). Let me
now turn the question of the article around and ask:
“How else would a treaty be done?”

As for the present status of the treaty, I agree that
there is an impasse. The parliamentary ratification was
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accompanied by a set of resolutions (sankalp prastav)
that are referred to as “strictures”. There are certain
unresolved differences between the two governments.
Five years after signing it, the treaty continues to be in a
state of suspended animation. But is all this the result
of dilatoriness, unreasonableness and sheer high-hand-
edness on the part of India? That is the general view in
Nepal, but one did not expect that view to be reflected
by implication in Gyawali and Dixit’s essav. They do
- 1 Rav 50 in as many words, but on every point that is
in dispute they seem to take it for granted that Nepal is
right and India is wrong. The fact that on each of
these points there is an Indian position (whether one
agrees with it or not) does not come out anywhere in
the article.

Let us consider the sankalp prastav. If the Nepali
Parliament had been deeply troubled by certain ques-
tions, it should have refused to ratify the treaty. To say
that it is ratifying the treaty but at the same time pass-
ing a series of ‘strictures’ is to try to have the cake and
eat it too. Strictures by the Nepali Parliament can apply
to the Nepali government, not to the Government of
India. The Government of Nepal must of course take
note of its Parliament’s concerns, and if necessary, go
back to the Government of India for a fresh round of
negotiations. But in that event, the treaty must be treat-
-2 as dormant (if not as non-existent) until the ce-nego-
tiation is completed and a fresh document is agreed
upon. And of course the negotiations may fail, or may
vield results that the Nepali Parliament may not
approve of.

It seems to me that there can only be ‘ratification” or
‘non-ratification” of a treaty, and not a conditional ratifi-
cation; and that a conditional ratification is the same
as non-ratification. It could be seriously argued that
the Mahakali Treaty does not stand ratified and there-
fore does not exist, and that the question of implement-
ing it does not arise. However, as the general impres-
sion 15 that the treaty has been ratified, let us look at the
differences that have emerged:

(i) The Kalapani issue: This is a territorial dispute. Ei-
ther the area in question is part of Indian territory or it
is not. If it is, the Indian military presence there is a
matter of no consequence to Nepal; if it is Nepali terri-
tory, India has no business to be there. This is a matter
to be resolved with reference to old records, documents,
maps, survey reports, etc. The dispute needs to be set-
tled quickly in a spirit of goodwill and not allowed to
fester. Nothing is gained by arousing emotion over this
issue, and in any case, this has nothing to do with the
implementation of the Mahakali Treaty.

(ii) “Boundary River”: The Nepali view, drawing sup-
port from the parliamentary resolution, is that the qual-
ification “on major stretches” should be ignored and
the Mahakali treated simply as a boundary river. No
one can write that kind of a gloss on the treaty. The
words of a treaty, the result of hard negotiation, are
sacrosanct. If the Mahakali Treaty says “boundary riv-
er on major stretches” then that is what it is.

(iii) “Equal sharing”: From the fact that the Mahakali is

2001 June 14/6 HIMAL

a boundary river, the Nepalis draw the inference that it
belongs equally to the two countries, and therefore half
of the waters of the river belong to Nepal. These doc-
trines (boundary river, ownership of half the waters,
etc) seem to be Nepali innovations not easily derivabie
from any international law or principles. The Indian
view (if 1 have understood it correctly) is that the river
can be used by the two countries but does not ‘belong’
to either; that in particular, any doctrine of ownership
of flowing water and the implied right of the upper
riparian to “sell’ the water so owned to the lower ripar-
ian (who would in any case receive that water natural-
Iy by gravity flow), seems non-maintainable in interna-
tional law; that “equal sharing” really applies to the
incremental benefits to be created by the Pancheswar
Project; and that the relative benefits gained by the two
countries would determine their respective shares of
the capital costs of the project. There is a clear diver-
gence of views here. In so far as this is the result of
inadequate negotiation or poor wording, both sides must
share the blame for leaving this nebulous area in the
treaty. Nothing will be gained by taking a dogmatic
position on this issue; this is a matter for discussion
between the two countries with a view to arrive at an
agreed position.

{iv) The protection of existing consumptive uses: Un-
der the Treaty, the sharing of the capital costs of the
Pancheswar Project would be in proportion to the rela-
tive incremental benefits, and the incremental benefits
have to be reckoned after protecting existing consump-
tive uses of the waters of the Mahakali. India has
claimed that there is such an existing consumptive use
at the Lower Sarada, but the Nepalis question this on
certain grounds. Without going into those arguments
in detail, let us merely ask: is there merit in the claim of
existing use? This issue can be easily resolved if an-
swers are found to the following questions: a) Is there
an existing consumptive use of Mahakali waters in the
Lower Sarada area? If so, what is the quantum? How
old is the use? Is it regular or occasional? Is it a fact that
the farmers depend essentially on the Karnali and draw
upon the Sarada only infrequently, when for certain
reasons they are unable to use Karnali waters, and if
so, how important is that occasional use? b) What
would be the consequences of not recognising this as
“existing usc”? Is it merely a question of reckoning this
against India’s share of the benefits arising from the
Pancheswar Project, and thus requiring India to pay
more (perhaps a few hundred crores) towards the cap-
ital cost of the project? Or is there a danger of actual
denial of Mahakali waters to the farmers in question?
{Incidentally, if this is in fact a case of prior use, would
it not be entitled to consideration under the Helsinki
Rules and now the new UN Convention even if there
were no Treaty?) ¢) In the event of the farmers being
denied Mahakali waters, do they have any alternative
water source, or will they be subjected to distress? As
a result of this examination it may possibly be
found that there is no real problem, or that it is mar-
ginal, and that solutions are available; but it is
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necessary to study the matter first.

(v) Power tariff: The side letter to the treaty says that
the power benefit is to be assessed on the basis of sav-
ing in costs as compared with the relevant alternatives
available. Two questions would arise: first, what in fact
is the ‘alternative’, and secondly, should the tariff be
the same as that of alternative cost? In regard to the first
question, there are many possibilities (other hydro-elec-
tric projects, thermal projects, gas-based projects, etc),
and thermal generation need not be assumed to be the
only alternative available. In regard to the second ques-
tion, if in fact the generation cost at Pancheswar is low-
er, the gain would surely have to be shared between the
two countries: if the ‘alternative cost’ is to be fully paid
by India to Nepal, what is India’s gain, and what has it
‘avoided’? In any case, the price of power 1s not a ques-
tion of abstract principles but one of negotiation. It will
have to be attractive enough to Nepal to warrant the
undertaking of a big project and affordable enough to
India to warrant purchase from this source. Here again,
the difference, if any, does not scem insurmountable;
but so far as one knows, this question has not yet come
up for serious discussion.

It will be a mistake to take a gloomy view of such
differences and difficulties, and to regard thesc as indi-
cations of the failure of the Treaty. What is important is
that they should be quickly dealt with and settled. De-
lay and drift will render them more difficult and

perhaps even intractable. Unfortunately, delay and drift
are what seem to be happening.

At the end of the article, the authors have outlined
an approach for the future. I have no quarrel with that.
But what do we do about the Mahakali Treaty itself?
Do the authors feet that tae only thing that can be done
is to scrap it? Should those who have the cause of a
good relationship between the two countries at heart
work for the salvaging of the treary (however qualified
one’s approval of it may be) and the amicable reselu-
sion of differences, or for the destruction of the treaty
with the inevitable impact of such a denouement on
Indo-Nepal relations? This is not a thetorical question;
it is asked in all seriousness.

Let me add that [ would address such a question to
Gvawali and Dixit but not to certain others (whom !
shall not name) in whom there is a decp visceral dislike
for India. If in fact a visceral dislike for India is a ubig-
uitous phenomenon in Nepal (and we saw recently, in
the case of some reported but unstated remarks by an
Indian actor, how easily anti-India feelings could be
roused, leading even to riots), then one can only say:
“T et not India and Nepal enter into any treaties; they
will not work; the only possible relationship between
the two countries is one of coldness, correctness and
distance.” 1 hope from the bottom of my heart that it is
not necessary to take such a pessimistic view. B

Surmise of a conspiracy

by Irfan Ahmed

I HAVE some questions regarding Subir Bhaumik’s
piece (“Conspirator’s Cauldron”) in the May issue of
Himal. I am not entirely certain that there are answers
to them, but T suppose they ought to be asked. Normally
I feel enormously upbeat about what gets printed on
Himal's pages, and that is precisely why L am not surc
about Bhaumik's piece, and not sure what your edito rial
policy is.

The reasons for this question are obvious. Bhau-
mik’s explanation of a military incident between India
and Bangladesh is based exclusively on the compuls-
ions of the latter’s domestic politics, one that seems to
be dominated by conspiracies in the correspondent’s
reading of it. We all know that Bhaumik has been
reporting on militancy in fndia’s Northeast, so could it
be that this has coloured his world view? He quotes
intelligence agencies as sources. This is highly unusual
because ‘agency quoting’ died many years ago due to
its sheer unreliability. When you grab a phone to get
information you will never be able to tell whether you
are being fed or not. One can continue with this practice
only at the risk of eroding the distinction between the
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media and intelligence outfits in the legitimate
dissemination of news. Conspiracy theories have no
space in the media unless proved bevond doubt, which
is when they cease to be conspiracy theories. But when
Himal prints them, what does that make you? Or is it
that Himal is not uncomfortable with intelligence feeds?

