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Amitava Kumar’'s lorthcoming book, Passport Photos {Universily of California Press, 20003, mixes poetry,
critical theory and phatojournalism to repert on the immigrant condition. Kumar wrote the script for a recent
documentary film, Pure Chutney. He teaches Engiish at the University of Florida

Arif Shamim is a journalist from Lahore.

Biju Mathew teaches at the School of Business in Rider College, New Jersey. His book, Taxi! Behind the
Wheet of New York's Cabs, on the role of the taxi industry in New York City, will appear frem Verso Books
in late 2000. Together with Vijay Prashad, he has edited the soon-to-be published Winter 1999-2000
Volume of Amerasia Journalentitled, Satyagraha in America: The Political Culture of South Asian
Americans.

Dhiru Patel is the Senior Policy Officer at Canadian Heritage, Ontario. He has published several papers,
including “Modern Technology, Identily and Culture: The Scuth Asian Diasporas”™

John Vincenl Belleza is an American researcher who divides his time between Tibetand Nepal.

Karim H. Karim is an assistant professor at the School of Journalism and Commun:cation of Carleton
University in Ottawa,

Lionel Lumb is an Associate Professor at the School of Journalism and Communications in Carleton
University, Ottawa.

Matt Donahue, an American living in Golombo, is setting up a joint venture capital company in Sri Lanka fo
help small and medium South Asian businesses.

Praful Bidwai is a columnist with over 20 Indian publicaticns, a Senior Fellow at the Nahru Memorial
Museum & Library, New Delhi, and a founder of Movementn India for Nuclear Disarmament.

Raj Jayadev, an Amarica-born Indian, is alabour and community arganiser with Health WATCH (Workers
Acting Together for Char ge), an independent immigrant worker association of low-wage workers.

Ranijit Hoskote is a Bombay-based poet, arl ¢ritic and translator, whose works have appeared in a number of
journals and periadicals. His publications include a velume of poetry called Zones of Assault (1991), and a
biography, Pilgrim, Exile, Sorcerer: The Painterly Evolution of Jehangir Sabavala (1998).

Sanjeev Mohan is the pen name of a writer from Bombay who is currently completing his PhD thesis on
aspects of Indian writing in English.

Sumita Chatterjee, based in Florida, has a PhD in Latin American and Caribbean History, from the
University of Massachusetts.

Vijay Prashad teaches International Studies at Trinity College. Connecticut. His boak, Karma of Brown Folk,
on the dilemma of South Asian Americans and of anti-Black racism. will appear from the University of
Minnesota Press in March 2000.

Zaigham Khan is Lahore correspondent for Herald, Karachi.

Cover design by Bilash Rai. Photo (VPL 6231; courtesy Vancouver Public Library) shows Gurdit Singh (see
page 28 for story) standing at left.
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The foreign hand

The excellent report, “Gods in
Exile” (October 1999, Himal), took
me back many years when I was
working in Nepal. At that time, |
had read Juergen Schick’s The
Gods Are Leaving the Country (in
Cerman) and was shecked te
learn of the theft of Nepali
sculptures. When
I came back to
Europe, i tried to
start a project to
catalogue the
remaining statues,
and wrote to
several interna-
tional organi-
sations seeking
their help,

[ persisted for
many vears, but the
interest just wasn't
there. Nearly all the
answers [ received were to the
effect that the Nepalis themselves
have to take the initiative before
they can expect any outside
support. After many years of work,
[ gave up, partly out of frustration
with the institutional corruption
in Nepal and the apathy that the
Nepalis have towards their
heritage.

Going back to the article itself,
the writer argucs that stopping the
demand is the main solution to
idol theft. T have te disagree. There
will alwavs be insensitive pcople
in the world to create a demand
for ancient artefacts. It is more
important for Nepalis to become
aware of their rich culture and
learn to appreciate it. When that
happens, T assure vou no sculp-
ture will be able to croess the
border. Simply projecting the
Western collector as the bad guy is
not the way out.

Wolf Altorfer-Rantitkar
Zurich

Interesting

The cover story, “Gads in exile”,
was interesting, informative and
analytical. The story presents an
insight into how sculptures, icons,
statues and images have been

stolen from Nepal since the 1960s
to cnd up with Western collectors.
One has to thank Lain Singh
Bangdel and Juergen Schick for
their hard work and dedication in
documenting the loss of Nepal's
artistic heritage, which ultimately
led to the retum of the four statues
as menticned in the
article. It can only be
hoped that their effort will
bear more such results.
Appreciation also must
go to Pratapaditya Pal for
his help in the return of
the four Nepali pieces.
However, [ think the
writer was reluctant to
deal in detail with the
highly publicised case
of the attempt to uproot
the statue of
Bhupatindra Malla at
the Bhaktapur Durbar
Square. As was published in
different newspapers at that time,
the thieves tried to dismantle the
statue with the help of a crane.
Thev were stopped by a police
officer, the late Rupak Raj Sharma.
Sharma’s subsequent disappear-
ance for a month after the inci-
dent, the daring shown by the
thieves to make use of a crane in
the middle of the city, and the fact
that the papers did not follow up
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"Of course, I believe in treating my neighbouring country as my brother. .
T hate my brother.”

an the story led to speculation that
a ranking member of the Nepali
royal family could have been
involved in the attempted theft.
| thought 1 would put this on
recard as the passing mention of
the incident in the article did not
seem adequate,
Prajjeal Chapagain
Brisbane

Missing Bhairav

It is a matter of great pleasure, and
relief, to us that among the idols
returnced by an American collector
that were mentioned in the
Qctober 1999 cover story, is one of
Surya Narayan from Panauti’s
Triveni Ghat. So far, however, the
Panauti Municipality has not
taken any steps to claim the statue
and place it in its original place,
although the people here are
waiting eagerly to see and wor-
ship the deity in their hometown.
One can only hope that things will
change with growing public
pressure.

We would also like to use this
forum to help recover another
image stolen from our town. This
is the mask of Bhajrav that
disappeared one night in 1985
from the temple of Unmanta
Bhairav in Panauti. Since that
theft, a new mask has been used

KRISHAS Cornr,
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You!

For all your
Christmas & Millennium needs

And don't miss
that yeti sized Sherpa Breakfast
on the valley rim at sunrise 1 Jan. 2000
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HELICOPTER JOURNEY TO KAILASH
LARE MANASARWAR IN FIFE DAYS

- Sunny Treks & E xpedition (P) Ltd.

Organiser Towrs & Treks  Nepal, Tibet & India

% PO Box 7823, Iyatha, Thamel, Kathmandu, Nepal
Phone: 224432, 241823 Mobile No, 981020794 9810208572
Fax. 977-1-226945
g-mafls sumnyE@mos com.ng
website: httpdhwww visimepal comisunny

International sales and distribution agent

Himalayan Medical Supplies

Australia Nepal
Tel 612 6653 4241 Fax: 612 6655 0266 Tel: 977 1428807
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Vajra (literally-flash
of lightning), is an
artists’ condominium,
a transit home for
many, providing a
base during months
of hibernation and
creative inspiration,
Its isolation, graphic
splendour and
peacefu]l ambience,
make an ideal retreat
from the clock of
pressure.

Ketaki Sheth
Inside Qutside.

I stayed a week at the
Vajra, by which ume
I had become so fond
of it that [ stayed

another.

John Collee

The London Observer.

Vajra, a serene
assembly of brick
buildings, grassy
lcourtyards,
ivycovered walls and
Hindu statuary 1s a
calm oasis over
looking, chaotic
Kathmandu.

Time

in Kathmandu,
the Vajra

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

hen Savumyamoorthy

Thondaman {see obif, page
46) suggested some years ago that
the North and East be given to the
LTTLE on a trial basis for tive vears,
like most other Sinhalas, | was
outraged. | asked mysell: “How
can this Indian Tamil say such a
thing, showing ne respect for the
feelings of the majority Sinhala
with whom he had been living for
30 many years? Would it mean
any less than giving the Tigers
their Elam?”

I had since had a grudge
against Thondaman. Until the
other day, that is, when [ had the
good fortune to tatk to a Jaffna
Tamil intellectual, who T shall call
“Gnanam”, for knowledge. In the
course of our conversation, [
conveyed to Gnanam what a
Jaffna Tamil businessman friend
of mine had told me when T asked
him about the upcoming
presidential polls. This friend
thought that only Sinhalas need
worry about the polls, and not the
Jaffna Tamils, as most of them
have wealthy relatives abroad
who would help them in case
anything went wrong. And if
things turned out well, they could
of course get their relatlves to come
back, to perhaps invest in
lucrative businesses.

My businessman friend also
told me that if indeed peace did
prevail in Jaffna —in the form of
Elam or whatever —Jaffna's
development would be the envy of
rest of Asia. [ asked whether the
LTTE would permit such rapid
development, as that would pose a
serious threat to their monopoly
on power. The reply was that the
LTTE are too good as
administrators to not take
the smallest detail.

Gnanam'’s reaction was a
rather sarcastic guffaw. He said
this is where the Jaffna people,

care of

who have not been in the front
with the LTTF and not lived long
under their jurisdiction, arc
making their biggest mistake. The
LT, he said, are strict
disciplinarians by nature. This is
something that peaple with big
monev are not likely to tolerate,
and b\ the time the expats think of
returning back abroad, it woul Id
alrcady be too late.

All kev positions in Jaffna
would go only to those who weré
either with the LTTE or who had
been close to them throughout the
conflict. Jaffna Tamils would be
treated as second-class citizens,
The LI'TE would also want the
Hindu caste system to be done
away with, which will not to be
the liking of the ‘upper castes’”.
Initially, buoved by the
achievement of Elam, the Jaffna
people might tolerate the excesses,
but slowly, they will start
protesting, and even the
highhanded methods of the LTTE,
will not be able to resolve the
situation.

At the same time, the many
Tamils who will obviously refuse
to go back to Jaffna after living in
the South for ages, would vet
again face discrimination from the
majority Sinhala who would be
smarting under the loss of the
North and the East to the Elamists.
And will these Tamils be
accommodated in Jaffna even if
they did want to go? Gnanam
believes not. Meanwhile, the
LTTL s armed outfit would have to
be either disbanded or kept
otherwise occupied. This will not
prave to be an easy task.

Suddenly T saw Thondaman’s
suggestion in the right
perspective. Had he foreseen all of
this? He had definitely realised
before anyone else that the LTTLE
cannot be defeated militarily and
that they would have to be

accommodated somchow. Had he
also noticed the vulnerabilitics of
the LT1L when he made the
proposal? Would it have been that
had the government acceded to his
requuest made back then and
granted the North and Fast to the

LTTE o manage for five vears,
these vulnerable aspects of the
LTTE would have been exposed by
now and perhaps led to its
downfall?

LITF boss Vellupillai
Prabhakaran will not be able to
lead a public life even if total Elam
is granted; he has too many
enemies. An India under a (future)
Congress governument would
never let him rest easv. He also
would find it extremely difficult to
keep his trained cadres away from
violence, as under an Elam sctup
other Tamil factions would also
pose a threat to the LTTE
supremacy.

According to the Website,
Tamilnet, the UNP leader Ranil
Wickramasinghe has promised
to give the North and East
to the Tigers for two years if he
comes to power. Did he take his
cuc from Thondaman? We may
never know.,

Mr Thondaman, sir. Please
accept my apologics.

