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Her highness
g o state government ruling in
Madhya Pradesh recently
brought an end - some would
say a wrong-headed one - to a
longstanding feud between the
state’s tourism minister,
Yashodhara Raje Scindia, and
her civil-service underlings.

The Scindias are the former
royal rulers of Gwalior, which
later became part of Madhya Pradesh. Despite the fact
that the Indian Constitution outlawed royal tittes more
than a half-century ago, Minister Scindia has
reportedly been refusing to show up at official
functions and meetings when invitation cards do not
address her as sfiimant, which can be transiated as
‘highness’. And despite that ban, the Madhya Pradesh
government ruled in her favour. Meanwhile, the
minister (who has Nepali blood from her mother's
side) said, “All over the world and in Europe, royalty is
given due recognition.”

Even while politicians of all stripes deride the BJP
government's ruling, the government says that it sees
the issue merely as an official name-change.

Scindia will simply be known by the name she put
on her nomination documents for the state’s most

Don’t fence me in

ndia has built border fences along its Pakistan and

Bangladesh frontiers. This has given Pakistan ideas,
and Islamabad now wants to fence its frontier with
Afghanistan. A spokesman for Hamid Karzai in early
November said that Afghanistan would “never” aliow
its border to be fenced. Amidst increasing militant
activity in the Afghanistan-Pakistan borderlands, which
has resulted in increased tenstons between Kabul and
Islamabad, the Pakistani government had again
raised the issue, by way of Pakistan Foreign Minister
Khurshid Kasuri.

The exact location of the 2500 km-long border,
the so-called Durand Line, has long been disputed
by Afghanistan, which remains anxious about
any attempt to internationally standardise the
frontier. Besides its other functions, that is what a fence
would achieve.

Kabul said that fencing of the border would not
effect a "rooting out” of militant organisations. On that
front, it put out in the same week a general call to
militants to turn away from violence and come to the
negotiating table. No pre-conditions would be placed
on the talks. The offer, which was also extended to one
of the country’s most notorious warlords, former Prime
Minister Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, follows similar offers
made iast maonth to Tatiban ieader Multah Omar.
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A cautious forum

countries closer
together. Indeed, the
parliamentarians are
expected to provide a
great back-up to what is
agreed to between the
governments, for they
have a greater ability to
generate public
acceptability. So, good
that the MPs have joined
the gig, and may the
forum meet often -
unrestricted by visas
and city-specific
reporting problems. A

ore than a year after

the idea was mooted,
the India-Pakistan Forum
of Parliamentarians is
finally set to begin working
at the end of the year.
While the Indian part of the :
forum was set up last year,
the Pakistani side has now
been created and will
reportedly begin work in
December. The two
committees are supposed
to act as a high-level go-
between, bringing the
executives in the two

Pipeline knots

n what many admit is a last-diich effort, an
I international consultant was trilaterally appointed in
mid-October to study the gas-pricing issue on the
proposed Iran-Pakistan-India (IP1) pipeline. The UK-
based Singaporean consuftant, Gaffney Cline, is

¢ scheduled to submit a report ahead of a working-

recent polls. A ' group meeting in Tehran before the end of the year.

The plan, thought to be sure-fire just two years ago,
was to have Iranian gas from the South Pars field
brought to the indian market via Pakistan, which
would also get to partake of the supply.

while Tehran wants to sell its gas 10 #ts eastern
neighbours at international prices, !slamabad and
New Delhi have made offers of roughly half that figure.
The pricing issue has held up all progress on the USD
7.4 billion gasline for nearly a half a year. By early
November, however, a new player had solidly entered
the fray — Russia’s mammoth Gazprom, which is
offering both technical and financial assistance.
Gazprom's involvement was welcomed by the
petroleum ministries of bath India and Pakistan.

By and large, however, regional pipelines are
facing dire problems. Two current projects are
being slowed down by violence along the
routes, including the IPI and
the Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan line.
A third, which would run
between Qatar and
Pakistan, was recently -
halted after Qatar said that it
did not have enough gas
reserves to sell to Pakistan.
Meanwhile, the Balochistan
problems have suddenly created
further uncertainties with regards

A

to the Iranian pipeline. A
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Gambari returns
R nited Nations
g RPN Undersecretary General

Ibrahim Gambari returned to
Burma in early November,
nearly six months after he last
visited the country. At the time
of his previous visit, he
became the first foreigner and
the highest-ranking member of the UN to be allowed to
meet opposition leader Aung San Suu Ryi in more
than two years. During Garnbari's four-day visit this
time around, he met again with Suu Kyi, as well as with
junta leader Than Shwe.

Gambari's last trip set in motion some of the most
concrete actions ever undertaken by the international
community with regard to Burma. The country was
officially added to the Security Council's agenda in a
move led by the US, which is now also pushing for a
Security Council resolution on Burma. Gambari’s last
trip had little immediate effect within the country,
however, Immediately following his departure in May,
the junta had again extended Suu Kyi's house arrest
sentence for another year.

Nonetheless, some observers have noted that by
allowing Gambari to return, Rangoon may be
preparing to offer some concessions. The junta,
meanwhile, will be hoping that the Undersecretary
General endorses its recently re-started National
Convention, the first step in iis highly criticised
seven-step roadmap to democracy. “The first meeting
was diplomatic, an opening,” Gambari noted after his
four-day mission ended. “But now there is hard
bargaining and give-and-take.” A

Frowhihg upon
Punjab-Punjab games

he Indian External Affairs Ministry has castigated the

Chandigarh government for going forward with plans
to step up crossborder relations with Punjab province in
Pakistan without first informing the ministry’s desk officers
in Delhi. South Block took umbrage at the recent unilateral
visit by chief parliamentary secretary Rana Gurmeet Sodhi
to Pakistan to finalise plans for the Punjab-Runjab games,
scheduled to take place later this year.

The ministry alse noted its displeasure at the
September attempts by Punjab Minister of Transport
Mohinder Singh Kaypee to look into the passibility of
adding more crossborder bus lines to Sikh holy places in
Pakistan. All confidence-building measures, the ministry
warned, must have prior approval by the Centre. Might
we add that some such measures are needed between
the state and union governments? Why not leave Punjab
alone when it seeks to build relations with Punjab?
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Northeast merger ‘illegal’

n 16 QOctober, the Sri Lankan Supreme Court ruied

that the merger between the northern and eastern
provinces of the island is in fact illegal. The two
provinces, both with a Tamil-speaking majority, were
‘temporarily’ merged in 1987, following the peace
accord brokered by India. But the agreement by which
this was done also stipulated that the LTTE militants
would subsequently have to lay down their arms,
something that has still not taken place.

The case, brought to court by two MPs of the radical
Sinhala Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna {JVP) party,
subsequently considered whether the deal could now be
nullified given that intransigence. The judgment “knocks
the bottom out of the peace process”, noted a member of
an opposition group in Parliament, “as a merged
northeastern province must be the basis for any
peace negotiations”.

Critics also argued that the court had not allowed any
Tamil testimony during the case. President Mahinda
Rajapakse, meanwhile, has stressed that the issue
needs to be resoived through a referendum, as the
original Indo-Lankan accord had stipulated. This
judgement seems to be one more additien to a process
of relentless polarisation in the island. A

Atrocities investigation

schoolchildren.

The committee will also
investigate the June 2006
mine attack that killed 64
people, and the October
2006 killing of 99 people,
including a group of Sni
Lankan sailors. The
committee will report back
within a year. A look at this
brief timespan alone
indicates how the viclence
has escatated in Sri Lanka,
and why any action to
demand accountability is
welcome. While the dead
are gone, at least this
may help control excesses
in the future. A

n early November the

Colombo government
reversed its previous
stance, officially
announcing that it would
launch investigations into
15 cases of alleged
human-rights abuse that
have taken place in the
country since August
2005, perpetrated by both
the government and
LTTE rebels.

A committee will be
appointed that will be
headed by a Supreme
Court judge and overseen
by representatives of the
international community,
including the EU, US,
England and Japan.
Amaong the :ncidents the
committee will look into will
be two that took place this
past August: the highly
contentious killing of 17
Tamil aid workers in Muttur
town, and an air strike that
reportedly xiled 61

LAM DUC HIEN
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With surprising maturity, or perhaps due to the prospect of military intervention in the
case of anarchy, the AL and its allies “conditionally accepted” the president’s action.

first widespread political violence feared during election
politicking starled minutes after the announcement of the
new party, and BNP activists bumed houses and
businesses of those who defected.

As outgoing Prime Minister Begum Khaleda Zia
delivered the last lines of her farewell speech on the
evening of 27 Oclober, street agitations had already
broken out across the country between activists of the
opposing parties. During the following two days, with the
power handover on a tightrope, dozens died in street
violence, and a nationwide transport blockade halted the
economy. Meanwhile, a high-stakes political game was
being played behind the scenes.

While the AlL-led 14-party alliance demanded the
withdrawal of CEC Aziz and K M Hasan, the candidate to
head the caretaker government, the BNP's political
acumen showed signs of anticipatory calm. Amidst the
brouhaha, President lajuddin Ahmed, who had been
widely considered a political appointee of the BNP,
emerged as a mediator between the parties. Without
much hype, the Hasan problem vanished on 28 October
when he stepped aside. As the president’s talks with
both parties continued, and a farcical search was
undertaken for "a politically acceptable man and yet
maintaining constitutional sanctity”, President Ahmed
proposed his own name for the position of chief of the
interim government. &n 29 October, the job was done.

With surprising maturity, or perhaps due to the
prospect of military intervention in the case of anarchy,
the AL and its allies “conditionally accepted” the
president’s action, quelling fears of another eruption of
political viclence. The AL's condition — that President
Ahmed had to “prove neutrality” within three days — was
put off by another week, but had little effect on the
president’s actions. Al the time of writing. the AL was
pushing an 11-point ultimatum, with the removal of M A
Aziz as the most definitive demand. The threat: a non-
stop blockade.

In the course of the next two days, ten advisors,
chosen from lists provided by the two main political
parties, were sworn in and given multiple portfolios. Not
helping to quell the broeding suspicion with regard to his
intentions, President Ahmed kept a range of sensitive
ministries tied to the election process under his own
purview. More worryingly, weeks affer the interim
government was put in place, the country was still
awaiting an overhaul of the administration.

On track?

Bangladesh suffered blockades throughout November,
enforced by the AL and with later support from the new
Liberal Democratic Party. Aziz's removal became a near
national obsession, with such comical announcements
as the country’s largest body of grocers’ deciding to stop
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providing supplies in protest of the CEC. Meanwhile, for
the first time since the political impasse began, the
representatives of the European Commission and the
United States clarified their own positions. Just days
before Aziz's inevitable ‘departure’, both the EC and the
US made clear that he had to go. Then, in a late night
address to the nation on 22 Novemnber, Aziz’s

decision to go on a 90-day ‘leave’ was announced -
much to the discontent of the AL and its allies, and an
apparent crack within the panel of ten advisers on the
president’s final decision.

While his exit may silence some of the political
activism, the political gridlock and the dark clouds over
the 2007 elections will remain. Pre-poll politicking has
remained in full swing even through these turbulent
times, and as winter's discontent broods into the coming
year, elections might just turn out to be a means to an
end. While political parties continue partisan games with
iittle thought for stability, the bigger guestion is whether
the AL will participate in the polls at all - or, if they do,
who will accept the results.

With an economy clocking above 5.5 percent annual
growth for several years now, Bangladesh is still on track
~ even though the current political instability will surely
curtail the projected growth of above 6 percent for the
current fiscal year. While many observers note with
some spite that the country has become a ‘cerrupt
democracy’, smoothing the pains of growth and
furnishing a functioning democracy for a populace of
150 million is no easy calculus.

While the current political crisis brews, looming in the
background is an ever-deepening mistrust by the
populace of both the political process and players, Over
the years, radical Islamists have gained ground given
the lack of long-term vision among any of the major
political camps. As they have slowly increased their
ability to draw votes, the past five years have seen a
significant rise in their political, economic and social
clout. This process has been expedited by the fact that
two Islamic parties have shared power in government for
the past five years. Their role in and impact on the future,
particularly on the still unsure elections, will be cbserved
with some trepidation.

Be it the provision for a caretaker government or the
reservation of seats for women in Parliament,
Bangladesh is a country still experimenting with its
democracy in all possible manners. What will most likely
save the day is the widely held notion that Bangladesh's
electorate is a resilient lot, and hopefully witl not loose
their sense of belonging. The onus lies on the country’s
mainstream political establishment to get the political
process back on track. Otherwise, the path they tread
could lead to that place that signifies the death of any
democracy, mature or infant: indifference.
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Bangladeshi
standoff

Atter three relatively successful elections,
democracy in Bangladesh has run
aground.

BY ZAFAR SOBHAN

50 volatile that anything a reporter writes runs the

risk of being out of date by the time it gets to print.
The country is currently in the midst of a political
standoff, the likes of which even this most unprediciable
and explosive of countries has never before seen. In the
run-up to the January elections, one would have to be a
bolder man than this writer to predict how everything will
turn out in the coming weeks.

For the past 15 years, Bangladesh has had a more or
less functional democracy. Despite crippling political
infighting, the country has muddled through to post
impressive gains, both economically and socially.
Governance has remained extremely poor, and
democratic institutions such as the Parliament have
remained largely dysfunctional. Neverthetess, the
country has been moving in the right direction, with
changes of government following more or less
acceptable elections in 1981, 1996 and 2001. The 1991
elections were held in the aftermath of the overthrow of
H M Ershad’s military autocracy, which came after a
half-decade-long struggle for the reinstitution of
democracy. This also marked the last time that the
two main political parties, the ruling Bangladesh
Nationalist Party and the opposition Awami League,
cooperated an anything.

1991 brought the BNP to power, and the two
subsequent general elections have delivered two
changes of governments. First the AL took overin
1896, and then the BNP swept back to power as
the head of a four-party alliance in 2001.
Suddenly, this system of governance, which
had sustained from 1991 to 2001, appears to
have fallen apart.

To understand why this situation has come
about, one needs te go look at the country’s
system of caretaker governments, which was
devised in 1991 to oversee the elections that
were held after Ershad stepped down (see
Himal August 2006, "The crippled
caretaker’). This worked very well, and the
11 eminent citizens chosen by the president
{ex-Chief Justice Shahabuddin Ahmed, who
had been installed as president by the

I I 1 he political situation in Bangladesh has become
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consensus of the political parties) 1o form the initial
caretaker administration presided over what are
generally seen as the most credible elections
Bangladesh had ever seen.

In 19986, the combined opposition parties refused to
contest elections under the BNP government, due to a
well-founded apprehension that the BNP would use its
incumbency to rig the polls. This apprehension was
based in large part on that party’s shenanigans in
by-elections prior to the February 1996 general election,
and was spectacularly borne out when the results of this
election (boycotted by all major political parties except the
BNP) were published. Following countrywide agitations,
the BNP government was forced to step down and hand
the reins of power to the second caretaker government,
which presided over elections in June 1996 that saw the
AL come to power with a slender majority in coalition with
the Jatiya Party. In 2001, the BNP returned to power at the
head of a four-party alliance that secured a thumping
two-thirds majority in Parliament.

All goes haywire

Currently headed into the fourth general election since
the restoration of democracy (nct counting the bogus
February 1996 palls), it would seem that the country’s
democratic institutions should have been in better shape
than ever before. But this was not the case. The first
electeral controversy was one that had been simmering
for several years, and it came to a boil on 28 October,
when the outgoing four-party alliance government had
been mandated to hand over power to the incoming
caretaker administration.

The disagreement centres on who is to be the ‘Chief
Adviser’, the head of the caretaker administration. This
issue had not caused controversy in the past, with the
Constitution clearly stipulating that the first choice for

BILASH RAl
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Currently going into the fourth general election since the restoration of democracy, it
would seem that the country’s democratic institutions should have heen in better shape

than ever. But this was not the case.

Chief Adviser should be the last retired Chief Justice of
the Supreme Court. Nonetheless, the debate in October
came lo a head due to the fact that, during its tenure in
office, the BNP had amended the Constitution to raise
the retirement age of judges from 65 to 67 - thus
ensuring that in 20086 the last retired Chief Justice would
be K M Hasan, a cne-time BNP office-bearer. The
opposition had long ago announced that it would not
agree to Hasan becoming Chief Adviser, and endless
dialogue between the opposition and the government
yielded no compromise.

On 28 Qctober, the AL took its argument to the
streets. There, they were met with equal ferocity by the
police and cadres of the four-party alliance. The vicious
fighting that engulfed the country ended up leaving
two dozen dead and thousands injured. Justice Hasan
issued a hurried statement, declining the honour
of becoming the Chief Adviser. The story then only
got complicated.

Choosing not to follow the constitutionaily mandated
steps for appointment of the Chief Adviser, President
lajuddin Ahmed then proceeded to appoint himself to
the position — an option the Constitution does indeed
offer, but only as a last resort. For the opposition, this
was not much of an improvement over Hasan, and, as
matters have turned out, may end up looking much
worse. President Ahmed had been elected by the BNP-
dominated Parliament, and is well known to be a long-
time BNP man. Nonetheless, the opposition halted its
street-agitation programme, most likely due to
apprehension that the armed forces would be
called out to quell what was turning into an
uncontrollable situation. They reluctantly issued a
statement offering tepid conditional acceptance of the
president as Chief Adviser.

Since he became Chief Adviser on 29 October,
nothing the president has done has encouraged the
belief that he is a neutral figure - as would befit the head
of an administration that is vested solely with presiding
over the conduct of free and fair elections. As opposed
to the last caretaker chief — who transferred key officials
from his first day in office, and imposed his authority with
an iron first — the current Chief Adviser has done very
little in the way of shuffling administrative and police
personnel, which everyone would agree would be
necessary to ensure credible elections. What is truly
unprecedented is the Chief Adviser’s split with the rest of
the 11-person ‘Council of Advisers’, as the caretaker
gavernment is referred to. A significant gulf has grown
between him and more than half of the council — who
are said lo be ready to tender their resignations,
something that has never happened in the history of the
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chief advisorship. The main complaint is that decisions
collectively made by the Council are subsequentty
unitaterally countermanded by the Chief Adviser, in clear
contravention of the Constitution.

Perhaps what will be seen as the final straw came
on 12 November, when the caretaker government put the
armed forces on standby to lend support to the
civil administration. This decision was made unilaterally
by the Chief Adviser, without informing the rest of
the Council.

Stubborn partisan

That is not all. The next crisis centred on the Chief
Election Commissioner {CEC) and the Election
Commission, which had also been thoroughly politicised
by the BNP government and staffed with its hand-picked
people. The CEC, Justice M A Aziz, has alienated most
members of the polity, with the exception of his boosters
in the four-party alliance. He ignored judgments by both
the High Court and the Appellate Division of the Supreme
Court when he went about creating a bogus voter roll,
which was prepared by politically partisan enumerators
and allegedly contains well over one million fake voters.

The 14-party alliance led by the AL has insisted that no
credible election can be held under Aziz's supervision, a
sentiment that has widespread sympathy beyond the
realm of party politics. Indeed, about the only people who
want Hasan to remain in his post once again are the four-
party alliance hardliners — and, it seems, the president/
Chief Adviser himself. The opposition has imposed
periodic blockade programmes, apparently in the hope of
shaming the CEC into relinquishing his position. This
pressure, together with the near consensus in the country
on the need for the CEC to go, finally persuaded Aziz to
step aside on 22 November — though whether this will
have the desired effect of allowing reconstitution of a
credible Election Commission remains to be
seen. Removal of the CEC without further steps to
reconstitute and refarm the Election Commission will
solve little.

