























Sri lanka

Commentary ||| ||l

Shattering of trust — 11

he assassination of Sri Lanka’s Foreign
Minister Lakshman Kadirgamar, the highest
ranking leader to have been killed since
President Ranasinghe Premadasa in 1993, has
sparked off hectic political activity in the island
nation. Considered the single most serious blow to
the Ceasefire Agreement signed three vears back
between the government and Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eclam (I TTF), the killing comes a mnnth after
the two sides formalised an understanding on a joint
tsunami recovery mechanism, While the government
was quick to accuse the LITE of being behind the
assassination, the Tamil rebels, for their part, denicd
anv invelvement in the attack. However, their track
record of not claiming respoensibility for killings they
have engincered coupled with their fierce appaosition
to Kadirgamar, a Tamil who opposed their politics,
makes the denial less credible.

The incident is but one in a series of ceasefire
violations that have been taking place over some
time. Kadirgamar’s assassination, however, had the
potential to snowball into an explosive issue taking
the country back to war. While the responsible
approach of mainstream political actors coupled
with the anti-war sentiment of the majority has
managed to stave off the possibility of war for now,
the role of the international community in bringing
the 1TTE back to the table is crucial if the peace
process is to continue. The most important task at
hand is to resume dialogue between the conflicting
parties, ensure strict compliance with the ceasefire
agreement in its spirit and letter, and put an absolute
end to the use of violence.

Chesshoard of viclations
The high-prefile assassination brought the ceasefire
agreenient itself under the scanner. The agreement
has been followed more in breach rather than practice
for some time now. Tamil political oppenents of the
LTTL, journalists, military personnel and LITE cadre
are being killed virtually on a daily basis. Recently,
a police superintendent, Charles Wijaywardena, was
abducted and hacked to death when he went
unarmed to talk to a crowd of people in Jaffna angry
at the accidental shooting of a barber by a soldier.
The LTTFE cadre is su%pected to be behind the killing,
What Kadirgamar’s killing reveals is the
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autonomy of the forces resorting to violence, Some
time back, Kausalyan, a leader of the 1TTL, was
ambushed and slain in the east amidst several camps
of the Sri Lankan Army. In the northeast, international
observers, who have been living with the people in
significant numbers, especially after the tsunami, are
appalled at the degree of human rights violations
they witness on the part of the Tamil Tigers. These
abuses include killings of political party activists,
disappearances and child recruitment. Mothers are
assaulted when they try to stop their children getting
forcibly recruited. Most of these viclations are not
being reported because the people are atraid to speak
up.

For some, the Kadirgamar killing was the final
move in this chessboard of ceasefire violations.
Anralysts believed that the timing of the
assassination, when there was a strong pos%ibilitv
of clections being held later this year, could only have
helpued the stridently anti-1TTE outfits like the Janatha
Vimukthi Peramuna (IvP) and weakened those who
advocate a negotiated solution. A diplomat
expressing puzziement over the spate of killings said
that if the LTTE wished to gain international
]cgitimac_\f and werce sincere about the peage process,
such actions were clearly counter-productive. The
intention, it seems, was to provoke a reluctant nation
back to war.

The ceasefire violations have created terror in the
minds of people, and weakened the peace process
immensely by croding the credibilitv of the
negotiating partners. The pre-requisite for any
political give and take is trust between the two sides.
In the midst of sudden, deliberate and hideous
killings, it is this trust that lies shattered.

A war averted

In six weeks, Sri Lanka moved from a resurgence of
optimism regarding the peace process when the
agreement on sunami recovery was signed on 24
June this vear to what scemed like an almost certain
collapse of the ceasefire. In the immediate wake of
the assassination, there was intense political
pressure on the govermment to either retaliate or stop
cooperating with the Tigers. But such a retaliatory
measure would have only served to strengthen forces
that seck escalation of the conflict. What was needed



in fact was a concerted effort by all parties involved to
create a sustainable environment for dialogue.

As the tension heightencd, the Norwegian
facilitators of the peace process unexpectedly
announced that the 1TTE had agreed to President
Kumaratunga’s request for talks to strengthen the
Ceasefire Agreement. Since they left the negotiating
table in April 2003, the 1TTF has refused to negotiate
with the government until several of their conditions
were met, including a response to their proposal for
an Interim Self Governing Authority.

The c¢redit for preventing a headleng plunge into
the abyss of war and the possible resumption of the
negotiations should go to Kumaratunga. Despite
weeping at the death of her close colleague, the man
she had considered clevating to be her prime minister,
she urged the international community to bring io the
negotiating table the very forces she believed had
assassinated him, and who had earlier attempted to
assassinate her too, blinding her in one eve. The
president had to contend with those nationalists who
angrily poured scorn on her for seeking once again to
appease the killers instead of taking punitive
action against them. The responsible conduct of
Kumaratunga's political rival, Ranil Wickr-
emesinghe, further helped consolidate this call for
negotiations, A lesser opposition leader would have
clearly seen this as an oppertunity to undermine the
government by making false claims about how to
deal with LTTC. But the moral support that
Wickrémesinghe's opposition has given to the
sensitive decisions of the president, be it the jeint
tsunami recovery mechanism with the LTTE or inviting
them back to the table, in the aftermath of
Kadirgamat’s assassination, can be considered
nothing less than statesmantike.

However, it is the people who, for refusing to get
swayed by jingoism and war hysteria, deserve credit
for averting a definite return to war. While shocked
and distressed at the assassination, they did not
convert to a mob demanding vengeance. Even the most
hardline nationalists who despise the LITE and the
idea of “appeasing’ them do not urge a return to war.
They may not quite know how to engage with the LTTE
but after 20 years of bloodshed, they do know that
war is not quite the way to engage them.

While the Norwegian facilitators did become maore
active in secking to bring the two sides together after
Kadirgamar’s assassination, analysts belicve that they
have to be more assertive and even-handed in their
appearance. Kadirgamar himself was a critic of the
Norwegian facilitative effort. In one of his last public
pronouncements, he had proposed that the facilitators
should either plead their cause with greater conviction
or step aside and permit some other country or group
of countries to take their place. It appears that the
Norwegian team has taken his advice more seriously
only after his passing.
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The 1 TTE may have agreed on talks because they
are aware of the international disenchantment with
their track record of political killings, child
recruitment and repeated threats of war, The Tigers’
belief that they were no longer a pariah organisation
must have received a tremendous blow when the
British government banned the Tamil
Rehabilitation Organisation (TRO), an arm of the
LTTF a fortnight ago. The 11IT would be concerned
that after the assassination of Kadirgamar, other
international actors and aid donors, too, will begin
to ostracise them. Whatever be the reason, the re-
entry of the LITF, particularlv Dr Balasingham, is
an opportunity for a paradigm shift on the lines of
the breakthroughs that took place in the early
months after the signing of the Ceasefire Agreement.

Talk

While the anmouncement of talks between the two
sides was a welcome step, regrettably there has been
Jittle movement on the path of negotiations after
the announcement was made. Killings in the
nertheast continue on a daily basis and politicians
in the south have little reason to be confident about
their own security. There have been two additional
problems that have also emerged in the way of these
negotiations -- onc is the selection of a venue for
talks and the other, the announcement by the
Supreme Court that presidential elections must be
held this year.

The decision of the Supreme Court that
presidential clections must be held this year, rather
than next year, have also added doubts about the
sustainability of peace negotiations with a lame-
duck chief executive. Any decision taken now could
be irrelevant with the election of a new head of state.
However, the fact that successive governments have
not officially revoked agreements with regard to the
peace pracess entered to by earlier governments
should assure all sides that agreements of today
will be respected in the future.

The government and LT1L must start talking
immediately, if only because continuous ceasefire
violations have taken a heavy toll on the common
citizen. Strengthening the ceasefire agreement
would, at the outset, bring relief to ordinary people
and stop human rights abuscs. The talks must get
the L1TE to make a firm commitment that thev would
not target poeliticians during elections this time
around and abide by the Ceasefire Agreement. A
free and fair election could set the tone for future
negotiations. Talks are also expected to bring about
a semblance of political stability, without
which there cannot be a political solution to the
protracted conflict. This stability is necessary for
governments to make reasoned accommodations
and convince people about the need for future
COMPromises.
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(another trade union), and the Revolutionary Writers
Association popularly known by its Telugu acronym
Virasam. More than the ban on the parent party, it is
the outlawing of the mass programmes of these
affiliate organisations which will have serious
repercussions on the ground. These groups have
widespread membership, with regular programmes
and publications.

The poet P Vara Vara Rao and writer G Kalyan
Rao, leaders of Virasam who together with legendary
poet-singer Gaddar were the Maoist party emissaries
to the peace negotiations, were arrested. They had
quit their charge in April 2005, expressing, futility of
the role in view of the growing repression by the
state. Meanwhile, interestingly, the women’s
organisation affiliated to the rebels was not banned.
Similarly, the Jana Natya Mandali pcople’s theatre
group led by Caddar was not included in the list,
though the cxpectation is it might be entered
subsequently.

New phase of confrontation

The ban per se would not have been all that
significant becausc the CPl-Maoist, like its former
avatars, the People’s War group (PWG) and the
Maoist Communist Centre (MCC), was already
functioning as an underground party. The leaders
of CPI-Maoists and the CPI-ML Janashakthi who had
come to Hyderabad for the peace talks in October
2004 had emerged from the forests and returned there
after ten days of open presence, including four days
of peace talks. The 15 August killing was exceptional,
but not altogether unprecedented. Every time the
police killed some important Maotst leader, the rebels
have declared their intention to take revenge.

However, the current ban represents the start of a
new phase in the confrontation between the Naxalite
movement and the Indian state. The outlawing came
after the chances of resumption of peace talks had
effectively disappeared, and the police had
intensified its operations to kill Maoist leaders and
cadre, and to capture or harass sympathiscrs. The
Maoists, too, had resumed retaliatory action of
kidnappings and killings. Above all, the approaches
by the mediators in the Committee of Concerned
Citizens (CCC) received little response in recent
months. The civil society in Andhra Pradesh had
pinned great hope on the CCC's initiative to organise
a sccond round of talks so as to reverse the
intensifying climate of violence.

The re-imposition of the ban indicated the
determination of the Hyderabad government to
withstand civil society pressures and to resume its
armed opcerations to suppress the Naxalite
movement. This decision condemned by most of the
political parties including the atlics of the Congress,
the TRS (Telengana Rajya Samithi ), Mazlis, the CP1
and the CPI-M. Only the Telugu Desham Party and
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the BJP’ supported it, maintaining that it had been
mistaken on the part of the Congress government to
have let the ban lapse in July 2004 in the first place,

The new phase in the confrontation was also
indicated by the Union Home Ministry’s initiative to
coordinate the anti-Naxalite operations. A 30 July
2005 meeting of the chief ministers and the directors
generals of police from the nine Naxalite-impacted
states agreed to set up a task force to launch joint
operations. A policy of “zero tolerance” towards the
Maoists was announced. The Tamil Nadu
government had already banned the Maoist Party
on 12 July, and the Kamataka government had also
carlicr launched joint operations with the Andhra
police. That action had led to the killing of many
PWG leaders as well as Saketh Ranjan, editor of the
RSU’s journal.

Paradoxically, the resumption of the ban reflected
an admission of failure by the Indian state to tackle
the challenge of the Naxalite movement over the past
38 years. The capacity of the movement to survive
and to spread having been made clear, the hope was
that the authoritics may at long last look to address
the root causes of the rebellion. There had also been
the hope that the new Congress-led government at
the Centre and the new Congress government in
Andhra, which came to power after people rejected
Chandra Babu Naidu's repressive regime, would
adopt a political approach te the Maoists rather than
treat them morel_\_' as perpetrators of terrorist violence.
But apparently nothing had changed, and here was
the government, once again resorting to prohibition,
combing operations in villages and forests, and
encounter killings.

Nature of challenge
The Common Minimum Programme (CMI} which
the United Progressive Alliance (UPPA) adopted in
May 2004 when it came to power at the Centre
supported by the left parties had an important
perspective statement on the Naxalite challenge. The
relevant paragraph was listed under the section on
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, thus
emphasising that this movement was essentially
connected with the problems of the socially
oppressed sections. It said: “The UPA is concerned witi
Hee growtdn of extremist vielence and other forms of
ferrorist activity in different states. This is not micvely a
laze and order problew, but a decper socio-cconoiiic issue
which will be addressed more meaningfully than has been
the case so far. Fake encounters will ot be permitied.”
This statement had raised hopes for a new
approach to be taken by the UPA, especially in
comparison to the earlier BJP-led National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) government with L K
Advani as Home Minister, and Chandra Babu Naidu
as chief minister in Andhra. Indeed, the reference in
the CMT to the deeper socio-economic issues was on
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target, for the Maoist movement revolves around the
issucs of agrarian transformation, especially the
problems of the landless and the small peasants.

It was the peasant resistance to landlords in
Naxalbari in West Bengal in May 1967 under the
land-to-the-tiller slogan that provided a name to the
Maoist phenomenorn in Indian politics — Naxalism.
The movement underwent much churning in the
succeeding  decades, organisationally and
politically, but the focus on agrarian revolution has
remained at the core. The very fact that land reform
as a state objective has disappeared from Indian
policy-making in the age of economic liberalisation
has kept the Naxalite agenda alive. The state’s anti-
poverty programmes such as the NDA’s Food-for-
Work or the UPA’s recontly established Emplovment
Guarantee Programme hardly meet the basic
demand for land rights in rural India. The rise of
backward castes to power in Bihar, Uttar Pradesh
and elsewhere, even though it may have
demacratised certain aspects of the polity, has had
the paradoxical effect of freezing land relations.

The Naxalite movement is mostly active in the
tribal areas spreading from Bihar to Andhra
Pradesh and Maharastra, and also covering parts
of Jharkhand, Madhva Pradesh, Chhattisgarh,
Orissa, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. This spread is
linked only to the inaccessible hilly terrain of these
regions, but a conscious decision by the Naxalites
to take up the issues affecting the tribal peeple, who
arc among the most exploited in society. India’s
development process has led to commercialisation
of forest resources, reducing the traditional access
to forest produce. Alienation of tribal land to non-
tribals has been a steady trend despite legal
strictures. Mining-based industries and the
construction of large dams have caused extensive
displacement of the tribals, besides destroying their
natural environment. A central Naxalite agenda is
tor tribal self-determination, asserting the rights of
the tribals over local resources.

The government programmes of  tribal
development have ended up creating a new elite in
the tribal areas cven as increased poverty leads to
massive out-migration. The recent bill for
safeguarding land rights, introduced by the UPA,
has been a case of too little, too late. The extension of
the Panchayati Raj programme to tribal areas, giving
greater power to the tribal village assembly is a
modest measure in the right direction, but unless
structural measures are undertaken to restore rights
over tand and forest, the Panchayati Raj structures
will continue to be manipulated by local elites.

The Andhra government’s decision te have a
special tribal battalion of some 1,200 men, a “Girijan
Greyhound” to fight the naxalites is indicative of
the approach guiding the present policy.

During the 1980s, the Naxalites linked
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themselves with the nationality struggles in the
Indian Northeast, Jammu and Kashmir,
Chhatisgarh, Jharkhand, Tamil Nadu and
elsewhere. This strategic decision had a significant
impact on both, the agrarian movement as well as
the autonomy movements. Each was a complex
struggle involving class and nationality, as well as
caste and gender. The decision therefore involved
making choices on  supporting  autonomy
movements led by the bourgeelsie, such as in case
of Telugu Desham in [Karnatakal], the Asom (ana
Parishad in Assam, the Akali Dal in Punjab and the
DMK in Tamil Nadu.

The formation of the smaller states of
Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Uttaranchal was a
welcome step in terms of providing people with more
say in their affairs, but the new states were created
keeping the overall power structure intact. As a
result, the nationality struggles in thesce areas
continue as integral parts of the agrarian and the
broader democratic struggle. Interestingly, the
government understood this linking of the Naxalites
with other movements only in terms of a network
among militants for training, supply of weapons
and coordination against state operations.

During the 19905, Indian politics and economy
saw major upheavals linked to globalisation on the
one hand, and communal politics on the other. The
Gujarat riots of 2002 were svmbolic of the magnitude
of the latter trend. The processes of privatisation of
public enterprises and retrenchment of workers have
continued unabated in the recent years. While the
ruling parties, the BJP and the Congress, were fully
committed to the agenda of globalisation, the Crl
and CPI-M tried to keep the critique alive on behalf
of workers, the lower middle classes and the rural
poor whe suffered tremendously and largety silently
under the process of economic reforms. But the main
resistance to glebalisation was put forth by the
Naxalites, which has considered the stress on anti-
imperialism paramount at a time of growing
collaboration between the government of India and
the US government.

Overall, thercfore, the Naxalite challenge rests
upon the issues of agrarian transformation, tribal
people’s rights, the nationality movement and
resisting imperialism and globalisation, All this
adds up to what they characterise as the people’s
democratic revolution to change the very character
of the Indian state. Because of the issues they pursuc,
the Naxalites have a social base which sustains
them despite a varicty of repressive measures
pursued by the state. In fact, over the past decade
the movement has spread to new areas such as
southern districts of Orissa and West Bengal as well
as parts of Uttar Padesh and Rajasthan.

If the Naxalite movement is seen as a coming
together of many streams, then they can be said to
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have a presence in all parts of the country. Of them
the two major streams are the CPI-ML (Liberation)
which participates in efectoral politics and the CPI-
Maoist which pursues armed struggle. The former
has a strong, base in Bihar and it has had seven to
ten Members in the Legislative Assembly. [t has an
all-India organisation with state units and an active
trade union and a women’s organisation. Its
powerful student wing, AISA has often won the
leadership at the Jawaharlal Nehru University, New
Delhi.

The CPI-Maoist, which emerged with the merger
of the PWG and MCC in October 2004, had earlicr
taken into its fold the Party Unity of Bihar region.
Liberation condemns the PWG as left adventurists
pursuing squad actions which invite further statc
repression. The Maoists dismiss the followers of the
Liberation line as revisionists taking the same path
as the CPPI-M, which has held on to power in West
Bengal since 1977, These two tormations are so
mutually antagonistic that they rarely come together
to fight any issuc. Between them are placed a
number of other Naxalite groups such as Janashakti
which has worked together with the Maoist party
in the peace talks in Andhra, the CPI-ML (New
Democracy) which has been active in Jharkhand
and Assam and lately in Punjab and Orissa on tribal
and workers” tssues, and the CPI-ML {Provisional
Committee) which is ostensibly trving to bring the
various groups together.

The. pre-organisational character of the Naxalite
movement that was evident in the 1970s, the subject
of this writer’s work Revolutionary Violeice (1977),
remains to some extent. For this reason, the
movement as a whole remains mainly as an
ideological force in Indian politics, whose appual
remains rooted in the concrete condition of the
people. Meanwhile, the two main formations have
emerged as organised parties, whese leaders are
subjected to attack by state agencies and they suffer
substantial losses. Overall, the question remains as
to why the spiral of violence and counter-violence
by the Naxalites and the state agencies never seem
to end in the heartland of India.

Wiolence and peace in democracy
The oft-repeated plea that there is no place tor
violence in a democracy indicates a desirable norm
for secking peacetul constitutional response to fulfil
a people’s aspirations. But when the coercive power
of the state is used to defend the interest of the rich
and the powerful or to eliminate resistance to
injustice, the same can sound like a hollow claim.
Social violence has grown in India with landlords’
armies in Bihar, factional murders in Andhra’s
Rayalseema, and upper caste atrocities on datits all
over — to mention but a few Examples.

Demaocracy is indeed meant for bringing about
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peaceful change through people’s representatives.
But the fact is that existing power centres 1n society
do not allow that to casily happen. Groups fighting
for democratic rights have been pointing this out for
over three decades now. The state response to the
Naxalite movement was to capture and kill activists
them by staging “false encounters’”. Human rights
groups which go under the acronyms APCLC,
PUDR and PUCL, have investigated many such
incidents in Andhra, Bihar and elsewherc. They
have demanded that rule of law be applied to all
such cases, and all persons suspected should be
tried according to law rather than be climinated.
When the state itself violates the constitutional
obligations with impunity, then the violation of law
and civic norms becomes widespread.

When the talks between the Maoists and the
Hvderabad government took place in October 2004
following a three-year initiative and protracted
negotiations by the CCC (led by § R Sankaran, a
respected former civil servant who had himsclf been
kidnapped by the PWG some vears ago), two things
were clear. One was the acknowledgement by the
state that the Naxalite movement was not just a law
and order problem, but had socio-economic roots
that could be discussed on the road to reducing
violence. Second, it was brought home to the Maoists
to recognise that the realm of the present Indian state
did provide some space for socio-economic change
despitc its class character, and that if the space indeed
opened up, the need tor resort to armed struggle may
be reviewed.