My friend Gnanam also told
me something | will never forget.
When [ asked him whether the
Jaffra Tamils were awarc of all
this, he said most of them are,
especially the fairly educated and
those who had lived in
I TTE-controlled areas all along.
He then quoted the Tamil proverb
“Kakkaikum Thankunju Ponkunju”,
meaning “A crow’s offspring may
be black and ugly, but to the crow
it is golden”. That cxplained
cverything.

Janatlt Tillekeratne
janathesii [k






PAKISTAN

CRACKDOWN

THE SUSPENSE mounted as 16 November
drew near. A month earlier, the new military
ruler of Pakistan, Gen Pervez Musharraf, had
warned all “willful” loan defaulters to repay
their debts back to the banks by that date or
face the consequences. The build-up to
mid-November was marked by daily count-
downs in newspapers and TV, and advertised
warnings. But when the day came around, the
defaulters had returned onlv 10 billion rupees
out of the total colossal flgure of PKR 211
billion (USD 1 = PKR 50 approx).

The expectation was that the army would
crack down heavily on those who didn’t pay
back. And some fantasies did come true, with
the people getting to see some bigwigs being
rounded up; 35 of the top defaulters are now in
custody, jeining the company of fellow
defaulter, former prime minister Naway Sharif.

As a symbolic gesture, the arrests were
significant as many of those detained represent
some of the most influential families in
Pakistan, and the nabbing of a retired air mar-
shal sent out the message thateven armed forces
personnel (albeit retired) would not be spared.
Meanwhile, another former prime minister,
Benaxir Bhutto, wanted in cascs of corruption,
was declared a fugitive from justice.

Loan defaults have been a highly emotional
issue in Pakistan since 1988, when parliamen-
tary democracy was restored to Pakistan with
the death of rmlltary dictator Zia-ul Haq in a
mid-air explosion. Using their new-found
freedom, journalists began reporting how top
politicians and businessmen connived with
burcaucrats and bank officials to plunder
people’s savings from nationalised banks in
the name of loans that they never paid back,
and which were often ultlmate]v written off.

Loans were taken out in the names of benaimi
companics, which didn’t reallv exist, or in the

names of those who came to called “ frontmen”,
with no intentions of repaying. Officially, out
of the net 211 billion unrecovered loan, 100 bil-
lion has to be paid back by 322 families or
groups. “The bulk of them are what we call
willful defaulters,” says Zubyr Soomro, presi-
dent of a nationalised bank, “It [default] was
not because of genuine business reasons. Thev
had no intention of paying back the money.”

As pressure mounted on the government to
act against the “Loan Mafia”, the Nawaz Sharif
government launched two schemes to recover
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the money during its second tenure (from 1997
till his ouster in October carlier this vear).
Under the first scheme, defaulters were offered
generous incentives to entice them to repay.
Thase who had defaulted over a longer period
of time, howevcr, were offered a better deal; they
were only required to pay a fraction of
what they had borrowed. Nothing much was
achieved, and when the expected dead end was
reached, all that the government could show
by way of recovery was about 11 billion rupees,
out of which only around 5 billion were in cash;
the rest L()Hlpl’lS(‘d rescheduled loans.

The second schemie, aimed at taking strict
legal action against the non-payers collapsed
cven before it began. Under this scheme, some
of the offenders, including Nawaz Sharif, was
put under a new cafegory, of those who had
“engineered default”. As law minister Khalid
Anwar explained it, “Default was engineered
for political reasons by suddenly with
drawing banking facilities from companies
which were not defaulters, which were
making repayments as per schedule.” Thus,
instead of repaying, these “cngineered default-
ers” served damage suits for “artificially and
illegally engineering defaults”.

For his part, Sharif went on television and
offered repavment by handing over his
loss-making industrics to the banks. This was
nothing more than a hoax because the prop-
crty had been over-valued in the first place.
Alse, he was seeking to repay only his portion
of the amount out of the net default incurred by
his family’s business cmpire. But more recently,
after the prime minister’s arrest, his family
cleared PKR 270 million that their Ramzan
Sugar Mills owed to the Habib Bank Limited.

While the military’s present drive has not
been all that successful, it is still talking tough.
It has put some 5000 persons on the Exit Con-
trol List, and says that more arrests will be made,
and the loans recovered in any case. Accord-
ing to Interior Minister Gen (retd) Mocenuddin

Haider, action has been taken against 1939
“willful” defaulters, each of whom have to pay
back PKR 100 million and above.

Loan defaults, however, arc¢ not the only
main ills plaguing Pakistan’s cconemy. If the
economy has to be truly revived as per the
military’s declared intentions after it took over
on 12 October, other than the relatively easy
task of recovering loans, the authorities have
to crack down on all kinds of corruption, in-
cluding the graft that went into huge ‘develop-
ment’ projects. That is the real challenge facing
the armv now.

—Zaigham Khan

Gen Musharraf:
Talking tough.















documentaries available in Banglodesh, india, Nepa

Host arganisations interested in taking Travellin

get school curricula radically rewritten so as to
promote “Bharatiya culture” (read, glori-
fication of “Hindu India” and deny the rich
non-Hindu influences on Indian culture).

Curricular revision is a long, elaborate
process in India, and education is as much the
charge of the 25 constituent states as of the
central government. Guidelines have to be
issued to framers of syllabi and writers of
texthooks by specialised organisations such as
the National Council for Educational Research
and Training (NCERT), which in turn draw
upon scholars from the Indian Council of Social
Science Research (1CsSR) and Indian Council
of Historical Research (ICHR).

The BJI? has begun tinkering with this super-
structure by appointing its own people to head
the NCERT and the National Open School. Tt
has radically recast the 1ICS5R and ICHR by
appointing uttetly discredited individuals to
leadership positions, persons of the kind who
invent history rather than research it. And
the curricular revision is very definitively
underway with discussion papers and guide-
lines in circulation. Some of these papers not
only stipulate the objectives and “values” of
education, but also substantially lay down its
core content. All future textbooks must conform
to these ‘values’ and standards. (In practice,
this will apply to institutions at the state level
too because they are donor-driven by federal-
level funders).

To take onc example, the Discussion Paper
for the National Open School (with more than
one million pupils) has highly objectionable
formulations about Indian culturc and its
‘unique contribution” to the world history. It
glorifies “Bharat” and regards alt other South
Asian societies “uncultured”. A few examples:

* Indians are “a race”. More, they have “a
mission” and “destiny” as a race.

« It is “a fundamental postulate of Hindu
thought that every way of lifc has its own
contribution to make...” But “the ultimate
reality” is defined by Krishna alone.

+ According to the Ramayana legend, Sri
Lanka was opulent. It had “excellent houses,
decorated with wonderful wreaths and

A selection of 15 outstanding films from Film South Asia '99, the festival
September/Oclober 1999 is ready o start travelling of!

jewels, golden archways, pearls, diamonds,
etc”. But it was not “cultured”. “Tn refreshing
contrast, Ayodhva was both civilised and
cultured. People were learned, free from
greed |and] truthful...”

= India, irrespective of who ruled it, has never
sought to subjugate other people, cultures or
lands (i.e., it never had to contend with
marauding nawabs and brutal rajahs).

» “Bharatiya culture is the only culture which
has understood the life problems (sic) in their
totality... In the history of the world, it is the
oniy effort to see the science, philosophy,
religion, psychology and social life in an
integrated form.”

» “Bharat excclled in every branch of
Science... Our sages realised reality lying in
every sphere of life.”

Such denial of the plain truth that India
has since ancient time been a multi-cultural,
multi-religious, svncretic seciety will lead
today’s student generation right up the path of
communal bigotry. Certainly they will never be
told in the classrooms that Christianity or Islam
in India is older than Hinduism as most Indians
know it today. The discussion papers greatly
exaggerate ancient India’s achievements and
present the country as a victim of repeated
foreign aggressions and invasions, especially
from Islam. They argue that the time has now
come for Indians (read ‘Hindus) to assert
themsclves. Tt will not be long before this toxic
bundle of fanciful ideas will be fed to millions
of schoolchildren as absolute, historical truth.

The BJP’s project in culture and education
is driven and well-defined. In the most recent
government (as in the one immediately prior to
it), the party showed itself open to sharing
certain cabinet portfolios with its junior allies,
but it has jealously guarded culture and
education for its own minister. This is because
the BJP is serious about its long-term agenda of
imposing a narrow majoritarian vision of
calture upon India’s masses and India’s
children. This Project of Prejudice is, in the end,
far more insidicus than the demolition
of mosques, for it involves manipulating
minds, injecting hatred into them, encouraging

of South Asicn documentaries, held in Kathmandy in
aver the Subcontinent and the world. This collection of the best of

South Asian documentary-maoking will give audiences an opportunily to sample the enormous range and variety of the iorest

I, Pakiston, Sri lenka and elsewhere on South Asion subjects.

g Film South Asia ta their venues should contact Manesh Shrestha at fox:
+977.1.542544 or email: <fsa@mos.com.np> Additional information on TFSA, including costs and logistics involved,

descriptions of 15 films, etc, are available at <www.himalmog.com/fsa=.




stereotypes, and voking India’s young to a hate-
ridden kind of nationalism.

Already, the partly is promoting xenophobia
by bringing in a bill to prevent persons of
foreign origin (read, Sonia Gandhi) frem
holding high office. 1t is busy whipping up
hatred and advancing agendas of political
overcentralisation and authoritarianism. All of
this can only spell trouble for Indian democracy
in the days ahead. 4

—Praful Bidwai

SOUTH ASIA

WHAT MILLENNIUM?

CALL US spoilsports, party poopers, ar anti-
fun, but we refuse to get goose-haired or drunk
over a date, and we don't particularly relish
the idea of being forced to party at media-gun-
point. Nor do we want to enhance the com-
pany of some South Asian English-educated
executive types who are sure to make a mess of
themselves between 31 December 1999 and 1
January 2000.

Besides loving our sleep, the editors of
Himal like the majority of South Asians cel-
ebrate, live and sleep by a different set of calen-
dars. The calendar of the sequel Pope, Gregory
X1I1 touches our lives but skin deep, in econom-
ics and administration, but our cultural being
is ruled by calendars that are more homegrown,
They may be a bit unscientific, relying as they
tend to on the lunar rather than the solar, but
they have proved quite sufficient these past sev-
eral millennia to call forth a Dasain or a
BPussehra, or a Pongal or a Karva Chouth.

On another level, we could go into the meta-
physical bit about how time can’t be measured
by calendars, but that's better left to the poets
and particle physicists. The 21st century, by
some of our calendars, is old hat, while bv some,
like the Islamic lunar one, it's a good six centu-
ries away; the Tibetan Buddhist calendar is now
running 2126, while the widely used Hindu
Vikram Sambat is in the year 2056. Meanwhile,
the Nepal Sambat struggles gamely along, tor-
toise-like, at vear 1120.

How can we call archaic or useless these cal-
endars which rule the cultural lives of more than
90 percent of South Asia’s 1.3 billion people?
Most certainly can’t, dear English reader, That's
why we would hate to run into those back-slap-
ping exees on 31 December 1999/1 January 2000
{Gregorian), with their borrowed drawl: “Hey
man, welcome to the 21st century.”

