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SRILANKA

MEETING
PRABHAKARAN

WILL THE combined efforts of the good
Samaritans of the Western world to bring the
Sri Lanka government and the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), locked in a civil war for
over 17 vears, to the negotiating table, succeed?
As November ended, that question remained
tantalisingly poised, with informed analysts
veering to the view that talks are likely,
but uncertain of whether they would lead
anywhere except, perhaps, some period of
peace for the people condemned to live in the
war zone that the LTTE claims as a Tamil
homeland. The external pressure for the
renewal of peace talks between the government
and the Tigers has mounted to a considerable
degree. There have been high-level visits from
Britain and the US, and neither can Colombo
ignore the upcoming Paris aid meeting.

The 1 November talks between LTTE leader
Velupillai Prabhakaran and Norwegian peace
envoy Erik Solhiem was a well-kept secret
until Solheim, facilitated by the Colombo
government, entered the Wannj fastness from
where the seldom-seen Prabhakaran runs a
war machine widely considered to be among
the world’s most deadly. The global publicity
value of the meeting between the Norwegian
peacemakers and the LTTE leader, who had
remained invisible to the world outside his
guerrilla army for five years, was under-
standably immense. Prabhakaran had done
away with the moustache he sported when
previously photographed and had shed his
military fatigues for a safari suit for the
occasion. A picture of Prabhakaran with the
Norwegians was later released to the press.

Solheim returned to Colombo to announce
that the LTTE was ready for unconditional talks
with the Sri Lanka government. But hardly had
the ink on his first statement dried, the Tiger
propaganda machine, feeding the domestic
and international media from its London
headquarters, came out with a totally different
story. Certainly they were willing to talk, but
there were several conditions. These included
an “immediate cessation of hostilities, removal
of military aggression and occupation, and
withdrawal of economic embargo”. While the
government newspapers saw the first direct
contact between Prabhakaran and the
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Prabhakaran!
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moustache?!

facilitator—as Norway is officially described—
as indjcating a “glimmer of hope”, other media
seized on the ambiguity surroun-ding the
question of conditionality.

The Western nations, mainly those hosting
Tamil refugees, have thrown their weight
behind a negotiated settlement. Britain sent
Peter Hain, its Minister of State for Foreign and
Commonwealth Affairs, to Colombo. Hard on
his heels came Karl Inderfurth, US Assistant
Secretary of State for South Asian Affairs. Both
expressed support for the Norwegian efforts
and called for a negotiated solution respecting
Sri Lanka’s unitary status as well as “Tamil
aspirations”. It is clear that the Western
perception remains that Tamils suffer a
disadvantaged status vis-a-vis the majority
Sinhalese; Inderfurth said as much when he
quoted a recent parliamentary statement
of none other than President Chandrika
Kumaratunga: “The real causc of the ethnic
crisis is that the minority communitics have
not had a fair and reasonable opportunity to
share in the political, social and economic
power structure of the country.”
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Many Sinhalese disagree with this view-
point. Some argue that the disadvantaged in
the country are not only the minorities, but
whoever is poor—for example, anyone who
does not have a good English education. And
that includes many Sinhalese. They point
out that the brutal civil war that has been the
direct result of “LTTE terrorism” had allowed
hundreds of thousand of Tamils to win refugee
status in Western Europe and North America,
where they have been able to achieve lifestyles
that would never have been possible in their
own country. This Tamil diaspora, estimated
now to number nearly a million, is a major
financier of the LITE, both in voluntary
contributions as well as extorted funds. Though
countries like the US and Canada have banned
the LTTE, calling it a terrorist group, and keep
its front organisations under surveillance, the
Tigers maintain an International Secretariat in
London with a sophisticated propaganda
apparatus. Colombo has long been pushing
Britain to close down this office, and a planned
legislation next year may possibly be another
lever the West could use to induce Prabhakaran
to talk serious.

With President Kumaratunga fighting a
deteriorating economic situation, the thrice-
postponed aid consortium meeting in Paris in
December, will be another source of external
pressure on the government to work towards a
negotiated settlement rather than pursue the
military option, vigorously advocated by hard-
line Sinhalesc, including Prime Minister
Ratnasiri Wickramanayake, who has been
recently given increased responsibilities over
the security forces. As Prabhakaran is accused
of having literally suckered previous govern-
ments, and Kumaratunga herself, to talk peace
in order to win time to rearm and regroup for
fresh assaults, the armed forces as well as
Colombo’s influential sections will now not
easily agree to lower the guard to enable peace
talks. Lt. Gen. Lionel Balagalle, the Army
Commander, went on record recently saying
that it is up to Prabhakaran to establish the
necessary trust, although he did not spell out
how this might be done. As far as the LTTE is
concerned, assaulting civilian targets has
continued even after the most recent otfer of
‘unconditional’ peace talks and the demand
for normalisation of conditions in the war
zone—the latest was the bombing of a bus
killing seven and wounding nearly 30.

The big question now is whether Prabha-
karan will be willing to settle for the extensive
devolution that Colombo is willing to grant and
stop short of his dream of a separate Eelam.
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Some of his bankrollers want him to press on
with the separatist war, but he is also under
pressure both externally and internally from
the people who live in the war zone, fora return
to peace, International funding for repairing
and rehabilitating the war-devastated areas is
recadily on offer if peace returns. Clearly,
Colombo is willing to walk the extra mile
towards peace and may even unwillingly
concede the merger of the Tamil dominated
northern province with the east. The whole
country is war weary and looking for a respite.

—Manik de Silva

PAKISTAN

WHOSE MUMMY?

EVEN AS politics in Pakistan acquired a new
turn last month with the forging of an alliance
between longstanding rivals Benazir Bhutto
and Nawaz Sharif, a recently unearthed
mummy of disputed erigin has forced its way
into public and media attention, and now finds
itsetf mired in international controversy.
Claims to ownership have so far been made
by lran, Afghanistan and Egypt and the

SUBHAS RAI

controversy generated by it has been so heated
as to override, for the present, the question of
its true identity. Most significantly, Islamabad
finds itsetf in the uncomfortable position of
trying to assuage two of its important regional
allies, the Khatami administration in Tehran
and the ruling Taliban in Kabul.

Meanwhile, the brief note on the mummy
prepared by the experts at the Pakistan
Archaeology Department reads: “This
mummy is a princess aged 18 years old. Her
name was Khor-Ul-Gayan or Tundul-Gayan,
and 2,600 years (approximately} ago first ruler



If its prov-
enance Is
verified, the
mummy will
be one
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greatest
archaeolo-
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in Pakistan.

of the area Karoosh-ul-Kabir from the family of
Khamam-ul-Nishiyan was her father. They
were Zurtasht [Zoroastrian]. The gold plate on
her chest, its cover and top of the box provides
this information in Makhi Cuneiform.”

The mummy, found by the police in Quetta
—the capital of Pakistan’s southwest Baloch-
istan province bordering Iran—is believed to
be that of a prince or princess who lived more
than 2500 years ago. It has been dated to the
era of the Persian Khamam-ui-Nishiyan
dynasty, circa 600 BC. The relic is currently in
the National Museum in Karachi, as the police
continue to investigate its mysterious trail.
Following the discovery of the mummy, two
Pakistani men, including the tribal chief at
whose home it was found, have been arrested.
It is believed the mummy had been put up for
sale with a price tag of more than USD 1 million.
Pakistani police are still looking into the
murder of one of the dealers apparently
involved in trying to sell it. After the murder,
the mummy was hastily sent to Quetta to be
hidden, where it was discovered by the police.
It was found wrapped in a brownish wax cloth
inside a wooden coffin and decorated with a
gold crown, a gold mask and a gold chest-plate.

Pakistan is rapidly evolving as a source
for the lucrative market in illegal antiques.
For many years, dealers have smuggled out
Gandharan statuary and artefacts from
Pakistan as well as neighbouring Afghan-
istan. The price of such items has increased
tremendously. This trade in antiques has
reached serious proportions and though there
is a law to deal with it the problem lies in its
enforcement.

The international row over the mummy
began when autherities in Teheran claimed that
it belonged to Iran, and should be returned.
However, there are some experts who argue that
it could have come from ancient Egypt. Iran’s
demand for the return of the mummy is based
on the lranian Cultural Heritage Qrganisa-
tion’s claim that the artetact is an ancient
member of the Iranian royal family, citing the
engravings in ancient Persian on the mummy
as evidence. The organisation savs it will take
legal action under a convention of the UNESCO,
to regain the mummy, which it claimed was
smuggled into Pakistan, and identified it as the
remains of an Achaemenian prince. The
sarcophagus bears carvings and images of
Ahura-Mazda, the god of Zoroastrianism, the
ancient state religion of Persia. Though the
mummy’s breastplate and gold crown are
ancient Egyptian in style, engravings on the
breastplate are in ancient Persian. Pakistan has

s0 far refused to allow a team of experts to
identify the disputed mummy. Well-known
archaeologist, Professor Ahmed Hasan Dant
of Islamabad’s Quaid-e-Azam University, who
examined it, says it is still unclear whether the
mummy is Iranian or Egyptian.

The Afghan Taliban were quick to join issue
with Iran and Pakistan. From Kabul, Culture
Minister Qudratullah Jamal said that the
mummy had actually been smuggled from
Afghanistan’s southwest Nimroz province to
Pakistan, and that it should be returned. “The
property of Afghanistan should be returned to
the Afghan people. Hts sale and purchase are
forbidden,” he said. What the minister failed
to mention was that under Taliban rule the once
prestigious Kabul Museum, which housed
precious artefacts dating so far back as 8000
years, now stands stripped of nearly all its
precious possessions. Taliban commanders
have plundered, smuggled and sold them all.
Some would find it difficult to sec the anti-
idolatrous Taliban actually taking care of the
mummy in contravention of its own strictures.

Whether the mummy has Persian, Afghan
or Egyptian origins, Pakistan’s Archaeological
Department, however, is in no doubt as to its
ownership. If its provenance is verified, the
mummy will be one of the greatest archacolo-
gical finds in Pakistan. Experts at the National
Museum say that they are trying to find out
whether the princess died a natural death or
not. Commenting on the findings about the
cause of her death—2500 years ago—and her
age at the time, one official said, “Her vertebral
column shows a major trauma.” There is,
meanwhile, no saying where this diplomatic
trauma, that this antiquarian episode has had
on the relationship amoeng Teheran, Islamabad
and Kabu!, will lead to... L
—Adnan Rehmat

KASHMIR

MONOLOGUE TO
DIALOGUE

THE DECLARATION of a unilateral ceasefire
during the month of Ramzan (November 29-
December 28) by Indian Prime Minister Atal
Behari Vajpayee has given a new lease of life to
the failing peace process in Kashmir. This
unilateral move has been hailed by many in
India and abroad as the first positive step in
the direction of peace after the collapse of the
August 2000 peace initiative of the Hizbul
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Mujahideen, which had also declared a
unilateral ceasefire, Initially, Pakistan had
dismissed Vajpayee’s declaration as a
‘ploy’, and the Hizbul Mujahideen and
other jehadist groups who operate from
sanctuaries inside Pakistan not only
rejected the Indian offer, but stepped up
their military operations in the Valley.
Almost a week after the Indian declara-
tion, however, on 2 December, in a sudden
change of stance Islamabad declared that
it had ordered its armed forces on the line
of control to exercise “maximum restraint”
to “strengthen and stabilise” the ceasefire
in “occupied Kashmir”,

Dawn of Karachi linked [slamabad’s
shift to the US Assistant Secretary of
State Karl Inderfurth's reported statement
in New Delhi urging “Pakistan and
Mujahideen organisations to positively
reciprocate Indian prime minister’s
ceasefire offer”. Earlier, India’s Defence
Minister, George Fernandes had indicated
that New Delhi’s unilateral ceasefire was
a response to ‘suggestions’ from certain
‘quarters’. Obviously, it was US pressure
on India and TPPakistan that led to a
breakthrough in the India-Pakistan
deadlock. But how does one now move
from this stage of unilateral statements
and counter-statements to dialogue? It is

Why the Siachen fighting continues

WHY DID the August 1998 Foreign Secretary-level talks between India
and Pakistan fail? Talking to concerned officials, one has to come to the
conclusion that the deadlock had its origins in the Indian side’s reversal
of its earlier acceptance of the proposal that both sides pull back their
forces to pre-1985 positions in the undemarcated area of the Siachen
Glacier. Pakistan saw this reversal as a betrayal of the ‘principle of
parity’ which was apparently accepted by the prime ministers of both
countries when they met on 16-17 July 1989 to work out the broad
parameters of a possible agreement on the Siachen glacier.

The Indian army was unhappy about withdrawing from the Saltoro
ridge, which, according to the generals, had given India the only
advantageous position in the entire Kargil-Ladhak theatre. As a resuit,
the 18-20 August 1989 meeting of military commanders of India and
Pakistan, which followed the July 1989 meeting of the prime ministers,
failed to finalise a Siachen Agreement. Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, in
the end, was unable to persuade the Indian generals to accept the
wisdom of his political decision to pull back forces to pre-1985 positions
in Siachen.

Rajiv Gandhi had, however, left the issue open, in the same manner
as his grandfather Pandit Nehru and Pakistan’s Nawabzada Liaquat
Ali Khan had nearly three decades earlier, to refrain from a firm decision
and to leave resolution of the Kashmir dispute to politicians of a future
generation. This was how there still remained an opportunity for the
Vajpayee government in 1998 to defuse the Siachen confrontation, which
would make it easier to resolve the larger Kashmir problem. But in 1998,
the Vajpayee government accepted the Indian Army’s position that India
must retain the ‘upper hand’ in Siachen. In other words, it rejected the
proposal of demilitarising the Siachen glacier. Therefore, a truly
senseless war continues at rarefied heights, at unthinkable human and
material costs. '

- LK.8.

stalled once again in November of that year. In

obvious that the two parties have to face each
other across a table, and the sooner that
happens the better for the survival of the current
peace initiative. While the combined pressure
of the US government and the IMF has succeeded
in bringing the two warring governments this
far, this will not be enough to take them io the
next necessary stage.

A ‘Camp David’ style peace pro-cess cannot
work here in South Asia as it has not in West
Asia. An antiseptic exercise in ‘conflict resolu-
tion” that does not challenge or question the
status quo is bound ta be stillborn. The hallmark
of the Clinton Administration’s policy of
‘waging peace’ in West Asia has been not to
disturb the status quo (for example, to ignore
the fundamental issues of Palestinian dis-
placement and Jewish settlements). The fact is
that the status quo always privileges the strong,
and as we watch the Camp David agreement
disintegrate we must examine the fundamentals
of the new push for peace initiative in South
Asia, one in which the Americans seem at least
to have an indirect role.

To recapitulate recent history: Official talks
between India and Pakistan, which were
resumed after a gap of feur years in 1998,
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February 1999, Vajpavee took a bus ride to
Lahore to kick-start dialogue, and this resulted
in the Lahore Declaration and an accom-
panying buildup of hyperbele in the Indian
media about how it was the harbinger of a new
era of peace, friendship and cooperation. The
fact that Musharraf and the other armed forces
chiefs boycotted the Lahore event was noted,
but not given due consideration. Within three
months, in May 1999, came the letdown, the
“stab in the back”. Pakistani torces crossed the
line of control in Kargil and started bombarding
the Srinagar-Leh highway from the ridgeline.

In hindsight, it is clear that the Lahore
Declaration, significant in itself, was mainly a
statement of intent not translated into policy.
This was why bureaucrats on both sides
continued to drag their feet on pressing bilateral
matters even after its signing. [t is also true that
Sharif was caught completely unawares by
Vajpayee’s acceptance of the invitation to visit
Lahore by the inaugural bus from Delhi, which
was the result of an off-hand remark during an
interview Sharif had given to an Indian
journalist. This unorthodox, almost Simon
Perez-like initiative on the part of Vajpayee was



No
Kashmiri
militant or
non-militant
can be
expected to
participate
in a peace
dialogue
with the
Govern-
ment of
India as
‘Kashmiris
of Indian
origin’.

hailed as a bold and statesman-like step,
particularly after the November 1998 round of
secretary-level dialogue had failed (sce box).

