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Pseudo-innovation in Dhaka

Can an unelected, military-backed government he just
what Bangladesh needs? Many hope so.

BY ASIF SALEH

he  passion  for
taking Bangladesh
back from the grip of
near-self-immolation
was in evidence at
the premier of a
documentary  called
Deshantort (The Migrant),
in London in early
February.,  Currently
causing a stir among
Bangladeshis both in
and out of the country,
Deshantori explores the deep
frustration of today’s young
zeneration. It also asks why, 35
vears after independence, a
seneration that was once making
sacrifices to create a nation is now
making sacrifices to leave the
country by any means. During the
discussion that took place after
viewing the film, blame for this
dynamic was invariably aimed at
Bangladesh’s political parties.
Indeed, the parties form a topic - and
target — that has been on the lip of
every Bangladeshi in recent weeks.
As Dhaka’s military-backed
interim government gets on with its
anti-corruption agenda  amid
cautious cheers from the public,
Bangladeshis at home and abroad
are arguing over what kind of
government system can both be
tunctional and deliver for the
long-beleaguered people. With
civil-society leaders moving
towards a more hands-on political
approach at the same time as
politicians are being thrown in jail
for alleged corruption, Bangladesh
seems to be going through its biggest
round of political shifts since the
restoration of democracy in 1990,
There was a widespread sense of
the surreal when, during the first
week of February, agitated MPs from
the Awami League and the
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President-in-shadow
. Ahmed . the

Bangladesh Nationalist
Partv  (BNF), who
otherwise could never
even sit together for a
meeting, were suddenly
packed up side by side
in micro-buses and
taken te  Dhaka's
Central Jail. The tables
had turned. As news-
paper story after story
is published detailing
misdeeds of the
immediate past BNDP-Jamaat-e-
Islami government, the picture that
is emerging is not pretty. It portrays
a reckless regard for rule of law and
tor Bangladesh's institutions.
Whether the transgressions were as
monstrous as misappropriating
thousands of crores of taka and
crippling the power sector by
taking massive bribes from
incompetent companies, or as
relatively paltry as localised stealing
of relief material, the fingerprints of
former ruling-party MDPs scem
to be everywhere.

Nowhere is this damage more
distressing to see than on the
countrv’s constitutional offices. The
Public Service Commission, for
example, the body responsible for
appointing officers to public bodies,
appears to have been practically
selling  question  papers and
government jobs to the highest
bidders. The chief of the
commission has been accused of
sitting with a computer analyst and
updating the result sheets of
administration entrance examinees
in exchange for handsome rewards.
The surprise is not that such a thing
had been taking place, but how
open and unchallenged it was, with
evervone from bottom to top
sharing in the loot.

The malaise appears to be so

ANALYSIS

deep-rooted that there is worry that
as soon as the political parties are
back in power, there will be an
inevitable return to business-as-
usual. Hence, there are pctitions
circulating, asking for a
referendum to keep the interim
government in power for longer
than initially indicated. Regardless
of the practicality of such a
proposal, the current government
is clearly enjoving huge popularity,
and has larger changes in mind.
Initially coming in with a mandate
to do nothing morce than hold a free
and fair etection by the end of
January, the government’s focus is
now becoming more diverse and
proactive. The advisers are taking
policy decisions on matters such as
corruption, the power sector and
upgrading the Chittagong sea port
- long-term issues that beg the
question as to just how long they
intend te remain in power.

Long-term interim
Thus far, no definitive timeline on
that question has been given. Both
the government-formed technical
team and the army have made
presentations  about possible
timeframes for drawing up a new
voter list and distributing voter-
identification cards. With the army
stipulating a timeframe of eight
months, the election is uniikely to
take place before the end of this year.
If that assumption is correct, it is
likely the interim government will
take more long-term decisions over
the next nine months.

The army appears to be
firmly behind the idea ot along-term

engagement  of the interim
government.  The previously
low-profile  military  chief,
Liceutenant General Moeen U

Ahmed, has become significantly
more visible in recent weeks, but
has stressed that it is civilians, not
the military, that are running the
government. Taking on the unusual
responsibility of talking about
government policies, on 9 February
he described Bangladesh’s current
state as that of a train off its track.
He said that chances to fix things
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do not come often, and so the
government is now trying to get the
train back on track.

There 1s a split in Bangladeshi
civil society, however, on just how
much time the interim government
should be given to do so. Some urge
that institutional reform should be
a priority no matter how much time
it takes, while others suggest that
the prioritv should be on setting a
date for the elections, to avoid
further erosion of the polity’s
democratic basis. Who wins this
argument will determine the
direction of Bangladeshi society in
the days to come.

Regardless of what the military
is saying, it seems clear that there
are two parallel strands in the
military combine. The first such sign
came with the late-January
promulgation of laws curbing press
freedom, which pointed to a hard-
line approach within the state of
emergency. Two days later,
amid widespread defiance from
editors, the ‘information adviser’
backtracked and announced that
the media-gagging laws were not
going to be implemented after all.
Those laws do remain in place,
however, and the press has
remained somewhat cautious about
what it chooses to report.

The interim government appears
keen to move quickly on the
issue of corruption in politics.
Government officials have stated in
no uncertain terms that they view
ensuring “clean” candidates for the
election as being a critical part of
their responsibilities. After
reforming the anti-corruption
commission, stern ordinances have
been passed barring anyone
accused of graft from taking part in
the election, even if an appeal
remains pending in court.

The political parties are now
struggling to regroup. The BNP,
which is taking the brunt of the anti-
corruption drive with most of its
leaders either in jail or absconding,
is trying to figure cut a response.
The Awami League has started
calling for an early election, as it
senses a good possibility of victory
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in the current climate. Even though
the caretaker government is largely
implementing the Al’s 31-point
election-reform proposal from last
vear, the AL is neither getting any
credit for it nor is it willing to wait
much longer in fear of a regrouped
BNT or a completely changed
political landscape.

Citizen's power

With so much negative publicity
about the politicians, Bangladeshis
may have tuned out the traditional
parties for the time being. Indeed,
many scem to be enjoying the
ride in uncharted territories.
Civil-society leaders are suddenly
wielding a lot of weight in
policymaking, and can be seen
everywhere — holding roundtables,
putting in reform proposals and
appearing on TV talk shows that
are receiving higher ratings than the
entertainment programmes.

Civil society is also fancying its
own chances in politics. Recent
Nobel Prize laureate Muhammad
Yunus, who has jong been
rumoured to harbour political
ambitions, has now made it official
that he will run for office in the
coming election. To test the water
about forming a party, he wrote an
open letter to the country, asking for
the people’s opinion on his political
aims, The positive response was
overwhelming, and on 19 February
Yunus announced the formation of
the Nagarik Shakti (Citizen's
Power) party, which promises to
contest for all 300 parliamentary
seats in the coming election.

It is tempting to think the
Citizen’s Power party will enjoy the
support of civil-society leaders, the
current administration and
Western diplomats. But one cannot
underestimate the pgrassroots
activism of the existing major parties
with their large networks. [t remains
to be seen what impact Yunus -
without the Grameen brand - will
have in the rural areas, where AL
and BNP workers have Jong
dominated. It may prove difficuit
to be effective on the national
political scene depending on the

stature of one individual.

News of the new competition
seems already to have engendered
some qualitative political changes.
As Yunus is likely to pull in the
independent and disenchanted
vote, the political partics are
scurrying to shore up their bases,
The Awami League has already
cancelled the heavily criticised
memorandum of understanding it
had signed with Islamist leaders.
BNI’ honchos have also reportedly
started a move inside the party to
drop politicians who are known to
be corrupt, and to bring back
politicians  who had  been
marginalised over the past five years
by Tareq Rahman (Begum Khaleda
Zia’s son) and his powerful
businessman friends.

As in other countries,
Bangladeshis are starting to ask
some core questions: If democracy
can be manipulated to serve a
chosen few, is it practical in
developing countries? If democracy
is defined by an election in which
the winner takes all for the following
five years, and where non-
governance replaces accountability
with the cost of destruction of
democratic institutions, how is it
possible to have a system in which
checks and balances are required in
order to prevent abuse?

For the time being, Bangladesh
scems to be trying out a pseudo-
innovative model. Tacitly supported
by Western governments, the
military has decided to be a behind-
the-scenes force in backing the
interim, non-elected civilian
government, with an eye towards
fixing the country’s broken
institutions before handing over
demaocracy to the politicians again.
However, history shows that, just
as night follows day, military
governments that start with a clean
agenda end up as part of the
problem. The exception this time
around, it is hoped, is the blend of
the might of the army
and the good intentions and
competence of the civilian
administrators. Only time will tell
how well this blend will work. A
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"We included certain conditions: a separate Muslim delegation at future rounds of peace
talks, a renewed call for a separate Mustim unit in Kalmunai, and a special mechanism 1o
ensure human security of the Muslims making the northeast ther home.”

the LTTE evicted us from the north. Is it because we as a
community did not believe in wielding guns and
demand for a separate state?”

If the gun has fortunately not yet become an
exercisable option, the push for a separate Muslim
‘unit’ certainly has. Even detractors of the SLMC
acknowledge that the party's creation in September
1981 (under the powerful leadership of the late M HM
Ashraff) was a turning point in Muslim politics in Sri
Lanka. The key achievement has been the party's
articulation of the need for a separate Muslim
administrative unit in the east.

Administrative homeland

The relationship between Tamils and Muslims had been
strained ever since the Muslim trading community first
arrived in Sri Lanka - this tension has increased
significantly since the outbreak of war. In 1990, the
Tamit Tigers evicted over 16,000 Muslim families from
their ancestral homes in the north. Some 6000 more
were thrown out following the outbreak of war in 2006.
Thousands of Muslims continue to live in refugee
camps, with resettlement being a slow or nenexistent
process. These systematic evictions and rights-
viclations, Hakeem says, stoked the Muslim
community's desire for a political party to speak on

its behalf.

The Muslims of the northeast now constitute 38
percent of the island’s total Muslim popuiation. while
62 percent make the south and central areas their
home. Muslims constitute only eight percent of Sri
Lanka's nearly 20 million-strong population. “Unlike the
Tamil community, Muslims do not flee as refugees to
South India. This increases the number of internally
displaced Muslims,” notes Resettlement and Disaster
Relief Services Minister Abdul Risath Bathiyutheen. “We
may be just eight percent of the country’s total
population. We have always lived as a separate
community. And although we speak Tamil, it is only fair
to acknowledge our separate identity.”

“The LTTE would not willingly share power with the
Muslims in the northeast,” SLMC’s Hakeem agrees.
“Though speaking Tamil, we are a separate community
with a defined identity. The LTTE had little tolerance of
our desire to have a separate Muslim delegation during
the peace talks that followed the 2002 truce. As such,
a separate administrative unit became a must, in order
to protect our political interests.”

Many Sinhala potitical leaders acknowledge that
Muslim views have often been excluded in Sri Lankan
peace-making efforts. “This happened primarily
because the conflict was and still is between the two
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main communities.” says a senior UNP politician close
to the peace taiks, who was unwilling to give his name.
“It takes a while 1o become so inclusive, especially with
the LTTE strongly objecting to the inclusion of other
parties [in the peace negotiaticns since 2002]"

Tracing a certain political desperation underlying
Muslim decision-making, political analyst Jayadeva
lyangoda insists that, from the commencement of a
political phase geared towards a solution, the Muslim
dimension was conspicuous hy its sheer absence.
“Since the signing of the Indec-Lanka Peace Accord in
1987, the Muslim guesticn was never given due
consideraticn. Muslims were largely victims of
communal violence, despite having no direct role in
the conflict.”

What has perhaps hurt the Muslim community the
most in recent years has been the merging of the
northern and eastern provinces following the signing of
the 1987 accord. That agreement paved the way for the
Tamil community to claim the merged provinces as its
collective homeland. a position strongly oppesed by the
Muslims. “There is no denying that the Muslims were
overlooked from the very first. We strongly feel that the
eastern province should be treated as separate. It is a
multi-ethnic province,” claims Hakeem, who
continues to urge immediate political action to change
the situation.

Having joined with the administration, Hakeem now
hopes to be able to act mere forcefully on the issue.
“We included certain conditions in our memorandum of
understanding, including a separate Muslim delegation
at future rounds of peace talks, a renewed call for a
separate Muslim unit to be carved out in the eastern
district of Kalmunai, and a special mechanism 1o
ensure human security of the Muslims making the
northeast their home.”

At the moment, these hopes seem a long way off.
“The east is now a pot boiler,” says Sunanda
Deshapriya, an activist. “The violence has spilled over.
Muslim politicians and thousands of civilians suffered
at the LTTE's hands, and due to the military
engagements between government forces and the LTTE.
Mushim communities remain passive victims." Others
warn that that passivity may be waning. Many
observers, including Risath Bathiyutheen and AL M
Athaulla, worry that with the increasing insecurity,
Muslim youths may soon feel compelled to arm
themselves - both in self-defence, and as a
way to be heard. Such a move would be a significant
and unfortunate change from the peaceful politics in
which the older generations have for so long placed
their faith.
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here is good news from

Kashmir. The diligent

reader of the Indian
national press will be informed that
wildlife poaching is down to almost
nil. This is thanks to arms licenses
for individuals having been
suspended in Jammu & Kashmir
after the outbreak of the insurgency
a decade and a half ago. Of course,
staying away from the deep, dark
torest is also what common sense
commands. Who in his right mind
would want to run the risk of being
encountered brandishing a firearm,
and having his comparably benign
peaching intentions mistaken for
militant ones? Thus, the snow
leopard, the spotted and the musk
Jeer, the Himalavan black bear and
~~¢ P’ir Panjal markhor goat
make merry in the absence of
human poachers.

The media in Kashmir do not
supply such happy news. Instead,
the local papers are awash with
~tories of encounters — reat or fake
- between security forces and
militants, as well as crackdowns,
Jisappearances and intoterable
living conditions. The current
vfficial optimism on both sides of
the border notwithstanding, the
truth is that the arca is locked in a
cvele of violence and counter-
vielence, exacting a blood toll from
both combatants and civilians, In a
2006 report on patterns
of impunity in ] & K, the watchdog
organisation Human Rights Watch
held Indian security forces to
account for hystematic torture,
disappearances and arbitrary
detentions, while denouncing
perpetrated by
militant groups. Such has been the
case for vears.

In January, following the
exhumation of at least five bodics
in the district of Ganderbal, internal
investigations revealed that army
contingents and police units in | &
K had killed innocent civilians in
cold blood in order to pass them off
as militants and thereby to receive
rewards and promotions. Horrific
through this revelation was, it did
not surprise many. Some major

similar acts
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OPINION

The Ganderbal exhumations

BY PATRICK HOENIG

Indian media outlets had little te say

about the findings. Others
expressed  shock as, unlike

ordinary criminals (who shame
only themselves), the police and
army personnel involved in the
atrocities had “disgraced their
uniforms and their country”. The
Indian defence minister dulv gave
assurances that human-rights
violations would “not be tolerated”,
and that every complaint would be
looked into by various officials. A
simple word of sympathy for
the victims’ families, however, was
not forthcoming.

The fake encounters
recently revealed could be just the
tip of the iceberg. In late August, the
Srinagar-based Association of
Parents of Disappeared Persons
(APDP) put the number of people
who have vanished from | & K since
the outbreak of militancy at a
staggering 10,000. Now this figure
has come under attack., APDDP has
drawn criticisin from the authorities
for “lacking an organised data
bank”, while a human-rights
activist has becen accused of
“shoddy rescarch” for having
mistaken ‘TR (Intelligence Bureau)
for “BSE” (Border Security Force),
and for having written ‘[ instead
of ‘¢ when referring to (G Branch,
the BSE's intelligence wing — as if
getting the alphabet right is
so important in establishing
state responsibility.

What one does know is that the
constant exposure of the Kashmiri
people to violence - phyvsical,
psvcholagical, sexual - has led to a
significant deterioration of mental
health across age groups and
genders. A 2006 survey on the
psychosocial  status  of  the
pepulation of | & K found that more
than half of the interviewees (56
percent) was easily frightencd,
almost two out of five (38 percent)
felt “worthless’, and more than a
third {34 percent) had thought of

most

INDIAN EXPRESS

committing suicide in the month
prior to the interview. How does one
square such findings with upbeat
accounts by the national and state
governments on the improving
security  situation  and the
restoration of narmalcy in J & K?
Following the exhumations in
Ganderbal, the people ot | & K will
have hard questions for ex-Chief
Minister Muhammad Mufti Sayeed
about what his “healing touch” did
for the bruised Kashmiri soul. They

may alse want to ask the current
Chief Minister, Ghulam Nabi
Azad, what exactly he meant when
he said that his opponents in the

state  assembly  were “being
emotional” in demanding an
immediate troop withdrawal from
] & K. But the hardest question vet
may be reserved for Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh: In line with his
“zero tolerance” policy on human-
rights violations, will he support
India’s signing of the UN’s new
International Convention for the
Protection of All Persons from
Inforced Disappearance? The
convention opened for signature in
early February, and its ‘right to
know’ provision will be an
important  stepping-stone  to
meeting the demands for justice by
the grieving tamilies of Ganderbal.
Barring that right, in today’s

Kashmir only one thing is
certain: the brighter day will always
be tomorrow. &
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Shyam Saran’s push is to propose interconnectivity
through reviving links, as well as developing new
grids — rail, road and air transport, transmission lines
and natural gas. His emphasis is also on recognising
that India’s border regions, particularly those
adjoining Nepal and Bangladesh, are among its
most underdeveloped.