In this finely balanced situation, there is very real
possibility that the army will be forced to step in and break
the deadlock. In fact, the military has already been asked
to do so, both by the BNP's four-party alliance
government and the current caretaker government, but it
has thus far resisted the call, showing great forbearance
and maturity. At the same time, the army brass has
indicated that if forced to enter the filed because of
political chaos, it will not activate its ranks as the cat's
paw of either the president and his BNP backers, or
of the AL-led 14-party alliance. Rather, the army will be
its own master.
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police force's anti-corruption bureau.

The message has long been clear.
For a police officer, enforcing the diktat
of the politician can be much more
rewarding than upholding the rule of
law. Given such a scenario, it did not
seem likely that the authorities would
ever get around to reforming their
police squads. With the FPrakash Singh
judgement, the Supreme Court may
have changed this.

Autonomy, accountability
The Supreme Court’'s new directives
recognise the need to achieve two
basic principles of pelicing under a
democratic system: functional
autonomy and accountability. The
former implies that the police are free
to perform their functions without
extraneous pressure. They cannot be
directed, say, to arrest a particular
person or to investigate a paricular
incident in a particular manner.
Significantly, international norms
indicate that appointment, transfer
and promotion should all be handled
within the police hierarchy, not
by poiiticians.

As such, the September court
ruling mandates that chiefs of police
be selected through a transparent
process, and that they, along with
other specified officers, should enjoy
the security of tenure. In addition, the
authorities are direcled to create an
Establishment Board, comprising the
chief of police and four other senior
police officers, to decide on
promotions and transfers. The court
turther directs each state government
to set up a State Security Commission
- comprising elected leaders from
both the government and the
opposition, the chief of police and
others drawn from the government,
judiciary or the public — to lay down
policy guidelines for the police force,
and to ensure that there is no
interference with its functioning.

To ensure that the powers of the
police are not abused, the court
mandates that functional autonomy be
tempered with accountability. As with
any other public service, police must
be responsible not only for the
services that they are expected to
provide and to be answerabie for each

20

and every action that affects the lives
of citizens, but also for the public
money that they spend. The Supreme
Court has now directed the new State
Security Commissions to evaluate the
performances of the police in their
respective states.

Perhaps more importantly, as an
agency of the state entitled to use force
against citizens, it is imperative that
misconduct on the part of the police
be met with consequences. Opaque
and non-responsive  internal
discipiinary systems in India have
long failed to inspire any faith in the
country’s citizens. While the National
Human Rights Commission is
empowered to inquire into complaints
against the police, it lacks resources —
both financial and human - to deal with
the large number of complaints that
are lodged against the police force as
well as other government agencies
every year. The Prakash Singh
judgment now directs the state
governments to put in place Police
Complaint Authorities at both the state
and district levels, to inquire
specifically into complaints against
the police.

Now for compliance

The directions of the Supreme Court
are binding on all state governments,
which must comply by the end
of December. In prescribing such a
short timeframe, the court must have
been guided by the failure of
past governments to implement
measures to reform the police. But the
proximity of the deadline will pose
many challenges.

The state governments in India now
must decide whether they will comply
with the court's ruling through
executive orders or through new
legislation. Some of the directions,
such as ensuring security of tenure
and creating an internal Establishment
Board for transfers and promotions,
can be complied with immediately
through executive instruction. Others,
however, such as the creation of State
Security Commissions and Police
Complaints Authorities, will have to be
enshrined in law in order to ensure
their independent functioning.

In creating these bodies, the state

governments will have to face some
problems that are inherent in the
judgment itself. The judgment
mandates, for instance, the creation
of a State Security Commission to
ensure that “the state government
does not exercise unwarranted
influence or pressure on the state
police”. But in practice, how will the
Commission ensure that there is no
interference? What skills will the
Commission possess by which to
evaluate the police, and how will it go
about performing this function?
Similarly, will inquiries by the Police
Complaints Authority lead to criminal
charges, or will there be a parallel
police investigation? What will be the
retation between the criminal
investigation undertaken by the police
and the inquiry by the Authority?

These queslions will require
thorough consideration, and must be
addressed by well-thought-out laws.
The end-of-the-year deadline clearly
does not provide enough time for the
creation of such complex legislation.
Governments must nevertheless take
definitive steps towards such reform.
Changes that do not require legislative
basis should be introduced
immediately, and a process must
begin whereby comprehensive
legislation will be enacted.

The legislative process is itself
fraught with problems. There are
dangers that the lack of political will to
reform will be reflected in any eventual
legislation. It is also possible that the
new laws will not have mechanisms
by which to ensure police
accountability, or that they will create
onfy pliant institutions. If a process of
appointment is instituted that is again
un-transparent, or if the new state
bodies are denied resources, the new
mechanisms will be crippled. As such,
the onus will be on civil-society groups
in each state to ensure that the new
laws reflect the spirit of the judgment.
A good template to adopt would be
the Model Police Act, drafted recently
by the Sorabjee Committee. In any
case, governments in the process of
legislating must be pressured to
ensure that the public has the space
to debate and present its views on the
kind of policing it wants.
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While the army can be blamed for its interventions, there is empirical evidence that
political forces themselves have repeatedly failed, during democratic intervals, to act
prudently and develop a traditton of democracy.

Musharraf - have tried to wed the political
conservatism of the military to liberal policies in the
soctal and economic realms. Political parties have
similarly tended to eschew any normative framework
in the conduct of politics, and even centrist parties
have shown a tendency to court political and social
conservatism while pursuing - at least in the case of
Mian Nawaz Sharif's Pakistan Muslim League-N
{PML-N) - economic liberalism. In the long run, the
one negates the other. The religious right, meanwhile,
agrees with the form of democracy - elections,
Parliament, etcetera — but wants to grab power to
further the spread of Islam in the country. It is also
imbued with an all-pervasive conservatism in the
spheres of politics and socio-economic relations.

Smaller nationalist parties, secular for the most part,
do not have the capacity to impact national politics
directly, and squander any ability they might have to
liberalise the socio-political sphere by remaining
cenfrontational on parochial issues such as the rights
of the smaller provinces. Somewhat more nationalist
in its approach, but still essentiallv a party with its
basis in ethnicity, is the Mutahidda Qaumi Movement

L1IQM) in urban Sindh. It is secular, middle-class and
progressive. But it has tended to act in violent ways,
and retains the pathology of a small party. The
Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) is the only political
entity with inroads into all four federal units. It is also
the only party with an agenda that is liberal on all
three counts: political, social and economic.

This scenario has put Pakistan in a quandary - not
just when it comes to establishing and sustaining
democracy, but alse in terms of identifying and
strengthening a norm that could characterisc the
functioning of various political actors and the relations
between them. It is important to note that while the
army can be blamed for its interventions, there is
empirical evidence that political forces themselves
have repeatedly failed, during democratic intervals,
to act prudently and develop a tradition of democracy.

Not majority optnton

The philosopher Karl Popper termed public opinton
“an irresponsible form of power”, and warned liberals
of its dangers. [t was easy to understand and desirable
to minimise the power of the state, but how, other than

through the agency of the state, might the individual
be saved from the tvranny of public opinion? And if
the state is needed for such pretection, how doces one
square these conflicting requirements? Through a
“certain tradition”, argued Popper. Of what tradition
did Popper speak? As Project Democracy fails in several
states, not just in Asia but also in Europe, it is important
to revisit what he said.

Democracy as such cannot confer any benefits upon the
citizens and it should not be expected to do so. In fact,
democracy can do nothing - only the citizens of the
demacracy can act (including, of course, those citizens
who comprise the government). Democracy provides ne
more than a framework within which the citizens may act
ina more or less organised and coherent way.

We are democrats, not because the majority is always
right, but because democratic traditions are the least evil
ones which we know. If the majority (or “public opinion’)
deeides in favour of tyranny, a demaecrat need not therefore
suppose that some fatal inconsistency in his views has
been revealed. He will realise, rather, that the democratic
tradition in his country was not strong enough.

Contained in this analysis arc two crucial points.
First, democracy is not only about the rule of majority
opinion. Second, while it is vital to keep the state in
check, it may in some situations be equally or more
crucial to use the state’s protection to safeguard and
advance an eminently sensible course of action, which
may not have the power of public opinion behind it.

The past few decades have seen the failure of
people’s power in various states. Flower and coloured
revolutions in Eastern Europe have given wav to the
same old governmental lethargy and the lack of an
internal norm so essential for preventing politics from
degencrating into anarchy. The “certain tradition”
Popper talked about seems missing. The incisive Alexis
de Tocqueville expressed concern about precisely these
circumstances when he wrote, his 1835 Democracy in
America: “If men are to remain civilised or become
so, the art of associating together must grow and
improve in the same ratio in which the equality of
conditions is increased.”

Any discussion of democracy in Pakistan, as in other
states that have seen its ebb and flow, must meve away

Gen Musharraf's dilemma is a classic one. On the one hand, he genuinely wants to
effect certain reforms to improve Pakistan's image as a moderate state. On the other,
he is reluctant to broaden his political support-base in pursuit of this agenda.
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Despite having engineered the system as he pleased, Gen Musharrat knows that his
real power-base is the army, and not the office of president.

from a near-absolute faith in its dividends, and towards
consideration of the paradoxes contained in the
Popper quote above and of de Tocqueviile's pre-
condition of the “art of associating”. Equally
dangerous, however, is the reformist who comes to
power, whether through a vote or a coup, and waves a
blueprint of reforms that he and only he can deliver.
Pakistan, as it stands today, is the story of these
paradoxes. For this reason, any discussion or analysis
of the country’s politics must be watchful on the onc
hand of simplistic understandings of democracy {what
political scientist Farced Zakaria calls “illiberal
democracy’}, and on the other of the proven inability
of strongmen to determine the exit strategy tfrom the
hold they have put on democracy in the name of reform.

Praetorian fault-lines

Pakistan’s 59-ycar-long history is replete with political
uncertainty. Each brief run of democracy has ended in
a military coup. For this reason, the country has
remained unable to complete the transition from an
authoritarian system to a democratic one. While
Pakistan has not seen mobilised vielence, which
drastically reduces the prospects of political
democracy, it has suffered from an inability on the part
of political actors during periods of transition to
determine how and to what uses newly acquired
democratic authority should be put. For the most part,
this has resulted in political brinkmanship among
leading political actors, which in turn leads to the
breakdown, at some point, of the democratic cycle into
another military coup.

This is why Pakistanis initially welcomed all the
three coups d’etai (leaving aside the internal transition
in 1969 from General Ayub Khan to Yahva Khan, and
the 1993 “soft coup’ by General Waheed Kakar) as
respite from the uncertainty of poor political
governance. It is a matter of record that when Pervez
Musharraf mounted his coup - or what he calls the
‘counter-coup’ - on 12 October 1999, he was hailed by
a large segment of the Pakistani people. The Pakistan
People’s Party, the country’s largest political foree,
which the ousted Prime Minister Sharif had chascd
from pillar to post, was ecstatic. Many of its workers
distributed sweets on the streets. The intelligentsia was
relicved that Sharit had gone and the era of demaocratic
totalitarianism had come to an end. The liberal-secular
sections of society were glad that he could ne longer
fulfil his agenda of making Sharia the basis of
legislation, which would arguably have converted

Pakistan into a theocratic state.

At this stage we run into a paradox. It is important
for a genuine political process to begin, in order to fill
in the current fault-lines within the polity; vet, to open
up the system by means of a vote would sharpen the
salience of these fault-lines. What is the remedy? This
is not a theoretical question. last October, Anatol
Lieven wrote in the International Herald Tribune:

Most developing countries scem closer to the melancholy
pattern of most af Latin America over the past century,
of a cvclical movement between flawed democracies and
ineffective dictatorships and back again - a process
interspersed with numerous ' people-power revolutions’

that turn out to have made no real difference whatsoever.

This asscssment brings us to what Samuel
Huntington posited in the late 1960s: some societies
evince a praetorian strand, ‘Praetorian’ normally refers
to a military that displays a tendency to mount coups.
Huntington, however, used the term to describe
societies in which, in the absence of a normative basis
for political functioning, all groups, including the
military, vie to capture state power for themselves.
Looking at the issue of military interventions,
Huntington dismissed the thesis that an explanation
of these interventions would require an analysis of the
military itself: “Military explanations do not explain
military interventions ... because the most important
causes of military intervention in politics are not
military but political, and reflect not the social and
organisational characteristics of the military
establishnient but the political and institutional
structure of the society.” Huntington sought to
look for explanations in society itself, because countries
grappling with the cvcle that Lieven described
show that the “society as a whole is out-of-jeint, not
just the military”.

As such, the military usually wins. As Thomas
Hobbes puat it aptly, “When nothing else is turned up,
clubs are trumps”. The political interregnums are as
bad as the military ones. In a praetorian society -
Huntington lists three stages of praetorianism:
oligarchical, radical and mass - political participation
and modernisation do not result in political
development but in political decay. This is why as a
society graduates from oligarchical to radical and,
finally, mass practorianism, its chances of getting out
of the cyvele steadily diminish. Increased potlitical
participation in such a society, in the absence of

Be wary of the reformist who comes to power, whether through a vote or a coup, and
waves a blueprint of reforms that he and cnly he can deliver.
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developed on the basis of which politics 15 practiced,
leading 1o an inclusive svstem of governance - 15 far
from fruition. Nothing makes this more evident than
the gencral’s insistence on not dotting his
uniform - because, he claims, to do so “is not in the
country's interest”.

A new alliance?

Two factors emerge from this. First, despite having
engineered the system as he pleased, Gen Musharraf
knows that his real power-base is the Paxistan Army,
and not the office of president. Second, he knows that
the opposition in Pakistan is waiting in the wings,
and that it it were to smell blood, it would quickly
move in for the kifl. On both counts, and despite some
of the good work he has done - bringing Pakistan
out of isolation, improving the economy, normalising
relations with India, making the press more free,
referring to and promoting liberal values - the system
atop which he sits remains fragile.

Equally, however, the political parties do not seem
to lave overcome the flaws that have led the country
to the crises it has experienced, both past and present.
The rightwing suffers from an intolerant ideology,
and if elections were to bring to power certain
clements within the MMA, Pakistan would lose
whatever progress it 1night have made in the past
seven vears - at least in terms of the economic upturn
and social liberalisation. The ruling PMI. has a
natural affinity with the MMA, rather than with the
PPI*s liberal agenda, The PME-N is also much closer
ideclogically to the MMA than it is to its Charter of
Democracy partner, the PPP. The MOM, despite its
secularism and full support to Gen Musharraf,
remains an ethnic party confined to urban Sindh.

Other secular parties are mostly NWFP- and
Balochistan-based nationalist groupings. They may
like (Gen Musharraf’s liberal agenda, but are
completely cut of tune with some of his policies; most
feel that instead of devolving power, he has further
centralised it. Deceniralisation being the main plank
of their provincial politics, they remain even more
cut off from the federal government, lslamabad’s
development agenda for Balochistan has great
economic, social and strategic significance for
Pakistan. But the Baloch are not prepared to buy into
these plans because the divisive nature of politics
over the past six decades has ensured that national
CONSENsUs remains elusive, even on issues of vital
importance for evervone.

As the country moves towards the 2007 elections,
the president will have to rethink some of his
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strategies in view of the response to the Women's
Protection Bill by various political parties, including
his own ruling PML. One third of the PMI. members
abstained from voting on that bill, and it could net
have been passed without the support of the PPP,
which has vet to accept Gen Musharrat as the
country’s president. Meanwhile, his religious allies,
the MMA, are increasingly seeking to distance
themselves from the general-president, and may resign
ahead of the elections so they can again campaign on
the basis of Islam. The PML-N, despite its alliance
with the PPP, apposed the Women's Protection Bill,
reflecting the long-known truth that theyv hold nothing
in common aside from their desire to oust
Gen Musharrat.

The ruling PML, meanwhile, has shown itself
incapable of carrving forward the president’s liberal
agenda. If a premium is placed on the agenda for
reform, Gen Musharraf will have to think aboutallving
with the PPP. Reaching out to the PPP, however,
would reguire making a deal with that party, and
would also mean a major realignment of political
forces in Pakistan. 1f Gen Musharraf does extend a
hand to the PPP, allowing that party to be a
true political actor and to link up with other secular-
liberal elements across the country, the next elections
would be contested by the consolidated liberal
camp against the culturally conscrvative and
Islamist clements.

In some wavs, such a changed dynamic weuld free
Gen Musharraf of the conflict that has continued to
run throughout his seven-vear tenure. It would also,
however, sharpen the fault-line between the liberals
and the canservatives. Of course, this scenario
presupposes that Gen Musharraf is likely to stay in
the driver's seat for at least anather five vears. If that
does come to pass, the political environment of
Pakistan will depend on how effectively he can sell
his policies by enlisting genuine political actors. The
process of reform may slow down in such a case, but
it will definitelv acquire more legritimacy, and may
become more acceptdble to recalcitrant elements
within the smaller provinces.

President Musharral’'s review of his alliances
will not automatically resolve the issue of the place of
the army within the svstem. As such, it 1s difficult to
sce what kind of arrangement may evolve in the future.
But until such time as the political parties
come of age and the army loses its praetorian
edge, the pattern af Pakistan’s political experience
supgests that a civil-military parmership may be the
safest bet,
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not be looked for by referring to their origins in Hurope;
rather, this needs to be established through reference
to the practices of political subjects within a
geo-political space.

Local democracy
The historically adequate referent for democracy exists
in pre- and postcolonial India in the shape of the anti-
colonial struggte. Internally this process was far more
democratic than was the colonial state, and it mobilised
some 20 million peasant households through the Quit
India Movement. In a similar vein, various sub-national
resistances against the internal colonialism of the
nation state in Pakistan - such as those of Bengali,
Sindhi, Pakhtun and Kashmiri nationalism, along with
broad-basced peasant and labour movements - are
testimony to the fact that democracy is not the privilege
of a few cultures, nor is it tied to a string of liberal
cultural values. However, the sad fact is that offictal
historians of state nationalism excised crucial chapters
from the pages of subcontinental and Pakistani history:
those of the unleashing of a democratic process by the
anti-colonial struggle. They did so by splitting the
struggle along communal and separatist lines, thus
creating part of a story that puts the onus of
responsibility for extended military dictatorships
directly on the shoulders of the masses themselves.
Furthermore, the position that attributes the failure
of democracy to certain archetypal features of Pakistani
culture, such as family institutions and baradai
networks, echoes the views of modernisation theorists
who attribute underdevelopment to the internal
backwardness of third-world societies rather than to
historical and global circumstances. Such arguments,
which emerge through the educated prisms of our
intetlectual elite, resonate with the paternalist
arrogance of great fiction writers such as Joseph
Conrad and Rudyard Kipling, who, by insisting that
the Indian reality required (indecd, beseeched) British
tutelage more or less indefinitely, ultimately forecast
the untenability of their own theories of organic
backwardness. Though the Pakistani state may give
its citizens democracy more in breach than in
observance, it is worth recalling that nowhere in
Europe or North America is adult franchise
implemented with such low levels of literacy and
material well-being as there are in Southasia. And
nowhere in the West did women achieve the right to
vote in the founding moments of electoral democracy,
as happened in post-Independence India and Pakistan.
These observations are not intended to privilege
feudal residues, patriarchy and gender oppression, or
the presumed ills of social structure. Nor are they meant
to play down the corrupting influences of martial law
on Pakistan’s fractured political process. Nevertheless,
there is a need to register unease with the argument
that ties democracy to a handful of Western liberal
values. Democracy as a political practice must be read
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in the active struggle of political subjects in their
political space. The institutional values of democracy
should be separated from democracy as a set of cultural
practices. When it comes to cultural practice, it is the
active political struggle of a subject that can adduce a
historically adequate referent for democracy, and not
a squabble over the question of origins and endings.