The Indian government was baffled by
the attack on Kargil, and its military was
unprepared. The fear of a nuclear confronta-
tion increased as the fighting escalated, and
international pressure mounted on the two
capitals to end the hostilities. But how could
the Vajpayee government talk to a Pakistan it
was accusing of betrayal? So South Block
decided to make a distinction between the
civilian government of Nawaz Sharif and the
Pakistani military. Pervez Musharraf was
identified as the real villain and Sharif a weak
but reluctant friend. The latter was temporarily
absolved of the crime of ‘back stabbing’. What
scemed a good stratagem back then unfor-
tunately boomeranged when Sharif's govern-
ment was overthrown and the “rogue gencral”
became Chief Executive of Pakistan.

The State Department has been advising
New Delhi to retract from its position of not
talking with Islamabad’s military government.
But the problem is not so much the military
government as its Chief Executive. During and
after the Kargil war, Vajpayee’s government
projected the General as the villain who
wrecked the ‘Lahore Agreement’. Through the
ill-advised releasc of the Kargil Tapes as “living
proof” of the General’s direct involvement in
the operation, the New Delhi authorities not
only compromised India’s ‘intelligence assets’,
but the unfortunate personalisation of Indo-
Pakistan relationship led to a cul de sac in India-
Pakistan relations.

The terms of the unilateral ceasefire indicate
that Vajpayee is still not willing to talk to
Musharraf, If this refusal was based on a
principled objection to military regimes, then
New Delhi should not be cosying up te the
junta in Yangoon either. Vajpayee’s offer of talks
is limited to the militants and others from the
India-held Jammu and Kashmir. His refusal to
talk to those in Pakistan-held Kashmir or with
Pakistan is bound to defeat the very purpose of
his peace offering.

Jammu and Kashmir is a divided entity.
Even the Shimla Agreement recognises that
there is a ‘dispute” between India and Pakistan
over the region. It is an established fact that
almost all Kashmiris, militant and non-militant
nationalists belonging to all shades of politics
and faith, are agreed on its ‘disputed status”.
All Kashmiris, whether they belong to Indian-
held Jammu and Kashmir or the Pakistan-held
portion, as well as the Kashmiri world dias-
pora, want to see their homeland united. Under

these circumstances, no Kashmiri militant or
non-militant can be expected to participate in
a peace dialogue with the Government of India
as ‘Kashmiris of Indian crigin’. The August
peace initiative of the Hizbul floundered
because of the confusion over the terms of
dialogue. The Kashmiri groups were unwilling
ta work within the framework of the Indian
Constitution, and Prime Minister Vajpayee’s
clever phrase, of meeting within the “frame-
work of humanism (Insaneeyatf)” did nothing to
resolve the issue. Ultimately, however, the
August initiative broke down because of
India’s refusal to involve Pakistan in the
dialoguc.

This time around, and before the month of
Ramzan ends, Vajpayee and his advisers must
try and transcend their “stabbed in the back”
psvche New Delhi’s response to the Hizbul
ceasefire and its own current ceasefire offer are
based on the same attitude. Unless India is
willing to reconsider its position on dialogue
with the Government of Pakistan and the ‘non-
Indian’ Kashmiris, there can be no progress. In
which case Vajpayee will merely be continuing
a ‘monologue on peace’, hardly a dialogue.

A ceasefire is generally achieved through
negotlatmnb even the Kargil ceasefire was
arrived at through behind-the-scene talks while
the guns were still booming along the LoC. For
the Vajpayee government to insist that Pakistan
stop all cross-border infiltration before the
resumption of talks was untenable. But now
that Gen. Musharraf has given the Vajpayee
government an opening of sorts, by askmg
Paku,tam soldiers on the LoC to exercise

“maximum restraint” to “strengthen and
stabilise” India’s unilateral ceasefire in the
Valley, one hopes that New Delhi will grab the
opportunity that presents itself.

The Vajpayee government can turn this
ceasefire into an opportunity for peace-
building by immediately initiating steps to
restore the rule of law in the Valiey and ordering
its forces to respect the human rights of the
people of Kashmir. It should simultaneously
lift all restrictions on peaceful public activities
in the territory of Jammu and Kashmir. This
will enable the people of the region to discuss
their social and political problems and their
future in a democratic manner. As Kashmiri -
civil society recaptures its lost space, the vexing
question, ‘Whom do we talk to in Kashmir?’
will lose its relevance. A vibrant Kashmiri civ 1]
society in will provide the answers.

—Tapan K. Bose
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Two deaths,
three nations and a war

An Indian Gorkha officer dies in Kashmir while
trying to rescue his Nepali comrade. His grieving
parents want to dedicate their lives to set up a
Peace Park in the world’'s highest battlefield.

by Kunda Dixit

LT. NAWANG Kapadia’'s death
along the India-Pakistan line of
control in Kashmir on 11 November
would perhaps have been just
another statistic in that endless and
costly Himalayan war. But two
things made it different: Nawang
was the son of renowned Bombay-
based mountaineer, explorer and
writer, Harish Kapadia. And
he died while trying to rescue
one of the Nepali soldiers under
his command, Havaldar Chitra
Bahadur Thapa of Besisahar,
Lamjung.

Nawang belonged to the 4th
Battalion of the 3rd Gorkha Rifles,
was commissioned only in Sep-
tember this year and had
just joined the platoon under his
command in Kupwara ncar the
Kashmiri capital of Srinagar two
weeks before he was killed. The 4th
Battalion had been involved in
operations to stop infiltration across
the line of control, and had pre-
viously taken casualties from the
battle-hardened Afghans of the
Al Omar Tanzeem group. On 10
November, the battalion received
information about a large-scale
incursion across the border nearby,
and Nawang led his platoon on a
search-and-destroy mission. The
soldiers came under fire from a
dozen or so Afghans hiding in
a nearby forest. Chitra Bahadur
was advancing towards the gun
positions when he was hit in the
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stomach. Nawang ordered covering
fire and went in with his own guns
blazing for the rescue. He slung
Chitra Bahadur over his shoulder
and had started rushing back when
he was hit in the face and got killed
instantly.

The attackers were all killed,
and identified as belonging to a
mercenary band of Afghans. Chitra
Bahadur was taken by helicopter
to a hospital in Srinagar, but died
on the way. Chitra Bahadur was
Nawang’s “Guruji”, an older Gor-
kha soldier whose responsibi-lity it
is to teach every new Gorkha officer
the nuances of being Nepali: cus-
toms, cooking, songs and lan-guage.
Recalls his father, Harish: “When
he last called, Nawang totd us
everything was finc, he was missing
fish, but he was enjoying dal-bhat
and even practised a few Nepali
words.”

When Harish and his wife Geeta
came to Kathmandu they had
planned to proceed onwards to
Besisahar to meet the family of
Chitra Bahadur. But when they
contacted the Indian embassy
here and were told it could not be
verified if Chitra Bahadur’s family
had been notified or nat, they deci-
ded to postpone it for some months
as they did not want to be the ones
to break the sad news.

The tragic deaths in Kashmir
have once more brought home to
Nepal the uncomfortable truth that

its citizens are fighting in the army
of a SAARC nation that is arrayed
against that of another SAARC
country. There are seven Gorkha
regiments in the Indian Army, and
another 3,000 Nepali troops serving
under the British flag. Another 4,000
more serve in the Sultan of Brunei's
guards and in the Singapore Police.
In the 1962 India-China war, Indian
Gorkha regiments were deployed
against the Chinese. In 1989, Nepali
soldiers fought Tamil Tiger rebels on
behalf of 5ri Lanka as part of the
Indian Peace-Keeping Force. In last
year’s Kargil conflict between India
and Pakistan, 13 Indian Gorkhas
were killed. And today, in an ironic
twist, Nepalis are once more killing
and getting killed by Afghans—170
years after the British Afghan
campaign and the disastrous retreat
trom Kabul in 1842,

Harish Kapadia is an accom-
plished mountaineer who has
climbed and explored with Dave
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Wilkinson, Chris Bonnington and
others. “It was very unusual
for a Guijarati cloth merchant from
Bombay to be interested in moun-
tains, and they thought I was
crazy,” he says. And a near-fatal
crevasse fall in the Himalaya 20
years ago in which he broke his
hip confirmed their views. Harish
learnt rock-climbing and took the
basic course at the Himalayan
Mountaineering Institute in
Darjee-ling in 1964 under famous
Sherpa climbers like Tenzing
Norgay, Nawang Gombu and
Sardar Wangdi.

The Kapadias named their sons
after famous Sherpas: first Sonam,
and then his younger brother
Nawang. And it was natural that
virtually from the moment they
learnt to walk the Kapadia brothers
were hiking and trekking with their
parents. Nawang was the adven-
turous one; from a very early age he
was reading up on military matters
and was especially fascinated
by Nepal’s Gorkha soldiers who

earned a reputation for valour first
in the Anglo-Nepal war of 1814-16,
and later in the British and Indian
armies. Nawang’'s friends in
Bom-bay say his happiest moments
were when he joined the Officers’

Nawang (facing page), parents Harish
and Geeta in Kathmandu.

Training Academy in Madras at the
age of 24 and when he passed out
to join the 3rd Gorkha Rifles. “His
dream was always to serve in a
Gorkha regiment,” says Harish
with a sad smile.

Since the fighting in Siachen
started in 1984, nearly 4,000 people
have died and more than 10,000
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injured on the Indian side alone. It
costs India USD 2 million a day to
keep the fighting going on at
altitudes of more than 6,000 metres.
For Harish, it is an uphill battle
convincing the defence establish-
ments to give up the senseless
fighting, but he says there are more
and more people who are fed up
with the war. He has climbed and
explored in the Siachen Glacier
(Siachen means “rose” in the Balti
language) and says the only face-
saving way out for both sides may
be to agree to declare it a trans-
boundary Peace Park. He says:
“The only solution to save this great
wilderness is to stop the war. As a
mountaineer and a lover of this
glacier 1 can only pray that the
powers that be will listen to the
anguish of the glacier and the
soldiers serving in it.” With their
son's death, the Kapadias are pur-
suing the Peace Park proposal with

new energy and passion. 5
{ Reproduced from Himal South Asian’s sisfer
publication, Nepali Times. )
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Nepal tarai—where the North

Indian plains confront the foothills of
the Himalaya—students debated the im-
pact of satellite TV on their lives and dis-
agreed strongly among themselves.
“Personally,” said one boy, “I don't like Star
Movies and Channel V. The life shown on
these channels is far removed from the real-
ity of our own country. Because of these
channels, Nepali girls too have started
wearing short skirts.” A girl replied, “I think
fitms are much more dangerous to society.”
“Nepali boys are very quick at copying.
That's why we see boys wearing earrings,
bandanas on their heads and teasing girls.
This is all due to films.” “Our earrings and
bandanas have nothing to do with TV,” re-
torted another boy, “though the provoca-
tive clothes girls wear may be something
they have learnt from TV.” “I would not
dare to kiss a girl on the road, just because
they do so on TV,” mused another male stu-
dent. “But there have been changes in the
way [ dress and in the way I look at things.”

Ten years carlier, Biratnagar had a
choice only of Indian and Nepali state tcle-
vision channels, and the difference now is
palpable. “Nepal TV programmes are not
effective and neither are they good,” said
one of the same students. “In fact, every
month, NTV programmes disappear from
Biratnagar for days. This does not happen
with the satellite channels.” Another said:
“Before City-cable came to Biratnagar, we
had to watch the boring programmes of
Nepal TV and I can say no one actually sat
completely through any of them.” “If we had
only Nepal TV,” said a third, "we would
have come to know of the nuclear tests of
India and Pakistan really late.”

Satellite television has made a huge dif-
ference to the choice of viewing available
even in relatively small towns in economi-
cally underdeveloped parts of South Asia.
1t has opened windows to worlds which
were inaccessible before except to the well-
to-do, and it has provoked a lively and often
heated debate about the implications for na-
tions, communities and cultures.

In the town of Biratnagar in the

The global window

CNN created an awareness of television as
a new medium in international broadcast-
ing, but it took other agents to transform the
broadcasting environment in South Asia.
AsiaSat-1, launched in 1990, was the first
broadcasting satellite to cover the Asia Pa-

cific region. Owned and operated by the
entrepreneur Li Ka-Shing, it was available
to national and private broadcasters
alike across a region stretching from Tur-
key to Japan. But it was Li Ka-Shing's own
Hong Kong-based broadcasting company
Hutchison Whampoa that provided the
broadcasting catalyst for the South Asian
region in the form of Star TV (Satellite Tele-
vision Asia Regton).

Star TV combined entertainment, mov-
ies, sports and news in the English lan-
guage for a television audience across East,
South and South East Asia. It offered a
programme mix of chat shows, quizzes,
soap operas and serials. Though made origi-
nally largely for a Western audience, these
began to capture the imagination of the ur-
ban English-speaking TV audience, par-
ticularly in South Asia. The phenomenal
success of Star in winning an audience in
India was a surprise to Stat’s own manag-
ers. India had not been a central target,
but within six months, it was their largest
market.

An assessment of the real impact of Star
TV in India has to take account of the limita-
tions imposed by the English language, in
which all its output was screened until
1996. For middle class homes that were the
first to acquire satellite dishes or cable con-
nections in India, language was only a mi-
nor barrier. It is argued that although only
5 percent of the Indian population may
speak or understand English, even viewers
who do not understand the language are
attracted to American programming for its
visual entertainment value. Moreover, the
political and social influence, and economic
weight of English-speakers to some extent
offsets their proportionally small numbers
in India’s total population, even within the
middle class. The growing strength of other
Hindi language channels, the relative
success of Star’s own Hindi output, and the
impact of South Indian regional language
channels suggest that English language
programming for India has become re-
latively marginalised. But the importance
of the English-speaking audience in India
for the profile of Star TV's English language -
programmes in Asia as a whole is indis-
putable.

Of the AsiaSat channels beamed from
Hong Kong, the Hindi language entertain-
ment channel, Zee TV, can claim more than
Star TV to have reinvented the medium for
a mass Indian market. In India, the popu-
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larity of Zee TV helped the cable TV net-
works to expand from a cottage industry to
a national media presence. The key selling
point for this new channel was the cne that
made it specific to India and, within India,
to its 400 million or more Hindi speakers. It
was not just the appeal of the national
language. The popular culture of Bombay-
based Hindi cinema provided a readymade
point of access to a mass audience beyond
the Hindi-speaking heartland. TV was re-
packaged unashamedly as a medium of
popular entertainment in which films and
film-based programmes became the staple
fare. The key to Zee's success has been
‘hindigenisation’—the adaptation of a gen-
eral entertainment formula to the Hindi lan-
guage, unlocking the North Indian market.
Zee appeared to have discovered a magic
formula for a new and lucrative media in-
dustry. But as competition intensified, the
magic was not easy for Zee to sustain or for
others to imitate. The advertising market
was growing fast, but not fast encugh to
sustain the number of channels dependent
onit. Many of Zee's imitators struggled with
their losses or fell by the wayside. Sony was
an exception. Despite a shaky start, it estab-
lished a growing share of the market at the
expense of Zee as well as Doordarshan.

A special feature of India’s induction
into the global television broadcasting mar-
ket has been the richness of the regiconal
programme variants within India itself. But
the underlying story of commercial devel-
opment is very similar, with the Tamil lan-
guage entertainment channel Sun TV repli-
cating the success of Zee TV in winning a
mass audience. The group acquired control-
ling stakes in Gemini TV, a Telugu channel,
and set up the Kannada-language Udaya
TV. In March 1999, it also started a new
Malayalam channel, Surya TV. Among its
competitors, Vijay TV, which was revamped
to cater to the youth market, was never in
the same commercial league. The only other
private channel with a substantial follow-
ing was Raj TV, which grew out of a video
business owned by three Sri Lankan Tamil
brothers.

In Andhra Pradesh, the initiative for re-
gional language TV serving the Telugu-
speaking population grew exceptionatty out
of an existing and successful media enter-
prise—Ramoji Rao’s Eenadu group, of
which Eenadu TV {launched in 19953) is a
part. The other Telugu language channel
competing in Andhra Pradesh is Gemini TV.

2000 December 13/12 HIMAL

Reluctant State

SOUTH ASIAN governments have found it difficult to distin-
guish between their role as regulators and their role as broad-
casters. The reluctance of governments to give up control of the
state broadcasting media has held up progress on these regula-
tory questions. On the one hand, there seems to have been an
assumption in most countries that autonomy for the state-con-
trolled media is an essential prerequisite for establishing a new
regulatory framework; on the other, the unwillingness of govern-
ments to take that step, despite promises to do so in several coun-
tries, has stymied progress in regulating the industry as a whole.