In this dismissal of the Gregorian 21st cen-
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tury, we are in the august company of some of
the more reactionary mullahs and shivsainiks,
to be sure, but take note that Himal is not about
to declare a fatwa on non-Christian revellers.
This is because we realise that the entire Mil-
lenmium Phoobah is not so much about the
Woestern Gregorian calendar-wallahs being cen-
tranced by the cpochal import of December
1999 turning into January 2000. The millennium
madness has more to do with a global reason 10
party, with the help of transnational media,
transnational hype and the willing complicity
of English-speaking {(or at the very teast Occi-
dental-leaning) elites evervwhere.

This is just a bigger version of the
Valentine’s Day fever that has caught all our
South Asian societies at the teeny bopper level,
and an indication of how much the excitement
and hype created in the Northern Atlantic af-
fects us all. In a planet which has had its first
global war by satellite television (Operation
Desert Storm), its first global sexual scandal by
Internet {Bill and Monica), what we are waiting
for is a Global Reason for Party. And the millen-
nium comes in handy at this very moment.

Why didn’t we party when the Buddhistand
Hindus turned the millennial corner? To begin
with, there was no worldwide media available
back then. Even if that werc the case, global hype
is mostly manufactured in the United States
these days, although the rest of the world par-
takes in it with gusto. Then again, the tens and
hundreds are not given the same earth-shaking
power in other cultures, where 12-year or 60-
year cvcles may be given more importance.

We will not insist that nobody party when
the clock strikes midnight. But let us try and
keep some perspective on this. If we are to cel-
ebrate the turn of the Gregorian calendar for
purcly religious reasons, keep in mind that
Christianity while certainly the most populous
religion in the world, does not pull in any more
than 34 pereent of the global populace. For
Hindus, 1 January will just be another day in
the month of Poush, vear 2056. For Muslims, it
will be the middle of Ramadan in 1420. For the
Tibetans, it will be another day in Earth-Hare
year 2126.

For the rest of us whose administrative
and secular lives arc certainly ruled by the
Gregorian calendar, we should remember that
those who are getting excited about it is because
the myth has it that Jesus of Nazareth was born,
supposedly, on a manger, 2000 vears agoe. Now
if that makes us jump with joy that the Son of
God came down amongst us to lead us to sal-
vation, we should just go ahead and party.

A
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Asia, Central Asia, and even China and Japan
and the East African coast. However, unlike
many other peoples, South Asians did not
migrate permanently in substantial numbers
to other parts of the world till the 19th
century. Large-scale migration from
the Subcontinent began in earncst in the
1830s with the abalition of slavery in the
Caribbcan., To replace the recently-freed
slaves with cheap labour in the sugar and
cocoa plantations (as well as coal mines and
estates) in other British, French and Dutch
colonies, the British government set up the
system of “indentured labour” to allow
recruitment of workers to go abroad on five
to 10-yvear contracts.

The tiny Indian Ocean island of Mauritius
situated 500 miles cast of Madagascar
("discovered’ by the Portuguese, and taken
by the British in 1810 after periods of Dutch
and French rule) was the first to receive
Indian indentured labourers in 1834, Next
came British Guiana in 1838, Trinidad,
Réunion, Guadeloupe and Martinique in
1845, Jamaica in 1854, Natal, South Africa, in
1860, Dutch Guiana in 1873, Fiji in 1879, East
Africa in 1895, and smaller numbers in a
number of other outposts.

Servants and dancing girils

Noted British historian Hugh Tinker
observes in his now-classic A New System
of Slavery that for most South Asians
“rmigration was not accepted as a natural
process” and that “even under the most
desperate circumstances, he [the Indian]
always leaves his native land with an idea
of returning to it”. Emigration was more a
matter of ‘push’ than “pull’ for most South
Asians who needed to escape intolerable
living situations back home.

The emigrants mainly hailed from the
overcrowded agricultural districts of India,
where crop failure could plunge whole
villages to near-starvation. There were clear
correlations between vears of poor harvests
in particuiar arcas and large-scale emigration
from there. On an individual level, of course,
there were those who migrated for more
personal reasons, such as having displeased
village notables, lost a family quarrel, or
being wanted by the authorities,

Because of the mystery surrounding
emigration, local touts (called arkatia or
arkati, the origin of which is not clear) could
easilv prey upon vulnerable, illiterate
villagers with wonderful accounts of places
that required their services. It was only from
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the licensed recruiters at the boarding depot
that the peasants often learnt of the true facts.
But when they declined to go, they would
be asked for road expenses up to the depot,
which left the peasants with the choice of
returning home penniless or emigrating, It
was also often the case that the deception was
concealed until arrival in the far-off colony,
by which time it was obviously too late.

Most ot the labourers were recruited by
licensed recruiting agencices using, as noted
by Tinker, “the most dubious methods” from
the areas closest to the ports, cspecially
Madras and Calcutta. Thus the Tamil and
Telugu districts of the Madras Presidency in
the south and Bihar’s Chhota Nagpur and
the United Provinces districts in the north
were the principal areas of recruitment.

All kinds of individuals were swept into
the emigration agent’s net and although the
latter was supposed to examine the muscles
and hands for signs of manual teil, they
signed up anyone and everyone in order to
fill the ships quickly. One official report
noted, for example, that of the 27 emigrants
in one ship interviewed, 14 were non-
labourers and included weavers, scribes,
shoemakers and beggars, all of them having
been duped into going overseas. On another
boat, over half were domestic servants,
seldiers, policemen, barbers, shopkeepers,
hawkers, and even dancing girls and their
male attendants.

The journey
Recruitmenti took place mainly in the
interior. These were the days before the
British built the incredible network of Indian
railways, and so the labourers had to travel
hundreds of miles on foet to reach the ports.
An average trek from Varanasi or Patna to
Calcutta port would take 30 to 40 davs.
With the advent of the railwavs, and
the emigrants, writes Tinker, “squeezed
together, 10 in a third-class compartment”,
this trip was reduced to less than two davs.
The shock and alienation felt by the
emigrants, most of whom would have left
their village and birth places for the first time,
was greatly deepened as they waited for
three weeks or moere in the depot in the
company of total strangers “whose speech
was unintelligible, and whose phvsical
characteristics appeared foreign, while their
ways of eating and other habits would all
seem wrong”. However, they would have te
conform to these strange ways {(including
standard-issue, convict-like clothing), and
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quickly pick up the lingua franca of the
depot, Hindustani. There was also the
inevitable epidemic which often turned
the depots into a place of sickness and
death. Thus, as Tinker writes, the emigrant
“was now immersed in a process of
deculturisation, almost dehumanisation”.

The sea journey intensified this
process. Notes Tinker: “Time and again the
Europeans involved in these voyages made
a comparison with the Middle Passage of
slavery.” As with the slaves, the experience
“both shattered and strengthened” the
survivors who gained “fortitude, and a sense
of comradeship, and even brotherhood for
those who had shared the passage”. The
voyage lasted anywhere from eight weeks
{to Mauritius) to up to 26 weeks (to the
Caribbean).

Conditions on the sailing ships left much
to be desired. The crew tended to ill-treat
their human cargo with impunity. Sickness,
discase and death were common, and
mortality rates were appalling, reaching up
to 38 percent in the case of one passage.
Then there werc the inevitable storms and
shipwrecks.

Life on the plantation

After landing, the recruits were sorted out
and marched off to their new "home’ —the old
slave quarters, still called the Camp des

Noirs (Camp of the Biacks) and ”Nigger
Yard”. Many spent their first year in
sorrowful shock, remembering their homes
and realising how badly they had been
tricked. The first few years were very trying
and many failed to adapt to the arduous
conditions. Mortality rates went as high as
12 percent, while life for the survivors was
literally a living hell, or narak, as it 1s called
in Hindustani.

The workers had very few rights, and
these were generally ignored. They were
subject to the whims of those in charge: the
overscers, the manager or the owner who did
not have their welfare in their minds as a
priority. Working and living conditions were
terrible, health care and housing extremely
primitive, and wages very low (and to
remain unchanged for 100 vears). It was no
wonder that suicide rates were shackingly
high. In the mid-1870s, while they varied
between 46 per million in Madras to > in
the UP back home, it was 640 among
expatriate Indians in Natal and 750 in Fii
{climbing to 831 in 1910).

The systern of indenture was confizured
in such a way that it tied the labourers to
their contract longer than they had agreed
to. Fines were frequently imposed for trisial
offences such as quarrelling with other
workers, and deductions were made
from pay for not meeting the un-
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African and South African groups by
the 1960s.

In total contrast, it appears that not
many visited South Asia from Fiji. Their
principal mode of contact was similar to the
Caribbean one referred to above, with one
significant exception. The several thousand
Gujarati and Punjabi ‘free” immigrants of
the 1920-1940 period retained close ties
with South Asia; but they “were felt to
constitute a separate, almost ‘alien” element
in the Fijian Indian community”, writes
anthropologist A.C. Maver.

Modern emigrants

The massive spurt in post-1950 South Asian
emigration consisted of two very different
types of South Asians. Most of those
who emigrated in the 1950s and 60s were
unskilled workers who went to fill post-
World War IT labour shortages in the lowest-
paid unskilled, menial occupations in
British cities. A sizeable number of skilled
South Asians also departed East Africa to
escape the escalating local anti-Asian climate
after independence, culminating in ldi
Amin’s peremptory en masse expulsion of
Indians in 1972,

In contrast, in the post-1970 period the
majority of emigrants have been skilled
professionals —technicians, engineers,
doctors, academics —who have settled in
high-paying jobs, mostly in North America.
In addition, a large number of temporary
workers from South Asia also go to the oil-
producing countries of West Asia.

The pattern of travel and contact for
immigrants in the earlier period (pre-1950)

and for those in the most recent period could
not be more dramatically different. With the
arrival of the jet plane, travel time and
distance have been virtually eliminated: it
now takes less than 18 hours to go from the
Caribbean to South Asia, a trip that took
more than six months a century ago, and
more of the diaspora South Asians today can
afford the cut-rate air fares of the modernera.

There is now considerable travel back
and forth to the Subcontinent, particularly
from North America and the UK, and also
from the earlier areas of immigration such
as the Caribbean. The purposes of the visits
{often two-way), of course, vary-to see
family and friends, arrange marriages,
conduct business, undertake cultural
or religious activities, ctc—but they all
reinforce the South Asian identity.

Furthermore, developments in
modern transportation and communication
technologies have also helped create a
world where dispersed South Asians, rather
than being culturally isolated, can now find
in most major world cities easy access
to everything from Asian-language
broadcasts and newspapers to shops selling
videotapes in Indian languages.

Whether the contacts will continue or
what the extent or strength of the contacts
will be in the second and subsequent
generations, born and brought up outside
of South Asia, remains to be seen. If the past
is anything to go by, it is very likely that the
binding force of South Asian culture will
ensure the continuation of some form of
contact for some time into the future at least.
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by Karim H. Karim

Diasporic communication networks are
c imes viewed as forming alternatives
6 structures of corporate globalisation.
imentators writing from the perspectives
‘of cultural studies and postcolonialism tend
to see them as “the empire striking back”.
The diasporic site becomes the cultural bor-
der, Homi Bhabha’s metaphorical “third
space”, lying between the country of origin
and the country of residence.