However, the forms of democratic norms are bound
to vary in different cultural spaces. It is in large part
the colonial engineering of Pakistani society - which
fostered a certain evolution of the social structure of
the colonised - that is responsible for the fact that it is
not individual ethos, but rather ethnic, religious and
kin networks that will continue to provide the support
for the electoral process. Those who think that
democracy can only work where there is a pervasive
philosophy of ‘one man, one vote” - the individual
existing free of kinship networks - are scarching for
an impossible ideal. If ‘clientelism’ (the generally
exploitative relationship between a powerful “patron’
and a weaker ‘client’) of one sort or another pervades
Pakistani society, then the point is not to
disown customary practices by imagining a
monolithic definition of feudalism, or to castigate
them in a barrage of moral rhetoric. The task is to
understand the sociological significance of the patron-
client relationship, which provides an important
nexus of electoral politics in Pakistan and elsewhere
in Southasia.

British anthropologist Ernest Gellner once called
politics based on clientelism “government-by-
network”. In this formation, formal institutional
arrangements matter fay less than do the informal
connections of mutual trust ~ those based on past
personal services, or on exchanges of protection from
above for support from below. Pakistani society ts ruled
by networks, quasi-tribes, alliances forged on the basis
of kin, services exchanged, groups of common regional
and ethnic origins, and common institutional
experiences. But even in this last case, the most
important connections largely find their basis in
personal trust, rather than in formal relations in a
defined bureaucratic structure.

In our passionate yearning for democracy, it is
important not to disavow what is often hastily
dismissed as ‘feudal residue’. Rather, we need
to understand how this structure has been carefully
put in place through celonial governance, and how it
works in the postcolenial state. Radical rescarch
into the various forms and norms of local democracies
is what is needed to provide an understanding of a
local democratic order. It should not be forgotten
that if Pakistani society is ever to reform itself, it has
to do so on the bedrock and by the terms of its own
local cultural ideals and aspirations. Democracy
cannot be thought of as something borrowed
from the outside, or as something credited to its
pristine ideals. A
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happen if the demonstrators tried 1o move 1o a more
public verue, such as the Supreme Court or National
Assembly on nearby Constitution Avenue - sometimes
called ‘Missolved Assembly” and “Amended or
Suspended Constitution Avenue’. Pakistan’s political
realities, after all, include a police force that is used to
suppress political vppaosition rather than to protect
the citizenry. [t is quick to firc teargas or bullets, or use
batons on unarmed protestors who move bevond the
limits set by the authorities.

The Zia laws
One particular incident during General Zia-ul Haq's
military regime, which stretched from 1977-88,
catapulted the nascent women'’s movement into the
political foreground. On 12 February 1983, the Punjab
Women Lawvers Association in Lahore organised a
public protest (one of its leaders was the prominent
human-rights lawver Asma Jahangir) against the
proposed Law of Evidence that reduced the testimony
of two women in court to that of just one reliable
tness, Many WAF members were part of this first
public demonstration by any group against a martial-
law edict. Police fired teargas and baton-charged the
women to stop them from marching towards the
Lahore High Court, injuring several and arresting
nearly 30,

Zia had grabbed power in a military coup during
1977. Two vears later his regime hanged the elected
prime minister, Zulfigar Ali Bhutto, and crushed
political dissent with arresis and disappearances,
torture, military trials and executions, and strict
censorship. Zia declared that he would hold elections
in 90 days and “Islamise” the country. “The motive
behind these laws was political, not religious,” says
Aslam Khaki, a Supreme Court lawyer and honorary
counsel to the Federal Shariat Court, which was
established in 1980 with the exclusive jurisdiction to
hear appeals against convictions under the Hudood
Ordinances. “Gen Zia-ul Hag had come into power
after toppling a popularly elected government, and
he had to justify his act. The slogan of Islamisation
was convenient for this purpose.”

Zia never did get around to elections, but he began
the process of Islamisation through media policies and
various legislation, including the Hudood Ordinances
and the Law of Evidence, The United States supported
him because it needed Pakistan to help fight the Soviets
in neighbouring Afghanistan. The use of religion to
gain support for the Afghans’ struggle for freedom
from foreign invaders subsequently developed this
fight inte a jibad.

And in the name of religion, much harm was done
in Pakistan. Zia enacted the Hudood Ordinances as a
set of criminal laws for which Jmdd (‘God’s limit’;
Hudeod or Hadood is the plural of fidd) punishments
could be preseribed, such as stoning to death and
amputation of limbs. Fehmida and Allah Baksh had
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been charged under the Offence of Zina. Zina is an
Arabic word that means ‘fornication” or ‘adultery’, and
was not in use in Pakistan before the introduction of
these laws. The Offence of Zina encompassed rape,
abduction of women, prostitution and adubtery. Other
Hudood offences relate to property (theft and armed
robbery), gazf {bearing false withess or making false
accusations) and prohibition (drug trafficking and
alcohol consumption). The fifth Hudood law, the
Exccution of Punishment of Whipping Ordinance,
prescribes the mode of whipping for those convicted
under the Hudoeod laws.

The Zina law has most adversely affected women,
particularly the peor and the illiterate, [t criminalizes
consensual sex between adults not married te cach
other (like Fehmida and Aliah Baksh). It also blurs the
distinction between adultery and rape, making
fornication a criminal offence, and rape a private one
in which the survivor has to prove her innocence - or
risk being accused of having had illegal sex.

Hudood punishments carry stringent requirements
of testimony, and can only be administered on
confession of the accused, or if the act has been
witnessed by four adult Muslim males who are
‘ruthful’ and abslain from major sins. Non-Muslims
can only bear witness if the accused is also a
non-Muslim, and women's testimony is excluded
bv default. Hadd punishments cannot be prescribed if
these requirements are not met, but the accused
can be given a tazir punishment {tizir simply
means punishment).

Many religious scholars have opposed these laws
as un-Istamic. Tven the TFederal Shariat Court ruled
that the punishment of death by stoning was not
Islamic; but Zia changed the bench, and the new judges
upheld the punishment as acceptable, At the anti-
Hudoeod laws seminar in Islamabad this past Juty,
Mohammad Farcoq Khan, an Islamic scholar from
Mardan in the North-West Frontier Province, called
the laws “the higgest insult to Islam”. The Council of
Islamic ldealogy, a constitutional body that advises
Pakistar’s legislature, recently reviewed these laws as
well, and reported them to be flawed and not in keeping
with the teachings of Islam.

Prior to the imposition of the Hudoeod Ordinances
and the Zina law, the Pakistan Penal Cede (PPC) did
not consider sex outside of marriage a criminal offence.
Extra-marital intercourse involving a married woman
was a private offence for which only the man could be
punished. Only the husband of an adulteress could
file a complaint against her, but wormen could not be
punished under this law. When it came to an accused
man, the offence was compoundable and bailable, and
if the prosccution dropped the charges, criminal
procecdings were automatically abandoned. The
punishment was five vears or a fine, or bath. The state
could not be a party to the case. According to a 1997
report by the Commission of Inquiry for Women:
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In the pre-Zina Ordinance period, there were only a handful
of reported cases of adultery. As soon as the law was
changed to include women within the scope of its
punishment, allegations of zina started to run into the
thousands, This clearly indicates that as long as it was
only the male who could be punished for adultery, there
was a reluctance to prosecute. The Ordinance became a
tool in the hands of those who wished to exploit women.

The Commission also noted that the number of
women in prison had risen drastically since the
imposition of the 1iudood and Zina laws. In 1979, there
were only 70 women in Pakistani prisons. A decade
later, in 1988, this figure had risen to 6000, with zina
complaints comprising the majority of cases against
women and girls.

Tepid reform

After Zia died in a mysterious airplane explosion in
1988, general elections brought Zulfigar Ali Bhutto's
daughter Benazir Bhutto to power as the world’s first
Muslim woman prime minister. However, her
government did not have the necessary majority to
overturn laws such as the Hudood Ordinances. She
also faced fierce opposition from the religious parties
that had gained strength during the Zia years. Post-
Zia governments did not pursue Hudood cases with
the same zeal, but thousands of women nevertheless
continued to be prosecuted for zina. And more recently,
their numbers increased from nearly 3300 in 2001 to
more than 3800 in 2004. However, more cases ended int
acquittal than in conviction.

In 2002, a district court in the town of Kohat
sentenced a young woman, Zafran Bibi, to death by
stoning for sex outside of marriage. Zafran had alleged
rape by her husband’s younger brother, as a result of
which she had become pregnant. Because she could
not prove that she was raped, and the pregnancy
occurred while her husband was in prison, the district
court took Zafran's pregnancy as proof of her guilt.
Once again, Pakistan’s women’s-rights activists led a
massive public outcry. In August of that year, the
Federal Shariat Court acquitted Zafran, and re-
established the principle that a woman's pregnancy
could not be taken as proof of adultery.

Coverage by the newly established private television
channels raised public awareness in a way that
newspapers cannot in a country with a literacy rate of
barely 40 percent. Meanwhile, the current head of state,
General Pervez Musharraf, who had seized power in a
military coup in 1999, was trying to undo Zia's legacy
and ‘de-Talibanise’ Pakistan. He had already restored
the provision of reserved seats for women in Pakistan’s
assemblies and at local councils.

In 2003, the National Commission on the Status of
Women (NCSW) released its report* on the Hudood
laws, recommending repeal. Majida Rizvi, Pakistan’s

* Available online at wiwtw. new.nesw.gov. pk/findex. php
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first woman High Court judge, headed the commission
and its 17-member Special Committee, which reviewed
laws relating to women. The committee included
members of the president-appointed Couneil of fslamic
Ideology, as well as religious scholars, lawyers and
retired judges. They agreed that these laws do not fulfil
the criteria for providing justice under national,
international or religious law. Two dissenting votes
came from Sher Zaman, chairman of the Council of
[slamic Ideology, and Farida Ahmad Siddiqui,
president of the women’s wing of the religicus political
party Jamiat Ulema Pakistan.

Again, private television channels reported on the
proccedings, and viewers saw veiled women from the
religious partics demonstrating in Islamabad in favour
of retaining the Hudood laws, as well as women'’s-
rights groups demonstrating in Islamabad and Karachi
for their repeal. The NWIDP assembly passed a
unanimous resolution condemning the NCSW
recommendation as a part of a “conspiracy against
Islam”. Working as a news producer at the time, |
brought out a couple of documentaries on women in
prisons and the Hudood laws - the first time that the
issuc had been presented on Pakistani television in
this format. Not much had changed since the 1980s,
when [ first started writing about the issue.

Modest relief

Given two decades without public debate on the
Hudood Ordinances - and with religious militancy
increasing all the while - it was still only the women’s-
and human-rights activists that were willing to stick
their necks out on this issue. Parveen Parvee, a lawyer
in Karachi's City Courts, says that most zina cases are
still “registered by parents against their daughters who
have married of their own choice, or former husbands
whose ex-wives re-married after the divorce”. Khalida
Parveen, of the anti-gender-violence erganisation War
Against Rape, says that rape victims who are unable
to prove their ‘innocence’ still risk being accused of
fornication and imprisoned for adultery, “just like
Zafran Bibi”.

On the other side, members of the religious parties
continued to oppose any move to amend or repeal this
Jaw, even though some accepted that it was being
misused. Farida Ahmad, one of the two dissenting
voters in the NCSW Committee’s recommendation to
repeal the Hudood Jaws, even listed five categories of
women whom she agreed are unjustly imprisoned: rape
survivors, women who marry against their parents’
wishes, divorced women contracting another marriage
whose ex-husbands accuse them of zina, “Then there
are prostitutes - but some dalal (pimp) or other gets
them out. And fifth, girls are forced into this profession
by their fathers and brothers, I have met such girls in
jail myself, who say they were forced [into prostitution]
and arrested during a police raid.” So why did she
oppose repealing these laws, which have sent
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the Chinese government sees
the current negotiations as
representing “the Dalai Lama’s
ulterior motive: eventually seeking
Tibetan independence.”

The article is the clearest
:ndication yet from Beijing about its
position with regard to the Middle
Way approach, and comes hard on
the heels of its renewed attack on
the Dalaj Lama. Despite this, Prime
Minister-in-exile Samdhong,
Rinpoche stressed in a recent
statement: “In order to resolve the
issue of Tibet, which is the main
objective of the Tibetan community
in exile, we intend to make more
efforts towards continuing the
current Sino-Tibetan dialogue
process, based on the mutually
beneficial Middle Way approach.”
[n arecent Australian documentary,
Rinpoche also stated that, “Unless
the Chinese prove they are not
‘rustworthy, until then we will have
to trust them.” Pressed by the
reporter as to whether the Chinese
sovernment had not already proven
itself untrustworthy, he replied,
“They have proved in the past ...
‘But] for the last few years we have
been in dialogue, and thev have not
proved as yet.” This implies that
Jdespite all evidence to the contrary,
Dharamsala still believes that
the Middle Way approach is not
only a viable basis for dialogue
with China, but is actually
“mutually beneticial”. But is this
really the case?

Impossible pre-conditions
As outlined on the official website
of the Tibetan government-in-exile,
the main component of the Middle
Way approach is that “Tibet would
not seck separation from, and
remain within, the TPeople’s
Republic of China”. By itself, this
should be an attractive proposition
to China. But this concession is
predicated on three preconditions,
which must first be agreed upon
by Beijing:

1. Without seeking independence

for Tibet, the Central Tibetan
Administration strives for the
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creation of a political entity
comprising the three
traditional provinces of Tibet

2, Such an entity should enjoy a
status of genuine rational
regional autonomy

3. This autonomy should be
governed by the popularly-
clected legislature and
executive through a
democratic process

The recent People’s Dafly article
has made it clear that Beijing is
deeply resistant to the idea of the
creation of a greater Tibet, and sees
it as a call for what it has previously
termed “disguised independence”.
Before the Chinese invasion, the
Lhasa government did not exercise
control over the areas beyond what
is roughly the central Tibetan
province of U-Tsang, the region
todav demarcated as the Tibet
Autonomous Region. While all
Tibetans shared common cultural
and religious traits, and Lhasa was
unquestionably the spiritual heart
of the country, most of the province
of Kham and all of Amdo werce de
facto independent territories with
shifting political lovalties -
sometimes paying tribute to Lhasa,
sometimes to the Chinese, and more
often than not to neither. China
immediately took advantage of
these ground realities. The 17-Point
Agreement, which it forced upon
the Tibetan government in 1951,
applied only to central Tibet,
the area controlled by the
Lhasa government. Amdo and most
of Kham were appended to the
Chinese provinces of Qinghai,
Gansu, Szechwan and Yunnan.

It was only after coming into exile
in 1959 that the concept of a greater
Tibet - comprising U-Tsang, Kham
and Amdo - evelved to reflect the
aspirations of refugees from all
three provinces whe had fought
together against the Chinese, and
represented a renewed awareness
of Tibet as a nalion state. In recent
vears, anti-Chinese activities and
expressions of Tibetan nationalism
have taken place in both Kham and
Amdo, pointing to the fact that the

idcal of a united Tibet - forged in
exile - has taken root inside Tibet.
This is a worrying trend for Beijing;
any move towards the unification
of Tibet's traditional provinces
would, in tts estimation, further
encourage such nationalist
tendencies, posing an even
greater threat to its rule. Tt is
the contention of this writer that
this fear alone will keep China
from ever acceding to this key
pre-condition to the Middle
Wav approach.

[n a statement made earlier this
vear to commemorate the Lhasa
uprising of 10 March 1959, the
Kashag made the case that the
demand to unite the three provinces
of Tibet into one autonomous region
conforms to the provisions of
China’s  Regional National
Autonomy Law (RNAL), which
was sct up to safeguard the culture
and identity of minorities. Lobsang
Sangay, a Tibetan legal expert,
wrote recently that within the
provisions of RNAL, the concept of
‘unity” assumes greater importance
than that of autonomy, “thereby
creating paradoxical and
contradictory approaches to
autonomy for minorities”.

The definition of "unity” here
includes both unity of the
motherfand and unity under the
leadership of the Communist Party
of China. But even if this ambiguity
did not exist, we know that China
has a very poor record of abiding
by the strictures of its own
Constitution. Time and again
Betjing has shown that it does not
tolerate anything that remotely
threatens its power base, and has
no hesitation in trampling even the
most basic rights of its citizens. In
the case of Tibet, what China sees
as a threat to its "unity’ will always
oulweigh any cancern about
regional autonomy - indeed, this is
the crux of the argument made in
the People’s Daily article. Therefore,
presenting this demand as a legally
viable option within Chinese law
gives China more credibility than
its record would suggest.

The other pre-condition set out
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in the Middle Way approach is that
even if China were to agree to an
enlarged Tibet Autonomous
Region within the meaning of the
RNAL, this region must be
“governed by the popularly-
elected legislature and exccutive
through a democratic process”.
Given that China is a totalitarian
state, there is no way it can
accept such a demand without
tirst undergoing a major
transformation. [t has been argued
that this demand has precedent in
the ‘One Country, Two Systems’
approach operating in Hong Kong,
But there is a significant difference
in the situation between these two
regions. The Basic Law under
which long Kong retains its
special  characteristics  was
negotiated by the British as an
integral component of their
agreement to hand over the colony
to China. Additionally, it was
advantageous for China to
maintain Hong Kong’s uniquely
capitalist sct-up as part of its own
burgeoning cconomic strategy. No
such precedent or compulsion
exists with regard to Tibet.

Next year in Lhasa?

While the Middle Wav approach
makes a huge sacrifice in terms of
giving up the claim for Tibet's
independence, it does so by
placing pre-conditions that, as far
as China is concerned, are no
different from actually seeking
independence, and arc far from
“mutually  beneficial”,  This
impression is not helped by the fact
that Dharamsala continues to
inadvertently send out mixed
signals. For example, on the Dalai
Lama’s 71st birthday on 6 July this
vear, the Kashag strongly
reaffirmed the “determination to
engage in dialegue for resolving
the issue of Tibet through the
present Sino-Tibetan contacts”.
But it then concluded its statement

by exhorting, “May the truth of the
issue of Tibet prevail scon!” Most
Tibetans would understand this
“truth” to mean only vne thing:
Tibet's independence. The Chinese
must surely recognise that this
underlying sentiment exists in the
hearts of all Tibetans, regardless of
their official stance. Nowhere is
this more starkly evident fo
Beidjing than in the influence that the
Dalai Lama continues to wicld
inside Tibet.