In essence, New Delhi’'s neglect of the
neighbourhood has been reflected in the neglect of its
own borderlands. There is now a multi-crore rupee
rrogramme underway to upgrade all of India’s border
points, including customs infrastructure from the
Burma-Mizoram border, all the way west to the Punjab-
Punjab frontier. New Delhi is also concentrating on
upgrading highways in these regions, recognising, for
example, that the highway from Calcutta to the
Petrapole border point on the road to Dhaka is an
embarrassment to India, beyond restricting movement
and trade with Bangladesh. The same can be
said for roads and connectivity elsewhere within the
Indian ‘periphery’.

The Ministry of External Affairs in New Delhi seems
to be coming around to the understanding that
communications between the border states and
neighbouring countries must be encouraged, not
controlled by an imperial New Delhi fearful of
fissiparous tendencies. Tt is known that the New Delhi
bureaucracy has been uneasy with Punjab state Chief
Minister Amarinder Singh’s contacts with his
counterparts from Punjab province in Lahore. And it is
unclear whether South Block’s growing enthusiasm
for crossborder interaction is shared by the intelligence
agencies under the Ministry of Home Affairs in North
Block. However, a senior Indian diplomat in New Delhi
confirms: “There is now less and less resistance to
letting the border states develop their own relationships
across the international borders.”

SAARC v Southasia

Over the years, the vision of Southasia has been
weakened by excessive reliance on the SAARC model
of seven capitals trying to work in unison (scon to be
eight, with Afghanistan’s membership), which has
made India at once the most powerful and least
interested in Southasia. It is also necessary to
distinguish between the somewhat stunted
organisation of SAARC and its secretariat located in
Kathmandu, and the many-layered entity that
Southasia is and can be. A concept of regionalism
complementary to that of SAARC would be one that
constitutes the cwnulative total of bilateral
relationships, including the crossborder relationships
between India’s and their immediate neighbours.
This latter, alternative view of regionalism jives with

the apparent willingness of New Dethi to “let its border
regions go’ - ie, to develop their individual crossborder
relationships. Simultaneously, such a version of
regionalism would in one stroke also make irrelevant
the biggest knot in the evolving Southasianism: the
overwhelming asymmetry presented by the sheer
geostrategic and econemic power, physical expanse
and population of India - a country in the centre of the
region, bordering all other countries, none of which
adjoin the others (other than Pakistan and SAARC
newcomer Afghanistan). The Indian Union taken as a
whole would never feel the urgency to develop a sense
of regionalism, because most parts of its larger economy
and society would not reap the advantages of
regtonalism the way the bordering states woutd.

It would be naive to believe that India’s neighbours
will rush to welcome India’s discovery that there is a
‘region’ out there. Just as India long felt that SAARC
was an attempt by the smaller countries to gang up
against it, so now, with India going regional, the
neighbours may regard New Delhi’s turn of attitude as
merely strategic — an increase in stature with which to
throw its weight around in the international arena, and
even manage a scat in the Security Council. Most
importantly, India’s discovery of Southasia will be seen
as an attempt by New Delhi to infiltrate the
neighbourhood’s economies for the benefit of Indian
multinationals. Indeed, India’s current agenda seems
to be not so much the promotion of people-to-people
contact as that of opening to commerce through a
liberalised trade regime. Pakistan is wary of being
swamped by Indian goods; and Bangladesh,
which is already seeing a strong Indian multinational
presence, may be alarmed enough to implement
harsh protectionism.

But it would be backward-looking to regard India’s
regionalism as guided only by economic hegemonism.
Such a view would deny the smaller neighbours any
agency in understanding and countering
conspiratorial designs of the Indian behemoth. Further,
surely there are establishmentarian and commercial
interests in India as well that will be threatened by a
loosening of trade regimes.

It would also be important for New Delhi's foreign-
affairs managers to be aware of the deep suspicions
that will greet even their well-intentioned initiatives.
How should New Delhi respond? In the economic
arena, according to one senior Indian official, “India
can allay suspicions by being unexpectedly
magnanimous, by not demanding reciprocity for the
trading concessions it provides. The Southasian trade
is such a small part of India’s portfelio that we would
not hurt, while we would certainly be able to puncture
the envelape of suspicion.” That might be easier said

The transformation in New Delhi's attitude is noticeable in the very acceptability of
the term Southasia among the mainline Indian intelligentsia.
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than done, however, as the Indian sectors that would
lose out in a liberalised regime would surely lobby to
halt such a process.

Small countries are always suspicious of large
neighbours, and Southasia is no exception. Here,
tactical anti-Indianism is the recourse of peliticians in
the countries surrounding India, particularly when in
the opposition. While such wariness of Indian designs
exists across the board, the most significant worries
about hegemonic India tend to be harboured by the
intelligentsia in Bangladesh and Pakistan — and that
is where scepticism about India’s regional turn would
also be deepest. But given the fact that Bangladesh has
been the most consistent promoter of SAARC since Gen
Ziaur Rahman mooted the idea of the organisation in
the mid-1980s, it will be Islamabad that will need the
most convincing — also because it has thus far been the
most protected from Indian commerce. In the case of
Pakistan, rapprochement is also complicated by the
matter of Kashmir, which in turn impacts on the entire
fabric of Southasian regionalism.

As the Indian policy-shift towards regionalism
accelerates during the year it chairs SAARC, what
model will New Delhi choose? The core idea connected
to tegionalism is obviously that of loosening borders,
in terms of both commerce and people-people contact.
Here, the example of Nepal to the north and Sri Lanka
in the south will be instructive for India and the other
Southasians. Nepal has had an unregulated open
border with India since the signing of a 1950 treaty on
peace and friendship. Over time, this frontier will
probably cvolve into a regulated open border, at which
point it will provide the model for the increasingly
straight-jacketed Southasian frontiers regime. 5ri
Lanka’s relationship with India has evolved as
economically the most mature, based on a bilateral
trade agreement that many say can set an cxample for
other economies of Southasia.

Despite all the possibilities that beckon, however,
India’s own intentions are not yet perfectly clear. While
it may be that some Indian diplomats hold grand
visions, there are various players in the Indian state,
with different and shifting agendas. All of which is
exemplified by the fact that, even while Manmohan
Singh talks of opening borders, his government pushes
ahead with the massive project to fence the boundaries
with Bangladesh and Pakistan. 1t is not clear who
benefits from the fencing, other than producers of
concertina wire and cement. The kind explaination to
such contradictions is to suggest that North Block is
yet to imbibe the new approach proposed by South
Block, just across the yard on New Delhi’s Raisina Hill.
If such is the case within India’s own ministries, the
neighbours should be forgiven their suspicions.

The three layers
Once India accepts its presence and role in ‘Southasia’,
and a workable Southasian model is found - one
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different from but complementary to the capital-centric
and diplomat-led SAARC formula - it is then that
Southasia the region will become a full reality. How
will it transform, and how should it? Southasian
regionalism is of limited use if it is to be nothing more
than a talisman or a marker of identity for the people
of the Subcontinent and Sri Lanka. Regionalism must
deliver a ‘peace dividend’, as well as the advancement
of the social and economic potential of the mass of
Southasia’s citizens. Barring incidents that will derail
or delay the process of regionalisation, for now the
fact that India is on board for reasons of its own selt-
interest, and is pushing interconnectivity and
economic interaction, indicates that the focus on and
rationale for regionalism are where they should be.

Southasia may change in ways inconceivable today,
and at this stage there is no need to wax utopian about
a Southasian passport, a Southasian seat at the
Security Council, or a Southasian currency. It is enough
to have maodest horizons — of a SAARC counter at
airport immigration, or of visas on arrival, as
Nepal gives to all visitors and 5ri Lanka to all
Southasian nationals.

As for longer-term integration, the region will benefit
massively if India allows its constituent border regions
to interact with its neighbours. Simultancously, given
that India makes up much of the Subcontinent’s land
area and population, regionalism will go part and
parcel with true federalism within India. Though some
will consider this too open a definition of regionalism,
there is no doubt that Southasia will come into its own
only when India — and Pakistan, and the other
countries in their own ways - becomes truly federated.
It should not be forgotten that parts of Indsa, too, are
parts of Southasia!

Southasian regionalism will be impossible at this
delicate preliminary stage, however, if it is seen to harm
national identitics and establishments. But it will
thrive when we are able to acknowledge our identity
as being attached not only to the national, but also the
local and regional. It is the wresting of this last layer of
identity in the mid-20th century which harmed the
populace in ways that run so deep. Aside from wars
fuelled by un-tempered ultra-nationalisms, it has kept
Pakistanis, for example, from claiming as their own
much of what India celebrates as its history.

Regionalism has the potential to deliver economic
and social progress to all corners, through a many-
spangled peace dividend, and the activation of
commerce and comparative advantage. As the most
powerful country in Southasia, said now to be focused
on the pragmatics of avowed self-interest, India’s
leadership of SAARC during the coming year must
see the acceleration of regionalisation. Southasia has
waited for this — for India to be truly en board - since
SAARC was founded in 1985. India was the sleeping
giant amidst Southasia thus far, but it seems to have
woken up. Let it not return to its derisive slumber. 4

March 2007 | Himal Southasian







foreign-policy stewardship of Inder Kumar Gujral
during 1996-97, which also delivered the ‘Gujral
Doctrine’ - the present emphasis on deepening
regional integration is rooted in both political realism
and economic pragmatism.

Manmohan Singh believes that India’s new
regionalism must be rooted in self interest. He and
his advisers insist that the opportunity to hold the
14th Summit of the South Asian Association of
Regional Cooperation (SAARC) in New Delhi during
early April must be utilised to demonsirate [India’s
commitment to deepening regionalism. It is not that
India is unaware of the SAARC organisation’s many
weaknesses. Nor does it delude itself that SAARC can
be made into a dynamic body overnight. What New
Delhi does believe, however, is that unilateral
initiatives can in fact accelerate the inevitable
trends towards a reshaping of the region. Four
broad imperatives have begun to define India’s
new regionalism.

A peaceful periphery

The first imperative is based on the recognition of the
urgent need to elevate the region in [ndia’s diplomatic
priorities. Since the nuclear tests of May 1998, India’s
foreign-policy emphasis has tended to be on so-called
'big power diplomacy’. The recasting of India‘s
relations with the United States, expanding
engagement with China, restoring the old partnership
with Russia, establishing a strategic dialogue with
Europe and rediscovering the potential for bilateral
cooperation with Japan have all been part of a new
dynamism in India‘s foreign policy. The
economic reforms since 1991 and the consequent rise
of India in the global arena have also set the stage for
an omni-directional and multi-layered interaction
with all the major powers. India’s diplomatic activism
Westward ultimately culminated in the Inde-US
nuclear deal of July 2005, which would allow the US
to supply nuclear material for use in India’s civil
nuclear sector.

While the New Delhi government continues to
focus on the unfinished agenda of implementing the
nuclear deal, it recognises that great power
relations are now in flux. With the US deeply divided
at home over lraq, and the other powers
anticipating significant changes in US foreign policy
after the upcoming general elections, India is
conscious that further initiatives with the major
powers must wait. Meanwhile, New Delhi believes
that it must now purposefully focus on its own region.
It has also come to see that India’s aspirations of
becoming a great power on the world stage cannot be
realised without an effective regional policy.

For most countries, the central burden of diplomacy
is of dealing with neighbours. For a great power,
whether extant or rising, the challenge rests in
sustaining or cultivating influence in its own

26

environs. Preventing other great powers from
fomenting trouble in one’s own region while
simultaneously seeking influence in the ‘backyard’
is also part of being such a power. Without enduring
primacy in one’s own neighbourhood, no country can
become a credible global power. This simple truth has
finally begun to be applied to foreign-policy making
in New Delbi - and hence the rise of the new Indian
emphasis on a “peaceful periphery”. As Foreign
Secretary Menon told a group of Southasian
newspaper editors in February in New Delhi, India
needs a peaceful neighbourhood for its own interests:
“India needs a peaceful periphery if we are to achicve
our own goals for ourselves. It is in our self-interest to
work with the rest of Southasia.” Much like China
during the 1980s, which posited that a peaceful
periphery was crucial for its new grand strategy,
India has recognised that creating a stable and
prosperous neighbourhood is the key to redefining
[ndia’s global role.

Central to the strategy of constructing a peaceful
periphery is the resolution of long-standing problems
with the neighbours. At the top of this list have been
Jammu & Kashmir and the boundary dispute with
China. For the first time in decades, India has
embarked on purposeful negotiations on both of these
issues. While there is no guarantee of diplomatic
success on either, there is no denving that considerable
progress has already been made on both fronts.

On the boundary dispute, India and China have
agreed on a set of guiding principles for final
settlement, and are now focused on hammering out a
mutually acceptable territorial adjustment.
Meanwhile, all indications are that the back-channel
negotiations between New Dethi and Islamabad have
acquired an unprecedented momentum in recent
months. Settlement of either of these disputes will lead
to a fundamental transformation of the security
environment in the Subcontinent. Above all, the very
attempt to negotiate these politically explosive issues
at home suggests that New Delhi is increasingly
ready to come to terms with a pragmatic definition of
its territoriality.

Over the last six decades, India has not worn its
incontestable regional primacy with ease. Tts attempts
since Independence at developing a Monroe Doctrine

- for the region, as well as its ‘demands that the

neighbours respect its dominance, have not really
succeeded. Perhaps nothing exemplified New
Delhi's insularity more than its insistence on
maintaining outdated old treaty relationships with
Bhutan and Nepal.

The fact that India is now approaching its
relationships with Nepal and Bhutan with greater
realism is also a harbinger of shifts elsewhere. External
Affairs Minister Pranab Mukherjee told an audience
in New Delhi in January: “India’s commitment to
develop political relations with its Southasian
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neighbours on the basis of sovereign equality and
mutual respect is underlined by our recent decision
to upgrade the 1949 Friendship Treaty with Bhutan,
and our willingness to review the 1950 treaty with
Nepal. Amidst the increasing globalisation of
Southasian economies and polities, there is no
question of India pursuing the outdated idea of an
exclusive sphere of influence. India’s strong support
to the entry of China and Japan into the SAARC as

=servers underlines India’s commitment to open
regionalism in the Subcontinent.”

Security multilateralism

The new emphasis on the ‘regional’ in Indian foreign
policy is also being located in a full appreciation of
the ‘globai” in the Subcontinent’s international
relations. Southasia is no longer the backwater of
global politics that in the past allowed India to deal
with its neighbours in an essentially bilateral
framework. In both the economic and security realms,
the new wave of globalisation has begun to transform
the region as a whole.

Just as India has benefited from globalisation, so
have the other economies in the region, and fast
growth today marks the entire Subcontinent. Amidst
historically unprecedented prospects for the
elimination of poverty in the Subcontinent, the
world’s major economic actors are interested in the
Southasian market as a whole, even though india
may be a large part of that whole. Southasia’s
economic ties with the rest of the world - especially
neighbouring regions such as the Persian Gulf,
Central Asia and Southeast Asia — have acquired a
strategic dimension. Amidst the rising economic
profile in Southasia of other powers, particularly that
of China, India can no longer treat regional economic
relationships as a mere summation of New Delhi’s
bilateral ties.

The region’s security situation has also become
increasingly globalised. Be it the sources of
international terrorism in the northwestern parts of
the region, the role of the Pakistani state in combating
al-Qaeda or the maintenance of nuclear stability
between India and Pakistan, Southasia affects the
world, which in turn impinges on the region in an
unprecedented manner. The internal conflicts in Sri
Lanka and Nepal have increasingly seen the
involvement of the international community — with
the involvement of Norway as well as other powers
in the former and a United Nations monitoring
mission in the latter. Such developments challenged
the traditional Indian policy of trying to keep the
major powers and third parties out of Southasia when
it came to security matters. Somewhat reluctantly,
India allowed the Norwegian mediation of the Sri
Lankan civil war in 2000. Since then it has worked
more actively with the U5, the European Union and
the United Kingdom in overseeing the democratic
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transition in Nepal.