This is the zone of intense, cutting-edge
creativity born out of the existential angst of
the immigrant who is neither here nor there.
She is Abdul JanMohammed’s “specular
border intellectual” who “caught between
two cultures...subjects the cultures to analytic
scrutiny rather than combining them”. One
could cite from just within the South Asian
diaspora a growing list of accomplished
writers to support these ideas: it would in-
clude Michael Ondaatje (Sri Lanka/Canada),
Moez G. Vassanji (Kenya/Tanzania/
Canada), Rohinton Mistry (India/Canada),
Anita Desai (India/ Canada), Cyril Dabydeen
(Guyana/Canada), V.S. Naipaut (Trinidad/
England), Salman Rushdie (India/England),
and Hanif Kureishi (England).

The media of diasporic groups have fre-
quently been at the leading edge of technol-
ogy adoption due to the particular chal-
lenges they face in reaching their audiences.
The relatively small and wideiy scattered
nature of communities they serve have al-
ways encouraged them to seek out the most
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efficient and cost-effective means of commu-
nication.

Dhasporics have generally favoured the
technologies that allow for narrowcasting to
target specific audiences over those that pro-
vide the means for mass communication,
Marie Gillespie notes about the Indian com-
munity in Southhall, England, that many
families obtained VCRs as early as 1978 “well
before most households in Britain”. This is
probably true for other parts of the South
Astan diaspora which voraciously con-
sume movies from India and TV serials from
Pakistan.

Having little input into the content
of dominant national or global media,
transnations (cultural theorist Arjun
Appadurai’'s term) have also feund new
technologies like digital broadcasting sat-
ellites (DBS) and the Internet as particularly
appropriate in maintaining active links
among their far-flung members. Indeed,
diasporic groups in North America and Fu-
rope were among the earliest to adopt DBS
for cross-border transmissions. But at the
same time, these very market-based techno-
logical solutions, which are enabling
transnational communities to overcome
structural communication barriers, are also
drawing them into the dominant global
structures.

Corporate providers of digital broadcast
services in the West have realised the vi-
ability of ethnic channels and are making
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them a significant part of their offerings. The
India-oriented Network Asia appears on
DirectTV in the US and Canada’s ExpressVu
carries the (South) Asian Television Network
(ATN), which telecasts Doordarshan pro-
gramming,.

That “ Asian Indians have the highest per
capita income and educational level of anv
US ethnic group” has been an important part
of ATN's North American marketing strat-
egy. Diasporic DBS broadcasters carry out
market research, programme scheduling,
and advertising similar to those conducted
by major networks. Apart from certain dif-
ferences in the maodes of narrative, the only
major difference in these broadcasts, com-
pared to Western mainstream programming,
seems to be in the languages and cultures
of the content.

There is a price to be paid in adopting a
market-based model of diasporic broadcast-
ing, Given the lack of public media content
for cultural minorities in the West, they be-
come reliant on commercial ethnic broad-
casters. This has led to the tacit acceptance
of production values that are frequently at
odds with artistic integrity. There is often
convergence of programme content and ad-
vertised products in the shows put out by
several commercialiy-based ethnic broad-
casters. Creative cultural programming ap-
pears to be a low priority in much of
diasporic broadcasting, and the primary
problem does not seem to be Western cul-
tural imperialism. Adoption of the market
model of broadcasting appears to belie the
cultural studies view of minority media in
the West as uniformly resisting dominant

Who is a dess?

structures and discourses.

Diasporic groups are also making exten-
sive use of on-line services like Usenct and
Listserv. These global networks arc allow-
ing for relatively easy connections for com-
munities living in various continents, Unlike
the one-way broadcast model of communi-
cation, on-line media are interactive and less
hierarchical. The ability to exchange mes-
sages with individuals on the other side of
the planet and to have access to community
information almost instantaneously changes
the dynamics of the diaspora, allowing for
qualitatively and quantitatively enhanced
linkages.

Access to the Net remains limited, how-
ever. Even in Western countries with the
highest connectivity, those who are poor, eld-
erly, lack higher education, or live in rural
regions are not likely to be linked. The situ-
ation is much worse in the poorer countries.
Whereas South Asians are increasingly us-
ing the new media, exposure seems largely
limited to an information elite which is cre-
ating diasporic directories of individuals,
community institutions, and businesses. In-
terestingly, this cybercaste has also extended
their endogamous search for future spouses
from diasporic newspapers to websites.

For those who wish to obtain free Internet-
based services, several corporate giants are
willing to oblige as long as patrons agree to
become captive audiences to the growing
amount of advertising on electronic sites.
This becomes yet another way by which the
diasporic who seeks to re-establish commu-
nity by digital means is snared in the {(World

Wide) Web spun by global corporations. 4

Himal’s poser to the discussion group of the South Asian Journalists Association (SAJA) led moderator Sreenath
Sreenivasan to draw our attention to the $AJA Stylebook <www saja.org/stylebooks>, which listed desi as: A colloquial
name for people who trace their ancestry to South Asia, especially India and Pakistan. Pronounced “DAY-see”, it is the Hindi
word for “from my country”. Added Sreenivasan: “In an article about the South Asian party scene in the Big Apple, New
York Times reporter Somini Sengupta described the word as a “Hindi version of homeboy or homegiri” (NYT, &/30/
96: "To Be Young, Indian and Hip”).

The following two reactions are from other SAJA discussants:
When [ use the term desi, | mean: “of my people™. | feel a camaraderie with a desi. A desi is someone who’s like me.
Someone who experiences the same cuftural fusion, gender role bewilderment, and racism, while wearing @ brown-is-cool

attitude.

Ushma U <ushma@jhu.edu>
As an American-born Indian, | stick with the definition “of the country”. On a personal level, to be desi connotes some sort of
ancestral affiliation with the Subcontinent and some sort of desire in crafting a sense of identity or feefing of community with
others who share that ancestral affiliation. | guess | afso associote it with things like enjoying dal and rice, not getting unnerved

by the things that unravel many foreigners and NRIs wha return to India—fike beggars, no toilet paper, that kind of thing.
Himanee Gupta
Honolulu, Hawaii
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Vocal Immigrants

WASHINGTON—AIlthough they did
not begin arriving in this country in large
numbers until the late 19605, after a
change in US immigration law, Indian
immigrants have emerged as one of the
nation’s most dynamic cthnic communi-
ties. According to 1990 census data, In-
dian Americans have the highest average
heusehold income—USD 60.903—of
any Asian-Pacific ethnic group, a cat-
cgory that includes Chinese Americans
and Japancse Americans,

Indian entrepreneurial skills have had
a spectacular impact in the Internet and
software industrics, where Indian Ameri-
cans have begun to organise into groups
such as the Indus Entrepreneurs and the
Indian CEO High Tech Council. The lat-
ter boasts a Washington area membership
of 165 Indian American chief cxecutives
whose companies employ nearly 20,000
people.

These software engineers and start-up
specialists have not been shy about trans-
lating their economic success into politi-
cal clout. “In politics, the power comes
from money and business,” said Reggie
Aggarwal, a 30-ycar-old lawyer and
president of a Fairfax high-tech firm who
helped found the Council. *A group like
ours can meet with all kinds of senators
and congressmen. We're not just going
to get you active people, we're going to
get you power players. Every event we've
had is u grand slam.”

That is no idle boast. In Scptecmber
1996, Indian American executives and
professionals held a fund-raiser for
Clinton at the Mayflower Hotel that
raised a reported USD 400,000.

Republican presidential candidate
George W. Bush has alrcady benefitted
from the largesse of Indian Americans
such as Krishna Srinivasa. 54, who im-
migrated in 1969 and now runs a com-
puter consulting business in Atlanta, “We
want better Indo-US relations,” said
Srinivasa, who so far has raised USD
150,000 for Bush at two campaign events
and recently met with the candidate at his
Austin office. “There is no reason the
world’s largest democracy cannot have a
working relationship with the world’s
greatest democracy.”

Indian Americans’ gencrosity to po-

litical campaigns has been accompanied
by growing support for India on Capitol
Hill. The Congressional India Caucus,
founded in 1993, now has [ 15 members.
Ackerman, the group's chairman, has
travelled to India six times and employs
an Indian American on his staff.

“They have helped a great many
members of Congress to understand the
issues, and to focus a little more attention
on an arca of the world that deserves more
attention.” said Ackerman., who receives
contributions {rom Indian Americans na-
tionwide.

While groups such as the High Tech
Council are focused primarily on promot-
ing husiness ties between the United
States and South Asia, many Indian
Americans fee] passionately about fureign
policy matters such as the Kashmir
conflict.

Rajesh Kadian, for example. is 2
Great Falls gastrocnterologist with two
daughters at the University of Virginia
and a teenage son who is a wide receiver
on the Langley High School football
tearn. He is also the author of several
books on Indian military strategy and a
firm heliever in the need to explain the
Indian point of view to American
policymakers.

To that end, he organised a 1993
fund-raiser that netted USD 15,500 for
Sen Charles S. Robh (D-Va.). He meets
occasionally with State Department offi-
cials and, in one instance, helped arrange
a meeting between the Indian ambassa-
dor and a key lawmaker—whom he pre-
fers not to name—so they could discuss
Lthe nuclear test issuc.

“India has never got the respect of the
United States,” Kadian complains. “But
this is a responsible, important country,
and it has arole to play in the world.”

India’s standing in Washington suf-
fered a serious setback when it set off un-
derground nuclear devices in May 1998,
prompting Pakistan to respond in kind
several weeks later. The blasts triggered
economic sanctions against both coun-
tries, though Clinton subsequently waived
some provisions for one year,

While Indian Americans were di-
vided over the wisdom of the tests, many
nonetheless felt it was their duty to de-

fend their native land against accusations
that its government had acted irresponsi-
bly. The American Association of Phy-
sicians of Indian Origin. for example, set
aside its customary emphasis on health
care 1ssues and circulated a letter explain-
ing the “context” of India’s decision, ac-
cording to a spokesman.

India also got help from Chatterjee,
the head of the Indian American Forum,
who parlayed his fund-raising activities
on hehalf of Sen Jesse Helms (R-N.C.),
chairman of the Senate Forcign Relations
Committee, into a meeting between
Helms and Forcign Minister Jaswant
Singh.

“We told him. "India needs a fair hear-
ing,"” said Chatterjee. who attended the
meeting along with Srinivasa, the Bush
campiuign supporter.

Such efforts have started to pay off.
At least twice this year. India’s support-
ers in Congress hlocked legislation that
would have cut off its foreign aid. Simi-
larly, when the House International Re-
lavons Committee passed a resolution
blaming Pakistan for tast spring’s flare-up
in Kashmir, the White House welcomed
the move as “a uscful way of reminding
the [Pakistani] prime minister and others
that Congress could use its influence in
ways that were not in Pakistan’s inter-
est”. But Indian Americans do not nec-
essarily march in lockstep with the Indian
government. Congress, for example. is
considering legislation that would ¢lear
the way for a resumption of military sales
to both India and Pakistan, While the In-
dian embassy opposes the move on
grounds that it would mostly benefit Pa-
Kistan, which necds spare parts for its
US-made hardware, some Indian Ameri-
cans favour lifting the ban to help pro-
mote business and strategic ties with In-
dia.