Beijing officials understand that
it only takes one appeal from the
Dalai Lama - for example, to stop
using furs - and suddenly they are
confronted with spontancous
public burnings of fur from Lhasa
to Karze in Szechwan and Rebkong
in Qinghai. They know that the
destruction of a statue of Dorje
Shugden, a Tibetan Buddhist
protector deity, in Ganden
maonastery near Lhasa earlier this
yvear bv a group of monks was in
direct response to the Dalai Lama’s
denouncement of the worship of
this spirit. They have seen that even
in the furthest rcaches of Qinghai,
it only takes a rumour of the Dalai
LLama’s return for thousands to
gather in anticipation, as took place
carlier this vear. There are so many
instances that demonstrate the
Dalai Lama’s pervasive influence
throughout Tibet, and the
continuing devotion and lovalty he
commands there, that in order to
trulv consolidate their hoeld on
Tibet, Beijing's battle with the Dalai
.ama must necessarily be “a fight
to the death”.

This explains why the Beijing
sovernment is opting to escalate its
anti-Dalai Lama diatribe, even at a
time when it is supposedly engaged
in talks with him. To the Chinese
government, after all, the talks are
not about discussing the Middle
Wav approach, but rather about
how to neutralise the Dalai [Lama's
influence once and for all, both

inside and outside Tibet, Gestures
of goodwill on the part of the
Kashag will ultimately mecan
nothing to China, other than te give
its international image a public-
relations  boost.  The  only
“conducive atmosphere”, as far as
Beijing is concerned, is one wherein
the Dalai Lama ceases to exert
influence of any sort in Tibket.
And this, so long as he is alive,
is impossible,

Given such a situation, unless
there is a major change within
China’s political set-up, we can
assume that as long as Dharamsala
insists on the Middle Way
approach in its present form as the
basis for negotiations, Beijing’s
intransigence will continue. And if
this remains the state of things until
the Dalai Lama passes away — as
China surely hopes - what then will
be the fate of Tibet's national
struggle? Will the Middle Wav
approach remain a viable option
without the Dalai Lama to give it
credibility? These are difficult
questions, but ones Tibetans in exile
musi be prepared to ask and
discuss while they still have the
Dalai Lama to lead them.

In November 1996, when he was
the chairman of the Tibetan
People’s Deputies, Samdhong
Rinpoche proposed a programme
to launch a Tibetan Satvagraha
movement. He ended his proposal
with an emotional appeal: “When
Gandhiji gave the call to "Do or e’
there was no other choice. As |
propose my people to “De or Die’
there is no other choice either. The
return journev back to the
homeland must commence here
and now. Only then we can sav,
‘Next vear in Lhasa’.” That was ten
vears ago. Unless Tibetans seriously
reconsider the direciion of their
struggle, the matter of a return to
Lhasa will not only remain as
elusive as ever, but will become
incrcasingly irrelevant.

In recent years, anti-Chinese activities and expressions of Tibetan nationalism
have taken place in both Kham and Amdo, pointing to the fact that the ideal of a
anited Tihet — forged in exile — has taken root inside Tibet.
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successful the Colombo government has been in
carrying out the economic-reform agenda towards the
further development of liberal capitalism on the island.
The war was for a long time only of concern to these
organisations to the extent that it impacted on the
economic agenda. But the Sri Lankan economy has
been performing reasonably well despite the confiict,
with an average of four to five percent annual growth.
This has not been the eight percent growth that
mainstream economists have been hoping for in order
to equal the East Asian miracle, and certainly Sri
Lanka would have performed better had there been
no civil war. But the fact remains that the conflict has
not significantly affected the country’s economy, which
in turn has allowed donors to view the country as
relatively ‘stable’.

According to international indicators, Sri Lanka is
no longer a ‘poor’ country, but rather a ‘low middle
income' one, with an annual per capita incormne of
more than USD 1000. The economy has diversified
from its agricultural base, and a significant poriion of
people now earn an income in sectors linked to the
global economy. A large number alsc make use of
global labour markets. Although Sri Lanka has a
heavy burden of foreign debt, many believe that the
debt-service ratio, meaning the proporiion of export
earnings spent on servicing foreign debt, is still at a
manageable level. In addition, there is no danger of
Sri Lanka defaulting on debt-service payments. Of
course, this relative success does not mean that the
country has solved its development problems. Both
the economy and society show the usual social
contradictions of a capitalist economy. Nonetheless, it
is erucial to note the fact that, seen through the logic of
capital, Sri Lanka has performed reasonably well in
the midst of the civil war.

A number of factors explain this peculiar picture.
First, the core of economic production has been
confined to areas surrounding the capital. Close to 50
percent of the gross domestic product is now within
the Western Province, close to Colombo. So long as
the war is confined to the north and east — which were
never particularly important economically, even before
the conflict began — the econocmy can function
perfectly well. Many sectors in Sri Lanka, not to
mention the incomes of more and more of its people,
depend on the health of the global economy. Hence, if
the globa! economy performs better, 50 too does 3ri
Lanka's - regardless of the war. Finally, several other
factors have helped Sri Lanka to achieve economic
gains while simultaneously waging an expensive war.
generous donor support, the reduction of the burden
on the state coffers by getting rid of loss-making state
enterprises, and the relative degree of autonomy that
the central bank has maintained.

The entry of the Norwegians as mediators in the
peace process coincided with the breakdown of this
order. This took place during 2000 and 2001, years of
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a global economic recession. Then, in 2001, the same
year that a severe drought struck the island, the LTTE
carried out a devastating attack on the country’s only
international airport - the nerve centre for an economy
that depends on global linkages. These factors
combined to produce a negative economic growth in
2001 for the first time since Independence. The
International Monetary fund came up with a rescue
loan package, and the People’s Alliance government
of Chandrika Kumaratunga requested the Norwegians
to act as mediators in negotiations with the LTTE.

However, it was the United National Front (UNF)
government, elected in December 2001, that made
use of the Norwegians’ entry to sign a Ceasefire
Agreement, embark on an extensive programme Of
economic reforms, consciously expand the
internationalisation process, and include the US, EU
and Japan as co-chairs of the peace process. The
political objectives of the UNF strategy — led by Ranil
Wickramasinghe, the nephew of former President
Junius Jayawardene, the architect of Sri Lankan
liberalisation — included not just peace, but also the
pushing of the economic-reform agenda begun by
President Jayawardene. This agenda, which
developed independently of the peace process, had
its sights on an extensive reform programme covering
all aspects of the economy. The Wickramasinghe
government consciously sought international suppor
for both of these agendas. This strategy lasted for a
very shorl period, however, and its neo-liberal peace
was defeated by both Sinhala and Tamil nationalism,
working side by side.

Two-sided stranglehold

The current situation is thus cne wherein a war is
being fought and fuelled by nationalist forces on both
sides. At the same time, contradictions of the
international set-up inherited from the
Wickremasinghe period are not only complicaling
matters, but do not allow much hope for securing a
long-term settlement.

The Norwegians, who are very much wedded to the
Ceasefire Agreement (CFA) secured during the UNF
period, are working with a framework much more
suited to an inter-state conflict based on a two-actor
model. Hence, the GFA recognises only two sides, the
LTTE and the Colombo government. There is an
acceptance of the presence of two armies, rules of
engagement and no-go areas between these two
armies, and rules dictating how either side can
withdraw from the agreement.

This set-up entirely ignores the complexities of
conflicts that build on the basis of identity politics. it
legitimises the demands of the LTTE as the sole
representative of the Tamils, and undermines space
for democracy within the Tamil population. It also
forgets that there have always been struggles for
political supremacy among Tamils, even while
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The implementation of Sri Lanka's economic-reform process has always been more
important to the key donors than concerns over the civil war.

simultaneously fighting the Sri Lankan state. The
LTTE has taken care of this issue by eliminating its
opponents, Meanwhile, the rights of the Muslim
population have not been given due importance, thus
pandering to a position among Tamil nationalists that
has deliberately ignored Muslim rights by creating a
notion of a Tamil-speaking people.

The two-actor structure of the CFA also cannol lake
into account the complexities of politics among the
Sinhalese, which is fought through a problematic
mulli-parly system. The Norwegian approach gives
the impression of being based on ‘primordialist’
interpretations of identity conflict, where a monolithic
group of Sinhalese, represented by the Colombo
government, is fighting a monaiithic group of Tamils,
represented by the LTTE. As such, the Norwegians
are involved as impartial mediators between these
two ‘underdeveloped’ communities, to find a ‘rational’
solution that only Europeans can provide.

The formation of the ‘co-chairs’ group came about
due to initiatives of the UNF government, and not the
other way around. In order to understand the positions
of the co-chairs, it is important first to focus on the
individual policies of each of these countries, The
fundamental objective of the Japanese, US and EU
policies is one of security and stability, in order to
continue work on the economic agenda, and promote
capitalism in the island. At the very beginning of the
peace process there were divergences from this
position, mainly among EU countries. Pressure from
the global ‘war on terror’, however, has pushed these
countries into uniform alignment. The recent ban on
the LTTE by the EU as a ‘terror’ group is a reflection of
this policy convergence, made with the objective of
establishing stability.

This position is strengthened by support given by
multilateral agencies such as the World Bank and the
Asian Development Bank, which work on the basis of
a similar palicy perspective. Of course, promoting
negotiations is an important element in this strategy,
with the aim of ensuring security. But the fundamental
motivation of supporting negotiations is very different
from the objectives behind the Norwegian two-actor,
impartial-negotiator model. Suddenly what becomes
more important is not balancing between warring
parties, but rather the stability of an established state
in order to promote capitalism.

Despite the presence of this fundamental position,
it is not one that the ruling classes of Sri Lanka can
take for granted. Continuation of this policy, after all,
will depend on the good behaviour of those elites.
Developments such as a stepped-up military strategy
could worsen the humanitarian crisis, increase
human-rights violations, instigate a greater flow of
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refugees and destabilise the core areas of the
economy - evolutions that would clearly go against the
policy objectives of the co-chair countries. Similarly,
any significant reversal of the economic agenda, or
any move to undermine the influence of the co-chairs
by courting other international actors, could also bring
about a change in the international approach.

As much as the two-actor model reveals
contradictions that undermine the chance for long-term
peace in Sri Lanka, the policies of the co-chairs have
their own inconsistencies. For example, even while
calling for negotiations, two of these actors - the EU
and the US — have banned the LTTE as a ‘“terrorist’
organisation. Though prescriptive statemenls are
made about human rights, humanitarian crises and
the like, there remains a continuous flow of fareign aid
fram these key donors, so long as the reform agenda
is maintained by the Colombo authorities. Promaotion
of the private sector likewise continues unabated, with
the support of many agencies. Finally, although
security and stability are the underlying motives of this
approach, there is very little commitment to actually
support Sri Lanka through mifitary means.

The contradictions of this international conundrum
create complicated problems for those who accept that
warking with international actors is essential in the
current context of global capitalism. This is relevant not
only for Sri Lanka, but for other countries in Southasia
as well — particularly in the situations of internal conflict
that have become such an integrai part of the region’s
socio-palitics. Unfortunately. our dominant response to
these complicated issues is generally one of two. We
either remain within a framework of liberal
internationalism that naively believes in the goodness
of an ‘international community’; or our response
originates among naticnalists of various guises, who
believe in an ahistorical notion of sovereignty.

The time has come for us in the global south to
break through this conceptual trap, which does not
provide us a framework with which to deal with these
international interventions. All our socielies are now
already a part of globalised capitalism. Our belief in
the sovereignty of the nation-state will not isolate us
from it. Neither can we afford to go along with liberal
internationalism naively. Globalisation, while
integrating the world, also brings out differences mare
sharply. How global factors affect South Asia will thus
be a result of our own histories and social conditions.
Only a much closer look at our specific historical
situations will help us to identify spaces
within global capitalism that we can make use of for
our own purposes. And only in this lies the
foundation for a new politics with which to deal with
international intervention.
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integrate locally relatively successfully,
many others face reguiar harassment,
axploitation and persecution.

Although UNHCR has been in India
for a long time, the Indian government
has in recent decades worked to
significantly diminish the agency’s
role. Largely due to foreign-policy
considerations, New Delhi's attitude
towards the organisation has been
ambivalent. While UNHCR was invited
into India in 1969 in order {o assist
Tibetan refugees in the country, the
agency was forced to leave in 1975
due 1o its failure to protect refugees
from East Pakistan. At that time, india
was seen as a feflow traveler with the
Soviet Union, while there was a
pronounced Western tilt towards
Fakistan led by the United Siates.
Then-UN High Commissioner for
Refugees, Prince Sadruddin Aga
Khan, who had dua! Pakistani
citizenship, was also not overfy keen
to help India deal with a massive influx
of 10 million refugees. Ever since,
India has been suspicious of
UNHCR's selective appreciation of
its mandate.

In 1979, following the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan, large numbers
of Afghan refugees began to arrive in
India — which continued to be on
friendly terms with the Soviet Union.
So as not to suppert the refugees
directly and thereby risk souring its
relations with Moscow, the Indian
government decided to hand over
responsibility for the Afghans to the UN,
andin 1981 the UNHCR office was re-
established in New Delhi. Since that
time, the agency has been
responsible for the recognition and
protection of urban refugees within the
capital, but nowhere else in India.

New Delhi has continuously denied
UNHCR a presence in any other pan
of the country, with the exception of a
small office in Madras that nominally
oversees Sri Lankan refugee
repatriation. The agency has been
refused access to refugees in camps,
where they would normally provide or
support international assistance. This

includes the denial of access 1o the
camps established in Manipur
and Mizoram in 1988 for Burmese
refugees. In 1994, UNHCR was
also refused access to refugees
being involuntarily repatriated to
Bangladesh from the northeastern
state of Tripura.

At the same time, however,
UNHCR-Delhi has never adeguately
appealed to the Indian government,
the United Naticns or the international
community for much-needed support
- a critical breach of Hs mission to
provide protection and seek long-term
solutions for these refugees. In the
absence of any domestic legisiation
for the recognition and protection of
Burmese refugees generally, UNHCR
is responsible for determining refugee
status only for asylum seekers who
find their way to New Delhi. Those near
the Burmese borders remain at
the mercy of the Indian Border
Security Force.

Self-sutficient retugees

Increasing numbers of Burmese
refugees have thus decided to make
the long trip from the Nonheast to New
Deihi, often on the (mostly false}
assumption that being in the capital
will speed up thetr applications for
refugee status. Attempts by UNHCR
to make Burmese refugees in Delhi
self-reliant — by providing vocational
training courses through the YMCA
and the Calcutta-based Don Bosco
Ashalayam - have largely failed, for a
variety of reasons. Most refugees in
Delhi are not only unemployed but
see little hope of finding work, let alone
becoming financially ‘self-reliant’.
Those who do find jobs are often
exploited by their employers, and
often arbitrarily fired without receiving
owed wages. Few urban refugees are
able to hold a job for long. While Hindi
or English language skills would
improve their chances of finding
employment, the fact remains that
Burmese refugees in India are legally
relegated to the informal sector: as for
all foreigners except Nepalis and

Bhutanis, it is illegal for them to work
in the country without a permit.

Even though a UNHCR
programme is available to supple-
ment refugee salaries to ensure that
they reach India's minimum wage of
INR 3166 per month, the majority of
refugees find it hard to sustain
themselves. Large families are the
worst affected. as are older refugees
who do not fit the UN's definition of
‘Extremeiy Vulnerabie Individuals'
Finally, refugees who cannot obtain
residential permits for reasons cutside
of their control — including reticent
landlerds and bribe-demanding
officials ~ are not eligible to take pan
in the programme.

With UNHCR itself experiencing a
significant global funding crunch, the
Delhi office’s budget was slashed by
20 percent for 2006. The gradual
withdrawal of financial support by the
refugee agency, along with the failure
of the self-reliance strategy, has made
the condition of Burmese refugees in
Delhi even maore precarious than it had
been previously. Refugee safety in
Delhi has long been compromised by
discrimination by neighbours,
employers and the judicial system.
Over the past year, however,
most refugees have been unable to
pay their rent regularly or to send
their children to school. Many families
have accumulated large debts,
and are forced to rely on the
generosity of churches or friends for
their survival.

Those Burmese recognised by
UNHCR as refugees used to
receive a monthly subsistence
allowance. in 2003, however, the
agency decided to discontinue
this stipend after an initial
one-year period, again as parit
of the attempt to make refugees
self-reliant. Since the discontinuation
of the living allowance, the
number of evictions of Burmese
refugees from their homes has
increased significantly.

Burmese refugee families receive
educational grants from UNHCR fo

UNHCR has been accused of failing to effectively lobby third-country governments to
accept and prioritise Burmese refugees for resettlement.
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Although the exact number is unknown, studies estimate that 50 to 65 percent of
Burmese students in Delhi were ne tonger in school by July 2005.

send their children to government
schools. For most, however, this
allowance does not cover the actual
cost of a child’s education - particularly
at private schools, where admission
standards are often more flexible.
Since the discontinuation of the
subsistence allowance, many parents
have been unable to pay the monthly
tuition fees. As a result, an alarmingly
high number of children were expelied
from school in 2004 and 2005.
Although the exact number is
unknown, studies estimate that 50 to
85 percent of Burmese students in
Delhi were no longer in school by July
2005. UNHCR has subsequently
urged Burmese refugee parents to
enrol their children in government
schools, where the tuition fees are
minimal ~ despite the fact that many
children are refused admission in
these schools for lack of the required
birth certificate.

Refugees also voice dissatis-
faction with the medical services
provided by the Voluntary Health
Association of Delhi (VHAD), a public-
health NGO tapped by UNHCR to
oversee refugee health. Many
refugees describe the experience of
hasty examinations and prescriptions
of the same medicine, particularly
vitamins, for any and every health
problem. Furthermore, UNHCR’s
policy of reimbursing for expenses
related to medical care fails to meet
the needs of many refugees. The
computation of the reimbursement is
neither transparent nor consistent, and
many report being reimbursed only a
fraction of the costs incurred at the
stipulated government hospitals.

Finally, Burmese refugees in Delhi
relate numerous difficulties in
obtaining and renewing residential
permits, documents required in order
to take part in the Basic Salary
Scheme, the UNHCR’'s minimum-
wage top-up programme. To obtain
the permit, refugees must show proof
of residence, such as an electricity or
water bill in their name. Landlords,
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however, frequently refuse to provide
refugees with such documents,
particularly because of tax liability. As
a result, many refugees cannot benefit
even from this basic safety-net scheme
designed specifically for them.

Dwindling durable

solutions

In the face of these and other problems
of survival and integration, many
Burmese refugees, both in Delhi and
in India at large, see resettlement in
third countries as the only realistic
solution to their situation. Even here,
however, refugees express frustration
with UNHCR's lack of clarity and
cooperation with regard to options and
procedures. Furthermore, the agency
has been accused of failing to
effectively lobby third-country
governments o accept and prioritise
Burmese refugees for resettlement.

Accerding to the findings of a recent
survey, the Burmese refugee
community in Delhi seems to have
fittle trust in UNHCR. While there is no
doubt that the agency has good
intentions — in particular in its efforls to
make the community ‘setf-sufficient’ -
its strategies are running into critical
problems, particularly due to a lack of
adequate consultation with the
community itself.