There is a new recognition in New Delhi that
working with other powers, which share its interests,
would make it easier for India to manage the region’s
security affairs. Letting other powers share the burden
of regional peace has by no means reduced India’s
centrality in shaping the security outcomes in the
region. That certainly was the case in Nepal's
democratic transformation. India may find it both
necessary and comfortable to move away from the
traditional impulses of either unilateralism or
bilateralism towards a leadership role in a new
form of security multilateralism. To be sure, Indian
attitudes towards China’s role in Southasia
remain more complex, but New Delhi has found that
it can ‘'manage’ Beijing: it found ways to keep Chinese
officials informed of its initiatives during the Nepal
crisis of 2005-06.

Economic unilateralism

India’s economic dynamism since the early 1990s has
provided new opportunities for the country’s
engagement with the rest of Asia. Yet New Delhi has
found difficuliy in leveraging its new options within
Southasia. To be sure, amidst the new enthusiasm for
globalisation in the Subcontinent, the Seuth Asian Free
Trade Area (SAFTA) camc into being in 2006. But in
terms of scope and ambition, SAFTA is pedestrian in
comparison to other regional free trade agreements.
Neither Islamabad, which has insisted that SAFTA
will not apply to its relations with New Delhi, nor a
sullen Dhaka is cheerful about regional free trade with
India. While its free trade with Sri Lanka has shown
positive results, India must take a considerable portion
of the blame for the lack of momentum in overall
regional econemic integration.

Meanwhile, China has put its new economic clout
to good use by seeking to integrate crossborder regions
with its own economy, and creating new sources of
political influence. In contrast, India has persisted
with a protectionist policy that has been reluctant to
open its market to its neighbours. While China has
been wiiling to live with trade deficits with most of its
neighbours, India has trade surpluses with each of its
own. All these neighbours, meanwhile, continue to
complain bitterly about the trade barriers imposed by
New Dethi.

There are now signs of change in this sector as well.
External Affairs Minister Mukherjee has
acknowledged the challenge of recrafting India’s
economic policy towards its neighbours. Speaking to
a summit of SAARC editors in February, Mukherjee
said: “India is conscious that ne Southasian nation
can succeed on its own. Globalisation and the advent
of modern technology have endowed us with options
that never existed before. We must create a stake for
every nation in the economic success of the other. As
we prepare to host the next SAARC Summit, India
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With the US deeply divided at home over Irag, and the other powers anticipating
significant changes in US foreign policy after the upcoming general elections, India is
conscious that further initiatives with the major powers must wait.

will take the initiative in accelerating regional
economic and political cooperation.” The Delhi
SAARC Summit of 3-4 April could give clear signals
that New Delhi has finally come up with a
strategic approach to regional trade, one that
understands the importance of creating long-term
economic interdependence.

The signals emanating from New Delhi indicate
that that there is substantial political will to move the
Southasian region towards shared prosperity.
Demonstrating such will involves unilateral
initiatives to promote econonuic cooperation in sub-
regional, Southasia-wide and trans-regional
frameworks. A generous policy on offering better
market access to its immediate neighbours should
help New Dethi transform the commercial dynamics
in the region. India also needs to give up its traditional
opposition to financing regional trans-border projects
by such institutions as the Asian Development Bank.
Letting the Indian private sector take the initiative on
regional economic cooperation, reducing the salience
of government-to-government negotiations, lending
strong fiscal and other incentives for Indian private
direct investment in the neighbourhood, and building
a semi-autonomous development fund for the region
are some of the other moves that New Dethi is likely
to, and should, focus upon.

Transtorming Southasian space
One of the many unfortunate consequences of
Partition has been the sundering of what, until then,
had been a single economic space. The political
splitting of the Subcontinent did not necessarily
demand an economic splitting of the region’s market.
But thanks to long-standing conflict between India
and Pakistan, and inward-looking economic
policies in most Southasian countries, trade barriers
steadily became higher along the region’s new
orders. Meanwhile, some of the old frontiers — such
as between India and Tibet - were shut
completely to commerce and people-to-people contact.
While some of India’s borders — with Nepal and
Bhutan - remained open, New Dethi’s approach to
the country’s frontier regions increasingly acquired a
security orientation, to the detriment of the needs of
the people on the two sides of each of the frontiers. As
a consequence, many traditional transport corridors
were closed, and people in the frontier regions were
denied easy access to what were once intimate spaces.
It was not just crossborder connections that suffered.
The tensions with Pakistan and China also meant
that India allowed much of its own trade and transport
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infrastructure to erode. In some areas, especialtly on
the Sino-Indian border, there was a conscious policy
not to develop the border regions. Even along the open
frontier with Nepal, India let the border infrastructure
largely disintegrate.

New Delhi eventually began to recognise that this
approach was no longer sustainable. The new
imperatives of trade Jiberalisation demanded a fresh
approach to national thinking on frontiers. India’s
border states also began to mount pressure on New
Delhi to facilitate crossborder trade and contact, to
which the Indian national lecadership responded by
at least beginning to talk about the importance of open
borders and liberal visa regimes. These political good-
intentions were not easy to translate, as new security
concerns about crossborder terrorism permeated the
Indian establishment.

Despite the emerging security concerns, New Dethi
has continued on the path towards a liberal frontier
regime. In the last few years, the Indian government
has taken decisions to upgrade border infrastructure
on all sides, enhancing crossborder connectivity as
well as upgrading links between the frontier regions
and the rest of the country. This involves not merely
building better and more-modern roads, but a
fundamental restructuring of the administrative
infrastructure relating to customs, trade facilitation
and visa procedures. Although India has opened up
some traditional trade routes — at Nathula, the road
between Srinagar and Muzaffarabad, and the
Munabao-Khokrapar rail link between Rajasthan and
Sindh — there is considerable resistance within the
various layers of the national establishments towards
taking the new logic forward, on either promoting
crossborder trade or people-to-people contact. But at
least the foreign-policy establishment seems clear
on this one.

A muore creative Indian policy towards the frontiers
must be premised on the historic opportunity that
awaits New Delhi today: the potential to overcome
many of the negative consequences of Partition. While
there is no reason or incentive for India to reverse the
political split of 1947, the new imperatives of
globalisation and regional integration now demand
that India conceive its borders as vibrant zones of
economic cooperation rather than lines of separation.
It is this changed context that ailows Manmohan
Singh to dream of returning to the ways of his
forefathers on India’s frontiers. If India initiates
and persists with a creative regional policy, that
dream could well become a reality in the
not-too-distant future. A
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It is no surprise that persistent hostilities
between New Delhi and Islamabad over
nearly six decades have left Southasia as
economically one of the least integrated
regions across the globe.

decrease if the peace process delivers tangible progress
in terms of improved bilateral relations? Clearly not.
Consider that India today faces a “vision-capability’
dilemima. India’s national elite views the country as
deserving a global power status. Nonetheless, India’s
present military capability by no means conforms to
that of a global power. That capability may qualify
India as a strong regional entity, but its might is not
remotely comparable to that of the US, Russia or even
China. The result has been an elite consensus to push
aggressively for a military modernisation plan.

With regard to the equation vis-a-vis Pakistan, what
this implies is that India will continue to upgrade on
an accelerated path, thus putting more pressure on
Islamabad to increase its own spending. The already
resource-constrained Pakistan is unlikely to keep pace
even in its quest to maintain a semblance of parity
within a clearly asymmetric relationship. This in turn
would imply that the military equation between India
and Pakistan could become just as lopsided as the
current military equations between India and its other
Southasian neighbours. While other regional countries
have come to terms with such disparity, there are
several factors that will not allow Islamabad to accept
this outcome, including India-Pakistan’s history of
conflict and mutual suspicion, and Pakistan's
own vision of itself as a pivotal state within the
Muslim world.

Add to this the fact that, despite India’s global
ambitions and its emphasis on tying its military
modernisation to a quest for ‘global power’ status,
much of its war-fighting machine remains Pakistan-
specific. Measures in recent years to enhance air
superiority and artillery capability, for example, are
targeted towards active fighting with Pakistan. india’s
new war doctrine, ‘Cold Start’, is also highly IPakistan-
specific, and openly hints towards the possibility of
conducting surgical strikes within Pakistani territory.
Moreover, India’s current military formations - for
example, the approximately 150 Prithvi missiles
deployed along the western border — could only be
used against Pakistan.

The initiative to translate progress during the
ongoing peace process into lasting peaceful co-
existence will have to be taken by New Delhi. A
welcome start towards reassuring Islamabad would
be for India to move all of its Pakistan-specific military
arsenal and formations away from active deployment,
and shelve controversial plans such as Cold Start. A
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complete dismantling of its Pakistan-specific
capability would be the ultimate objective.

For its part, Pakistan ought to reciprocate the Indian
initiative, first by moving its actively deployed arsenal
away from the eastern lines, and then by dismantling
part of its war-fighting machinery. {Pakistan would
still not be able to eliminate most of its capability, given
its largely India-centric outlook and its smaller size.)
Some prominent Indian academics, such as Bharat
Karnad, have already argued for the need to provide
Pakistan with increased confidence in Indian thinking,
by employing unilateral military concessions. Without
such a show of magnanimity from India, suspicions
in Islamabad on the strategic front cannot be expected
simply to disappear.

In fact, were India to continue on its modernisation
plan without altering its Pakistan-specitic designs, the
end result could be a renewed arms race or a
further lowering of the nuclear threshold — both of
which would bode ill for stability in bilateral relations.
Again, this could take place despite progress in the
peace process.

Troubled interdependence

The second major issue is that of economic
interdependence between Pakistan and India.
Interestingly, economic interdependence in the
Southasian case is not being portrayed as merely a
means for economic gains. Rather, the contention is
premised on the liberal economic theory of
interdependence, which argues that economic
interdependence is likely to ameliorate bilateral
tensions. In the context of this discussion, then, this
would imply that enhanced trade ties would in turn
ensure peaceful co-existence. But is that really so?

The theory of economic interdependence in no way
suggests that peace will be an inevitable outcome of
enhancing trade. There are three prerequisites for this
theory to work. First, the trade volume has to cross an
unspecified ‘critical’ point. Second, trade in terms of
volume is not enough. Instead, production factors or
interaction that ensures integration of the two
cconomies, and thus increases inter-dependability, is
an imperative. Finally, both countries should be
viewing trade ties from the liberal perspective — ie,
focusing on the macro benefits of trade, rather than
narrowly on the relative gains between the two sides
{which is what the international-relations theory of
economic interdependence predicts countries would
do). The absence of even one of these conditions
would cause the economic interdependence-to-peace
link to fail.

In the India-Pakistan context, the literature
overwhelmingly points to a huge trade potential
between the two sides, with estimates ranging from
USD 5-15 billion per annum. A supporting point often
presented to highlight potential is the enormous value
of informal trade, which is believed to be three to four
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times that of formal trade. None of the studies, however,
has actuaily conducted a careful analysis to realise
the strong structural similarities in production patterns
and consumer preferences on both sides. In essence,
most analyses simply toe the popular line without
approaching the issue holistically. Only a handful of
relatively visionary undertakings confess that, while
gains arc theoretlcal]y possible, they will not be
forthcoming unless production structures are altered,
and in some cases overhauled. Moreover, a recent
unpublished analysis of the potential for formal trade
{conducted by this writer) under the South Asia Free
Trade Agreement (SAFTA) suggests that trade volume
would be no greater than USD 3-4 billion.

The meore important question, then, is whether this
volume is enough to cross the critical point. In large
part, this depends on the type of integration trade ties
allow for. Here again, the outlook is pessimistic, as
current patterns of trade would lead to primary or
manufactured goods being transferred from both sides,
but not necessarily integration of production - in the
sense that a single product is produced with inputs
from both the Pakistani and Indian industries.

The third condition for the economic-
interdependence theory - a balanced trade equation -
is also missing from the India-Pakistan context, since
the balance will likely be skewed in India’s favour.
First, the list of iterns that could potentially be exported
ter Indta is much smaller than the corresponding import
list. This implies that, in the near future, Indian exports
to Pakistan are likely to be significantly higher than
Pakistani exports to India. A good measure of this is
informal trade: very few Pakistani items are being
traded informally with India, compared to the huge
influx of smuggled Indian products.

Next, some of the sectors that could potentially
export products to India may only be able to do so in
the long run. This is because Pakistan’s manufacturing
industry is set up to cater to small markets, and in
most sectors 15 functioning near full capacity - although
there are some important exceptions. Therefore, for
some time to come, Pakistan would be unable to utilise
its advantage in products in which it has a competitive
edge. To the contrary, Indian exports to Pakistan could
begin almost instantly. This implies a huge short-term
impact on some of Pakistan’s less-competitive
industries. Notwithstanding vested interests, this is
the ultimate fear of those opposed to trading with India.

Another factor acting against the possibility of trade
is the high hidden barriers to trade and the domestic
subsidies that exist in India, which make certain
sectors artificially competitive. According to a study
by the International Monetary Fund, India’s ‘closeness
of economy’ rating is extremely high, at eight out of
ten. A 2004 World Bank report also ranks India as one
of the ten most closed economies in the world. What
this means is that Pakistan as a less-closed economy
would be lesing more in a liberalised trade regime,
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unless correctives are put in place ab initio. A
comparison of the relative ‘closeness” of the Pakistani
and Indian economies is provided by their non-tariff
measures-coverage ratios. In India’s case, this ratio
15 estimated at a staggering 72 percent for primary
products and 59 percent for manufactured goods.
In comparison, Pakistan’s ratios stand at seven and
17 percent for primary and manufactured
goods respectively.

Looking strictly at Southasia, where India’s market
leverage is astronomlcally higher than that of any of
its neighbours, it is self-defeating for New Delhi to
maintain barriers to trade at such a level, since they
naturally evoke reluctance on the part of the other
sides even to allow Indian imports. Consider that
although India accorded Pakistan most-favoured
nation status in 1995-96, Pakistan has not yet been
able to experience tangible gains in terms of exports,
even in commodities for which it has a comparative
advantage. This is largely due to hidden barriers on
the Indian side. (The only other reason could be tack
of exportable surplus in Pakistan, which
also undermines the contention about high
trade potential.)

In reality, issues of hidden barriers and domestic
subsidies are underpinned by deep structural
problems, and thus cannot be addressed immediately.
It iz equally unrealistic to expect India to overhaul its
subsidy structure in the short term, given the politicat
ramifications. In the long term, however, India will
have to address these issues ~ if for no other
reason, due to increasing pressure from trading
partners whose access to the Indian market is
currently hampered.

On the trade front, the real possibility of a
breakthrough lies over the long run. Over time,
Pakistan could develop niches for certain products
in the Indian market and consequently increase its
export potential, something it is unlikely to be able to
do in the short term. Similarly, in the long run Pakistan
could increase its preduction capacity multi-fold, if
itis able to invest wisely in line with its created niches.
Finally, once India manages to lower its barriers,
Pakistani exports can be expected to gain from
increased market access, especially in the agriculture
sector where Indian competitiveness vis-a-vis
Pakistan, in large part, stems from domestic subsidies.

In short, the balance of trade may become
comparable over time, a fact that would instil
confidence in Islamabad and perhaps allow trade to
surpass the threshold required for the liberal
theory of economic interdependence to be realised on
the ground. Whether economic intcraction is
allowed to flow without any consequential gains in
terms of positive spin-offs for bilateral peace in the
interim, however, depends on how confident both
sides feel with the progress made during the
peace process. Fy
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km}. But with the fencing near comptetion, why has
India thus far failed to stop the flow of Indian goods
through informal routes, a smuggling trade that comes
to around USD 2 bitlion per year? A sub-puzzle may
be added here: Why spend INR 11.3 biliion, when it
takes ondy ten rupees (the cost of a pair of scissors) to
cut through the barbed and concertina wire?

Euclaves. Between them, Bangladesh and India have
as many as 225 parcels of land that are geographically
located in the other country. Out of these, 119 arc
‘exchangeable” and 11 ‘non-exchangeable’ Indian
enciaves in Bangladesh ~ this last referring to land
that may be legally Indian, but to which India lacks
even access. Bangladeshi enclaves in India total 95,
out of which 72 ar¢ exchangeable and some 5129 acres
are non-exchangeable. In May 1974, both countrics
agreed to exchange the enclaves, and to allow the
areas’ inhabitants to decide whether to stay or move to
the parent country. While Bangiadesh enacted
legislation to actualise that agreement in November
1975, India has vet to do so three decades later.