It was un the basis of this understanding that
there was a ceasefire in Andhra for more than six
moenths, when the common people were spared the
dual pressures of vietence from the Naxalites as well
as the peolice. The historic talks that took place
between the rebels and the government proved that
dialogue was an essential element of democracy
through which cach side was called upon to
recognise underlving truths, In these peace talks
Indian democratic opinion saw prospects of mutual
appreciation of cach other’s positions in the spirit
of “truth and reconciliation”. As in case of the Naga
peace talks, or those between the LTTE and the Sri
Lankan government, in this case too the hope was
to proceed with the dialogue with the hope ot
suspending armed action by the two sides. But there
were elements among the political circles and the
police, both locally and nationally, which
considered the policy too “soft’, which would only
strengthen the Naxalites. In other words, the UPA
government’s statement as contatned in the
Common Minimum Programme was not the only
perspective guiding state policy.

During the peace talks and press conterences, the
Maoists were confronted with many issues raised
by democratic rights groups in the recent vears.
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Could the Maoists be said to be respecting the norms
of revolutionary violence when the common people
were subjected to killings and torture by them, or
when public property was destroved? How did they
explain individual annihilations by their squads,
and did this reflect the Maoist norm of ‘mass line’?

On the issue of armed struggle, the Naxalite
movement remains sharply divided. The CPI-
Maoists have a Peaple’s Guerilla Liberation Army
mostly armed with weapons seized from the police,
some of which are sophisticated weaponry such as
the AK-47 rifles. Their small formations confront the
pelice and paramilitary forces such as the Central
Reserve Police Force and Indo-Tibetan Border force,
taking advantage support of the villagers as well as
the jungle terrain. How effective their armed
resistance can be ayainst the armed strength of the
Indian state remains the major question.

Did the Maoists also reflect upper caste attitude
and behaviour in their political practice? How far
are they concerned with the rights of dalits and other
backward classcs? In the 1990s, after the upper castes
opposed reservation tor backward classes, the
Maoists spearheaded the campaign for datit and
‘other backward caste’ rights in many parts of India.
But the caste issue is still not fuily infegrated with
the class understanding of politics. Similarly,
feminists have pointed out the prevalence of
patriarchal values and behaviour in the Maoist
parties. Moreover, the rebel women’s organisations
have not been on the forefront of the variety of
women's struggles in contemperary India. One can
legitimately raise the question whether the Naxalites
have dialectically integrated class, caste and gender
any better than the rest of the Indian communists,
whose record on this matter remains poor.

Human rights activists have also challenged
the Maoists, asking whether they practice democracy
and civil liberties within their movement, which
should after all be the embryo of their ‘ideal society”.
Factionalism and splits have famously characterised
the Naxalite movement, which is why there are over
two dazen groups in existence at any given time.
And so the natural question, are the comrades guilty
of sectarian politics when they should be developing
a united front? There was a time the intelerance of
divergent opinion within the party was so stark that
it led to killings — a tendency that scems to have
subsided in recent vears. The communist groups
secem to resort all too easily to the mechanical
understanding of revisionism and dogmatism. The
revolutionary tradition of inner-party democracy —
the minority accepting the decision of the majority
while the majority respects the point of view of the
minority - seems a fragile heritage.

The common  people whose cause the Naxalites
claim to represent confront day-to-day livelihood
issucs — of making a living out of agriculture and
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forestry, of finding water for their fields, access to
affordabie credit, market for their produce, and ways
and means to access cducation and health. Such
ground-Jevel issues do not seem to ftigure
prominently in the Maoists” formulation of political
strategy. Many of these activities which concretely
help the poor are dismissed with terms such as
‘reformism’, ‘welfare work” or even ‘nge action”. The
idea that cultural and educational work form an
integral part of revohitionary strategy, together with
political and military tasks, scems to have been
relegated to the background. In the recent vears, the
Naxalite leadership has indeed tried to respond to
these issues, but not entirely satisfactorily.

The issue of revolutionary creativity — the ability
ta assess the emerging natienal, local and global
environment and adjusting to the evohing while
pursuing one’s ideclogical goals — thus remains a
challenge for the Naxalite movement in India. It is
important not only to learn from the Chinese and
Viectnamese revolutions, but also from the experience
of the Philippines, Nicaragua, Peru, Venezuela and
Nepal.

Meanwhile, the Naxalite movement continues to
spread despite suffering losses in terms of tighters
as well as — from time to time — operational areas,
The do represent a powertul challenge to the
existing political economy in its phase of capitalist
globalisation. To cope with this challenge the
democratic forces of India must pressure all states
authorities which are confronting Naxalites to
return to political dialogue, and to stop treating the
rebellion as a law and order problem. In Andhra
Pradesh, the ground created by the peace talks of
2004 has now cellapsed, and the state government
and Centre both now demand that the Macists lay
down arms before resuming talks.

Indeed, the policy makers, be it in Delhi or
llyderabad, are now guided by a unified
understanding of global terrorism. They are
excitedly formulating a strategy of counter-
terrorism US software, lstaeli hardware and some
Indian brands added. This strategy cannot see the
difference between the CPI-Maoist operating in
Andhra and Bihar, from the CPN-Maoist currently
fighting the autocratic monarchy in Nepal. No
doubt, they are revolutionary communists in
solidarity with one another, but they arc fighting
different battles in their own countries. After all,
these are Maoists who believed the great helmsman
when he said that the people of each country must
formulate their own strategy derived from their
unique locat conditions. I.eaders of the Indian state
must trv and comprehend the nature of the Maoist
challenge and address the socio-economic 1ssues
at its heart, so that another spiral of intensified
violence in India can he avoided and prospects of
peace and democracy enhanced. s
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-Anclfysis

ither the Naxal comrades?

The Naxalites of India are engaged in an expansion spree but llll?
party is hardly audible beyond its core areas. It is not to he found in
the rural plains and cities.

by | Tilak Dasgupta

n 21 September 2004, addressing the chief

ministers of extremism-affected states in

Hyvderabad, India’s Home Minister Shivraj
Patil conceded that Left extremism led by Naxalites
was expanding rapidly in the countrv. 125 districts
in 12 of India’s 28 states were affected, he said, though
in varying degrees, and another 24 districts were
being ‘targeted’. An [ntelligence Bureau report placed
at that same meeting warned that @ merger was in
the offing between the two largest Maoist groups,
People’s War Group (CPI-ML} active in Andhra
Pradesh, and the Maoist Communist Centre (MCC)
energetic in the Bihar-Jharkhand
region. The union, said the Bureau,
would give a fillip to Naxalism
which had alreadvy shown signs of
revival in recent vears,

As became clear later, the People’s
War group and the MCC had merged
on the very same day that the chiet
ministers  were  gathered  in
Hyderabad to consider the collective
threat of left extremism to the Indian
state and cestablishment. A press
statement signed jointly by the
erstwhile genceral secretarics of the
two outfits read, “On September 21,
2004, amidst the thick forests in some
part of India, the formation of the
Communist Party of India (Maoist)
was declared at a public mecting
before an assembly of people’s guerrilla fighters, party
activists and activists of mass organisation.” The
Indian revolution to overthrow the Indian state would
be carried out through protracted people’s war, said
the statement, with “the armed struggle for seizure of
power remaining as its central and principal task”.
The countryside would remain the centre of gravity
of the partv’s work, “while urban work witl be
complementary to it.”

The urgent task before the CPI-Maoist, said the
statement, was to develop the People’s Liberation
Guerrilla Army (PLGA} under its command te a full-
fledged PPeoples Liberation Army and to develop the
existing ‘guerrilla zones” into base arcas. The party

Charu

16

pledged to build movements related to various
issues confrenting different sections of the Indian
pcople and to mobilise the masses against the
growing imperialist onslaught in India. The new
party extended its support to the “struggle of the
nationatities for sclf-determination including their
right of sccession” as well as to the Maoist struggle
in Nepal. [t promised to isolate the more dangerous
Hindu fascist forces, while exposing all other
fundamentalist forces.

Whether by coincidence or design, the union
which led to the formation of the CP1-Maost came
at o time when the Naxalites of
India have been on an expansion
sprec. According to one researcher,
their spread is at the rate of two
districts every week. While this mav
be an exaggeration, there is no
denving that the Maoist influence
and striking power have increased
manitold in India over the last few
vears. Both the Congress-led United
Progressive  Alliance  (LTA)
government as well as the main
opposition, Bharativa Janata Party
consider Naxalism as a major
internal sccurity threat. While
Detence Minister Pranab
Mukherjec rates left extremism as
the greatest menace, the leader of
the opposition in Parliament and
BJP’ President Lal Krishna Advani lists itlegal
immigration, terrorism and Naxalism as the three
biggest dangers,

It is noteworthy, however, that while the United
States government includes the CPI-Maoist on its
“terror list”, the major political parties of India
distinguish Maoism and terrorism. The Naxalites
are treated as a separate category becausce they do
enjoy popular backing in their core areas, they use
violence mostly against sclected state targets, and
have a definite programme of political and socio-
cconomic transformation. Most importantly, they
are not seen as indiscriminately targeting innocent
civilians in armed attacks and explosions.
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committees have sprung up as an embryonic form of
alternative political structure. In Dandakaranya in
particular, it is claimed that cooperatives, credit
societies, paddy banks, medical clinics, schools,
mutual aid teams and libraries are functioning under
the party’s guidance. Also, the property of landlords
is being redistributed, usurious money-lending has
been banned, and village development committees
formed to undertake irrigation and local road-
building projects. Efforts are also on to diversify and
improve agricultural production, plant fruit trees, rear
fish and improved varieties of cattle. The party also
claims that it has mobilised lakhs of people in the
guerrilla zones in various mass organisations and
village defence groups, and that participation by
tribal women in these activities is notable,

The supplyline

The gains achicved by the erstwhile PWG and MCC
and their successor organisation the CPI-Maoist is
clear for all to see, as arc their successes in comparison
to the earlier Naxalite movement. Nevertheless, the
prevailing impression of the people outside the
guerrilla zones regarding the Maocists remains that
of an armed band indulging in surprise attacks on
the government forces rather than that of a political
entity., At one time, the Maoist mass-based
organisations used to hoeld huge rallics of the rural
poor in the towns of Andhra, Dandakaranya,
Jharkhand and Bihar. These public campaigns have
almost disappeared, except briefly in Andhra last
year, since the state governments began officially
banning or wunofficially disrupting such
mobilisations. The party’s etforts to gain a foothold
in the trade union movement or to build anti-
mmperialist and anti-repression fronts on the national

plane have also come a cropper. In Andhra, |
“rebel cadres should not carry arms when they

repression from the state authorities has set bé'cl_g the

PWG's once vibrant agricultural labour strugglé.and’,

powertul student and cultural movements. In Bihar
and Jharkhand too, most of the Maoists’ large rural
poor associations are unable to function openty. If
one were to look beyond the Maoist core areas to
India at large, however, it is clear that the Indian
working class and employees as well as the farmers
in the plains of rural India have mostly failed to
respond to the Maoist variety of politics.

It is indeed ironic that the Maoists have been
unable to mobilise at a time when industrial workers,
middle class employees and peasantry all over seek
the path of resistance to the ill effects of globalisation,
liberalisation and privatisation. Even though it seems
more widespread than the carlier Naxalite movement,
the Maoists of today seem to be in no position to
launch a powerful country-wide political struggle
on these issues. Neither have they been capable of
waging an effective campaign against the rapid
proliferation of Hindutva ideology in the country.
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It is important to seck the causes of this failure of
mobilisation and inability to keep alive the open
mass organisations by defying the official ban. The
failure seems all the more perplexing becausc the
revival of the Naxalite movement came about when
the new generation leadership rejected Majumdar’s
policy of deing away with mass organisations and
did manage to sct up massive agricultural poor
peasant associations in Andhra, Jharkhand and
Bihar. The student and youth asseciations formed
by them also scrved as breeding ground for fresh
cadres needed for renewing the revolutionary
struggles. With these mass organizations run by the
Maoists having now become inactive, the supply line
of intellectually developed new cadres remains
virtually sealed.

The overall picture that emerges of the CPI-Maoist
is that of a comparatively strong military outfit
enjoying considerable pepular support in :its
strongholds in south, central and eastern India.
However, the party’s political message is hardlv
audible bevond these core arcas, and the Indian state
has been fairly successful in preventing its entry into
the national political arcna. The modern-day
Naxalites have facilitated the implementation of the
government’'s game plan by ignoring the nced for
the step-by-step building of nationwide political
movements.

It is not that the Maoists are unaware of this
challenge. Last vear, the PWG eagerly accepted the
offer for peace talks made by the Andhra Pradesh
state government, if only to secure an epportunity to
openly articulate its views and mobilise the people.
For the purpose, it agreed to hold back weapons as
long as the police did the same. The ceascefire
continued for some time, but the talks eventually
collapsed with the government insisting that the

organise meetings in the villages. Looking back over
last year's ccasefire, the People’s War was indeed
able to organise numerous village meetings and three
large rallies at Warangal, Hyvderabad and Guntur in
July, September and October 2004, 1t was able to
demonstrate its popular support in its areas of
influence. It also held a number of press conferences
and raised the issues of land redistribution, tribal
rights on forest, equal property rights for women, the |
increasing debt burden on the farmers and
retrenchment of workers. These constituted some of
the specific demands the insurgents placed before
the Andhra government.

But the honeymoon between the Maoists and the
Andhra Pradesh authorities was shortlived and
armed confrontation between the police and the CPI-
Maoist has now resumed. On 16 August, the party
and its affiliated mass organisations were once again
banned by the Congress government in the state after
one of the Congress legislators was assassinated a
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day earlier. The CPI-Maoist is now back in its jungle
hideout and the chances of its resurfacing in the
near future are slim. Simuliancously, the open
activities of the Maoists have come almost to a close.

Looking ahead

Where will the CPI-Maoist go from here? From the
party literature and published interviews of the
erstwhile general secretaries of the CPI-ML, PWG
and MCC, it is evident that the leadership is
conscious “that the impact of revolutionary
struggles against imperialist intervention in the
country cannot much be seen”. The party also
admits that given the way the “RS5 gang” is
instigating communalism and provoking riots in
India today, “our response in giving an effective
answer to them has been far less than what the
situation requires”. It also acknowledges that
revisionism (read parliamentary communist partics)
“has a countrywide domination over the trade
unions, a wide influence in the urban areas and
even amongst the peasantry in some parts of the
country”. So, while there is at least an attempt to
recognise the challenges as they exist before the CPT-
Maaoist, there seems to be a reluctance to seek the
reasons behind these shortcomings and their link
to the party’s political-military line. Consequently,
the Maoists, while identifying their deficiencies

have not been able to make the required correction.

Looking deeper, it scems that the crucial Maoist
decision to shift their key force to remote forest
regions of central India in order to build their
‘people’s army’ and establish red basc arcas have
left them with sparse strength to enlist popular
support in either the rural plains or the citics where
the larger population lives. That aside, the Maoist’s
call for an armed revolution to gain land, democracy
and independence apparently has scant appeal
beyond the Maoist’s core constituency of landless
labourers and poorest sections of the peasants in
most backward areas. But then these concepts
remain sacrosanct for the Indian Manists and any
talk of revising them is regarded as blasphemous.

Against such a backdrop, while they may have
responded to the call of the times by merging into
the CPI-Maoist, it appears improbable that India’s
Naxalites will take a tfresh look at their fundamental
line. Nor is it likely that they will agree to scale down
armed activity against the state in order to get a
chance of mobilising people in the plains and towns.
However, nothing short of this kind of popular
mobilisation is needed if the CPI-Maoist wishes to
emerge from its self-imposed exile as a national level
force capable of influencing the country’s politics
and economics in a decisive manner.
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- Interview

Hyper-nationalism

in The Age of Terror

f 9/11 triggered the US-led global ‘war
onterror', 13/12 marked a significant
date inthe political progression of the
Indian state. The attack on the
Parliament Building in New Delhi in
December 2001 was followed by a
diplomatic and military offensive by
the Indian government against what it
termed “Pakistan supported
terrorism”. Domestically, the Dethi
Police nabbed four people suspected
to be involved in planning the attack.
Among those arrested was S A R
Geelant.

A Kashmiri lecturer at a Delhi
University college, Geelani was
accused of conspiring in the attack
on Parliament and was booked under
the draconian Prevention of Terrorism
Act (POTA). The case against him
hinged on what has now been proven
to be no evidence at all - a two-minute
phone conversation with his younger
brother in Kashmir a day alter the
attack. The police claimed Geelani
told his brother that what had happened
in Delhi was necessary. Careful
transcription of the conversation by
leading activists later revealed that
there was no reference to the
Parliament attack in the conversation,
and words attributed to Geelfani did

not exist in the recording. Geelani was
also charged with knowing two of the
other co-accused. With all three hailing
from the same district in Kashmir and
residing in the same area in Delhi, it
was not surprising that they knew each
other socially ~ something that Geelani
never denied.

Despite the weakness of the
government’'s case, Geelani was
awarded the death sentence by a special
POTA court a year later. A propaganda
and misinformation exercise was
conducted by the authorities, ably
assisted by sections of the media, to
defame Geelani. In response, lawyers,
activists, academics, writers, journalists
and students started a campaign to
support the beleaguered lecturer. The
All India Committee for the Defence of S
A R Geelani was headed by eminent
scholar Rajni Kothari and included
author Arundhati Roy, Geelani's lawyer
Nandita Haksar and other well-known
public figures.

The POTA court's judgement was
turned down by the Delhi High Court
(HC), which acquitted Geelani. But his
troubles were far from aver. In February
this year, Geelani was shot outside his
lawyer's house and was lucky to
survive, He is convinced that it was the

Special Cell of Delhi Police,
responsible for his arrest, which tried
to get him killed. Meanwhile, the
govemment appealed to the Supreme
Court (SC), which on 4 August 2005,
upheld the acquittal of Geelani. But
in their judgement, the justices added,
oddly enough, the words that there
remained “a needle of suspicion”
agains! him. The Delhi Police has
now decided to file a review petition
in the SC against his acquittal. The
sordid, poignant and tragic tale of
Geelani continues.

S A R Geelani is, perhaps,
Southasia's most visible example of
the state Jabeling those who dissent
from the ‘establishment’ discourse as
terrorist. Prior to his recent
tribulations, Geelani had always been
outspoken about human rights
violations and the suppression of
popular aspirations by the Indian state
in Kashmir. This is what seems to
have made him vulnerable to action
by a police seeking short-culs, and a
quick and definitive end to the
investigations on the Parliament
attack, The Geelfani case also
provides a glimpse into the power of
the term ‘terrorist’ and the dangers
inherent in its use.

5 A R Geelani spoke to Prashant Jha about being
branded a terrorist, his experience with the Indian
state, the politics of violence, the meaning of terror,
and the Kashmir quagmire.

About his personal and political background, and
whether his ethnic identity and views on Kashmir
made it easier to label him a ‘terrorist’,

P am from Baramulla in Jammu and Kashmir and
studied in Lucknow and Delhi. The campaign
against me definitely stemmed from who [ am - a
Kashmiri Muslim teaching Arabic at Zakir Hussain
College, often wrongly assumed to be a Muslim
college. The fact that | had been consistently speaking
up against atrocities by Indian security forces in
Kashmir madc me an even easier target. The
authorities, in the aftermath of the Parliament attack,
were looking for someone to pin the blame on. T fitted
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in perfectly with the stereotype of the ‘Tslamic
terrorist’.

Based on his experience, on how the state treats
those it deems terrorists and anti-nationals.

The manner in which | was arrested is revealing in
itself. 14 December 2001 was the last Friday ot
Ramadan and | was on a public bus on my way to
offer prayers when some police officers in plain
clothes intercepted the bus. They asked me to come
with them and shoved me into a car parked outside.
I was not given the reason for my arrest and was
slapped and abused. Despite repeated requests, they
did not let me pray. They took me to a private place
and asked me to sign a confession admitting guilt
for the Parliament attack. | refused and was tortured
brutally. 1 was stripped, beaten up and hanged
upside down for hours at a stretch. The police then

Sep-Oct 2005 | Himal Southasian









drought and floods. Clear signs of Afghanistan’s
bitter history are visible everywhere. War widows
beg on the streets; children without limbs drag
themselves from car to car; young girls are sold to
pay off debts incurred in a drug run; poppy growers,
with their fields destroyed, have no means of
emplovment; old men pull carts, piled high with
lumber; voung fighters, their guns taken away, are
now at a loss never having known any other way of
life. There is also rage and hatred, against cther ethnic
groups, against the foreign aid worker who carns
more in a day than most will sce in a month,

The socio-economic indicators present a dismal
picture. The country ranks 173 on the Human
Development Index, far below neighbouring
countries — Pakistan {142), Tajikistan (116),
Uzbekistan (107), Iran (101} and Turkmenistan (86).
The literacy rate is 28.7 percent and nearly one out of
two Afghans will not survive to the age of 40. The
infant moertality rate is 115 {per thousand) and that
of children under tive years, 172. The maternal
mortality ratio per 100,000 live births is 1,600.