“We have to look at what is good for
the United States,” said a prominent In-
dian American businessman who spoke
on condition of anonymity. "“"We are not
agents of the Indian government.” 4

Excerpted from “Activism Boosts India's
Fortunes Politically Vocal Immigrants Help Tile
Policy in Washington” by John Lancaster, The
Washington Post, 3 October, 1999.









the much-touted lIT-trained South Asian
whiz-kids ride the top of the Silicon valley
totem pole to multi-millionairedom, ironi-
cally, the clectronic sweatshops are filling
up fast with not-so-fortunate subcon-
tinentals carning no more than USD 6-8 an
hour in one of the most unaffordable places
to live in the country, withou! job security,
or health insurance.

Many immigrants start a job thinking of
the workplace abuses as passing burdens of
a transitional reality, which will end once a
better job is found. But due to the paradoxi-
cal lack of “good assembly job”, most tem-
porary workers tend te be stuck at the same
plant, at the same position and pay, for years.
Temporary work thus becomes permancnt.

Model mushrooms

The meteoric ascendance of a portion of
South Asian engineers and business people
into the Silicon Valley rovalty, has been both
a captivating and surprising tale of immi-
grant entreprencurial stewardship. Captivat-
ing for the phenomenal amount of wealth
that the South Asians have been able to cor-
ner, especially given that the bulk of South
Asians {read mostly Indian) have estab-
lished themselves only over the last two
decades.

According to one study, Chinese and
South Asian entreprencurs notched up USD
16.8 billion in sales last year alone. The fact
that there arc over 20 publicly traded com-
panies each with sales in the millions
founded or run by Indians in Silicon Valley,
seems to buttress the “model minority” para-
digm which these immigrants earn for them-
selves and the US economy. This South
Asian entrepreneurial class has even gone
so far as to create high-tech industry asso-
ciations tike “The Indus Entreprencur” to
institutionalise their clite positioning and
growing political weight.

The model minority myth is conse-
quently allowed to perpetuate, more so be-
cause the reality of the rest of the South
Asian American existence is given a blind
eve, thereby also avoiding the exposure of
an embarrassingly two-faced relationship of
opportunity and exploitation with high-tech
industry. The loud recognition of the top-
dog South Asians in the Valley is accompa-
nicd by a strange silence about their cous-
ins who toil at the other end of this high-
tech foed chain. Unhealthy in itself, this
myopia needs to be corrected so that the
waorse-than-"Third World reality’ of the
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sontinental immigrants on the assembly
line be improved. Clearly, there is need for
organising ameng the South Asian labour
forces in the valley, one which would be an
active ally of the broader-immigrant labour
movement.

The issue of community intervention
becomes cven more pressing given the

‘alley’s anti-union history. While most in-
dustries of sive have union representation
to rely upon as a voice for workers’ rights,
Silicon Valley has put tremendous energy
and resources into keeping the industry
“union-free”. Having the guile to foresee
how a union could disrupt the patently un-
fair labour practices of his industry, Bob
Noyee {co-founder of Intel) writes in his
1984 book entitled Silicon Valley Fever that,
“Remaining non-union is essential for sur-
vival for most of our companies, If we had
work rules that unionised companies have,
we'd all go out of business. This is a very
high priority for management.”

The industry has religiously abeved this
commandment of the silicon guru through-
out the booming business expansions of the
past two decades. It has donce this by imple-
menting rapid-responsc union-busting
campaigns to diffuse any cffort that hinted
at worker organising. Without union pro-
tection or a community support network, a
worker such as Jivan in Silicon Valley is left
in a battle for workplace justice that pits him-
self alone against an entire industrial com-
plex stocked with money, political clout,
and incredibly effective media campaigns.
The romantic struggle of the underdog
loses its charm when viewced in the
context of these unfair odds stacked against
him/her.

“They (management) think we’'re mush-
rooms. They keep us in the dark and feed
us shit,” says Jivan. The rising number of
South Asians in the manufacturing sector of
Silicon Valley is an alert to animate the col-
lective South Asian consciousness in North
America. The focus has to be well-being in
the workplace, and the separations that
today exist between labour and community
organisations must be done away with.
As more South Asians join the underclass
of North America, it is best to make com-
Mon cause. A
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by Vijay Prashad and Biju Mathew

gan our study of the Hindu Right in
ed States several years ago, when
ord of large funds being transferred to In-
ia by sympathetic organisations started do-
;mg the rounds. QOf course, the flow of such
cash to the ‘mother country” was not a novel
occurrence among South Asians, as we had
before us the highly publicised cases of the
generosity of some Sri Lankan Tamils
towards the LTTE, as well as of European,
Canadian and American Sikhs towards
Khalistani groups in Punjab.

The transfer of saffron dollars to India,
of course, had the potential of being much
larger. However, as is the case with the reli-
gious right of all persuasions, accessing in-
formation from these secretive organisations
was not very easy. The secrecy has, in fact,
increased after there were protests a few
years ago about the dubious use of charity
front organisations to channel funds to In-
dia. In 1994, there was even an effort to raise
money through the US charity, United Way,
but sustained protests from secular South
Asian groups forced a withdrawal. Since that
episode in particular, fund-raisers for the
Hindu Right have been far less generous
with information about their work.

Additionally, the fund-raisers are wary
of openly talking about money because they
tend to make extensive use of the illegal
hawala network to transfer cash funds. Since
the Hindu Right does not conduct “terrorist’
activity on North American soil, the US au-
thorities do not pay as much attention to
transfer of saffron dollars as they do to the
Khalistani and LTTE moeney. The latter two
organisations, after all, have conducted ex-
tortion and assassinations in North America,
whereas the Hindu Right has been, if any-
thing, more subtle,

Blocked thus in our search to learn of the
way money flows into the Subcontinent, we
turned our investigation to how the religious
right raises money in the US and Canada. To
do this, we had to understand the ways of

the Right, notably the means by which it cre-
ates moorings for itself among the overseas
South Asian population.

Orthodox multiculturalism

Why have the US (and Canadian) authori-
ties allowed the religious right to
flourish, untrammelled, in North America?
‘Multiculturalism’ is the answer. Faced with
massive social unrest among minorities
{mainly African Americans, Native Ameri-
cans, Latino Americans, as also feminists,
gay and lesbian activists), the US establish-
ment has over the decades evolved a cultural
policy that has ceased to demand that all
people assimilate into the murky soup of
homogeneity. Thus, the social protests, go-
ing back to the 1950s and 60s, forced gov-
ernment to accept the diverse heritages of
people as the cultural logic of the nation.
New curricula came to be written for schools
in the 1970s in the name of multiculturalism.

This politically correct and sensitive in-
corporation of multiculturalism by the state
in the US and Canada was of immediate sup-
port to the Hindu Right when over the 1980s
and 90s it began to flex its muscle and open
its wallet. With tolerance bred from the fact
that most Americans perceive South Asia as
a region imbued with religiosity, the reli-
gious right of all persuasions presented it-
self as the true interpreter of South Asian
culture. Thus, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad
of America (VHPA) came forward to represent
Hindus, while the Jamaat-e-Islami made to
speak for South Asian Muslims. The diver-
sity of South Asia was thus rendered mute
by these organisations, which liked to de-
fine a South Asia as one that was clearly di-
vided on the lines of faith. The beauty of
multiculturalism was quickly reduced to
communalism.

The two Dharma Sansads held by the
VHPA (1998 and 1999) offered rules on how
Hindus in America should live their lives,
in its arbitrary capacity as the sole authority
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The Muslim World Day
Parade in New York,

harder to track. The lack of attention by au-
thorities is mainly because the VHFA and
the Jamaat do not appear to be a threat to
the US or Canadian establishments. Take
the case of the Hindu Right. Sewa Interna-
tional is an offshoot of the Hindu
Swayamsevak Sangh (the US version of the
ultra-rightist Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh/RsS) and it claims to “educate and
propagate the principles enunciated in
Hindu Dharma with particular reference to
serving the poor, sick, needy and weak”. Its
stated mission is thus twofold —offer char-
ity and provide ideology to its following.

To use their money effectively, the VHPA
and its kin organisations claim to offer help
to those who are the most socially and finan-
cially desperate, raising funds for orphans
(through its Support-A-Child programme,
begun in 1985) and tribals or ‘adivasis’
{through its Vanvasi Kalyan Kendra net-
work). The organisations all claim to be
“non-political” charities, which evidence
shows to be not true.

In Bhopal, for example, the US-based In-
dian Development and Relief Fund (IDRF)
provides funds to Sewa Bharati which tries
to “protect the tribal people from subver-
sion, and integrate them into the main-
stream”. In reality, what this means is that
the money is used to bring the adivasis into
the ‘Hindutva’ stream as propagated by the
ruling Bharativa Janata Party. In Hyderabad,
the IDRF funds Keshava Seva Samithi where
destitute children are housed to “mould
them into an ideal citizenry through educa-
tion/vocational training”. As it happens,
Keshava Seva Samiti shares the same ad-
dress as the RSS headquarters in the city.

The amounts raised by the US orga-
nisations are by no means trivial. Since the
carly 1990s, the 1DRF (set up in 1978)
has raised over USD 2 million. Another
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organisation, the Hindu Heritage Endow-
ment (HHE) has collected USD 2.6 million in
contributions and pledges since its establish-
ment in 1994. These dollars enter a part of
Indian society that is starved of funds. Each
dollar is not only converted into so many
rupees, but each of those many rupees func-
tions with far more power among the op-
pressed adivasis than among the moneyed
elite of, say, Bombay.

While the IDRF is openly political,
organisations like the Hindu Heritage En-
dowment (HHE) remain in the shadows of
religiosity. The IDRF supports “exemplary,
grassroots non-governmental organisations
in India”. The term “grassroots” is used to
attract money from donors in the US pres-
ently besotted with the idea of micro-credit
and micro-development —those who might
otherwise put their funds into something like
the Grameen Bank. And just as the Grameen
Bank wields immense power in under-
funded sectors in Bangladesh, so does the
well-funded right throw its fiscal weight
about amongst orphans and adivasis.

Dollars for zakat

If dollar funds dharma in India, the dollars
for zakat raised by the Islamic Orthodoxy are
not very different. The Jamaat has lately be-
gun using tactics perfected by the VHPA. It
is, however, less diffident about its political
ambitions, as evident in the intervention
made {(from Florida) by the Pakistani
Jamaat-e-Islam chief, Qazi Hussain Ahmed,
during prime minister Nawaz Sharif’s meet-
ing with Bill Clinton last July.

Like the Hindu Right, the Jamaat is ea-
ger to enter into the lives of young “Muslim
Americans”. Thus far, organisations like the
Bangladeshi Youth Federation have inserted
themselves into this space at the expense of
the Islamic orthodoxy, and the religious right
would dearly like to change this situation.

The crucial difference between the Dol-
lar Dharma and the Islamic Orthodoxy is that
the latter has, as of now, not tried to raise
vast funds within North America. ].I. Khan
of the Kashmir People’s Democratic Forum
{a leftist Kashmiri organisation in the US) has
pointed to the Islamic Right’s reliance upon
“the drug mafia, the 15 and the Saudi gov-
ernment” for its funds. As he told us, “1f these
are your benefactors, vou do not need Mus-
lims in the US or Canada te be the principal
funders.” But if the funds from Saudi Arabia
and the drug matia dry up, Khan recognises,
it is likely that the Islamic Orthodoxy may
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turn with its collection tray to North Ameri-
can Muslims.