Crossborder mifitancy. India and Bangladesh each
periodically blame the other for harbouring insurgents
antagonistic to their nationai interests, India accuses
Bangladesh of allowing access to the United Liberation
Front of Asom (ULFA} and the National Socialist
Council of Nagaland (NSCN), while Bangladesh
alleges India’s role in harbouring the Shadhin
Bangabhumi Andolon (SBA) and United People’s
Democratic Front (UPDF), as well as criminals or locat
mastans wanted in Bangladesh. India currently elaims
there are 119 anti-Indian insurgent camps inside
Bangladesh, while Bangladesh alleges the existence
of 39 in India. '

Hiceal tnomigration. In 1998, the West Bengal
government said that one million Bangladeshis were
living illegally in its territory; the Bharativa Janata
Party then put that number at ten times that figure for
the whole of India. Samir Guha Roy, of the Indian
Statistical Institute in Calcutta, says both of these
estimates are “motivatedly exaggerated”, and puts
down West Bengal's population problem to migrants
from neighbouring states of India. Regardless, there is
no doubt that the term ‘illegal” in this situation is a
misnomer. There can be illegality only when there is
something legal. In the case of Bangladesh and India
{as well as Pakistan), legal migration is impossible
other than through the arduous process of marriage.
Indeed, in the absence of a “legal migration regime” in
Southasia, migration has come to hold meaning only
in the sphere of illegality, and as such remains
vulnerable to the power of the non-state (ie, the "dubious
and shadowy’ elements), with the state becoming a
mere spectator. Only a “legal migration regime’ between
India and Bangladeshk could end this misnomer.
Anvone vielating it could then be rightiv called an
illegal migrant.

Goods transport. The territoriatity of India and
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Bangladesh and the legacy of Southasian pelitics have
made the transport of goods from the Northeast to the
rest of India (and the world) a laughably cumbersome
process. Assamese and Iripuran goods, for instance,
must currently travel 1300 and 1645 km respectively
to reach the Calcutta port. This distance and
subsequent transport cost could be reduced drastically
if the Chittagong port were to be used instead, or if
goods were simply transparted to Calcutta through
Bangladeshi territory. Why is Bangladesh not taking
chaﬁ;e of this issue - for instance, developing the
required infrastructure — and making a reasonable if
not a hefty profit trom it? Trans-shipment would
require some reciprocity, and the opening of the
Northeast market to Bangladeshi business would be
an obvious ¢ne,

Trade deficit. In 2005, India’s official exports to
BangladesH stood at USD 2.1 billion, while its imports
from Bangladesh amounted to enly USD 144.2 millien
—a trade deficit of about USD 1.8 billion in New Delhi's
favour. At the same time, recent figures have shown
that China has replaced India as the largest exporter
to Bangladesh. This onlv indicates that Bangladesh’s
trade deficit with China — which steod at USD 1.6
billion in 2004-2005 — is destined to become even larger,
surpassing even that with India. If this is the case, why
is there so much fuss in Dhaka about Bangladesh's
deficit with India, with hardly any corresponding
furore regarding China? Is India’s nationalist fervour
in the age of globalisation helping China to befriend
Bangladesh — and to further capture its markets? Trade
deficits, it scems, are a political issue, conveniently
expressed in the Janguage of economics.

Water rights. There was hope in Bangladesh that,
with the 1996 signing of the Farakka Agreement (which
stipulated that any Indian activity that may affect the
Ganga River would require Bangladesh's consent),
water disputes with India would come to an end. But
with the planned construction of the Tipaimukh Dam
on the Barak River in Manipur, there is now a erecping
fear that in order to assuage [ndia’s thirst for irrigation
and urban water, all of the 54 rivers that Bangladesh
shares with India will be made to dryv up. Water
disputes have now returned to eivil and political
agendas with a vengeance in Dhaka. Added to this is
the idea of river-linking, mooted in India, which strikes
fear in Bangladesh. Although the grandiose project’s
implementation is currently limited to South India, there
is no guarantee that the rivers in the north would not
follow ance the southern linking is implemented,
Indeed, if India’s conscience is to be found in the words
and deeds of activists such as Medha Patkar, Vandana
Shiva and Arundhati Rov, then that crossborder “water
war’ has already begun.

Muitiversity of miobalisations
With the persistence of and the dvnamics between all
is easier to understand the

of these issuces, it
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The response can never be national isolation or a hyper-reproduction of the
national-security state. Rather, for unlocking and resolving these puzzles, a greater
hope lies in the regionalisation of Bangladesh-india relations.

widespread worry of ‘invisible hands’ in Bangladesh
and Tndia that have vested interests in keeping alive
these puzzles and in creating new ones. Over the years,
theories have arisen that the CIA, IS, RAW, DGFI,
South Block, Hawa Bhavan, the Jamaat, the Jewish
lobby, the RS5, the World Bank, fanatics,
fascists, communists {the list is unending) must
have had a hand in the deterioration of
Bangladesh-India relations.

But sucecessfully unlocking these purzles is
significantly more difficult. Falling back on conspiracy
theories would be to fix the contention to post-
Westphalian notions of bilateralism, while discarding
the quantum leap that has been made in the past three
decades in multilateral engagements between people,
communities and enterprises — nationally, regionally
and globally. Emerging regional and global scenarios
have added fresh munitions to these puzzles, and have
transformed Bangladesh-India relations both
positively and negatively.

Reforms and economic globalisation have had a
spectacular impact on India’s economy, and India’s
steady integration into the global economy is inevitably
telt across the border in Bangladesh. There are currently
more than 100,000 Indians working in Bangladesh,
mostly in globalised ventures. Now that production
has become international along with trade, investment
and finance, the opportunity exists to engage in
creative economic ventures for both India and
Bangladesh without the prejudices of the post-
Westphalian or ‘modernist’ nation state. Take, for
instance, the French cement plant in Svlhet, on the
border of Bangladesh and Meghalaya: it uses limestone
transported by a conveyor belt from a quarry in
Meghalaya across the national border and to the plant.
But economic glebalisation is enly one of the versions
of globalisation. Two other versions — reverse and
subaltern — are equally critical.

Two good examples of ‘reverse globalisation’ are
Bollywood and what goes internationally in the name
of Indian cuisine. While the Southasian diaspera has
certainly played a role in reproducing these particular
examples, reverse globalisation has had its most
formidable impact with regard to religious discourses.
The post-national Southasian diaspora, particularly
in West Asia and coupled with the reality of global
anti-Muslim sentiments, has inevitably become
attracted to a puritan form of Islam - subsequently
helping to promote Wahhabism back home and thereby
adding to the power of fundamentalist forces. Similar
dynamics can be seen with the India Development
and Relief Fund, a US-based charity that has long
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funded efforts to champion the cause of Hindutva
outside of India.

The third version of globaiisation, that of the
‘subaltern’ or the dominated and marginalised, has
had both paositive and negative variants. The former in
particular refers to the global networks that have been
set up to resist cconomic globalisation — the profusion
of activism on environmental, labour and human-
rights issues. But there is atso a further subaltern
variant, very negative in nature. This refers to the
relationship between and amongst those ‘dubious and
shadowy groups” - the smugglers of goods and people,
producers of illicit weapons, and the like. These
networks now go bevond nationality, ethnicity,
race and religion. It must also be noted that a
national reselution of regional or past-national
insecurity further empowers the dubious elements of
subaltern globalisation. i

While the puzzies informing Bangladesh-India
relations have attained new dimensions due to these
various new forms of globalisation and multilateral
engagement, the response can never be national
isolation or a hyper-reproduction of the national-
security state. Rather, for unlocking and resolving these
puzzles, a greater hope lies in the regionalisation of
Bangladesh-India relations.

Indo-Bangla refations and SAARCisation
The UNESCO Constitution, echoing the words of an
anonymous poct, proclaims that “Since wars begin in
the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the
defences of peace must be constructed.” If so, it must
be admitted that the puzzles informing Bangladesh-
India relations result from a precise mindset, and that
any resolution of these puzzles must be sought in first
changing that mindset — particularly that ingrained
in notions of bilateralism and mutual intolerance. And
what will come as a surprise to many is that
putting the India-Bangladesh relationship on
stable foundations requires looking beyond
Dhaka-New Delhi bilateralism to SAARC regionalism
or multitateralism.

A Southasian University could be a good starting
point, an idea to which Manmohan Singh committed
India during the last SAARC Summit. In fact, over the
past decade, a team of Southasian scholars have been
looking into this idea, exploring possible curricula and
organisational structure. Their conclusion is to have
issuc-based faculties spread throughout the region,
which would provide an environment for post-
national discourses free from the constraints of the
reasoning of the state. Such an idea of a regional centre
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of learning would ipso facto define the future terms of
Southasian relationships, including that of India-
Bangladesh. Preliminary technical meetings for such
a university are slated to take place in March.

A second idea is for a Southasian Mobile Museum.
When post-colonial India requested that the famous
Koh-1-noor diamond be returned, Pakistan also quickly
laid its own claim to the piece of rock, as did
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. The British could only
enjoy this intra-regional bickering, and discarded the
claims as unworkable. The Koh-i-noor could easily be
brought back to Southasia after the creation of a
post-national mebile museum, where the diamond and
other artefacts transferred during the colonial era could
be brought back and displayed in each of the
»outhasian countries on a rotating basis. Millions in
Southasia would line up to have a glimpse
at the things that had contributed so much to the
making of the Westphalian state - and to its
healthy demise.

Finally, a Southasian Library could alse make a
difference in this exercise of de-puzzling the mind. The
modern age could not have come about without the
Bodleian Library at Oxford, the first public library in
modern times. Similarly, a Southasian Library, with
thematic branches spread throughout the region, could
have a significant hand in connecting Southasians.
Regional scholarship would at once cease to suffer for
want of access to knowledge. In an age that has
transformed the dictum knowledge is power into potter
is knowledge, one must be wary of the fact that ‘borrowed
knowledge’ is bound to produce ‘borrowed power’ ar
‘colonised minds’. Both India and Bangladesh must
wake up to this reality and make knowledge-
production a Southasia-wide excrcise, if puzzles are
to be resolved and breakthroughs to be made in the
state of their relationship,

Puzzles are created by humans and can only be
resolved by hunans. What is required above all is trust,
free from the ‘realist psychoses’ of fear and inferiority
complexes. When it comes to Bangladesh-India
relations, the latter, mainly for reasons stemming from
1971, has an advantage over the former, due
particularly to its accumulation of good friends and
lobbies across the border. Bangladesh, on the other
hand, devoid of any such experience of helping India,
remains largely without a crossborder lobby. The
failure to cultivate time-tested friends in India
lies squarely with the Dhaka government and
the Bangladesh clites. But it must be added that civil-
society groups, too, have had limited success on
this front. There is, however, some hope to be found
among Indians who have lived and served in
Bangladesh, including the 100,000 or more who today
function as professionals within the Bangladeshi
economy. Ultimately, by reaching across multiple
borders, that number can be dramatically increased
in all directions, b
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A win-win FTA

Despite worries that the smaller country

would get swamped, the India-Sn Lanka

free trade agreement has been positive
for bath sides.

BY PARANJOY GUHA THAKURTA

hetween India and Sri Lanka, economic ties between

the two have expanded impressively in recent years.
Despite a number of problems, the Indo-Lanka free trade
agreement, which came into effect in 2000, has become
a model of economic cooperation - one that has benefited
the smaller partner refatively more than the larger one.

india’s political relations with its southern neighbour
have had their share of difficulties. Colombo has
occasionally accused New Delhi of turning a blind eye to
the overt and covert material and morat support given to
the LTTE by supporters of their separatist militancy in Tamil
Nadu. Indian fishermen have been frequently arrested
for fishing in Sri Lankan waters. There are also outstanding
issues relating to the settlement of Sri Lankan refugees
in Tamil Nadu, and the granting of citizenship to Tamii-
speaking people of indian origin in Sri Lanka.

On the economic front, however, Indo-Lankan relations
have increasingly been on an even keel. The bilateral trade
and investment links have deepened and widened
considerably over the last seven years, despite areas of
contention and gispute. The signing of the hilateral free
trade agreement (FTA) marked a turning point in economic
relations between the two countries. The FTA is considered
to be a shining example of econcmic cooperation in Asia:
while it has heiped both countries expand trade, as
suggested above, Sri Lanka has gained disproportionately.
This is arguably the most noteworthy aspect of the FTA,
although there have been surges in the import and expoert
of certain items that have disrupted industries - and
jobs - in both countries.

For the first time in a decade, Sri Lanka's exports 10
India drepped in 2006 - from SLR 56.2 hillion in 2005 to
SLR 50.9 billion in 2006 - primarily due to problems with
exports three commaodities that can be imported duty-
free under the FTA: copper. pepper and vanaspati. a
cacking medium made from vegetable cil. India’s exports
to Sri Lanka, on the gther hand, went from SLR 145.6
hillion to SLR 187.6 billion during this period.

India and Sri Lanka have historically had close
economic ties, and during colonial rule the production
structures of both countries were subservient to British
interests. But while India started opening its economy 10
the world during the late 1980s, this process began in Sri
Lanka much earlier. In 1977, the Sri Lankan rupee was
unified and subjected to a ‘managed float’, which was
followed by privatisation and deregulation of various

In contrast to the sometimes difficult pelitical relations
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sectors of the economy. Unlike India’s, international trade
accounts for a substantial segment of Sri Lanka's
econcmy. Foreign trade as a propertion of gross domestic
product is barely one-fifth in India, against three-fourths
in Sri Lanka.

From the late 1960s until the end of the 1990s. there
were a number of inter-government joint committees and
commissions to facilitate trade. investment and technical
coaperation between India and Sri Lanka. Since the free
trade agreement was signed in 1898, it has largely
received the support of the political classes in both
countries, even after the national governments of both
countries were subsequently voted out of power.

Total trade volume

Whereas the bargaining process to finalise the ‘negative
lists' — that is, those itemns that would be excluded from
the free trade agreement - was supposed to last only two
months. the process ultimately took much longer, and
the FTA did not become operational for an additional 14
months after the signing in December 1998, During this
period, fears were expressed that the Sri Lankan economy
might be swamped by exports from India. In particuiar,
Colombe appeared reluctant to give up revenues that
accrued from imports of automobiles. As far as India was
concerned, there were apprehensions that ‘cheap’ tea
from Sri Lanka would ruin the fortunes of tea plantations,
especialiy those in South India, and similar fears were
raised about the fate of garment manufacturers.

Eventually, tariff rate quotas were imposed on trade in
tea and garments. meaning that duty CcOoNcessions were
allowed on trade in these two items subject to quotas.
Rules of origin were also specified that were broadly aimed
at encouraging the two countries to source raw materials
needed for exports from each other, rather than from third
countries. Colombo agreed to increase the 'margin of
preference’ for buik imports of cement from India, and
New Delhi agreed to offer more poris of entry for Sri
Lankan tea and garments.

India, which was mainly exporting agricultural items to
Sri Lanka until the late 1980s, is currently 2 major supplier
of industrial geods and services. Sri Lanka’s main imports
from India include machinery. cotton varn, fabrics and
certain garments, primary and semi-finished iron and
steel, sugar, wheat, pharmaceuticals, fine chemicals.
cement, and paper and wood products. India’s principle
imports from Sri Lanka are non-ferrous metals (mainly
copper), spices {mainly pepperi, refined vegetable oil,
electronic goods. electrical machinery. scrap metal, paper
pulp and chemicals.

For India, Sri Lanka is a reiatively small market,
accounting for roughly two percent of total exports and
less than one percent of total imports. In 1928, India was
ranked 21st for Sri Lankan exports. By 2000, however,
this ranking climbed to 16th, then to 4th by 2004 and
3rd the vear after, preceded only by the US and UK. After
the implementation of the Indo-Lankan FTA, Sri Lanka's
inmports from india have stabilised at around 15 percent
of total imports. India is now the largest source of imports
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for Sri Lanka, followed by Singapore, Hong Kong and iran.

The most impressive outcome of the free trade
agreement has been the sharp rise in the total volume of
trade. Total bilateral trade between India and Sri Lanka
had been more cr less stagnant at around USD 500 million
a year during the latter half of the 1990s. This figure
doubled to USD 1 billion by 2002. and nearly doubled
again to almost USD 2 billion by 2005. Close to 90 percent
of Sri Lanka's exports to India and roughly 45 percent of
India’s exports to Sri Lanka are covered by the FTA.

india's exports to Sri Lanka rose from INR 22.6 bitiion
in 1999 (before the FTA) to INR 58.5 billion in 2004 - an
annual increase cf 40 percent. Imports, meanwhile, rose
from INR 2.2 billion to INR 16.8 billion - nearly 170
percent per year. Thus, In this five-year period, ‘ndia's
exports to Sri Lanka doubled, while inyports from Sri Lanka
went up fivefold. The dramatic manner in which the pattern
of trade between the two countries changed is evident
from the fact that the trade balance in
India’s favour declined from 15:1 in 1998 to 2.5:1 in
2004 (see Table 1).

Tea and vanaspati
Despite the overali gains that accrued from the Indo-
Lankan free trade agreement, prablems cropped up with
respect 1o trade in specific items. There was a spurt in
exports of cement from India to Sri Lanka from INR 692
million in 2000-01 to INR 1.3 billion in 2003-04 - a
~b of more than 80 percent. The Indian market has
also been flooded with copper, pepper and vanaspati
(see Table 2).

At present, more than half of Sri Lanka's exports to
India is copper and copper products. Copper imports have
risen from nii to INR 4.8 biliion in 2005-08, and Sri Lanka
now has more than an B0 percent share in India’s total
copper imports. Imports of pepper have gone up almost
threefold, from INR 160.5 million in 2000-01to INR 445.6
mitlion in 2005-C6, increasing SriLanka’s stake in India's
pepper imports from 26 to 37 percent.