The refugee community’s decision
to disband the New Delhi-based All
Burma Refugee Committee (ABRC)
in early 2006 was symptomatic of this
failure of communication. Set up in
2001 by refugees based in Delhi, this
organisation had until February of this
year played a role in mediating
between UNHCR and the Burmese
refugee community. UNHCR had
decided to fund ABRC’s activities soon
after its founding, under the condition
that it refrained from any political
activity. But part of the reason for its
dissolution this year was the
perception among various groups that
the ABRC was a UNHCR creation, and
that it did not effectively relay the
concerns of the various groups within

the Burmese community. As a result
of its disbanding, UNHCR is now left
with the difficult task of trying to
strengthen communications with the
refugee community in the absence of
a unified representative group. White
there exist numerous organisations,
committees, councils and groups
within the Burmese community in New
Delhi, nearly all of these are political
groups focusing on the situation within
Burma, and take little or no action with
regard to the community’s welfare in
the capital.

India has been a member of
UNHCR's Executive Committee since
1994. in the dozen years since then,
however, it has neither ratified the
UN’s 1951 Refugee Convention, nor
enacted any domestic legal
mechanism for the protection of
refugees. As such, UNHCR's most
critical responsibilities within India are
twofold. First, the agency needs to
actively lobby the New Delhi
government at an infernational leve
to take immediate steps to conform to
international standards on refugee
recognition, protection, granting of
legal status and assistance provision.
New Delhi needs to allow all refugees
to work, to provide them with travel
documents, and to allow them
freedom of movement within India. In
addition, UNHCR must be given
unrestricted access to refugees
outside the capital.

Second, until such time as India
gives refugees within its borders full
legal recognition, local integration will
not be a real possibility. As such,
UNHCR must pursue the option of
third-country resettlement. The agency
needs to actively work towards
convincing its member states to
increase the number of Burmese
refugees they accept for resettlement,
and subsequently to assist individual
refugees in the resettlement process.
Until these two responsibilities are
acted upon with real commitment, the
condition of India’s Burmese refugees
will continue to worsen. ;
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India and the Association of South East Asian

Nations (ASEAN) is uniikely to matenalise in the
near future. Deep divisions have crept up on both sides
over the possible benefits from such an agreement. A
section of India’s policymakers are apprehensive about
cheap imports flooding the market and how this would
effect vulnerable sections of the population, particularly
farmers and workers in labour-intensive industries such
as textiles. Some within ASEAN also contend that India
is unlikely to fully open its economy to duty-free imports,
thereby diluting the potential effectiveness of any FTA.

The main bone of contention is the ‘negative list’, or
those items that would be excluded from the proposed
FTA agreement. These would have limited or no tariff
concessions. Matters came to a head on 25 July this
year, when Rafidah Aziz, Malaysia's Trade and
Industries Minister, announced that ASEAN had
suspended talks on an FTA agreement with India on
account of the latter’s reluctance to open up its markets.
She pointed out that the negative list of 850-odd items
comprised roughly 30 percent of the exports of ASEAN
members to India.

Rao Inderjit Singh, India’s Deputy Minister for
Defence, who happened o be in Kuala Lumpur at the
time, immediately undertock damage control. He told
journalists that the fact that India had reduced the
number of items to be placed on the negative list — from
1414 to around 850 - actually indicated its commitment

T he proposed free trade area agreement between

Research assistance by Kaushiki Sanyal.
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Back to their corners

BY PARANJOY GUHA THAKURTA

ANALYSIS

Despite the
overarching
excitement — and
emphasis — that
surrounds the
possibility of an
India-ASEAN free
trade area, both
sides are running
into protectionist
obstacles. At this
point, meeting a 1
January 2007
deadline looks
impossible.

to making the agreement
work. He hinted that the list
could be further reduced,
and added that the falks
were still very much alive.
Singh also claimed that
Aziz's views were not representative of the entire
ASEAN, which at present comprises ten countries —
Brunei, Cambedia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Burma,
the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam.
Singapore’s Foreign Minister, George Yeo, during a
meeting with indian negotiator Rajiv Sikri, even offered
to draft a statement to the effect that Rafidah Aziz “was
not speaking on behalf of ASEAN".

In August, India offered further concessions by again
cutting the number of products on its negative list,
bringing the total down from 850 to 560. The then-
Special Secretary to India’s Ministry of Commerce and
Industry, Gopal K Pillai, stated that New Delhi was
willing to offer tariff concessions for 94 percent of
ASEAN exports to India. Such a plan would, for instance,
reduce tariffs on refined palm oil from 90 to 60 percent,
crude paim oil from 80 to 50 percent, black tea from 100
to 50 percent and pepper from 70 to 50 percent.
However, New Delhi continued its refusal to give
agricultural concessions, on the grounds that doing so
could adversely affect the livelihoods of Indian
subsistence farmers.

The concessions resulted in the resumption of
negotiations, although Malaysia's Minister Aziz still felt
that India’s timetable for reducing tariffs was too slow.
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The Indian proposal 1o reduce tariffs on palm-oil products
over 16 years also came under fire, with ASEAN officials
arguing that New Delhi shoutd offer concessions, such as
cutting duties on palm oil gradually over a 10-year period
after an initial five-year period. India has also offered to
implement Tariff Rate Quotas, which apply a certain
customs duty to a specified quantity of a particular import,
and a different duty rate to imports above that guota.
However, the negotiations are likely to hit another
roadblock in the future, given the fairly uncompromising
stances taken by both sides on other issues.

Reactive regionalism

The disagreement over India’s negative list has served
as a reality check on New Delhi’s Lock East policy. The
impetus for wooing the Southeast Asian ‘tigers’ came
from the repeated failure of multilateral talks at the World
Trade Organisation (WTQ) — in Seattle during 1999,
Cancun in 2003, Hong Kong in 2005, and Geneva this
past June. Those failures have spurred many couniries,
including India, to look towards regional cooperation and
bilateral agreements as viable substitutes for time-
consuming negotiations at the WTO. For New Delhi, an
added impetus to forge closer economic ties with
Southeast Asia came from the stiff competition posed by
China. That has not stopped either country, however,
from making efforts to engage the other as trading
partners. Thus, regionalism has gained ground as a
reaction 1o the failure of the multilateral process to put in
place a rule-based international trading system.

India gained a foothold in the Asia-Pacific region after
ASEAN and its dialogue partners recognised India's
membership in the ASEAN Regional Forum. The first
India-ASEAN Economic Ministers meet was held in
2002, and an initial regional cooperation agreement was
signed in October 2003. This provided for an FTA
arrangement among the countries, which would be
implemented in a phased manner — by 2011 India wouid
have such an arrangement with longstanding ASEAN
countries, and by 2016 with the rest.

The 2003 agreement also included the Early Harvest
Programme (EHP) of immediate deliverables, and
unilateral trade preferences by India in favour of
ASEAN's least developed countries, Cambodia, Laos
and Burma. The EHP provided for tariff eliminations by
31 October 2007 for the older ASEAN countries -
Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, the
Philippines and Brunei — and by 31 October 2010 for the
new member states. The agreement adopted by the
ASEAN-India Partnership in 2004 reinforced the
intentions of both parties to deepen their commercial
links. Currently, India has bilateral agreements with
Singapore and Thailand.

in 2005, it became evident that the proposed India-
ASEAN FTA agreement would encounter major hurdles,
because over half the exports to India of at least five
ASEAN members — Indonesia, Malaysia, Burma,
Thailand and Vietnam — was limiled to a single
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commodity, which was invariably from the agricultural
sector. The Indian Ministry of Agriculture raised strong
objections 1o the inclusion of farm products such as
pepper, rubber, paim oil, coffee and tea in the tariff
liberalisation programme. The ministry instead
suggested that these commodities be included in a
‘sensitive’ or negative list. ASEAN members, including
the single-product-exporting countries, opposed this
measure, and wanted the tariffs on all goods to be
reduced to zero at one go.

Free trade agreements generally work on the
principle that at least 80 percent of a country's trade is
covered under the agreement. ASEAN maintains that if
these agricullural items are part of a sensitive list,
single-product-exporting countries such as Malaysia
{which mainly exports palm oil to India} and Thailand (a
major exporter of rice) will not meet this criterion of
substantial trade coverage. India's Agriculture
Ministry contends that the commedities mentioned are
on a list of special products in the WTO, and
subsequently should not have zero tariffs slapped on
them under any FTA.

The issues at stake do not pertain only to trade, of
course, but also to the lvelihoods of a large number of
people. For instance, import of palm oil and pepper
under the indo-Sri Lankan FTA has adversely impacted
farmers in South Indian states such as Kerala. In fact,
the crucial stumbling block in compieting the Doha
round of tatks at the WTO was on account of the
developed countries themselves being unwilling to
reduce their farm subsidies. Jairam Ramesh, India’s
Minister of State for Commerce, has said: “We cannot
have an FTA just for the sake of having an FTA,
especially if it negatively impacts the interests of our
farmers. FTAs that result in macro-benefits can also
cause micro-pains.”

Hence, while the proposed FTA may result in macro-
aconomic benefils to the country, it could grievously hurt
large sections of farmers as well as local industry. The
Indian government has officially acknowledged that at
least 100,000 desperate farmers committed suicide in
different parts of India between 1993 and 2003 - an
average of 10,000 a year. Tariff reduction, especially of
customs duties on imports of agricultural commodities,
is an extremely sensitive issue in India.

Unbalanced trade area

Untit india initiated economic reforms in 1991, its peak
customs duty rate was as high as 150 percent. Since the
United Progressive Alliance government in New Delhi is
dependent on the ‘outside’ support of 61 MPs from the
|efl parties for a majority in the Lok Sabha - and these
parties, led by the Communist Party of India (Marxist),
are opposed to the government's agenda of economic
liberalisation - political compulsions are bound to
impinge on the Indo-ASEAN talks. Congress leader
Sonia Gandhi has already warned both Manmochan
Singh and Commerce Minster Kamal Nath about the
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consequences of hurting the interests of those cultivating
groundnuts, pepper, rubber, tea and coffee. Finance
Minister P Chidambaram also pointed out to the Trade
and Economic Relations Commiltee, which advises lhe
prime minister, that if customs duties on palm oil were
halved, the government’s revenue loss would be around
INR 14 billion per year on this item alone.

A look at the developing trade relationship between
India and Thailand will help throw light on the broader
dealings with ASEAN. Opposition to FTAs has also come
from Indian industrialists, in particular leading the
Ministry of Commerce to announce that it will re-evaluate
certain bilateral commitments made in the India-
Thailand FTA. This agreement was signed in 2003
during the previous National Democratic Alliance
government led by the Bharatiya Janata Party, and
envisaged a process by which the two countries would
progressively reduce taxes on 82 items over three years,
and complete the creation of a tax-free zone for trade of
5000 items by 2010. There is considerable evidence fo
indicate that exporters in Thailand have benefited
disproportionately from the FTA in comparison to Indian
exporters. In 2004-05, Thai exports to India grew by
nearly 37 percent, whereas India’s exports to Thailand
grew by a meagre 5.8 percent. A report by Thailand's
Department of Foreign Trade on the first three months of
the Indo-Thailand FTA agreement found that Thailand's
trade surplus ratio with India was 400:1.

Under pressure from the business community, India
now wants one-fifth of the 5000 tradable items to be
placed on a negative list, on which there wouid be no
tariff cuts. Indian industrialists claim that the current
agreement is working against the interests of local
industries. Power-cable manufacturers claim that this
agreement would ruin their businesses in India, as it is
not pessible for them to compete with Thai companies
Jnless internal fiscal, labour and infrastructure
reforms are first implemented that would allow Indian
firms to manufacture products at internationally
competitive prices.

According to a recent survey by the Federation of
Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry, the
mverted duty structure that certain industries are facing
may lead to Indian companies outsourcing products from
Thailand, or setting up manufacturing bases in Thailand.
The survey also reveals that internal cost disabilities are
eroding the competitiveness of such industries vis-a-vis
their Thai counterparis.

In addition, some observers feel that New Delhi has
compromised on the issue of Rules of Origin (ROC} with
ASEAN members. Rules of Origin refer {o the fact that
goods exported from a certain destination must have a
minimum specified value addition in the country of origin.
India has reportedly agreed to a 35 percent value
addition and changes in tariffs at the level of ‘sub-
headings’, whereas in the case of bilateral arrangements
with individual countries like Thailand and Singapore, the
rules specify 40 percent value addition and tariff changes
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at the level of ‘headings’. When ROQs are worked out at
the level of sub-headings, it implies that value-addition
norms have been specified in an extremely detailed
manner, down to the level of not just broad product
categories (say, garments) but along specific product
lines (women's blouses, skirts, trousers and so on). In
other words, the value-addition norms that are
incorporated in the ROOs arg, in India’s case, lower or
more liberal in the proposed FTA with ASEAN, and more
stringent or higher in bilateral agreements with Thailand
and Singapore.

Rules of Origin are a major reason why negofiations
are stalled between India and Thailand over expansion
of items on the FTA list. New Delhi fears that further
relaxation of the ROO could lead to imports from third
countries via Thailand that would, in turn, antagonise
Indian industry. The doubts expressed over the ROC are
not without basis. According to a report by the Associated
Chambers for Commerce and Industry in India, China,
the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and even Taiwan
were using Thailand as a preferred destination to
route to India a wide variety of products such as
textiles, engineering items, processed foods and
electronic products.

Experts believe that the Indian farm and industry
sectors desperately need infrastructural reforms in order
to reap benefits from the FTAs. T S Viswanath, a senior
adviser to the Confederation of Indian Industry (Cll}, has
pointed out that Indian manufacturing has proven that it
can be globally competitive, and is therefore not asking
for protectionist measures. “All that we are saying is that
lowering tarifls under FTAs should be accompanied with
labour, fiscal and infrastructure reforms,” he says. Indian
companies are handicapped not only by acute
infrastructural constraints, such as shortage of power and
high tax rates, but also lack the flexibility enjoyed by
some of their counterparts in Southeast Asia and China,
particularly in terms of labour laws that make it easier for
them to take on and dismiss workers.

in the medium term, there needs to be a fine balance
between genuinely required protection and ecoenomic
liberalisation. This, in turn, requires a high level of
preparedness on the part of India’s bureaucracy, and
also calls on the country’s political leadership to build an
internal consensus on contentious issues. In the final
analysis, when there is competition among unequal
paricipants, there has to exist considerable political
sagacity and a willingness to compromise on all sides to
work out trading arrangements that can create a win-win
situation for all.

One would need to be an incorrigible optimist to
believe that the India-ASEAN FTA agreement would be
implemented by the 1 January 2007 deadline.
Negotiations are now at least one year behind schedule,
and many issues currently appear intractable.
Meanwhile, this failure will surely throw a wrench into
India’s plan to double its share of world trade to two
percent by 2009, #

45






W

te
i

he
n,

villages grazed these pastures. Ali thought of Tsewang, a shepherd from his village who
once could not control his sheep. A few had wandered into the army camp. Fearful of the
soldiers, Tsewang did not fetch the stray sheep, instead leaving for his village with the
remaining flock. Since then, Ali and the other shepherds had been cautious in controlling
their cattle in these pastures,

Lost in thought, Ali pulled out some ihlak, a snack made of roasted barley flour and
salted yak-butter tea, and took small bites. He had a couple of pluating, dried apricots, left in
his pocket. As he nibbled, his thoughts came to rest on Gyalmo, his fiancée, who had given
him the apricots that morning. Gyalmo would wait in front of her house with food for Al
as he went to the pasture every morning. Food was an excuse for them to see each other at
least once a day. At different times, Gyalmo would give him dried fruit, some local bread
called Kiuirba, fresh walnuts and mulberrics, dried yak meat and the local yogurt drink,
darba. Today, she had not been in a good mood. She had stayed for just a few minutes, had
not talked much, and had given him a few piiafing and nothing more, They argued
about the dangers of the border crossing. Neither knew that they would wait decades to
meet again,

As darkness spread, Ali herded his cattle towards the lower reaches of the pasture. The
dzomos and yaks were docile after eating all day. But as he neared the brook, Ali saw
soldiers moving about below. There was haphazard movement, suggesting panic and
chaos. Ali drove his cattle behind a cliff, and waited there. He was still half an hour's
distance from the border, and soldiers now stood in his way. He waited until it got dark,
and then carefully moved his cattle towards the houses on the other side of the brook.

As he drew near, he could hear the army vehicles in the distance. When he reached the
first house, he stumbled in without knocking. In the dark, he whispered feartully, “Is there
anvone here?” The room was empty but warm, He took the cattle to the barn and locked
them inside, He did not understand why the barn door was ajar at that time of the night.
Then he returned to the room and sat waiting for the owner. The howling wind and
desolation scared him. 1e remembered how his mother had always forbid him to cross into
Baltistan. Gyalmo too disliked his willingness to take risks for greener pastures. The warm
room made him dizzy - a day of shepherding and emotional distress was catching up with
him. He stretched his legs by the stove and quickly fell asleep.

Ata Mutik

At dawn, Ali awoke to the noise of shelling and mortar fire. In the morning light, he now
noticed that the room had been hastily abandoned. Utensils were scattered about, tloor
mats missing, and barley seeds were spilt near the door. It did not take him long to realise
that the owners had fled with their valuables and cattle before his arrival. To his dismay,
the barn door was broken, and his cattle had disappeared in the night. Amidst the shelling,
Ali wandered around looking for his cattle. He was not very far from the brook when a
soldier surprised him from behind. “Why are vou still here?” the soldier demanded. “Don’t
vou know that war has started in Baltistan? If you insist on staying here any longer, you
will get killed.”

The soldier had mistaken Ali for a local villager on his side of the frontier. He pushed
him in the direction further west of the valley. Along the way, he hid behind boulders at the
sounds of shelling. He saw smouldering homes across the Suru Chu. After a few hours of
walking, he reached a village filled with refugees. He saw men carryving heavy loads on
their backs, while women carried infants and dragged toddlers behind them. The wailing
of children added a sense of panic and fear to the air. Men struggled to move cattle along
with the people. Ali joined the caravan and moved west as the villagers followed the river.
Some refugees stopped at Marol, a village at a safe distance trom the border, while others
kept walking,

Ali saw an old man stooping to find a place to rest. He was panting and secmed unable

to support his weight. Ali grabbed him and took hint to an empty house nearby. Thev feund

a mat, some pieces of chopped wood and some utensils in the room. It looked like the
villagers here had also left in haste. When the old man recovered his breath, thev
introduced themseives. His name was Ata Mutik. He was with his sons, Hussain and little
Shesrab. Hussain had gone back to look for Shesrab, who was lost in the crowd. They
fearcd Shesrab had hidden himself along the way after losing sight of his family.
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"0
Shazdechan-
Ashi Ged, in
the name of
Rtsangma
Rinchen
Muhammad
antd his
Rinmaochhe
family! Make
my return
possible. Unite
me with my
family and
tribe. Help us
gvercome the
barrier
between
Ladakh and
Baltistan.”
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As Ata Mutik’s condition improved, Ali went in search of water and food. Both of them
were very hungry. He found some dried fruits and crumbs of bread in neighbouring houses,
and used a tea-stained pot to fetch some water. Ata Mutik thanked him, and they both
consumed the food ravenously. While they ate, Ali revealed his accidental arrival in
Baltistan. He worried for his mother and Gyalmo, and feared that his village would be
destroyed amidst attacks by Pakistani forces. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he thought
about his family in danger. Ata Mutik patted his shoulder, “Ali, you are like a son. Please
stay with us. We wilt take care of you. After the fighting ends, vou can return to your village.
Don't worry. No one will know you are from the other side.” After eating, Ata Mutik and Ali
walked to the road to wait for Hussain, who returned with Shesrab late in the evening.