Yet, talk to ordinary Afghans and their spirit is
indomitable, Unlike the victim syndrome in many
post-conflict areas, Afghans blame themselves for
their own fate, hoping that time will give them a
chance to make a better life and country. it is these
citizens who will exercise their right to franchise in
less than a moenth wishing for a peaceful, democratic
state at long last.

The security dilemma

For the international communitv charged with
cenducting the polls, the elections are a major step in
the road to transfer of power and giving rights back
to the people. However, there are critics who believe
the process should have been delaved until the
country was better prepared for it. They are
apprehensive that the clections may end up
legitimising the illegal centers of power that exist all
over the provinces and enshrining the bad precedents,
such as the absence of voter lists and adequate means
of vetting candidates. But the biggest worry is the
iack of a relatively secure atmosphere needed for free
and fair polling. As an independent observer of the
electoral process observes, “It is important to do it
right the first time around.” Cutting corners and
making compromises harm the credibility of
elections, and it will be difficult to change the norm,
he says. Skeptics argue that the rush to complete the
polls is merely to arrive at a benchmark international
powers have set for themselves, rather than based on
an assessment of the needs arising from the changing
situation on the ground.

Nearly four years after the fal of the Taliban, the
installation of the transitional government of Hamid
Karzai and the deployment of international presence
in the country (troops, UN agencies and innumerable

Himal Southasian | Sep-Oct 2005

ngoes), the institutions of the Afghan state are yet to
take firm root. Rebuilding a country, especially one
where viclence continues to dominate, has been an
arduous process. Unfortunately, the emphasis placed
bv the international community on numbers and
deadlines has often been to the detriment of actual
capacity-building and greater community
participation. This gives the state apparatus an
inordinate power despite its obvious weakness.

An example is the ongoing fight against militancy.
The international military intervention, in the wake
of 9/11, was led by the US Coalition forces in 2001
and the US remains in charge of the command and
control of a multinational force operating against the
“enemies of Atghanistan”. However this
ambiguously defined target has resulted in neglect
of the equally important tasks of peacckeeping in
secured arcas, of ensuring protection against existing
warlords who were equally brutal even if not
identificd as ‘Talibar’, and of ensuring security that
would previde the space for implementing laws and
ensuring justice. As a result, even previously secure
areas have faced a security vacuum which was taken
advantage by a regrouped Taliban and other armed
groups and criminal elements. While the figures are
contested, the country has seen as many as 1000
deaths in the last six months alone. Even though the
Coalition Ferces and the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) publicly claim that the
security situation has improved, this is doubtful.
More independent international observers have
noted that the violence now is the worst they have
seen since 2001.

Col Jim Yonts, spokesman of the Coalition Forces
Command, says, “Security has improved as a result
of cooperation and coordination between the Afghan
security forces, Coalition forces, local leadership and
the Afghan people.” Maintaining that 60 percent of
the weapons’ cache and explosive discoveries are
now taking place through Afghans, Yonts adds the
Afghan National Police and Afghan National Army
forces have increased in number and capacity. There
is no significant terrorist presence or threat in areas
where [SAF is eperating, claims its spokesperson
Major Andy Elmes.

Others are not as sanguine as the two American
men. Spokesperson for the United Nations Assistance
Mission for Afghanistan (UNAMA), Adrian
Edwards, says the security situation this year has
been a matter of concern. The UN Security Council
has expressed concern over the increased attacks by
the Taliban, al-Qaeda and other groups. Secretary
General Koft Annan’s special representative on
Afghanistan told the Council recently that extremists
were fargeting pro-government and international
forces, raising concerns for the forthcoming elections.
Even the new American ambassador to Afghanistan,
who arrived here from a posting in Iraq, expressed
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the international community’s concerns on security
at his maiden press conference in August. Ronald
Neumann was quoted as saying “there is certainly
more violence and there are violent elements trying
to come back.” The ambassador also said, ”I think
this is a situation that will probably be difficult for
some time. But there is a strong international presence
and there is a strong American presence, which is
quite adequate to deal with the violence.”

Survival in this country remains a tenuous
negotiation for citizens, especially outside the urban
areas. Though the UN mandated process of DDR
(disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of
the standing armies of the provincial leaders} is
nearly complete, therc are questions about its
efficacy. After a quarter century of war, there is no
real way to measure the amount of weapons in
Afghanistan and this means that officials have to
rely on the declarations made by the commanders.
Meanwhile, the process of disarming ‘illegal’ armed
groups has just begun. At the time of nominations
for the elections, the candidature of 255 candidates
was challenged on the grounds that they still
possessed arms. They were threatened with
disqualification unless they turned in a specified
amount of weapons. At the time of the final
announcement however, only 17 were barred.
According to the Brussels-based International Crisis
Group (ICG), “many who were provisionally
excluded were let back on the candidate list with
‘undertakings’ of future compliance”.

The commanders of the disarmed groups have not
been marginalized cither. An example is Abdul
Rasheed Dostum, the strongman of the North.
Dostum was appointed chief of staff to the
commander of the armed forces, L.e. President Hamid
Karzai, earlier this year. Though his duties in that
position remain unclear, the appointment came as a
betrayal to many people who had believed in
President Karzai's promise to weed out warlords.
Dostum, by all accounts, ran one of the most brutal
regimes in the northern areas.

A June 2005 report on verification of political
rights, carried out jointly by the Afghan Independent
Human Rights Commission and the UNAMA, says
“the widespread fears, feelings of mistrust and acts
of self-censorship”, that the team found, were based
on past patterns of behavior rather than current
threats or violations. Nonetheless, these attitudes
“could, however, have a significant impact in the
coming months as the electoral competition
intensifies.”

Responding to comments that elections ought to
have been postponeddue to the fragile security
situation, Adrian Edwards of UNAMA says that the
debate between whether there should be rule of law
first or elections first could go on and it would never
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have been possible to have a perfect election. He
argues that that this is as right a time as any other to
hold elections to take people out of an environment
of conflict.

¥oting witheut voter lists

A report on the parliamentary polls prepared by a
leading think tank, the Afghan Research and
Evaluation Unit (AREL), states that the new
Parliament will be “one important means for the
people to have an active voice in government”.
However, it cautions that while the elections are a
golden opportunity, “they also pose a serious threat
to the prospects for democracy if they fail”. A decply
flawed elections would betray the trust of the voting
public, says the report. The AREU alse points out
that the parliamentary/provincial elections are far
more susceptible to fraud, vote buying and
intimidation than the presidential polis held in 2004.
In these elections, AREU savs, the margin of victory
may be quite small, and a few votes stolen here and
there may dramatically alter the delegation that each
province sends to Parliament.

There are enough reasons why that is a real

danger. Apart from direct intimidation and violence,
the hurry to hold elections has also led to the
adoption of short cuts which would not stand
scrutiny elsewhere. For example, there has not been
enough time to either carry out a census or register
voters according to their area of residence. There are
therefore no voter lists which polling staff could use
to cross-check the eligibility of voters lining up to
vote. This is the reason why the Joint Electoral
Management Board (JEMB} says it is printing 40
million ballots, nearly double the estimated number
of voters. The JEMB is the independent clectoral
authority comprising of nine Afghan election
commissioners appointed by President Hamid
Karzai and four internaticnal clectoral experts
designated by UNAMA. At an estimated electorate
of 12 million voting twice (for provincial and
presidential elections) the ballots necded should
have been a little over 24 million. However since no
one knows how many people will choose to turn up
at which polling station, there have to be enough
baliots in cach one just in case.
The bulwark against fraud is supposed to be the
“indelible” ink which will be used to mark the fingers
of the voters, a method in use {and misuse) all over
Southasia. This assumes that security in each and
every polling station cannot be breached and that
there will be no stuffing of ballot boxes, a guarantee
that is difficult to ensure even in the more developed
democracies of the region.

The lack of census data, the ICG points out, has
also meant that there is no accurate estimate in the
allocation of seats to each province. Therefore, the
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numbers that have been arrived at remain highly
disputed. The electoral laws formulated for the
parliamentary polls are also controversial. Though
a large number of parties as well as sections of the
international community counseled for the
proporticnal representation system, the government
proceeded with adopting the single non transferable
vote (SNTV) system. Though this might seem like a
more simple system to adopt, given the nascent nature
of Afghanistan’s democracy, it is actually far more
complicated since each constituency is a multi-seat
constituency. The system does not bode well for
political parties cither. Any party seeking to secure
votes for its multiple candidates from that
constituency will have to calculate exactly how many
voters it should encourage to vote for each candidate,
a difficult science in the best possible circumstances
and impossibility here.

The parties

The reason for the adoption of such an awkward
system is said to be the antipathy of President Hamid
Karzai towards political parties. Nearly four years
into power, Karzai himself has neither joined nor
launched a political party. While supporters of the
president like to claim that he is trying to remain
abuove the fray, critics allege Karzai wants to keep the
political parties weakened since he himself has no
political base of his own. Under the current system,
political parties have no right to use a common
symbol for their party candidates thus preventing
them from effectively building up a ¢ross-country
support base.

One person who certainly thinks the electoral
system has been designed to Karzai's advantage 15
the ‘leader of the opposition” Younis Qanooni. Leader
of the newly formed New Afghanistan party
{Afghanistan ¢ Nawin} and a former member of the
Hezb ¢ Jamiat Islami Afghanistan, Qanooni was a
cabinet minister in the interim and transitional
governments. He feels that “"the government
implemented the SNTV system forcibly because it
does not have a base”. A leader of the former Northern
Alliance who challenged Karzai in the presidential
elections, Qanooni says the JEMB is not independent
and that the current system provides ample
opportunities for fraud and cheating during the
polls.

On the other hand, Qanconi fully supports holding
the elections, claiming that it is the only mechanism
against a government that “is the biggest threat to
the country today.” Stressing the importance of
Parliament, he says the upcoming legislation must
seek to introduce fundamental reforms for the benefit
of people. “Policies will need to be updated, the
Constitution changed, the cabinet reconstituted and
foreign aid will have to become morc transparent.
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The balance of power will have to shift from the
presidency to the parliament.”

It is this relationship between the presidency and
the legislature that has been a matter of concern in
some quarters. Under the Constitution, both houses
of partiament will have the authority to pass, amend
and review all laws. If the president disagrees he
can ask them to reconsider, but the final binding
authority rests with the Wolesi Jirga or lower house.
The Wolesi Jirga can also approve or reject
government proposals to obtain or grant loans, make
decisions on the annual budget and state funded
development programmes, sct up commissions to
investigate actions of the government and approve
or reject individuals appointed by the president to
government positions.

In the absence of a cohesive system of political
parties, usually the source of organized support and
opposition to the government, the search for a
balance of power vis-a-vis the Afghan presidency
is likely to be fairly chaotic. In the absence of a
political party from which he can derive his
authority, Karzai will have to not just persuade every
political grouping in Parliament, but also every
individual member to see things his way. This would
considerably erode the authority of the government
and may force him to compromise on key political
issucs against his better judgement.

A key issue on which Qanooni disagrees with
the Karzai government is what he says are the latter’s
efforts to bring Taliban leaders into the fold. This,
he believes, is leading to increasing instability and
insecurity in the country. “How can we bring the
ideology of the Taliban and the government
together? The Taliban believe the country is under
occupation, they believe the current government is
un-Islamic, they don’t believe in women’s rights,
education. How can they be in government?”
Qanooni claims that the only reason for the
overtures to the Taliban was Karzai's attempt to
marginalise the former mujahideen leaders, who he
sees as competition.

Though Qanoconi does not mention the Northern
Alliance, claiming his constituency cuts across all
ethnic communities and power groups, it is clear
that in the last two vears, Karzai has effectively
marginalised most of the leaders of the Northern
Alliance, even while making overtures to other
warlords and some of the more radical mujahideen
leaders. The P"anjshiris, who take their name from
their military stronghold, the Panjshir valley in the
Shomali belt north of Kabul, were the major anti-
Taliban force at the time of the US operations against
the Taliban. Though this strength allowed them to
occupy key ministries in the immediate aftermath
of the US invasion, most of them were later removed,
leaving only the well-known public face of
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for our men and women, and all forms of
discrimination related to gender, origin or education
should be eliminated. Indeed, it is time that we
learned to treat our women with respect. Similarly,
those with Western education and others trained in
the Islamic tradition must see value in each other’s
backgrounds.

“Health for all” means availability of preventive
and curative care in every community of the atoll. A
healthy environment that minimises respiratory and
viral infections is necessary to reduce morbidity.
Childhood mortality is low in Maldives but physical
and mental growth is hampered due to poor
nutrition. Basic hospital care is a right of every citizen,
despite the relative isolation of some islands. Young
people must be supported to safeguard their mental
and physical health, and there must be nationwide
campaigns against substance use, drug trafficking.
There must be rehabilitation for drug users.

Most Maldivian communities do not have access
to clean drinking water and sanitation, and public
poliey must fulfill this lack, as well as that of
electricity. While it is true that availability of public
utilities is linked to population concentration, we
must be conscious of ecological sustainability when
we go about establishing population centers. Indeed,
the development model of Male — with associated
devastation of groundwatcr, vegetation and
shoreline — should not be the only one available to
the rest of the islands. The sea level rise projected in
the coming years will adversely affect our islands,
and so natural defences such as healthy reefs and
shoreline vegetation must be preserved even while
we seek technological reinforcements and counter-
measures are adopted.

The administration of justice in Maldives has been
extremely politicised. During the last 20, vears there
have been several calls for the separation of judiciary
from the executive branch of the government. Some
have used [slam as an excuse to prevent such reform,
forgetting that the very essence of [slam is justice and
freedom. The head of state in a modern [slamic state
should not be the administrator of justice; instead he
should be the guarantor of an independent and
capable judicial system. We must strengthen the
capacities and independence of our judges, affiliated
staff, at the same time strengthening the legal
profession even as we improve the legal and
constitutional provisions that govern us all.

There is an unacceptably high degree of
criminality in the country, much of it linked to the
drug culture. Male and Addu Atoll in particular have
become increasingly unsafe places to live because of
rising  criminality.  Community  policing,
neighborhood-watch and closer relationship
between the communities and the police can
substantially reduce the crime rate, There is no doubt
that the police are well equipped, but they have to be
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trained to use more people-friendly ways of dealing
with probiems. The police of the Maldives must
channel its encrgy towards reducing criminality and
protecting the public rather than protecting the ruling
clite.

As we embark on a new chapter of constitutional
and political change, the people will inevitably have
to play a more active role, and everyone has
something to learn. We must grow out of our
propensity- for the blame game. A minimum level of
trust and good faith is necessary for the government
and the opposition to function effectively. Like it or
not, our fates are interlinked with the future of peace
in Maldives. In the end, much will depend on how
the newly active political parties can work with each
other. It is my hope that those in government and
those in opposition can find common ground to work
together, based on mutual respect and goodwill. Let
us pray that we will have the wisdom and the
courage to be mutually compassionate, to be able to
put the people’s interest ahead of personal interests.
There has been too much injustice and too much hurt
till now, and we must understand that a colision
course witl benefit no one. Only a path of healing,
reconciliation and selflessness can lead to peace and
prosperity.

&

Roundtable
Conference on
. Southasian
."~ Publishing

Wlay JU06 Hathaanidy

Himal is hosting a Roundtable Conference an Southasian
Publishing in Kathmandu n April 2006. The two and a half-
day event will be attended by senior Scuthasian English
language publishers, educalors, social scientists, policy
makers, journalists and representatives of internationat and
regional organisations with an interest in what Southastans
read.

The event is being organised with the understanding that
Southasta's reading culture and publishing industry have
not expanded in consonance with the dramatic rise in
English language literacy in the region nor with the rapid
consumerisation of the market. The conference will take
place over two and a half days and will discuss themes as
diverse as the changing priorities of large publishing houses,
the paradox of expanding markets and declining print runs,
Southasian markets for Southasian writing in English, country
profiles of publishers and publics, the cross-border availability
of tities, and the organisational economics of large and small
publishers.

For more information, write to: editorial@himalmag.com
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-Anclysis

by | Kanak Mani Dixit

Kaltin aphnai bhnomarima
Aphai paryau ki,

“Have you got pulled into a vortex of your own
making?” asks the opening lines of a song by the
music maestro Amber Gurung. The words fit the
present-day context of Nepal perfectly, where a king
very new to the throne, with the arrogance that is the
hallmark of the impenetrable, is engaged in the
relentless pursuit of dismantling his dynasty. But
does he even know it?

The citizens at large did not want it this way.
In protessionally conducted public opinion
surveys, they had stated their preference tor a
constitutional monarchy. But the stock of the Shah
dynasty took a beating when King Gyanendra started
appointing prime ministers by himsclf in October
2002. The public’s regard for the king plummeted
when on 1 February, in a
military-backed coup, he
ripped apart the 1990
Constitution and became
‘chairman’ of the government,
a position it does not sanction.
The king had in essence
become prime minister, but
you would not know it - he
maintains the bearing of an
aloof monarch even as the
cconomy slumps, public
services break down, and
development grinds to a halt.

Faith in tantric practice,
animal sacrifice, a willingness
to have army brigadier
generals tie his shoelaces in public (or provide Scotch
on their knees), all point to a royal attitude that is
pre-feudal and bevond the reach of logic. Extremely
engaging in conversation, but unwilling to take the
sage advice of those who have spent a lifetime in
statecraft in comparison to his own four vears, King
Gvanendra has exasperated personages as diverse
as key ambassadors in Kathmandu, the UN Human
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Rights Commissiener Louise Arbour, former LS
Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle, and the
Special Envoy of UN Secretary GCeneral, Lakhdar
Brahimi. Not to mention Indian Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh.

King Gyanendra’s regime has become an
international pariah, though the country as a whole
will hopefully survive that fate. His global isolation
is so complete that he has had to cancel his
scheduled departure this week tor New York to
attend the UN General Assembly and World
Summit. The reason: the unwillingness of world
leaders to give the king the time of day, let alone
appointments and photo-ops. The isolation within
the country is also nearl_v complete, with cven
businessmen who sang
hosannahs to the roval
takeover preparing Lo
abandon the sinking royal
vacht. There is no trust in
this regime among the
beleaguered Nepali public,
and little hope that it will
deliver the desperate peace.
Meanwhile, the regime has
painted itselt into a corner
so  tight  that  King
Gvanendra could not even
bring himself to issue a
cautious welcome to the
unilateral ceascfire
announced bv the
Maobaadi on 3 September, That would have been
the way of a democratic leader.

VERISRAA'G

Royal honorific

For someone who has dismissed prime ministers
for being ‘asaksiyant” (incapable), over seven months
King Gyanendra showed that he neither knows
how to lead a nation nor run a government
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administration. The political leaders, public targets
of royal scom, now shine in comparison. The ship
of state today is adrift and the rudder shaft broken,
but the incumbent on the Serpent Throne scems
willing to man the helm just the same. Nepal is today
a skeletal frame of the already emaciated form that
the king grabbed seven months ago. If anything
more was required to weaken the state after the
Maobaadi were done with it, then King Gyanendra
has managed it.

Speaking of statecraft, the king’s choice of

colleagues in his cabinet (including an ex-convict)

is so ludicrous it does not even deserve reference.
The recent appointment of a royalist opportunist to
the post of chief secretary of government over the
head of capable claimants splatters no one but the
chairman himself. Meanwhile, the gentleman the
palace is grooming to be commander-in-chief of the
army is given to writing right-wing polemic in
Kathmandu’s English dailies under the nom-de-
plume “Ajay I Nath’. The writings of Mr. ‘Nath’
fairly drip with leathing for the political parties and
human rights activists, among others, and have the
thoughtful among the army officers reeling in silent
despair as to what the future holds for their force.

How far the royal stock has fallen among the
public in just a few months can be observed in the
Nepali language mass media’s abandonment of the
roval honorific and associated verbs and nouns.
Jartoons in the dailies and magazines lampoon the
~ing, even as stand-up comedians ridicule him in
public as they would a politician. When the king,
on a barn-storming trip across western Nepal,
ordered that all regional headquarters of
government offices be moved to a particular place
within so many davs, civil servants willing to be
quoted by name challenged the royal command. In
the end it is one man who has brought the Nepali
monarchy to such a pass, for wanting more power
than the constitutional provisions and propriety
allowed. As a result, he is about to lose it all.