Let me say what the danger was in this case.
Bhaumik concluded that the “assassination attempts”
on Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, the bomb
explosions at the public meetings and the border
incidents, were all part of a single conspiracy to
dethrone Hasina. Also part ot this conspiracy was the
76 kg of explosives that the police discovered 300 metres
from the podium where she was to address a rally at
Kotalipara in her Gopalganj constituency. Add to this
the meeting at Breda, near Amsterdam, to plot the as-
sassination of Hasina, spearheaded by one of the ac-
cused in the Sheikh Mujibur Rehman murder case, and
you have great copy, too tempting to be checked even
though Himal has a man in Dhaka (whose article actu-
ally accompanies Bhaumik’s).

My contention is that reading all of one country’s
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Resnonse

internal problems in the light of its larger neighbou’s
military policy, will always be risky, simpiyv bocause
this is where the agencies come in and fill the
information gap. Bhaumik quotes people to say that
there is a conspiracy to undermine and destabilise
the Awami League government, because it is seen
as being pro-Iindia and hence the recipient of New
Delhi’s patronage. But the pitfalls that follow these
arguments are:

@ The bomb that was found in Kotalipara was s0
big that it had muilitary origins bevond any doubt.
Foreign experts who assessed the situation refused to
endorse the Government of Bangladesh’s view that it
was planted by Islamic terrorists. The
main accused were arrested onlv
-ecently, and seem to have no connec-
tions with any of the political parties.
In any case, the planting of bombs has
no political value left even in the pro-
Awami League camps. Otherwise,
‘t would have been discussed cons-
tantly and used against the Bangla-
desh Nationalist Party (BNP). Even
pro-Awami League media people do
not put out such arguments. Just as
Begum Khaleda Zia's claim that
Hasina had planned her murder and
paid a number of people to kill her,
was not reported by the BBC. Only the
party paper gave the claim publicity
for a couple of days before toning it
down because it sounded so vacuous
in the absence of any evidence. Those
who live in Bangladesh, know that
allegations of assassination attempts
are dime a dozen in a country where
so many ordinary people have died

Those who live in
Bangladesh, know
that allegations of
assassination
attempts are dime a
dozen in a country
where so many
ordinary people have
died unaccompanied
by rumours and
conspiracy theories.

son of Sheikh Mujib’s brother who was kilted along
with him back in 1975. His name even appeared in the
newspapers. A bullet entered the room in which
Hasina’a political advisor Dr. Malek sits. Malek was
given the responsibility of sorting out the “energy mess’
in the country and fingers were being pointed at Sheikh
Halal as he is the biggest wheeler-dealer in this sector.
After the incident, an investigation committee was set
up and duly forgotten. In a place, where bullets fired at
the prime minister’s official residence do not get inves-
tigated, you do not buy into anything that comes to you
on the first ask, even if it is the prime minister’s office
saying that the opposition wants to kill her. Or vice
versa. You have to be a carcful
buyer of facts. You check twice. 1If
the fact is too dangerous to report,
you do not report it. But vou
definitely stay away from what
you are told by your intelligence
sources whose job is to plant
information.

@ As for the bombs, there have
been three major bombings at
public meetings in the last three
years. One was at a cultural meet-
ing held by the Udichi Shilpi
Goshthi in Jessore on 7 March
1999. The second was at the meet-
ing of {(a faction of) Transport
Workers in Paltan Maidan, Dhaka
on 21 January, this vear. The third
was at the I"ahela Baishakh Ramna
Mela (Bangla New Year) on 14
April this vear. The odd common
thread here is that all the three
catherings werc under the umbre-
tla of the Communist Party of

unaccompanied by rumours and
conspiracy theories.

It is true that Hasina’s family was wiped out by
military conspirators, and they have been tried and sen-
tenced to death, and there certainly must be some peo-
ple who might want to kill her but no conciusive evi-
dence exists to link such possible attempts to the bor-
der incidents. The threat to her life and the border events
can only meet at a conspiratorial point because they
are two different media stories.

@ The Breda conspiracy has also disappeared from
the papers. In fact, check with the Dutch papers and
you will see no such rumours. Notice also that the
source quoted was the [ndian mainstream media, and
not the Dutch media. News of such incidents have a
short ifespan.

@ There was one instance of a bullet actually being,
fired at the prime minister’s house and led to a scare.
But although investigated, no results were made pub-
lic and the matter was left there. Names were named in
the circulating rumours including that of the prime
minister’s cousin, and Member of Parliament, Sheikh
Halal, who is considered to be close to her. He is the
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Bangladesh (CPB), a moth-ecaten,
tattered residue of the old Soviet variety. They have no
clout, no influence on Bangla politics, Hitting CP'B i3
really safe. But who would want to do it ?

The members of Chhayanat, the cultural organisa-
tion that has supported the New Year mela for the last
40 years, are going on a hunger strike early next month
because not one arrest has been made after the blast.
The chargesheets for the bombings at the wokers’
meeting have just been finalised though the trial is yet
to commence, while in the Udichi case, none has so far
been made. If you make inquiries as a reporter, the fingers
will point in all directions. In the case of these bombings,
there are a great many rumours about the identity of the
perpetrators, but these are only rumours and they
cannot be reported as facts, even if the source is an
intelligence agency. A surmise is only a surmise,
particularly when it involves a conspiracy. It must be
proved before it can be reported or made the basis of
analysis? Tt is best not to pass off a conspiracy theory
as the conspiracy itself. Either report it as a rumour or
not at all.

Now look at Bhaumik’s conclusion: an Islamist-



Response

rightist anti-Indian alliance is involved in the border
raids. He refers to the Padua raid and the “retaliatory”
incursion at Boraibari, in which 16 Indians were killed.
What does it prove? And how does one reconcile the
intent of the so-called ceonspiracy with its actual
outcome? We will have to concoct yet another conspi-
racy theory to account for the wide gap between the
intent and the outcome.

Examine the facts of the case. The conspiracy was
meant to destabilise the “pro-India” prime minister.
Instead the Indian raid actually helped Hasina look
like a brave anti-Indian. Now how did that happen? Is
it that the Indian defence establishment, acting on in-
telligence reports of the plot to undermine the Awami
League government, actually sent these soldiers, in the
full knowledge that they would get killed, in order to
strengthen Hasina’s hand politically? And what about
the events that followed—the bad blood and the
acrimony—was all that just posturing and so much
shadow boxing for the gallery? It would seem then that
the main objective of the counter-conspiracy—stealing
the thunder from BNP’s anti-Indian rhetoric has been
accomplished, for it is a fact that the main opposition
Bangladesh Nationalist Party has lost rather than
gained from the incident. In fact, Awami League lead-
ers have gleefully gone on record to say that the Indian
attack demonstrates just how strong the Bangladesh
defence policy is and that Hasina is now seen as being
more tough with India than Khaleda Zia. This event
has even ignited anti-Indian feeling within the Awami
League, and there are speeches to prove that. But then
what is the sense of a counter-conspiracy that strength-
ens the ally by weakening the alliance. Good sense
militates against accepting this kind of a conspiracy
theory. On the other hand, nothing else will explain
why the original Islamic-right wing conspiracy
achieved precisely the opposite of what it intended.
Perhaps the best way out is not to accept such theories
in the first place.

There is another point to be made about quoting
intelligence sources, i.e. that it is not a restricted privi-
lege. It is an option open to anyone who has access to
intelligence contacts. Situations become murky when
different versions of the same thing are passed out as
classitied intelligence information. And ail the conflict-
ing versions are certified as true merely because they
have come from the same intelligence source. For in-
stance, there are rumours of a secret report on the Indo-
Bangla border incident prepared for the Bangladesh
prime minister. Rumour also has it that another one is
being prepared fer public consumption. Clearly, the two
reports are bound to make two completely different con-
structions of the same cvent. What then will a journal-
ist report? Lither that there are two such reports, if it
has indeed been verified that there are two such reports.
Or that there are rumours of two such reperts which are
not verified. Or just say nothing at all about the two
unconfirmed reports. But most certainly not the content
of any one of them. That is naivete.

Now, Dhaka rumour has it that the secret report (the
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first one) claims that the whole thing was a bloody mess
and everything we see has been spin doctored; that the
Padua takeover was a local decision which did not even
have the sanction of the Bangladesh Rifles (BDR) chief,
not to speak of the prime minister; that Padua is back
with India and the road that the Indians were building
close to this no man’s land is no longer there; that Padua
is best given away to India at some later point; that the
Boraibari attack by the Indians was a local decision
taken by the BSF deupty commandant BR Mondal and
that the BSF top brass did not know about it either; that
if the BSF men had come in broad daylight there would
have been no exchange of fire, but because it was dark
the BDR fired; and that the Indian forces that amassed
at the border subsequently had nothing to do with the
incident, but were there in connection with the elections
in Assam and West Bengal. Now, all this is a far cry
from both the Indian intelligence version of events and
the official Bangla version. So which is the right version?

Subir Bhaumik is excellent when he reports the
Assam situation. But by hinging his analysis of the
border event on the Indian intelligence understanding
of Bangladeshi politics he has turned in a speculative
piece that will not meet the standards of credible
journalism. These are standards that Bhaumik meets
when he is not quoting intelligence people. And these
are standards which Himal should follow all the time.

—via email
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The IMF riot

TWO YEARS ago the World Bank fired its chief econo-
mist, Joseph Stiglitz, merely because he had expressed
mild dissent from World Bank-style globalisation. He
was recently interviewed in Washington for The Ob-
server and News night about the inside workings of the
IMF, the World Bank, and the Bank’s 51 percent owner,
the US Treasury.