They assessed the situation and, after some discussion, decided to stay in one of the
empty houses until it was safe to return to their village. Ali heiped the family take their
belongings into the house,

Despite his fortune in finding Ata Mutik and his family, destiny was not kind to AliL As
the war ended, the governments of India and Pakistan decided to permanently close the
frontier, and stop all crossberder movement. Given these circumstances, Ali decided to stay
on with Ata Mutik’s family. When the ceascfire was declared, they moved back to Ata
Mutik’s ancestral village near the border. Ali felt at peace living with his adopted family, and
being closer to his own village. Every evening, he visited the barber’s shop for gossip, and to
listen to the radio for news of Kargil. Reports came of several Baltistani villages in Gangche
District being taken under Indian control. As a result, thousands of people became refugees
and moved to Skardo, the capital of Baltistan,

After four months, Ali received a letter from home. His family was alive. They had moved
40 miles east of their ancestral village, after Pakistani attacks had destroyed the houses.
“Your mother cries and prays for vour safe return,” uncle Zhangmo Anchan wrote. “If you
fail to return soon, Gyalmo will marry someone else.” Ali hastily replied, assuring them of
his safe and speedy return. After dropping the letter off at the postman’s house, he prayed
that it would reach its destination swiftly.

Days passed quickly, as Ali anxiously waited for the border to re-open. Once at dawn and
once before going to bed, he would stare at the mountain pass, the same pass over which he
and his dzomos had descended into Baltistan. His life had stood still since he had come over
that pass, like a stationary picture. His home and family seemed like a dream slipping turther
away every day.

with hope in his heart, he wrote letters to his mother and to Gyalmo every week. He also
visited several holy Phyak-khangs, Khankahs and Imambaras, praying for a safe return. He
prayed, “O Shazdechan-Ashi God, in the name of Rtsangma Rinchen Muhammad and his
Rinmochhe family! Make my return possibie. Unite me with my family and tribe. Help us
overcome the barrier between ladakh and Baltistan.” One day he visited Shiekh [brahim of
Ata Mutik’s village, who wrote smonlam, the Quranic prayers, for Aliona piece of birch bark.
Ali washed the ink from the bark into a cup and drank the blessed water, hoping that God
heard his prayers. To his right arm he tied the ded-string, an amulet that the Shickh had
made with Quranic prayers. But as the months turned into vears, Ali busied himself with
work, helping to support Ata Mutik and his family. He was valuable to the family because of
his shepherding and farming skills. On many occasions, Ata Mutik advised him to marry
and settle down. But all his thoughts revolved around the girl who lived on the ather side
of the pass.

As the vears passed, the relationship between India and Pakistan began to thaw, and both
countries began what was known as confidence- and peace-building measures. There were
rumours that the troops would return to the barracks, and life to normalcy. The border would
open, allowing divided families to reunite. The rumours set a tempest brewing in Ali's mind.
He visited government offices to confirm the stories. The village barber advised him to go to
Toltt or Skardo, and register his name among the refugees to be sent back to their homes, Ali
did not want to lose this chance after so many years, and followed every piecc of advice. Ata
Mutik was also a distant relative of the tehsildar, the district magistrate of Tolti. He
approached Tehsildar Sahib and intreduced Ali to him. Ali begged and offered presents to
the man, and his emotional plea made everyone in the room tearful with sympathy. Tehsildar
Sahib promised Ali that he would be one of the first to cross the border. He then kindly
suggested that Ali take his presents back with him, and give them to his mother upon
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returning to Ladakh,

A few weeks later, while Ali was grazing the yaks in the pasture, young Shesrab came
running and velling, “Ali Kaka! Ali Kaka!” Ali ran to him with anticipation. “Ali Kaka,
father has just received news that you can go home,” Shesrab panted. “He said vou will
feave within the week.” Ali left Shesrab with the yaks and ran home. He collapsed onto Ata
Mutik in a joyous embrace. From that moment, Ali became restless. His racing thoughts made
sleep impossible. He iav wakeful, planning his future with his family. He did not know what
to expect of Gyalmo after so many years. He also worried about saying farewell 1o Hussain
and his family. Fear and contusion haunted him, while thoughts of secing his mother
thrilled him. He lost his appetite and interest in work. Suddenly, he felt he was living in
strange surroundings. He was like a passenger at a railway station, desperately waiting for a
delaved train. He knew that losing the chance to return to Ladakh would take away all
meaning in his world.

The free cavalcade

On his last day, Ata Mutik saw Al sitting on the bank of the river, staring at the mountain
pass and throwing pebbles in the water. He was struggling with his conflicting emotions.
Ata Mutik sat down and said, "Son, do you know, Ladakh and Baltistan were part of the
same province before Partition in 1948?” While Ali stared at the ground dejectedly, Ata
Mutik continued, “Our province was called Ladakh Wazarat. I was very young when
Partition occurred. 1 used to travel to Leh, Kargil and Changthang with my father to sell fruit
and other goods. At that time, the valley of Kharmang was part of Kargil District, like your
village is now. When Tehsildar Sahib of Kargil would visit our village, the excitement and
preparations caused a great commotion. At that time, Skardo was the winter capital of the
province, while Leh was the summer capitai. The provincial government spent six months in
winter in Baltistan and six months in summer in Leh.”

Ata Mutik’s eyes scarched the horizon. “Becausc of the capital transfer, the movement of
the cavalcade ebbed and flowed,” he continued, “creating a carnival atmosphere in
Kharmang Valley. Accompanied by thousands of burcaucrats, workers and ordinary people,
the Wazirs, Kalons, Lonpos and Trangpas passed through our villages on horseback. The
village elders welcomed officials with gifts, cattle and prettied-up houses. As the cavalcade
moved forward, it was a traveling festival from village to village. At night, tire dancers with
flowers in their hats performed with smoking juniper twigs. Professional storytellers recited
and performed sagas of Ling Gesar, Gyalbucho Lobzang and Yulstrung Karim with
reverence, while the singers sang traditional Gyang-Lu and Barg-Lu songs. Villagers
arranged polo matches, archery competitions and traditional feasts. Every household
contributed food from their rations. The women spent the entire day making dishes of every
kind, causing, the children to run with excitement at the smell of meat and vak-butter tea. The
entire village was involved, each person assigned a task to help pull the ceremony together.”
Ata Mutik continued wistfully, “We travelled freely between Skardo, Leh, Srinagar and
Shimla. Peace prevailed everywhere.”

Ali looked at Ata Mutik with new excitement. He had never heard him talk like this
hefore. Ali had had no previous interest in history, but found himself listening to the old man
with rapt attention. He remembered how his own father, Ata Sengge, used to tell similar
stories to him as a child. His father spoke of his journeys to Skardo, and compared the
vastness of the Zanskar and Shigar valleys. Impatient to play with the other boys in the
courtyard, Ali would fidget and look for the first opportunity to escape. Now he wanted to
know about the time without borders - when people traveled freely, and when communitics
co-existed so well,

Ali realised that people born after 1948 in both Ladakh and Baltistan accepted the border
as set in stone. Like himself, they had compromised with the times. Today, for the first time,
Ali escaped into a pre-1948 past. The existence of a border and travel restrictions suddenly
pierced his soul. The more he learned about the past, the more suffocated he felt. This was the
same frontier that had separated him from his parents and fiancée all these years. If he could,
he would erase that line instantly, that artificial boundary that kept members of the same
community physically so divided.

As he heard these stories, an idea planted itself in Ali's heart. He looked to Ata Mutik with
hope and excitement and asked, “Don’t you think that a border drawn so recently can be
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Today he
found a new
understanding
and purpose
for his life -
a mission to
connect
people across
the
mountains.
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Gatekeepers at the roundtable

The Panos-Himal Southasian media gatekeepers’ roundtable,
11-12 November 2006.

ince May 2002, five gatekeepers’ roundtables

have been held on the India-Pakistan

engagement, organised by Panos South Asia
and Himal Southasinn. These started with the
understanding that rapprochement between New
Delhi and Islamabad is all-important for a safe, secure
and prosperous Southasia, and have subsequently
addressed a series of critical bifateral topics between
the two antagonists. The reports on the discussions,
all of which have been printed in past issues of this
magazine, are a barometer of the changing times and
moods. We notice in them that, even amidst continuing
domestic and international challenges, there is a
permanent place for reasoned debate and mature
deliberation in the India-Pakistan dialogue.

The fifth and latest roundtable was held on 11-12
November 2006 in Caire. Under the theme “Are India
and Pakistan really in control of the situation?”, the
meeting discussed the following issues:

® Internal factors in India influencing relations with

Pakistan, including issues related to political
equations, vote banks, radical groups, popular will,

Gatekeepers’ Roundtables

Conflict and the India-Pakistan media
Nagarkot, Nepal, May 2002

The nuclear weaponisation of Southasia
Bellagio, Italy, July 2003

The India-Pakistan 'Composite Dialogue’
Bentota, Sri Lanka, September 2004

The question of Kashmir
istanbul, Turkey, December 2005

Arg India and Pakistan really

in control of the situation?
Cairo, Egypt, November 2006
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militancy and so on.

® Internal factors in Pakistan infiuencing relations
with [ndia, including the role of the military, radical
groups, political factors, popular will, militancy and
S0 OI.

® External influences on bilateral relations vis-a-vis
Pakistan, including the “US factor’, the West's
positioning and the Islamic world, energy needs,
the role of China and so on.

® External influences on bilateral relations vis-a-vis
India, including the ‘US factor’, energy needs, the
role of China and s0 on.

The discussants at Cairo were as follows. From
India: Shahid Siddiqui, MP and General Secretary of
the Samajwadi Party; Salman Haidar, former Foreign
Secretary of India; A S Pannecrselvan, Executive
Director, Panos South Asia; Bharat Bhushan, Editor,
The Telegrapii; Madhuker Upadhyay, Editor, Loknat
Samachar; N Ram, Executive Editor, The Hindu; Ranjan
Rov, Editor, Times News Network. From Pakistan:
Tasneem Noorani, former Interior and Commerce
Secretary for Pakistan; Aitzaz Ahsan, former Interior
Minister, lawver, author, from the Pakistan People’s
Party; Hameed Haroun, CEQ, the Dawn Group of
Publications; Talat Hussain, News Editor, Aaj TV;
Mujibur Rehman Shami, Editor, Daily Pakistan;
Shaheen Salahuddin, Editor, Indus TV; Aslam Kazi,
Publisher, Daily Kawisit and Chairman, KTN channel.

As in the previous four meetings, the Cairo
roundtable was maderated by Kanak Mani Dixit, editor
of Himal Southasian.

Within the given theme - whether or not the
governments of India and Pakistan were in any
position to guide the evolution of the bilateral
relationship amidst competing and ever-changing
internal and external pressures - the participants of
the Cairo roundtable engaged in two days of
intense and free-ranging discussion. What we present
here is a summary of key presentations made
extempore by participants, which provided grist fo
vigorous debate. &
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peaceniks woefully out of touch with reality. Against this
background, in 2002 it looked like Panos South Asia and
Himal Southasian were anachronistic sisters
championing lost causes.

The security state

The new global political narrative after the attacks of 11
September 2001 was a significant impediment. In
Southasia as elsewhere in the developing world, there
was an attempt to force the focus away from the welfare
state to the security state. Suddenly every requirement
for a population's sacial and economic wellbeing was
being viewed from a security paradigm, and the think
tanks and geostrategic analysts quickly shiflted gears to
speak up for this new, exclusionist (some would say war-
maongering) position.

The very use of language indicated this shift: what used
to be termed ‘food self-sufficiency’ and ‘energy needs’ in
discussions from the 1960s right up to the 1980s now
began to be addressed as ‘food security’ and ‘energy
security’. The attempt to provide ‘basic needs’ was
couched in the language of ‘livelihood security’. Planning
and implementation of welfare models were replaced by
the notion of ‘strategies’ and ‘execution’. The warmth of
compassion was being substituted with the cold language
of one society establishing ‘strategic advantage’ over
another. All of this was given a market twist, and the pundits
suggested that it was the demand of the market which
required a hardening of stances.

But right from the first of our confabulations that brought
together senior journalists and also politicians, analysts
and former bureaucrats and diplomats, the organisers of
the roundtable realised that the situation was not as
hopeless as the sceptics in New Delhi and Istamabad
wanted us to believe. Nor was it necessary to trudge down
the path of confrontation they proposed. Through the
dynamic of bringing together editors, media proprietors,
columnists and politicians from the two countrigs to
discuss the pitfalls and opporiunities that lay before media
in their coverage of bilateral issues, we found that space
could be created for new possibilities.

At Nagarkot, participants discussed a variety of issues
that determine the way India and Pakistan figure in each
other's media. Also under discussion was the role that
the media plays or can play in either reducing or inflaming
the one conflict that has dominated all of Southasia for
some time, Kashmir. Through these and various other
exploratory discussions, a perhaps unprecedented
exercise was carried out: one of Indian and Pakistani
media on Indian and Pakistani media. The result was an
illustration of the processes of journalism, and a revelation
of the tensions that inform and emerge from the practise
of this difficult trade in this difficult region.

Internal critigues

The myth that the market itself demanded a chauvinistic
approach was exploded during the 2002 meet by Kalpana
Sharma of The Hindu. She said; “ The Hindu would not
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have heen the second fargest circulating newspaper if the
market did not want to read the kind of things that it
publishes. The Hinduis published from a very conservative
part of the country, in the south, and the kind of news it has
carried and its editorial criticism of the BJP has invited
furious letters to the editor, But the paper’s circulation
did not decline for that reason. The market is therefore
just an excuse behind which other kinds of priorities are
being met."

One of India’s dynamic ministers, former diplomat Mani
Shankar Aiyar, was candid in explaining the problems of
the state machinery and its understanding of the media. "l
find this whale exercise of trying 1o either defend our own
minds from the other side or infticting our point of view on
the other side so naive. It assumes that you could very
easily change what the other person's perception was or
get your own perceptions so easily changed. The attempt
to use intefligence information or the media for propaganda
purposes is doomed to failure, especially in our countries.”

Pakistani editor Rehana Hakeem brought out the
pressures on media during intense conflict: “People do
tend to take sides. and the media is not an exception.
Besides, access to information is limited. Journalists are
not allowed o investigate independently, and so
they have to rely on the government. But usually - and of
late., once the event is over — there is a fair
bit of introspection, as happened in the case of the
Kargil war.”

By bringing such voices together and initiating an
internal critique of both countries’ media and governments,
our roundtables have managed to energise and also be a
part of a very important shift in perceptions among
‘gatekeeper’ practitioners in India and Pakistan. Instead
of projecting the practitioners from the other country as
pari of the enemy camp, editors began locking at them as
peers, besieged by the same set of problems. Over the
years, we experienced increasing openness in
the roundtables, and a willingness to set aside exclusive
nationalist positions, and to guestion one’s own
state establishment.

Editors and media-house owners, once the floodgates
were opened, were not hesitant to touch any tricky or
sensitive issue. At Bellagio in Iltaly (2003), they discussed
the wretched nuclear issue. At Bentota in Sri Lanka (2004),
they took the discussion beyond the confidence-building
measures, and scrutinised the Composite Dialogue
between the two countries. The most inflammatory issue,
Kashmir, was discussed amidst the presence of Kashmiri
leadership at Istanbul in 2005. And at Cairo in November
2006, as reported in this issue of Hima/, the media
gatekeepers and policymakers of the two nuclear
neighbours shared — with extraordinary candidness — their
perspective on internal and external factors that affect
the relations between the two countries. We believe that
our modest but sustained initiative over the last five years
has played a small role in keeping the process of
détente on track, despite the many provocations we know
so well. B
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CK Lal
India as subtle power, not superpower

[f India can
show that
it has the

determination

tobe a
leader, it
can gain
some
powerful
friends in
Japanese
academia.
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A pot begins to warm

A face starts to redden

A brutal brightness

Begins to rise from fobacco fields

And cireudate in the boad veins of the man
ere in Japan, the land of the rising sun,
the building boom continues

- Kedarnath Singh in Surya
I I unabated. In coastal areas, bridges are
being retrofitted to withstand the force of
tsunamis. The neighbourhood of Kobe is being
encircled with all-steel expressways, in
anticipation of massive tremors in a not so
distant future.

The serenity of snow-capped Fuji-san has
the menace of beauty buried in its womb.
Although presently inactive, it is nonetheless
a dormant volcano that could erupt without
warning, instantly drowning the most
productive region of Japan. The Japanese know
these risks better than anyone. But in the
manner of the super-breed envisioned by
Iriedrich Nietzsche, they continue erecting
their own Pompeti apace. Beyond a point, there
is not much that can be done to anticipate and
control the quirks of nature.

Fear of human failings is an altogether
different matter. So despite their apparent
prosperity, Japanese strategists fear South
Korean commercial competition, the North
Korean nuclear threat, European economic
resurgence and the unpredictability of the
American military. Most of all, they fear the
rise of the Chinese dragon in all spheres, and
look towards the Southasian clephant as a
possible counterforce. The sushi-loving and
rice-eating Japanese have suddenly developed
a liking for ready-to-eat curry and naan, which
are now available even at small-town
convenience stores.

Economic think-tankers in Tokyo are
delighted that the Indians have begun to build
their own expressways, to support an
independent automobile industry, and to
follow the capitalist road that the Europeans,
Americans, Japanese, Koreans and Chinese
passed through during the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s
- the 19605 were decades lost to the American
adventures in Korea and Vietnam - 1970s and
1980s respectively. But for policy analysts at
academic institutions, the Indian promise is
tinged with the fear of implosion caused by
conflicting priorities. New Delhi needs to

decide whether it wants to continue being a
camp-follower - of the Soviets until the 1980s,
and the Americans thereafter - or grow up and
become an independent global player in its
own right. That will decide its acceptability in
the community of nations.

Despite the rise of radical conservatism in
Japanese politics after the phenomenon of
former Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi -
who transformed Japan's economy and
politics almost the way that Margaret Thatcher
and Renald Reagan did in their own countries
- most decision-makers here know that their
country has little room to manoeuvre in the
international arena. Ten vears ago, it would
have been sacrilegious to say so, but now even
professors at the hallowed Tokyo University
frankly admit that the best that Japan can
aspire to be is an influential planet around
some global star.

With all the limitations of its geography (a
volcanic archipelago prone to earthquakes),
history (a militarist polity defeated in the War),
society (monocultural and hierarchical) and
economy {import-based and export-led), Japan
lacks the resilience to be an independent
player. To make up for its own deficiencies in
countering the Asian challenge from China,
Tokyo wants India to emerge from its chosen
otbit, and become an autonomous entity
instead. Some Japanese thinkers even oppose
the candidacy of their own country for a
permanent seat on the United Nations Security
Council. “Of what use is offering another UK
to wag its tail and make the US an owner of
three votes in that crucial international body?”
asks an cminent economics professor
who wishes to remain unnamed. If India can
show that it has the determination to be a
leader, it may gain some powerful friends in
Japanese academia.

The Asian century

The Asian Way proposed by Singapore’s Lee
Kuan Yew and Malaysia’s Mahathir
Mohammad was a non-starter, largely because
the anglicised Chinese of the Indian Ocean
island and the Americanised Muslims of the
Malayan peninsula were possessed with the
inherent insecurity of the colonised mind.
Their alternative was an apology for the
incomplete Western clones they had built in
countries under their possession. In essence,
Lee and Mahathir appeared to be saying that
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while Western free-market systems were
wholly replicable in Asia, free politics had
better wait for the day Asians grew up to be
sensible citizens, under their tutelage. It made
them rich but it will never let them be
powerful: power flows from the free will of
the people, not from the barrels of guns, oil or
metchant ships.