This writer made the point some vears ago that,
contrary to the claim of erstwhile Panchayat era
propaganda and assorted royalists, “Nepal is robust
enough a country to carry on without a king.”
Kingship was not necessary as the much-
ballyhooed ‘glue’ for a diverse nation. On the other
hand, it would have been “monumental folly” to
get rid of an institution that provided Nepali citizens
with historical continuity like in no other Southasian
country, which could serve the public in the cultural,
development and tourism arena. That was written
at a time when there was still the hope that the
kingship would evolve constitutionally, in letter and
in spirit. But the incumbent king has showed himself
temperamentally unwilling to be constitutional,
ceremonial or rubber stamp, which is what he would
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have to be if citizens were to allow him to hold the
crown.

And therein lies the rub. The king has made a
blunder and vet he carries on. The political parties
have been late in rising to the occasion to save the
hallowed middle ground, unable to come to the
rescue of demacracy seven long months after the
royal takcover. As a result, the political ground has
shifted, and the discourse is now neatly divided
into three strands and three terms. Prajatantra is the
handed-down term for democracy, which King
Gyanendra preters because he can define it to his
purposc. lokiantra is the word for democracy
rapidly gaining currency, meaning a true pecple’s
democracy with or without a king. And lastly,
ganataitra, a republic in which kingship is banished
forever. Canatanira is all the rage in the Kathmandu
streets today, and the pathway is said to be through
a constituent assembly. This is also the demand of
the Maobaadi, except thev sav so with gun in hand.

This is the rock and a hard place between which
the people of Nepal find themselves today. The
king's personality indicates that he would be a
meddlesome canker even if shorn of all power in
his position. On the other hand, the Macobaadi
giving the siren call from the jungle are battle-
hardened believers in armed revolution, which the
people are not. An carthshaking people’s movement
required to force King Gyanendra to backtrack and
for the political partics to take the initiative in
reviving the third parliament and in building
rapproachment with the rebels has not happenecd.
The initiative has therefore gone to the Maobaadi,
who announced their unilateral ceasefire on 3
September. A skeptical but hopeful people await
evidence that the rebel leadership has come to its
senses. “Do not trust them, but do test them,” seems
to be tho public’s attitude. With King Gyanendra
haughtily looking the other way, there should be
no surprise that the political parties are talking to
the Maobaadi. Whether this tentative encounter
will make good will depend very much on whether
the rebels can convince the partics through action
on the ground that they are now, at long last, for
peace and open politics. If they can manage that,
this king will be on the outside, looking in.

While we wait, the surface is calm in Kathmandu.
The countryside is in shambles and the state
superstructure is rotten within. King Gyanendra's
scofflaw monarchy, crown and all, pushes the
country towards the abyss of anarchy. He got it
wrong, and now the initiative is largely gone from
his hands. Meanwhile, the tallest spire of the
Narayanhiti Royal Palace in downtown
Kathmandu suddenly sports a powerful strobe
light — or beacon perhaps — that goes blip-blip in,
the darkness. ?
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This is what is happening today, even within the so-
catled extreme left. Unfortunately this trend is
buttressed by the habit of denigrating critical thought
to a level inferior to so-called “activism’. A further
complication is that nationalist ideology and
capitalist media have perverted the concept of truth.
In the first case, God or Truth (sometimes named
History) is always with Us, In the second case, truth
is substituted by credibility. This is demonstrated by
the phenomenon of advertising. The truth-content of
a message 1s of no importance, what matters is
whether it is credible or incredible. This is why the
concept of ‘image’ dominates modern political
vocabulary, despite the obvious distinction between
‘mage’ and ‘reality’. The war of images goes on in
e political realm as well, and affects the question
‘terror. As they say, one man’s terrorist is another’s
-~cedom fighter. We owe it to ourselves and the
soming generations to pierce the imagery and arrive
at a well-considered understanding of terror and

V-2l violence.

The dogmatism surrounding political theory in
india has reduced radical politics to a moeribund
condition. The Leninist concept of “the outside” and
the Stalinist convention that “the party is always
right” imply an authoritarian notion of truth. The
comrades’ habit of claiming possession of Absolute
Truth (Party Line = Param Satya) is similar to the
religious belief in divine revelation {(ihaqm). Such
approaches to knowledge are shared by
organisations as far apart as the Vatican (with its
notion of papal infallibility), the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh, the Taliban (and its variants},
and various Leninist groups and parties. This
attitude is an important causative factor for the
fractious nature of Southasian leftism. An absolutist
mentality finds ambivalence intolerable. Faced with
historical complexity, it finds refuge in black and
white ideas about the social universe. The resulting
theoretical vacuum has left questions such as the
value of democracy and the nature of violence to be
trcated as ‘tactical” matters rather than as aspects of
social relations. The political ideologies dominant
in our time attach a pragmatic or positive value to
violence and to the Nation. The word ‘foreign’ is too
easily used as a term of abuse. Many radical political
currents treat democracy as something to be used
rather than preserved. Where it is yet to be achieved,
its protagonists preach but do not practice
democracy within the movement — they believe
authoritarian methods can achieve democratic goals.

Such issues need to be addressed. Unfortunately,
it has become a habit among radical activists and
mntellectuals to attribute base motives to those who
criticise established doctrine. Polemic is what passes
for debate and discussion in the Indian socialist
tradition. (polemos in Greek means strife). Our mode
of debate is often coloured by personal remarks,

Himal Southasian | Sep-Oct 2005

sarcasm and pointless rhetoric. Indecd, there will be
moments when nasty verbal contests become
unavoidable, but the replacement of alt political
conversation by polemic is symptomatic of an
authoritarian attitude to ideas. Polemic reinforces
factionalism, causes useless distraction and is a
waste of time. It also signifies mental laziness, Instead
of a careful and rigorous consideration and/or
refutation of critical ideas, we prefer to dismiss them
with contempt. Tirm adherence to dogma may be
psycholagically comfortable, but it can only ensure
political marginalisatien.

The word “terror’ is used te distinguish between
forms of violence. In commaonplace conversation, it
conveys the meaning of something other than war,
mass resistance, police action, and so on. Closer
attention will reveal that political terror is a
manifestation of militarism in the domain of civil
society — whether expressed by left or right-wing
terrorists. Actually the very norms by which we
define Left and Right need re-definition. Right-wing
neo-liberals often talk of the need for far-reaching
economic and political reform, whercas leftists seem
te be taking a conservative position. Multinational
corporations advocate a capitalist version of
internationalism, wherecas leftists appear to have
become nationalists, paying lip-service to
international working-class solidarity. Rightists
fabricate history one way, leftists do it another way.
Nobody can say whether the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’
carry any definitional meaning for ethnic identity
movements — support for or opposition to Lankan
Tamil, Kurdish, Baloch, Kashmiri, Naga or Tibetan
self-determination depends upon political
convenience or pure whim rather than consistent
principle. When it comes to positions regarding war,
militarism, nuclearism, violence, patriarchy,
democratic freedoms, human rights or ecological
degradation, it is difficuit to discern a systematic
difference between left and right. The Communist
Party of China has become {effectively) the Capitalist
Party of China. It supported Yahya Khan in 1971,
and even launched a war against Vietnam in 1975.
As Orwell once said, there is no enormity that we
condemn in the conduct of our enemies that we
would not commit ourselves. Is there a way out of
this labyrinth? There 1s, but only if we embark once
maore upoen fearless critique.

Left-wing terrorists, including certain left-
nationalists and communists, display a sclf-
conscious attempt to convert social democratic
protest and struggle into a form of warfare ('social
democracy’ is used here in its broadest and pristine
meaning, as the original name of the socialist
movement). The capitulation of Europe’s major social
democratic parties to war hysteria and patriotism in
August 1914 was arguably the greatest political
disaster in the history of international socialism. It
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is a complex and tragic tale, but the nature of
twentieth century communism was unalterably
coloured by warfare and the warrior cult. In fact, the
century gone by has been the bloodiest period in the
life of humanity. One result has been the appearance
of Bonapartism, the domination of the communist
movement by men of military stature - warlords like
Stalin and Mao. Another was the c¢rosion of any
respect for human life - mass slaughter came to be
accepted as the natural price to pay for “victory”.

This mixture of socialism, nationalism and
militarism has produced many political hyvbrids.
Subhas Chandra Bose was one of them. In India
today, it is not a good idea to criticise Subhas, a
popular icon for many leftists, even though he allied
himself with Hitler's imperial war aims and
bemoaned the defeat of the Axis. Although it takes
off from a conscrvative standpoint, fascism, too, is
one of these hybrids - and religion-based
communalism is Southasia’s brand of fascism. In
summary definition, communal politics are projects
for the militarisation of civil society. The ultra-left
programme of ‘people’s war’ feeds upon the same
mentality. The utilitarian morality expressed by the
phrase “the end justifics the means” has cast its effect
on Left and Right alike. Quite apart from the matter
of political ethics, it is remarkable that the Maoist
world-view finds ‘people’s war’ as relevant in India
as it does in Nepal, despite the obvious differences
in the constitutions of the two countries.

Among some comrades, it would appear that
strategies are decided upon first, and doctrinal
justifications invented later. It is also significant that,
on the whole, the ultra-left and the ultra-right avoid
confrontation with one another. Thus, in its
declaration of October 2004, the newly formed
Communist Party of India (Maoist) stated that armed
struggle would “remain the highest and main form
of struggle and the army the main form of
organisation of this revolution”. The main purpose
of mass organisations would be “to serve the war”.
The declaration makes a passing reference to “Hindu
fascist forces”, but makes it clear that it would keep
“the edge of the people’s struggles directed against
the new Congress rulers in Delht along with the CPl/
CPM and their imperialist chieftains”. On 15 August,
the CPi-Maoist {allegedly} carried out an armed
action in Andhra Pradesh, gunning down an MLA,
his son, driver, some local Congress activists and a
municipal employec. The ideology that can cast such
ordinary pecple for the role of “class encmies”,
deserving extra-judicial execution, reflects a
mentality closer to fascism rather than socialism,
These ‘revolutionaries” have not even publicly
challenged the mass murderers responsible for
pogroms in India during 1984 (Delhi) and 2002
(Gujarat), let alone call them to account. Yet they
constantly direct scornful polemic at all kinds of
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moderate democratic politics. Apparently radical
rhetoric establishes one’s commitment to the public
good; and proposing vielent solutions provides proof
of one's admirable character.

A callous disregard for human life is apparent
among ‘revolutionary’ groups in Southasia. In
August 2004, 13 people were killed (including nine
children} and 20 injured due to a bomb planted by
the United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) at an
Independence Day function in upper Assam. [n June
2005, 40 or more bus passengers, mostly peasants
and working people, were kilied in an ambush set
off by Maoists in the Chitwan district of Nepat. The
ULFA call themselves Marxists, as do the Nepali
comrades. Marxist revolutionaries perceive
themselves as guardians of human rights, democracy
and justice. We need to ask them - what is the ground
for your claim to represent the poor? Who gave you
the authority to be judge and executioner and kill
people witheut even the pretence of a consensual
procedure to decide puilt and award punishment?
Why do you complain abeut extra-judicial killings
by the state when you have no qualms about carrying
out such killings yourselves? [s there any human
rights body that the victims of vour cruelty {or vour
bloody ‘mistakes’) could appreach for justice? Why
do you talk about the “murder of democracy” {this is
how the Indian Maoist party described the ban
imposed upon it after their ‘action” on August 15)
when you have no respect for the lives of children
and poor people, let alone for democratic values and
norms?

With honourable exceptions, human rights
activists remain silent or defensive about atrocities
committed by proponents of revolution and self-
determination. This strengthens the impression
among the general public that ‘preferred” victims
qualify as human beings, but if they happen to belong
to the wrong caste or religi()n or professi()n, or simp]y
be in the wrong place at the wrong time, their lives
are dispensable. Sensitive observers the world over
have rightly protested the atrocious principle of
‘collateral damage” invoked by the Pentagon when
its soldiers and pilots kill people they say were not
targeted. It is equally infuriating when successive
US presidents talk about “American lives” as if Arabs
and Rwandans and Vietnamese belonged to an
insect species. But is it not apparent that
revolutionaries of various kinds function with their
own version of ‘collateral damage’? And what of
situations where civilians are deliberately targeted?
World War Il abolished the distinction between
combatants and civilians. We, who dreamt of a better
life for humanity, have descended to the point where
the deliberate slaughter of bystanders and bus
passengers by ‘our’ side barely causes us to raise an
evebrow. Even to point to this selective and self-
righteous morality causes intense irritation among
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Reflection -

Fixing ditference

%ow, in the end. all Bsians in ene Beitish school end ap as Wahesd,

by | Moyukh Chatterjee

All memories are like infatuations, placed in the past but
remembered in the future. [ too remember, in order to
try to understand the present, the summer of 1994 in
Birmingham. I was in sixth grade at George Dixon Juniors
and Infants, a neighbourhood government school, a five-
minute hike from 45 Ridgeway Road, which was home,
~ Not keen to lead a solitary student life, my father had
brought his family over to live with him while he
completed his M Phil at Birmingham University. For that
one year, 1 tasted Britain's magic potion of
multiculturalism, the ideology of fixing difference - the
same potion that is now under severe scrutiny. The
ondon bombings and the questions they raise create
the opportunity for Britons to ask themselves the question
- "How doces it feel to not be British in Britain?”

My school was a microcosm of the street on which [
lived, a multitude of colours packed into a single class:
hefty Sikh bovs with anglicised Punjabi names like Gurdy;
-~¢ rude rich white boy Sam; the athletic and irreverent
black boys like Dwain, twice my height but impressed
with my high scores in English; and a tomboyish Indian
oirl who played the violin and stood first in class. Yet
there was only one Paki — not even a stable word but a
<ound, a phoneme so deeply coded it can’t be inscribed.
To understand the slangish twang and the racist sneer
with which it's spat out, one must hear it.

[t was the short boy with a perpetual cold, Waheed,
who represented what | dreaded most in my new school
— the position of being the eternal outsider. | never
understood what made him a Paki - his relative poverty
i shared, his grades weren't the lowest in class, he wasn't
the shortest in class, and even his vocabulary was
respectably rich in the choicest abuses. It was most
peculiar that even though half my class was Asian, the
Indians seemed most racist. The changes brought about
in me by this so-called ‘multicultural atmosphere’
horrified me. As | was absorbed into the rhythm of my
school (after getting beaten up a few times and learning
the crucial expletives in circulation then} | picked up the
street accent and a mean streak that seemed to be the
naticral instinet in all my classmates.

But this cvcle of vielence and racism did not end with
my tentative absorption into the class etbic. The
tremulous compromise brokered with my own sense
of identity, which had transformed from “difference’ to
‘mimicry’, was unsettled with the arrival of another Indian
student whe represented to me all that | had left behind
and unlearnt in the past year. The viciousness with which
we attacked her — the Asians leading from the front -
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reveals to me, the inability of my teachers to impart to
us immigrant youngsters an understanding of the
historical production of the diversity of British identities.
Our location in this universe of fish-n-chips and the
Sunday paper would not reconcile with the ‘bloody-
Pakis’ we all were. And when we targeted any of us, we
hated our own selves. We were all Waheed.

The post-7/7 discourse on immigrants and their
relative failure to integrate with British mainstream
culture must recognise the importance of schools in
giving immigrants from culturally diverse backgrounds
a ‘context’ — a polyphonic multicultural story of
nationhood and inclusive nationalism - that goes beyond
surface markers of integration into the mainstream and
creates a sense of belonging. The future of identity in
multicultural contexts like Britain’s needn’t be restricted
to broad political decisions on models of integration or
initiating legislation against hate speech only, because
it is the smaller everyday aspects of racism that are the
most difficult to root out. We must ask ourselves: what
is the experience of being Pakistani 1n Bradford or
Birmingham? The second and third generation
immigrants are probably already asking themseives this
question. The more important issue, however, is whether
the debate will feed on the current Islamophobia and
restrict itself to Pakistanis or whether it will transcend
the sensational and the immediate to ask fundamental
questions about the relationship between immigrants
and native ‘Britons’ in specific conlexts,

] have deliberately omitted from this discussion the
role of external factors such as foreign policy, and
avoided a eritique of religious conservatism and
interpretation within immigrant population to let my
memories of Birmingham decide the course of my
argument. However, it cannot be stressed enough that
the ramifications of the current debate and the terms of
its discourse — whether conducted as veiled xenophobia
or within an enlightened mode that emphasises the
pleasures of multiculturalism - will surely touch the
lives of all immigrants, regardless of geography
and cthnicity. In this regard, the debate has the power
to shape the experience of mutticulturalism for evervone
in Britain. So instead of bemoaning the failure
of multicutturalism in making British citizens out of
non-British communities, maybe there was never enough
of it in circulation in the schools, on the strects
and in the playground — because jt exiled its own
children, like Waheed. For what reasons, I have yet

3

to find out. A

41







in Seuthasia marches to the dictates of material
censumption; these spirits of creative enquiry,
empathy for represcntational politics, and
fearlessness against corruption are conspicuous by
their absence. These values too should have
transferred, had the process of globalisation been
truly empowering,. Instead, the world of celluloid and
media have taken over almost the entire space for the
growth of mass culture.

When one comes right down to it, globalisation as
it is being peddled in our region seems to be fixated
on the production, marketing and consumption of a
variety of entertainment related products. Now, in
the supermarket of electrenic entertainment, there is
something on offer around-the-clock: sports,
cartoons, looks into your future from astro-palmists,
wrestling by Qccidental hunks, provocative fashion
shows by Western Eurepean ‘beauties’, and much,
much more. Even when one wants to idle away some
time by flicking on the television, the entertainmoent
supermarket will not leave you alone. It always has
something to sell, and the choice is deliriously wide.

At a far end of this variety is content supposedly
meant for adult entertainment — either implicit or
explicit porn products. In the era of globalisation, the
glabal entertainment market has found an enormous
potential in pornography; bared flesh remains the
simghe Tost lucratdve secior of Internet tommerce.
Meanwhile, our media is busily projecting the
consumption of porn products as an essential
indicator of a developed culture. As culture

commentator Nikhat Kaxzmi writes in Thie Times of

India, it is “easy to understand why India is having a
porn revolution now. It is just catching up with the
waorld in its obscssion with all things triple X. New
porn videos, new porn MMS clips and new porn
[nternet films of Indian celebs should not be a cause
for alarm. Because even as India is doing it now, the
rest of the world has been there, done that vears ago.”

Thanks to such open support trom the media, the
market share of porn products has grown by leaps
and bounds over the past few vears. With the
evaporation of the stigma on bem;_, a consumer of
steaze, the production and sale of this group of
products is growing exponentially. Technology has
helped tremendously by increasing access to such
products. Thanks to MMS, it is now available even
on the screen of one’s mobile phone. The more open
segments of the media, like newspapers, are then used
to publish below-the-radar announcements for porn
products — by reporting sensational ‘news items’ on
the ‘involvement” of well-known actors (or their look-
alikes) in the making of porn films and products. We
are then expected to accept trends allowing open
media references to porn products as another
‘inevitable’” aspect of globalisation.

Until recently, the porn industry which used the
most modern means of media had largelv been based
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in the industrialised countries. Says one report, “In
the US, porn is a legalised industry where the
backstrect sex shops and dirty old men in macs have
been replaced by hi-tech studios which churn out
almost 11,000 titles every vear.” In tune with this
rapidly spreading monoculture of globalisation in
India, the organisational framework for the
production, marketing and consumption of a variety
of pern products has changed. Today, we have gone
from smail scale production to the present stage of
high-technology-based manufacture aimed at the
global market.

It is said that the size of the online porn industry is
at least USD 57 billion. As reported in The Times of
fndia, 12 percent of all websites are pornographic in

nature. The largest number of India’s Internct porn
consumerts is 12-17 vears old — which makes sense,
for one can begin to access such material as soon as
one knows how to operate a computer mouse.
According to gender, 20 per cent of men and 13 per
cent of women who use a computer at work are said
to be viewing pornography on the Net,

Inevitahility of it all

The attraction of Indian males (and doubtless some
females) towards voyeuristic escapades s
established whenever a hard-core porn film featuring
a Mexican wonman tamed Loly (who sesembles the
Indian cine star Mallika Sherawat) makes waves
through MMS in India. There is always a dramatic
increase in the service load when a particular MMS
clip involving celebrity look-alikes are placed on the
Net. While of course Western-sourced pornography
has alwavs been available in Southasia, 1t is the
volume of trade and the broader class spectrum
catered to today that is remarkable.

The porn industry is more or less a product of the
overall industrial cconomy, and modern information
technology has provided cheap and effective avenucs
for its marketing and distribution. Whether we like it
or not, the size of the porn economy in India is
growing and we are becoming increasinglv supine
in front ot the porno socicty, even tiny tots are not
immune from the solicitations. There are versions of
computer games where playvers can enter into
alleyways to pick up girls and have “interactive’ sex
with them by tapping at the keyboard.