The ‘problem” faced by Islamic Ortho-
doxy, however, is that many of its orga-
nisations are staffed by both Indian and Pa-
kistani Muslims, which makes it difficult for
it to take strong and populist positions on
subcontinental politics —something avail-
able to the India-leaning Hindu Right. To
leverage money for Pakistani politics or to
foment trouble in Kashmir will not appeal
to many Indian American Muslims. Mean-
while, without its access to outside money,
the Bangladeshi Jamaat has already turned
to the diaspora for funds, a reason for its
rapid growth across North America.

Despite the lack of importance given to
zakat (obligatory annual payment for chari-
table and religious purposes under Islamic
law) among most Muslims in North America,
Khan and others argue that the Pakistani
American community is no less a hive of
right-wing sentiment. As evidence, they
point to the rapid growth of Islamic centres
across North America and to the popularity
of leaders such as Tahir Ul Qadri of the
Tafheen-e-Quran. As Rizwan Raja, a Paki-
stani New Yorker, says, “From early child-
hood in Pakistan we have been socialised to
give more precedence to Islam than even
Pakistan. If you add to this the sense of alien-
ation we immigrants feel, and the sense of
attack that many Muslims experience in the
West, it is not surprising that many of us are
easy targets for right-wing propaganda.”

The politicisation of the Pakistani dias-
pora was evident in the days following
Nawaz Sharif’s ouster, when there was a
wave of support for the military action and
for the Lashkar-e-Taiba (the Taliban of Paki-
stan), that old friend of many in the Pakistani
armed forces.

Communal diaspora

One cannot remain immune from the cur-
rents that one proinotes. The support of com-
munal politics in South Asia, in the final
analysis, ends up communalising the “do-
nors’ as well. The implications in the sub-
continental diaspora of this support of
communalisation are legion. For one, the
drive to raise money enters one’s most cher-
ished celebrations. As one brochure has it, if
you are “celebrating a birthday or wedding
anniversary, enjoying a graduation party,
solemnising a pooja, rejoicing a festival or
commemorating your beloved ones, IDRF is
at your service. It offers you a unique op-
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portunity for serving God through selfless,
humanitarjan service, and thus enhancing
your inner joy!”

Such a campaign appeal is directed at
those South Asians who, it is hoped, will
begin to organise themselves along religious
rather than secular lines. Dinesh Agarwal, a
well-known elder of the Hindu Right, posted
this note on the Hindu Students Council
on-line forum in 1995; “There is a new trend
developing in the youth of Indian origin.
When they marry, they contribute all their
cashand other gifts to Seva (Service) projects
in India. Recently, sister of Shri Satish
Tamboli of Washington (an active worker of
RSS and IDRF) got married. She contributed
all her cash gifts for buying a medical van
for Seva Bharati Project in India. Shri Sanjay,
son of Shri Vinod Prakash of Washington, fol-
lowed the same example. He also contrib-
uted all his cash gifts for Seva projects in In-
dia. May this volunteer service spirit grow
and more and more of our youths follow
their examples.” The rhythm of a chain let-
ter stands out in this note, but so too does
the strategy of using the idea of ‘service” and
‘culture’ to draw funds not only from the
first-generation migrant, but more impor-
tantly from their children,

The VHPA also routinely raises money
from corporate matching gift programmes (in
which corporations, in the hope of appear-
ing benevolent, ask their employees to do-
nate money to charity organisations, with the
corporation itself making a pledge to match
the amount donated). Routinely, the reli-
gious right has counselled its members to
take advantage of this policy and nominate
its charity organisations. In the early 1990s,
employees at AT&T attempted to do this, but
when a campaign revealed the VHF's role at
Ayodhya, the corporation felt uneasy about
any further controversy. To keep track of this
use of funds is difficult, and for sure, large
amounts of funds find their way to South
Asia’s religious right through this channel
of corporate-supported giving,

Meanwhile, in the political forests of
South Asia, the Dollars convert into Rupees
and multiply madness. The only conversion
that has not been condemned is that from the
Dollar. That conversion is used to strike ter-
ror in the heart of all those who refuse to
convert to bigotry, or whose cultural forms
are deemed dangerous. A
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by Amitava Kumar

e : : :
iving outside India sometimes con-

8 @'ghe%nselves more Indian than those left

@Lﬁ‘ﬁdﬁ These desi diasporics are members

?n@ﬁhe FBI, the acronym for “Full-Blooded In-

_dians”. I'm an Indian who lives and works
in the US but I resigned from the FBI long
ago. This past summer I went to South Af-
rica to conduct research for a film about the
EBIs in that country.

My findings: When it comes to the fight
for a non-racial society, the FBIs in South
Africa leave behind in the dust the FBIS in
the US. When I was there, accompanied by
my film-collaborator Sanjeev Chatterjee, The
Johannesburg Mail & Guardian carried a mat-
rimonial ad in its pages that was a little dif-
ferent from those one usually encounters in
the classifieds. It read: “Sick of South Africa?
USA man seeks single white female, non-
smoker, 28-40, to emigrate.”

The man who had placed the ad in the
paper was a South African by the name of
Neil Shuda. When one of the Mail & Guard-

ian reporters asked Shuda why he wanted
to emigrate, he replied, “Even Al Capone
never attacked a police station —he wouldn’t
have dared to. Yet in South Africa, people
just drive up to satellite [police] stations and
shoot cops to death.”

Crime might be driving South Africans
like Shuda away from their own country. But,
it isn't keeping away the Indian and Paki-
stani immigrants from South Africa. Espe-
cially the latter, who are hard-hit by domes-
tic inflation following the economic sanctions
imposed after the 1998 nuclear blasts.

Lining the streets in the local neigh-
bourhoods of Johannesburg, you can see
Urdu- and Hindi-speaking men and women
running small kebab shops. Tar drums,
sawed in half and filled with cinder, serve
as ovens. Smoke and the smell of spiced
meat fills the air.

These are not, however, the FBls. That is
a term reserved for the Indians who are fully
South African. These newer immigrants, the
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ones selling kebabs and working at menial
jobs in shopping malls, are often only called
“India Papas”. Others—including those of
Indian descent—find the India Papas
mildly amusing. As one FBI said, “They
dress funny. You can tell them from a
mile away.”

I cannot imagine how funny the ances-
tors of these Indian South Africans had ap-
peared to their European masters a century
ago. I say this with all sobriety. Even today,
the descendants of the Indians in South Af-
rica are called “Russians” (because they fly
red flags on bamboo poles in their houses)
or “Rotis” and “Calkies” (because it was
somehow believed that all of them had come
from Calcutta). Or “Coolies” (because they
are the children of indentureds, or maybe
only because they need to be put in their
place. Even in the new South Africa).

Shiva’s chosen

What are these diasporic Indians to think of
themselves today, particularly after the de-
mise of apartheid that had up till now des-
ignated their place in the racial hierarchy?
One evening, I was listening to my car ra-
dio. I was tuned to Radio Lotus, South
Africa’s Indian station (its slogan: “You are
in the position. Lotus.”). The programme I
was listening to was “Viewpoint”.

I had heard about the show from several
friends in Johannesburg and Capetown. The
show’s host Ashwin Desai, [ had been told,
was smart and provocative. The topic under
discussion that night was “Identity”. A man
called in to say that he was Indian because
he prayed every day. Desai asked him if, for
example, Jewish people didn’t pray every
day. Did that make them Indians? The caller
insisted that he was Indian because India, the
land from where his forefathers came, is,
as we all know, the greatest country in
the world...

On this particular night,  was in Durban,
where Radio Lotus is based, and a city with
an Indian majority. In the Durban telephone
directory, the entries under “Naidoo” to-
talled 15 pages. The second longest list of
entries, which ran up to 10 pages, belonged
to “Pillay”.

Tt was exciting to be among such a large
group of diasporic Indians, and the questions
Desai was posing were hard-hitting and vi-
tal. When I turned into my hotel driveway,
Desai was asking a caller, “Can I be a homo-
sexual and still be Indian?”

| called the show from my room. | said
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that I was in town to do research for a docu-
mentary which was going to be called
“Where Gandhi Became Indian”. On air, I
asked Desai why one of his callers felt he
was Indian because he prayed every day.
Why wasn’t he proud to be Indian, instead,
because another Indian by the name of Yusuf
Dadoo had laid the foundation for Indian and
African liberation in South Africa or others
like Laloo Chiba and Ahmed Timol had been
tortured in prison for their resistance to the
system of apartheid?

Mythical greats

The callers on “Viewpoint” did not answer
my question that evening, but Desai invited
me to be on his show the next night. De-
lighted, I went, and got my answers. One
irate listener called in to say that we were
Indians because we were a special people
descended from Lord Shiva, and who the hell
was I to say anything about the need to ex-
amine what it meant to be Indian? Another
caller from nearby Phoenix suggested to the
host that folks from the Subcontinent were
#a bitter lot”, envious of all that the Indians
in South Africa had achieved. I replied that

I was indeed. T was envious that so many of
them had fought against apartheid.

The decisive contributions made by In-
dians to the political and economic structure
of modern South Africa is incontestable. This
is evident not only in the present leadership
of the African National Congress (with a
presence of Indians that far exceeds in pro-
portion their population vis-a-vis Africans
and the so-called coloureds) butalso in other
groups going back to the days of the Natal
and the Transvaal Indian Congress’s. The
callers to the radio station were making it
plain, however, that they did not value that

Poster for the
television serial
Ramayana in Lanasia,
the township outside
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during apartheid.






with these barbarians, what's wrong with
you, man?”

In the US, quite frankly, we have not
waited for the white man to impart us this
piece of racist wisdom. We have produced
it in our own heads and embraced it with
unabashed fervour. And even in places
where that slur is absent, there is hardly
any evidence of a passion for solidarity. If
you read the pages of a publication like
India Abroad, you might encounter a lot of
breast-beating about apathy among Indi-
ans. Several column inches are devoted to
the need for political awareness among In-
dians, but that notion of politics is as nar-
rowly identitarian as doing garba dance
and eating samosas.

There’s never a word about laying a
coalitional, democratic foundation for a
non-racial society. We'll fete second-string
white legislative leaders. We'll have parties
for dignitaries in the Indian embassy and
consulates. We'll don ill-fitting suits and
thrust out our paunches in pride every time
any mainstream politician praises India for
the most fatuous reasons. And, in this pic-
ture, you see me rubbing my oily forehead
against the chappal worn by Jesse Helms—
or for that matter anyone who is anyone in

Washington DC.

But, that is the insider politics of lobby-
ing! Every group —from soy manufacturers
to the sellers of guns—has its lobby, and so
why should FBIs in US not have one? Their
privileged position as members of a profes-
sional class inclines them to such machina-
tions, and the US system is certainly compli-
citous in encouraging such trends. The
point of a more progressive, pro-people’s
politics, however, is in the organising of
strong, new identities, especially if they are
identities forged collectively and aimed at
the greatest good of all.