The World Bank, Stlghtz tells us, claims that it has
an assistance strategy for every poorer nation, which is
designed for each after careful in-country investigation.
Not so, says Stiglitz, once a-true insider, a member of
Bill Clinton’s cabinet, and chairman of the president’s
council of economic advisers. The so-called “investiga-
tion” involves little more than a close inspection of five-
star hotels and concludes with a meeting with a beg-
ging finance minister, who is handed a ‘restructuring
agreement’ pre-drafted for ‘voluntary” signature. Then,
after an analysis of each nation’s economy, the Bank
hands to every finance minister the same four-step pro-

gramme: privatisation; capital market liberalisation; -

market-based pricing; free trade.

. Step one: Rather than objecting to the sell=offs of state
industries, most ‘politicians of poor countries use the
World Bank’s demands to silence local critics and their
governments and then happily flog their electricity, wa-
ter companies, and so forth. They leap, with eyes gleam—
ing, at the possibility of commissions for shaving a few
billion off the sale price. The US government knows
exactly what is going on—as it did in the case of the
biggest privatisation of all, the 1995 Russian scll-off.
Stiglitz maintains that the US Treasury wanted Yeltsin
re-elected and was totally unconcerned as to whether
the election was corrupt or not. The result: US-backed
oligarchis stripped Russia’s industrial assets, with the
effect that national output was cut almost by half.

Step two: In theory this allows investrment money to
flow in and out but in practice, usually, the money sim-
ply flows out. MacDonald’s Kentucky Fried? Stiglitz
calls this the ‘hot money’ cycle whereby cash flows in
for speculaticn in real estate and currency, and flows
out at the first signs of trouble. Stiglitz says that a na-
tion's reserves can drain literally in days, and when it
does, the IMF steps in and demands that interest
rates be raised, thus demolishing property values,
savaging industrial production and draining the
national exchequer.

Step three: With a nation down on its knees, the TMF
propels it towards raising prices on food, water and
utilities. As one illustration of the results of what the
Bank fancily terms market-based pricing, Stiglitz cites
Indonesia in 1998. When the IMF put a stop to food and
fuel subsidies, the country exploded into riots what
Stiglitz calls Step three-and-a-half, ‘the IMF riot’.

News night had obtained several World Bank docu-
ments one of which was a 2000 Interim Country
Assistance Strategy for Ecuador in which it was clearly
stated that the Bank expected its plans for that un-
happy country to spark 'social unrest’, which is

exactly what thev did.

These ‘IMF riots’ cause new flights of capital and
ensuing government hankruptcies. Who profits:
foreigners who rush in to pick up at bargain prices
whatever assets remam. In this game, says Stiglitz, the
tlear winners seem to be the western banks and the US
Treasury.

Step four: Free trade is conducted by the rules of the
World Trade Qrganisation and the World Bank. Eu-
rope and America demolish all barriers to sales in Asia,
Africa and Latin America whilst barricading their own
markets to purchases from these arcas.

World Bank and IMF plans are devised in secrecy,
they are never open to dissent or even discourse, and
according to Stiglitz, are “driven by an absolutist ideol-
ogy”. Notonly do they actually undermine the demand-
ed democracy but they just do not work. Take Africa,
for instance. Under the IMF structural assistance pro-
grammes, Africa’s income dropped by 23 percent and
the only nation that escaped was Botswana which gave
the IMF the boot.

Stiglitz's recommendations: Forget the Bank and the
IMF. Go in for radical land reforms and thus completely
change the power of the elités. But changing the power
of the elites is not high on the Bank’s or the IMF's agen-
da, and neither is changing their own four-step course
in the face of failures and: suffering.

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH EX-CHIEE ECONOMIST OF THE
IMF, JOSEPH STIGLITZ.

Pakistan’s Salem trials

BLASPHEMY 1S a capital crime in this volatile Islamic

nation, so Dr. Younus Shaikh, while teaching at a med-
ical college, might have w1sclv avoided any discussion
of the personal hygiene of the holy Prophet Muham-
mad.

But the topic came up during a morning physiology
class. And the doctor talked briefly about seventh-cen-
tury Arabia and its practices regarding circumcision
and the remaval of underarm hair.

“Some students found his remarks deeply offensive.
“Only out of respect, because he was our teacher,
did we not beat him to death on the spot,” said Syed

~Bilal, 17.

Tnstead, they informed a group of pow erfu! mullahs,
who in turn filed a criminal complaint. Lest the matter
be treated with insufficient urgency, these clerics dis-
patched a mob to the medical school and the police
station, threatening to burn them down.

Precisely what Dr. Shaikh said in class last October
is now a matter of mortal dispute, but he has been jailed
ever since, awaiting trial and pondering the noose.
Defending himself presents a conundrum. What can
he sately say?

Pakistan, a nearly bankrupt nation with 150 mil-
tion people, a military government and an expanding
nuclear arsenal, is drifting toward religious extremism,
Blasphemy cases are its version of the Salem witch tri-
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‘not even imagine blaspheming

als, with clerics sniffing out infidels, and enemies
using the law to settle personal scores.

Accurate crime statistics are a low prioritv here, but
the number of those imprisoned on blasphemy charges
is estimated in the hundreds. Only the most sensation-
al cases get much notice: when vigilantes murder the
accused, or the bold judge who set him free. When a
man is condemned to die if a few pages in the Koran are
torn. When a newspaper is shut down after publishing
z sacrilegious letter.

Dr. Shaikh is charged under Provision 295-C of the
Jaw: the use of derogatory remarks about the holy Proph-
et Muhammad. Whether such an offence is intentional
or not, the mandatory punishment is death.

“Please understand, I am a deeply religious

" Dr. Shaikh said recently,
professing his Islamic faith
through the tight wire mesh of
ajail cell. A short, rumpled man,
he had the weary look of some-
one trying to rub a disturbing
dream from bleary eyes. “I can-
our holy Prophet, peace be upon ’
~im.”

Few Pakistanis have heard of
Dr. Shaikh, but news of his woes
has leapt the borders, flitting
across the Internet. He is associat-
ed with the International Human-
ist and Ethical Union, which de-
scribes itself as an “umbrella organ-
isation for humanist, rationalist, ag-
nostic, skeptic, atheist and ethical
culture groups around the world.” In
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his passion has been “the history of nations”. After the
Kerai, he said, the important books in his life have been
the Freyclopedia Britamiica and The Story of Civilization
by Will and Ariel Durant.

Pakistan may have an ample supply of free think-
ers, but free speakers have long been on the wane. Gov-
ernments-—civilian or military—tend to imprison op-
ponents. Federal laws enforce a mix of mosque and
state, and questions of religion are often presumed to
have a single right answer, like arithmetic.

“Before saving anything in this country, you must
always be aware of the forum, the place and the time,”
said Afrasiab Khattak, head of the Human Rights Com-
mission of Pakistan. “If accused of biasphemy, vou

are in great difficulty. The mullahs are not
known for their generosity. Even if exon-
erated, you will always be in danger.”

Dr. Shaikh was a member of peace
and environmental groups. But while he

might have asked an occasional dissent-
ing question at a public seminar, he was

not a well-known activist. Iis few writ-
:ings have appeared mostly in cyber-
space, and at least some of them ac-
cuse organised religion of mass mur-
der, bigotry and the degradation of
women. (Supporters have now re-
moved most of this material from the
Internet.)

Last fall, as Dr. Shaikh worked
part time at a small clinic, he accept-
ed a teaching job at the Capital Ho-
meopathic Medical College, on the

second floor of a shopping plaza.
He had no expertise in homeopath-
ic cures, but his subject was physi-
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In an attempt to save the doctor, a
global letter-writing campaign was quickly begun, with
pleas aimed at Gen. Pervez Musharraf, Pakistan’s mil-
itary ruler. Publicity, on the other hand, has been dis-

couraged.

The hope was that persistent statesmanship would
outlast righteous anger, with the charges then quietly
disappearing. This hushed approach has proved a frus-
tration, however, and after declining earlier requests
for an interview, Dr. Shaikh agreed to speak of his case.

“My statements about the holy Prophet, peace be
upon him, were made in his praise only, and these have
now been twisted out of context,” he said in measured
phrases.

Moments later, pressed for specifics, he said: "My
students asked me about the shaving of pubic and arm-
pit hair, and I, in describing the glory of Allah’s revela-
tions, said that before the arrival of Islam, the Arabs did
not have these practices. And they did not.”

Before his troubles, Dr. Shaikh lived alone in a small
room in Islamabad. He had studied medicine in both
Pakistan and Iretand but his practice had long periods
of interruption. He preferred academic research and
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ology and he knew that well enough. He
was paid USD 89 a month.

However badly it ended, Dr. Shaikh’s brief tenure
was not a contentious one. Students liked him. If he
had a fault, they said, it was for lectures that mean-
dered into irrelevancies like poetry or free sex in West-
ern countries.

Occasionally, Dr. Shaikh’s digressions embarrassed
his students; occasionally, they seemed impious. One
irksome topic was how Muslims had come to practice
circumcision and, for purposes of cleanliness, the re-
moval of pubic and underarm hair. A question arose:
Had Muhammad been circumcised before receiving
God's revelations at age 407

The ensuing discussion brought on no great ado,
and Dr. Shaikh said he only remembers saying, “The
Prophet’s tribe did not practice circumcision.”

But the offended students repeat a different version.

“He told us the Prophet hadn’t been circumcised
before,” insisted Majid Lodhi, 22. “We asked, ‘In what
book is this knowledge?” And he said, "I'm telling you
the way it was, and if you have evidence to the con-
trary, bring in your proof.” ”

Outside of school, the students had begun talking

LY



about Dr: Shaikh. Was he uttering blasphemies?
they asked each other. And if so, what should a good
Muslim do?