The way things arc going, India is bound not just
to remain a consumer of Western-produced
pornography — it is also well on its way to being a
major producer. Before long, porn products from India
will be competing in the international market for a
greater market share. With all the prurience attached
to glamour on the screen, the lure of money will attract
vouth — even those who are not celebrity lookalikes —
to aspire to porn stardom. In a country {and region)
where trafficking in women continues to take place
on a massive scale, the next step is to use video and
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technology to widen one’s pornographic reach and
market. In the globalised economy, such trends will
get sanctified as ‘business is business’. As with all
the culturat invasions of the past half-century — as
can be seen by the docility with which we have
accepted the arrival of hard porn on our computer
screens via the Internet - this evolution and
localisation of pornography will also be accepted as
‘inevitable’.

Society’s dangerous acceptance of whatever the
market dumps on it as being simply ‘part of the
modernisation process’ reflects our own deplorable
cultural standards. The cultures of human societies
have never evolved along such ‘inevitable” pre-
determined paths in the past; the power of the media
today, however, does create the situation for such
‘inevitability’. Though the history of pornography in
Southasia is not recorded, it surely was not widely
prevalent — and Jet us not confuse pernography with
the Kamasuttra. In centuries of our literary history, there
is no reference to pornographic writing having been
available to the larger public.

The decline in the understanding of relationships
in the modern era has gradually degraded the role of
‘sex’. Over time, the vital natural urge has been denied
its due importance in open discourse, which has left
the young adult Indian of today lacking a mature
understanding of sexuality as an essential ingredient
of human life. In most educated and middle-class
tamilies of India, the cecremony of marriage is taken as
a ‘certiticate’ for having sex with one’s
partner. [n these arranged nuptials - which happen
by the millions every month - the relationship of love
is ignored and allowed to grow only as the conjugal
life progresses, if at all. The importance of
refationships is thus marginalised, and sex is
accepted as being exclusively dependent on marriage.
[t is this restrictive and secrctive social approach to
sex that makes good customers of young people for
poernography — and which could in the wrong,
circumstances lead to heinous forms of depravity.
This is seen in criminal distortions such as rape, whose
dramatically rising incidence throughout the country
can be linked to circumstances in which on-screen
lasciviousness is coupled with repression in real life
- circumstances that have become an all too regular
occurrence,

married

A mature openness

Which brings us face-to-face with the challenge of
what to do! The cultural lethargy with which
Southasia as a whole has welcomed globalisation is
ironic, given the confident heritage to which we arce
heirs. We need to make room for our own innovative
contributions to the shaping of globalisation — and
we need to be able to make it acceptable to others.
[ndeed, many observers are feeling that whether it is
in Europe or Japan or China or the Arab countries, in
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black Africa or the Latin world, or in our own region
of Southasia, the gifts of the “incvitable’ globalisation
- as sold with the help of mass media’s growing grip
on the public mind - are becoming unsustainable. In
spitec of the awesome reach of modern
communications technology, a decline of this process
is alrcady visible. In the face of that deterioration,
however, the fear is that worried media conglomerates
will trigger off even more aggressive marketing of
entertainment — including porn products - as cultural
sedatives.

At a time when no-holds-barred pornography is
already available to the public across the class
spectrum, it is time for us to stop this headlong rush
into the market of sex and to make a controlled
descent. In its most unprocessed form, you can see
pornography’s classless reach in the discrectly
curtained Internet cubicles in small towns all over
Southasia, where young men get a taste of the raw
porn of their choice. We have not even begun to
recognise the chasm that such individuals are forced
to bridge in their young lives, and this is repeated
tens of millions of times across the Subcontinent
every day.

Some could say that the easy availability of
pornography through the videotape, television
screen and computer is like a splash of cold water,
forcing society to emerge trom its lethargy and
confront our sexuality. This could be the experience
that forces us to revert to a mature openncess with
regard te sexuality, romance and relationships,
which have been trivialized by centurics of what may
be called “Southasian middle-class morality’. Indeed,
this is a distinct possibility: human societics are
forward-looking by instinct and culture does not
evolve through a technological process. Just as the
BI*O-sponsored atfluence of the mechanised life is
increasingly failing to satisfy the creative urge ot the
youny people, socicty as a whole will seek a response
to the arrival of explicit pormography in our midst.

This rapid spread of pornography through new
media is not something of which we need necessarily
to be afraid. Continuation of our own culfural
lethargy, which makes this expansion so casy, 15
what should be seen as the real problem. Advice to
the young to be “good beys” and “good girls” wilt not
provide the solution. The race for the collective
human imagination between the market-based media
and creativity-based cultural transformation is
becoming more and more intensc evervdayv. This is
due primarily to the fact that social and economic
advancement cannet be separated from cultural
leadership and creativity. When we start to lTook
around with scif-confidence, the emptiness of the
emerging monoculture of globalisation in the
developing world - being fllled by cricket today and
porn products tomorrow - can indeed be replaced
by a new social culture of a glebalised w orld. :
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by | Asim Sajjad Akhtar

ixty vears after the emergence of aid

as a strategic tool, its geo-political

importance is undiminished. While
there has been a renewal of more overt
forms of capital accumulation in the
post-9/11 dispensation, aid continues to
stand out as the primary means of
asserting imperialist control over entire
regions of the world, Fully 50 vears on
from the historic Bandung Conference,
~ome third world leaders may still be
waxing lvrical about the unity of the
oppressed peoples of the world but many
of these leaders, major beneficiaries of
strategic aid, are actually reinforcing neo-
colonial dependency.

Ceneral Pervez Musharraf is one such
example. While the general was in
Bandung in April attending the African-
Asian Unity Conference, a meeting of the
Pakistan Development Forum (PDF) was
being held in Islamabad. The PDF is an
annual ritual where bilateral and
multilateral donors meet with the
CouNtry’s economic managers to ‘consult’
on economic policy and to outline the
parameters of future Cooperation. For two
vears after the Musharraf coup in Qctober
1999, there was no PDF or any other such
cathering, a gentle hint that the general
was in disfavour with the international
financial elite. The situation changed
after 9/11.

In Aprit 2002, the PDF was held in
Paris. Amidst the gala surroundings, the
then finance minister (now prime
minister) Shaukat Aziz committed to the
donors that “democracy will not impede
our cconomic reform process”. The
‘reform’ process Aviz referred to was a
typically orthodox set of neo-liberal
policies based on further reducing the
state’s already meagre welfare
responsibilities, selling off state assets,
unbridled liberalisation of trade and
financial markets, and initiating obsolete
mega development projects. In Paris, the
donors in  turn  welcomed  Gen
Musharraf's expected assumption of the
presidency in the interest of ‘continuity
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of reforms’. Only a few wecks after this
consensus, Gen Musharraf ‘managed” a
successful  presidential referendum
for himself, securing 99 percent of all
votes cast.

IFl mandate

Fast forward to the October 2002 general
elections, which gave a token civilian tace
to the Musharraf regime, thercby
addressing nominal demands of the
international community that the general
be seen to conform to some democratic
norms, Althaugh an ostensibly elected
government was to come into power in
October, the Asian Development Bank
{ADB) and World Bank both had already
signed multi-year, multi-billion dollar
assistance packages with the government
months earlier in June. While concerns
have been expressed about the limited
sovereignty of developing states vis-a-vis
international financial institutions (IFD),
seldom is the interfercnce as blatant as in
the case of Pakistan of late. The pliant
civilian government we have today is as
much a product of the IFI mandate as that
of the people of Pakistan.

The 2003 and 2004 PDF meets
reinforced the neo-liberal ‘reform process’
and further committed large aid injections
to the government. Througheout this time,
the donors have congratulated the regime
for its numerous ‘good governance’
practices and for achieving an
unprecedented level of Macroeconomic
stability. But they have been silent on the
dismal and worsening situation of
working-class Pakistanis. Unemplovment
continues to soar, and nearly 45 percent
citizens are living under the poverty line.
Meanwhile the 'soad governance’ brigade
conveniently overlooks the single most
important governance problem in
Pakistan — an army engaged in politics.

The donor community continues to
laud the general’s “devolution of power’
initiative. The 2009 PDF, held in April,
pledged to wholeheartedly continue
support for the local governments that
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Without doubt, the Nepali
dailics and magazines have
some of the best cartoons of
Southasia. This is prebably
the function of the country
being large enough to sustain
vibrant media and vet small
enough to ensure that na-
tional level politics touches
the people at large, with no
morce than perhaps two de-
grees of separation. Starting
gingerly at first after King
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Gyanendra’s military-aided
putsch on 1 February, the cartoonists of Nepal have
secome increasingly daring, and since the last two
months there has been no holds barred, with some
showing the dead horse of a ‘constitutional monar-
chy’ and another showing a historical king with a
dagger behind his back. But the best cartoon Jam-
pooning King Gyanendra in terms of knife-edge sub-
tlety is by Rajesh KC, which takes some explaining
and backgrounding for the uninitiated. Okay, soon
after he became the Nepali monarch, King Gyanendra
started giving a series of interviews and speeches in
which he indicated that he proposed to be a more
proactive monarch than his dead elder brother
Birendra. On 8 February, in a speech to citizens in
Nepalgan] in Western Nepal, he said “Abaka
dinlaruma rajo dekhinay tara vasuninay ... jasto abasta
chfaina.” (In the days to come the king will no longer
only be seen, he will also be heard.) Let us leave aside
tor the moment whoever gave the king such an idea
of a constitutional monarchy, but there the matter
rested. After the coup of seven months ago, the king's
son-in-law Raj Bahadur Singh decided to start a cell-
ph(me company to compete with the government-
owned Nepal Telecom, and for this he used his ‘royal
prerogatives’ to get a sizeable share of something
known as Spice Mobile, without having spent a
penny. In order to, it is said, support the upcoming
royal cell-phone company, the regime of King
Gyanendra gave all kinds of disruptions to Nepal
Telecom'’s service, firstly banning mobile service as
soon as the roval coup happened, then limiting post-
paid service supposedly as a anti-Maoist security
measure, denying pre-paid service, and denying
roaming factlity. By end August, the mobile phones
were practically uscless, and one had to be lucky to
wet a call through. On 31 August, the daily cartoonist
for the Kantipur daily, Rajesh KC, did a cartoon
which is carried alongside. The ex-Nepal Southasian
reader should now be able to understand the cartoon
with the background given. The person at the Nepal
Telecom counter is saying, “Duichaar din bho, kebho
kebho, yo mero mobile phuntai! ... Dekhinay tara
nasuninayv!” {What's happened to my mobile phone
these days?! It can be scen but not heard!) To Chhetria
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Patrakar, this is the best that a political cartoon can
be, Subtle, contextual, daring, and going right to the
heart of the roval matter!

[ § |
Laxman Kardirgamar died close to midnight on 12
August, when most newspapers across Southasia
had already wrapped up and cditors were
probably packing up. By
the time  the wire
services would have
provided the storv, they e g
would probably have ience
been home and asleep. :
Which explains why the
coverage of the
assassination  in the
dailies of Southasia the
morning of the 13" was
almost non existent. But one can be less kind to the
editors for letting the story drop thercafter, as most
newspapers had 'forgottcn about Kadirgamar by the
14", One of the few te stand up and take notice of the
Lankan tragedy was The Hindu, from across the
strait,
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If the written signature doth make the man, then the
reader may want to check cut the signatures of
Pushpa Kamal Dahal (aka ‘Prachanda’) Chairman
of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
Nepal (Maoist) and of Ganapathy, General Secretary
of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
India (Maoist). These were included in a press release
sent out an 1 February via email, which rails again
the ruling roval regime in Kathmandu as well as the
“reactionarv expansionist ruling classes” of India.
[nterestingly, the two gentlemen are almost plaintive
when they state, “Thuey [aforementioned royal regime
and Indian reactionary expansionary ruling classes|
arc propagating continucusly about the ‘grave
danger’ poscd by the long Red Corridor of armed
struggle
da stretching from
W the Base Arcas
- in Nepal up to
the guerrilla
zones of Andhra Pradesh or the so-called Compact
Revolutionary Zone.” What, comrades? Are you
tryving to downplayv the significance of the Red
Corridor? Are you frving to say that the Compact
Revolutionary Zone is a figment of the imagination?
Awww... Whatever, the “undersigned” comrades
have pledged “to fight unitedly till the entire
conspiracics hatched by the imperialists and
reactionaries are crushed and the people’s cause of
Socialism and Communism are established in Nepal,

India and all over the world.”

HE

Hey Mati Bhai, over in Dhaka! Congratulations on
the Magsaysay Award for doing good journalism in
Dhaka, 1 especially like it that this is
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very much motorable. Except for a stretch of about 80
km in Burma that remains impassable without a
bridge during the rainy season, the work needed for
a revival of the road is not nearly as extensive as the
public has been led to believe. Some of that work is
already underway or complete; the Chinese portion
is essentially done. China is also currently providing
funds and working extensively with Burma -
including the creation of a new shortcut that
dramatically cuts the Burmese portion in half.

In the wartime atmosphere when the Stilwell Road
was first laid, the task was physically daunting but
remarkably free of political complexities. Reopening
the Road, on the other hand, will involve several
governments and their bureaucracies. It is cven
possible that the most important forces pushing
through the opening will not necessarily be naticnal
governments, but the agitations of trade, modernity
and human connection.

Wartime update

While the Stilwell Road itself was put down in the
carly 1940s, the mountainous course that it follows
had long been an integral part of the so-called ancient
Southern Silk Route. Based on new evidence,
historians now say that trade along this track
between China, Burma and India could have been
going on in full swing as carly as the second century
BC. Traders bartered jade, silk, silver, tea and
lacquerware, while Buddhist and Hindu missionaries
treaded the route as a threshold to East Asia.

The shortest land route between northeastern India
and southwestern China, the Stilwell Road connects
the rail spur at Ledoe in Assam to the provincial capital
of Kunming in Yunnan, over a distance of 1,736 km.
US Army General Joseph Stilwell, who was the
regional commander of US troops as well as Chiang
Kai-shek’s chief of staff, was defeated by the Japanese
in Burma in the spring of 1942, After retreating,
Stilwell prepared for a counterattack and ordered into
existence the supply link that would bear his name.
Fifteen thousand soldiers and countless local
workers laboured for two years, carving a muddy
track and parallel fuel pipeline through the heavily
forested mountains. The feat was an engineering
marvel, a labour nightmare - and, clsewhere as the
war took its own route, an unnecessarily massive
effort. Completed in 1945, the Japanese surrender of
cight months later brought the wartime need for the
Road to an end.

Known as the Burma Road in China, the Ledo
Road in Burma, and the Stilwell Road in India, the
course was composed of around 57 km in India, 1,040
km in Burma, and 639 km in China. The Indian part
of the Road has been clesed since 1961, mainly for
security reasons, and some stretches have fallen into
disrepair, Similarly, about 80 km of the Road in Burma
is barely passable during the rainy season. China, on
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the other hand, has built a six-lane highwav from
Kunming that ends abruptly at the Burmese border.
[t is largely stubborn determination on the part of the
Chinese that has given the reopening plan its current
momentum. While the old Stilwell Road is still used
by local border-crossing traders, significantly greater
has been the illegal trafficking between India, China,
Burma, and Scutheast Asia. A reopening would
convert much of the contraband transport te
legitimate trade,

Three countries

The current movetnent towards reopening the Road
was formally initiated in August of 1999, when
China, India and Burma — as well as Bangladesh
met in China’s southern province of Yunnan and
officially approved an agreement known as the
Kunming Initiative. On a broad level, the Initiative
decided to improve communications between India’s
northeast and south-western China. While general
talk involved the possibilities of developing rail,
water, and air links, specific emphasis was placed
on revitalising the old Southern Silk Route. Chinese
and Indian officials eagerly pushed for the
infrastructure project to get underway, however, a
former Indian ambassador to China urged the
Kunming delegates to be patient — to wait while New
Delhi wrestled with its own issues and doubts. That
patience may now be paying off.

Back in 1991, while facing imminent bankruptcy,
India ushered in a series of belated financial reforms
and the first place it turned to was the burgeoning
market that was Southeast Asia. That vear, India not
only took steps towards ASEAN partnership,
policymakers also put in place a Look Fast policy
that positioned the Northeast at the forefront of its
strategy. Despite this, it has only been over the past
year that New Delhi is finally placing serious focus
on the region as an castern gateway. The largest
component of such a strategy would be the reapening
of the Stilwell Road, while there is an effort underway
to reestablish international trade through Sikkim (see
accompaiytug article ppl. Undoubtedly, some of this
flurry has to do with a push for closer ecun()mig
interaction with Southeast Asia. Much of it also has
to do with the giant, hurried steps currently being
taken by both China and India towards one another.

That pace is partly to make up for lest time. Security
concerns have long plaved the most critical role in
formulating India’s regional foreign policy -
particularly the perceived “vulnerability” along its
Himalayan frontier, which is a legacy of the 1962
war with China. Trade, for the time being, took a
back secat. In the meantime, traditional trade routes
crucial to the local economies dried up, while new
land routes were rarely discussed. The Northeast has
faced a debilitating paradox as local crossborder
trade has been outlawed due to security concerns,
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while trade between the secluded region and the rest
of India has failed to develop. The inter-community
and secessionist violence that continues to rack the
poor, agrarian region has only made New Delhio:’s
policymakers more skittish about opening it up to
international traffic and attention.

Even as New Delhi has waffled on the matter, the
northeastern states are overwhelmingly in favour of
reopening the Stilwell Road. Leading that charge has
been Pradvut Bordoloi, Assam’s Minister of
Environment and Forests, in whose constituency the
Road begins. In 2002, Bordoloi participated in the
Dhaka meet of the Kunming Initiative — an unusually
forthright action for a minister; in so doing, Bordoloi
essentially bvpassed New Delhi, taking his concerns
directly to the international delegates. Bordoloi is
joined by key politicians, as well as numerous local
businessmen, academics, tour opcerators, security
experts, travel writers, filmmakers, and - most
importantly — the tribal communities that live alony
the Road, whose cultural and familial ties transcend
political frontiers. Northeastern academics, top-level
state and national politicians, as well as large
corporate interests have all expressed the view that
reconstruction of the Road is the ideal vehicle for
advancing vital economic ties between the Northeast,
ASEAN partner countries and China.

Since the 1999 signing of the Kunming Initiative,
the Stilwell project has recetved intermittent jolts of
energy. In October of 2000, India declared its section
of the Road a national highway (No 153). After China,
Bangladesh and Burma had officially endorsed the
agreement in 1999, the head of the Indian delegation
followed suit at the 2002 Dhaka meet. The Northeast
Council, a committee that focuses on ¢conomic
development of the region, also gave its formal
support to the project in November of that year. This
vear, however, has seen a unique flurry of action —
kicked off on January 200 when a high-level Indian
team visited the Nampong-Pangsaw Pass, the barder
point between Burma and Arunachal Pradesh along
the Stilwell Road. There, national officials publicly
stressed the need for creating basic infrastructure to
promote crossborder trade and promising all
possible help from New Delhi. A month after that
official site visit, Congress President Sonia Gandhi
stated in a speech in Arunachal Pradesh that the
recopening of traditional trade routes with
neighbouring Burma (as well as with Tibet and
Bhutan) would give a much-needed boost to the
cconomy of the state and the region.

India’s movement on the Stilwell project follows a
thaw in its dealings with China. While tense Sino-
Indian relations long placed such talks off limits, the
successful settlement of the long-running dispute
over Sikkim and ongoing cfforts regarding the border
at Arunachal Pradesh have soothed political
sensitivities. In February of 2005, during a visit te
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the Assamese capital Guwahati, officials of the
Yunnan Provincial Chamber of Commerce (YPCC)
strongly recommended that the Road be opened to
help traders in the Northeast, Burma, and Yunnan.
To that end, the YPCC has taken the matter up with
Chinese authorities to help expedite the Road’s
reconstruction. Two months later, on the occasion of
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao's historic visit to India,
it was disclosed that China had already started
renovations to the Road in Burma, in a unilateral
effort to connect Yunnan to that countrv and
ultimatelv to India. The Chinese authorities have now
completed initial survevs and a det ailed renovation
plan is near release.

To demonstrate its support for the reopening of
the transnational link, China has transformed its
portion of the Read into a modern superhighway,
I'he major artery-in-waiting not only leads directly
to Kunming, but also to the neighbouring province
of Guangdong. That powerhouse provinee’s GDP
not only grew a staggering 14.5 per cent last year, it
is also expedud to top USD 250 killion by 2006. In
the other direction, the new highway ends abruptly
at the Burmese border. Despite China’s mining and
logging interests in Burma, there is only one reason
to build a massive thoroughfare to the middle of
nowhere: the future possibilitics towards India. In a
sense, China’s entire relationship with Burma has
long been built on sucha leng-term view. While India
used to be Burma’s largest supporter, during the 1970s
and 1980s that relationship was neglected; Burma
inevitably realigned with China, its other
monumentally powerful neighbour. Now China is
evervwhere in Burma and Chinese ¢arth-maovers are
currently hard at work reshaping and upgrading the
Ledo Road — the obvious extension of the six-lane
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report states that if the tourism potential of the
Northeast were fully developed, within 20 vears the
region could receive as many tourists as Singapore
and Bangkok. Such high expectations are based on
tapping into the Chinese tourism market which is
expected to boom. Currently the entire northeast with
its beautiful mountain landscape, its rainforests and
diverse cultures, is being exploited only by a small
number of tour eperators specialising in “adventure’
tourism.