The discovery of such identities for the
Indian communities will begin with a rec-
ognition that they form a part of a mixed
majority of people of colour. And that their
success as a group and as a people lies, in
large part, in taking a stance against an un-
just society that keeps black and brown
populations disenfranchised and poor. A
drive through the inner cities of America,
even through the safety of our Honda Ac-
cords and Mercedes-Benzes, should confirm
not our feelings of false superiority but the
realities of an invisible system of apartheid
at work here. A
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layan range and considered the
mythical legendary ruler of the 360
neighbouring peaks. According to
ancient Tibetan mythology, Nyen-
chen Thanglha is inhabited by a
white archetypal father figure
mounted on a white steed, who was
worshipped by local rulers.

It was following the decline of the
north country that the kings of Tibet
came to dominate the entire plateau.
Sallying forth from their strongholds
in the south of the country at the end
of the 6th century, a priority of the
Tibetan armies was to conquer the
region around Nyenchen Thanglha,
which lay on the frontier with
Shang Shung. _

But the advent of Tibet's impe-
rial period did not lead to the di-
minishing of the importance of the
holy mountain. According to an-
~ cient texts, the 8th-century Tibetan
king Trisrong Deutsan relied on
Nyenchen Thangla to protect his
‘soul force’. After the break-up of the
Tibetan empire in mid-9th century,
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Nepal Himalaya, where even touay
Nyenchen Thanglha is revered as
the protective deity.

Enigmatic earthworks

In my bid to understand this obscure
period of Tibet's history, I have vis-
ited Nyenchen Thanglha a number
of times. During these explorations,
I have come upon unrecorded ar-
chaeological sites at the mountain.
Located in the shadow of the south
side of the massif, are large man-
made earthern platforms. However,
since no excavations have been
made, it is not possible to conclu-
sively identify these enigmatic
earthworks.

Reference to ancient structures in
the region are to be found in the elu-
sive text known as Logyu Chenmo,
where forts are mentioned at places
called Dam and Za. It does not seem
unlikely that these platforms may
have been part of the larger infra-
structures of forts.

This conjecture is also supported

Lake Nam Tsho with Nyenchen
Thanglha providing the backdrop
(above); remains of stone wall near
“lncense Nook of Lhamo Drugmo”

by the oral histories of the region
which indicate that the region
around Nyenchen Thanglha was
far more powerful and densely
populated in ancient times than it
is today, when all one sees are small
plots of barley and peas such as
around the villages of Largen Do
and Tre Do.

Another reference hinting at
large settlements in the neighb-
ourhood of Nyenchen Thanglha is
found in the Old Tibet Chronicle,
written about the 8th century.
This is about Ngepo, perhaps a
feudatory of Shang Shung, which
was ruled by Prince Zingpo Je Tag
Kyawa with his capital at Nyenkar
Nyingpa, somewhere near the
great mountain. According to the
Chronicle, this supposedly wicked
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prince had been deposed by onc of
his ministers with the help of an-
other local prince.

Celtic architecture
It was quite by accident I came upon
the platforms of carth. They are near
Nyingdrung, a group of villages off
the main road to Damshung, north
of Lhasa. I was in the area interview-
ing an elderly spirit medium and
during our conversation the me-
dium suggested that 1 visit an ob-
scure holy site said to have been oc-
cupied by Lhamo Drugmo, the wife
of the Tibetan epic hero Ling Gesar.
With a couple of companions 1
set off from the village of Yarlang,
We had been walking for about one
hour when they pointed to a small
rise in the plain far off in the dis-
tance, At first, [ did not see anything
significant, but before long we came
upon the square platform of earth,
all of 70 metres square and elevated
two to three metres above the sur-
rounding plain. Its perfect regular-
ity and the fragments of walls found
at the sitc showed without doubt
that this was a man-made structure.
In all my extensive travels
through Tibet, T had never seen any-
thing like this platform, which
seemed to have more in common
with Tron Age Celtic hill forts. My
companions suggested that this plat-
form would have been even higher,
and that the erosion of centuries had
taken its toll. This seemed possible,
given the undulating surface and
water channels on the surface of the
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platform. Like the surrounding
plain, the platform is covered in
alpine turf. Level with its surface,
is a small stone wall —evidence
that it had at one time supported
structures.

The local spirit medium and
others would have it that this
earthwork were built as a platform
for the giant tent of Lhamo Drugmo.
In the Tibetan Gesar epic, Lhamo
Drugmo and Ling Gesar were ac-
tive in the region for several years
before they were able to defeat its
demonic ruler, Dud Lutshan, with
the help of Nyenchen Thanglha.
The legend echoes Tibet's martial
past and could very well be rooted
in fact, and the platform itself may
have had a military function. As it
is a broad platform and nota mound
1did not get the impression that this
was a burial site — it seems too large
and flat, although it is recorded that
burial tumuli are found in many
places in Tibet,

About 300 metres to the south is
another earthworks about 30 metres
square. This specimen is called
Lhamo Drugmo Sang Khug, the “In-
cense Nook of Lhamo Drugmo”, and
is where the heroine is supposed to
have made incense offerings to
Nyenchen Thanglha. Since it is
more heavily eroded than its larger
neighbour, its dimensions are not so
clear. Remains of walls at ground
level are visible on both the south
and the northeast part of the
platform.

Drugmoi Dora

Paralleling Nyenchen Thanglha, 1
trekked southwest from Yarlang.
Having covered about 30 kilometres
on a wide plain, several kilometres
from the settlement of Drilam, [
found another earthen platform. The
local herders who guided me there
told the same story of the structure
being used by Lhamo Drugmo to
erect her tent. The Drilam platform
is also approximately 70 metres
square and rises about two metres
above the surrounding plain. This
one, too, is much more eroded than
the one in Yarlang and surface has
been corroded into a concavity. No

walls are visible at this site.

I also learnt of another, larger,
earthen platform on the outskirts of
the village of Largen Do, located near
the county seat of Damshung. Trav-
eling thither, I found this time a
much-larger earthwork platform
measuring about 80 metres by 250
metres. This structure is called
Drugmoi Dora {“Stone Perimeter of
Drugmo”) and it, too, is said by the
locals to be the site where the con-
sort of the epic hero pitched her tent.

Within the perimeter are the re-
mains of rocky tumuli, depressions
and terraces. Drugmot Dora is lo-
cated no more than a few metres from
the road to the popular tourist desti-
nation of Nam Tsho, but because of
the terrain it is very hard to spot. Ac-
cording to information collected
some 60 vears ago by Hugh Rich-
ardson, the last British resident at
Lhasa and himself a well-known
Tibetologist, the tumuli at Largan Do
are the final resting place of an an-
cient Mongol army.

While surveying Drugmoi Dora |
came to learn of ancient earthworks
just a few kilometres south at Kvang
Ragkha Yog. This is another large
complex consisting of mounds, ter-
races and long walls built of earth.

In the Changtang Plateau, in the
shadow of the Nvenchen Thangtha
range, these earthen structures hint
at a past in Tibet which has yet to
generate interest among those who
tend to see Tibet's past as purely
Buddhistic. Even local Tibetans are
unaware and uninterested in the
story that these mounds and plat-
forms as yet hold in their wombs.
Their associations with the Tibetan
epic and ancient battles and power
struggles have all been relegated to
a silent chapter of Tibetan history.
Are there burial chambers here, and
will excavations throw up town
plans and fortifications? We will
know only when there are scientific
excavations. These simple structures
have survived the harsh climate of
millennia and will doubtless survive
for several more, while they await for
those whose interest in human
civilisation in the high plateau goes
back beyond the 7th century. A






1931 Became the first Muslim woman to become a member of
Indian Women's Federation.

1932 Death of first husband,

1933  Became a school teacher with the Calcutta Corporation,

1937  First collection of stories published,

1938 First anthology of poems, with the blessings of Tagere.
Second marriage to freedom fighter Kamaluddin Khan and
since then known as Sufia Kamal.,

1946 Ran a sanctuary at the Lady Brabourne College for the com-
munal riot victims of Calcurta. Started a number of maga-
zines,

1948 Became chief of East Pakistan Women's Committee.

1950 Led the Anti-communal Riots Committee during the 1950
Dhaka riots.

1951 Established the East Pakistan Child Protection Sociery. Also
ook up the vice-chair of the National Literature Society.

1952 Pioneer organiser during the February language movement.

1955 Organised the first protest by housewives against rising food
prices.

196G Became the chief of the Tagore Centenary Celebrations
Committee.

1962 Led the move te establish cultural arganisations to propagate
Tagore culture.

1965 Was at the forefront of the anti-Ayub Khan movement, which
turned into a mass uprising in 1969.

1969 Became chairperson of the Women’s Action Committee.

197G Chief of the Women's Committee.

1971~ Stayed away from all activities after the 1971 military crack-

1977 down and alsc refused to sign an endorsement of Pakistan
and its armed actions despite threat to her life. After libera-
tion, presided over the first public meeting at the Margyrs’
Monument Inaugurated the first television programme in in-
dependent Bangladesh. Husband Kamaluddin died in 1977.

1980 Got actively invoived in the anti-martial law movement and
moved close to the Awami League. Became member of the
committee to “Try the kilters and Rapists of 1971,

1990  Was at the forefront of the anti-Ershad/martial [aw agitation,

even leading a procession when a curfew was on.

porary Bangladesh. The former lives abroad, adrift from
her compatriots’ social and political movements, being
more comfortable with Western parameters of social
behaviour, which, in a way, renders her out of sync with
the mainstream. An anti-religious person, who writes
about her sexuality with ease, openness and confidence,
Nasreen is a shocker, in step with the brave new world.
Begurmn Sufia Kamal, on the other hand, was a deeply
religious person, who would never have contemplated
leaving her people. She led, along with Jahanara Imam,
the toughest movement mounted since Bangladesh's
birth against the Islamic fundamentalists, a fight that
lasted till her death. She was not the least bit concerned
about death sentences, and was part of so many causes
that she almost died of leading a million movements.
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By leading a conventional and religious life in her
private world and a radical anti-Islamic-fanatic politi-
cal movement publicly, she proved wrong all conven-
tional arguments about ‘backward” Muslim women. She
never missed her prayers, but at the same time was the
most formidable opponent of the Jammat-e-Islami. And
she lent her name and presence to causes that others
dared not support. It becomes then fairly obvious why
she was Amma (mother) to so many Bangladeshis. It was
only last year that she was forced to slow down her pub-
lic life due to failing health,

As a litterateur, Begum Sufia’s corpus included over
20 volumes of poetry, as well as short stories and dia-
ries. By the end of the day, Sufia had won over 40 awards,
including every national award, a few of which she re-
turned, like the ones given to her by the Pakistani State.

Sufia’s last requests were not to be given a state fu-
neral, to be buried in the ordinary city graveyard and
not to have her funeral prayers led by the chief cleric of
the national mosque, whom she considered an ally of
the killers of 1971. All her requests were conceded, but
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed, chocking with
ermotion over the death of her neighbour for four de-
cades, refused the request for an ordinary funeral.
Begum Sufia Kamal was buried with full state honours.
But the grave is a simple one, a grave of a pauper. 4
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Sri Lanka Air Force helicopter scattered jasmine

blossoms on the cortege of Savumyamoorthy
Thondaman, the son of a humble plantation worker who
made the long trek from South India to Sri Lanka's hilly
tea country in search of the crock of gold at the end of
the eternal rainbow. Karuppiah “Head Kangany”,
Thondaman's father, did make his fortune, eventually
buying the British-owned estate where he had once
laboured. But never would he have dreamt that 76 years
after he brought Thondaman to Cevlon, as the country
was then known, his son’s remains would be cremated
at the Independence Square in a state funeral.