Contrary to initial expectations, exports of tea and
garments have not surged, with imports of both of these
items still iess than five percent of the quotas specified in
the FTA. In fact, Sri Lanka's tea exports to India have come
down, from INR 87 miltion in 1993-2000 to INR 38.9
million in 2005-06. in a development that caught nearly
all involved off guard, Sri Lanka's share of total tea impaorts
by India crashed from 34 percent to barely 3.7 percent
during this period.

The most contentious issue plaguing the FTA has been
exports of vanaspati from Sri Lanka to India. Since Sri
Lanka does not levy any customs duty on imported palm
0il used in the manufacture of vanaspati or other products,
following the implementation of the FTA ten
manufacturing units were set up in Sri Lanka (with an
investment of around USD 100 mitlion}, specifically to
export these items to India at low prices. [nterestingly,
most of these units were set up by Indian businessmen.
Exports of vanaspati went up from 80,000 tonnes in 2002
to 165,000 tonnes in 2005 - by which time Sri Lankan
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vanaspati was accounting for around one-sixth of India’s
total annual vanaspati market. In value terms, vanaspati
exports from Sri Lanka to India rose from INR 120,000 to
INR 6.6 billion between 2001 and 2006, and Sri Lanka's
share in total imports of vanaspati by india jumped from
nil to 63 percent during the same timeframe.

In June 2006, New Delhi decided to restrict Sri Lankan
vanaspati by canalling all imports through the National
Agricultural Cooperative Marketing Federation. The ten
vanaspati units in Sri Lanka subsequently shut down
operations, with the owners complaining about New
Delhi's “unilateral™ decision to raise this non-tariff barrier
in “violation of the spirit of the FTA". The FTA specifies that
up to a limit of 250.000 tonnes of vanaspati can be
exported from Sri Lanka to India, although only 100,000
tonnes had actually been shipped in at that peint. While
the Commerce Ministry in New Delhi contends that this
quantity is adequate to ensure capacity utilisation,
vanaspati manufacturers in Sri Lanka claim the guota
can be finished in six months. After initial resistance,
Sri Lanka agreed to cap exports of vanaspati and bakery
shortening to 200,000 tonnes a year in late 2006.

Duty-free imports of high-quality black pepper from Sri
Lanka was also resisted by farmers in Kerala and
Karnataka, resulting in an imposition of an annual limit of
2200 tonnes of pepper imports by India from Sri
Lanka. Copper exports from Sri Lanka to India have also
been controversial, since businesspersons have imported
copper scrap to Sri Lanka without paying any import duty,
and then melted and re-shaped this into ingots for sale
to users in India. Sri Lanka has no copper mines of its
own, and there have been allegations that these smelters
violated the rules of origin in the FTA by not adhering to
the stipulated value addition norms of around 35
percent. Twenty secondary copper smelters were set up
in SriLanka by Indian businessperscns after the FTA. After
India slashed import duties on copper scrap in 2006, most
of these smelters became unviable and had to shut down.
Imports of copper items by India from Sri Lanka
subsequently jumped from less than USD 2 million in
2000-01 te nearly USD 19 millfon in 2002-03 and USD
82 million in 2003-04.

The other major problem that remains pending is a
subsidy claim of INR 7 billion made by Lanka 10C Ltd, the
Sri Lankan affiliate of the Indian government-owned Indian
Qil Corporation, one of India's largest public-sector

Table 1:
Sri Lanka's trade with India, before and after the FTA
Year Imports Exports Import/Export
(SLR/miliion) {SLR/millian} Ratio
1998 35,5229 2279.4 15.0:1
2000 454771 4217.3 11.0:1
2001 53,750.0 6265.7 86:1
2002 79,8471 16,152.9 49:1
2003 103,871.7 23,2751 45:1
2004 137,403.9 39,004.4 35:1
Source: Sri Lanka Customs
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Embankments are political and technological quick-fixes, which have disastrous
societal and environmental conseguences.

yearly toll on life and property. During the monsoon.
floodwater that flows out onto the surrounding iand
through breaches in the embankments in the upper
reaches tries to re-enter the river in its un-embanked
middle stretch, even as the water in that midde
section attempts to spill into the countryside. This
results in chaos. as nobody can determine from
which side to expect the floodwater and its
accompanying sediments.

That may now be changing. Last November, the
Patna government sent a proposal to New Delhi for the
embankment of this middie section - ata cost of INR
7.9 billion - along with the strengthening and raising of
the existing embankments throughout the river's
course in Bihar. The proposal brought up severai urgent
issues, each of which needs 1o be addressed before
any embankment work can pegin. First, the
government and various experts have regularly argued
over the past several decades that the middle reach of
the Bagmati was 100 unstable to allow far embanking.
Has the river stabilised itself over the past 30 years?
Given that such a dynamic is a hydro-geological process
that would normally take thousands of years, this is
highly unlikely.

Banking on embankments

Farmers welcome floods because silt contained in
floodwaters provides the fields with an annual
suppiement of nutrients. Embanking rivers causes that
silt to be trapped within the embankments, both
depriving farmers of its benefits and causing the level
of the riverbed to rise. While engineers must then keep
raising the embankments in order to keep pace with
the rising bed of the river, there is also a iimit ta which
embankments can be raised and maintained. Will
embanking the entire iength of the river do away with
this problem? Will it prevent seepage through the
embankments into the surrounding land? These are
issues planners in Patna must think about.

There is also the question of whether the reinforced
embankments could ultimately prove more effective in
preventing rainwater from entering the river, thereby
worsening the current waterlogging of the surrounding
land. Such conditions already exist in the embanked
lower and upper reaches of the Bagmati. Furthermore,
in addition to the nutritive aspect, the spreading of silt
during floods is a process by which rivers perform the
task of land-building. Embankments and other
structural measures do nothing to route the silt. If a
dam is built to contain floods, its reservoir becomes
filed over time. if a ring bund were 1o be built around a
settlement, the deposition of silt subsequently
takes place outside of it, exposing the so-called
protected area to the dangers of breaching - greater
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dangers than those posed by floods from an un-
embanked river.

When a free-flowing river crests its banks during the
rainy season, only the 10p section of the river, rich in
micro-nutrients. spills inte the surrounding lands., When
breaches exist in embankments built along a river,
however, a significantly larger cross-section of the
river's flow is allowed 1o run out of the man-mace
bounds. This results in the spreading of coarse sand.
often rendering the surrounding area into a veritable
desert. As has been seen along other parts of the
Bagmati, nobody takes responsibility for such
eventualities, or for the subsequent loss of livelihood
for local farmers. Can raising and strengthening the
embankments reverse these conditions? Can cofficials
give assurances that the new and reinforced
embankments will not breach?

The Water Resources Department in Patna has thus
far maintained that the ultimate solution for the
basin's flooding problem is in the construction of a
dam at Nunthar in Nepal, and has long postponed
intervention in that hope. An expert-committee report
by the Patna government in May 2006 not only found
almost no likelihood of a dam peing built at Nunthar in
the near future, but more importantly that such a dam
would not be able to hold back flooding. Finally, with
the much-hyped river-linking proposals floated during
the time of the Bharatiya Janata Party government in
New De'ni. focusing on irrigation rather than on
flood control, a new approach is clearly needed for
the communities of the middle reaches of the
Bagmati basin.

No assurance
As things currently stand, it is unclear even whether the
government would compensate those farmers whose
lands will become waterlogged or sand-filled due to the
new embankments. While the proposed infrastructure
would inevitably dispiace many families, the Water
Resources Department has not disclosed any
rehabilitation plan. This mirrors the situation when the
government began embanking the Bagmati in the
1950s, when no provision was made for any
rehabilitation or compensation of displaced families.
The govemment‘s policies did improve somewhat
during the second phase of embankment, aiong the
upper reaches of the river. But although farmers werc
given some compensation, much of the compensation
amount had already been spent in getting the claims in
the first place. Furthermore, while those who had been
displaced were given tracts of land, the plot
boundaries were often not marked, as a resuit of
which much of these iands fell into the hands of local
toughs. No grant was given for the construction of new
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houses, nor was any land allotted to those whose
agricultural plots were trapped within the
embankments. Indeed, many of the displaced families
are today still fiving on the embankments, risking
eviction at any time. No assurance has been given that
such oversights wili not be repeatec this time around.

According to a notification by the Ministry of
Environment and Forests in September 2006, any
project that is likely to adversely affect the environment
must receive the ministry’s clearance before
construction can begin. This notification also ensures
that people likely to be affected by the project are given

sformation about possible impacts beforehand, and
that their concerns and suggestions are recorded in
public hearings. No such move has yet begun in the
middle reaches of the Bagmati.

The amount being proposed for the finat Bagmati
‘embanking - nearly eight billion rupees - is an
enormous sum, and cannot be wasted on a project with
uncertain, and even potentially harmful, results, The
last government in Patna, led by the Rashtriya Janata
Dal (RID), did not take up any work on flood control
along the Bagmati beyond irregular maintenance. The
current proposal thus points to a major shift in official
policy towards the state’s rivers. This may be because
the new government wants to be seen as doing
something for the benefit of people affected by
maonsoonal flooding - which was also why the decision

was made to embank the gynamic Kosi River during the
late 1950s, going against a century-old debate that
favoured leaving that river alone. At that time, the
government had wanted to prove that it could make its
own decisions and create infrastructure denied them by
the British. But why does the Patna government want to
do something as ill-advised in 20077 Before any action
is taken, this policy shift needs to be clearly ascertained
as being for the common good of Bihar's people.
Embankments are poiitical and technological quick-
fixes, which have disastrous sccietal and
environmental consequences. Due to the silt-laden
nature of Himalayan rivers, they also create enormous
problems for future generations, who will have to take
up the challenge of dismantling embankments. A
sizable population in the upper reaches of the river is
opposed to embankments there, and advocates
systematic demolition of the same and leaving the river
to its own devices. Those sentiments are shared by
many living in the middle portion as well, who are
organising themselves to resist the proposed new
construction. Given the presence of embankments in
the upper and lower Bagmati, it is true that the
community along the middle stretch between Runni
Saidpur and Hayaghat is in double jeopardy - the
regular floods and the problems emanating from the
upstream embankments. And yet, the answer does not
lie in embanking this portion as well. £
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CVWT, NEPAL

OPINION

Rocks under the tide of
nationalism

As Nepal's transition back to peace and democracy
turns turbulent, there are lessons to be learned from
others’ experience in the neighbourhoad.

BY SURENDRA MOHAN

or outside observers, the
picture currently emerging
from Nepal seems rather
depressing: the continuing ill-
health of 85-year‘01d Prime
Minister Girija Prasad Koirala; the
reluctance of the Nepali Congress
and the Nepali Congress
(Democratic) to unite; the ‘ethnic’
demands being raised by the
Madhesis, janajatis and other
communities; the mistrust about the
real intentions of the Maoists —
inspired partly by the U5 lobby,
partly by the behaviour of the
Maoist cadres themsclves, and
partly by the general deterioration
of law and order in Kathmandu
and the rest of the country. Indeed,
the Nepali state today s
cxperiencing Criscs from all sides.
Similar growing pains have been
felt elsewhere in Southasia during
the process of nation-building.
india and Pakistan started their
independent journey with the
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mighty troubles of settling
hundreds of thousands of refugees,
dousing the fires of communal
frenzy and building up their
economies and societies. Burma
was simultancously facing similar
challenges. With the advent of
freedom in these countrics and the
surfacing of new crises, one scholar
memorably noted that, after the tide
of nationalism had ebbed, all the
rocks that had been hidden within
it werc emerging into VIeW.

Indeed, before long the Indian
state was dealing with several other
problems. Separatist demands were
made by the Tamil, Sikh, Naga
communities and others. Rulers of
the princely states of Hyderabad,
Junagarh, Jodhpur and Gwalior
initially refused to accede to the
Union, until confronted by the firm
hands of Sardar Vailabhbhai Patel.
Meanwhile, the Jammu & Kashmir
problem remains, even after India
ind Pakistan have fought
threc wars and the limited conflict
in Kargil.

Gandhi’s guidance

The ongoing case of Nepal is no
different, and the current dynamics
must be understood against the

experiences of the country’s
neighbours.  Refusal  to be

overwhelmed by a succession of
crises, along with a determination
to resotve them with fortitude and
insight — these are the hallmarks of
statesmanship, which leaders in
India displayed in those early years.
Leaders in Pakistan and, later,
Bangladesh, were unable to do so,
and as a result, the people
subscquently had to undergo long

periods of authoritarian rule.
Nepal's leadership
conducted itself remarkably during
the last twa vears of tumultuous
changes. In April 2006, peaceful
popular revolt brought the
surrender  of the monarch’s
absolute authority. Democratic
political parties came to an
agreement under the guidance of
the country’s tallest leader, Prime
Minister Koirala. The Maoists, who
had waged a decade-long armed
insurgency, were brought into a
continuous dialogue, leading to
their eventual agreement to give up
arms and renounce violence. The
challenge posed by thc Madhesi
by the

agrecmcnt to

has

movement was met
government’s
restructure the pality along federal
lines. If a general consensus can
now be achieved to redraw the map
into linguistic-cultural regional
entities, the aspirations of several
other groups will also be met. This
is the process that has taken place
in India, and could offer crucial
resolution to Pakistan as well.
The Nepali leadership, which
has grappled with such enormous
challenges, will not be fazed or
overawed by the crises that the
country currently faces. The two
important tasks at hand now are
the adoption of the constitution
through the Constituent Assembly,
and, prior to that, the redrawing of
olectoral districts. Now that the
process of the surrendering of arms
by the Maoists is coming to an end,
the induction of the former rebels
into the Council of Ministers is the
first charge. But as it moves in that
direction, the governmernt will have
to deal wisely and firmly with the
cectional vielence in the Tarai,
which could also lead dangerously
to  counter-violence in  the
Kathmandu Valley and clsewhere
in the hills. Committed cadres of the
various communist parties could
certainly play a positive role in
spreading the message of pluralism
and territerial fellowship. But the
main test is for the democratic
parties - par’(icular]y the two
groups of the Nepali Congress,
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which have been trained in the
ideals of demacratic socialism - to
take the lead.

[t is a common experience of all
democracies that, when power is
tinally attained, those who have
struggled and sacrificed for it want
to find places for themselves in the
new space. Old values inevitably
recede into the background. The
peculiar problem currently faced by
Nepal's Maoist leaders, Pushpa
Kamal Dahal (aka ‘Prachanda’)
and Baburam Bhattarai, is the
cconemic rchabilitation of their
cadres, who — except for those to be
absorbed into the armed forces -
have no ostensible means of
livelihood. The leaders of the
democratic parties also have
to ensure the economic security of
their workers.

Mechandas Karamchand Gandhi
spelled out a wvision for such
sttuations, even though the party he
led for a quarter-century eventually
rejected it. It may serve Nepal's
political class to study Gandhi’s
vision as a means of tiding over
immediate challenges, even while
accepting the efficacy of that vision
for the long-term construction of
what is widely being termed a 'New
Nepal’. Gandhi called for the
rebuilding of society and economy

through service, in implementing
a programme of spreading
education; helping rural
communities to organise co-
operatives and small industrial
units for processing agricuitural
and forest produce; reconstructing
small-scale watershed-develop-
ment projects; installing small
electricity-generation units. The
main prierity in all of these
was to create employment
opportunities, in particular fer the
rural youth.

A long time ago, the Communist
Party of India (Marxist) decided to
undertake such a programme of
constructive work and
reform. Unfortunately, today no one
can say what has happened to it. In
1949, the eminent socialist leader
Ram Manchar Lohia, on behaif of
the National Executive of the
Socialist Party, placed before
the party’s national conference
a programme for national
reconstruction, based mainly on
the above precepts. Although
party workers enthusiastically
implemented the rural-develop-
ment programme for more than a
vear, that spirit was subsequently
quashed - due, in part, to the
preparations for the 1952 general
election, followed by depressing

social

election results and the subsequent
quarrels among leaders that led to
a split in the party.

That, however, was a specific
case. The people of Southasia need
intelligent discussion on a broad
range of issues, including family

planning, dowry, divorce,
women's  rights,  untouch-

abilitv, caste- and gender-based
projudices, health and nutrition,
sanitation and exercise. The most

important issues, however,
remain  democratic  practice,
egalitarianism, and mutual

tolerance and respect.

One immediate possibility for
Nepal’s leaders would be to hold
joint study camps comprising
workers from all the eight political
parties. Intellectuals, academics,
civil-society leaders, journalists
and other protessionals may also
contribute to these study camps.
This could make possible the
collective discussion of the above
issues and programmes, and allow
for a new spirit of joint work in
nation-building to gather
steam. [Perhaps the simple act of
men and women from
different backgrounds working
side by side could itself help to
reduce the current distances and
tensions in Nepal. A
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REFLECTIONS

Studies in the
psychopathology of culture

The art of Nepal — a belated, blunt and sometimes obscene
review of books on the subject.