Perhaps more than many others, the tribal and
other marginalised groups in Assam and Arunachal
Pradesh in particular would benefit greatly from both
a transnational thoroughfare, as well as any growth
in tourism and associated infrastructure. Many of
these groups have had close historic ties that have
been cut due to border and travel restrictions. The
nachins of Burma, for instance, are ethnically and
culturally nearly identical to both the Singphos in
Upper Assam and the Jingpaws in southwestern
China. Members of the three groups have litile it any
sanctioned contact, however, as a result of current
travel restrictions along the Road. In addition to a
long-awaited removal of those cbstacles, tourism is
seen as the one activity that would trickle down to all
segments of society, in particular benefiting local
communitics.

Increased tourism from a reopened Stilwell Road
would be of great benefit to the northeastern regions
of Burma. All throughout Kachin state, new tourism
infrastructure is now visible, including the
appuarance of numerous roadside restaurants, A tiger
reserve has been established near Tanai. Despite its
location, current trade negotiations look to use Burma
less as a partner than as a conduit. While significant
finances already tlow between the country and
China, the present value of forma!l Burmese imports
from India is about INR 22 billion per year. According
to a study by the Indian Institute of Foreign Trade,
however, the potential for additional trade with
Burma, and especially with bordering states in the
Northeast, is considerable. Informal Indo-Burmese
trade is estimated to be 44 times the amount of formal
irade and includes electronics, Chinese textiles,
pirated media and narcotics. Burma is interested in
increasing its pharmaceutical imports from India, as
well as encouraging more active trade in vehicle parts,
cotton yarn, branded foods, petroleum products and
construction materials. Although some of these items
would be able to be imported more cheaply because
of reduced shipping costs, Burma’'s main bencfits
from a new international trade route would be through
transit fees and tourism-related activities.

For the Northeast

While linking the northeast with Kachin state and
Yunnan would of course be welcome, reopening the
Road would allow the Northeast to emerge as a major
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transit centre for both the SAARC and ASEAN
regions. Along with a significant increase in
transnational trade, such a development could also
provide a resounding answer to one of India’s longest
lingering dilemmas: the largely ignored employment
problem in the country's cloistered Northeast. It is a
problem that began with the British, when colonial
mapmakers created security barriers at the edge of
the hills and severed ancient routes of trade and
cultural exchange. With the loss of nearby trade
partners to both its north and cast, the Northeast
became completely dependent on mainland India for
trade options through the 37 km-wide Siliguri
corridor in West Bengal. While both colonial and
independent India have utilised the Northeast as an
important resource garden, the long, circuitous
routes that the indigenous products have to take to
exit the region have made them prohibitively
expensive for any market.

Due in large part to its geopolitical placement, the
Northeast 15 widohy acknowiedged s ndiy's
economic laggard. With roughly 40 million people -
30 per cent of them from tribal communitics — the
Northeast makes up less than four per cent of India’s
population. The economic deprivation that has
masked the northeast, whose overwhelmingly rural
populace (9C per cent) carns nearly half that of the
rest of India.

That inertia has fed the lingering scparatist
violence that the rest of the Subcontinent associates
with this region. With arms, illegal drugs, and
ideolopy alveady coming from across India’s borders,
many have voiced concern over the years that
reopening sanctioned international border crossings
would only enhance those negative effects, But others,
more circumspect observers maintain that the
reopening of trade routes such as the Stilwell Road
would boost the cconomy as well as help still at long
last the many rebellions in the Northeast. The former
Director General of the Indian Border Security Force,
E.N. Rammohan posited in a 2003 essay that, ” Roads
are the first enemics of insurgents. Denied of a
hinterland, he has no place to retreat. Today this 1s
the first step to be taken by the Government of [ndia.”

Current restrictions and the absence of legitimate
customs points heve also been a reason for the
voluminous entry of smuggled goods from China and
Burma into India. According to customs and sccurity
experts, the reapening of the Road and the regular
movement of endorsed traftic would significantly
reduce contraband movement through the area. Since
the demand for these gaods is already high, many
would greatly benetit from legitimising that trade
through the collection of customs fees, excise taxes
and tolls along the Road. While there are valid
concerns that locat produces may take a beating on
the arrival of cheaply produced foreign products,

there is good reason to believe that local
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manufacturers are already being hurt by the current
inflow of illegal goods. Either way, the market already
exists; at the moment, however, that market is being
exploited without regulation, or payment of customs
fees.

Regional networking

There are other countries in the Stilwell equation
besides Burma, India and China. Since participating
as an original signatory to the 1999 Kunming
Initiative and re-pledging itself to the process in 2002
when the meet was held in its capital, Bangladesh
has been largely invisible in the Stilwell project.
Many observers urge Dhaka to jump on the “Sino-
India bandwagon”, warning that a westward
extension of the trade route to Calcutta would
otherwise bypass the country through Siliguri.
Notwithstanding perennial tensions between Dhaka
and New Delhi, those critics maintain that fostering
stronger ties with China is not only in Bangladesh’s
best interest, but that the opportunity has rarcly been
closer at hand as presented by Stilwell.

Thailand, on the other side of Burma, is
particularly keen to increase trade relations with the
Northeast and has expressed interest in seeing the
Stilwell Road reopen. The country recently
announced its intention to expand trade ties with
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twentieth centuries for Indian colonial subjects and :
Europeans alike 1o engage in forms of cultural and
intellectual exchange that transcended the limits of British
impenalism? Or did varieties of imperialism in Central Europe

constrain the possibilities for intercultural encounter, -

generally put, how can the varied encounters between
- Central Europe and South Asia best be located on the
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the construct of the nation-state or the fixed axis of center
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despite the absence of formal coionial bonds? More

the area, with a special focus on tea, fruit and food
processing sectors; it is also actively looking, into joint
eco-tourism venturces in Assam.

The economic viability of increased trade between
India, China, Burma and other Southeast Asian
countries largely depends on the reopening of the
most direct land routes cennecting the countries.
According to the Indian multinational Hindustan
Lever, which actively trades with most ASEAN
countries, the costs of container shipping of many
products via sea routes from any part of India, in
particular the Northcast, are prohibitively high.

if, as a result of reopening the Road, the Northeast
were to become a major regionat distribution centre,
transit times and transportation costs between the
partners could be reduced on average by an estimated
30 per cent. From the border point at Pansau in
Arunachal Pradesh, exports from India shipped via
the Road could reach Kunming in two days,
Rangoon in less than three days, Bangkok in four
days, and Singapore within six days. All this may
sound fantastic and unreachable at the moment, but
thev arc within the realm of possibilitv. The Stilwell
route could lead to a snowballing of market linkage
between India, China and Southeast Asia. Free trade
agreements are already in place between India,
Thailand and Singapore. Additional accords are due
by 2016 with the rest of ASEAN countries, while
similar discussions are starting with China. With
ail of this high-level trade talk, there should be iittle
wonder that mementum has picked up towards
creating an economically feasible way with which
to move those goods and products that will need
moving.

Down the road

Whether on the six-lane superhighway from
Kunming to the Burmesce border, the sometimes barely
discernable track within Burma, or the bustling two-
lane stretch in Assam, at the moment, travelling the
Stilwell Road is an admittedly lively adventure,
While that hair-raising excitement will have to be
toned down to allow for a regular commercial flow,
but make no mistake: emerging with the Road’s new
tarmac is a kev to the continued transformation of
Asia as a whole - linking Southasia, East Asia and
Southeast Asia all at once. Although it was wartime
Americans who brought the Road’s original
carthmoving machines, the effort to build the Road,
the fighting that secured it, and the communities that
have incorporated it have always been multinational.
While it would be foolish to underestimate the
geopolitical obstacles facing the push to reopen
Stilwell, the simple fact is that the Road will
inevitably come into greater use as India, Burma and
China continue to become more economically

- powerful, independent, and intertwined. And with
. them, the rest of Asia. A
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by | CK Lal

n whatever way it is defined, violence, politics,

and civilian casualtics constitute an integral part

of every act of terrorism. To understand terrorism,
it is essential to understand the historic processes
that create conditions for the calculated use of violence
by fanatical groups to deliver political messages and
gain mileage. Mutiny, insurgencies, wars and
uprisings have been with us in Southasia since the
Arvan invasion and before, but
terrorism is a distinctly post-
colonial pathology. It needs to be
treated, not fought.

The Supreme Court of
Bangladesh has taken a bold
constitutional step to correct
past mistakes. It has declared
everything about the coup of 1975
and  subsequent martial  law
pronouncements as illegal. This
precedende will be useful in future
when courts of Pakistary and Nepal
become confident cncugh to pass
judgements on the decisions of Gen
Pervez Musharraf and King
Gyanendra. But even in the limited
context of Bangladesh, the
landmark ruling will be a stern
reminder to ambitious military
generals and their foreign sponsors
that, sooner or later, evervone has
to stand trial in the court of history,

Who knows whether the
Americans had a role to play in the dark deed of 15
August 1975, but there is no denving the impact the
carnage of Bangbandhu Mujib and his family had
on Bangladeshi politics and societv. The culture of
vengeance took root in the fertile soil of a newly
independent nation, religion as a tool of populism
found willing takers, and international players
discovered that the cost of meddling in a squabbling
nation was surprisingly low.

Thirty years after the putsch, serial bomb blasts on
17 August proved that the tree of terrorism planted
in the blood-soaked soil has grown so big that its
shadow now covers the breadth of the country.
Casualty figures from the series of explosions — two
dead and 100 injured - belic the fact that this was a
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Did you say Ben ?

Southasiasphere |

carefully coordinated operation in which &3 of the
64 districts of Bangladesh were affected. With
ruthless efficiency, 200 explosions hit the country
within half an hour, frightening locals and forcing
forcigners to flee. The Western media has already
begun to poriray Bangladesh as the next Indonesia -
hothed of [slamist extremism harbouring Osama
wannabes in every mosque.

Beyond Ben Gurion

Media pundits often forget that terrorism is a religion
in itself with its own paraphernalia of holy books
(most of it authored by British and American counter-
INSUTEeNcy experts), hoary prophets (Ben Gurion and
bin Laden) and high-sounding
principles (end justifics means; terror
is the tool of the weak, etc). Use of
adjectives such as ‘Christian’, as in
Northern [reland and Bosnia, or
‘Islamic” as in Afghanistan, Iraq and
Indonesia, blurs the main issue.
Terrorism is @ historic phenomenon
that cannot he tackled militarily with
simplistic slogans.

in his address to the nation shortly
after the 9/11 attacks, amidst
inflammatory catchphrases he used
the terms ‘terror’, ‘terrorism’, and
‘terrorist’ all of 32 times. But he
did not bother to define the
terminology. But back in the saddle
for the second term, he now wants to
be remembered as statesman
rather than warmonger, so his
administration is replacing the
belligerent battle-cry “global war on
terror”  with a ‘principled’
commitment to “global struggle
against violent extremism.” Fiddling with
phrascology doesn’t mean much; it is intentions that
matter. However, the words set rolling by the Potomac
may very well change the way the Southasian
intelligentsia looks at its own little wars in nooks
and crannies of our region.

India, that is, Bharat has once again outlawed the
Naxalites. Fear-mongering is the latest sport in
Hyvderabad and New Delhi where armchair analysts
pontificate endlessly about the dangers of
Coordination Committee of Maoist Parties of South
Asia (CCOMPOSA) and the supposedly developing
corridor of Maoist insurgency from Nepal to Sri
Lanka searing through Uttar Pradesh, Madhya
Pradesh, Andhra, Karnataka and Kerala. The idea of
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The global anti-proliferation campaign may not
be able to stop Southasia’s headlong rush towards
nuclear weaponisation, but do we not owe it to
ourselves to do so? If we do not have our own
Hibakusha, at least we have our own imagination,
our own poverty, our own hopes for a prosperous
future. Simply put, we are not able to comprehend
the scale of dying in a nuclear conflagration. The
lumbering bomber Enola Gay took six hours to fly
from the Tinian airbase in the West Pacitic before
dropping its payload over Japan. Whereas, at the
push of a button, India’s Prithvi missile would take
within three to five minutes to reach almost anywhere
in Pakistan, and Pakistan’s Ghauri missile would
require about five minutes to reach Delhi. Neither
country has the know-how to recall a nuclear missile
fired in error.

Hiroshima had an estimated 250,000 residents
when it was bombed. What would one nuclear
explosion, on ground or on air, do to the ten million
plus living in and around Bombay, Delhi, Karachi,
and Tahore? The casualties — in the immediate
aftermath and long term — would easily come to a
million and more. The relief apparatus would have
been vapourised as well. One just has to remember
the absence of emergency relief during the Bhopal
gas disaster, whose victims perhaps come closest to
being India’s and Southasia’s Hibakusha.
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CONFERENCE ‘
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Call for Papers Deadline: 2006-02-28

This conference isintended to encourage interdisciplinary exchange
on the representation, cultures, histories, experience, planning.
¢ and articulation of global cities. By interrogating the vocabularies
that have arisen in several disciplines which might include in
addition ta the term ‘global city’, ‘global village’, ‘'megacities’,
‘cosmopolis’, imperial metropolis’, ‘world cities', ‘sprawl’,
‘postmetropolis', etc., the conference will bring together debates
: over images, narratives, econgmics, planning and, above all,
experience, of the ‘global’ city. Papers are sought from any
relevant discipline in the humanities, social sciences, architecture,
- urban planning, and beyond. We will be actively pursuing various
¢ publishing outputs related to the conference.
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Zulfikar Ali Bhutto once said that he was willing
to feed his fellow-citizens grass, but Pakistan would
have nuclear weapons. India used the name of the
Prince of Peace to signal in code that Pokhran had
succeeded -~ “The Buddha has smiled”. Such lack of
caring and flippancy on the way to our collective
morgue. But Southasia’s anti-nuclear campaign has
not even begun. Without a tangible face to put to the
intangible impression of nuclear annihilation and
ensuing suffering, our disorientated pressure groups
have not been able to spark the terrible imagination.

The fixation on Kashmir has even diverted the
activists, If there is going to be a nuclear Armageddon
in the near future, it will probably have Kashmir as
the cause. But what are the chances that Srinagar
will be nuked? In the event of war between India and
Pakistan, the man with the hand on the nuclear
trigger will want to cause maximum damage; he will
send the nuclear tipped missiles to Bombay, Delhi,
Karachi, Lahore.

In Hiroshima in August this vear, a helicopter
hovered 600 meters above the nuclear hypocentre, at
the exact spot in midair where the atomic bomb was
detonated. It was indescribably poignant, and even
more so to realise, as a buuthaslan that our leaders
do not have the imagination to relate to the tragedy
of 6 August 1945. Even today, they would rather that
their citizens cat grass,

Bel:g;uus Heuwahsm aml Peimca!
Extremism in Pakistan and Bargladesh al |
the international institcte for Stratenic

Stugfies [{1S5), London

December 16, 2005

it The Politics of South Asia Specialist Group of the Political Studies
% Association (PSA), in conjunction with the British Association for
South Asian Studies (BASAS) and the South Asia Programme of the
International Institute for Strategic Studies (1188), seeks paper
proposals far a workshop entitied “Religious Revivalism and Political
Extremism in Pakistan and Bangladesh.” Building upon the success -
af the annual BASAS waorkshop held at the University of Bristol on
Neovember 13, 2004, the crganizers seek papers thaf draw light on
the apparent revival of extremist religious mevements in Pakistan
and Bangladesh. The workshop seeks to understand the exlent
and magnitude of such a revival and aims io draw some
conclusions about its potential impact on inter-ethnic refations in
Pakistan and Bangladesh and on strategic relations in the region in
general.
Since the organizers are keen to examine the problem of religious &
revivalism from a muitidisciplinary perspeclive, other paper topics ;
are certainly welcome. However, preference will be given to 3
- papers that explicitly analyze the phenomenon of religious ravivalism i
and political extremism in Pakistan and Bangladesh from a >
comparative perspective. Travel costs will be paid for the paper
givers.
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Please submit a one-page abstract of individual papers no later than
% Friday, October 7, 2005 to: L.saez@lse.ac.uk.

Contact: Lawrence Saez, Asia Research Centre, London School
& of Economics, Houghton Street, London WC2A 2AE, UK
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Guerrillas and terrorists

by | Anil Athale

any insurgencies in the latter half of the 20"
M century served as a tool for the ‘weaker’

communist bloc to try and change the
global power balance. Open confrontation carried the
risk of escalation and the communist powers were at
a disadvantage in the field of technologies of
conventional weapons. The insurgents relied on
guerrilla tactics that precluded the use of heavy
weapons and hence were able to dictate the terms of
engagement. Guerrilla war is thus a low cost, low
risk, option for a weaker party to change the political
map despite adverse power balance.

What was new in the theories of Mao and Che
was the degree of emphasis on politics. Mao brought
down politics from the level of policy and made it
relevant to the individual soldier by relating it to
tactics and morale. This showed shrewd
understanding of the circumstances under which a
guerrilla operates. The emphasis on indoctrination
and ideology was a direct result of Mao's
understanding of insurgency as a protracted war,
where the human element is of crucial importance.
In classical concept, destruction of armed power
leads to collapse of the enemy’s morale which leads
to eventual victory, but in the Maoist conception of
revolutionary war it is the loss of morale that leads to
the defeat of enemy’s armed forces.

Insurgency in Asia can only be understood against
the backdrop of the current stage of political
development. There may be economically advanced
states, but they mav be under-developed politically.
In a politically developed country, government is
effective. Elsewhere, there is violence and instability.
Political institutions in a developed country mediate
between competing groups and individuals and
maintain peace. These institutions are characterised
by adaptability, autonomy, subordination,
complexity and coherence in disunity.

Large parts of Asia are predominantly agricultural
civilisations in the process of industrialisation, which
brings in its wake Western values. This change can
often generate alienation and loss of norms due to
the conflict between the indigenous and new value
systems. Historically, this has been accompanied by
violence. Racial, linguistic and religious differences
also become factors in the resistance to modernisation
which turns violence. The spread of education,
information and literacy generate additional
pressures due to heightened awareness leading to
heightened expectations

There is the mistaken notion that ‘everything is
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fair in love and war’, but by that token even an acid
attack due to unreciprocated love can be justified - it
is not. Similarly, since ancient times there have been
rules of the game in time of war. There are norms and
ethics, written or unwritten, on the conduct of conflict
which have been more or less universally observed.
As far as the state is concerned, the political acts of
modem-day governments, including the use of force,
have to take place within the democratic framework.

As far as terrorism is concerned, it is a global issue
and needs a global solution. In the 1980s, when the
world faced a rash of aircraft hijackings, a world
consensus was built around the agreement that no
country would give shelter to hijackers. As a result
of this measure, hijackings have been more or less
controlied. Similarly, the world today needs to clearly
define terrorist acts — as distinct from actions of
guerrilla fighters or militants. Once a terrorist act is
clearly defined, the United Nations must enforce a
universal adherence to mandatory and exemplary
punishment to the supporting organisations,
instigators, helpers and propagators of this method
of resistance.

ldentification of terrorism as a heinous crime
would entail recognition of guerrilla war as a separate
issue, to be dealt along the lines of the Geneva
conventions dealing with wars. Thus, acts by
insurgents against armed forces and the police would
necessarily have to be placed in a separate category.
While the world does recognise this form of warfare,
all acts against civilians and non-combatants must
perforce be classed ‘terrorism’. All countries must
agree to punish the perpetrators and put behind bars
all members of such organisations, without
exception.

In the past few years, counter-terror operations
have lost much of their popular support because they
have been dragged into the catch-all nature of the
US-led “War on Terror”. Instead, the operations
should be treated as a counter-insurgency. The
implication is that the force used must be appropriate
and discriminate as opposed to maximum and
indiscriminate. Additionally, the emphasis must be
on isolating the terrorists from their support base
and not destruction of the supporting people. The
obvious objection to this from some quarters would
be that it grants a licence for guerrilla war. Which is
true. But mankind has lived with this form of warfare
since ancient times. The world would definitely
become a safer place if we are able to separate
guerrilla war from terrorism. &
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countries. The common thread running through these
companies was clearly an entrepreneurial flair, and
a healthy appetite for risk.