India’s experience with the Prasar Bharati Bill is the best ex-
ample of liberal intentions which were never quite translated
into effect. India also illustrates the tenacity of the centralised
state in confronting the new medija market. Despite the fact that
many satellite channels are operating services in competition
with those on Doordarshan, the state has refused to license ter-
restrial competition with the state-controlled media.

Sri Lanka, unlike India, has diversified its terrestrial media. It
now has a multiplicity of TV channels and radio stations, all
independent of the government media, with their own transmis-
sion facilities. But Chandrika Kumaratunga’s government ig-
nored recommendations by high-powered committees for the
establishment of an autonomous corporation regulated by a new
independent Broadcasting Authority. Faced with a hostile press
and lack of cross-party support for its constitutional proposals
to resolve the Tamil crisis, it came to see continued control of
Rupavahini and the 5ri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation as cen-
tral to getting its message across.

Pakistan and Bangladesh have trailed behind India and Sri
Lanka in implementing liberal media policies. Pakistan’s elected
governments showed no sign of licensing terrestrial competition
for PTV in the 1990s and in the months before the military take-
over in 1999, media diversity was actually reduced in response
to the challenge of Indian satellite channels. In Bangladesh, a
new terrestrial television station was licensed but on terms which,
at least initially, sought to maintain government control of the
news agenda.

Do restrictions of this kind make sense in a world where some
viewers now have access to 50 satellite channels and newspa-
pers enjoy freedom to print comment and opinion? Many politi-
cians, in India and particularly in neighbouring countries, think
they do. The economics of satellite competition means that India
is the main market focus; very few international channets are
interested enough in India’s neighbours to be generating regular
news about those countries. For managers of the electronic me-
dia in Pakistan or Bangladesh, therefaore, retaining a state mo-
nopoly on news and current affairs ensures that there is no real
competition where it counts most—in the detailed reporting of
politics in that particular country. In India, the logic is less com-
pelling, with Star TV providing 24-hour coverage of elections
and Zee's Alpha channels providing regional news bulletins.
However, even in India, satellite TV is still an essentially urban
phenomenon, except in a few states. Given the enormous impor-
tance of the rural voter in all these countries, an incumbent gov-
ernment retains a distinct advantage if it controls the media with
the widest reach.






cable operation and acquired the rights to
the most important programmes. It had a
dominant position until the late 1990s, when
other players with international connections
entered the market.

In Bangladesh, the viability of an audi-
ence for a Bengali channel reaching over
the political boundaries to Bengali speak-
ers in India and Bangladesh was openly
debated. In 1997, plans by a Bangladeshi
businessman to set up a Bengali channel
uplinked from Singapore collapsed in the
wake of a financial scandal over one of his
other ventures. In 1998, ATN launched a
channel under Bangladeshi management
aimed at the all-Bengali market with some
success despite the poor quality of the pro-
gramming. In the same year, the Bangla-
desh government invited tenders and
awarded an exclusive license to a private
company—both for a second terrestrial
channel and eventually a satellite channel,

In Nepal, both the national public broad-
casting service—Nepal TV—and private
television distribution services owe much
to the enterprise of one man, Neer Shah, the
first head of Nepal TV and later chairman
of Shangri-La, a film production and micro-
wave TV distribution company. In using
microwave technology to create a TV home
distribution service, Shangri-La was the pio-
neer in South Asia; similar systems subse-
quently operated in Pakistan and Sri Lanka.
The technology is well-suited to providing
a service when subscribers are thin on the
ground. Unlike with cable, a connection can
be made immediately, but the system re-
quires an expensive decoder and this proves
a major drawback in two ways. It limits cus-
tomers to those who can afford to buy the
decoder. It also exposes the service to pirated
decoders.

As a resull, despite the advantages of
microwave technology and of being the first
in the field, Shah’s company has lost ground
to a more recent competitor. He is Jamim
Shah, a young entrepreneur who set up a
cable distribution system in Kathinandu with
American equipment capable of being
adapted to fibre optics and to digital TV. By
mid-1998, he was providing access to 22
channeis to a claimed 65,000 subscribers in
Kathmandu, and had formed ambitious
plans to cable the main urban centres in
Nepal. Though his operation was set up
before the Broadcasting Act was passed, he
appears to have been given an extraordi-
nary license allowing him to establish a
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Satellites over Southern Skies

ASIASAT-1 was the first Asia-specific satellite available for
television broadcasting in the region. The choice of satellites
and the availability of transponders was increasing
throughout the 1990s; and with digitisation costs were falling,
At the end of the decade, the principal satellites servicing South
Asia for the intemational networks were PanAmSat4 (PAS4),
which carried among others the merged ABNI/CNBC business
news transwnission from Singapore, Sony Entertainment Tele-
vision, BBC World and CNN Intemational. The two AsiaSat satel-
lites, AsiaSat-1 and AsiaSat-2, carried Star TV out of Hong Kong,
as well as CNBC/NBC (on AsiaSat-2), the Zee group of channels
and Pakistan’s second government channel, PTV 2. Intelsat 703
and 704 carried the main commercial channels for South In-
dia. APSTAR 1, launched in 1994 leased transponders to a con-
sortium including CNN International, the leading international
sports channel ESPN Asia, TNT and Cartoon Network, as well
as the Discovery Channel. The same satellite carried American
channels adapted for the Asian market such as Disney (Asia
Pacific), the US movie channel Home Box Office (HBO Asia),
and the youth music channel, MTV Asia, with its offshoots
customised for Chinese and Indian youth, MTV Mandarin and
MTV India.

cable system, to re-broadcast any inter-
national channel, to broadcast his own
channel in Nepal and to uplink his own
programnmes.

Satellite Pakistan, terrestrial Lanka
Pakistan was quick to realise and exploit
the possibilities offered by direct satellite
broadcasting. Tt did not have its own tech-
nology, but in 1992 it hired a transponder
for PTV on the AsiaSat-1 satellite. This gave
Pakistan the opportunity to broadcast in-
formation, propaganda and entertainment
to India, to other parts of South Asia and to
the Gulf, where hundreds of thousands of
Pakistanis were employed. But there was
no government encouragement for private
entrepreneurs interested in investing in sat-
eliite channels, and in Pakistan none of
these plans came to anything. Not until
1998 did the Pakistan government respond
to the popularity of the Hindi channels with
the launch of PTV World with a brief to meet
Pakistani entertainment and cultural needs
among the South Asian diaspora.
Estimates of the number of people
watching television in Pakistan have until
recently been largely informed guesswork.
Although Pakistan, unlike India, retains a
system of licensing for television sets, the
number of licenses is not even an approxi-
mate guide to the number of households with
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sets or the number of viewers who have ac-
cess to them, so official statistics are of little
help. The number of television licences is
only 2.5 million, whereas on the basis of
surveys up to 1999, the Pakistani affiliate of
Gallup International estimates between
eight and 10 million sets.

It is in Pakistan’s largest metropolitan
city, Karachi, that satellite television is
viewed most intensively. Karachi is also the
only Pakistani city with developed cable sys-
tems which can compare with those in In-
dia, Cable has spread to most of the lower
middle class and working class areas. The
cabling of more prosperous suburbs has
lagged behind poorer localities. By 2000,
cable systems had begun to spread to
Lahore and Islamabad, but not on a scale to
rival the appeal of direct transmissions.
Until that time, the only legal satellite TV
distribution system in Pakistan was a pay-
TV system run by Javid Pasha’s Shaheen
Pay TV Company, which is an affiliate of
the Shaheen Board, a charity run by retired
air force persennel. The pay-TV system uses
a microwave system similar to that installed
in Kathmandu. It gives excellent quality, but
the decoder costs almost as much as a satel-
lite dish and fewer channels are available.

Sri Lanka has absorbed the impact of the
satetlite revolution in ways different to its
neighbours. The rapid extension of media
competition in 5ri Lanka dates from 1992,
when the Maharaja group launched an en-
tertainment channel called Maharaja TV
(MTV). This was followed in 1993 by TNIL,
whose proprietor, Shan Wickremesinghe,
had been involved in the first TV transmis-
sions more than a decade earlier.

Sri Lanka’s first pay-TV channel, Chan-
nel Ning, set up in 1998 with Australian
collaboration, is not, strictly speaking, a
cable network. Its nine different services are
based on the same MMDS microwave tech-
nology used in Pakistan and Nepal. A sec-
ond channel inaugurated towards the end
of 1998 is a business investment promoted
by a public company based in Canada in
partnership with a Sri Lankan government
agency. Another venture—Cable TV Net-
work (Pvt) Ltd—planned to present an in-
formation and entertainment package ini-
tially of 30 channels, including Star TV,
ESPN and Star Sports, with provision to add
other speciality or niche channels later.

Neither cable nor satellite dishes have
played a big part in the distribution of local
and international television programming.

The cost of dishes and the nature of urban
living may have been partly responsible for
Sri Lanka's failure to develop cable systems,
but the government’s diversification policy
has also plaved a part. By the time satellite
services in Tamil and Hindi had acquired
popularity in India, Sri Lanka already had
four or five terrestrial stations competing
against each other, picking and choosing
from satellite menus and re-broadcasting
some of the programmes to Sri Lankan au-
diences. This made the development of cable
systems less of a commercial attraction thar.
elsewhere in South Asja. Most 5ri Lankans
watch satellite television on the island’s ter-
restrial TV networks, particularly the com-
mercial channels; they watch forcign
programmes, not foreign channels.

Among the different communities in Sri
Lanka, the Tamils have benefited more than
most from access to satellite programming.
According to the leading commercial dish
manufacturer in Sri Lanka, “most people—
over 75 percent of them-—who have bought
and continue to buy these dishes are Mus-
lims”. Most of Sri Lanka’s wealthy Muslim
trading community speak Tamil and have
bought dishes to access Indian channels.
Once the cost of dishes came down, the
popularity of dishes also spread to the hill
country, where Tamils working in the tea
industry grouped together to buy them.

All these developments have had radi-
cal implications for all the countries of the
region. The decade of the 1990s has seen a
massive change, both conceptual and prac-
tical, in the application of satellite commu-
nications to broadcasting. Satellite commu-
nication has transformed the immediacy of
news and changed the nature and style of
boadcast journalism. The monopoly of na-
tional broadcasters has come to an end,
without negotiation or discussion of the in-
ternational implications.

As the diversity of channels increases,
foreign and culturally unfamiliar pro-
grammes have come into people’s homes.
The new channels have also created oppor-
tunities for promoting regional cultures and
languages. Meanwhile, the new audiences
created by the new media are an irresistable -
market for global advertisers and their mul-
tinationai corporate clients. State broadcast-
ers have had to square public service objec-
tives with commercial prioritics. Broadcast-
ing has been thrust into the South Aslan
market place. '
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tween the reactions of some of India’s re-
gional cultures to the dominance of Hindi
satellite television and those of India’s
neighbours. Issues of sovereignty add to the
levels of apprehension experienced in
Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nepal, but
everywhere there are concerns that better
financed and better India-produced progra-
mmes aimed at the mass market have
reduced the space for other cultures. There
is concern that Indian heroes will become
better known than those of Nepal or
Bangladesh. There are worries that efforts
to develop national languages will be
undermined by the greater familiarity with
Hindi and English.

The coming of satellite television has
posed peculiar problems for the official cus-
todians of Pakistani culture because it has
breached the ideological boundaries of the
state in a much more intensive way than
ever before. This is particularly the case with
the Hindi language satellite channels
which have found a ready audience in Pa-
kistan because of their easy intelligibility.
As Zahid Malik, editor of the Pakistan Ob-
server, put it: “Our culture is threatened by
the invasion of two cultures—the Western
and the Hindu culture—and the latter is
more dangerous than the former because it
is Pakistan-specific...” The availability of
these new channels has intensified debate
within the country about what constitutes
Pakistani culture, while the popularity of
channels like Zee TV has shown up the in-
adequacies of state-controlled television.

These fears among opinion-formers in
neighbouring countries have been rein-
forced by the failure of satellite channels to
take any serious notice of what is going on
in the region. “Why should Star TV only
broadcast Indian news if the satellite is sup-
posed to be a regional one?”, was a com-
mon complaint in discussion groups held in
Dhaka and Jamalpur. “Zee TV and other
channels have excluded us,” was another
complaint. “Bangladesh TV doesn’t show
any problems and Indian TV only shows
Indian problems,” was a third.

Satellite TV has created a sense of
marginalisation among the thinking middle
class in these countries. Many commentators
criticised the whole satellite TV experience
as uni-directional. “Many Bangladeshi
kids speak Hindi well,” says Chinmoy
Mutsuddi, “but no Delhi kid knows much
about Bangladesh. This is neither desirable,
nor sustainable, nor beneficial for the
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A South Asian lingua franca2

THE NEW satellite culture has chailenged the linguistic ortho-
doxies of South Asia’s nation states by producing its own lin-
gua franca which mixes English and Hindi in ways which re-
flect the everyday speech of the English educated. This new
language, pioneered by Zee TV, which has come to be known as
Hinglish and sometimes Zinglish, has caught on with the urban
young all over North India and has become a point of contro-
versy with others.

Repercussions beyond India’s borders have been coloured
by concerns for national sovereignty. Language and culture are
seen as inextricably linked and the evident popularity of Hindi
satellite television is thought by some to be undermining na-
tional cultures. In Pakistan, an old debate about the role and
character of Urdu as the country’s national language has been
revived by Zee TV and by the respectability it has given to mix-
ing Urdu and English. Aslam Azhar, Pakistan’s first managing
director of television, ridicules this as ‘Minglish’ and sees it as
part of a deterjoration in standards, promoted by the Hindi sat-
ellite channels and imitated by Pakistan’s commercial produc-
ers. Others are concerned that children are picking up Hindi
words from television and using them in conversation at the
expense of their Urdu vocabulary. To this extent, they see satel-
lite TV as undermining the distinctiveness of Pakistan’s lingua
franca.

Iftikhar Arif, the Chairman of the National Language Board,
believes some of the changes in approach to language provoked
by satellite competition have improved communication. There
has been a tendency to use fewer loan words from Arabic and.
Persian and to simplify language in order to speak more di-
rectly to viewers. Urdu in its pristine form is not only under
attack from across the border; it is also changing its character
and intonation within Pakistan as it is increasingly owned and
spoken by Pakistan’s other language groups.

However, there are concerns that the new style is an urban
phenomenon which reflects the dominance of the middle class
English elite in the new media and a lack of seriousness in
communicating with the rest of society, which does not know
English well. Some see the new trend as a result of sloppiness—
the projection of the linguistic inadequacies of convent-educated
trend setters onto the population as a whole. It is a criticism
made not just about Zee TV but of many of the new FM radio
channels in the big cities. In Sri Lanka, according to television
producer Maleec Calyaratne de Silva, “people with British,
American or any other foreign accent gained preference over
those with Sri Lankan accents. Entertainment and idle talk be-
came hip over the radio while responsibility was grossly ne-
glected. Foreign investors who were behind these institutions
seemed keen to introduce foreign cultures and commercialism
through their radio programmes.”

region.” The same view was also reflected
in Kathmandu, where journalist Kanak
Mani Dixit deplored the fact that “...there is
almost no Nepali news or programmes
related to Nepal on satellite TV".

Several Bangladeshis noted that Star TV
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A SURVEY of the impact of satellite television in two districts
in India—Latur in Maharashtra and Varanasi in Uttar
Pradesh—provides ample evidence that satellite television se-
rials are stimulating a growing interest in personal appearance
and beautification. Though many of those interviewed denied
they were imitating the styles of the stars, the proprietor of Amrita
Beauty Parlour in Latur said her clients specifically demanded
hair styles from Surabhi, Shanti and Tara as well as those of
Sonia Gandhi and Princess Diana. Even in Udgeer, a smaller
town in Latur district, clients of Jose Beauty Parlour, requested
hairdos in the style of Renuka Shahane of the show Surabhi
and the so-called ‘Tara cut’. In Udgeer, five beauty parlours are
doing comfortable business. In Latur, there are more than 200
beauty parlouirs with state-of-the-art equipment.

Evidence from dress shops in both Latur and Varanasi sug-
gests that there is a roaring business in dresses popularised in
films, with the Mumbai wholesalers dispatching them in
volume once the film has become popular. Equally marked in
Varanasi is the trend among the young towards T-shirts and
jeans. The proprietor of Rohit Collections, a general dress shop,
said that “Benares is changing very fast... The demand is some-
times based on costumes worn by actors and actresses;
sometimes it is triggered by advertisements... In the last two or
three years... the turnover of my shop has increased many
fold...thanks to TV ads and serials.” Staff at Grihasti, a cosmet-
ics shop in Varanasi, reported that sales of cosmetics have in-
creased dramatically since the early 1990s, with lipstick
becoming much more fashionable.