“T had heard from the sermons in the mosques that
those who blaspheme deserve to be killed immediate-
ly,” said Asghar Ali Afridi, who at 28 was older than
most students and whose views were persuasive. “It
was a weakness of faith that we. did not do it.”

But 11 students, the entire class, did sign a letter
that listed Dr. Shaikh’s possible crimes. They claimed
he had said that the Prophet was not a-Muslim until
age 40; that before then, he did not remove his under-
arm hair or undergo circumcision; that he first wed,
at 25, without an lslamic marriage contract; that his
parents were not Muslims.

‘Mr. Afridi was picked to deliver the letter to the
Movemeént for the Finality of the Prophet, a group well
known for pursuing blasphemers.

“For Dr. Shaikh’s-own protection, we sought his
arrest,” said Abdul Wahid Qasmi, secretary general of
the organisation’s Islamabad chapter "‘Otherwise, he
might have been killed in the streets.”

The Movement’s vigilance is most often dlrected at
Ahmadis, who regard themselves as Muslims but be-
lieve another prophet appeared after Muhammad. By
law, they are barred from linking themselves in any
way to Jslam. Each year, many are arrested for sxmply
reciting a Koranic verse or usmg the greetmg “salaam
aletkum”,

Non-Muslims make up about 3 percent of Pakistan’s
population, and while they have obvious reasons to
fear the blasphemy statutes, there is no shortage of op-

position among Muslims as well. Even a strong advo- .

cate, the minister for religious affairs, Mahmood Ah-
mad Ghazi, says the law requires revision. He has re-
viewed:"numerous cases and said the majority origi-
nate from “ill will and personal prejudige”.

Last year, General Musharraf himself called for a
procedural change, suggesting that the merits of blas-
phemy cases be reviewed by local officials before an
arrest. But when fundamentalists t60k to the streets in
protest, he backed down. - -~

At the Movement’s headquarters, the law also comes
under. criticism, though the complaint is of sluggish

justice. Blasphemers may get locked up, but not one

has been executed.
~ “Even if someone is only half-conscious when
speaking against the Prophet, he must die,” said Mr.
Qasmi, who managed to sound amiable. “In Dr.
Shaikh's case, his relatives have come to see us, saying
the man is sorry and that he repents. But to be sorry
now is not enough. Even if a man is sorry, he must die.”

These days, Dr: Shaikh calls-himself an “Islamic
humanist,” stressing the adjective. This surge in devo-
tion is a return to his roots; he comes from a religious
family in Bahawalnagar, and his father, a merchant, is
a hafiz, a man who has memorised the Koran.

In hiring a lawyer, the family has steered away from
human rights types. Iis altorney takes a rather omnibus
approach. First, there is a technicality to exploit. The

students should have filed the charges instead of the
mullahs, he asserts. Second, his client never said the
things alleged, and even if he did, the words are not
blasphemous.

A judge will decide. And customarily, the accusing
party packs the courtroom with zealots in a show of
righteous concern. The Shaikh family, however, has no
intention of being steamrolled by hostile fundamental-
ists. At a recent hearing, they brought their own mul-
lahs—equally bearded, equalty turbaned, equally able
to quote from holy books.

“No blasphemy has been committed in this case,”
proclaimed Maulana Abdul Hafiz. An elderly, stern-
faced man, he, too, heads a chapter of the Movement for
the Finality of the Prophet, his being in Bahawalnagar.
“Blasphemy can be committed only if issues are raised
about the period after the holy Prophet declared his
prophethood. These issues are pre- -prophethood.”

The mullahs from Bahawalnagar say they have
tried to reason with the mullahs from Islamabad, but
these efforts.have failed. “They know we are right but

“'they do not want to backtrack and lose face,” said Maul-

ana Hafiz, enraged by his adversaries.

How dare they? he declared: “They tell us that we
ourselves should be cautious, that protectmg a blas-
phemer is as bad as blaspheming-itself.”

- FroMm “DEATH TO BrAspHEMERs: IsLam’s GRIP ON Pakg-
STAN" BY NAVEED AKRaM IN THE Nrw YORrk TiMES.

A :
Bogus opinion polis

THE OPINION polls have gone wrong many times in
Tamil Nadu, as well as in other states of India. In fact,
they are becoming predictably unpredictable, and can
misjudge even the overall trend-—not just the number
of seats!

Why would an opinion poll get it wrong? Even more
curiouslty, how can an exit poll fail to predict the re-
sults, when they seem to work very well-in the USA and
other developed countries? Scientifically, 1 can think of
five possible.explanations:

-“1.:In reality, opinion polls are seldom conducted; it
is all eyewash. Journalists write what they think wilf
happen, or what they think should happen. 2, Opinion
polls are honestly conductéd, but the methodology of
conducting them in India could be inherently faulty. 3.
Methodology is fine on paper, but the actual sample set

chosen for the opinion poll is not representative of the

voter population and preferences. 4. A major event hap-
pens after the opinion poll to drastically affect the vot-
ing tendency (albeit cannot be an excuse for the failure
of exit polls). 5. Opinion polls are properly conducted,
but people participating in them are not telling the truth
due to some reason(s).
The first theory is the favourite of cynics who say to
e: "Opinion polls? Are vou mad? In India, nobody
ever asks anyone’s opinion about anything. Magazines
just write something that suits them, and people can’t
care less. As a matter of fact, people like you who are
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educated and can afford a magazine like fndia Today
are a smail minority, and you guys don’t even bother to
vote!” 1 am now anreasmgly convinced (and con-
cerned) that the cynics are right, at least partiallv. In the
last two and a half years of my life at Oxford, I have
been stopped at least 10 times and asked about a gamut
of things—views on homosexuals adopting children
(neutral), the political party 1 support (Liberal Demo-
crats), whether university fees should be hiked (no},
whether John Tyndall of British Nationalist Party
should be allowed to debate in the Oxford Union (no},
which flower would remind irie of my childhood days
{Jasmine}, etc. From the political to the romantic, from
the weird and supernatural to the most obvious—I was
questioned on a.number of topics. Almost everyday 1
see someone being stopped on the road in Oxford and
-asked an opinion. Every week I get some sort of ques-
tionnajre from people ranging from my mobile phone
sales executive, to a desperate graduate student of ex-
perimental psychology.

On the other hand, 1 lived for 25 years in India be-
fore moving to England. Those years were mostly spent
Sm towns, and I had no experience of participating in
any opinion poll. Did | ever see anyone being inter-

viewed? No. Did I (or any of my friends from my town)

know. anyone {(who knew anyone) who- participated in
a survey? No, not at all. With the exceptions of reader-
ship surveys by The Hindu, Readers’ Digest, etc., and
door-to-door salesgirls eagerly selling shampoos or
detergents, townspeople are conveniently ignored. At
least, that is my experience. If this is the situation in
towns, I can imagine how many opinion polls are con-
ducted in villages' Intere‘stingly, my colleagues who
grew up in metropolitan cities of India have taken part,
or have seen someone, taking part in opinion polls.
So I think that opinion polls are seldom
conducted in all rural parts of India. At best,
feelers dre sent to random villages to gauge
the mood, and it is likely that predictions.
are based on crude extrapolation. Maga-
zines write what they want, or what they
believe is a probale outcome, or {taking a
cynical view) what they think will sell. The
people who subscribe to India Today, or the
online readers of Tehelka, and the journal-
ists who write in these med;a—we are most-
ly the bourgeoisie, a minority of India’s pop-
ulation, who are educated and well.off. Our
preferences and aspirations need not match
with those of the rural masses that turn up
to vote in elections. India has identity poli-
tics—in terms of religion, caste, ethnicity,
language, culture, gender, etc. Issues in ru--
ral areas are often subsidy, benefits, and eco-
nomic prosperity, etc. whereas urban voters
are more concerned about governance,
transportation, facilities, wages, etc. So it is
also likely that journalists who conduct
the opinion poll {assuming they do) fail

majority rural population, and get their predictions
wrong. This brings us to the second expianatxon viz,
the methodology of conductmg the opinion polls in
India could be faulty. The opinion polls have worked

- well in the developed West because it was started by

the American private sector to measure and understand
human attitudes and behaviour, for its own vested -
interests. The Gallup polls, for instance, have been
conducted since 1935 by one of the world’s largest
management consulting firms, to help companies
improve business performance. This is serious stuff,
and as an employee-owned firm, Gallup is present in
more than 25 countries and its revenues have grown by
an average 25% annually over the past decade. If they

_don’t get their predictions right for a while, they will
lose their customers. When Indian psephologists get it

wrong, they simply shrug their shoulders, and contin-
ue to sell their magazines or broadcast their pro-
grammes. ...There are pressing questions here: Who
conducts these polls? What is his/her political alle-
giance? What are the assumptons made in the pse-
phological model, and how can they be justified? What
statistical procedure was followed? How is the margin
of error estimated? Do they conduct these polls in all
polling stations? In all constituencies? How do they
select their sample set? Is the sample set representa-
tive? .
To mask their 1nadequac1es, India’s oplmon poll-
sters pubhsh jargons like “psephological predictions”,
“swing”, etc. In science, no amount of fancy theory will

“stand the test of time uniess it is proven to predict ex-

per;mental observatlons correctly The same holds true
for opinion polls. -
From “PSEPHOLOGISTS, THE ERROR-KNIGHTS OF INDIA”
BY VASAN SHESHADRI IN TEHELKA.COM.

(\K 5Hn! A CORMER

to vibrate in the wavelength of India’s
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Eric’s errors

he Himalayan watershed of

South Asia is an area of intense
tension. Potential flashpoints could
now lead to regional conflagrations
that test the nuclear forbearance of
the two main players. Geopolitical
and internal disputes have created
a belt of uncertainty from the Kara-
koram to the Eastern Himalaya, fad-
ing off into the Burmese Highlands.
This stretch of mountain hosts some
of the most inhospitable and beau-
tiful terrains in the world, and
mountaineers eye them with inter-
est. Sadly, because these regions
happen to be disputed frontiers,
vast areas remain closed.