The Chinese, meanwhile, are trying to
fashion a hybrid model of Soviet centralism
and American mercantilism. Serious
contradictions in this experiment have yet to
emerge, but an economy driven by Special
Economic Zones cannot pull a stagnant and
authoritartan society to equity and prosperity.
The Chinese economy is so big and so
centralised that its collapse would have a
cascading effect that would shake markets
around the world. This is a fear that most
multinationals want to ignore, but it is onc
that is nonetheless very present. No matter
how big the country grows, China will never
be ‘important” in the way that, say, Norway
~r Switzerland or France is, it realises that
global influence can neither be coerced nor
bought. It has to be earned by being original
and persuasive in the marketplace of ideas.
Except for the trite irrelevance of the colour of
the cat that catches mice, no original idea of
global importance has emerged from China,
once a cradle of creativity. No matter how hard
they try, leaders in Beijing cannot build an
Asian Century by themselves.

The Chinese have another albatross around
their neck. Rightly or wrongly, Beijing is often
perceived to be a backer of rogue regimes, just
as the Soviets were blamed to be sponsors of
terrorism during the 1960s. Right now, Islam-
phobia is keeping right-wingers occupied; but
as soon as thev get tired of Baghdad, Kabul
and Tchran, their burning gaze will turn on
Pyongyang and the satellite states of Africa that
Betjing has been quietly cultivating, much to
the muted chagrin of the Europeans. China
wants to become a world player, and knows
that it can only do so in association with
countries other than American protéges in
Asia. Therein lies the importance of being India
in the contemporary world.

To her credit, Sonia Gandhi seems to realise
the enormity of burden that comes with the
possibility of becoming a leader. Addressing
the annual Hindustan Times jamboree in mid-
November, provocatively titled “India: The
Next Global Superpower?”, the de facto
premier said pensively, “The question is
certainly appropriate. But while noting the
question mark, I am somewhat uneasy with
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the verv word superpower. For too many of us,
it evokes images of hegemony, of aggression,
of power politics, of military might, of division
and conflict.” Perhaps for this reason, India
necds to be a ‘subtle-power’, relving on the
force of ideas rather than on moeney or guns.
But such a dvnamic would require a
reoricntation in South Block, which will have
to lower its gaze to its own regional
neighbourhood. A country that is occasionally
tempted to bully Bangladesh, bambaozie Sri
l.anka or bludgeon Nepal will never be taken
seriously elsewhere.

The second compulsion of India’s strategic
ambition is the importance of engagement
with China. In the wake of the finalisation of
Indo-US nuclear cooperation, Chinesc
President tHu Jintao traveled to New Delhi to
make a matching proposal. If his offer of
cooperation is spurned, Hu's sponsors in the
People’s Liberation Army of China may well
turn towards their traditional favourites in
Islamabad, fuclling yet another nuclear race
in the Subcontinent. Having to choose between
the US and China is a no-win situation.
However, engagement with both can turn it
into a win-win proposition.

The third choice that Indian decision-
makers face is even more perplexing. Although
Indo-Chinese trade has increased a hundred-
fold over the past decade, it is still tess than
USD 20 billion annually. Despite all efforts by
the commercial mandarins of Marine Drive,
corporate India attracts international
investment worth USD 7 billion, which places
it on par with Vietnam. Clearly, a trade-based,
foreign-investment-fuelled, export-oriented
growth model of economic development is
unsuitable for a country that will have the
world’s largest population within a decade.
New Delhi needs to rethink and reorient its
economic policies to create jobs for all in the
region, a task that requires a larger role for
government in the economy.

In order to establish its autonomous
identity, even as it comes up for chairmanship
of SAARC next vear, New Delhi would do
well to revisit its own Nehruvian past, and
give it a regional thrust to pave the way for a
truly Asian Century. The American Century
was energy-based - one of fire, tobacco, guns
and missiles. The Asian Century will have to
be an epoch of water - of songs, grains and
masalas. Even some Japanese thinkers do not
want India to go the Japanese way. But
temptations of the rising sun are too strong to
resist, especially when the gentle moon has
already been conquered. &
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Clearly, a
trade-hased,
foreign-
investment-
fueiled,
export-
oriented
growth model
of economic
development
is unsuitable
for a country
that will have
the world's
largest
population
within a
decade.
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Soldiers under stress

With suicides and ‘fraternal kiliings' among soldiers in Jammu & Kashmir suddenly
escalating this year, India’s military brass is forced to adnut that there's a problem.

11 Singh adrmits

he Indian Army and
I associated paramilitary forces
fighting in Kashmir are losing
more men to stress than to militant
altacks. The capacity of the 1.3 million-
strong army - an estimated 600,000
soldiers of which are stationed in
J & K - to cope with stress came
dramatically into focus during October
this year, when the incidents of
‘fraternal killings’ suddenly spiked.
During that month alone, ten Indian
soldiers were killed by colleagues,
while only three died in combat
operations. Similarly, during the first
ten months of this year, the Indian
Army lost 55 soldiers in anti-
insurgency operations in Kashmir, but
86 more took their own lives. These
figures are all the more striking against
a recent report that violence tevels in
Kashmir are actually down by around
20 percent this year. Although the
military has long denied that its ranks
suffer from systemic stress problems,
army chief General J J Singh recently
admitted to the pressure faced by
soldiers, and ordered an investigation
into the deaths.
As for suicides, official statistics
show that 66 Indian Army soldiers took
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their own lives in 2002, 96 in 2003,
100 in 2004 and 71 through
November in 2005. The number of
recorded ‘assauit and affray’ cases -
including battery of officers and
violence among troops - is also said
to be significant. Murders within the
army also rose during the same
timeframe, with six in 2002 and
between 16 and 18 each year for 2003-
05. Experts generally describe
suicides and fraternal killings among
soldiers as being ‘panic reactions’.
These are attributed to a plethora of
reasons - work under hostile
conditions, experience of a continuing
threat to one’s life, lack of recreational
options, and homesickness due to
long separation from families.

Theories abound as to why the
trend in suicides and inter-personal
vialence has suddenly gone up at this
particular time. But as stress among
army and paramilitary troops is now
an official truth, it becomes obvious
that the Indian Army does not have
adequate systems in place to combat
the growing problem. The army brass
has recently decided to train 50
counsellors to cope with this
‘emergency’, 40 of whom will be sent
to J & K. In addition, military officials
are hiring psychoiogists to be sent
into the field, as well as experimenting
with meditation, exercise and
yoga programmes,

“Yoga has worked waonders for
troops,” says Prabaker Tripathi, a
public-relations officer with the Central
Reserve Potice Force (CPRF) in
Srinagar. “It keeps their minds under
control during hostile circumstances,

and helps them to remain controlled
persons and behave properly with
civihans.” There are generally two
reasons that soldiers commit suicide
or turn their weapons on their fellow
soldiers, Tripathi suggests. “One,
pressure relaled to family affairs,
and two, round-the-clock duty.
Investigations into cases have
revealed that in the wake of domestic
pressures, soldiers take such steps
mainly over denial of ieave or
aliercations with officers or fellows.”

The army is also placing emphasis
on sirengthening officer-soldier
relationships. “We focus on officer-
man relationships, and try to develop
personal contact among the soldiers
in order to make them feel them
relaxed,” says Colonei Hemant
Joneja, defence spokesman in
Srinagar. “We have aiso employed
entertainment techniques.
Curing extreme conditions, when we
feel that a soldier is not showing signs
of improvement, we seek the help
of psychiatrists.”

Dr S Khrushid-ul-Islam, who
teaches behavioural science at the
Institute of Management and Public
Administration in Srinagar, says that
fatigue may be one crucial reason for
the recent nise in suicides and fraternal
killings. Top military officials have
admitted that the ongoing war in
Kashmir is taking its toll on troops,
who are reportedly increasingly
questioning their role in the conflict. In
addition, Dr Khrushid believes that
reguiar exposure to media
transmissions from the outside world
could enhance mental disturbance
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rather than act as a palliative. “With
the introduction of the Internet and
cable TV, these people get exposed
to the other side of world, where life
looks rosy,” he says. "Away from their
homes and amidst constant tension,
they begin feeling that people outside
are enjoying life at their expense.
Desperation sets in and they search
for an escape.”

Uncaring bureaucracy
Almost all incidents of suicide and
fraternal killing have taken place within
barracks or camps. Invariably, soldiers
who shoot colleagues and superiors
also turn their weapons on
themselves. On the few occasions
in which soldiers have been
overpowered or shot in self-defence,
it has been found that they have
been aware of the consequences of
their actions.

A health worker working on
psychiatric disorders in J & K, who
wishes to remain anonymous,
attributes the recent increase in stress

levels not just to the environment of
chronic conflict, but also to the cold
weather, long working hours and
frustrating bureaucracy. An enormous
amount of paperwork is involved even
for a small clearance, she says. She
adds that the crucial first step was for
military officials to admit that troop
stress had become a problem. Now
that this has been done, she suggests
a restructuring of duty hours and
vacations, incorporating counseiling
as a part of mandatory training,
educating soldiers on what stress
signals to watch for in peers, and
administering personality tests before
placement in high-risk stations. She
also refutes the army’s claim to have
employed stress-coping techniques
among its soldiers. Yoga classes may
look good on paper, she says, but are
difficult to find on the ground.

Dr Mushlag Margoob, a noted
psychiatrist in the Kashmir Valley, says
that stress in the armed forces has o
he considered an expected outcome,
and should be planned for as such.

“They too are human,” he
emphasises. “Being on the forefront,
they are witness to severily, and are
exposed to traumatic experiences.
When facing life-threatening incidents,
their coping mechanisms give up, and
they fall prey to psychological
disorders. Here you have no shortcuts
- you have to address the problems
by addressing the grievances of every
soldier to avoid further episodes.”

Even as military officials are slowly
waking up to the reality of stress levels
among their troops, this is a problem
that Kashmiris have faced for a long
time. Among the population of
Jammu & Kashmir, it has been a while
since stress-related disorders reached
alarming heights. In 1987, 775 patients
visited the government's psychiatric
hospital in Srinagar for treatment. After
1989, that number increased
dramatically. More than 65,000 have
sought treatment through last
December — more than 4060 per year.
The soldiers are experiencing now
what civilians have for long.

In the Kathmandu Valley...

Summit Hotel

Somewhere spec ial
Summit Hotel, Kopundol Height
2.0 Box 1408, Kathmang:, Nepai,
Tel HE 21810 Fax: 55 23747
Eman summitZgwimk.com.np
Website: wiww sumni-nenal com

the Sumrnitis the preferred hotel for visitors who want ta get away
from the packaged environmeni and the neise of downlown
Katimandu. This is where a wide range of ravelers come 1o rest
and recuperate. Apopuiar bar and spacious gardens maks the Summita
favoured base for many who came o

scholar and fhe development expart aiike, enjoy the § E

ambience and our frendiy service, Cur Fraday evening

barbecue is the taik ofthe Valiey. The Summit Apasuments cater
to alt the neads of long-lerm visiors. If you want a break even
from att of this, then a walk to the café which we run, at the

P Museum in Patan Durbar Square. Is recommended.

Kathriandu o work. The diplomat, the
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Nepal. Among the 24 people on
board were a government minister
and several foreign dignitaries,
which perhaps explains why, over
the next few days, before a crash
could be confirmed, the incident
received extensive international
coverage. The Nepali victims
included several prominent
personalit-ies, who had contributed
significantly to turning Nepal into
an exemplar of community-based
natural-resource management. The
accident was termed a tragedy of
countrywide importance, and the
government declared a national day
of mourning,.

Tucked into the roster of
passengers was the name of Dr
Harka Gurung, whom the papers
variously described as a
geographer, conservationist,
regio_nal planner, former minister,
mountaineer, author and - due to
the capacity in which he was on ill-
fated flight - simply as “adviser to
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who lost their lives in the accident,
it was his death alone that
amounted to a national tragedy. As
the tributes began to fill the
newspapers, the import of what he
meant for Nepal slowly became
clear to the many who knew of him
only by name. ;

Dr Gurung (over the decades the
title had become indelibly affixed to
his name) was one of those rare
individuals who could pursue
diverse interests and be equally at
ease with each of them. It all began
when an inquisitive but unschooled
boy of nine ran away from home to
explore the world of knowledge.
Born in 1939 into a family of well-
to-do Gorkha soldiers in the
Himalayan foothills of central
Nepal, Harka Gurung could easily
have slid into a comfortable rural
living, or followed in his father’s
and brothers’ footsteps into the
Indian Army, as did many others in

Intermediate in Arts in Kathmandu,
and went on to get a Bachelors from
Patna University, and a PhD in
geography from the University of
Edinburgh. After returning to Nepal
in the mid-1960s, Dr Gurung joined
Tribhuvan University as a lecturer
in geography. But the newly
modernising country needed his
services at the level of policy, and at
the age of 29 he was inducted into
the National Planning Commission.
Within a year, the young Dr Gurung
introduced the idea of dividing the
country into smaller units, in order
to allow different regions to devise
their own development strategies.
This was a dramatic departure from
Nepal’s history of central control
over all government activities. The
political will necessary to implement
his vision in its entirety may have
been lacking, but his model is still
extant, if only in form.

By 1972 Dr Gurung had risen to
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head the planning commission, as
its vice-chairman. His government
service soon led to political office,
and he was appointed first as a
minister of state and later the
country’s first tourism minister.
His political career ended abruptly
in 1978, however, when he was
implicated (by all accounts falsely)
in what is known in Nepal as the
‘carpet scandal’. Forced to quit, Dr
Gurung went a step further and
resigned from the national
legislature as well, despite the fact
that this could easily have
been construed as an affront to the
all-powerful king who had
appointed him.

Controversy
and commitment

A decade in government service did
not impinge on Dr Gurung’s
extraordinarily productive life. Qut
of office, he continued with his
research and writing. His depth of
knowledge on various subjects
made him the logical first choice for
a multitude of appointments, and
he shouldered burdens from which
lesser minds would have shrunk.
His heading of the government
taskforce to devise a national policy
on migration, for instance, led to
recommendations that attracted
heated criticism for their supposed
bias against the people of the tarai
plains. The controversy had been
caused by, among other things, the
suggestion that the open border
between Nepal and India be
regulated, which was perceived by
some as an attempt to close the
frontier altogether.

In his writings, Dr Gurung
reflected sadly on this incident,
and imputed much of the resulting
criticism to a phrase that many had
erroneously believed to have
appeared in the report - ‘people of
Indian origin’, an idea that would
surely have raised the hackles of
Nepalis of tarai origin, since it
emphasises their ‘Indian’ roots in
contrast to the presumed origin of
all Nepalis in the country’s hills
and mountains. In fact, what Dr
Gurung had done was to chailenge
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the notion of a ‘person of Nepali
origin’, a concept that still forms the
cornerstone of Nepal's citizenship
laws. As he latcr wrote: “There 15 a
Nepali language and a Nepalese
state but no Nepalese race. A
modern state should be above race,
religion and culture and subscribe
to the territorial foundation.”

One of Dr Gurung's more well-
known accomplishments was
heading the government committee
that named many of the peaks of the
Nepal Himalaya. As someone who
had grown up in the lap of the
Himalaya and who had a strong
love for the mountains (he even
named three of his four children for
Himalayan peaks), this was a task
he relished. Tt was also a job that he
was well suited for because, with
the notable exception perhaps of
Toni Hagen, the Swiss geologist
who surveyed Nepal during the
1950s, there was no one who knew
Nepal quite as well. One gets a taste
of this vast knowledge in Vignettes
of Nepal, published in 1980.
Although he calls the book an
account of his journeys from the late
19605 to the early 1970s, it is history,

ethnography, geography and
geology, all at the same time.
This fascination with the

mountains extended to mountain-
ecring as well. As a university
teacher, he had authored Annapirna
to Dhaulagiri, chronicling the histery
of climbing in the Nepal Himalava
between 1950 and 1960. Dr
Gurung’s interest in climbing was
more that of a chronicler than of a
climber, but he did join the
international expedition to Mount
Everest in 1971, and made it up to
Camp 1. Later, in 1988, he also
served as the deputy leader of the
Nepal-China-Japan expedition that
made the first successful north-
south traverse of Everest.
Cartography was another
passion, and it is likely that no atlas
has been published in Nepal
without Dr Gurung’s involvement,
When it came to his knowledge
of the country’s topography, he
had no peer. Thus it was that
before they became redundant,

anthologies of introductory essays
on Nepal invariably began with Dr
Gurung's meticulous description of
its physical geography. Human
geography had an equally
animating effect on him. His
later periodic analyses of the
country’s demography and the
transformations wrought on it over

time are essential reading
for scholars engaged in research
on Nepal.

A few more asides to Dr Gurung's
life have to be mentioned here. In
1967, while a teacher at Tribhuvan
University, he led a Kathmandu
football team to victory in the
national league championships.
And, while still a teenager, he
participated in a countrywide art
competition, and had two of his
paintings of birds chesen to be
issued as postage stamps in 1956,

In his later years, Dr Gurung
began to devote a large part of
his time to understanding and
explaining the backward condition
of those of Nepal's ethnic groups
called janjati, and the state’s role in
creating that situation. As a member
of one such group and as someone
who had occupied high govern-
ment positions, he had a vantage
paint few could claim, But while
much discourse - especially in these
times of flux - has been driven by
emotion, Dr Curung always
provided a calming voice of reason.

That voice was in high demand
in various Kathmandu forums. Dr
Gurung certainly knew how to
enthral a crowd, whether by his
blunt way of speaking or his
breadth of knowledge and
experience. But for all the heavy
demands on his time, and despite
being quite computer-illiterate, he
never delivered anything
extempore, instead always arriving
with a well-prepared text
painstakingly written in longhand.
Long before his untimely end,
Harka Gurung had gained an
iconic stature. As a former student
of his put it, “Dr Gurung was
sometimes criticised for not
building any institutions. But the
man was an institution himself.” 4

67





















One can only hope for a sensitivity on the part of readers that is missing in the
writer, to consider with due interest and respect the community the novel claims

to represent.

There are students, teachers, professors,
photographers, poets, critics, novelists, artists. For an
outsider who reads the novel, it is not difficult to
construe an image of the Nepalis of India as
unsophisticated and hopelessly vulnerable.

The choice of Kalimpong as a setting for the novel
is convenient for two reasons. First, because it is a
‘sleepy, obscure place in the hills’, so detailing comes
casy and unquestioned. Second, it provides a
historical backdrop that seems to make the novel
impressive - a well-researched, careful, perfect
combination of history and fiction, treating diaspora,
multiculturalism and what have you. Perhaps most
importantly, it has that something that makes
contemporary Indian novels so intriguing to the
West. Indians can speak about these issues with
honesty, apparently, because of their firsthand
experience. The West likes to read these works
because it satisfies their scruples about genuine
concern for spaces bevend their maps.

Desai is fortunate in two ways. First, because she
is an Indian woman, and this enables a claim to
authenticity for which every writer of fiction
clammours. Second, she has chosen to write about a
marginalised community that has not spoken much
for itself through Indian English-language fiction.
But combining these two things, however, she has
managed to matginalise that community within its
own arca. The marginalised ‘subaltern’ in this case
neither speaks for itself, nor does the writer choose to
speak for it.