The same programmes are also having an impact among
the middle class in Pakistan and Bangladesh. According to
informants in Islamabad, local designers not only watch Zee's
fashion programme Khoobsurat; they also record it for future
~ reference. They say many local designs and colour combina-
tions owe their inspiration to this programme. Indian channels
may also be aiding a comeback for the sari, which went into an
officially-enforced decline during the days of General Zia-ul-
Hagq. Pakistani fashion magazines have been featuring saris
again and the wearing of saris and bindis has become more
common on festivals and ‘social occasions, whereas in India
the opposite has happened. Satellite TV has helped to
popularise the salwar kameez at the expense of the sari.

Even in smaller towns in Nepal, these influences are acknow-
ledged. Professionals in Birgunj said: “TV programmes are re-
ally affecting the way our women perceive themselves. We can
see it in the number of beauty patlours that have come up after
we began getting satellite channels here. These are things that
have to be considered carefully. Women’s fashion can lead to a
strain in relationships for the simple reason that we can’t afford
the kind of fashion shown on TV.”

had recognised the existence of Pakistan
with its Postcard from Pakistan weekly pro-
gramme. But no such concession had been
made to Bangladeshi sensibilities. In mid-
1998, world interest in India and Pakistan’s
nuclear tests was adding to this sense of

negtect. In Pa kistan, however, the paucity
of coverage of Pakistani affairs is seen not
just as a matter of neglect but as evidence
that the prime purpose of the channels is
one of cultural assault. “The way Indians
are projecting their religion, their national
identity, is an eye-opener for us,” said
a multinational executive at a Karachi
discussion group. “What they have sold to
Pakistan,” said Khalid Hassan, then head
of Shalimar Television Network, “is a highly
glamourised image of India, unnatural and
untrue... These channels can become links,
but at the moment they are used negatively.”

Reservations about the impartiality of
the satellite media increased dramatically
as a result of the coverage of two important
events in 1999: the Kargil conflict in Kash-
mir in the summer and the hijacking of an
Indian airlines plane to Kandahar in De-
cember. Opinion in the south of India was
divided over media coverage of the Kargil
hostilities. Some discussion groups praised
TV’s role in awakening a sense of patrio-
tism. Others criticised it for “pumping pa-
triotic messages”. Professional media-
watchers agreed that the southern Indian
channels had covered the conflict in much
the same way as Doordarshan, often using
footage provided by the state sector for their
OWn programmes.

According to Father Joe Andrew: “Ev-
erything became a government version of it.
Even Star—not just DD—became a pro-gov-
ernment mouthpiece... The pain and misery
was never reflected in any of the channels,
be they private or public... Kargil revealed
that we don't have a free media... All the
channels were pro-war, pro-government,
glorification of the war and demonisation
of Pakistan.” Another critic said: “TV
told me that I should revive my narrow
patriotism, which I don’t have at all. I feel
as sorry for the Pakistani who is shot, as for
the Indian.”

Pakistani viewers of satellite media saw
little of this heart-searching on their screens.
According to Kathmandu-based journalist
Kunda Dixit, “the Indian media—especially
Zee news and Star— behaved much like the
American networks and CNN during the -
Gulf War, and the Indian military used and
manipulated satellite television much as the
American military did in Kuwait.”

On the Pakistan side, PTV behaved no
less jingoistically, though it was less
successful in carrying the public with it,
which led some commentators to argue that
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a diversified media would serve the country
better, As Mir Jamil ur Rahman put it:
“People are no more a captive audience.
They have the choice to turn over to a dozen
channels at the push of a button to test
the veracity of the PTV version... Even if it
was to tell the truth, the credibility gap
would not narrow down. Therefore it is
imperative to allow private TV channels in
-his country.”

The hijacking of an Indian airlines plane
by Kashmiri separatists from Kathmandu
via Amritsar and Lahore to Kandahar in
December 1999 provoked similar concerns,
both in Pakistan and Nepal. According to a
cover story in Newsline, a Pakistani political
journal with a track record for indepen-
dent reporting: “Zee TV, Star News and
Doordarshan abandoned all pretensions of
the ethics of independent journalism as they
waged a virtual media war against Paki-
stan.” Wrote Samina Abraham, “Though
one might expect some journalistic legerde-
main from the state-run Doordarshan, to
hear the so-called independent channel Zee
TV indulge in the same hyperbole came as
: surprise.” The articte accused the satellite
media of supporting India’s efforts to get ’a-
kistan declared a terrorist state and of broad-
casting stories to implicate Pakistan in the
hijack, which were subsequently proven to
be groundless.

In the case of the hijacking, Nepal also
came under media fire because the drama
began in Kathmandu and the Indian gov-
ernment and media accused the Nepali
government of being too sympathetic to
Pakistan. Kunda Dixit says: “Zee TV has
probably done more to harm Nepal-India
relations at the people level than anything
else in recent times... Satellite broad-
casting, instead of bringing people closer is
polarising them, and the reason is that Zee
and Star are regional broadcasters but oper-
ate as if they were solely broadcasting to
India.”

Satellite channels like Zee and Star
looked initially as if they aspired to cover
South Asia as a whele, but they are now
perceived by many Pakistanis as Indian
channels with Indian slants to their
coverage. According to Mahommed Malik
of NTM, “In the early days of Zee, there was
some prelence of striking a balance, but
when they realised their biggest marketing
was coming from India anyway, they
openly took on Indian colours because it
helped with their marketing.” Malik thinks
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that Star News has made the mistake of
becoming an Indjan channel. “There again,
Pakistan has been left out... whercas they
should have started with an impartial hue...
People are not stupid... the slants are there.”
Some Bangladeshi commentators, seeing
the extent to which international channels
have been ‘Hindigenised’ to appeal to the
Hindi market, are resentful that the so-called
Hindi channels have made no efforts at
regionalisation to accommodate viewers in
Bangladesh. Parveen Rashid of the Social
Marketing Corporation (SMC) says: “The
need to have the local stamp, the local colour
and the local creativity is very important”.
But she finds less and less of it in advertis-
ing by the multinationals. She echoes other
social marketing experts in expressing her
concern that India-based channels are
oblivious to the existence of other cultures
and believes this will have a negative
impact even if no resistance is noticed.”

Satellite weaponry

Official reactions to these cultural intru-
sions have been largely defensive: hiring
satellite transponders or aspiring to do so.
Both Pakistan and Nepal use commercial
arguments to support their thinking—the
opportunity to tap the purchasing power ot
their nationals in other countries—but it is
also a form of diplomacy by other means. In
a world threatened by homogenisation, na-
tion states feel the need to employ the same
weapons as their attackers.

Beyond these defensive reactions, there
is a more fundamental problem: how to
build a more genuinely South Asian media
which reflects the realities of the region. In
its early years, the South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) tried to
stimulate programme exchanges between
the different countries in order to make view-
ers more regionally aware. But the initiative
was largely confined to non-topical subjects
and was not taken up with much enthusi-
asm by the national broadcasters. An Asian
news-pool, which made national news foot-
age available by satellite for wider regional
use, was more successful. However, both
were designed to strengthen regional cov-
erage on national television. They did not
address the issue of regional balance on the
new commercial satellite services.

Kanak Mani Dixit had no illusions about
the difficulties of building an effective re-
gional satellite media, even before the hijack-
ing episode. He does not believe satellite

“Zee TV has
done more to
harm Nepal-
India relations
at the people
level than
anything else in
recent times...
Satellite broad-
casting, instead
of bringing
people closer is
polarising
them.”



channels will change until pecple in
neighbouring countries make them more
aware of their South Asian footprint. He
says: “Itis not enough tor people to lobby in
Delhi; it must be South Asia wide.” Nepal's
leading TV professional, Neer Shah, be-
lieves that public-private financial partner-
ships might be a means to get smaller coun-
tries onto satellite and the same technique
could perhaps serve a wider purpose. Much
depends, however, on the regicnal satellite
channels themselves, What is clear is
that unless they address the sense of
marginalisation, they are helping to foster
and take their regional responsibilities more
seriously, they will continue to be seen
as Indian rather than South Asian
broadcasters.

Though Sri Lankans exhibit some simi-
lar reactions to foreign programmes as those
in evidence in Pakistan, Nepal or Bangla-
desh, anxiety levels are lower and there seem
to be fewer worries about their social divi-
siveness. The rapid expansion of terrestrial
broadcasting in Sri Lanka has brought other
kinds of problems, but at least in relation to
the satellite media, there are none of the com-
plaints of marginalisation that are so wide-
spread in Pakistan, Nepal or Bangladesh.

The framework of broadcasting already es-
tablished in Sri Lanka ensured that there
was less of a sense of ‘them and us’ in Sri
Lanka’s new relationship with the global
and regional media.

1f the satellite revolution has been less of
a shock to society in Sri Lanka, it is partly
because Sri Lankans watch what Sri Lankan
editors have decided—for cultural or eco-
nomic reasons—might be profitable or inter-
esting to show them. There is a greater sense
of ownership of the process and even chan-
nels with high proportions of foreign pro-
gramming present a strong national profile.

In the new, highly competitive, mass
market, many Sinhala channels are supple-
menting their programmes outside prime
time with Indian films and serials. This is
partly on grounds of cost and partly be-
cause the themes of these Indian produc-
tions are more immediately accessible to
local audiences. As a commentator on
the Sri Lankan media scene put it
“Western cultural intercsts have now been
replaced by castern cultural interests and
whether India’s cultural interests or Japan’s
cultural interests are always good for us, |
don’t know.”
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Global News

In their encounter with the region, international news
broadcasters were soon enough forced to reorient
themselves to the needs of a South Asian, nay Indian

audience.

hen satellite television first came
to South Asia, few concessions
were made by the international

channels to the varied cultural traditions of
the countries within AsiaSat’s massive foot-
print. CNN was the first in the field as an
international news channel. The BBC's 24-
hour news and information channel on the
Star network gave an alternative perspec-
tive and made a start in incorporating
programmes designed for the Asian region.

It was some years before CNN began to
focus on Asia as a market and as a theatre
for news reporting. Its Asian production cen-
tre in Hong Kong was opened in 1995—ten
years after the channel’s launch. By 1998,
seven of its 36 news bureaus world-wide
were in the Asia Pacific region—two in
South East Asia (Bangkok and Jakarta) and
one in South Asia (New Delhi). Despite its
reputation as a global news channel, CNN
was slower than other international stations
in Asia in extricating itself from the North
America-cenired agenda of its news pro-
grammes, Four programmes on the CNN
schedule were specifically tailored for Asian
audiences—all of them launched after the
opening of the Hong Kong production cen-
tre in 1995, None of these were specifically
targeted to South Asia or to the Indian au-
dience.

In the field of regional programming for
South Asia, other broadcasters were taking
the lead. The rapid growth of the East and
Southeast Asian ‘tiger’ economies before the
collapse of 1997 put Asian regional televi-
sion in the forefront of media and market-
ing expansion, Asian regional TV was seen
as the fastest growing market place. In an
area of high investment, television could be
the most effective means of reaching key de-
cision-makers. Deregulation was set to pro-
vide new opportunities for broadcasters in

a previously govern-
ment-dominated infor-
mation environment.
International cross
border broadcasting
wotld encourage trade
between Asian coun-
tries and provide a flex-
ible reaction to the ac-
celerating process of
change.

A new genre of busi-
ness television progra-
mming, as developed
by the Singapore-based Asian Business
News International (ABNI), was a form of
niche broadcasting or ‘narrow casting’
which took advantage of the global reach of
satellite channels and their ability to ad-
dress themselves to specific audiences
within the Asian region. Within that niche
there was a dual target: viewers and
opinion-formers as well as potential
investors. Programming specific to the
region was identified as the best means to
reach them both.

In the boom of the early 1990s, ABNI con-
ceived and implemented ambitious and ex-
pensive regional news gathering aims with
the help of local partners. These were scaled
down in 1996-97 and the channel was
merged with CNBC in February 1998. ABNI
developed a policy of commissioning busi-
ness programmes from independent pro-
duction companies such as India’s TVI8. It
carried items from ‘Pakistan Business Up- -
date’, a product of the largest independent
film and TV production company in Paki-
stan—the Karachi-based EverReady Com-
pany. This gave the channel a distinctive
South Asian flavour and was an important
influence in developing international links
among India’s new and expanding inde-
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Targeting Children

THE NEED to protect children as a vulnerable group from ex-
,posure to unsuitable programming is a responsibility which
government and broadcasting authorities take seriously all over
the world. Many broadcasters operate watershed policies which
keep programmes with adult story lines or excessive violence
off the air until children are supposed to be in bed. But such
policies are only partially effective, even with active parenting.
With the vast majority of households in South Asia only
having one TV set, children spend most of their time watching
programmes made for adults. But there is also a shortage of
programmes for children, particularly on the satellite channels.
The only frequently mentioned children’s programme was
Shaktimaan on Doordarshan, with a central character modelled
on Superman. In Sri Lanka, there is a detectable demand for
more children’s programmes. Labourers in Matara regarded
many programmes shown during the day as unsuitable for chil-
dren. Matara home makers argued that “more programmes that
are exemplary to both children and adults should be presented”.
Another area of concern and one which is more difficult to
monitor and control is the targeting of children in advertising.
The exploitation of ‘pester power’ is becoming increasingly so-
phisticated and according to some marketing companies has
now spread ‘from sweets and snack foods’—often linked to
film or television characters aimed at the under 12s—to CDs,
computer software, and even cars and holidays.

Parents are under pressure from their children to buy things.
A group of working class women in Pune said they were influ-
enced by advertisements, particularly for cosmetics and foilet-
ries, with their children wanting them to try all sorts of new
products. A Muslim broom maker in Millatnagar near
Ahmedabad said of her son: “If he wants, then he wants. There
is no stopping him.”

In Pakistan, articulate teenagers from a slum area of
Rawalpindi proved to be very familiar with satellite TV
programmes. Most of these teenage boys and girls worked part
time or full time; some went to the local government school.
Several of them saw satellite TV as a strong aspirational influ-
ence. “They show such goodies that we immediately want to
acquire them,” said Samina, aged 14. “The only question is
where to get the money from...” Bashir, aged 12, said: “I have
learnt that America and England are the best places to be if you
can get a job there. Then you can have access to all the things
like Wrangler jeans, Nike shoes and of course Kentucky Fried
Chicken and McDonalds.”

function but reasserting the need for a range
of other activities as well. These include
playing a greater role in articulating a sense
of community, acting as a counterpoise to
the commercially driven mass media and
offering diversity and innovation and a
greater voice for the public at different levels
of society in debating the issues of the day.
The realisation of such a vision, however,
would require a re-appraisal of the role of

the state in the management of radio and
television and a willingness to use them for
more creative public purposes.

Failure to take stock and to legislate for
the new situation will only leave more time
for the commercialisation of state broadcast-
ing and the longer the trend continues the
greater will be the difficulty in establishing
a viable public interest role for the media in
future. Recent experience has demonstrated
clearly the value of the market in widening
media choice in particular areas of broad-
casting. But the states’ responses have be-
trayed a lack of clear thinking, both about
the future role of the state sector and about
what can legitimately be required of com-
mercial broadcasters in serving wider pub-
lic needs.

Why wait for autonomy?
There are plenty of critics of the state sector
who would argue that the only way it can
become effective is by making it auto-
nomous, removing it from the direct control
of government and giving it the freedom to
play its role more impartially and inde-
pendently as an instrument of the whole so-
ciety and not just of the party in power. How-
ever, given the polarised nature of politics
in many South Asian countries, and the evi-
dent obstacles to the creation of autonomous
institutions, it may make sense as a first step
to attempt to achieve a measure of greater
public accountability for national and com-
mercial broadcasters without attempting a
radical restructuring of the status quo.
This could take the form initially of
consultation within the industry over
the development of a national media policy
to which both sectors would subscribe.
Such a policy might cover such issues as
questions of taste and decency, provision of
programmes for particular sectors of the
community, common standards for adver-
tising and for media training and profi-
ciency, agreed approaches for measuring
audiences, and the creation of mechanisms
for responding to public eriticism and sug-
gestions. Such acceptance of self-regulation
could help to resolve some of the issues
which concern media professionals and-
their relations with the public, and could
act as a charter for both public and private
broadcasters in their relations with govern-
ment. Whether or not government ulti-
mately retains control of the national broad-
casters, the acceptance of industry-wide
norms in such fields could act as a restraint
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on ministerial highhandedness.