It was amidst controversy (to which be was never a
stranger) that Thondaman made his final journey to his
pvre on 3 November. Sri Lanka's armed forces were
taking an unprecedented battering from the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Elam (IT1E) in the northeastern Wanni
region, and the use of a military helicopter to honour
the departed leader at a time the army was under siege,
infuriated many Sinhalese who did not mince their
words. To them, Thondaman was a shrewdly-cunning
politician who used his leverage on the estate {Indian)
Tamil vote to make and break Sinhala-majority
governments.

Shrewd he was, cunning he might have been. But it
was all for the cause of emancipating a backward people
who seemed doomed to pluck tea and tap rubber on
the tHottams {plots), generation after generation. For over
50 years, Thondaman was the leader of the Indian or
estate community, most of whose members were
workers in the tea and rubber plantations. As head of
the Ceylon Workers Congress (CWC), the country’s
numerically-strongest trade union (dominated by Indian
Tamils), he had been able to deliver a dominant share of
their votes to both the United National Party (UNP) and
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the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP). which have
alternated in office in Independent Sri Lanka. At various
times, he served as a Member of Parliament, both elected
and appointed, and in the last 22 vears of his life, he
held important cabinet office in the governments of |.R.
Jayewardene, R. Premadasa, D.B. Wijetunge and
Chandrika Kumaratunga.

Maker-breaker

Thondaman took the rail ferry across the Palk Strait from
South India to Ceylon at age 11 and came by train to
Gampola, a plantation town above Kandy, where his
¢ather proudly met him in his recently acquired Austin
tourer. The boy who had never been in a car all his life,
was promptly sick and threw up in the vehicle. As he
told his biographer: “My father scolded me saying '
have just bought this car from the dorai (master) and see
what you have done.” The car was stopped and instantly
washed.”

Karuppiah was as remarkable a man as Thondaman
was to be. Coming to Sri Lanka as an ordinary labourer,
he rose to be head kangany and labour contractor,
providing workers for Wavendon Estate at Ramboda in
the Nuwara Cliva district. Entrepreneurial and thrifty,
he was able to amass a fortune and buy out the British
owners. Efficiently managing the plantation with
minimum overheads and branching out into other areas
of business like supplies and transport for the cstates,
he was able to leave his son a wealthy man.

Thondaman learnt the ropes from his father the hard
way. He went on to say later in life that he would never
be permitted to go to sleep at night until the books were
balanced with every cent properly accounted for. “Even
if 1 was one cent out, either plus or minus, [ had to
reconcile it. No going to sleep before that was done.”
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Wealthy he was, but most Indian Tamils in the pre-
Independence days had very little social position, be-
ing regarded as the coolie class. Thondaman entered
Cevlon’s first Parliament in 1947 as an elected MP of the
Ceylon Indian Congress. That was possible at that time
because many of the estate workers of the day had the
vote, But they were soon to be disenfranchised after that
first election. The indigenous Kandyan Sinhalese vocif-
erously urged that an alien people, settled as indentured
labour in their ancestral lands by the early British plant-
ers, had now outhumbered them and prevented them
from even electing their own representatives to parlia-
ment. The fact that those elected by the Plantation Tamils,
as they were also known, backed the already-strong Left
movement in the country sealed their fate. The Indian
Tamils werce quickly disenfranchised in 1948. (A small
number of them whe could prove long residence werc
granted citizenship the same year, but their numbers
were not enough to elect one of their own.)

Twoe more general elections passed before
Thondaman tried to re-enter Parliament. But he was, as
alwavys, courted by the two major Sinhala parties who
wanted him to deliver the estate Tamil vote to them. He
ran from Nuwara Eliva in March 1960 but failed to get
elected. In July the same year, he was given one of the
six nominated places to the House to represent an
“unrepresented interest” by prime minister Sirima
Bandaranaike, whose SLFP was backed by those of his
people who had votes.

In QOctober 1964, Bandaranaike entered inte the
historic Sirima-Shastri agreement with Indian prime
minister Lal Bahadur Shastri. Under this agreement,
India was to grant citizenship to 525,000 “stateless”
people of Indian origin living in Sri Lanka and their
natural increases, while Sri Lanka was to absorb 300,000
and their progeny. The fate of the balance 150,000 was to
be decided later. But Thondaman was not consulted. He
was not even permitted to go to New Delhi at the time
to make his representations.

He did not forget that. In 1964, Bandaranaike was
toppled in a parliamentary coup by a single vote when
several of her ministers and MPs defected. Thondaman
who was her nominated MP chose not to vote, Had he
cast his vote in Bandaranaike's favour, the voting would
have ended in a tie and the government saved by the
speaket’s casting vote. He then supported the UNP at
the elections of 1965 and returned to Parliament as a
nominated M. His meticr as a maker and breaker of
governments was getting to be more visible than when
he was just the deliveryman of the estate Tamil votes.

The UNP was routed by Bandaranaike in 1970 and
Thondaman’s place as nominated MT' representing the
Indian Tamils went to his arch rival, Abdul Aziz. But
seven years later, he was back, this time as an elected
MP backing the UNP in an electoral wave that decimated
Bandaranaike's SLFP. He was made a cabinet minister in
1977 and remained a powerful minister till his death.

In those years he used his political and trade-union
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muscle to serve his people who had long been the most
deprived; he secured Sri Lankan citizenship for tens of
thousands of his community who had remained stateless
even after the Sirima-Shastri Pact, and the subsequent
Indira-Sirima Pact of 1974 when cach country agreed to
absorb 75,000 of them and their natural increases. His
other achievements included equalising the wages of
men and women working on the plantations. The women
tea pluckers were being paid less than their menfolk, as
the latter was perceived to be doing the “heavier” work
like pruning and weeding,

The cbhony-complexioned Thondaman, who usually
wore white khaddar, succeeded in doing what he did
from within government becausc he entered both the
UNP and the SLFP cabinets on the strict understanding
that he was entitled to an independent role in matters
affecting his people. Thus he led crippling strikes
countrywide while sitting as a cabinet minister with the
same aplomb with which he played tennis in a planter’s
club upcountry, where once while he was playing,
thousands of his union members werc out demanding
the removal of the very superintendent who was his
opponent on the court! A
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- PLACE LEGENDS

For Richard Lannoy
Mother Goddess .

Pepper vines ring the jackfruit tree
that is her shrine. She claims
tributes of colour: indigo is hers,
and saffron, and carmine.

The rain has washed her altar. .
You cannot see the blood that quit

her veins when the storm-god’s iron mace
split her head, pinned and broke her arms.

Her stone skin breathes, sweats, watches

over anthill Harappas. It is not blind,
this torso tapering to a cleft

_between child-wide hips.

I do not deceive mysé_.-lf.
She grows inside me.

ook

) ® .

Hero Stone : LA

Stone srhgared with vermilion,
the raddled god stands guafd ‘
over furrows where dead cities sleep-

Once it was blood, still warm
from his victim’s pierced abdomen,
that anointed him.

One hand carries a drawn swow'rd,
the other dips out of sight
behind the relief of the horse.

Perhaps that hand, surreptitious, feels
for what the rustic sculptor
did not carve:

his testicles, twin planets that the god
is afraid will withdraw into a cleft,

twin planets without which he cannot ride.

RAN]I
HOSKO.T
'g f
‘4
ANOMALIES -~ -

Find me a tailor whose needles can mend
the sky’s ripped tent.

Or find me a mimic who can report

the taste of sugar on his dry tongue.

I was a simple basket-maker

until, one day, a lion roared

through my mouth and my fingers bent
into claws around the cane.

The lion has now learned to cleave and rei
the rattan staves to fit a bright ring

in his head: the lion has learned

to finger a rosary, wear a green robe.

He is turning into a saint, this lion. ;
He is learning to weave the perfect basket,
a basket that can hold

the water that homes in on thirst.
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TREASURE MAP WITH NO SPQT MARKED “X” R A N ) | T
_ HOSKOTE

Master of first drafts,

mason of untrowelled walls,

frugal householder, ‘

he hoards the comage of poems.
Circling the ruins, you hunt for his lost
clearing house of fonts,

chase the smell of his clay horses

with patents.

B

The original minotaur, he bellows,
savage in a labyrinth of versions.
‘A magneto coiled in his own rage,
he melts the hall of mirrors you‘ve devised
to catch him, retreats chafing from your locksmith gaze.
You'll never teil concave from convex in this hell
. ofinversions. [ tell you, wherever you look '
is the wrong place.

The camera lucida moves to screen him.
Slashing through its jammed celluloid, you hope
to grab the missing guru, the stable truth
‘metallic behind the moving frame.

The projector, agape, spews reams :

of looped film at you: a mujahid machme gun
clipping out magazines

of staccato laughter. -

He has married a sleeping audience,

turned projectionist, mixed up the reels,

escaped among the garbled images.

You docket the proof to build a case

of polygamy: Garbo, hautilus, carbon, woodrose.
But when it’s time to pin the blame, ‘
turn your satchel inside out #
and you'll shake loose only shadows. )

His trademark. Next, with vetch and kale,
blue-green travellers’ tales, he sows
agardenon thebeach,
Caretaker of crumbling manuscripts, he needs
neither cartridges nor identity cards:
he is the turnings of the maze,
the flickering instants on the screen.

_ You are the catatonic, he the genius:

he masks himself as you, you face yourself
as him, Kabir weaves a shawl

with no edge: the horizon

is his garden’s boundary.
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THE GRAMMARIAN'S MARRIAGE P_OEM

The most beaatiful is the object
which does not exist
—— Zhigniew Herbert: ‘Study of the Object’

I

The most beautiful bride is she who does not exist,
she who bears no herces, who carries no firewood:

the classical absence pinned with jasper brooches,
she who is hope, the high-strung trope

of an extinct rhetoric, her limbs fragile as hieroglyphs
that I must collect with arms thrown wide

as metal detectors. She is a puzzle that I must
assemble into a body of coherent evidence.

1L

The most beautiful bride is music, not sculpture:
. she will wear flowers of water in her hair

and sew garlands at nightfall from fistfuls of corn,
gather splashes of stars at her wrists.

In the wilderness of speech, she will be my farewell
- to the sins of too much talk, too much prayer; ¥

in a high-walled town on a plain flat as a palm,
she will absolve me of all my crazed pieties

of hindsight. She will be the rain of grace
bursting from the pods of the wishing tree.

jiis

She is a sphinx, the most beautiful bride.
Defying the'logic of herown riddles,

she will relay me from cuneiform to runic,
cursive to blackletter. So copied from hand

to hand, version to version,
the words of my charter are amended:

I will always be other than I am,
a translation of the original text of the tribe

T

burnt in sacked cities, buried with jewel-hoards,
torn apart by ravening wolves.

V.

She crafts me on her parchment sheaves:
[ am no territory but only borderlines

born of her artifice. She writes me even as [ write
this marriage poem for her

and I climb out of the dark night
of her beloved body, the most beautiful bride.
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