The area of the Himalaya across
India, Pakistan, Afghanistan and
China, has been the focus of atten-
tion in some recent books. One of
these is Humphrey Huxley’s Drag-
on Fire, a fictionalised account of
conflict in this belt that steadily
builds up to a nuclear climax in-
volving China, India and Pakistan.
Huxley’s deft handling of geopolit-
ical and military realities makes his
account highly readable and credi-
ble. Besides, Dragon Fire does not
pretend to be anything other than a
plausible work of fiction. In contrast
is Eric Margolis” War at the Top of the
World, which outlines a similar sce-
nario but presents it as analysis of
the ground situation based on a
study of facts. Yet, in many ways,
Margolis” description of his travels
and his futuristic predictions sound
more fantastic than Huxley’s fiction.
If Margolis lacks Huxley’s sure
touch, it is surely because of his in-
adequate grasp of regional geo-pol-
itics and of even elementary facts.

The author attempts to provide
a strategic analysis of the ongoing
disputes and their likely trajectory.
The book’s claim to authenticity of
analysis and credibility rests on
Margolis” brief visits to some areas
of this Himalayan belt. But to be con-
vincing, a study of this kind, requires
in the first place a capacity for dis-
passionate analysis. Moreover,

52

since this is an area which many
have visited, a place where armies
camp, much has already been writ-
ten about it. Consequently, any
study of the subject ought to be
based on meticulous observation
and scrupulous adherence to
known and incontrovertible facts.
Margolis seems to have dispensed

War at the Top of the World:
The Struggle for Afghanistan, Kashmir and Tibet
by Eric Margolis; Routledge, New York; 2000;
pp 250; USD 22; {SBN: 0415927129

reviewed by Harish Kapadia

with both these requirements. The
book is deeply flawed by coloured
judgements and factual errors. One
reads it as though through a cracked
mirror because at the core of this
work ts the author’s evident and
palpable dislike of India.

It is likely that in his perambula-
tions Margolis had an encounter
with the ubiquitous Indian ‘Babu’,
which perhaps soured his disposi-
tion. The book is replete with dis-
paraging remarks of all things Indi-
an, a country he describes as
“quaint, exotic and a Third World
derelict”. He delights in characteris-
ing Indian politicians as “local war-
lords, powerful feudal land owners,
caste-based party bosses and gang-
sters”. The vibrancy of Indian de-
mocracy is casually written off in a
few phrases. The police forces are
“undisciplined thugs of little mili-
tary value”, the temples are “por-
nographic”, the reoads are death
traps, and Indian airline pilots are

“notorious for drink and incompe-
tence”. [n fact, Margolis’ baleful and
jaundiced eye never misses an op-
portunity to frown at anything ‘In-
dian’. On the other hand, the “Is-
lamic Warrior” is his brother de-
serving of constant praise—"tall,
true, fierce, ferocious formidable”.
There are stories of “Fadil the Kurd”,
“Musa the Warrior” (“I like to fight
wherever there are Indians™) and
“Commander Nadji the Egyptian”.
Only K.P.5. Gill finds favourable
mention, and even that is back-
handed. Perhaps, the author got
frightened by the Punjab tamer.

Since Margolis has kept India at
an arm’s length, it is no wonder that
his assessments go awry. The shal-
lowness of his knowledge is evident
in his comments on the caste sys-
tem, where he commits the common
mistake of all pseudo-intellectu-
als—of equating class with caste,
Margolis should have read research
on caste by such authorities as Ash-
ley Montague and Andre Betteille.
His account is tendentious in other
matters as well. Despite evidence to
the contrary, the author continues
to portray the Kargil War as an in-
cursion by B00 motivated Muja-
hideen. There is no disputing the
courage of the Afghan and the Pa-
khtoon, and their earlier success
against the Russian juggernaut. But
the fact is that these redoubtable
warriors and their mercenary breth-
ren have failed in Kashmir, a fact
grudgingly acknowledged by the
author, who attributes it to skillful
Indian diplomacy in isolating the
Mujahideen, overwhelming Indian
froop presence in the area, Israeli
help to India in sealing the berders,
and the brutal repression of Kash-
miris, ameng others.

Margolis starts with a cursory
visit to Afghanistan after which he
zooms in on Kashmir, and particu-
larly on the role of Afghans in the
region. His account of alleged Indi-
an repression in Kashmir is partic-
ularly merciless. He also makes the
entire Himalavan region an area of
dispute vis-a-vis India. For example,
in one place he talks of “Chinese
Sinkiang and India held Ladakh”.
The ‘occupation” of the latter he com-
pares with the Chinese annexation
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of Tibet. It is obvious that Margolis
has not heard of the famed Ladakh
Scouts, sons of the soil, one of the
most highly decorated regiments of
the Indian Army, willing and suc-
cessful defenders of Ladakh in all
of India’s wars. Can he find a Tibet-
an army fighting for the Chinese?

Eric Margolis, subtly and not so
subtly, draws attention throughout
the book to his vast travels and his
reportage of the various conflicts
that plague the globe. His smug con-
clusions are based on this obvious-
ly wide-ranging but depth-less ex-
perience. As one ploughs through
the book, one cannot but conclude
that Margolis does not even know
his geography, so important at least
In a mountain region. A major faux
pas is in the chapters narrating his
visit to the Siachen Glacier, a region
this reviewer is particularly famil-
iar with. Margolis has clearly been
‘ed up the garden path by the Paki-
stani officials and officers he came
in contact with. This is especially
evident in his description of travels
through Baltistan with one Captain
Aziz,

Margolis believes that Mount K2
and Godwin Austin are two differ-
ent peaks (enough to put off anyone
from the mountain-climbing frater-
nity from the book). More amazing-
ly, in two days, over atrocious roads,
he seems to cover the greater part of
the conflict areas of Baltistan, in-
cluding Kargil and Siachen. In this
dream journey, Capt Aziz and Mar-
golis leave Skardu at dawn and
cross Gol and Khapalu before
lunch. After an afternoon nap, they
drive along the Shyok river on an
atrocious dirt track till they reach
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the crest of the Ladakh range from
where he gets a glimpse of Kargil.
The author then makes the interest-
ing observation that from Kargil a
road leads on to the Nubra Valley.
Thereafter, the drive takes them over
the “Bila fond Pass” (sic) at 15,600
feet, followed by a night halt in “a
demented village”. The next day’s
drive is again over a terrible dirt
track which leads the two adven-
turers to the army base at Dansam
at the “foot of the mighty Siachen
Glacier a 50 mile river of ice”. Here,
of course, he meets his companion
of old days, Colonel Youssef, a
strapping Pathan from Peshawar
who reminiscences about Skend-
berg, Albania (the country of the
author’s mother).

The next day, they drive to the
25 Punjab Regiment base, where the
author is received by Colonel Musa,
who reminds him of the Ottoman
Sultan in GK Chesterton’s poem
“Lepanto” (“there is laughter like
the fountain in that face that all men
feared”). Here the author is given a
tire-power demonstration, which
includes firing by 130 mm guns. The
guns succeed in destroying an In-
dian artillery position, as reported
by the Forward Observation IPosts.
Colonel Musa points out a com-
manding peak, held by the Paki-
stanis, which the Indian Army has
been unsuccessfully trying to cap-
ture, in one instance even being driv-
en off by an officer who had rap-
pelled down to the top of a peak
from a helicopter. The author is then
taken to Conway Saddle where he
gets a glimpse of Indian positions a

kilometre away. At the end of this
chapter, the author observes, “No
hatred I have ever encountered, save
that held by Serbs and Greeks for
Muslims, equalled the vitriolic de-
testation between Indians and Pa-
kistanis.”

As a mountaineer, [ have spent
some time on these particular chap-
ters as they are of interest to the av-
erage Himalayan traveller. They
contain many inaccuracies and
much undigested vitriol. Through-
out his tour, the author makes no
mention of encountering any traffic
on a road which is the lifeline of a
brigade and more of Pakistani
troops. The road obviously could
not be in the atrocious condition
described by the writer. More to the
point, Bilafond Pass is not on this
road. In fact, it and Conway Saddle
are difficult to reach even for expe-
rienced mountaineers. And with the
Indian army positions overlooking
these passes, any attempt to reach
there would have resulted in disas-
ter for the visitors.

It is fairly obvious that the re-
doubtable Capt Aziz took the author
some distance along Shyok Valley
and not to the crest of Ladakh Range
from where he claims he got a
glimpse of Kargil. Aziz and his su-
periors must be laughing through
their “ferocious” beards, for what
he indicated as Kargil to the author
was probably an Indian or even
a Pakistani village in the Shyok




Valley. This is further corroborated
by the fact that the approach to the
Nubra is along the Shyok Valley,
and not, as Margolis claims, from
Kargil from where a good road goes
to Leh and thereafter winds up to
Khardung La before twisting down
to the Shyok Valley. And Nubra.
Dansam is on the Dansam river,
which is fed by the Kondus, Bi-
latond, Chumik, Gyong and Chu-
lung glaciers and not the Siachen
Glacier, which feeds the Nubra on
the Indian side.