BY TED RICCARDI

he Kathmandu Valley, it was said back in the 1950s when Nepal

opened its portals to the modern era, had more statues of gods and

goddesses than people. This is no longer so, in particular because
over the decades the deities have been stolen by the thousands from public
and private places, 10 such an extent that there are very few left to steal.
The thieves have moved on, mostly. idol theft in Kathmandu is of a
dimension different from the Pharoanic loot along the Nile or the
desecration of Gandharan sites in Punjab and NWFP. The
Hindu-Buddhist-Varjrayan statuary of ‘Nepal Valley' represent @ living,
contemporary faith. The statues were dragged from pedestals and yanked
from alcoves by a brazen contraband industry that inciuded the commaon
thief, the Nepali middieman, the foreign scholar, the diplomat and the art
coliector - Ieading all the way to museum curators and art historians who
produce heavy volumes on Himalayan art. Unkempt deities - who, till the
moment of theft, were receiving offerings of flowers, rice achheta, vermiliion
and water - are now ionely, polished objects spotlighted in museum
showcases and on private manties.

Ted Riccardi, a Himalayan scholar, saw it alt happen during his work in the
Kathmandu Valley from the 1960s through the 1990s. He knew some of
the crooks, saw how they worked, and had the perspective and empathy to
know that the common Kathmandu criminal was no more to blame than
the soft-spoken curators and historians in New York, Hong Kong or San
Francisco. This article represents a cry of anger and frustration at the
desecration of Kathmandu Valtey, and the denigration of the simple faith of
the people by forces heyond their comprehension - a cry that speaks of the
hundreds of thousands of devotees who suddenly found that their gods had
gone missing. The thieves who are named in these pages also
represent entire categories of those who evaluate, assign value, auction,
buy and exhibit the valuable, stolen iconography of Kathmandu. You know
who you are.

There is one more thing to add to Riccardi's presentation. it is an
incontrovertible fact that every ancient stone and bronze statue from the
Kathmandu Vatley - to the very last one - that now finds itself on an overseas
pedestal, is a stolen item {see Himal October 1999, “Gods in exile”). Not
one of them was gifted or handed over with the agreement of the faithful.
Every museum and collector who owns a Kathmandu Valley statue -of
antiquity must regard [t as being ‘on loan’, tobe returned when Nepali society
s finally wakes up from its headlong entry into the modern era - and, amidst
o i political stability and modern-day self-awareness, asks for the statues’ return.
Top: The deity Kumar, outside a temple in At that point they should be handed back to the faithful, and placed in their
Pharping viliage, 1983 original positions.

Bottom: After its theft, 1987 - Kanak Mani Dixit

JURGEM SCHICK
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et us take an object - a statue, a piece of stone -
I standing alene somewhere in a field. The only

people who know of its existence are the farmers
who till the soil around it. For them, it may have some
importance, or it may not. It may function as the equivalent
of a rabbit’s foot or a horseshoe or any other good-luck
charm, Or, it may be the object of the deepest veneration.
No matter. There is not that much difference. The people
who live near it may not know its correct name. They may
not even know its sex, if it has any. It is there; that is
all. One marning, it is no longer there. It has been taken
in the night.

Let us look at this object again in its new location. It
now graces the galieries of a great museum. Instead of a
norseshoe, we now have a work of art - an object no
longer of religious or superstitious awe, but one of
aesthetic appreciation. It is an object quantified, put on
view for the public as an example of the universal genius
of the human race. photographed and presented to an
ever-wider audience in the publication series of the
museum. The object is insured, traveled, displayed in
Britain, France, Germany and Switzerland by proud
curators and directors who are doing precisely what they
are hired to do.

The photographs: Ah, the photographs. Surreal they
are, pushed against pure white, antiseptic backgrounds;
one can see the pores of the gods. Vasudhara, my dear,
you ook prettier than ever.

My friends: Some of my best friends are scholars,
diplemats, collectors, dealers. | forgive them all. They are
the necessary links in the system - the transformers, the
creators, life-givers, the makers of art, the true artists.
Without them, there would be no art.

The fady from Colorado: Boulder-San Francisco-
Honolulu-Hong Kong-Bangkok-Kathmandu-Colombo
{avoid India at all costs)-Seychelles-Nairobi-Rome-Paris-
London-New York-Boulder. Whew! We made it, our
little old retired schoolteacher. in Kathmandu, she bought
an old book in front of the Annapurna Hotel. She paid a
few rupees.

The generosity of the donor: We thank all of you
generous donors who turned small purchases into large
tax breaks.

The Western middiernan: He is at the low point in the
chain, for, like all microbes, he must feed on one kind of
cbject in order to transform it into another. He certifies its
death, wraps it in buriap, crates it and sends it on to its
new life,

My beloved countries: America and Nepal, the two
poles of absurdity. To live in these two, of all possible
places, is to have one’s soul torn, one’s mind permanently
disoriented. Stay home, buddy. America; leader of the free
world, the best hope of humanity. Nepal: leader of the
bottom, a bathtub without a drain, a forgotten cesspool
amid the green hills. Why do | choose the cesspool?

The Indologist: Another absurdity. The master and
custodian of dead Indians. He can yet save himself by
forgetting the dead and studying the dying. Indology as
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cultural pathology.

What is wrong with Playboy? With Penthouse? With P
Pal's The Art of Nepal? Nothing, nothing at ail. All art
is pornography.

Vishnu sleeps. When he awakens, nothing wilt happen.

Collectors are not as bad as dealers, Theytoo are victims
rather than actors, addicts rather than peddlers.

Allright, children. How many of you know where Sankhu
was, where Changu was, where Dhumbarahi was? Raise
your hands, chitdren.

In the room, people come and go, taiking of
Michelangeio. I wonder if you could take a couple of
pieces out for me..?” “Of course, I'll put them in my
household effects.”

Guess where | spent the Vietnam War? In Kathmandu.
It was nice. Every two weeks, it was said that our Chief of
Station flew to Saigon with fresh asparagus for our
ambassador. Urschleim: the great thief. He is alive and
well, pullulating in Kathmandu.

Question: What is the colour of green Tara's pubic hair?
Only the director knows, or maybe even he does not know.

Artibus Asiae: Like most Latinisms, it too hides
its obscenities.

Metamorphosis: When Herr Urschleim awoke that
morning he found that he had turned into a Buddha. his
soul oppressed within the heavy grey stone. He could not
move, but he could see. He remembers little of what
transpired later, except that he was carefully packed -
centified, that is. The appropriate bribes were given. and
he was shipped to California, where he now sits in Los
Angeles, gasping, thirsting, pleading for help, for liberation,
from the visiting schoolchitdren.

As in all ‘primitive’ countries, in Nepal there is no
information, only rumour. This is healthy and natural, for
one knows immediately the possibie human motives
behind what one hears. No one believes anything for very
long. Indeed, belief and knowledge are impossible. In
America, we have tried to banish rumour, Instead we have
information: rumour for which one pays or to which one
subscribes, in which the human motives are no longer
discernible. Hence, the creation of objectivity: of belief
and knowledge.

In Nepal, there are no art objects, no art; oniy good
and evil.

The restoration of Swayambhunath: A large
international effort has restored the great stupa of
Swayambhunath to its pristine condition, according to a
report from UNESCO. You may now see it at its new
location in New York, at Rockefeller Plaza.

Article I: Corruption obeys the law of conservation
of matter.

Article Il: Nothing can be created out of nothing. One
has only the transformation of one form into another.
Because nothing can be created out of nothing, the
transformation of a cuit object into an art object must be
accamplished by death and rekirth: hence the intervention
of various kinds of bacteria.

A middle-aged lady, intrepid, intelligent, enthusiastic,
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stumbles over some ancient terra cottas. Such
beautiful things for me. And LA. Typhoid Mary. The carrier.
The moral dolt.

High above a Newar town, there is the Buddha that
Laid an Egg. The egg remains, unnoticed. The Buddha is
gone. Art as titillation. Preserve of the Hugh Hefner of
Oriental art. His books appear menthly. Orwell. Nepalese
Days. Economic development as a racket.

The third world and how to lick it
Pashupatinath Mandir: Few people know about the statue
of Bhairava there. Even fewer have seen it. It is a secret
place. Only women may see it. [t has a large pha'tus, erect,
25 inches fong. Women come here, those who are
desirous of children. They revere it, their barrenness goes.
their fertility is restored. Children come.

There are other places like this, most of them unknown.
In Pharping there is a great big rock in town that women
worship in the deep night. It works. Children come. In
other places, lingam stones appear naturally out of the
earth and women worship them. In Nepal, the soil and
the peopte are fertile.

In Kathmandu live Ram and Sita, the ideal Nepali
couple, They have been married for a little over a year and
have one child. Being a modern couple, they practice birth
control. Ram uses condoms when he makes love to his
wife. They are available free at various clinics, and come
in many colours: pink, green, blue, yellow, white. The
Contraceptive Retail Sales (CRS) outfit has its storage
rooms labelled pink, green, biue, yellow, white - for good
organisation and easy access for happy, modern couples.

Sita does not like condoms. Neither does Ram, but
they are a modern couple. Every night, after they make
iove, Sita sneaks out of the house in the darkness and
walks hurriedly to the temple. There she stands in line
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until her turn comes and she can worship Bhairava in
private. Then she goes home and lies next to her sieeping
husband. In Pharping, the men sleep in the night. The
darkness is thick, languorous. The women come and go.
worshiping stones.

An urgeni meeting

Place: The Embkassy. Kathmandu.

Time: Indeterminate, anytime frem the early 1970s on.
A Top-Secret Meeting.

Suhbject: The Population Council. In its iatest report, the
Council expresses dismay that the population growth
rate in Nepal continues to rise. despite the best efforts
of HMG, AID, UNICEF.

Present: The Ambassador; DCM Bustard; Political Officer
Rufus: Admin Officer Arder; AlD Director Vaientine; Chief
of Station Rimsley; and Resident Anthropologist and
Cultural Expert Mary Loganberry. in short, the Country
Team. They are seated in a secret room within the
embassy around a large table. The ambassador, visibly
annoyed at being called to a meeting in the early morning,
speaks first.

Amb: Bustard. why are we here?

DCM Bustard: Better ask the AlD director, sit.

Amb: Valentine, why are we here?

Dir Valentine: We have a bit of a problem, sir.

Amb: How long is this going to take, Valentine?

Vaientine: | hope nat long, sir. It has 1o do, sir, um, with
the Nepalis.

Amb: Who?

valentine: The Nepalis ... the Nepalese, sir.

Amb: Well, what have they done, now?

Valentine: They're. ah, reproducing. sir.

Amb: So what? | rather like them. Happy people, | tell
you! Always smiting, charming lot, always laughing, they
know what life is about, Valentine. You know, Bustard, |
bet they didn’t know they were poor until we told them
they were! {iaughter) And the kids! Have you ever seen
such beautiful kids? Why, they're always playing, having
a good time even in those shitty streets.

valentine: That's the problem, sir.

Amb: Valentine, what can we do about the shit in
the streets?

vValentine: | mean the kids, sir. They're the problem.

Amb: Bustard, what time is it? | have to work out with
the Marines this morming.

Bustard: It's exactly 11:05, sir.

Amb: Valentine, get to the point. You have five minutes.

Valentine: All right, sir. In brief, we have dumped 25
million dollars in contraceptives into this country - mainly
for cundoms - and they haven't worked. The hirth rate is
rising drastically. We have another 25 mitlion dollars
budgeted, and we have to find cut what is wrong.

Amb: Maybe it was a lousy bunch of rubbers. Maybe
they had holes in them. Maybe the Nepalese don't use
them. Maybe...

valentine: They use them sir, and they don’t have holes
in them.

March 2007 | Himal Southasian




Amb: How do we know?

Chief of Station: May | answer that, sir?

Amb: You may fire when ready, Rimsley.

Rimsley: German intelligence, sir.

Amb: German intelligence? What the fuck has German
intelligence got to do with this?

Rimsiey: We get daily reports from the Germans, sir.
Rubber usage is up...

Amb: Fuck it, Rimsley. How many Germans are there
in Nepal? How can we trust these reports? Do we have a
German in each bedroom?

Bustard: I'll explain, sir, German participation is
qarrect, not direct. They run the waste disposal unit here,
sir, and their intelligence people provide all kinds of
information to us - on the Russians, the Chinese,
etcetera. The Germans have a fairly sophisticated set
up, sir. | can tell you what, for instance, your former-Soviet
counterpart has had for dinner for the last five nights.
and how he is feeling. {laughter) Coprology is a rather
recent entry into the intelligence field, but a valuable
one. Condomolegy is the most recent,

Valentine: Wetl!, sir, their condomologist knows exactly
the number of rubbers used on any night. Favourite
colours, everything. We have the figures right here.
The Nepalese are using condoms. And they are
having babies.

Amb: Why?

Valentine: Mary Loganberry has the answer.

Amb: Who the hell is Mary Loganberry?

Bustard: Mary Loganberry is our culturat
anthropoiogist, sir. She’s kind of the academic check on
what we do - the one who has the real insights into the
culture, knows the language. the people thoroughly,
mixes with them, eats their food, drinks their water,
listens to their gripes...

Amb: Who's paying her?

Valentine: We are, sir. She’s been here for a long time,
and we put her on contract to find cut what we're doing
wrong. Loganberry, why don't you tell us what you think?

Loganberry: Thanks, Val. First, Mr Ambassador, this is
my first meeting with the country team, and | want to say
how impertant | think it is to have a cultural input into
the whole developmental process...

Amb: Loganberry, you have two minutes. Then | am
going to get up. And the meeting will be aver,

Loganberry: Sir, it's simple. Rubbers work in other
countries, but because of the beliefs of the people, they
don't work here. The people want and need children.
They use condoms tc prove how modern they are, but
then they go back to old potent ways to have chiidren.
The most important remedy here is coitus lapidarius, or,
in English, sir, lapidary intercourse,

Amb: Lapidary intercourse? What is that?

Bustard: Sexual intercourse with a sacred stone
object, sir, symhaolic of course. .

Loganberry: Thank you, Mr Bustard. Lapidary, or ‘lithic’
intercourse as it is sometimes called, occurs in many
places, but it is particulariy powerful here in Nepal. | have
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watched thousands of women at night on their way to
the tempie where they have intercourse with the great
stone penis of Bhairab - symholic, of course. bug
nevertheless effective.

Amb: Loganberry, you are out of your mind.

Loganberry: Unfortunately, | am not sir. { have done
some scouting around at night, and | am sure that I'm
right. In Pharping last night. for instance, hundreds of
women had sex with a big stone in the central sguare -
symbolic, of course.

Amb: Loganberry. even if you are right. how do we stop
it? It's their country; they can fuck whatever they want.

Loganberry: We can't stop the fucking, sir, but...

Valentine: We can stop the rise in the birth rate!

Loganberry: By covering every stone in this valley with
rubber. It's the only way.

Amb: You're crazy, Loganberry. I've had enough cf this
academic crap.

Valentine: The ambassador is quite right, Loganberry.
Te make rubber condoms for every stone lingam in the
valley would be prohibitive. We ran a few preliminary
cost estimates - you know, for different sizes, training
of personnel te put them in place, how long they last
and how often they have to be replaced. It's too
damn expensive.

Rimsley: Sir. f think we can help, me and the boys.

Amb: How, Grimsley?

Rimsley: it seems to me, sir, that what we have to
engage in is a massive disinformation programme. We
have to destroy the belief of the people in the efficacy of
the old ways.

Amb: What do you want us to do, Crimsley? Put ads in
the Gorkhapatra saying that Pashupati is a fake?

Rimsiey: No, sir. | am thinking of nothing public. A covert
operation, rather.

Amb: What?

Rimsley: Very simple. We have the Bhairab statue
stolen and shipped out of the country. The hirth rate
should go way down.

Amb: Brilliant, Rimsley. It's good. And cheap. Approved!
And Rimsley?

Rimslev: Yes, sir?

Amb: | want the dick for a paperweight.

Rimsley: Yes, sir!

{Laughter. Exeunt omnes)

The haoks

Herr Urschleim is having a nightmare. He dreams of heing
on a beach in italy at the end of the war, as his brother
and sister begin tc cover him with sand. Suddenly, he
cannot move. The sand iIs heavy... He awakens. His soul-
head hits the top of the grey stone statue in which he is
encased. He peers out. Some workmen appear carrying
a crate. The curator directs them to unload the statue
carefully and place it opposite Herr Urschleim. The
museum now has two great pieces: the Buddha that
Laid an Egg, and the great Bhairab - minus its penis.
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the agrarian sector, if we do not go for industrial
development, then the entire economy of the state will
go to ruin,” Sen noted.