The development of such a media policy
has already been mooted in Sri Lanka, where
the v1rtuallv unregulated growth of the com-
mercial sector has thrown up all sorts of
problems which are not suscephble to exist-
ing methods of supervision and control. It
will soon be needed in Bangladesh. In
India’s case, draft proposals for a new regu-
latory system failed to find acceptance with
the satellite sector, but a new basis of agree-
ment is urgently needed.

Beyond such voluntary agreements, one
theoretically attractive way forward would
be for the state by legislation to require
broadcasters—of whatever description—to
provide a minimum of public interest pro-
gramming and to set certain quality stan-
dards, compliance with which would be
essential for the renewal of licensing ar-
rangements.

Internationally, there is a wide range of
approaches to public accountability for
broadcasters. In Germany, which has a pre-
dominantly decentralised structure of pub-
lic broadcasting, the courts have developed
sophisticated concepts with regard to
programme standards, and have had a ma-
jor influence in defining legal standards and
obligations. Canada imposes common obli-
gations for national content and cultural
compatibility on public and private broad-
casters alike, In Latin America, community
radio and TV have long been a successful
part of the broadcasting scene, with govern-
ments licensing non-profit and non-partisan
stations defined by their social purposes
rather than the market or their political af-
filiation. At an international level, the objec-
tive of the Southern African Broadcasting As-
sociation (SABA)—to reflect the interests
and concerns of the citizens of its member
states—seems relevant to the needs of
broadcasters and audiences in the South
Asian region.

Though quality thresholds of different
kinds have been established successfully in
a number of countries, they are obviously
more difficult to imptement where satellite
broadcasters are apparently beyond the arm
of the law, as also uplinking from other
countries and not operating within a
national legal framework. Satellite broad-
casters would seem to be in a strong
bargaining position for these reasons,
though they do need to have a working
relationship with their main target
territories and will even submit to govern-
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ment regulation it other objectives are met.
Rupert Murdoch’s concern to establish the
Star network as one friendly to India and
his willingness to accept Indian govern-
ment censorship as a price worth paying
for the establishment of DTH shows that the
Indian government would have consider-
able leverage in negotiating such issues, if
it chose to use it.

The acceptance of a common jurisdic-
tion is undoubtedly complicated. The draft
Indian Broadcasting Bill of 1997 attempted
to achieve this by requiring all satellite
broadcasters to uplink from India and to
accept tough, indeed what were regarded
as unworkable, terms for doing so. The
refusal of international broadcasters like Star
to agree to become majority-owned Indian
companies brought progress to a standstill,
though some of the Indian-owned channels
were subsequently given permission to
uplink from India to give them an advantage
and to increase pressure on others. There is
a good deal to play for on both sides in re-
solving these issues and any eventual com-
promise could also be extended to cover
other matters of concern. One positive sign
is that Zee and Sony have said they might
be willing to produce more ‘public interest’
programming if other broadcasters, particu-
larly Doordarshan, were bound by the same
conditions.

Regional public opinion

Extending such agreements to India’s
neighbours would be less easy. In Pakistan,
Bangladesh or Nepal, the issues are very
different anyway; their problems are with
the Indian focus of the satellite channels as
much as with the subject matter. Their gov-
ernments might be willing to participate in
South Asia-wide discussions about ques-
tions of taste and decency—and the widen-
ing of that discussion could in itself con-
tribute to the pressures on satellite chan-
nels—but persuading satellite channels
aiming at the Indian market that they should
do more to cover India’s neighbours and be
more sensitive to uses of their channels as
extensions of Indian foreign policy would
be more difficult, as coverage of the Kargil
hostilities showed.

South Asian public opinion has no
effective means of making itself felt at the
moment, though there is scope for the cre-
ation of new networks for this purpose. Sat-
ellite channels are unlikely to invest in re-
flecting wider regional realities until adver-



tisers can deliver their goods more easily
across South Asian borders. In South Asia
itself, it is the Indian market which dictates
the programme content. For India’s neigh-
bours—and the viewers in those countries—
the most effective response to the new me-
dia environment, therefore, lies in putting
their own houses in order.

Decentralisation, localisation

In all South Asian countries, broadcasting
is a ‘central subject’ and national control
extends right down to the output of indi-
vidual radio stations in remote parts of the
country. It is an extraordinary fact that no
provincial or regional government in South
Asia has had any right to license radio or
television stations. Traditionally, the politi-
cal case against decentralisation has been
argued in terms of the fragility of the nation
state. Fears that substantial ethnic minori-
ties like the Tamils in Sri Lanka, the Punjabis
in India or the Sindhis in Pakistan, will mis-
use decentralised powers to demand sepa-
rate statehood have resulted in tight con-
trol from the Centre, which has arguably
exacerbated already difficult situations.
These are also important issues in Pakistan,
Bangladesh and Nepal, where national
broadcasting policies have been challenged
by the working of the satellite TV market,
the massive popularity of Zee TV and the
spread of a new kind of ‘hindigenised’
Sputh Asian popular culture. In Pakistan,
which has its own problems of finding a
balance between centre and regions, PTV
has attempted to combat Indian cultural in-
fluences by improving programmes in the
national language—a counter-strategy
which has actually reinforced existing
centralising trends.

India’s neighbours arguing the case for
the decentralisation of broadcasting
may seem like missing the main point. How-
ever, the experience of South India would
seem to validate a different view: that
decentralisation is in fact a means of
strengthening national cultural defences
rather than weakening them. In a glo-
balising medial world, Tndia’s very large
market has dictated its own localising terms,
resulting in the Indianisation of many
international satellite channels. However,
what is localisation for India is a new form
of globalisation for Pakistan or Nepal,
which would probably be more effectively
countered by encouraging localisation
in these countries than by any kind of

head-on confrontation.

A first line of defence, as $ri Lanka has
found, is to license meore terrestrial compe-
tition for the state broadcaster. This is the
path which Bangladesh has also followed,
with the establishment of its first commer-
cial terrestrial channel. The advantage of
such an option is that it makes the state
broadcaster more competitive, sharpens its
entertainment programmes and gives it a
mass orientation—all services which have
been provided by the satellite channels for
Doordarshan and PTV—while at the same
time appealing to a complete domestic tele-
vision universe, which the satellite channels
cannot do.

Such a strategy, howcver, will not serve
the public interest in areas where the mar-
ket is reducing choice rather than extending
it. These arcas include the provision of ser-
vices for minorities, for special interests, for
the reflection of “high” or ‘folk” culture, and
the use of television or radio to serve smaller
communities, for development, information
or entertainment. Creating spacc to serve
these needs requires a new willingness by
the state to accept media decentraiisation
in principle and to fund it where necessary.
This is an important challenge for South
Asian nation states and one which they
scem instinctively ill-prepared to tackle.
Decentralisation is not just about language:
it is also about greater participation. It is
about encouraging democracy where it can
be most effective in giving voice to public
opinion and in holding politicians and oth-
ers to account.

Radio could play an important part in
this process of transformation. In most South
Asian countries, national broadcasters al-
ready have at their disposal a network of
radio stations providing services in differ-
ent languages. All that would be necessary
to activate them would be a new vision of
what they could achieve, Cable television
also has the potential to contribute to the
growth of a vibrant decentralised media; in-
deed it has already done so in some parts of
India and Pakistan. As cable itself witnesses
a process of consolidation, with channel
owners using the technology of encryption
or digitisation as a means of extracting more
revenue for themselves, the state has a
chance to intervene to preserve some space
for the local operator and the local service.

The Internet poses a completely different
level of problem for the mechanics of
control. It has given individuals and
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organisations the capacity to develop their
own radio and television services, something
which is already taking place in a limited
way and will undoubtedly expand signifi-
cantly in the future. In the developing world,
the Internet is currently regarded rightly as
a rich person’s accessory but it may not be
long before Internet and e-mail connections
are available throughout rural areas too.

The satellite revolution in South Asia
has played an important rele in extending
the bounds of civil society and the forum
for public debate. If the new satellite media
have contributed to the development of civil
society, they have done so largely on the
terms of the commercial entrepreneurs. Pub-
lic feedback on these developments has
been largely confined to the columns of a
small number of newspapers and the ac-
tivities of non-government organisations.
Television programmes have generated
huge volumes of correspondence, some-
times on a scale which producers have
found impossible to process, but there are
few organisations representing the viewer
and listener in a more systematic way.

[t is not sufficient to argue that
the state has an important role to
play in safeguarding the public
interest. In the interests of the
development of civil society, equal
stress also needs to be placed on
the development and reflection of
public opinion on media issues.
There is much to learn from the
experiences of other South Asian
countries, though as yet regional
awareness is surprisingly low,
except among a handful of media
and development professionals. It
is too early yet to talk of regional
public opinion, but beyond the
need to develop a more critical
public opinion in individual
countries, the regional character
of the new media also requires a regional
public response. With many South Asians
now watching the same programmes, those
who produce them, often with only Indian
audiences in mind, need to be made aware
of the wider public and their reactions.

Fooavin
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RABIMN SAYAMI

yoti Basu ended his tenure as the

longest serving chief minister

ever in India in October this year.

It had been almost exactly a year
since he had first made public his
desire to demit office on the ground
that his health was not up to the task
of governing a fractious state with
numerous political, economic and
social problems. And, to be fair to
him, for some time Basu had been
operating on less than all cylinders,
spending lesser and lesser time in
the state’s administrative headquar-
ters at Writers’ Buildings, with
Buddhadev Bhattacharya, his
deputy, shouldering more and more
of the quotidian administrative
load. The public and the media
were, nevertheless, taken aback by
the suddenness of this decision to
retire. Intense speculation about the
party’s motives behind letting the
‘patriarch’ go was fuelled primarily
because of the timing of the decision.

In the first place, the elections to
the State Assembly are scheduled
for early next year. And it was more
than conceivable that Basu could
have kept going with an even more
attenuated workload for another six
months or so. His health did not
scem to have registered any dra-
matic decline. Secondly, the party
announced its decision to let Basu
step down just a few days after its
special conference, held in Trivan-

CPI(M): Lite
after Jyoti Basu

The last legacy that Basu leaves is a space
or his party at the Centre. A Left liberal

heading the Union government should
give the Indian polity a new direction.

by Chintan Mukherjee_

drum, had endorsed his line that in
future the party could participate in
a coalition government at the
Centre, should the opportunity
present itself. This was a decisive
victory for Basu’s views over the
policy espoused by the ‘hardline’,
and hitherto majority, group within
the party.

Why was it that the party
allowed Basu to go, In a sense, fi-
nally proclaiming that he was no
more the indispensable prop of the
show in West Bengal, at the moment
of his triumph? Basu could have
played a crucial role in the elections
that the party will soon have to fight
in West Bengal. The Left Front gov-
ernment which has ruled that state
since early 1977 does not have the
aura of invincibility that it had even
acouple of years ago. The Trinamool
Congress, a splinter of the Congress,
has mounted an increasingly cred-
ible challenge to the Left Front. Its
leader, Mamata Bannerjee, now a
senior cabinet minister at the cen-
tre, has managed to become the cen-
tripetal pole of the anti-Left forces—
and votes—in the state .

Basu’s presence at the helm of
both the government and the elec-
tion campaign may have proved
decisive in the election. His credibil-
ity as a political manager and
an administrator is critical for the
Left Front’s appeal. Bhattacharya,

Basu's annointed successor, a
somewhat dour ideologue, on the
other hand, lacks charisma. To the
extent that his administrative acu-
men has been tested, it has been
found to be wanting. As a leader of
men, he is not the ideal choice.

The CPIM) put out two contra-
dictory explanations for allowing
Basu to relinquish his duties. On the
one hand, they spoke about his poor
health. On the other, they said that
in the rapidly changing national
context, his skills were to be utilised
to help forge another ‘third front” to
provide an alternative to both the
B/F and the Congress. 1f Basu was
ailing to the extent that he could not
hold out as chief minister, how will
he be able to play an active role in
forging a ‘third front’?

More likely, the CTI(M) 15 now
engaged in evolving a new strategic
balance. Central to this is the at-
tempt to achieve, at the national
level, a greater policy flexibility of
the pragmatic kind advocated by
Basu. On one occasion at least, such
pragmatism had disastrous conse-
quences. It will be recalled that the
adoption of the ‘Bengal’ line advo-
cated by Basu, in preference to the
"Kerala’ line espoused by EMS
Namboodiripad, led to the CPI{M)
supporting VP Singh's National
Front government in 1989. This gov-
ernment also drew on the support

HIMAL 13/12 December 2000



Analysis

of the BJP. That ‘pragmatic’ political
formation gave the BJP mainstream
political legitimacy and the toe-hold
it needed for its national ascent. The
CPIM) is now bemoaning the con-
sequences of that decision.

At the same time, by allowing
Basu to go, the party is also trying
to signal that itis not about to loosen
its grip. Basu had for a long time
peen pushing for a greater flexibil-
ity in economic programmes, labour
policy and the functioning of the
party. He had been shielding dis-
senters like Subhas Chakraborty
and Saifuddin Chowdhury, who
had started a campaign over a year
ago to uphold the cause of greater
inner-party democracy in an at-
tempt to loosen the control of the
‘hardline’ faction over the party ma-
cninery. Chowdhury was expelled,
and the party has thus indicated
that dissent will not be tolerated,
especially in its eastern bastion.

It must be said that there is some-
thing to be said for this strategy of
the CPIM). But it can work only if
some ground rules operate. First,
flexibility at the Centre cannot be
used as a pretext for suicidal and
unbridled opportunism of the 1989
variety. And this is a very real
danger, given that the gencral
secretary of the party, Harkishan
Singh Surjeet, has earned a well-de-
served reputation for being a power
broker and a wheeler-dealer to
whom no principle has sanctity. The
policy of flexibility has to be used
responsibly to build political forma-
tions that are viable. At the same
time, in West Bengal, more stringent
controls over the party machinery
have to be blended with develop-
ment initiatives that will take the
state out of the backwardness that
has overtaken it during the Left
Front’s undistinguished tenure.
Controls must also be used to
ensure that at the lower levels, state
resources are not swallowed up by
a party machinery that has become
more and more corrupt and all-
pervasive. The Left Front has to shed
some of its more meaningless and
formulaic dogma and implement
programmes that will promote in-
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dustrial development, revive the
once exemplary but now langui-
shing land reform programme in
new directions and reconstruct the
crumbling social infrastructure, es-
pecially in health care, education
and welfare provisions.

The CPiiM) has consistently
refused to realise that in reality it is
a bowdlerised version of a social
democratic party. Bowdlerised be-
cause it operates fundamentatly like
the ‘bourgeois’ party that it is, while
clinging to a constant state of de-
nial. Merely repeating calls for ‘dic-
tatorship of the proletariat’ con-
vinces no one anymore, The CPI(M)
would do the nation a great service
if it recognised the need for a social
democratic party and try to convert
itself into one. By so doing, it could
defend the middle ground and the
substance of the liberal Nehruvian
vision that is fast slipping in India
today. The CPI(M) could try and push

B any of his party comrades, as
well as colleagues in the Left
coalition that holds power in
Ehe state, entertained fond hopes
that Jyoti Basu would heed their ap-
peals and consent to stay on as chief
minister of West Bengal, at least
until the state assembly elections,
due middle of next vear. But the pa-
triarch of Bengal politics was deter-
mined to call it a day. But betore do-
ing that he had a strong agenda to
push. Sources close to Basu say the
86-year-old chief minister had
waited for one last victory—not in
elections, not against his known po-
litical adversaries, but against a sec-
tion of hardliners within his own
party, who had effectively blocked
the path to his becoming India’s
prime minister in 1996. At the spe-
cial conference of the Communist
Party of India {Marxist), held in the
southern city of Trivandrum in Oc-
tober, the hardliners were routed. An

welfare and secularism more cen-
trally into the national agenda, at a
time when the BJP has attempted to
push the polity considerably to the
right of centre. The CPI(M) could
play a much more effective role in
redefining the liberal vision and
help marginalise the extreme Right.