It is most likely that the author
was taken along the Bilafond gla-
cier, where 25 Punjab Regiment’s
posts are located. The peak shown
by Colonel Musa is most
likely the former ‘Qaid’
Peak, captured in a fine
feat of arms by Subedar
Major Bana Singh and
men of § Jammu and
Kashmir Light Infantry
in 1986. This place was

the backbone of Paki- m:gz
stani defence. They have :

never reconciled them-
selves to its loss, and the
Pakistani public at large
still remains un-aware of
this debacle. The previ-
ously mentioned heli-
copter incident actually
happened in 1992 in
the Chulung Complex,
where a brave Pakistani
officer tried to reach a commanding
height by helicopter and perished
in the attempt. That particular bat-
tle also resulted in the death of a
Pakistani brigadier. There is no In-
dian arti-llery gun position under
obser-vation by Pakistan, for the
simple fact is that in Siachen, de-
spite horrendous odds, the Indian
Army holds the heights. Pakistani
forces do not have any view of the
Siachen Glacier, let alone driving
Margolis to that place!
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Cartographic aggression

The “hatred for Hindus” that Mar-
golis repeatedly talks about is not
reciprocated by the Indians. The In-
dian Army has enrolled a fair num-
ber of Muslims who have fought
most gallantly on the Siachen and
won gallantry awards. The Indian
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Army’s motivation is based on
other factors, and hatred of Muslims
is definitely not one of them. This
is war between two nations and
not two communities, unlike what
Margolis chooses to believe.

In another passage, the author
turns the rationale of the Siachen
conflict on its head by claiming that
Indian mountaineering expeditions
triggered Pakistani army activity on
Siachen, whereas the entire moun-
taineering fraternity knows that for-
eign expeditions to the glacier orig-
inating from Pakistan, 14 in all, com-
bined with ‘cartographic aggres-
sion’, provoked India into occupy-
ing Siachen. The climbing expedi-
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tions, accompanied by Pakistani li-
aison officers, provided the ratio-
nale for Pakistan to lay claim on the
glacier. Maps began to be published
in Europe showing the extended
line of control joining the Karako-
ram Pass in the east following the
Pakistani claim (the line along the
glacier had earlier been left unde-
fined—see Himal on Siachen, De-
cember 1998). These maps conced-
ed the entire Siachen Glacier to Pa-
kistan, and showed Pakistan and
China sharing a long common bor-
der to the east of Siachen. The Indi-
an Army occupied Siachen in 1984
when Pakistan gave permission to
a Japanese expedition to attempt
Rimo, a peak located in a side val-
ley east of the Siachen and overlook-
ing Aksai Chin, which would have
linked Pakistan controlled Kashmir

with China, along the historic trade
route that leads to Chinese Turke-
stan over the Karakoram Pass.

It is also worth remembering that
anv solution to the border dispute
in the Himalayan frontiers would
ultimately rest on the watershed
principle. Himalayan borders, since
the MacMahon Line was drawn,
follow the ridge from where all riv-
ers flowing south go to India, and
rivers flowing north go to China/
Tibet. In Siachen because of the Sal-
toro Ridge, which is the dividing
line, rivers that flow west and south
from the ridge will be with Pakistan,
and those which flow east and
south with India. This is a princi-
ple Margolis conveniently
ignores.

The later part of the
book is devoted to the Ti-
betan conflict. The author,
as is his wont, puts the
blame for the Chinese occu-
pation of Tibet on India, an
idea that is, to say the least,
innovative. In his tirades,
Sikkim (now a state of In-
dia), Bhutan and Ne-pal
also feel threatened by In-
dians. His prejudiced nar-
ration of events cons-tant-
ly stresses that it is India
which wanted to control
Tibet. And after consider-
ing various aspec-ts of Chi-
nese history and its leader-
ship, Margolis speculates about the
possible break-up of China, like the
Soviet empire, and who is to grab
which areas in such an eventuali-
ty—as if nations are available like a
scattered bag of peanuts. Margolis
titles the last chapter, “The Fate of
Asia”. What he forgets is that the
fate of Asia, whichever way it goes,
will now be decided by Asians, and
no amount of uninformed pre-
scripts by ‘parachute authors” will
have any effect.

Eric Margolis has based his book
on cursory personal experiences,
which seem to only reinforce his ste-
reotyped predetermined prejudices.
It is exactly such a skewed view
of the region and its conflicts,
that the weorld should be wary of.
That’s what got us into this mess in
the first place. ) b
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In the world of floating categories

here are many ideas floating

about in the intellectual fashion
houses of the West which are picked
up, more or less uncritically, and
bandied about in the rest of the
world, particuiarly after the explo-
sion of cultural and post-colonial
theory in the last decade and a half.
Rustom Bharucha’s provocative
book, The Politics of Cultural Practice,
challenges many of these chic ideas.
It is also a book that is difficult to
summarise because of the wide
range and complexity of issues it
deals with.

A book addressing the politics
of culture must inevitably contend
with the prophets and the process-
es of globalisation, and this is
among the first themes that
Bharucha addresses. He points out
that many culturat theorists and crit-
ics located in the West are reaping
the benefits of globalisation; more-
over, from within the citadels of cap-
italism, neo-liberal globalisation
seems inevitable and all-encom-
passing. Bharucha draws attention
to the miseries and brutalities per-
petuated by globalisation, particu-
larly in the Third World, and em-
phasises the need to resist it. And,
contrary to much of postcolonial
theory, Bharucha does not jettison
the nation-state. Instead he argues
in favour of the politics that does
not let go of “the legitimacy and po-
tentially liberating force of the na-
tional’, particularly in relation to
those people’s movements against
globalisation in Third World coun-
tries, which could be the only hope
for challenging and redemocratis-
ing the state”.

Bharucha writes with passion
and an intellectual honesty that
does not try to hide its ideological
moorings behind a veil of ‘objectiv-
tty’. This marks him off from so
many other theorists grappling with
culture in a global context. What is
also engaging is his ability to com-
bine personal anecdote and larger
theoretical reflection, to the advan-
tage of both. This last ability is
most evident in second and third
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chapters of the book. “When Eternal
India Meets the YPO” (Young Presi-
dents Organisation, a club of copo-
rate CEOs which held one of its an-
nual jamborees in Bombay) is a de-
lightful and scathing indictment of
the wav in which multinational
capital seeks to appropriate, pack-
age, and consume ‘Indian culture’.
“Gundegowda Meets Peer Gynt”
chronicles Bharucha’s engagement
with Peer Gynt, Ibsen’s “hybrid mon-
ster of an epic”, in its Kannada ad-
aptation.

The Politics of Cultural
Practice:
Thinking through Theatre in an Age of
Glabalisation
by Rustom Bharucha
New Delhi: OUP, 2001, pp. xiv+243,
hardcover, Rs 545

reviewed by
Sudhanva Deshpande

The subsequent chapters are on
the politics of sexuality {on which
more below), on the fragile nature
of Indian secularism, and on the
politics of cultural activism. Much
of what he says, particularly about
the dangerous political implica-
tions of postcolonial theory, is not
only true, but also needs to be artic-
ulated in an analytically rigorous
and politically forceful way.

One of Bharucha’s prominent
concerns is the study of intercultur-
al practices in India and other parts
of the world that “resist the larger
forces of globalisation and commu-
nalism”. Interculturalism can be
taken to mean quite simply the in-
teraction and exchange between art-
ists from different cultures. This sort
of exchange has increased since the
1970s as technology has helped in

communication across continents
and countries faster and simpler.
Interculturalism is distinct from
multiculturalism, a phenomenon
which relates to countries like the
US and the UK, that have signifi-
cant immigrant populations which
face varying degrees of racism and
discrimination. Multiculturalism is
the principle that underlies state
policies to provide equal opportu-
nity to and protect such immigrant
cultural groups. In Bharucha's tren-
chant words multiculturalism is
“another mode of promoting sectar-
ianism” in the guise of “respecting
a plurality of cultural identities and
ethnicities”.

In contrast to this is intracultur-
alism, a term Bharucha coins to re-
fer to the process of interaction and
exchange between cultures within
national boundaries. The fourth
term he focuses on, secularism, is of
course quite well known and this
last provides the framework for
Bharucha’s theoretical and practi-
cal explorations, since his larger
concern, manifested in all he writes
and does, is to evolve a secular cul-
tural practice appropriate to post-
Babri Masjid India. But let me also
clarify that these definitions are
mine, not his, and are meant to only
guide the reader unfamiliar with
cultural theory. For his part, rather
than define the terms too rigidly,
Bharucha proceeds with working
definitions, whose meanings
“mutate and metabolise” in specif-
ic contexts,

Since this is a provocative book,
let us get provoked. The first ques-
tion we need to ask is: what is this
interculturalism, and why is it be-
ing valourised as an effective chal-
lenge to globalisation? Can intercul-
turalism really challenge the domi-
nant logic of globalisation? The fact
of the matter is that, in practice, in-
terculturalism is a real option only
for the privileged few, a very tiny
elite, amongst cultural workers/art-
ists. Not that Bharucha is unaware
of this: “Interculturalism is not deal-
ing with the dalits of this world, the
wretched of the earth. Who then are
the appropriate candidates for in-
tercultural exchange? Are we—and
[ include myself here—part of an



exclusive club of frequent flyers, the
privileged diaspora, the global in-
telligentsia, the enlightened exiles?”
Unfortunately, the answer is yes.
And unfortunately again, the situa-
tion is unlikely to change in a hur-
ry. In a context where half the
world's population has never made
a phone call (ves, in year 2001), there
is just no other conclusion but this:
interculturalism is the privilege of
the rich, who, giobally, tend to be
also white. But even that is only half
the truth. I would say that the direc-
tion of intercultural “exchange” fol-
lows the direction of most other cul-
tural and commodity trade in the
world.