Wherever one stands in the debate over Singur, Sen’s
point is not one that can be easily brushed aside.
Therefore, if there is any reasonable case to be made
for state aid (in tbe form of, among other things,
acquiring arable agricultural land) to foster private-
sector-led industrialisation, and providing that the
state has a reasonable package for compensation and
rehabilitation, then why has the Singur project
generated so much controversy and resistance?

A differentiated peasantry

Indeed, there has been significant resistance. Betwecen
9 May and 27 September 2006, there were nine meetings
between various arms of government and iocal
representatives, including four with the Krishi Jami
Raksha Committee (KJRC, the formal name of the
political coalition of 19 organisations that opposed
the Tata deal) to discuss modalities of land acquisition.
But despite extensive consultations, the government’s
own records suggest that no consensus emerged from
these meetings on how to take the process forward.
Not only were the KJRC-government negotiations
fruitless, but starting from 25 May, when the visiting
Tata teamn was gheraoed and had to be rescued by the
police, local resistance continued in the form of
numerous sit-ins and rallies.

On 25 September 2006, the day compensation for
acquired land began to be disbursed, the block office
was surrounded by thousands of protestors. What
proceeded to take place is still unclear, but the police
eventually resorted to a lathi-charge that killed one
and injured many more. Finally, as fence-building was
about to begin in early December, in the face of
sustained efforts by political groups to occupy the
disputed land, police resorted to tiring to clear the area.
The administration finally imposed Section
144 - a section under the Indian Penal Code that bans
public gatherings of more than three people - so as to
continue operations.

In order to understand this intense resistance, it
would be worthwhile to look at the area’s economy.
The total population of the five revenue units {the
smallest administrative unit in a district) where land
is being acquired is 24,048, including 7710 ‘main
workers’, 1034 marginal workers and a non-working
population of 15,304. If we take main and marginal
workers together, 35 percent of the population is
engaged in agriculture. This compares favourably with
the India-wide average, where more than 55 percent of
the employed workforce is agricultural. West Bengal
has an occupational structure similar to the all-India

average, and the bulk of its labour force koo is occupied
in agriculture.

Therefore, despite the fact that Singur is a prosperous
agricultural area, it is considerably less agrarian than
the rest of the state. By that vardstick, it is more urban
than rural. The population is also reasonably well
educated, with one estimate putting literacy levels at
almost 75 percent. According to statistics from the
government’s rehabilitation package, among the first
batch of 179 trainees, only 18 percent had education
levels of less than Class X, and nine percent had
graduate or higher degrees.

We know that there are approximately 12,000
people with land titles in Singur who will be
compensated as part of the land-acquisition process.
As noted, however, there are a total of 8744 workers
{both main and marginat) in the area, of which only 35
percent (3055) is in agriculture. Of these, 1320 listed
‘cultivation’ as their main occupation, while another
156 listed this as their marginal occupation. Therefore,
there are only 1476 people who would be classified as
farmers, suggesting widespread absentee landlordism
{even after accounting for the fact that some land-title
holders probably belong to the same household).

There are a few other critical aspects of the area’s
agricultural practices that have come to light in the
course of the debate over Singur. First, most single-
crop farmers rely almost entirely on family labour for
agricultural operations, Second, there is evidence of
both perennial and seasonal in-migration of
agricultural and non-agrieultural labour into the area.
As a result, according to one estimate, the agricultural
fabour force is effectively double the 1579 currently
recorded. Third, there is considerable evidence of
substantial private investment in irrigation and
mechanisation in the area.

Given all this, what can we infer about the area’s
economy? First, all evidence suggests that not only is
Singur an agriculturally prosperous area, but that
commercially viable capitalist farming has taken root
there. Second, despite the fact that it is an agriculturally
prosperous area, agriculture is not the most important
source of income or employment; as a result, there are
land-owning households where agriculture accounts
for only a small proportion of household income and
employment. The shift away from agriculture would
then explain the high degree of absentee
landlordism. In all likelihood, a large proportion of
single-cropped land belongs to households for which
agriculture accounts for just a small proportion of
income and employment.

Third, given that only 17 percent of the employed
workforce is classified as being ‘cultivators” (which
would include both owner-farmers and bargadars, or

The Left Front government is correct when it claims that, unlike in other states, the
process of land acquisition in Singur will not pauperise the peasantry.
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sharecroppers), landowners who practice multiple-
crop farming probably, in addition to working their
own land, also lease-in — that is, access on a rental
basis - a significant amount ot land for cultivation.
Fourth, bargadars probably also account for work
done on a significant proportion of the cultivated area.
Fifth, therefore, owner-cultivators and some bargadars
use the land-lease market to operate as large capitalist
farmers, who conduct agricultural operations on the
basis of hired, often migrant, agricultural labour.

Sustained agricultural growth in the overall context
of diversification away from agriculture, then, has
created a differentiated peasantry. First, it has
produced a large set of houscholds with relatively
small land holdings for which income and
employment from agriculture now constitute a small
proportion of total household income and
employment. Second, this process has also created a
smaller set of relatively larger landowners and tenant
farmers, who have used the land-lease market to
expand agricultural operations, thereby allowing
them not only to grow but to accumulate as well. In
other words, they practice commercial farming and
see it as a way to make profit. This reasoning is
supported by the fact that Singur has a fairly active
land market,

To phrase it differently, a small, rural bourgeoisic
has emerged that is driving the capitatisation of
agriculture in the Singur arca. Given prior land
reforms, sustained agricultural growth and somewhat
improved access to education has meant that this
emergence has not taken place alongside the
paupcrisation of the small peasantry, as may
otherwise have been the case. The incipient
rural middle class has diversified away from
agriculture. In a sense, this is the best kind of
agrarian transformation that one can hope for —
capitalisation of agriculture alongside a
diversification away from agriculture.

Notice that for the emergent rural bourgeoisie ~ ie,
the land owners who lease-in large areas of land, and
bargadars who use the land-leasc market to
operate as large-scale farmers — the compensation
offered by the government would seem
completely inadequate. The land owner would be
compensated on the basis of owned area, which in
this case would be substantially smalier than his
operated area. Furthermore, the bargadar in any case
gets only 25 percent of land value as compensation.
Perhaps most importantly, land for both of these sets
of farmers is a source of profit and accumulation,
not just income and employment. From such a
standpoint, compensation levels would certainly be
deemed inadequate.

There are peasant househelds in Singur, however,
for which agriculture still accounts for the bulk of
income and employment. Whether these peasants gain
or lose will depend on whether they find other
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emplovment, and of what kind, after selling their
land. Tf there is reasonable uncertainty of finding
suitable work, then these peasants would be
unwilling to sell, because without land they would
not only have to look for work, but would also have to
buy their grain (which at the moment they grow)
from the market. Perhaps the worst off among thesc is
the unregistered bargadar, who loses access to land
and who, being unregistered, receives no
compensation to boot.

Rural v industrial bourgeotsie

We are now in a position to discuss the major areas of
contention between the state government and the
KJRC, which can be broken down into four major
issues. First, the government claims that it has letters
of consent for 952 of the 997 acres that will be acquired.
The KJRC says simultaneously that it has letters from
at least 300 farmers, with land holdings of 184 acres,
saying that they “have not and will not give our land
to Tata Motors”.

According to the official status report, by 2
December 2006, out of the required 997 acres,
compensatory payments had been made for 635 acres
of land to 9020 land title holders. The report alse says
that two days later, “post-award consent had been
acquired for 332 acres”. The report noted that there
remained about 3000 titte holders and bargadars who
had not vet been paid. There are a couple of points
that need to be noted about this. One, it is likely that
some of the “post-award consent” for the 332 acres
acquired by the administration from 2-4 December was
the result of “persuasion’ rather than any voluntary
process. As a result, with the backing of a full-blown
political campaign on the issue of land
acquisition, some of those who had been ‘persuaded’
might have decided to change their minds and declare
their truc positions to the KJRC - ie, that they did not
want to sell.

Two, if one compares the average size of land
holdings of those to whom payments had been made
(9020 claimants for 635 acres) with that of those to
whom no payment had been made (3000 land title
halders for 332 acres), it is clear that the smaller-scale
land owners were the first to sell to the government,
while the larger-scale ones held out and were
probably ambivalent. This is confirmed by the fact
that the KJRC reports that it has 300 farmers with land
holdings of a total of 184 acres (2.5 percent of
landholders, accounting for 18.5 percent of the land
to be acquired) who have signed letters stating that
they do not want to sell. Our analysis suggests that
landowners who lease-in land stand to lose from the
compensation package, and it is the larger-scale
fandowners who are most likely to lease-in land.
Therefore, all evidence would seem to suggest that
the consent of large-scale landowners, if obtained, was
probably not given willingly, and that it is they who
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It the state government has heen progressive in the design of the land-acquisition
programme, it has been far less so in its implementation of it.

are most fervently resisting acquisition.

The second issue of contention between the West
Bengal government and the KJRC is over the
government’s statement that 90 percent of the arca
being acquired is single-cropped. It would appear that
the basis for this claim is somewhat dated, and in any
case it is almost certainly an overstatement. Going by
the assumption that the 300 farmers who have given
letters to the KJRC are large-scale farmers, we would
conclude that at Jeast 18.5 percent of the land is double-
if not triple-cropped. If we assume that all single-
cropped land has already been sold to the government
- that is, 635 acres out of 997, teaving 362 acres —
given that such land owncrs would have the most to
gain from the compensation package, then about 35
percent of the land can be understood to be double-
cropped. The proportion of double-cropped land
therefore probably lies somewhere between 18.5 and
35 percent.

The third issue is KIRC’s claim that the government
Is acquiring land for the benefit of the Tatas at one-
third the market price. While establishing a ‘fair’
valuation of land is always a tricky matter, there is
very little evidence to suggest that the government has
underpaid landowners. Indeed, all evidence would
seem to point in the opposite direction - that the
government has tried to evolve a mechanism for the
determination of a reasonable price, taking into
account a variation of capitalised future earnings,
assuming that the tand remains in agricultural use.
One might argue that bargadars who get only 25
percent of land value as compensation are receiving a
very raw deal. But it must also be recognised that the
Left Front's land reforms only gave bargadars usufruct
(usage without damage) and not ownership rights.
Therefore, the KJRC is wrong to claim that the
government is underpaving for the land. What it
would probably like to say — but cannot publicly
demand - is that the price currently on offer does not
make economic sense for the rural bourgeoisie.

Finally, the fourth point of contention is the number
of bargadars affected. The Nagrik Mancha, an NGO
that has been working on the issue, claims that there
could be up to 2400 bargadars in Singur, while the
Sanhati Udvog, another NGO, has claimed that there
are probably 1200 unregistered bargadars. Whereas
the government’s statement that there are
approximately 400 registered and unregistered
bargadars is almost certainly an underestimation, our
analysis would suggest that the elaims of both Nagrik
Mancha and Sanhati Udvog are somewhat off the
mark, and that the government’s estimate is in fact
much closer to the actual number.

What, then, is the upshot of all of the above? First,
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the Left Front government is correct when it claims
that, unlike in other states, the process of land
acquisition in Singur will not pauperise the peasantry.
Indeed, as one would expect of a progressive
government, some carc has been taken to ensure that
the interests of the small peasantry and the incipient
rural middie class - the groups that constitute the
overwhelming bulk of the 12,000 land-title holders -
have been addressed. For most of these people,
household income and employment have diversified
away from agriculture, and therefore it is in their best
interests to sell what small plots of land they have,
particularly when the price they have been offered is
relatively fair. This is why, for the most part, land salce
has been voluntary.

Second, however, there is an emergent rural
bourgeoisic, accountmh for a small proportion of the
title holders but a significant proportion of the land
acquired, whose interests have been adversely affected
by the acquisition. [t is from this group that the
vehement resistance has come, and what consent for
land sale has been obtained from this it has in all
likelihood been non-voluntary. This group is joined
by a small contingent of peasants, including
unregistered bargadars, whose livelihoods are
probably at stake. If one leaves this last group of
peasants aside (whose employment prospects it would
be possible to improve through vocational training
and job creation), then the Left Front government has
chosen in its change of strategy to further the interests
of the industrial bourgeoisie directly at the expense of
the rural bourgeoisie.

It the state government has been progressive in the
design of the land-acquisition programme, it has been
far less so —and verging on the undemocratic - in its
implementation of it. This is no small matter, not only
because of the LF's avowed cspousal of demaocratic
politics, but also because in a democratic polity,
process is almost as important as objective. And debate
and discussion, even if strongly contested and
acrimonious, form the cornerstone of that process.
Outside of the role discussion plays in legitimisation,
given that nobody is endowed with perfect knowledge,
it also ensures that all possible and feasible options
have been explored.

Unfortunately, both in the choice of strategy and in
its implementation, the government of West Bengal,
epitomised in the positioning and pronouncements
of Chief Minister Buddhadeb Bhattacharjee, has
adopted a ‘'my way or the highway’ attitude. This is
doubly unfortunate, because it is only a progressive
government that has the theoretical wherewithal to
understand that it is the very dialectics of successful
growth that necessitate a change in strategy. But if the
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Simply industrialising is not enough. The process needs also to be a kind of
industriaisation that will lead to the generation of rural non-farm jobs, which allow
for labourers employed in agriculture to move out and up.

manner of choosing and implementing that choice is
undemocratic, or seen to be so, then it redounds on
that choice and undermines an effort that perhaps
only a progressive government can make.

Treading carefully

The government’s rationale for the change in strategy
- the need to generate industrial employment in small
and medium enterprises so that overall employment
gencration is maximised - is important, because long-
term economic success depends upon sustained
increases in productivity alongside ncar-full
employment of all available resources, including that
of labour. Therefore, all successful development
experience has been associated with two things: first,
a close link between industrialisation and
productivity; second, accelerated employment growth
that has allowed a shift of labour from low-
productivity primary sectors {agriculture) to higher-
productivity secondary (industry) and tertiary
{seTvices) sectors. Given this, successful development
in West Bengal has been necessarily associated with
a sharp decline in the share of agriculture in both
output and employment.

Put differently, in a largely agrarian economy (as
most under-developed economies are}, productivity
growth is driven by capitalisation of agriculture and
the generation of productive non-farm employment,
thereby allowing labour to move away from
agriculture. In a capitalist, market-driven economy,
the former requires the emergence of a forward-
looking rural bourgeoisie, while the latter requires
the growth of manufacturing and, later, a services
sector. The quicker both of these processes work, the
quicker economic development is achieved. But notice
that even if both processes work well, the share of
agriculture in both output and employment
declines — and, as a consequence, so does the relative
position of the rural bourgeoisie vig-a-vis the non-
rural bourgeoisie.

But if the process of growth in any case
marginalises the rural bourgeoisie, why pick a
strategy that directly pits the interests of the rural and
industrial bourgeoisie against each other -
particularly given that, by all accounts, itis a forward-
fooking bourgeoaisie, interested in investing in the
capitalisation of agriculture? In essence, why target
multiple-cropped arable land for acquisition? The
answer is not very clear, at least to this writer. In part
it may be explained by the fact that Singur was the
preferred choice of the Tata Group. it may be that it
was also politically expedient, since this is an area
dominated by the Trinamool Congress, which also

64

represents the interests of the rural bourgeoisie. Given
that the rural bourgeoisie would resist, it is perhaps
better that the resistance be in Singur and the political
battle be between the Trinamool combine and the Left
Front; elsewhere, after all, the rural bourgeoisie
might have been a part of a broad left coalition, and
the politica) battle might have been fought within the
Lett Front.

If the Left Front wins this battle with the rural
bourgeoisie of Singur — and if it has not been forced to
pay too heavy a political price — then the terms of
future negotiations will have been set and a signal
sent to rural bourgeoisie elsewhere. But notice that
even where it comes to picking a battle with the rural
bourgeoisie (which it considers necessary for
achieving its broader goal of industrialisation), the
Left Front has treaded very carefully. As we know,
the most productive, triple-cropped land has been left
out of the land-acquisition process; and therefore,
even though it is the interests of the rural bourgeoisic
that have been hurt the most in Singur, it is not as if
they have been wiped out.

It is just as well that the Left Front treads carefully.
[t is not clear, after all, whether its chosen strategy of
industrialisation will generate the amount and kind
of non-farm employment that will allow labour to shift
out of agriculture in Wost Bengal. And if it does not,
the growth puzzle will not have been addressed. The
process of successful development sketched above is,
after all, neither smoaoth nor automatic. First, there are
many countries in which development does not fit
this pattern, and is characterised bv both
under-development and mal-development. Second,
even where growth is taking place in the right
direction, in market economies the employment of
labour displaced due to the capitalisation of
agriculture is not assured. It 1s possible that growth
will take place alongside increasing under-
employment and unemployment. Third, for countries
that come late into industrialisation (for instance,
India and China), the process tends to be more capital
intensive and hence industrialisation produces fewer
jobs at every level of income. As a result of the abave,
for late industrialisers, the decline in the share of the
labour force employed by agriculture tends to be much
slower. In India, for example, even though
agriculture’s share in gross domestic product has
declined to a little more than 20 percent, it stitl
accounts for up to three quarters of employment.