Tt was in 1902 that Citibank {then called the First
National City Bank) set up its first branches in
Calcutta, Hong Kong, Manila, and clsewhere. As
business grew, these multinationals, by virtue of their
greater access o capital, depth of managemoent
experience and global presence, came to dominate
the Asian market. World War Il and a greater
American presence in Asia also acted as a boost to
Western companies. Coca-Cola, to use one example,
rode in on the rucksacks of US infantrymen into retail
outlets across Fast, Southeast and South Asia.

Missing in this picture of companies doeing
business beyond their national boundaries were the
indigenous companics of Asia. In many cases, newly
established Asian or Southasian companies were too
busy navigating the regulatory and competitive
landscape in their respective countries o have the
wherewithal to look cutward at regional and overseas
markets. In India, restrictive regulation linked to
licensed manufacturing capacity and restricted
access to foreign exchange acted as barriers for
companies which, at any rate, were struggling to
meet domestic demand. Also missing was a global
mind-set on the part of management, and selt-
confidence in the ability to produce and scll Indian
products and services in the developed economies.
Furthermore, the less said about the quality
perception of Indian manufactures back then, the
better.

For manv decades, Indian overseas exports
consisted of non-manufactured goods with little
value addition — agro-commodities, steel, heavy
machinery, handicratts and spices. You had a
peculiar situation of a country able to put a satellite
in space and carry out nuclear tests — in 1974, and
then in 1998 — but unable to sell consumer products
or services in the world market. But there were
company stewards who were dreaming big, and over
the 1970s and 1980s, even in the midst of the license
raj and protected market, they were building a base
of talent, knowledge and physical infrastructure that
would create the foundations for liftoff. The trigger
came with the rapid liberalisation of the Indian
economy after 1991, and soon there was exponential
growth and visibility on the global stage. There has
been no looking back.

Paints and pharmaceuticals

To chart the great advance that has been made by
Indian MNCs, one can consider the case of two
Indian companies that have made it -~ Asian Paints
and Ranbaxy. The former was founded in Mumbai
in 1942 by four Indian entrepreneurs at a time when
the Indian paints market was dominated by Western
companies such as British Paints, Jenson &
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Nicholson and 1Ci. From its startup, Asian Paints
focused on rigorous quality control systems, opening
up rural markets, and utilising information
technology, acting as one of the carly Indian
companics to use mainframes for data processing. It
was aiso a leading and early emplover of professional
managers.

These initiatives paid oft, and the company
achieved market leadership in India in 1667, In 1978,
it took its first steps overseas, setting up a greentield
(meaning starting up rather than acquiring an
existing business) venture in Fiji. Operations were
soon expanded elsewhere in the South Pacific, in
Tonga, Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands. Asian
Paints {Nepal) started production in 1985. [n 1998,
following the advice of a reputed consulting firm, the
international operations of the company were
integrated into a “strategic business unit”. The
organisation as a whole took on an extremely
ambitious goal - to elevate itself to the exclusive clib
of the world’s top five companies in the decorative
paints segment by 2007.

Several new greenficld projects were set up, notably
in Bangladesh and Oman. In 2002, after two
acquisitions in quick succession, the company
extended its reach to Egvpt, parts of the Middle East,
Southeast Asia and the Caribbean. Today, Asian
Paints comprises manufacturing operations in 22
countries, primarily in Asia, Australasia and the
Caribbean, with a global turnover exceeding USD 500
million. It is already one of the top ten decorative
paint companies in the world.

Ranbaxy laboratories was founded in 1961 by
Bhai Mohan Singh in order to produce
pharmaceuticals, with the initial emphasis on the
production and marketing ot basic drugs. It went
public in 1973, and in the
1980s it expanded domestic
broduction  significantly, _ g
t‘imultaneously putting up E%m% @Q%iﬁg Eh%
modern  research  and ?%gﬁ@ﬁﬁ
development infrastructure. g%g@@?%gﬁg%ﬁﬁ@ﬁ
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totaling USD 1.2 billion. The overseas market
accounted for 78 percent of the sales, with the LS
accounting for 36 percent and Furope 16 percent.
Recently, Ranbaxy enhanced its European presence
by making an acquisition in France, which makes it
the largest producer of generic drugs in that country.
Ranbaxy has embarked on a full-fledged global
strategy based on innovation, alliance- -building and
‘globalisation’. The company began producing under
intellectual property licenses hc d by glebal firms,
conducted clinical trials for its drugs in foreign
markets, and itself created new ‘intellectual property’,
it developed alliances for
producing new drugs
and for research. On the
whole, the work done at
home base over the years
had altowed the
marketing of Rankaxy
as a global major, and it
waYe has a gl()b.al f()()tpri.nt
encompassing countries
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Ranbaxy represent just
the tip of the Indian
meberg that has in the last decade and half invaded
the world marketplace. Some of the other major
players include ICICI Bank, Indian (il, the Aditya
Birla Group, and the various companies of the Tata
Group including Tata Tea (with its large acquisition
of Tetley of UK). Not to mention the three giants of the
Indian software industry : Infosys, Tata Consultancy
Services and Wipro.
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Lessons for aspirants

The growth of these Indian MNCs throws up some
significant lessons for all aspiring multinationals of
Southasia:

Access to capital: because financing is now global, it
is possible for companics with the right profile and
capability to access a volume of capital that could
only be dreamed of carlier. [t is up to the executives
who hope to go global whether and how to take
advantage the highly liquid and ‘risk-neutral’ sources
of finance that have now become available.

Taleirk: Capable executives are now willing to
relocate globally, and particularly to India, where they
see stability, income and carcer enhancement. Indeed,
Indian companies have begun to attract the best talent
from the international pool, onc example being Dr.
Brian Tempest, CEOQ of Ranbaxy. Top-line executtves
are joining Indian MNCs because they knew the goals
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are global, reaching far bevond India and Southasia.

Allignces and Partoerships: Overseas companies
sceking to take advantage of the Indian workforce
and market are willing to allow Indian companies
an ’in’ on their expertise and tinance capacities, This
seems to be the key to long-term alliances, and that
1s the path many Indian companies have taken in
expanding their activitics internationally. But it is
casicr said than dene, because of the untamiliar
business terrain and diverse corporate cultures in
different parts of the world, A deep understanding
of the partner’s country and culture helps, but in
the end, it is all about an understanding of mutual
goals and expectatiens which allow both partners
to tide over inevitable turbulence.

Southasian MNGs

Within Southasia today,
multinatienals that have ridden the wave of
liberalisation to seek out world markets, and there
are obvious reasons why this has been so. Most
importantly, the much larger domestic playving field
in India allows Indian companics a range of
experience and access to capital not readily available
to companies in neighbouring countries. However,
it is a fact that the capabilitv to go international does
exist all over the region. Two somewhat dissimilar
examples are Sri Lanka’s Dilmah’s tea company
with its highly rated marketing, and BRAC, which
is evolving as a multi-dexterous company using its
experience within Bangladesh to reach out with

it is mainly the Indian

services bevond Southasia.

In their quest for global growth, the Indian MNCs
are looking at market opportunitics across many
geographical areas including Southasia. The stvle
and functicning of these and other Asian MNCs,
including Chinese and Korean companics, would
have an impact on the functioning of the host
cconomies. In this highly networked world, along
with increased competition, these MNCs would be
bringing in clements:  specialised
knowledge, technical expertise, management skills,
and new products and processes. These elements,
going into the economy, act as enablers for
development of industrial activity. Also, local
companivs learn to develep ‘business ecosystems’
built to leverage the presence of these MNCs.

The center of gravity of global economic activity
is shifting inexorably to Asia, and the continued
evolution of multinationals of [India will have
significant implications for business, trade and
societal development in this region and bevond. Will
there be an evolution towards more companies from
among India’s neighbours becoming multinational,
and will at some point there be a company with
joint cross-national ownership which could
be called a truly ‘Southasian MNC'? Only time
will tell. 2
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International

Development

APPOINTMENTS TO DFID’S ADVISORY TEAM IN NEPAL

DFID is a major bilateral development agency in Nepal. Our commitment is to help
reduce poverty.We give priority to support for economic opportunities and essential
services to poor and disadvantaged communities, including those currently affected by
conflict, and to social justice and governance reforms.We are committed to delivering
assistance transparently and with full accountability locally.

The DFID Programme in Nepal is designed and supervised by a team of advisers
including specialists in governance, health, economics, rural livelihoods/infrastructure,
social development, and conflict studies. We want to further diversify our team to
include Nepalese expertise covering Livelihoods and Human Development (to support
our health and education work).

Applicants should be able to demonstrate they have the necessary professional and
practical expertise in either livelihoods (Ref No LOOI) or human development (Ref No
HDOO1), and have a successful record of achievement working as a professional in a
national-or international development agency.Applicants must be able to demonstrate
strong competencies in relation to working with others; leading and managing; forward
thinking; communicating and influencing; and analytical thinking and judgement. Finally,
applicants must have a relevant post-graduate degree or equivalent and be fluent in
both English and Nepali.

Located in the DFID office in Kathmandu, the posts are based in a fast paced multi-
cuitural environment that places a high premium on inclusive team working. You will
have opportunities to work closely with all levels of Government and non-governmental
agencies, and interact with Nepalis from all walks of life and from all over the country.
Though based in Kathmandu, in-country and some international travel will be required.
The post will be permanent.

There will be an attractive and competitive local salary and benefits package.

DFID is an Equal Opportunities employer. Applications are welcomed from all parts
of the community and we actively encourage interest from women, Dalits, disadvantaged
Janajatis and those with a disability. Selection is on merit. For an Application Form and
Job description, please e-mail brai@dfid.gov.uk or collect from DFID Main Gate,

Jawalakhel, Telephone No (977-1) 5542979.

Completed applications should be addressed to Bidushi Rai, HR Section, DFID Nepal.
The closing date for applications is Friday 21st October 2005.










deaths. This was because of the inadequate coverage
of the rural communities by the national health
system, as well as poor information transfer. While
mortality data, collected at the household and
community level during periodic census, provides a
reasonably accurate picture of the number of child
deaths, figures regarding the cause of death are
obtained from the health information systems. Many
kinds of childhood deaths, particularly those that
are immediate such as drowning, are not reported at
the nearby hospitals or health centres. Additionally,
the practice of registering births and deaths has not
yet taken firm root in villages, thus leaving a gap in
the data.

Some put the blame on donor-driven policies, so
critical in determining the health discourse of
Bangladesh, which has led to the neglect of injuries
on a nationwide level. This discourse, while focusing
on the ‘mountain’ of diseases, did not take into
account specific community problems such as
drowning in a heavily populated deltaic country. The
shifting of focus to the prevention and cure of disease
may indeed have diluted traditional injury
prevention practices by targeting and prioritising a
different set of health problems, even if important in
themselves. For instance, an old method to keep track
of young children was to tie bells around their waist,
clearly revealing that communities in the past were
aware of the need to guard against a child going too
far from the doorway towards dangerous water
bodies in the neighbourhood. Such practices have
now faded in the villages. Admits a senior Unicef
official, “A process of de-learning might have taken
place.”

Dr M. Amjad Hossain, head of the orthopaedic
and trauma department at the Dhaka Medical College
and Hospital (DMCH), has no doubt that the neglect
of injuries as a public concern is closely linked to a
political and development system that has become
utterly dependent on donor governments and
agencies. Dr Hossain sees the injuries brought to his
trauma unit as the end result of this failure of
Bangladeshi government and development sector. He
says sardonically, “Child injury is a huge crisis but
it seems we will wake up to reality only after
international funding agencies tell us about the
problem.”

Dr Hossain should derive some satisfaction that
his society is slowly but surely waking up to the
challenge of accidents and injuries. Scholars, civil
servants, activists in local communities, NGOs and,
ves, international agencies are beginning to look at
the arena which kills more Bangladeshi children
than any other. The discovery of this lost and unseen
‘mountain of injuries’, for its part, has been a
remarkable story in itself. Unicef’s Giersing, who had
earlier been involved in an injury study in Vietnam,
was aware of the dangers and extent of injury related

childhood death and disability in the developing
world. The key to understanding and action, however,
was to gather data. For his part, Dr Fazlur Rahman
had done a research on injuries in the district of
Sherpur back in 1995 and believed that a national
survey would throw up interesting figures. The
ICCDR study in Matlab, meanwhile, had already
indicated a trend towards injuries emerging as a
leading cause of childhood deaths. With the
development agencies on board, the government was
responsive as well, and a collaborative effort finally
led to the Bangladesh Health and Injury Survey. The
hidden mountain had appeared back on the horizon.

Water, water...

Bangladesh is blessed with water, and also with
floods which bring fertility to the land even while
devastating sections of the population. It should
come as no surprise why drowning is the leading
cause of death among children. Almost 17,000
children between 1-17 years of age die of drowning
every year. A further break-up of data suggests that
drowning is the single largest killer in the 1-4 and
the 5-9 age brackets, with other causes taking the lead
during adolescence.

What is surprising, however, is that most children
do not drown during floods or in the rivers. Instead,
they fall into neighbourhood ponds and ditches,
which are filled with water as a result of the high
water table in most parts of the country. Although
incidents do increase during the rainy months, the
presence of these "harmless” water bodies makes
drowning a perennial danger in rural Bangladesh.
“Adults perceive knee level water to be safe, not
realising that a child needs merely six inches of water
to drown,” notes Shams El Arifeen, a research
epidemiologist at the ICCDR.

Besides the dangerous proximity to ponds and
lakes, it is weak supervision that makes children
vulnerable. “Most incidents of drowning happen
during the day when mothers are busy cooking in
the house. They may either leave the children alone
or with slightly older siblings who themselves are
not mature enough to be protective,” says Arifeen.
Even while others may lend a hand, it is the mother
who is considered to have the ultimate responsibility
for a child’s protection. When she is busy, the child
is inevitably expused to danger.

General perceptions regarding drowning are also
instructive. The injury study in Matlab reveals that
for district health officials, drowning simply did not
exist as a cause of death while among mothers, it
ranked as the fourth leading cause of death in the
village. Apart from accepting injuries with a sense of
fatalism, the communities were also found to be
superstitious. In order to prevent drowning, the
villagers would, the Matlab study reports, “have the
kobiraj (spiritual healer) bless the ponds and make
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BHIS report, tor its part, recommends that villagers,
particularly older children, be trained in ftirst aid
treatment, which could provide immediate relief and
response at least tilt the injured reach the hospital.

Can Bangladesh sensitively deal with and help
rehabilitate the 13,000 children who become
permanently disabled due to injuries every year? “No.
Not with the present government apathy and social
attitudes regarding disability,” says an emphatic Dr
Nafeesur Rahman, director of the National Forum of
Organisations working with the Disabled (NFOWL).
“Here, onee you are disabled, vou lose evervthing —
social status, position in the family, economic
opportunities and even vour name. You begin to get
referred to by the name of vour injury - Shujon, who
may be blind, would only be called andha,” says Dr
Raliman. With only four percent of the total number
of disabled children attending, primary school in
Bangladesh, the challenges that the new 13,000
annual entrants to this ‘club’ tace becomes clear. It is
also crueial that the larger socicty jettison prejudiced
notions of the disabled, and the government buiid
inclusive institutions,

Reviving the instinct

‘While awareness about the child injury crisis present
in Bangladesh is spreading, there are clear obstacles
on the wav — from vested interests that have a stake
in existing health priorities to senior medical
professionals who are reluctant to do a course
correction.

The discovery that it is nol discases and infections
but injuries that are the leading cause of child deaths
is not music to the ears of one sector — the vaccine
industry. As an official confides, “They would like to
seli more vaccine but from the perspective of the health
system, any additional investment there would only
yicld diminishing returns as the cause of mortality is
already shifting clsewhere.” The vaccine lobby is
extremely powerful globally, with the money as well
as political network to determine health prioritics at
donor headquarters as well as in distant
governments. It would trv to retain focus on vaccine
preventable disease and ensure status quo vis-a-vis
present health priorities. There is alse a level of
resistance among leading medical practitioners in
Dhaka to recognise injury as a major health concern.
To be kind, one can say that this attitude stems from
ignorance rather than a subliminal leaning towards
an approach that would rather maintain the tocus
on infections and diseases and their treatment.

But there is hope — vounger doctors in Dhaka
hospitals seem overwhelmingly aware of the drastic
nature of the data on injuries. This is because they
are present in the trauma and emergency units, seeing
for themselves the scale of injurics. The incluston of
injury in several of its key plans and programmes
retlects the positive attitude of Bangladesh’s Ministry
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of Health. Meanwhile, Dr Fazlur Rahman’s
pioncering safe community programme in Sherpur,
where drowning deaths have been reduced
significantly, proves that injuries can to a large extent
be prevented even in low-income communitics. All
these events, seemingly unconnected, show that there
is progress at cach level - from growing awarencss
to pulicy intervention to prevention — and all of this
has happened in a relative short period of five years,
The ‘unseen mountain’ is now clearly visible, and
with the large number of children dying or being
disabled from injuries, it does not present a pretty
picture. While the ecarlier mountain of discases was
vaccine preventable, the present one clearly requires
a more complex and integrated approach - from
making a traditional people recognise the a
traditional problem with a new dimension, as well
as devising strategics to prevent it Indeed, the
challenge in Bangladesh is to revive the socicty’s
instinctive urge to protect its young fram injury such
as drowning, an instinct that has been dulled or
diverted with other health prioritics taking
precedence, and also by new injury-causing sources
in the form of Righway accidents or electrocution. As
Bangladesh moves to reduce its volume of childhood
injury deaths, other Southasian countries would do
well to ask themselves whether they have a hidden
mountain left to deal with. :

" India China Institute
Fellows Program
Announcement

The India China Institute {ICI), based at The New School, New =
- York, announces its inaugural India China Fellows Program
.. (ICFP). IC! seeks applicants who are highly accomplished,
. innovative and emerging Indian leaders with 5 to 15 years of
professional experience in urbanization and globalizaticn. o
Applicants from a wide range of backgrounds such as public -
administration. academics, media. civic action. art. architecture.
urhan pianning and private entrepreneurship are encouraged to
apply. In early 2006, the India China Institute will select five
Fellows each from India and China, for a two-year fellowship
award. 4

CRRE e nt

The selected fellows could continue their current profession
“ during their fetlowship period. They will be assisted in research
proposal. travels and the three gatherings and compensated
- appropriately by honorarium.

N

LSRR

g

-‘ For future Information, please write or email @

i India China Fellows Program c/o PUKAR, 1-4, 2 floor,
Kamanwala Chambers, Sir PM Road, Fart, Mumbai 400 001
B Email: deshmukha @newschool edu

R Website: www.indiachina.newschool.edu
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in 1996 adds, “It's the new ideas that we incorporate
in our teaching process that helps our students think
beyond narrow horizons.” And students are indeed
thinking beyond the immediate. Wasim Maner, a
former student of KNB, is now pursuing a career in
professionat doeumentary filmmaking. Given the
extreme poverty he came from, this would normally
have been considered an audacious choice for a
youngster from Phaltan. Wasim is currently working
on a documentary film related to a United Nations
project.

Individual initiative and commitment have led to
positive changes in other areas as well. The Nimbkar
Rehabilitation Trust, set up by late Kamalabai
Nimbkar (again an American who married an Indian
and changed her name) started the first school for
mentally retarded children in Phaltan. Bon Nimbkar,
a colourful and visionary entrepreneur, was an
agricultural pioneer and is currently working in
animal husbandry. Roping in breeding experts from
Australia, he first spotted the potential of helping the
poor through breeding a fast-growing goat and a
twining sheep. Bon also started a fishery and later a
Fishermen's Association in the town. The Nimbkar
Group employs around 350 people permancntly and
over 150 women for seasonal work. An impressive
effort when there is little else for the residents of the
town to rely on.

The underbelly

Despite some positive changes, the dark Indian reality

of caste discrimination, communalism and poverty
continue to define life in Phaltan. Stench welcomes
you to the ‘Muslim colony” of Qureshi Nagar, whose
Khatik community has registered little growth on any

of the socia! indicators over the decades. Situated at !

a distance from the rest of the town, it is in this locality
that the dynamics of the mass-elite relationship is
most visible. While the ‘community’ leaders send
their own children to English schools, they fear that
widespread education will loosen their grip on the
people. And with religious leaders themselves
thriving in a situation of abnermality and discord
between communities, they would rather have people
of Qureshi Nagar continue their ghettoized existence.

As a ploy to deter Qureshi Nagar parents from
sending children outside the ghetto to Marathi
medium schools such as KNB, community leaders
open Urdu medium schools. Marathi, the sterectype
goes, is language of the Hindus while Urdu is the
“Muslim’ language. Two or three months hence,
however, they wrap up the ghost school, ruining the
child’s education. Only one boy of the ghetto, Kalim
Qureshi, passed out of standard 10 fast year from
KNB.