And what does Basu have to do
with all of this? He did represent
the most encouraging facets of this
tendency, but never managed, de-
spite having been given a great op-
portunity. Basu had the bourgeois
temperament and training that
made him inherently flexible and ac-
ceptable to a broad spectrum. If he
had combined this asset with flex-
ible and pragmatic policies to turn
West Bengal into something of a
viable welfare model, he could have
transformed both his party and
national politics. Unfortunately, we
now have to speak of Basu in the
past tense. A

overwhelming majority of the del-
egates supported Basu’s thesis that
“the decision to not participate in
the central government in 1996 was
a historic blunder”. Thus the way
has been cleared for future partici-
pation by the CPIiM) at the central
govern-ment in New Delhi.

Once the party endorsed the po-
sition he has often publicly asserted,
Basu did not have much reason
to stay on. His announcement of re-
tirement was sudden, and even
caught the party General Secretary
Harkishen Singh Surjeet off-guard.
Basu says he had good reasons to
quit when he did. "My successor
must have some Hme to project him-
self, because he is going to lead the
party in the next elections. If T hang
on, it is not fair because my health
is not good enough to do justice to
my job anymore,” he told this writer
in an interview.

In itself, this was a unique move
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by a unique man. Communists do
not retire, he used to say, butby step-
ping down from office, he has cre-
ated a unique precedent. “Basu is a
shrewd politician. He wants the
party to face no succession prob-
lems,” says Ashok Mitra, his former
finance minister who had fallen out
with the old patriarch and resigned.

But another man who said he
was fed up and resigned from
Basu’s government, is now at
the top. The new chief minister
of West Bengal, Buddhadev
Bhattacharya, had re-
signed in 1993 as informa-
tion and culture minister
following factional squab-
bles. He then went on to
write a controversial play
Dusemoy (Bad Times),
which was staged with
some fanfare in a few
Calcutta theatres. But Basu
brought him back to the
ministry, gave him addi-
tional responsibility as po-
lice minister, a charge
Bhattacharya clearly did

Bhattacharya takes personal inter-
est in organising) was in full swing.
“Why should our government
patronise a show for Hrithik
Roshan who has got patrons like
Coca-Cola,” thundered Buddhadev
in an obvious broadside against
Chakrabarty. The latter responded:
“1 don't want a lesson in culture
from anybody. Who has said only
Bengali programmes or something
like the film festival is good culture.
The Hrithik Roshan show stirred

Basu and Buddhadev Bhattacharya.

to get leading filmmakers and intel-
lectuals to come to the Calcutta Film
Festival and the Calcutta Book Fair.
He has ensured that the Book Fair
is inaugurated by leading
intellectuals, like the French
philosopher Jaccques Derida,
the Bangladesh poet Shamshur
Rehman or the British physicist
Christopher Hawkins.

The new chief minister’s lifestyle
is fairly simple and austere. His
mother says the family would be
more than happy to see
Buddhadev as a school
teacher and a playwright,
which was how he started
off. As a party full-timer on
a wage of 200 rupees,
Bhattacharya has seen his
family struggle. His wife
and daughter insist the
“family will not change
now”. The new chief min-
ister has refused to leave
his middle class Palm
Avenue three-room flat in
Calcutta, though the police
want him to do so for secu-

not enjoy, and has now
got the playwright-politician to
succeed him.

Bhattacharya comes from a fam-
ily of leftist poets. He is a reason-
able playwright, and has translated
much foreign literature into Bengali.
His roots are strongly Bengali; he
loves Indian classical music, litera-
ture and good films. Bhattacharya
seems more keen to play Bengal's
thought police rather than an etfec-
tive police minister. He stopped
singer Samantha Fox from perform-
ing in Calcutta, and is now engaged
in a slanging match with his trans-
port minister and party mobiliser,
Subhas Chakrabarty, over the state
government’s support to a late-
night Hrithik Roshan show.
Bhattacharya sees Bollywood and
Hollywood as “decadent cultures”.

Chakrabarty got the Hrithik
Roshan group to perform to a hun-
dred thousand people in Calcutta’s
Salt Lake Stadium to raise money
for the Chief Minister’s Flood Relief
Fund, just when the Calcutta Inter-
national Film Festival (which

thousands, not a few so-cailed
intellectuals.”

Basu had to intervene to restrain
his squabbling disciples, but the
fracas gives some idea of the kind of
person the new chief minister is.
Ilmmediately after taking over,
Bhattacharya told this writer in an
interview: “I am very proud of
Bengal’s contribution to India. Our

eople have excelled in all spheres
of life. Maybe the 19th century
renaissance will not return but we
need closer cooperation with our
brothers in Bangladesh. Our inter-
action is important for the rejuve-
nation of Bengali culture.”

However, despite being a proud
Bengali and a self-confessed “com-
mitted Marxist”, the new chief min-
ister is far from parochial. When the
Shiv Sena threatened to stop
Pakistan’s ghazal singer Ghulam
Ali from performing in Bombay,
Bhattacharya made extensive ar-
rangements for a soiree in Calcutta’s
Science City auditorium. Ali sang
to a full house. Bhattacharya tries

rity reasons. His only
luxury perhaps are Benson and
Hedges cigarettes, of which he
smokes at least two packets a day.

Detractors say Bhattacharya is
a rigid Marxist, at times very sectar-
ian, who is always daring the BJP-
Rss—be it in defiantly hosting a
Ghulam Ali show or holding a
cricket match with Pakistan in
Calcutta. He also threatens to un-
leash his party cadres on the ‘saf-
frons’. Basu had avoided throwing
frontal challenges at India’s ruling
Hindu-Right brigade, although he
has described them as being
“uncultured”, and “barbarians”.
Bhattacharya, the day he took over
dared Dethi’s B]P-led government to
unseat the Left in Bengal, and
rounded off by quoting from his
uncle Sukanta’s poem: “The enemy
will soon discover, the soil of
Bengali is no soft soil for the
miscreant, the people will rise and
teach them a lesson.” Wait and see.

—~Subir Bhaumi;k
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Mediafile

THIS MEDIAFILE, how about starting with a tour of
the mail columns from around the Subcon? Delene 5t.
Clair, of California, writes to Thimphu's Kuensel, all
distraught over modernisation catching up on
Shangrila:

Bhutan still has a chance to retain its integrity before it is
too late. When a wrong path is taken, the road only diverts
further and further from the truth. It is difficult, even int-
possible, to find your way back. From one wio is on the
outside looking in, [ can see it clearly. It may be too late for
America to regain its innocence, but it is not too late to
Bhutan to relain its.

The price of immediate gratification through mod-
ern technological convenience is not worth the price you
will pay in future gencrations. It is important to remem-
ber that not only is it important to preserve your culture
by limiting the number of tourists coming into the coun-
try, but also Timit the kinds of negatfoe things that are
now coming into the minds of the Bhutanese. By having
the so-called wonderful materials like TV, video, and
the Internet, comes the non-stopping flow of negative
things like violence. Not only that, but the wanting of
these material things are a slow and steady death of the
spirit.

I see two different possible futures for Bhutan. One
is the horrible path towards corruption and crime, drug
and alcohol abuse. This is the road you don't even want
to start down. Block off that trial now and let if over-
grow. The other path is to fhonour your religion and
cultire and traditions and conservation, and follow the
course which your Majesty has set for you. America
would be so Tucky to have a leader with such integrity
and conviction,

I suspect our Drukpa brethren are constantly on
the receiving end of such sanctimonious and patroni-
sing advice, easily given by those very people who use
television, video, and the Internet (the letter-writer gives
her own email address as HotPursuitBAnd@aol.com).
Maybe they should stop receiving their visas.

B

HERE IS a letter that should be heard by all popula-
tion groups of the Subcon who have been deprived by
their governments of the power of FM (frequency
modulation) radio, which, because of its broadcast qual-
ity as well as localised reach, has the potential to be the
most democratic means for information sharing. The
letter by Ammar Malik of Multan to The News:

We, te people of Multan fail fo understand as to why we
have been deprived of the wonderful facility of FM Radio.
We hear people talking about FM 100 and FM 101 sta-
tons being so popular in Islamabad, Lahore, Karachi and
Peshatwar but aren’t we the fifth largest city of Pakistan?
Don't we need entertainment? Another aspect of our
claim is that after {slamabad, Lahore and Karachi, most
sales in the department of music are recorded in Multan.,

Therefore, we are the rightful clainants of getting the FM
Radio Facility.
N
OVER IN Bangladesh, of course, the subject of corres-
pondence would be—you guessed it—fish. Hilsa to be
precise. M. Wagar Khan of Dhaka’s Rayer Bazar writes
with concern:

This year the price of hilsn is still more than one-third ltigher
than last year in onr Barisal market. A good sized fish fora
large family with the children almost grown up costs the
astronomical sumt of Taka 300. 1t Is strange that though we
have a shrimp industry, we do not have one for hilsa. It would
appear that as traders depend on Jatka or Tilsa fry to aug-
ment their loss, the hilsa is deomed like Hie wiales in the
aceans. And as whaling has become a dying (if not already
dead) industry, the hilsa being a migrant from the seas like
the cel and salmon cannot be farmed like fresh water fish.
Buit since sahnon fishing isa Hourishing mdustry in many
countries where it is found, Hrere is no reason why hilsa
could not be the same here. We have shown, we can adaps
quickhy to modern techuology. If the required funding can be
managed, developing the required infrastriictire is also pos-
sible. But is anyone listening.

Wwell, Mr. Wagar Khar, | would like to listen and be of
help. But somewhere there in your digression from the
hilsa to the whale, eel and salmon, I lost yvou. Please
repeat.

u
ALSO IN The Independent was a letter from Nurul Basher
of Dhaka, who writes that “53 years” experience as sepa-
rate states has confirmed that it is not possible to become
totally isolated from one another in the Subcontinent.
He makes an interesting case:

T believe we should revicwe the 1946 Cabinet Mission Plan
and with reasonable adjustments should adopt (it). C-Zone
should be the erstwhile Bengal Presidency and all areas
north and east of the Presidency. B-Zone should be the
present Pakistan with Kashmir and East Punjab. A-Zone,
the rest. The Central Federal Assembly should liave repre-
sentation from the major population groips, which would
he Caste Hindus, Schedule Castes including untouchables,
Muslims, Sikhs, Tribals and Adivasis, and others. The
capitals would be A-Zonc Delhi, B-Zone [slamabad,
C-Zone Senargaot.

Mr. Basher suggests that debates be organised all over
the Subcontinent to discuss the matter. Let ideas for unity
come out, he says, so that the Subcontinent can emerge
from the “mess it is in”.

=
WROTE THE Economist of 11 November: “West Bengal
is situated confusingly in the east”, from the article “Basu
the Marxist bows out”. And then the rejoinder in the
following issue’s mail: “1f India’s geographical nomen-
clature is hard to grasp then 1 recommend you avoid
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The tyranny of scholarship

Many of the ‘Green’ ideas that are bandied about the Himalaya
environment have their origins deep within Germanic culture.

he perceptions of those who
have seen the Himalaya, and
even of those who have not,
are products of their respective
cultural milieu. These perceptions
not only relate to the aesthetics of
mountain land-scapes but also to
‘scientific’ notions about what
constitute ‘Himalayan environ-
mental degradation’. This social
construction of the Himalaya is not
unique. Itis evident in the perception
and attitudes of Wester-ners to Tibet,
as Peter Bishop records in his book
The Myth of Shangri-La. My
experience with Continental,
especially Germanic, field scientists
has taught me to critically examine
the Himalayan knowledge that
encumbers their minds. One major
intellectual impediment of these
European scientists is that they are
invariably urban residents who
have ‘mever done a day’s work in
their lives’, that is, they have never
made a living from the land; none
of them has been a miner, a farmer, a
rancher, a logger, or a fisherman.
L too, carry my own cultural
baggage around, but it is quite
different from those of self-styled
environmentalists prognosticating
doom and gloom scenarios about
mountains. I do not have an organic
view of the world; moreover, I choose
to live in a post-modern mountain
landscape. I adhere to a stadial
theory of mountain development,
which is an outgrowth of the French
Grenoble Stage model. In this model,
Stage One is peasant life largely
unfettered by the nation-state. Stage
Two embraces initial modernisation
with state supervision of resources
and the intrusion of wheeled vehi-
cles. Stage Three ushers in motor
vehicle routes, eliminaﬁng the fric-
tion of terrain, thereby stimulating
a market economy promeoting spa-
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tial emancipation for mountain
residents. This phase culminates in
extensive migration out of a margi-
nal mountain environment unable
to support individuals who are
imbued with a sense of modemnism.

Futurists, like Joel Kotkin, des-
cribe the incipient Stage Four, which
[ now embrace, to be a product of
emerging deurbanisation through
the telecommunication revolution
Imked with a desire to live n what

. Himalaya: Life on
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is termed a ‘mountain amenity
landscape’. This is not just an
American landscape; we can sec a
nascent Stage Four landscape in the
foothills of the Himalaya, especially
Himachal Pradesh and Uttar-
anchal, and around the periphery
of the Kathmandu Valley. Unlike the
evolution of development in the
Alps, the real problem with the
Himalaya today is that all four
stages of this stadial theory operate
simultaneously in several places.

Himalayan fuss

During the past quarter century,
considerable attention has been
accorded the Himalaya. Claims and
counterclaims about the status of
Himalayan habitat and society
appear on a weekly basis. Zurick
and Karan have provided the first
attempt to systematically sift
through all this detritus (including
my own} that has washed off the
stcep slopes of Himalayan writing.

Outsiders, especially Europeans,
have generated almost all the fuss
over the Himalaya since the 1970s.
It is, therefore, worthwhile exami-
ning the cultural baggage that
Europeans bring to the Himalaya as
they make pronouncements about
the status of its habitat and society
and whether or not the Himalaya
can be considered a region. “If
persons seek a single vision of
the Himalaya, they will remain
frustrated, for there is no such
thing,” say Zurick and Karan.
Gazing at the Himalaya is not
value-free. Tt has provoked images
of fear and loathing in some locai
folk in South Asia just as it stimu-
lates adoration and even worship
I others. At one time I was also
culpable. On my initial visit to
Kathmandu in 1966 [ bought Toni
Hagen'’s coffee table book Nepal: The
Kingdom in the Himalayas.

The frenzy of attention on the
Himalaya coincided with the rise of
ecologism in the rich countries as
many despaired about the slow
progress of development in other
parts of the world. Used in its
normative sense, ecology is the
rallying cry of those suffering from
urban anomie wishing to return to
an Arcadian rural life in a ‘balan-
ced’ ecosystem—whatever that is.
Today’s myopic focus on the giobal
environment probabiy started
in 1972 at the United Naticns
Conference on the Human Environ-
ment. Barbara Ward and Rene
Dubos’ book Only One Earth pre-
dicted a global crisis in a world
unable to sustain itsclf as popula-
tion mushroomed. Similar predic-
tions are still with us as organisa-
tions like Worldwatch churn out
dire forecasts that arc never realised.
For the Himalaya, its environment
was brought into focus as a result
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of the coalescence of external global
concerns, like the 1972 UN confer-
ence, anxious academics seeking
government funding, and the Conti-
nental Green movement. [n the
intervening quarter century, what
was called the ‘German Diseasc’, so
named because of a preponderance
of Germanic ideas infused in
the movement, has spread around
the world.

Nazi aesthetic

Many of the ‘Green’ ideas that are
bandied about the Himalayan
environment have their origins deep
within Germanic culture. The Nazi
years brought many of these ideas
to the fore and some are still with
us. The quest for mystical ruralism
was seen in Hitler's correspon-
dence with the Dalai Lama and tn
Himmler’s visit to Tibet, presaging
the Schaefer Nazi expedition there
in the late 1930s. The |
annual Nazi scientific
expeditions to the wes-
tern Himalava from 1933
to 1939 exemplify this
fusion of the aesthetic
and the scientific. Even
today we have similar
large systematic German
organised ‘scientific’ stu-
dies spread across the
Greater Himalaya. One
parti-cularly noxious idea under-
lying the notion of ‘sustaina-ble
development’ is the tyranny of place
once seen in Nazi agricul-ture
minister, Walther Darre’s Blut und
Boden, ‘blood and soil’, that rein-
forces the Hes that bind and, T would
say, doom people to the land.

It is not surprising, too, that food
fads enter into this equation. Your
breakfast muesli as conceived by the
Swiss German medical doctor,
Bircher, is meant to replicate the
ideal food of Hunza at the western
end of the Hiinalaya. The emphasis
of local ngo’s and ‘community
development’, not individual initia-
tive these days, reminds one of the
voelkisch sentiments expressed in
Germany in the 1930s. Nature
worship, health and nature cures
seem to be in great demand among
these people coming to the Hima-
laya for the first time. It was, how-

ever, in the realm of forests that
German ideology first saw its im-
pact on the Himalaya. Dictrich
Brandis, appointed conservator of
forests in India, was brought in to
devise, for the British, forest plan-
ning and management on a large
scale in the 19th century.