The historical backdrop Desai has chosen is that of
the Gorkhaland movement of 1980s West Bengal.
Throughout the novel, the movement’s onty
contribution is in making the hills a site of viclence
and torture. Desai attempts to recreate the
atmosphere of the uprising, and gives a smattering
mention of various leaders and treaties, but fails to
move bevond the mere ‘concept’ of the movement.
The 28-month-long uprising appears merely as an
extension of the inner landscape of the judge’s mind,
and therefore as a series of unfortunate, unavoidable,
disturbing events.

Pankaj Mishra, in his review of the novel, wrote:
“Sai is romantically involved with her math tutor,
Gyan, the descendant of a Nepali Gurkha mercenary,
but he eventually recoils from her obvious privilege
and falls in with a group of ethnic Nepalese
insurgents.” The revolutionarics here are indeed
mere “insurgents”, forming a thrilling backdrop to a
love affair. tistory does not emerge from the text as a
reality, but is reduced to a function in the plot.
Mishra goes on: “Not surprisingly, half-educated,
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uprooted men like Gyan gravitate to the first
available political cause in their search for a better
way. He joins what sounds like an ethnic nationalist
movement largely as an opportunity to vent his rage
and frustration” {emphasis added).

For youngsters in The Injweritance of Loss,
participating in the movement seems to be an
opportunity to make themselves useful, an
opportunity they evidently rarely find. The fact of
demagoguery is brought out well, but at the cost of
trivialising the uprising itsclf. It is easy for the reader
to feel sorry for Father Booty, the Swiss dairy man
who is forced to leave Kalimpong, or for Sai, whose
first romance is shattercd, or for the two Anglophile
sisters whose beautiful house is ransacked. But the
poor father and daughter-in-law, who come to the
judge on their knees, are seen through the eyes of Sai,
who is returning after a bitter quarrel with her
lover. The poor pair, squatting in a corner, appears
as an object of pity and irritating persistence, a
result of their helplessness and vulnerability.
People presented as the majority are thus
constantly marginalised.

There is a distortion of details in the novel that
would not have been overlooked if the ‘object’ being
represented had been mainstream to more of its
readers. The real Apollo tailors have been renamed
Apollo Deaf Tailors, not missing a jibe at the
inefficiency of their work. Such distortion is not to be
confused with the misplacement of details and facts
due to nostalgia, a process that Salman Rushdie
hails as a creative power at the hands of the
expatriate writer. Desai repeatedly emphasises the
seven years she spent researching her book, the
guarantor of her precision.

This kind of smugness in an Indian diasporic
writer is threatening. In the nature of her
representation of her object, Desai justifies
Orientalist notions of cultural superiority, notions
that postcolonial criticism has been trying to
question for decades. If the recognition accorded by
the Man Booker Prize serves to justify positions of
apathy adopted by a novel, then this recognition is
not only damaging to the culture and people
represented, but also renders attempts at generating
cultural sensitivity meaningless, as it paves the way
for further stereotyping of this and other cultures.
With the increased readership that the Man Booker
is sure to bring to The Inheritance of Loss, one can
only hope for a sensitivity on the part of readers that
is missing in the writer, to consider with due
interest and respect the community the novel claims
to represent. I
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REVIEW

New tales of old

from the covers of Ramesh

Menon’'s two-volume Engtish
translation of the Sanskrit epic
Mahabharata. The colours are bright,
and the design is strikingly informal
and minimalist. The first volume has
featureiess figures representing the
Pandava princes at the game of dice,
their humiliated queen Draupadi
gambled into slavery, and the lord
Krishna standing in the foreground,
identifiable mainly by his blue skin.
The figures all have short, cropped
hair. “| wanted a contemporary look,”
explains artist Moonis ljlal, “because
this is a great contemporary story.”
The Mahabharata is a universal epic,
he says, not one that belongs only to
Hindus. To this end, he convinced the
publishers to allow him to write
Mahabharata in both Hindi and Urdu
scripts on the back cover - the words
are entwined, and the effect is of one
language reaching out to and aimost
embracing the other.

ljlal's belief in the fact that the
Mahabharata is a human story with a
strong contemporary resonance on
the one hand, and that it is an epic
that belongs to everyone on the other,
fit well with former journalist Ramesh
Menon's novelistic rendering of the
work by Vyasa. In prose that is
dramatic {as hefits a grand epic} and
at the same time accessible to the
casual reader, the author brings the
story alive. He continues the tradition
of writers like the late Kamala
Subramaniam, who wrote a beautiful,
intimate single-volume rendering of
the epic, which Menon acknowledges
as a major inspiration.

Both Menon and Subramaniam’s
works are significantly diferent in tone
from the only full-length English
translation currently in the public
domain - the one by Kisari Mohan
Ganguli, published in the late 19th
century. Ganguli's 12-volume
translation* is an invaluable reference

I t is difficult to tear oneself away
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work, but it is hard to imagine the non-
academic reader bearing with its
sheer length, archaic language,
detailed listings and descriptions of
places, and exhaustive elucidation of
character names.

Besides, as Subramaniam
suggests in the introduction to her
book, it is not possible to do full justice
to ancient texts in a literal translation.
“English is not suited to the elaborate
similes that are common in Sanskrit,”
she writes. "Also, there is a vast
difference between the Eastern and
the Western ways of description. For
instance, [the Pandava prince] Arjuna
is called ‘Bharatarshabha’, which is
very pleasing to the ear in Sanskrit.
Bulin English, it translates into *O Bull
of the Bharata Race!” One can see
how awkward it sounds.” Such
awkwardness can be found on nearly

translated the Ramayan, the
Mahabharata and other autonomous
stories from Hindu mythology)
are among those that fall short in
this respect.

What Subramaniam has done is
to strike a balance between the two
extremes. Her treatment of the
Mahabharata as a human tragedy is
reflected in the way she fleshes out
the conversations between the
characters, emphasising their inner
conflicts, holding their struggles up to
the light; and in the empathy and
understanding she brings to nearly all
the people in the story. Inevitably,
some creative licence is exercised, but
none of her extrapolations are
inconsistent with the tone of the epic.

Mythological relevance

Recently, publishing house
Canongate began a series of
revisionist writings on ancient myths.
Leading novelists such as Margaret
Atwood, Jeanette Winterson and A S
Byatt were asked to retell myths from
works including Homer's Odyssey
and The Labours of Hercules. In the
anchoring book of this series, titled A
Short History of Myth, Karen

The Mahabharata: A modemn
rendering (two volumes)
Ramesh Menon

Rupa & Co, 2004

every page of Ganguli’'s otherwise
commendable effor.

At the other extreme, however,
many of the simpler translations give
us only the stories of the epics - their
bare bones. These often take the
sprawling canvases of the original
works and reduce them to easily
digestible morality tales, without
handling the complex characters with
the sensitivity and depth they deserve,
Works by C Rajagopalachari and R K
Narayan (both of whom have

Armstrong reminds readers that myths
were not meant to be taken literally,
or to be seen as providing factual
information. Their function was to help
people cope with spiritual empliness
and make sense of their lives:

Human beings fall easily into despair,
and from the very beginning we
invented stories that enabled us to
place our lives in a larger setting.

sAvailable af www saored-Fexts con i fmal

imfoxdrtm
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We all want to know where we came
from. but because our earliest
beginnings are lost in the mists of
pre-history, we have created myths
about our forefathers that are not
historical but help to explain current
attitudes  about  ourselves,
neighbours and customs.

In the Indian context, the work done
by Subramaniam and Menon reflects
this attitude. They draw out the human

Siva: The Siva Purana retold
Ramesh Menon
Rupa & Co, 2006

aspects of the epics, and make them
more relevant for readers who are nol
as interested in mythology for either
its literal truth or religious significance,
as they are for what it tells about the
human condition, about the everyday
bustle of life. Subramaniam’s likening
of  Prince Duryodhana to
Shakespeare’s tragic bheroes -
marked by a single fatal flaw but
otherwise a noble prince with many
fine qualities — may not sit well with
purists who choose to see the
Mahabharata as a simple tale of good
versus evil, and Duryodhana as a
straightforward villain, a demon
incarnate. But surely one of the world's
most sprawling, complex works
of literature deserves a more
searching treatment.

Toillustrate the difference between
Ganguli's literal rendition of the
Mahabharata and the newer
translations, here is a simple example
from one of the most vivid of the epic’s
passages. The fierce fighting, often
interrupted and resumed, rages
between Bheema, the mighty
Pandava, and the great warrior Karna,
on the 14th day of the Kurukshetra
War. The two men are brothers,
though only Karna, the elder, knows
this, and his affection for his younger
sibling has impaired his ability to fight
with full vigour. Besides, before the

The Mahabharata: A modern
rendering (two volumes)
Ramesh Menon

Rupa & Co, 2004

76

war began, Karna had promised his
mother Kunti that he would not kil
any of his brothers, with the exception
of Arjuna.

These are the psychological
subtexts to this great passage, but they
are all but concealed in the Ganguli
text, which devotes passage after
lengthy passage to the actual fighting
— the details of weaponry and chariot
manoeuvres, descriptions of the
resplendent warriors as they cast
arrows and spears at each other.
Ramesh Menon, on the other hand,
finds time for the profound human
poignancy of this scene: for the unseen
tears in Karna's eyes, for the subtlety
with which he keeps Bheema at
bay while taking care not to strike him
a fatal blow, and the way he masks
his feelings by addressing Bheema
with cruel words when he has him at
his mercy.

Menon is among the most rigorous

modern re-tellers of these stories. Apart
from his voluminous Mahabharata, he
has also translated works such as the
Skanda Purana and the Shiva Purana.
These are fult of enthralling
mythological staries — the churning of
the ocean by the devasand the asuras,
Sali’s self-immotation in her father
Daksha's yagna, Shiva’s subsequent
revenge, the reunion of Shiva and Sati/
Parvati, the genesis of Karttikeya and
Ganesh, and the creation and
destruction of the magnificent celestial
cities jointly known as Tripura. This is
captivating stuff in itself, but Menon's
prose brings a strong, individual voice
to these oft-told tales while retaining
their basic flavour. He knows how to
be florid when the stories demand it,
but his descriptions never become
ridiculous or over the top. They remain
precise and vivid. A sample:

An earlhquake shook sacred
Gangadvara. As in a dream, Daksha
saw a mysterious and malignant
cluster of stars at noon. The sun was
blotched with biack patches; a dark ring
glowed balefully around the star. The
quarters were squalid and gloomy,
strange comets fell out of the dim
heavens. Vultures circled low over
the yagna, darkening the sacrificial
platform; jackals howled at
the perimeters of the conclave of rishis
and devas.

Mounted on Garuda, the Sudarshana
humming at his finger, Vishnu faced
Virabhadra. Heartened, the devas
turned and came back to fight.
Bhanukampa sounded Virabhadra's
conch, which glowed like moonlight.
The devas quailed at the blast; they
prepared 1o flee again. At once, in
reply, Vishnu blew a deafening note
on the Panchajanya, rallying them.
He froze the gana army for a moment
on its murderous. rapacious spree:
Virabhadra's forces stopped their
ears with bloody palms.

Even Menon's seemingly
throwaway use of words like
“humming” (to describe the

Sudarshan Chakra) brings the scene
an immediacy and intensity that few
modern translators have achieved.
The reader can almost hear Vishnu's
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disc spinning fiercely at his finger.

Phallus and all

Something else that the better
retellings do is to present the more
controversial aspects of the originals,
without making them gratuitous. This
is an important function, for
generations of Indians have grown up
with sanitised versions of these stories
— in the Amar Chitra Katha comics, for
instance. Such renditions have
performed an important role in
acquainting young children with the
myths, but they offer little to
open-minded adult readers who might
want something of the tone and
complexity of the original tales.
Consequently, many people have
no idea of the scatological elements
in the texts they have been taught to
revere. More conservative households
find it easy to play ostrich when faced
with the sexual explicitness of the
Puranas, for instance. This reviewer
once had a piquant conversation with
a shocked colleague who, having read
some of the unexpurgated texts,
wondered aloud what the point was in
worshipping gods who seemed to
have the same frailties as human
beings — sexual appetite being one of
these ‘frailties’. Likewise, millions of
devout Indians are probably unaware
even that the Shiva linga represents
the male phallus. One of the
achievements of the modern
translations is to present these aspects

matter-of-factly, thus paving the way
for them to enter the public domain
rather than to be treated as something
better left unaddressed.

The works mentioned thus far have
been examples of translations that
stick close to the original plots. But
revisionist retellings of myths have
also been gaining currency of late. A
good example is Ashok Banker's
bestselling Ramayana series, written
and marketed as fantasy novels,
complete with the bright covers that
evoke the Western fantasy/science-
fiction genre. Banker's works have
drawn accusations of being
‘assembly-line’ creations, perhaps
because of the speed at which
he churns his books out. But to his
credit, he has taken an epic that
was never considered very exciting

(the Ramayana does pale
when compared to the richness of
the Mahabharata), and effectively
repackaged it for a new generation
of readers.

Authenticity will, of course, continue
to be a burning subject when it comes

to the retelling of myths. But as Banker

rightly asks in his author's note: “Does
a grandmother consult Valmiki’s
original Ramayana before she retells

The Ramayana series

(six volumes)

by Ashok Banker

Penguin Books India, 2005-2006

the tale to her grandchildren at night?”
He has a point. In a sense, we are
continually redefining and reinventing
these legends; each generation brings
its own wisdom and life-experiences
to them, and that is how it should be.

At their best, these modern
translations revive the sense of
wonder that we felt when we first heard
these ancient stories from our
grandparents, even while showing us
how the tales are relevant to our own
lives and times. In this sense, it
is appropriate to call them novelistic.
After all, to quote Karen Armstrong
again: “A novel, like a myth, teaches
us to see the world differently; it
shows us how to look into our own
hearts and to see the world from
a perspective that goes beyond our
own self-interest.” &

A sick system

he existing public healthcare

I systems in Southasian
countries are largely the
legacy of colonial administration.
Despite the fact that these systems are
now worn dangerously thin, they
remain little changed. With the limited
resources at their disposal, regional
public health focuses almost
exclusively on the urban sector,
neglecting the rural majority. The
system in place in Pakistan is no
exception. The average family here is
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large, its members lack education, and
are undernourished and unhealthy. At
the moment, the Islamabad
government is doing almost nathing
to change this situation.

In a region plagued by poverty,
pollution.and rampant disease, with
enormous rural populations largely
neglected by their respective states,
Southasian governments have begun
to realise that a healthy economy is
impossible without a healthy people.
A lack of attention to public health

amounts te condemning a large
section of the population to difficult,
short and unproductive lives. This does
not help in the creation of an educated,
skilled and competent middle-class
workforce, which is essential for the
development of a market. Records
of Pakistan’s recent economic
performance show marginal
improvements in the manufacturing
sector, but economic progress will
remain low as long as its social
indicators remain dismal. With the
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Pakistan's nearly 108,100 doctors far cutstrip a
countrywide nursing staff of just over 46,300.

exception of war-torn Afghanistan and
Nepal, Pakistan's vital health statistics
are currently lower than that of every
other Southasian country.

Despite the grim scenario,
Pakistan’s health sector remains a low
priority for its government today,
conspicuously so when compared to
the country’s notoriously well-funded
military sector. In recent years, health
and education have seen only token
increases in atlocations. In order to
more fully expiore the effects of this
neglect, professor K Zaki Hasan, the
founding dean of two Pakistani
medical institutions, has compiled
in Public Health Challenges in
Pakistan a body of statistics that
speaks for itself.

Total public and private health
expenditure in Pakistan accounts for
just 2-3 percent of the country’s gross
domestic product. In 2001, less than
one percent of the GDP was allocated
for public healthcare, whereas
expenditure on debt servicing and
defence exceeded the country’s total
revenue. Pakistan’s total health
expenditure per capita was only USD
13 for 2005, having declined from
USD 16 in 1998. in comparison, in Sri
Lanka that amount is USD 32, and in
the Maldives it is USD 120.

Indeed, Pakistan's vital statistics for
health are low even within a region
where such statistics are generally
poor. Although 2004 figures show that
the country’s life expectancy has
increased to 61 years from 43 years
in 1960, this is still an excrucialingly
low national average — regionally,
Pakistan fares better than only Nepal
and Afghanistan in this regard. Infant
mortality rates are very high, at 81 per
1000 live births as of 2003, as per
UNICEF figures from 2004; in Nepal
that figure stands at 61, and in Sri
Lanka at 13. Mortality rates for children
under the age of five are 103 per 1000

Public Health Challenges in Pakistan
by K Zaki Hasan
SAMA, 2006
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live births, as per UNICEF's 2005
figures, again high for the region.
Malnutrition is the reason for half of
these deaths. To complete this sorry
picture, maternal mortality rates are
500 per 100,000 live births, with onty
20 percent of children being delivered
by trained medical personnel.

Dr Hasan, who has been working
closely with the Islamabad
government since 1970 in shaping the
country’s public-health policies, offers
the reader a perspective on the health
sector from within the administration.
He also brings to the text a social-
scientific approach that tries to get at
the deeper causes of Fakistan’s
health-sector ills. Problems in
the country’s healthcare are not simply
a matter of inadequate funds. Instead,
Hasan places a significant
amount of the blame on a culture of
patriarchy and the low status of
women, which in turn manifests
itself in low female literacy rates and
female disempowerment.

The combination of inadequate

primary healthcare and high
population growth leads to a
significant prevalence of

communicable disease, especially
among children. Government figures
for 2004 also show that manpower
imbatances persist, as Pakistan's
nearly 108,100 doctors — highly
concentrated in urban areas, and
showing marked preference for work
in private hospitals - far outstrip a

Public

Health
Challenges
in Pakistan

countrywide nursing staff of just over
46,300. Recruitment in the medical
and public health sectors is also
dangerously skewed in favour of men.

The lack of decentralisation in
Pakistan means that government
hospitais are found almost exclusively
in urban areas, even though most of
the population lives in the countryside.
The majority of Pakistanis thus have
little access to hospital beds or
doctors, and must either travel long
distances for medical treatment, or
rely on practitioners of traditional
medicine. Pakistan’s urban rich, able
to afford private treatment, are
oblivious to the country’s healthcare
pinch. The rural poor, on the other
hand, comprise 90 percent of the
population. It is imperative that
medical manpower be developed for
the rural public-heaith sector.

Hasan also points oul that close
attention needs to be paid to the
country's environment, with an eye to
the growing population. The bulk of
heatth problems in Pakistan are
comprised of respiratory infections
and diseases such as cholera,
typhoid, dysentery and hepatitis, most
of which affect children. These are
brought on largely by systemic
problems such as bioclogical
contamination in water, industrial
waste and air pollution. Inadequate
attention is not exclusive to children’s
health, and Hasan aiso stresses that
both women’s health and mental
health are in need of increased
consideration.

Grassroots knowledge
Islamabad came up with two
innovative social-action plans in recent
years, in 1991 and 1996, spanning five
years each. Both offered broad goals
of upgrading primary health, primary
education, public welfare and rural
water supply and sanitation, and were
expected to significantly accelerate
improvement in the health sector.
Supported by the World Bank and
involving both government and
NGOs, the participatory development
model encouraged people to initiale
projects to improve social services in
their own communities.
Unfortunately, the scheme failed to
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