Since interculturalism is far too
enmeshed in the structures and pro-
cesses of globalisation, there is noth-
ing much that Bharucha offers us
by way of practical action, apart
from exhorting whites to become
“race traitors”. In these circum-
stances, to argue that intercultural-
ism poses some sort of challenge to
globalisation, is a little far-fetched.
In fact, to argue that culturalism of
one kind or another, or the politics
of cultural identity, is what can pose
a challenge to globalisation {(or “de-
construct’ it, if you prefer fancier ter-
minology) seems distinctly odd to-
day. If giant corporations like Nike,
Shell and Macdonalds have been
forced on the back foot on a range of
labour, environment and human
rights issues, surely it is not cultur-
alism that has done the trick. Like-
wise, with the WTQ protests at Seat-
tle not so long ago, and the series of
protests it has inspired wherever the
IMF, the World Bank, and other such
agencies and fora have met in the
recent past. This is not to say that in
most of these protest actions, therole
of cultural activism has not been sig-
nificant. Culture jamming (subvert-
ing the messages contained in the
advertising blitz of megacorpora-
tions), the movement to ‘reclaim the
streets’ (RTS), the display of those
wonderful giant puppets in Seattle
have been valuable not only in mo-
bilising support but also in articu-
lating an alternative vision of a
world free of the control of multina-
tional corporations. But this is not
culturalism. This is the coming

together of cuitural activists with
trade unions, environmental
groups, human rights groups, and
others who speak for the oppressed.
The politics of cultural identity has
little to do with it.

One reason why Bharucha laps-
es into such errors is that his theo-
retical framework lacks a stable con-
ception of oppression and its atten-
dant real categories of oppressed
people. What we have, instead, is
the category “minorities”. Bharu-
cha’s minorities include ~“Muslims,
dalits (low-caste comimunities),
gays, lesbians, and survivors of
communal riots”. A little later we
encounter “women, dalits, tribal
communities and other minorities”.
I confess T am thoroughly mystified.
To the best of my knowledge, the
term “minority” has pretty specilic
connotations in India’s political
lexicon, and is generally under-
stood to mean religious minorities.
The category minority, then, is
intrinsically linked to the demand
for minority rights, and the gua-
rantee of those rights is at the base
of India’s claim to be a secular
republic. That is to say, religious mi-
norities demand, and are constitu-
tionally granted the right, to remain
what they are culturally.

But can the socially oppressed
and economically exploited, for in-
stance the dalits, whose objective is
to recast their role and status in so-
ciety, be defined by the term minor-
ity. Does it serve any analytical or
political purpose to talk of dalits as
‘minorities’? What defines a minor-
ity other than the numerical criteri-
on? If numerical strength alone is
the criterion, then one could argue
that Brahmins are an even smaller
percentage of the Indian population.
Are Brahmins, then, to be categor-
ised as a ‘minority’? What about
Sindhis, or Marwaris? Is L.K. Ad-
vani a member of a minority com-
munity? Even if one ignores this
admittedly facile question, is
Bharucha arguing that the struggle
of the dalits is simply to ensure that
certain rights are guaranteed by the
state, and not to change the exploit-
ative and oppressive circumstanc-
es that have defined daiit identity
and social status for centuries? Con-

versely, if minority location is de-
fined simply in terms of a person or
group’s relation to the structures of
exploitation and oppression, what
for instance would happen to the
minority status of the Jains and the
Parsves? Then again, in what con-
ceivable way can one lump togeth-
er dalits and gavs? How are wom-
en, who constitute helf the popula-
tiom, a siinority? And what kind of
minority category is “survivors of
communal riots”? Aren’t we all sur-
vivors of communal riots?

This conceptual muddle results,
I suspect, from implicitly accepting,
or working with, the basic theoreti-
ca} framework of multiculturalism,
even though the author rejects its
overt politics. In essence, multicul-
turalism denies that there is a fun-
damental hierarchy of differences,
some of which define the basic na-
ture of a society more than others
do. To take the example of India,
multiculturalism would deny that
differences of class, gender and
caste constitute the defining divi-
sions in Indian society more than,
say, differences in sexual preference
does. In this framework, all identi-
ties, relations and problems are as-
signed the same status and priori-
ty. In this world of floating catego-
ries everybody becomes someone’s
Other at some stage, and everybody
can lay claim to being a member of
some minority group or the other.

Muddled up theory leads to
messy politics. Take Bharucha’s
discussion of the politics of sexual-
ity. He discusses, among other
things, the political controversy
around the film Fire, and claims that
“the politics of the extremist Hindu
communal parties and fundamen-
talist organisations like the Shiv
Sena in Maharashtra and the Ba-
jrang Dal [and their] attack on the
film has oddly served to enhance its
[the film’s] radical potentiality”. It
is of course imperative for all secu-
lar people to protest such attacks.
Secular and feminist organisations
in the country, including left organi-
sations, did so unhesitatingly. And
many of them did so for the princi-
ple of it, not necessarily because they
particularly agreed with what the
film was saying. As a matter of fact,
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some, inciuding myself and my col-
leagues in Jana Natya Manch ( a
Delhi-based theatre group), had not
even seen the film when we defend-
ed its right to be shown.

It is one thing to argue that artis-
tic and intellectual freedom has to
be defended. But what is one to
make of Bharucha's reading of a
“radical potentiality” in the film?
What is the substance of this “radi-
calism”? Bharucha contends that at
the heart of the controversy in Fire
was the politics of “naming” (both
in the sense of naming the two fe-
male protagonists, Sita and Radha,
and in the sense of dealing overtly
with their lesbian relationship).
Quite right. But how does it escape
a critic as sensitive as Bharucha that
the politics of naming in the film
seems preity selective, and one of the
most crucial characters in the film,
the family servant, is not even dig-
nified with a real name, but is only
known as Mundu, a generic name,
much like all Nepali guards in Del-
hi get called Bahadur, and boys at
the roadside dhabes Chhotu? What
is this, amnesia? Or is there a class
attitude on display here, in the film’s
contempt for domestic labour? Let
it also be mentioned that the domes-
tic servant’s character is consistent-
ly painted in negative shades, and
it is he again who precipitates the

action towards the end by blowing
the lid off the lesbian relationship
of the sisters-in-law. The politics of
naming, in this instance at least, is
clearly a class privilege.

But there is a larger political
question also at stake here. It is one
thing to argue that “the politics
of naming sexual minorities...
challenge...the conservative and
fundamentalist orthodoxies of tra-
dition and Hindutva”, though even
here, one would need to ask how
fundamental this challenge is, and
whether it really goes to the core of
the fascist onslaught on Indian cul-
ture, society, and politics. 1t is quite
another to argue, as Bharucha does,
that there is an “implicit heterosex-
uality that underlies secular con-
structions of political identity”, that
“ideologies like Marxism” are
marked by “patriarchal construc-
tions of gender”, and there is, as a
result, “a puritanism that afflicts the
cultural praxis of grass-roots radi-
cal organisations, which often cen-
sor any kind of engagement with the
politics of sexuality”. Bharucha ap-
provingly cites Mary John and Te-
jaswini Niranjana’s claim that
“Heterosexual feminists [and other
democratic organisations] in India
show few signs of being aware of
the costs and risks lesbians bear on
a daily basis both in their private

and professional lives, nor of their
complex strategies of survival.”
About Marxism, of course,
Bharucha is just plain wrong. And
there are far too many injustices that
Bharucha does to the left in general,
and feminist organisations in par-
ticular {both left and non-left), but
we can let that rest in the interest of
brevity. I would like to question the
larger theoretical framework which
makes his criticism possible. I
would argue that once all differenc-
es and discriminations in society arc
assigned the same status and val-
ue, once the notien of a hierarchy of
oppressions is discarded, one loses
all sense of proportion. After all,
isn't it worth asking why groups
{and intellectuals) which cry them-
selves hoarse about sexual politics
never seem to be unduly perturbed
when tribal activists are raped in
Tripura? And if we are talking about
the costs and risks which lesbians
bear and their complex strategies of
survival, why dont we also, once
in a way, talk about the costs and
risks, both sexual and social, that
dalit women agriculturat workers
bear, and their complex strategies of
survival? What do we call this si-
lence? Ignorance? Amnesia? Blind-
ness? Class snobbery? Muddled up
theory, I am afraid, does lead to very
messy politics. :

Trans-Himalayan Caravans:
Merchant Princes and Peasant Traders in
Ladakh by Janet Rizvi: Oxford University
Press. Delhi pp 392:
ISBN D-19-564855-2

reviewed by Sanjoy Bagchi

Known as the Roof of the World,
the Pamirs constitute geomor-
phologically and geopolitically an
interesting phvsical feature. Unlike
those of other continents, these
Asian mountain ranges do not fol-
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Under the Roof of the World

low any directional pattern. They
seem to resemble a spiral nebula,
spinning away from a central knot
in all directions. In the north-east,
the successive Tien Shan and Kun
Lun ranges enclose between them
the Taklamakan desert and the his-
toric Silk Read passing through the
ancient trading centres of Yarkand
and Kashgar. Between Kun Lun in
the north and the Karakoram and
the Himalava in the south, lies the
forbidding western Tibetan Plateau.
The Hindu Kush curving to the
southwest forms a barrier between
the Indo-Gangetic plain and Cen-
tral Asia’s fertile Ferghana Valley,
home to the fabled cities of Samar-
kand and Tashkent.

In the centre is the nucleus, the
high Pamir Plateau. This region is
made up of towering snow-capped
mountain ranges with peaks of
more than 20,000 feet, narrow gorg-
es of fast-flowing mountain streams
that are tributaries of the Subconti-
nent’s principal rivers, high-alti-
tude alpine meadows and numer-
ous ice-covered passes. Hardy hill
folk inhabit the area.