As Simon Schama has pointed
out in his book Landscape and
Memory, Germans are foremost a
forest prople. With this visage of
vegetation and mountains, it was no
surprise that by the early 1970s
there should be a substantial Ger-
man concern about mountains and
forests, In 1974, the German Foun-
dation for International Develop-
ment held a workshop that high-
lighted supposed problems in the
mountains., The workshop volume,
edited by Mueller-Hoehenstein,
foretold an impending disaster
in the Himalaya. One ecclogist
stressed the need for
an ‘ecological balance’
in the examination ot
mountains, as if mass
wasting, glacial lake
outburst floods and
crratic monsoon rain
deluges, and forest
fires——all of which per-
iodically shred the Hi-
malaya—werc not kn-
own. There never was
any ‘ecological balance’ in the
Himalava. Migration, instead of
being viewed as a progressive
individual positive action by the
mountain resident toward moderni-
sation, was viewed as a 'megative
spiral’. Further reinforcement of
these cultural perceptions of the
Himalaya, in particular, came at the
1976 Heidelberg Seminar of the
Himalayan Ecosystem Research
Mission to Nepal. The subsequent
report has echoes of Friedrich
Ratzel's raubrwirtschaft—the explo-
itative economy—with references to
deforestation and environmental
degradation. This 19th century
sentiment does not wither away
easily as United Nations reports,
like the UNESCO MAB-6 projects
about mountains, contain referen-
ces to a ‘Stability-Instability Thesis”.

These concerns about the Hima-
layan environment neatly meshed

with the academic ideas of the day,
notably geoecology, the successor to
‘landscape ccology’, that was born
in 1938 as a product of a Nazi
sponsored Himalaya expedition.
These Nazi expeditions were sent
to the Himalava, ostensibly for
mountain climbing but often inclu-
ding in their scientific objectives the
enumeration and gathering of wild
and domestic plants grown by local
people who were to be certified as
Aryan. Physiognomic measure-
ments of skulls and noses of the
local resi-dents would certify that
the Himalayan plant species that
were to be planted in the colder, drier
parts of the new lebensraum, in
conquered Poland and the Soviet
Union—once the local population
was displaced—were indeed
grown and caten by authenticated
Aryans in their native habitat.

Nanga Parbat to Namche Barwa
Zurick and Karan, a young Amec-
rican from the Midwest and an
older, sometime Indian, carry with
them their own culttural perceptions
of the Himalaya. They acknowledge
that, "Scholars, politicians, and
visitors continue to see the moun-
tains in significantly different ways,
and differently from the views of the
native residents.” Thankfully, they
diverge from the Germanic view of
the Himalaya. In writing their book
on the Himalayva, they tackle the
predominant environmentalist per-
ception of reality head-on. [ use the
term environmentalist here in
its contemporary sensc and not in
its traditional meaning of a person
who believes in environmental
determinism.

The authors pronounce any
generalisation about the Himalaya
as untenable; such is the great range
of habitat use in the mountains. They -
do this on the basis of field studies
in seven locations, Kulu and the
Sutlej in Himachal Pradesh, Alak-
nanda in Uttaranchal, the Anna-
purna region in Nepal, Stkkim, and
two, Tongsa and Mongar, in Bhuitan.
The 15 chapters are written in a
highly readable stylc for the non-
expert, providing the reader
with four historical chapters in the
middle of the book, a template if you
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havie

will, on which to lav out the condi-
tions of the sampled locations. The
seven sample sites were selected
to examine the role of natural
processes and development. I know
of no other single volume that has
embraced such a wide coverage
of the Himalaya. Usually, when
one reads about the
Himalaya the focus is
only on Nepal—just one
quarter of the Greater
Himalaya. However, in
this volume the authors
adhere to its geologically
defined extent, Nanga
Parbat to Namche Bar-
wa. Topics tackled inclu-
de the impact of roads,
agricultural projects, tou-
rism, and population
growth producing en-
vironmental change. Per-
haps, the most signi-
ficant contribution of the
book is the set of maps of
120 Himalayan districts.
Once more, this is the first time a
panoptic vision of the Himalaya has
been published, despite the fact that
one institution at least, ICIMOD in
Kathmandu, is mandated to provide
a comprehensive view of the entire
South Asian mountain rimland.
Only a co-edited volume produced
by a Swiss-German alpine geomor-
phologist, Brunc Messerli, Himala-
yan Environmeit; Pressures, Probleins,
Processes: Twelve Years of Research,
has attempted to cover “zones’ of the
Himalayan environment.

The authors sketch in some of
the pertinent historical ramifica-
tons of Eurapeans in the Himalava,
especially in the past quarter cen-
tury. Most of the conceptual thrust
1s aimed at examiming the purported
‘Theory of Himalayan Degradation’
that was an outgrowth of the above
mentioned ficld studies by Messerli
and his colleagues in the late 1970s
into the 1980s. Mcesserli’s “Stability-
Instability’ thesis provided the
conceptual basis for a Swiss study
of three sample sites chosen to
represent his idea of the typical
Himalayan environments: Khumbu
representing the high mountains
{where annual foreign visitors now
outnumber the local population by
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a ratio of 3:1); Kakani on the metro-
politan outskirts of Kathmandu;
and a low hills location in India
near the state capital of Chandi-
garh. Zurick and Karan sift through
this early period of Eurocentric
concern, much of it faithfully
recorded in a Swiss financed
journal, Mouwntain Re-
search and Development.
They state that “the theory
of envircnmental degra-
dation in the end des-
cribed a situation that
was never the case”.

Opportunism by fore-
ign development orga-
nisations flush with con-
sultants, coupled with
the commodification of
the Himalava by tem-
porary sojourners, has
diverted attention away
from the basic fact that
today, mountain dwellers
with the aspirations of
CONSUImer society cannot
fulfil their desires in resource-scarce
mountains. Many, like their counter-
parts in the Alps in the 19th century
and first half of the 20th century,
will migrate to the plains, as pages
212-21%, about migration and town
life, describe. Maps in the book
reveal the central theme of the
authors’ credo that no generali-
sation can be made about the
Himalayan environment. Some
districts exhibit increcases in forest
cover, others indicate a decline.
Insofar as the notion that population
increases cause the extension of
agricultural land into forests is
canicertied, the authars state il
“there is no general condition
of population and of the moun-
tain resources although it is a
critical factor at numerous spccific
locations”.

While settling many claims and
counter claims about the status of
the Himalavan environment, I think
the book also goads other resear-
chers into examining in greater
detail the meso- and macro-level
features of the South Asian moun-
tain rimland. Scholarly and scien-
tific astigmatism has diverted
attention away from working with
data sets, accumulated over the

decades at a range of scales, to an
emphasis on village studies, Almost
all these village studies suffer from
the universal fallacy of generalising
from the attributes of the particular.

We know for Nepal, at least, that
it does not really matter whether you
live in the terai, hills, or mountains,
the poorest districts of Nepal, as
measurcd by the UNUP Human
Development Index, are all concen-
trated at the western end of Nepal,
the region farthest from the capital
and the donor agencies.

The book under review demons-
trates the advantages of an overview
based on accumulated data. With
the data at their disposal, [ expected
to see a comparative analysis of a
set of variables common to all seven
sample sites. | am sure the authors,
however, did not want to overload
this book intended for a general and
not scholarly rcadership. For the
same reason, | suggest, they did not
want to enter into a slugfest about
the contemporary cultural percep-
tions of Europeans viewing the
Himalaya that gave rise to the
‘Theory of Himalayvan Degrada-
tiort’, as | have done. One commen-
tator, K. MacDonald, not mentioned
in the book, in a lengthy review
article on Messerli’s work in the
1994 issuc of Environments: A Journal
of interdisciplinary Studies, states that
there never was a ‘theory’ of any
kind.

With the limited resources avail-
able to two investigators, courtesy
of the U5, National Science Founda-
tion, Zurick and Karan have brou-
ght to public attention a level of
resaletion about life in the Himalayz
that hitherto was unavailable. Many
more lavishly funded efforts have
only accomplished a fraction of the
product of this book., Himalayan
district maps and 27 pages of
tabular material on a whole array
of worthwhile topics in the book’s
Appendix should stimulate further
interest.

For their part, Himalavan
dwellers are voting, and they are
voting with their feet; they are taking
a hike down to the plains and
settling into lowland life. Stagu
Three bE‘CkOﬂb 2
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Not Moguls, but Gurkanis

TO READ The Baburtamg is constantly to ask oneself

what could possibly have prompted a man in Babur’s
position to write his memoirs. Historically, autobiogra-
phy was not a form that flourished in Asia, certainly
not in Central Asia, where Babur’s roots lay. As for the
Indian Subcontinent, I know of only one autobiogra-
phy written there before the 19th century: a brief ac-
count of the life of a mercharit,

The closest Babur comes to explaining his motives
is this: “I have simplv written the truth. I do not intend
by what I have written to compliment myself: [ have
simply set down exactly what happened. Since I"have
made it a point in this history to write the truth of every
matter and to set down no more than the reality of every
event, as a consequence [ have reported every good and
evil I have seen of father and brother and set down the
actuality of every fault and virtue of relative and
stranger. May the reader excuse me; may the listener
take me not to task.”
~ But he may have come closer to
the truth in his first poem, a
ghazal, written at the age of 18:
“Other than my own soul [ never
fourid a faithful friend / Other than
my own heart I never found a con-
fidant.”

It was possibly a sense of lone-
liness-——or rather apartness—that
compelied Babur to setdown these
reflections on his life; it was prob-

our that led him to choose Turk-
ish—his domestic language—
rather than the courtly Persian
that was generally used in his circle. Whatever the rea-
son, the result was a memoir that was-anything but a
judicious chronicle of affairs of state. Written centuries
. before the discovery of the Sell, The Baburnama is still,
. astonishingly, a narrative of self-discovery. Its tone is
disarmingly open and trusting, and in self-revelation it
yields nothing to the confessional memoir of the 1990s.

Babur does not, for instance, neglect to record the
sexual hesitancies of his first marriage {“since it was
my first marriage I was bashful, [went to her only once
every 10, 15 or 20 days”}; he writes lyrically about an
adolescent infatuation with a boy {(“before this experi-
ence I had never felt a desire for anyone, nor did [ listen
to talk of love and affection or speak of such things”).
His estimation of his relatives and his contemporaries
are so frank and unguarded as to suggest that he did
not expect his memoirs to be widely circulated.

Babur writes no less trenchantly about women
than men: as friends or adversaries they were evidently
a formidable force in his life. The women of The
Baburnama are strong-willed and independent, and they
declare their own agency without hesitation, in mat-
ters political and personal. We see him going into the
women's guarters to ask advice at critical moments; we

ably the intimacy of that endeav-

read about the delinquency of a widowed aunt who
gives away her son's kingdom to none other than the

- dreaded Uzbek, Shaybani Khan, in the hope of win-

ning his love (“in ‘her lust to get a husband, that
wretched, feebleminded woman brought destruction on
her son”); and about the sorry end of yet another aunt
who was so domineering that her husband dared not
“go to any of his other wives”; we hear of powerful
princes being swiftly dispatched by ambitious concu-
bines; we even learn of women who take the initiative
in courting Babur. The Muslun fundamentalists of con-
temporary Afghanistant would do well to read The
Biburnama: they would find that the past they want to
return to is not quite what they imagine it to be.

_In his useful and informative introduction [to the
transiation of The Baburnama)] Dr Thackston informs us
that ‘Mogul’ is a misnomer for the dynasty that Babur
founded. Babur and his descendents identified them-
selves as ‘Gurkani’ (sons-in-law), the Timurids being
in-laws of the Jine of Genghis Khan. To Babur the word
‘Mogul’ denoted various “quasi-Buddhistic, quasi-sha-

* manistic” groups and tribes in the remoter parts of cen-

tral Asia. His loathing of Moguls surpassed even his
detestation of Uzbeks, Shias, Afghans and assorted m-
fidels. “Havoc and destruction,” writes Babur, “have
always emanated from the Mogul nation. Up to the
present date they have rebelied against me five imes--

- not from any particular impropriety on my part, for they

have often done the same with their own Khans.”

#T¢ is probably too late to entertain objections to the
Mogul title, no matter how well-founded. Are we likely
cver to speak of Steven Spielberg or Subhash Ghai as

‘movie gurkanis? T don't think so.

Frow “THE MaN Brrnn e MOSQUE™ BY AMITAY
GHOsH ™N THE LITTLE M AGAZINE.

IN YOUR E-MAIL you mention: “..will ensure that
potential tourists to your wonderful country are aware
of the mistrcatment of Nepali hotel workers”. There is
no mistreatment that you speak so fondly of. “Mistreat-
ment” is a misunderstood and a very nedieval word
comparable to white settlers shooting at the aborigines
for fun or target practicc. The 21st century Australian
white, now fat and contented from centuries of mis-
treating anybody who is not a white believed firmly
that the poor Nepali hotel worker is forced to work more
than eight hours with no overtime pay, no food, no
clothes, no holidays and when sick, is thrown in the

- street. Sorfy we are not savages.

Do come to Nepal to sec things for yourself |
before you get on the keyboard. Hote] workers here
are protected by the Government by its Labour Act.
Holding a job in a hotel régardless of standard
or the type of wotk is a very coveted one. The hotel
employees are indeed well-paid by Nepali standard.
Most hotels in Nepal provide their employees with
Provident Fund, Dearness Allowances, Maternity Leave
Allowance (for female workers), Health Insurance {even
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I am net covered by insurance), Meal Allowance, Festi-
val Allowance {our hotel gives orte month salary); Holi-
day Allowance (cur hotel gives 45 days’ pay), Over-
time Pay (lhour=1.5 houts} and week end paid holi-
- day. Even a small hotel like the Gartda provides all the
above facilities that the hotel-workers are entitled. [to].
Though this country can be termed backward,
the Nepali inveéstors and managements are very com-

passionate for the'simple reason that compassion is in’

our genes. Do you know that Lord Buddha, the apostle
of peace and compassion, was born here 2500 vears
ago? Though Nepal is economically poor, the people
are gracious and always welcome all tourists regard-
_less-of their attitude or the colour of their skin

tourists are always welcome to visit the inside of
..~a Nepali house and this is. a rare opportumtv in
VOUr COUNtrY.

As a Nepali tourist in Au:-.traha, Iwould dare net to’
walk in torn jeans, a~tee-shirt and baseball cap in a
church while the mass or sermon is going on; nor would

T take pictures at close angle of weeping moumers in-a -

» cemetery. Your civilisation does not care for ours. Come
to Nepal and you will see your pedple of the Caucasian
race pokmg thelr cameras at C(}rpsua in our burnmg

monasteries and temples? . ¢

What do you know of our Labour Act? What do vou
know about the.l0 percent service charge that the
workers are demandmg? What vou do NOT kneow is
that we have the most corrupt government in this
planet. The issue of 10% service charge is highly
politicised by our corrupt and heartless politicians who
are willing to sell our country but for fack of serious
buyers. You know nothing my friend while in the
comfort of your hou.sg you write nonsense.You have
only succeeded in fanning the raging fire that

has ovetwhelmed this beautiful Hlmalayan Kingdomy -

ofNepal. - - = 7

" By the way, do take care of your own hotel workers
and those in Australian sweatshops filled-with cheap
Asian labourers—legal or illegal. You can make lot of

money my friend from ous Asian brothers and sisters.

. Oh, where is the real Australia? Do you know it is

built with the blood-and sweat of the oppressed
abérigines whose women were raped and their children
were stolen from them to. put in foster houses of rich
white settlers. Save yourself first before “saving” us.
FROM TEHE RESPONSE {(BY EMAIT) TO AN AUSTRALIAN'S
CONCERN FOR THE HOTEE, WORKERS IN RIEPAL WHO ARE ON
STRIKE AGAINST THFIR EMPLOYFRS. THE WORKERS ARE SEEKING
A 10 PERCENT SERVICE CHAR(JI:, WHICH THEIR EMPLOYERS ARE
. NOT WILLING TO CONCRDE.