The Dalit Basti stands as the mute semi-urban

corroboration that caste segregation is alive and well

in Phaltan. It faces Qureshi Nagar across the road,
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home to extreme poverty and rampant illiteracy.
Nothing more need be said.

Yet, there are efforts underway to undo the wrongs
of history and faith. Datta Ahijvale is a journalist,
Dalit activist and a teacher all rolled into one fine
human being. He edits and publishes a Marathi
weckly that raises Dalit issues and runs a school for
Dalit kids, all this while surmounting tremendous
economic and social hardship. Somnath Ghorpade
is in charge of KNB's Qutreach Programme that
focuses on providing learning techniques to the
government schools. “Is there any hope?” [ once
asked Ghorpade, while checking his report on a visit
to a government school. (He was my student, learning,
basic English). With a smile, and a fair share of
optimism, he replied enigmatically, “T am here only
because someonc else hoped 1 could be here.” These
activists believe that social change would remain
incomplete if the marginalised are neglected.

The striking thing about Phaltan does not lie in its
uniqueness- it is like any other town that occupies
the Indian rural landscape, with the same problems,
the same feudal mores and similar community
practices. What is remarkable about Phaltan,
however, is that it represents and reveals the power
of individual initiative as well as the empowering
role of education. The focus now has to shift towards
making this change more inclusive. &
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construction, It is this apathy that is the greatest
challenge to the TRO's efforts to go beyond the first
stage of direct relief, to medium and long term issues
of reconstruction and rebuilding livelihoods.

Mcanwhile, the national authorities are trying to
implement a pre-existing regulation for a Coastal
Exclusion Zone {CEZ), prohibiting permanent
structures within a 100 to 200 m from the shore. The
tisherfolk reject the CEZ because it inhibits their
access to the sea. Leader of the Opposition, Ranil
Wickremasinghe, has supported their stand and
recommended they take recourse to the law.
Interestingly, the regulation is not supposed to apply
to hotels and tourist establishments, because they
are built of stone and presumably safer. As in Tamil
Nadu (sce accompanying article), the fisherfolk
suspect that they are being targeted in order to benefit
real estate sharks who have an eye on the seafront
properties.

Comparison: Tamil Nadu

For India with its one billion inhabitants and massive
economy, the devastation that the tsunami visited
on Tamil Nadu and the Andaman and Nicobar
islands was relatively modest. Whereas the tsunami
was a matter of national significance for Sri Lanka, it
was a regional matter in India. The annual budget of
India passed shortly after the tsunami did not show
any impact of the tsunami. Even Tamil Nadu’s
economy has been considered ‘reasonably sound’
in spité of the disaster.

While aid from the state administration was slow
in coming, both the central government and ngos
acted speedily after the tsunami struck. This created
some controversy between the state and central
governments, enough that the Centre sent relief funds
to the affected areas via loans disbursed directly
through public banks or the municipalities. Not to
be outdone, in Madras, Chief Minister Jayalalitha
promised generous credit schemes and grants to the
affected families. India accepted help from foreign
organisations and ngos only under stern conditions.
In this sense, the Indian government acted with the

same level of confidence as the LTTE in the Vanni,
and in contrast with the attitude of the government
in Colombo.

The coast of Tamil Nadu is about 1,000 km long,
and the Chief Minister’s idea of building a protective
concrete embankment all the way through was
greeted with ridicule and promptly dropped. Experts
said it would be much more sensible to plant
mangroves along the coast, which had in fact saved
some communities from the brunt of the tsunami. In
a transit camp just outside Mahabalipuram, the
fishermen were unanimous in saying, “Tell the
government, we do not want alms. We want to work.”
While they and their families are not the poorest
communities in Tamil Nadu, they are considered
‘low caste’, and actually regard themselves as
outside the hierarchical caste system. They arc well-
organised, are politically aware, and know their
rights: they demand loans to buy new boats, nets
and engines. But most of all they demand the right
to stay in their traditional homesteads. Hardly had
the tsunami washed over them and they raised their
heads again, they went and sued the government
because it intended to drive them out of their rightful
places.

While Colombo asks for and relies on international
donations for rehabilitation and reconstruction and
sometimes complains that not enough of the
promised aid is forthcoming, New Delhi and Madras
have relied almost entirely on their own resources.
While Sri Lanka thus puts its foreign pelicy in
captivity in the wake of the tsunami, India preserves
its autonomy. In the end, it was the Tamil
Rehabilitation Organisation of the northeast that was
there when the people of the region needed them the
most. On the other hand, the two decades of fighting
seem to have sapped the strength and enthusiasm of
the people themselves. And so when the waves came
to devastate what little was remaining of their will-
power and 7eal, the people of the Sri Lankan
northeast preferred to be passive recipients. In Tamil
Nadu, by contrast, a people who had not seen the
devastation of war, were able to organise, help each
other, and challenge authority. I3

9th International Short & Independent Film Festival Dhaka
December 22 - 30, 2005

Call for entries deadline : September 30, 2005

Festival Director
9th International Short & Independent Filoy Festival Dhaka, 2005

108, Aziz. Co-operative Super Market (2nd Floor), Shahbag Dhaka-100G, Bangladesh

Phone: + (88-02) 8611575, Cell: +B80171181363, Fax: + {88-02) 8613058
E-mait: bsff@@dhaka.net Web: www isiffdhaka.org
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described his favourite ‘'interrogation’
methods to a dazed Gilani. His reference
was to “third degree”, which has almost
become a household term in some circles,
liberally used even in polite company.
Gilani was spared the worst of these
methods, thanks to interventions by
some friends in the media. As he points
out in his book, thousands of others
caught in the web of India’s criminal
Justice systern are not so fortunate, They
arc subjected to some of the most
inhuman forms of torture, and the matter
of guilt or innocence is moot.

Other outrages however continued
against Gilani, and it is to the eternal
shame of the politicians, bureaucrats, the
police and the criminally irresponsible
officials of the IB that they all condoned,
and in some cases, even approved the
steps that led to Gilani spending seven
months in jail. These included an initial
false opinion on the nature of the
downloaded document provided by the
Directorate  General of  Military
Operations (DGMO), and news ‘leaks’
about Gilani’s ‘crimes’ to unscruputous,
unprofessional media persons. All this
influenced judges, jail officials and even
inmates at Tihar, to Gilani's detriment.

There followed an relentlesscycle of
court appearances, rejection of bail
applications, and false hopes of releasc.
Finally, however, the casc collapsed
under the weight of its own
contradictions, as New Delhi journalist
Siddharth Varadarajan points out in his
excellent foreword. The Directorate
General of Military Intelligence (DGMI)
rejected the earlier assessment of the
dacument by the DGMO, and when the
court was about to be informed of this
revised the government
withdrew the case and Gilani was freed.
He was released without so much as an
apology, let alone an offer of
compensation or promise to bring those
responsible to account.

opinion,

Rights and acquiescence

Gilani’s description of the tribulations
of his co-inmates in Tihar is marked by
sensitivity, as he brings out the
poignancy of many a situation. This is
more than can be said about much of
[ndia’s mainstream media. Indeed, the
author is much too kind to his fraternity,
viewing the foibles of some of his fellow
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scribes with the same semi-detached eye
that sized up his own prospects while at
Tihar. However, he is sharp-cyed enough
to acknowledge the gross inaccuracies
in reporting by the media in general -
inaccuracics that often have grave, far-
reaching conscquences for the subject of
the media’s attention. How many
statements and press releases by the
police, army, or another security branch
of government, are verified before being
published as the truth; and how many
‘encounters’ are reported as such simply
because the police said so?

Indeed, how many mainstream
newspapers and television channels
have a policy of double-checking
statements and claims from the security
forces? Somewhere along the way, the
term “allegedly’ went out of fashion. And
when will the media begin to pay
attention to the torture taking place at
thousands of police stations and jails
across India every single dav, and the
travesty of justice that takes place in the
courts of the land?

Gilani’s reactions to the arbitrary
actions by the officials raiding his home
points to a specific reality, that few
citizens of the largest democracy in the
world are actually aware of their rights
when confronted by any cocercive
authortty. He signed the search
‘authorisation’ and other documents
presented to him without reading them.
When he did realise that this was much
more than a simple scarch by the income
tax authorities, Gilani did not demand
to consult a lawyer. 1le did not even ask
to sce a lawyer when he was told that he
would be held at the police station for
the night. It was much, much tater that
he realised that the entire roughshod
operation was itlegal. He never thought
to ask why IB officers and others of
indeterminate status were part of an
Income Tax Department team, and why
they remained even after nothing
incriminating was found by way of
concealment of income or money.

The instinctive reaction of citizens
evervwhere, elsewhere in Southasia as
in India, when confronted by a
policeman’s knock is complete and
unqualified  acquiescence.  Few
undetstand that they have enforceable
rights against arbitrary actions by the
state, and so they never demand warrants
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justice.

and authorisations. The awe of authority
is so great that few ever think of
resistance. All of which points to the
urgent need for human rights education,
which should be spread not only among
lawyers and university students; rights
awareness must begin in schools. While
schoolchildren are made to cram enough
about their moral and civic dutics, they
arc not informed about the rights of
citizens. The result —well-educated, well-
informed people like Gilani are at a loss
when confronted by illegal search and
seizure.

Courts of despair

And so on to forgiveness. Gilani has been
able to transcend his rage and anguish
to write a dispassionate personal record.
He comes across as a gentle, dignified
man, not given to outbursts. This lack of
rancour, and the author positioning
himself as an objective observer, makes
the book an efficient record of facts and
experiences and provides the space to
document the stories of others in similar
situations, But the complete absence of
indignation rankles. Surely, at the end of
it all, the book’s conclusion required a
strident demand for justice. Surcly, it is
possible to express outrage without being
shrill, to demand accountability for its
own sake, out of a sense of fair play, and
not necessarily out of a desire for revenge.

Is this zen-like detachment a reflection
of Gilani's temperament? Perhaps. Or
perhaps, after long, hopeless days in jail
and surreal encounters with the lower
judiciary, he has stopped harbouring any
hope of those responsible for his plight
being brought to justice. It may thus be
that the lack of obvious bitterness is a
result of despair for the country and
system.

One awaits the memoirs of Sangita
Dhingra Sehgal. It is only then perhaps
we will get some explanations as to why
she, as Chief Metropolitan Magistrate
before whom Gilani was hustled in June
2002, did not record his statement. And
why she did not consider using her
official telephone line to connect to the
Internet to verify for herself if the allegedly
secret information downloaded by
Iftikhar was in the public domain or not.

The judiciary, touted as the only
standing pillar of an otherwise
insensitive state, revealed its hollowness

in the Gilani case. Let us keep in mind
that very few criminal cases ever reach
the elevated strata of the High Courts or
the Supreme Court of India. Most such
cases involve poor, uneducated people
who rarely, if ever, have the capacity to
see their cases through the full range of
available judicial remedy mechanisms.
Thus, it is at the level of the trial courts
that their fates are decided, often for
keeps. Prison officials and police often
‘forget” about undertrials awaiting court
decisions, those arrested for petty
offences languish in prisons for years
because the bail amount was set too high,
and others have no means to hire capable
lawyers who might point out a thing
or two in their clients” favour in front
of hard-to-please judicial officers
like Sehgal.

Life goes on, meanwhile, for the
protagonists. The two [B officials who
took control of Gilani's life and turned it
upside down on that fateful Sunday are
said to have been given plum UN
peacekecping assignments in Kosovo.
Nobody in the National Democratic
Alliance government, led by the
Bharativa Janata Party, took moral
responsibility for this gross miscarriage
of justice that took place during its days
in power. Most significantly, no one
among the television or print media
asked the then Home Minister a crucial
question: Mr. Minister, vour ministry’s
action has causcd great hardship to
an innocent man, do you intend
to resign? The question would have
been legitimate.

Members of the present United
Progressive Alliance government in New
Delhi were in the opposition when the
forgiving Gilani lived his nightmare. In
fact, many of then had come to his moral
support and aided his tamily through the
dark days. Even they have not stepped
forward to offer justice to Gilani by going
after the guilty.

Put this behind vou, some well-
wishers urged Gilani at the end of his
ordeal. While he has come out with his
book, it unfertunately appears that Gilani
has decided to take the counsel to heart.
Had he taken legal recourse in addition
to writing this valuable memoir, he would
be representing many, many Indians to
whom injustice is done by their
government, police and courts.

Sep-Oct 2005 | Himal Southasian






In the first four chapters, the author takes a cursory
look at the evolution of the political economy of Nepal.
The result of the labours of the author as a leisurely
scholar on a Hubert Humphrey fellowship in the United
States, this section is a rough compilation of available
information. The rest of the book does not follow from
this beginning, and there is little atternpt to interpret
or link the events of post-unification policies of the
Shah-Rana rulers of Nepal with later developments.
Should a reader wish to begin the book from Part Two,
her understanding is unlikely to be affected by missing
what went ahead.

The second part of the book deals with “democracy
and development”. Here, the author rushes with the
breathlessness of a youngster euphoric about his report
card. Replete with colour plates, extensive quotes from
official documents, and black-and-white photographs
of development projects, this part is the meat in the
sandwich, placed between the introductory first and
concluding third parts that are there more to add
volume than understanding.

This middle section is celebratory. Mahat gives
himself a pat on the back for the goals achieved in the
tace of daunting chalienges and stifling constraints.
Contrary to the defamatory allegations of monarchists
about the period when the political parties stewarded
the country, the network of roads had doubled
nationally between 1990 and 2002, when King
Gyanendra took the first steps towards royal takeover
which culminated in the putsch of February 2005.
During those dozen years of democracy, unlike the
claim of scornful critics of the pelitical parties and their
rule, there was development enough, Access to
electricity quadrupled, the literacy rate went up from
40 to 54 percent, and access to improved drinking water
nearly doubled. Life expectancy went up from 53 to 59.
And all this achievement during a period when the
government was battling a restive monarchy in
Kathmandu. By the sixth year, ruthless Maoism had
already begun to exact its toll in the countryside.

The report card is indeed something to be proud of,
and one hopes that the author had spent more time in
analysing the nuances of this victory of democracy, at a
time when superannuated royalists are crawling out of
the woodwork in Kathmandu for a last hurrah under
King Gyanendra’s umbrella. Most recently, even the
Asian Development Bank has agreed that the proportion
of absolute poor earning less than a dollar a day got
nearly halved in the decade of democracy. Above
evervthing else, this is one measure of economic
development that should pive most satisfaction to the
leader of a political party. But the fact is that disparities
increased manifold during this period as well, much to
the shame of the socialist Nepali Congress and the
communist CPN-UML. The middle section of Defence of
Denecracy provides important reading material to try
and understand the democratic interregnum amidst
Kathmardu’s polarised political climate. It is a climate
where donors and diplomats for a long time joined the
Kathmandu valley elite classes in castigating and
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pummelling the hapless political leaders for their dozen
years of alleged mismanagement of state. Well, it does
turn out that they were wrong,

fissertion of demeocracy

The concluding section of the book is the weakest. The
author seems to lack an understanding of processes that
link the political economy with social, cultural and
foreign policy issues. The arguments seem opinionated.
The chapter on the legacy of exclusion and neglect
glosses over the role that the government needs to play
in mainstreaming the marginalised. This entire section
reads like a compilation of the op-ed pieces which the
author regularly contributes to Kathmandu's dailies.
Mahat is nothing if not forthright when he brings up
what he calls the “Arun I1I debacle”, when the one billion
dollar project was scuttled for a variety of reason. But
Mahat sees only an international environmental
conspiracy out to rob a poor country of its just rewards.
One can go on and on, and that perhaps is the strength
of this section - the topics are invariably provocative
and the author is determined to show that he has an
opinien and an answer te everything,

Published from India, the book is produced with the
care that a work of this kind deserves. In a country
where copyeditors are an unknown breed, someone
has done a good job of polishing the work of the former
finance and foreign minister to suit the taste of
discerning readers of English, including members of
the expatriate community who would be the first
beneficiaries of this book {alse because of the cover
price that has been set).

As an observant reader commented, 11 Defence of
Democracy is a self-defeating title. Democracy is valued
more for what it is than what it does, or more often,
doesn’t. That's the quality of democracy which makes
its enemies mad: they can’t attack something that is
strong enough to be left undefended. In addition, author
Mahat would know, perhaps, that the real achievements
of democracy are beyond quantification: the dalit who
entered the temple, the janjati ethnic person who began
to boast of his 5000 vears of history, the madhesi from
the ptains wheo finally got to sec their dhoti-clad
representatives straddling the corridors of the Singha
Darbar secretariat, and the women who sccured
reserved representation in village and district levels.

Even though they are net in the forefront of the
ongoing movement for democracy, the dalit, janajati,
madhesi and the wornen of Nepal are the ones whose
appetite has been whetted by democracy; they would
warnt more and will fight for their rights in the days to
come. They are the real defenders of democracy, even if
this fact may have missed King Gyanendra. Meanwhile,
authors like Mahat will chronicle their travails and seek
to appropriate the achievements. That's the advantage
of having the ability to compile thick tomes in the
language of the farangi. But perhaps this revicwer
complains teo much. Someone has to do the paperwork,
better it is a person of Ram Sharan Mahat's
accomplishments. #
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many countries but also their own direct
involvement in terrorism in large parts
of the developing world. He insists that
contemporary Islamist militancy must
be seen as a pelitical phenomenon,
and not something that is linked to Islam
as such.

At the same time, Mamdani also
dismisses the oft-heard argument that,
in contrast to the ‘non-West” where
politics is always allegedly culturally
driven, potitical decisions in the West
are supposedly directed by purely
rational and “civilised” imperatives. The
enormous clout of fundamentalist
Christianity in America today, with the
President claiming to receive revelations
directly from Ged, is evidence enough
to debunk this claim of civilisational
and political superiority.

TFor Mamdani, terrorism is not a non-
Western or a Muslim monepoly, with
Western having
consistently used it as a political tool to
advance what they regard as their own
strategic  interests.  Marshalling
evidence, he shows how America, for
decades during the Cold War, used both
state terrorism as well as local terror
proups to wage war against nationalist
and leftist regimes in a vast number of
countries. These proxy wars caused the
Jdeaths of millions of people and led
to untold destruction, in the face of
which al-Qacda’s attacks fade into
insignificance.

[t is this specific political context of
modern times, rather than revival of
medieval orthodoxy, which reveals the
roots of militant [slamism. The links
between radical lIslamism and
imperialism arc most clearly reflected in
America’s funding and training of
Muslim militants in the course of the
Afghan war as well as Israel’s initial
support to the [stamist Hamas as a
counter to Palestinian nationalists. [n
fact, Mamdani suggests, the emergence
of contemporary Islamist ‘terrorism’ can
be understood only by recogmising its
close links with Western imperialist
interests which used the Islamists as a
principal means to challenge the Soviet
Union during the Cold War. America’s
policy of patronising Islamist militants
has now boomeranged on itself with the
former now on the offensive for a host of
reasons. The facters which have

Various powcers
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provided the fodder for discontent
include the United States’ continued
support for Isract in the context of
Palestinian aspirations, the brutal
invasion of Afghanistan and [rag, the
stationing of Amurican troops in Saudi
Arabia, and America’s backing of a host
of repressive pro-Western regimes in
Muslim countries.

The Muslim non-West

The book convincingly arguces that
militancy in some Muslim communities,
including the issuce of radical Islamism,
is a political rather than a religious
phenomenon, If is a reaction to Western
imperialism and its local agents.
Radical Islamists are less interested in
the intricacies of Islamic law and
philosophy than in ridding their
countrics of West-dominated control.
America’s ‘war on terror’, for its part, is
alsa all about politics, the argument
about it being waged in order to ‘detend’
‘civilisation’ being a flimsy fig leaf to
cover up the hegemon’s designs tor
global control.

While Mamdani’s narration of a long
list of US imperialist misdaventures
across the globe, to which Islamist
militancy is, in a sense, a response, and
his  critique  of  American  neo-
conservative discourses about Islam is
valuable, in the end he is able Yo present
only one side of a complex story. The
book keeps off analysing and critiquing
lslamist discourses about non-Muslims
and their religions, which, critics would
argue, s a mirror image of the Western
1'mPe1‘ia]i5t notion of the “Muslim werld’
or the non-West. As both Bush and
Osama would sec it, if one is not with
them, onc is necessatily against them

With the pulitical roots of "terror” and
‘war on terror’ clear, selving the
mounting global crisis, says Mamdan,
alsar calls for a political response. What
is needed is a global movement for peace
as woll as a concerted effort to bring
America to its senses, forcing it to respect
lacal nationalisms and desist from
behaving like the global bully that it has
become. But are such pious desires, as
here of Mamdani, enough to tame the
imperialist beast? The reader is feft with
the sense that while Mamdani excels in
analvsis, the solutions he has to offer
somewhat fail to enthuse.
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