This inhospitable terrain was the
scene of frenetic geopolitical activi-
ty during the latter half of the 19th
century. The Russians were extend-
ing their empire through Central
Asia. The Chinese were probing
westwards to define their outermost
limits. The British believed that the
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Russians had their eyes on India
and were manceuvering to forestall
them. While foreign agents and ad-
venturers swarmed about trying to
figure out and thwart each other’s
intentions, explorers were busy trac-
ing the courses of mighty rivers and
surveving the topography. Their ¢x-
pioits have been recapitulated in
some excellent accounts by John
Keay in his When Men and Mountains
Meet, Charles Allen in A Mountain
in Tibet and Peter Hopkirk in The
Great Ganie. They, however, focus on
the exploits of the Europeans. The
indigenous people figured only in-
cidentally.

Janet Rizvi's Trans-Himalayan
Caravans restores the balance. She
deals largely with that segment of
local society whom she rather gen-
erously calls “merchant princes”
and with peasant traders in Lada-
kh. While others have relied on the
archives and the memoirs of the
Great Game’s principal actors, Riz-
vi has instead carried out extensive
fieldwork and used the oral meth-
od as her main research tool. The
result is a unique and valuable so-
cial and economic history of a rela-
tively unknown region. She has
skillfully woven the information
gleaned from her fieldwork to
present a composite and rich tapes-
try of trade across the mountains.

Against the region’s economic
backdrop, Rizvi discusses in depth
the long-distance trade beyond the
Karakoram, between Leh in Lada-
kh and Yarkand in the north and
Lhasa in the east, besides also look-
ing at local exchanges. Her account
provides fascinating details about
the trading groups, the commodi-
ties exchanged, and the mechani-
sms of exchange. Particularly stri-
king are the descriptions of market
locations, the different trade routes,
the difficulties of access, the modes
of transport—the caravans of load-
ed donkeys, horses, sheep and vaks
trudging the icy trails hugging the
steep mountainsides. The book’s
value is greatly enhanced by the
beautiful relief maps of the area that
expertly side-step the cartographic
sensitivities of the region’s govern-
ments.

Rizvi plots the axis of trade

across the mountain frontiers. For
long, Lch was the pivot of the com-
mercial link between the Punjab and
Kashmir in the south and Turkestan
in the north. Central Asian products
found their way over the centuries
into India through the Karakoram
pass and Leh. Some of it was divert-
ed at Leh to Lhasa from the time
when Ladakh became an indepen-
dent kingdom with direct treaty re-
lations with the Tibetan autherities.
The difficulties of the two routes
limited the trade mostly to small-
bulk but high-vatue goods such as
precious metals {gold and silver)
and stones, musk, saffron, shawls,
yak tails, and so on. The trade in
dried apricot from Central Asia was
also significant. And so were Tibet's
tea bricks as they were the only
source of supply for domestic con-
sumption in this region; interesting-
ly Ladakhi merchants often paid for
it all in silver from Yarkand.

Pashiim and toosh were, however,
the most important items. The trade
in these was critical to the economy
of Ladakh and Kashmir. Pashm, the
fibre from the undercoat of domes-
tic goats raised on the high altitude
pastures of Ladakh and western
Tibet, is used in Kashmir and the
Punjab for the manufacture of the
exquisite, soft-textured pashmina
shawls and lightweight cashmere
fabrics. The Chang-pa nomads are
one of its largest producers. These
shawls have also provided the
world’s textile industry with its pe-
culiar oriental designs based on pi-
necones that are known as “Pais-
ley”. A still more superior and finer
fibre is toosh used in producing
shahtoosh (‘roval fleece’) shawls.
Toosh is obtained from the fur of the
Chiru (Tibetan antelope). Ladakhi
traders dominated in these two
items, and most of the trade, from
the northern reaches of the Karako-
ram and western Tibet, passed
through Leh to weavers in Kashmir.
A small part also found its way
through the Kulu valley into the
Punjab’s shawl factories.

There was also large-scale local
trade all along the border. The peas-
antry on both sides carried on this
trade and in Ladakh they were
known as Shamma traders. Gener-

ally the goods exchanged were of
the subsistence variety, consisting
mostly of pastoral and agricultural
products. Barley grown by Lada-
kh's farmers was traded in the
neighbouring Tibetan villages. The
trade in butter, which was exten-
sively used all over the region, toak
place generally in the winter
months. Besides being the cooking
medium and an essential ingredi-
cnt of satted tea, it was also of ritual
importance. Votive butter lamps are
a necessary feature of the family
shrine in every Buddhist home. In
exchange for barley and butter,
Shamma traders brought back salt
from the lakes in western and south-
ern Tibet.

The difficulties of communica-
tion limited the volume of trade. Its
relatively small volume, however,
did not affect its importance in the
economic life of the local communi-
ties. Most of the trade followed tra-
ditional trails, skirting the sides of
the mountains, using the few fords
across fast-flowing glacial streams
and going over the narrow passes.
Because of the difficult terrain, the
caravans made frequent halts to.rest
the animals and graze them in the
pastures. Although the traders’ des-
tination was usually a recognised
market, the goods were exchanged
in every village the caravans passed
through, There were regular fairs
like the famed one at Gartok, just
north of the Mansarovar lake. The
traders would halt for a couple of
weeks at these fairs or markets, com-
pleting deals and soliciting custom
for the coming year. Then would
begin the slow, long trek back home.

The centuries” old trading pat-
tern between the Ladakhi peasant-
ry and their Tibetan counterpart
was rudely interrupted in the 1950s
when the Chinese occupied Tibet. It
would, of course, have been inter-
esting if Janet Rizvi had also analy-
sed the impact of the disruption of
this traditicnal trade on the fragile
economy of these communities of
the high plateaw. But that is only a
minor slip in a book that combines
abscrbing narration and scholarly
insights on a region of the world
which is quite well known but little
understood.
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t has never been easy to die a Hindu,

when you have to contend with vour near

and dear ones trying to force Ganga jaf

down your gullet. When vou are croaking
your last, that bit of holy water often provides the
final choke. Funny, though, how no one seems to
care, even though evervone somewhat educated
must know how easilv fluid can be diverted from the
gullet to the windpipe. And does it help that these
days the holy aqua is quite polluted, with a coliform
count that would do the municipal sewers proud?
The ancients placed the burning ghats astride rivers,
little realising that they (the water bodies} would one
day serve as the carriers of varied effluents, rather
inappropriate for the final departure.

But there are graver issues pending, as long as we
are¢ into death and dying. [ am
referring to the fact that the
receding forests of South Asia
and the import of exotic flora
have together managed to
irrevocably change the way
in which we are cremated.

Sadly, the structural dynamics of
the funcral pyre is no more what it
was in Vedic Himes, and later.

It has all to do with eucalyptus.
The Australian specics, beloved
of the cuddly koala, migrated
to these northern latitudes
over the course of the 20th
century, to take over where
the local oaks, rhododendrons,
sal and seeshums left off. Accused of
all kinds of ills, including those associated
with monoculture and water-guzzling, the
eucalyptus nevertheless thrived and multiplied. Its
best selling point being that it grew quick, even if the
wood was soft and useless for most purposes. But
the one use it did find as a source of cheap wood,
was for cremations.

In the old days, when there were fewer people
and more woodlands, you could enter the forest and
emerge with hardwood logs that then were split to be
ready for the pyre. When thus divided, the rounded
logs made triangluar eross-sections. These were
piled on top of each other, and the waiting body
placed on top. The fire would be lit, and as the
conflagration took hold there was little to be done
other than tend the fire. The wood burned white and
furious, and the pyre generally collapsed into itself.

Now, study the eucalyptus pyre. Mostly chopped
in their prime, the logs that make it to the ghats arc

not targe enoush o el The funeral pyre is now built
similarly, except that instead of the triiangular cross-
sections of tne individual components, vou now have
rounded logs. Completely unstable, as anvone will tell
VOLL

 The cremations now require a quicker wit of the
doni or, as the case mav be, the ghat brahman. From the
word go, and the lighting of the match, it is a fight of
the laws of equilibrium against the forces of disequi-
librium. As the fire eats into the structure, the logs will
want to roll off, and the body upstairs lurches this
way and that. It is all that the dom can do to keep it on
top and centered as everything threatens to unravel in
a rush of rolling logs.

There is something to be said for human adaptabil-
ity. The biggest proof of this ability to countenance
extremes is how, unlike the shocked disbelief
of, say, Christian friends, who cannot

imagine how you can sit there and
watch calmly as your relation or
friend is reduced to ashes, it is very
much possible. (You could simi-
-larly respond how vou cannot

imagine being locked under a lid,
and slipped claustrophobically into
the ground, and how watching the
ashes-to-ashes transformation has a

much better finality than a burial,
You go away knowing you have
not buried someone, but rather
released the soul to join the
ozone hole over the Deccan.)
Back to the theme at hand. While
human adaptability has over historical time
allowed us to watch our relations burn, this process
has suddenly had unexpected drama injected into it
with the arrival of the unstable eucalyptus funeral
pyre. The next hour or two (depending on the girth of
the deceased, the dampness of the wood, the ambient
temperature, and the amount of givw the family can
afford for the pyre) will be a battle between man and
the elements. The sprightly tender of the funeral pyre
will work hard to make a dignified exit possible,
without any spill or side avalanche or, heavens forbid,
a complete structural fajlure. Mostly, he will sueceed.

Tt is then time to go home, and wait nervously for

the next time you will be called to the ghats, [t is

quite unnerving, really. Please pass the
/g]{»f/z-

Ganga jal. .
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