THE ARMS bazaars of Darra Adamhel and Landi
Kotal in the North West Frontier Province of Pakistan .~

are famous for the production of light weapons for cen-
turies. Both a colonial as well as Cold War legacy, these
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traditional grey areas gained increased ‘salience, after
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. This brought forth
a new dimension to the light weapons production in
this area—the unabated and immeasurable prolifera-
tion and inflow of illicit and illegal arms. Before the
Soviet incursion, many a cottage industry m Darra used
to produce mainly 9-mm rifles and shot gtns in addi-
tion to pistols ranging from 0.22 to 0.32. The Darra
manufacturers are now adept at producing more than
authentic copies of Kalashnikovs, bazooKas and even
rocket-launchers... ' ' '
One Amportant characteristic of Darra and its vari-
ous manufacturing units is that it is an unorganised,

. unlicensed enterprise. The government cannot also do-
or their conduct or the mannerthev ate dressed. Curious |

much about the production/sale of weapons here, be-
rause the State laws do not have jurisdiction over the
tribal areas—even the British couldn't estabiish their
writ there. The government can only check the in-coun-
try movement of arms froth that area—again a very chal-

. lenging task. The Darra manufactured weaponry is free
from any state lcensing, regudation and tax require-. . .

ments, As for Darra, it is part of NWEFP's tribal belt where
no formal ‘state law has been accepted or applied and
the tribal authority or what is better known as the Jirga
mediates and enforces justice, law and order.
.Famous for their skill, the Darra gunsmiths arg
known for their ability to produce any kind of weapon

under imptausible conditions. The artisans’do not hold - -

any technical expertisebut have inheritedthe skills and
have the ability to copy and make any kind of light
weapon. Unlike.the previous two categories of gun- .
manufacturers, the Darra gunsmiths base their busi-
ness on the demand and stpply notion and are ex-
tremely vigilant of the prevalent market trends and de-
mand factors, The business here is Conducted strictly -
to secure profit.
FroM “DoMEsTIC PRODUCHON, ILLEGAL MaNUFACTURE
AND LEAKAGE OF SMALL ARMs, A Case S1UDY oF Paki-
STAN" BY SaiMa MALIK IN South Asia AT GUN Point: Shsl
Arms & Licnr WEapons ProvrerATion (REGIoNAL CENTRE
FOR STRATECIC STUDIES, (\Zo‘i@Mso, 2000) =

Far hetter or worse

g

10, We don't have elections,
9. Whén we do, weto a better job of rigging them.
8. We don’t have voting machines.
7. We can’t count that high.”
6. The spocks would never allow it
5. One cavididate would get killed in a_police encounter.
4. Sita White would shnw up with the fove- chz!d of one
candidate.
3. The fundos would declare the whole procasb unlslamic,
2. NAS would arrest both candidates, freece their bank

acconnts and put them in jail.
1. After fuwo recounts, the army would take over.
From “Tor Ten Ruasons Pakisran WiLL -
NEVER HAVE AN AMERICAN-5TYLE
EvrcTion CRISIS” BY AYEOA IN THR Fripay TiMEs.
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hen I moved into the house, it was the
w children that I noticed first. They were

playing cricket in the maidan facing the
backyard. Quite good cricket, with makeshift wickets
and a tennis ball. I shouted at them because the ball
kept coming into my garden, messing up the newly-
dug flower beds. [ was careful of my hedge. Distance is
important to me. I like neighbours to remain that way.
The youngest boy was sent in to retrieve the ball. He'
said, ‘Sorry Auntv in a nasal voice. His manner was
pleasant so I was appeased, though I hate this ‘aunty’
business, a term or address the serving classes have
picked up. I guess they want to be like us without
really understanding what it takes. The layers of
conditioning that would peel off like cabbage if we
were to be stripped!

Off and on, I lectured to some, like this chokra at
the bania’s or the paper boy. Why not didi, or bahen.
I'd ask. Why this ‘unkel’ and ‘antee’? Why this
disfigurement, this hetchpotceh, this mismatch of
terms? You see, | am an English-language tcacher. But
it'’s more than that. I'm from U people these uncouth
Delhi Punjabis and Haryanvis call ‘bhaiyajis’ because
they have no understanding of anything beyond the
grab and push which makes this city tick. Unfortu-
nately, they have set the tone for Delhi, so we don’t
hear the sweet language that gave us Rahim, Abul
Fazl and others, but just this crude jargon of these
Westernised rustics who race metallic-coloured
Marutis with stickers screaming ‘Pappu di gaddi’ and
‘Munna de pappa di gaddi’, sporting hip-hugging
Levis and Raybans, a la Miami Vice. And think they're
the cat’s whiskers. Horrible! But my efforts to make
them see culture always end as a lecture to mysclf,
This is the authentic urban wild frontier and those
boys playing cricket living in scrvants’ quarters—well
they want to be upcoming Delhi cowboys as well.

To get back to the boys. There must have been hali-
a-dozen in all, wearing loose baggy trousers and with
slicked-back hair sporting little tails. Smarmy! It is
amaving how particular they are about clothes
nowadays. Not much different from us except for a
certain something which doesn't quite go. Not that I'm
trying to be superior, I'm all for the upliftment of the
masses. And cast is one thing I hate. I myself have
been to a missionary school and we gave generously
to the Poor Fund and always make it a point to mix
with the poor Christian children whose fathers were
bearers or cooks in embassics or something,

But the boys, I was telling vou about them. When 1
first noticed the father of those kids from the privacy of
the veranda-window blinds it was his gleaming whitce
vest that caught my eye. { remember thinking how
sparkling white it was and wondering how his wife
did it. I have bwo servants but the laundry never comes
out looking like this. The vest looked fine against his
olive skin. Tt had a luminescent oily shine, the skin !
mean. Slender and graceful of body, he didn’t immedi-
ately come across as the father of the brood. | noticed
him often after that. You see, [ am a part-time artist and

2000 December 13/12 HIMAL

colours catch my eve. Rich brown skin, black hair
and white gleammg teeth. Thought it was his clothes
that had attracted my attention, I began to notice the
way he walked. With a swagger as if he was in a
constant slow-motion dance, a jingle playing in his
head, moving it rhythmically this way and that, quite
aware of its own perfection. [ sometimes forgot it was
the servants quarters he lived in, and stopped
whatever | was doing to admire him. Naturally |
don't like the idea of admiring these sorts. Something
not quite proper in it. It did jrritate me that the man
tried to look so much like a ... er a sahib, when, let's
face it, he simply wasn’t. Why did he try so hard? |
On Sundays, he would loll about on a folding cot |
that his boys dragged out for him. Kabadiwallas and
vendors would stop by and salaam him, have a chat
and move on. He never rose, but lay stretched out as
they paid him what seemed like homage. His bovs,
there must have been half-a-dozen, hovered around
him as though he was a prima donna. Except for the
voungest, who stood a little aloof, with a constant
cold, clinging to the folds of his mother’s saree,
snivelling and wiping his nose with his hand.
tatking of the one who had said ‘Sorry Aunty’.
Most davs, a man on a motorcycle would come.
White Vest would clamber on and sit astride riding
pillion, his head cocked in the air, a king. His sons
flocked around him when he returned, dragging out
his cot, massaging his head, taking off his shoes, etc.
Often, a fancy white imported car drove up, the kids
doing a thorough clean-up job, while a liveried driver
lolled with the father on plastic knitted garden
chairs, dragged on to the maidan under a giant pipal
tree that cast its branches out like an awning; the wife
would serve them hot tea in small glasses, entertain-
ing in style, like us.
It was a while since we had settled in before T
called the youngest—the one who dung shyly to his
mother’s skirts. I liked the child perhaps because 1
noticed that the father was rough with him. I thought
I'd teach him English. He came eagerly with his
books. The lessans his teacher had given him—
abysmal! The corruption and inefficiency that
allowed the government to run this mockery of a
school, and vet headlines lauded the sanction of
more funds to these state-run schools! The boy came
once or twice. I set him to work. He never came again.
The father didn’t like it, his mother apologised. He
said that the kitaab-shitaab business was for the
impotent. Let the boy learn manly work, he had
reprimanded her
I couldn’t understand why the father should
behave like this. I thought he would be grateful, my
taking an interest and all that. But no, he swaggered
past our house, his head up in the air, as if he
couldn’t care less. T put it out of my mind after that,
though, I must adimnit, his attitude rankled.
[t was my cleaning woman who told me, good
riddance. She hadn't dared put me wise betore
because word got around, but Memsaab, he's a bad
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lot, she warned. Dirty man, she called him. I

was surpriscd because he looked so... spruce

always.

Bhagwanti's chance remarks indicated to

me that he was feared. I make it a point to call

Bhagwanti by her name, not ‘Jamadarin”. T feel

it isn’t right, though some women continue to

call their servants by their caste names.

Bhagwanti does six houses m our row so

she knows all the gossip. Who gets along with

whom and so on. At first, she had shifted to

the Madnagir Resetflement Colony where

these squatters were given free plots when

they were summarily removed during the

Emergency. Remember Turkman Gate and

Sanjay Gandhi's time? But she found the

commuting too much. Especially since she has

this backward child. Munna Raja, she calls

him. So she’s given her jhuggi on rent and

lives in another neighbour’s servants’ quarter,
just around from here.

Bhagwanti usually talks of whatever is
uppermost in her mind. And as the days went
by White Vest was.

Did vou hear about what he did the other
day? Drunk as a fish! Leering after the dhobi
Jagjiwan's woman, calling her randi and foul
names like that. His wifc pulled him back, or
God knows what Jaggu would've done. He
would kill him if he could. Only he’s neck-
deep in debt to him and everyone knows it.
How the bastard’s wife stands him, T don’t
know. Eyvemng the girls like he was one of his
boys. He probably gives it to her good at night
and makes up for the scoundrel that he is. 1
don’t like her getting too loose-tongued in my
presence. [ scolded her immediately. You never
know where it will end. I learnt that most of
her spite came from the fact that her son trailed
after his children. It was natural. They made
him do the things they were loath to do—pick, fetch
and carry. It made him feel important. Adults never
treated him normally. How could they? He was a
spastic. But the children never gave it a thought. It
rankled, because the child got along better with them
than with her, though they made him run errands in
return. She loved and hated that child. He was the
only blood relation she had. Her husband had left her
a long tune ago.

Mopping the floor one day, she confided: people
say he assembles country-made guns. They must be
right or tell me where does he get all that money from?
Some sav he's a go-between in all this bomb-baazi.
Tell me, Memsaab, what kind of a mnan makes money
out of misfortune? He certainly has enough money to
lend!

Another time, she told me he dealt in stolen goods.
There had to be something for he never held a regular
job and yet he had everything: a cassette-recorder, a
cooler, a colour TV. Don't you see the clothes he

wears? And his children strut around in jeans and
jackets like heroes. And not only Jaggu, but all the
servants around are in debt to him. And what interest
he charges! Demands a bottle of liquor too. If he
fancies anyone’s woman, he makes lewd remarks.
Kalu and Hira owe only three thousand each, but they
would pay to have him murdered if they could.

But there must be something to the man. After all,
his dog follows at his hecls, I interjected. I don’t know
why T took up for him. Dogs, dumb creatures, what do
they know, she scoffed. And this one was a vilayati
and therefore more stupid. True, it wasn't the usual
brown mangy mongrel that servants kept, the rather
nice pom of mixed lineage.

The dog engrossed us the next few days. Ixpecting
a litter, Bhagwanti announced. It had been lying idle
for some time. The boys had lined an abandoned
carton with gunny bags and straw. One early morn-
ing, we saw the pups. Sweet balls of cottonwool that
turnbled about. The children of the neighbourhood
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would play with them, running away when White
Vest came home, Pestering chokras, he would yell.
Soon the pups were distributed. The motorcyclist took
one. The fancy car driver took another. And so they
went. Except one. A little fluff called Maxi whom no
one picked up because it was slow. Bhagwanti’s son
took to it. Now that he’s stopped trailing after them,
he trails after the pup instead, she complained.

Munna Raja sat by the pub for hours, letting it
suck milk off his fingers which he kept dipping into a
cup. As it grew a bit, he fed it masticated rotis. Later
he tied a string to its neck and made it follow him till I
went and got a proper collar, getting a shy smile in
return.

Bhagwanti reprimanded me. Why was 1 wasting
money on that man’s dog? She scolded her son, but
he had already run off. That boy, she grumbled. He
will be the death of me. I'm sure he was the reason his
father ran off. Couldn’t bear the sight of him. But
what can [ do, Memsaab, he’s my flesh and blood. See
the way he runs. One day he’ll come under a truck,
and then?

The dog and the little fellow were inseparable. He
sat long hours with it on his lap. Bhagwanti would
scold, he has no brains and now he’s sold what’s left
for a pup. Why don't you get the man to gitt the pup, I
asked her, then he won't be sitting in their house so
often. She snorted. That man would want something
in return! Businesswalla hai, pucca businesswalla.

It happened on the night of Diwali. Festive lights
were put up all around, and the noise of crackers
exploding intermittently filled the air along with the
acrid smell of smoke. The man had been seen swag-
gering about a little more than usual. It seemed he
had got a Diwali bonus, sold some more guns and
bombs. His firecrackers, sneered Bhagwanti. Peeping
out of the veranda-windows, she spied her son
flitting in and out of White Vest’s quarters. I dare not
say anything before that Munna ka baccha or he’ll
repeat it. The fellow has a brain like a sieve. What
goes in comes out.

White Vest had been drunk three nights in a row.
A lot of rowdy men with well-oiled hair and bodies
had been coming and going. They played cards on
Dhanteras. His boys gambled with them. Chhi-chhi,
said Bhagwanti, what father gambles and drinks
with his own sons looking on? And that wife! She
herself serves liquor to his friends! Aisa kya pyaar? 1
used to tell my husband. If you want to drink, don’t
expect me to sit with your friends in your drunken-
ness. A woman should have some shame!

It was late in the night when we heard the ruckus.
I had put my new steel utensil on the puja thali with
the flowers, and kheel-batashas. Not that I am
religious, but [ manage a little something. I was going
to light the incense when I heard the fight. A quarrel?
On Diwali night? We came out on to the veranda o
peep through the blinds. There must have been
twenty or so young men. Pulling and pushing in the
darkness, their shadows boxing in the light of the

street lamps. 1t was just a Jot of noise at first, but 1 felt
the tension grow. It became frightening. They were
cornering someone, hurling abuses even as he
ineffectually tried to hit back. Then he ran. But in the
thick folds of the chaotic shadows cast by the huge
pipal tree, it was difficult to see which direction he
took. Raised voices! In my own backyard, between
clumps of bananas! It was then that we heard the
piercing yelp, like a cry of excruciating pain, which
raised the hair on my neck and arms. We heard a
whimpering and then nothing. Then a shot. And then
another. Then a woman's terrified scream.

He is bad, that man is bad, Munna sobbed to his
mother later. White Vest had kicked his pup, had
mangled its soft white body into a pulpy mass.
Something beat in Munna’s heart, rage like a strong
bird flapping its wings till he became hot and a
cauldron inside boiled over. If he didn’t do something,
he would burst. He had te put an end to the whimper-
ing. It had to stop. His pup was in pain. He had seen
where they kept it and he had seen it being cleaned.
He ran in and got the gun out of its hiding place
behind the TV. When he came out, he let it off. After he
shot the pup, the gun was still in his hands.

White Vest raced towards him, mouth foaming in
fury even as the crowd kept up its screams of cheat,
cheat! Munna stared, still as an idol. He held the gun
with both hands and let it off again.

It's a month later now. Everything is quiet.
Bhangwanti has left with her son. She couldn’t stay
here any more after the police let him off. Luckily it
was a country-made gun, they told her, so it just
maimed. The new cleaning woman works better. She
does the corners carefully, but I miss Bhagwanti. You
see, this one doesn’t talk much, nor does she live here
to know what's happening.

As for White Vest, yes he’s still around, but he
doesn’t come out that much. Except in the afternoons,
when the back street is quiet. And all the
kabadiwallas and vendors have gone. His boys are
too busy to drag out his cot any more. The eldest son
got a job as a part-time painter and the second works
in a garage. They took the cooler away, and the
cassette-recorder. It was on hire, his wife told the
neighbours. The garden chairs too have gone.

As for him, his vests, they don’t seem to glow that
way anymore. Or may be it’s his skin. It's begun to
hang on his body. Or is it the swagger that's gone out
of his walk?

He leans on his wife as she guides him outside.
Then he settles on his charpoy. He lies on it all
afternoon. The neighbours pass by uncaringly. They
don’t acknowledge him, and the vendors behave as if
he doesn’t exist. Who's afraid of a blind man, any-
way? A
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