Clearly, then, that such a large proportion of the
labour force continues to be employed in
low-productivity agriculture means that benefits from
growth are very unequally shared, the lion’s share
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going to the very small proportion of the labour
force employed in urban areas. As such, for India (and
West Bengal), the generation of non-farm employment
of a kind that allows labour to move out of
agriculture is absolutely key to both growth and a
more equitable distribution of the benefits
of growth.

The situation is complicated further by the fact that
a very large proportion of the labour force currently
employed in agriculture has very low levels of
education - on average between two and four years of
schooling. The bulk of the non-farm jobs now being
generated (mostly in urban areas), meanwhile, require
average education levels of at least seven years. Job
generation of the kind witnessed by the Indian economy
subsequently does not match the skill profile of the
bulk of available labour. This not only increases both
under-emplovment and unemployment in the rural
areas, but it forces people to remain in agriculture for
much longer than they would care to. While this is an
India-wide story, it captures the economic
developments in West Bengal reasonably well - with
the provisa that, given sustained agricultural growth
in the state for the last three-odd decades, incomes in
agriculture have fared much better than in other parts
of the country. Regardless, there is no evidence that
the sort of non-farm jobs that will be brought to the
state by Tata’s small-car factory and its ancillaries will

be able to absorb the sort of labour that is currently
employed in agriculture.

In a scenario such as this one, West Bengal (and,
indeed, the whole country) faces some critical, difficult
issues. Sustained increases in productivity are key to
economic growth, and therefore the state has no option
but to accelerate the process of industrialisation. But
as we have seen, simply industrialising is not enough.
The process needs also to be a kind of industrialisation
that will lead to the generation of rural non-farm jobs,
which allow for labourers employed in agriculture to
move out and up. Otherwise, necessity might force the
state to build alliances with the same rural bourgeoisie
that it is today trying to marginalise, and gencrate
non-farm rural emptoyment that will absorb the labour
that will continue to be made surplus in agriculture,

The final irony of all this is that success in Singur -
in the sense of generating non-farm industrial
employment - will not imply that the model will be
successful elsewhere. As noted, Singur is much less
agrarian than is the rest of West Bengal. With only 35
percent of labour employed in agriculture and a
relatively better-educated worktorce, Singur has
already made the transition. The true success of
this strategy will be when it will be able to absorb
surplus labour in those parts of the state (and country)
where agriculture still accounts for 50 percent or more
of the workforce. El
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from all of this, then a walk to the café which we run, at the
Museum in Patan Durbar Square, is recommended. |
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The oligarchy of filmi deviousness

It is not a
coincidence

that there are

more Indian
families with

TVs than those
with access to
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safe drinking

water or
modern toilet
facilities.

Bhurtendu's stage is on fire,
Distraught, in English,
People are running away.

— Byomesh Shukla in Ardat

ndian television serials are a lot better

these days. They are skilfully scripted,

carefully produced and cleverly
stretched to last months, even years. Even
more interesting, the commercials that
accompany them are still more slick, more
entertaining and retain their sparkle longer.
Why so? Analysts offer an interesting
explanation. Advertisers spend more money
for the production of a one-minute spot than
the production cost of several episodes of a
soap opera. Copywriters are better paid than
scriptwriters. In terms of time spent, actors
receive more money for appearing in a
commercial than they do for appearances in
tele-serials. Advertising professionals that
oversee the production of commercials are
much more demanding than programme
executives. Most of the time, anchors
nowadays do not even need to say, “Don’t
go away”. Millions wait for Juhi Chawla’s
current tease in the “Kya Family Hai” serics
of their own frec will, and never get tired of
Amitabh Bachchan's childish pranks for
Dabur products.

Ads sell desire. Sometimes the object of
desire is beyond the means or liking of the
target audience. When that happens - and
marketers monitor consumer reaction quite
closely - alternatives are offered with new,
improved or affordable tags. The idea is to let
the buyer feel that his concerns are
paramount. In the end, we do not buy things
because somebody is telling us to do so; we
acquire the advertised product or service
because we want it, we need it, and finally,
we cannot do without it. That is the way
advertising works. That is also the reason
the market demands that every household
have a colour television. Medium becomes
the message when everything the television
shows is something for sale. It is not a
coincidence that there are more Indian
families with TVs than those with access
to safte drinking water modern
toilet facilities.

The poorest of the poor are also potential
consumers, The mind-spaces of even
marginal consumers are minutely mapped

or

to anticipate their taste, preference, priority,
ability and willingness to pay. Commercials
target their vulnerabilitics with calculated
precision: drink a certain brand of soda to
keep vour cool; buy another washing
powder to get envious glances; this mint wiil
turn every male into Prince Charming,. Of
course, viewers know that all this is make-
belicve, but they want to believe it all the
same. This is the assumption that makes
advertising work.

Guru’s saga

Selling ideology, however, requires a more
sophisticated approach. The cinema, with
all its subtlety and nuance, is more suitable
for the broad-spectrum treatment involved
in marketing beliefs. A recent Bollywood
blockbuster uses the medium’s full
potential to show that anything is passible
for the conscience-free in the free market. In
Guri, director Mani Ratnam — himself an
established guru of his profession -
portrays the rise of a middle-class Gujarati
boy to the stratosphere of Bombay's
wheeler-dealers.

The origin of the word gure is impressive.
In Sanskrit it implics gravity, weight and
importance, and is thus used for superior
teachers or spiritual leaders. When it
reached English — via ecither Hindi or
Punjabi - the noun still retained some of its
original gravitas. But in contemporary
Hindi usage, the term carries a hint of
negative connotation. When someone
tell you that vou turned out to be his guru,
he is probably complementing yvour
craftiness. Perhaps this is the meaning that
Ratnam wanted to confer on his film’s
eponymous pretagenist.

Gurukant Desai is a boy who finds the
conventions  of  his  environment
cumbersome, and is ready to do whatever it
takes to become successful, He marries for
money so that he can invest the dowry and
start his own business. He curries favour
with an upright editor to gain entry into a
textile-trading cartel. He bambooezles a
senior government official and establishes
himself in the trading community. In Guru's
world, winning is nat just evervthing; it is
the very thing he lives for. (Spoiler warniig:
skip the sext two paragraphs if you don’t want
fo know hotw Hie movie eid<)
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In the later half of the fitm, Ratnam gives
his story a sudden twist, and makes the
character of the editor realise that there is a
sordid story behind the phenomenal rise of
his protégé. An enterprising reporter
uncovers the slimy underbelly of the shiny
factoriecs. Under- and over-invoicing,
foreign-currency manipulations, siphoning
off of investors’ funds, bribery, tax
evasion - all the things that ambitious
entrepreneurs usually do — are chronicled
in the courageous press of the old-schoot
media baron.

Guru fumes, but there is little he can do
to get back at his former mentor, So, he sets
his small investors upon his critics. All those
speculators who had multiplied their
savings by investing in the fearless
cnterprise of the peerless manipulator come
to the rescue of their saviour. The system
succumbs, In an emblematic scene at the
end, the schemer stands tall above
small, faceless men and teases them: Don't
we want more? The crowd roars in
affirmation. The meral of the story: Greed is
good, and all is well that sells well on the
stock exchange.

Guru is an entertaining movie. It has all
the works — lilting tunes by A R Rahman, a
wet dance by Aishwarya Rai, and locales
that make the audience gasp. It would have
been nice to rate this movie favourably, but
this column is not a review. Rather, it seeks
to understand why, since the 1970s, Hindi
filis have denigrated everyone and
everything but the business world — a clear
contrast to the earlier, idealistic era when
sincere workers would prevail over
dishonest hoarders.

Winner's world
Guru follows in the tradition of the long line
of Bollywood productions that try to
establish the superiority of businesses. In
the movies of the 1960s, mill-owners were
often gullibte but trade-union activists were
invariabty venal. Without anybody realising
it, a negative image of trade unions was
subsequently embedded in the minds of the
masses. The films of the 19705 targeted the
national government and irrevocably tarred
the bureaucracy with the brush of
corruption. Angry Young Man and Don
were two sides of the same coin - deviants
who sought to establish that recourse to law
was pointless,

The dominant theme of 1980s films was
the circumstances that forced honest
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entrepreneurs into embracing dishonest
means. Movies of the 1990s disrobed
politicians of any dignity - the police-
criminal-politician nexus was pilloried so
much that a Gandhi topi became a mark of
ridicule. Few politicians deign to wear the
cap today. Businesspeople, presumably
because they were the ones to tund these
extravaganzas, were spared - their
misdemeancurs were always minor. In the
21st contury, Bollywood directors want us
to believe that India is shining brightly,
Indians abroad are partying hard and
poverty is history in the Subcontinent. Even
more dangerously, Bollywood wants to
establish a new value: Not only is winning
everything, it is the very essence of playing
games, having fun or forming
relationships. Considering the reach
and influence of Hindustani films, that
subliminal message should worry
all Southasia.

When winning is everything, ethics
mean nothing and morals count for even
less. When self-proclaimed soctalists such
as Mulayam Singh and Nitish Kumar have
no quatlms in mobilising hardened
criminals during elections, the less said
about the powerbrokers of the Bharativa
Janata Party, the better. When winning is
everything, violence occurs and common
people suffer, as happened in Gujarat. Gurit
takes the stakes of winning to a new high
in a soft, subtle way. Its consequences can
be unpredictable — imagine thousands of
entrepreneurs without scruples bribing,
blackmailing or breaking everyone that
comes in the wav of their success. The
deviousness of many may cancel each
other aut; or, more likely they will coalesce
to establish an oligarchy that would make
democracy meaningless.

Rumours have spread that the character
of Guru was inspired by the life of
Dhirubhai Ambani, the ‘polvester tsar’
who eliminated cotton and handlooms
from India. There are many in Scuthasia
who worship Ambani - reputedly the first
self-made billionaire, and onc who
trampled everything that came in his way.
“1t behooves us to be careful what we
worship, for what we are worshipping we
are becoming,” warned the US poet Ralph

Waldo Emerson during the 19th century.
Ambani has replaced Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi as the best-known
Gujarati. This can only produce more
Narendra Modis in the days to come. &
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OPINION

ujarat, the much-maligned iand of the Mahatma,

refuses to move ahead on the path of tolerance

or the road of repentance, at least officially. The
unofficial ban on the controversial new film Parzania
was a crude reminder to those who have joined the
chorus of Vibrant Gujarat, led by Chief Minister Narendra
Modi, of the state’s unaddressed demons. The timing
could not have been better. It was mid-February and the
media was busy counting the amount of investment
proposed at the recent Vibrant Gujarat Globa! Investors’
Summit. The air was thick with a sense of euphoria
manufactured by the state machinery and propagated
by the mainstream press, when suddenly Parzania
appeared on the scene.

The subject matter of Parzania - a fitm about hell on
earth, in which a family loses a child in the 2002 Gujarat
riots - was no secret, as it came to Gujarat after winning
a number of accolades on the festival circuit. The film is
based on a true story. Fourteen-year-old Azhar Mody, son
of Rupa and Dara Mody, went missing in the carnage of
February 2002, in which ex-MP Ehsaan Jaffrey (in whose
house the family had been hiding} was burnt alive by a
mob, and the police chose to stay away. Azhar's mother
is stitl waiting to find her son. It was the suffering of the
Mody family, friends of his, that moved director Rahul
Dholakia to make Parzania.

The film was made in English, probably keeping the
international circuit in mind, with noted actors
Naseeruddin Shah and Sarika in the lead roles. There
was no sign of protest when Shah and Sarika, on a pre-
release tour, visited Ahmedabad and spent time with
Rupa and Dara Mody. Indeed, the media had a field day
with their visit. Even the announcement of the film's
release date did not create much of a stir. Things started
changing mysteriously only thereafter.

Gujarat ni asmita

The burden of banning the film fell to the very people
who were supposed to screen it in the first place, the
Multiplex Owners’ Association (MOA). The MOA was put
on the defensive from the start. News of the association’s
meetings with Dholakia and the postponement of
Parzania's release appeared prominently in the English-
language press. During the course of the meetings.
however, the name emerged of Babubhai Patel - aka
Babu Bajrangi, a Vishwa Hindu Parishad {VHP) leader.
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Who was respensible for the ban on the &
Parzania i Gujarat? Apparently nohady.

Parzania and
the dictator of Gujarat

pase of

# BY URVISH KOTHARI

Thereafter, Bajrangi was projected as the saga's main
villain, threatening theatre owners and forbidding them
from screening the film.

The MOA tried to persuade Dholakia to invite Bajrangi
to a preview show to get his clearance. When asked by a
reporter about whether Parzania should be screened,
Bajrangi simply said, "l need to watch the film first.” After
Dholakia refused to invite Bajrangi to a preview, the MOA
turned to the police commissioner of Ahmedabad and
asked him for a certificate of clearance for the film. He
said that was not his job.

That proved to be the end of the road for Parzania in
Gujarat. The MOA ended its efforts in resignation, and
Dholakia fiew back to Bombay disheartened. But the
guestion remained: Who banned Parzania? !t is hardly a
mystery. None can be blamed other than Narendra Mod!.
firmly in saddle in Gujarat. Nonetheless, some NGOs and
sections of the media have pretended naiveté, accusing
Bajrangi and the MOA of playing ‘super-censor’.

But would Bajrangi really be abie to issue such diktat
in Modi’s Gujarat, when his onetime-almighty boss, VHP
supremo Praveen Togadia, had been dumped by the chief
minister? The activities of the Rashriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS) and the Bharatiya Janata Party in Gujarat,
after all, revolve around Modi completely. Nobody
challenges the man's word, and those who try to,
inevitably fail. Modi may also be interested in sending
strong signals to both his cadre and his detractors: Here
{ am, the sole protector of Gujarat ni asmita, the pride of
Gujarat. Don't try to mess with that pride or you'll meet
the same fate that this fitm did.

The Ahmedabad government has not claimed
responsibility for the ban on Parzania, as it did in the
case of the film Fanaa. The latter was banned due to the
public sympathy the film's hero. Aamir Khan, had
expressed for Medha Patkar, the longtime critic of the
Sardar Sarovar Dam project. But such formal measures
were entirely absent in the case of Parzania, where the
ban was promulgated by an entirely predictable yet
invisible presence. While murmurs of discontent are
being heard from some sections of the Ahmedabad
intelligentsia, at press time these have not gone beyond
armchair activism. The Congress party, meanwhile,
continues to act clueless, perhaps seeking to champion
the cause of ‘soft Hindutva', while the dictator of Gujara
stands by watching smugly. B
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REVIEW

Politics, aesthetics and a world of thought

ince its inception in 1960, the
London-based New [eft
Review has been a record of

the intellectual journey of the global %

left. From Jean-Paul Sartre to Edward

Selections from New Left
Review:

I: The Global Stage

Il: Powers

IlI: Front Lines

IV: Other Worlds

edited by Susan Watkins
Seagull Books, 2006

Said, Achin Vanaik and Radhika Desai,
leading left intellectuals from around
the world have used the pages of
New Left Review to theorise on
various subjects, from blockbuster
~s *o the UN’s bureaucratic
inuricacies. Despite the contributions
of Southasian intellectuals, however,
finding a copy of the journal has iong
been difficult in the Subcontinent.

Editors from Calcutta-based
Seagull Books have now brought out
a four-volume series of selections
from New Left Review, offering a solid
introduction for regional readers to
this bhastion of left thought and
debate. From the 1960s. when a
third of the planet had politically
turned away from capitalism, to the
1990s, which may be called the
decade of neo-liberalism, the
agenda of the NLR has remained to
respond to and explore changing
conjunctures, or the meeting of
events, in political discourse.

If the present situation is
characterised by the primacy of
American capitalism, with Europe
aspiring to replicate the American
model with doses of placatory anti-
American rhetoric, then editor Perry
Anderson deiineates in the
intraduction to the first volume
what have been the left's two
principal responses. The first is
accommodation. the attitude
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BY MOYUKH CHATTERIEE

idea that

summed up by the
capitalism has come to stay, and that
we must subsequently make our

peace with it. The second is
consolation, which is understood best
as an attempt to find the silver linings
in what seems an overwheimingly
gloomy environment. As such, caught
in a world where there is a terrifying
irrevocability to what is happening
both outside and within ourselves,
Anderson suggests that readers
continue to read NLR for its
“uncompromising realism” - its
capacity to shock us into seeing the
world as a “planet of slums” (to use
Mike Davis's words), or into
recognising that the UN may “be
slotted into the framework of
American hegemony as an auxiliary
machine” (Peter Gowan).

So does the compilation of articles
in Sefections live up to the quality of
the journal itself? The answer would
be in the affirmative. Reading Marxist
theorist Frederic Jameson on
“Globalisation and Political Strategy”
in the first volume, one is struck by
the clarity of his approach, especially
in confronting amorphous
phenomena such as the global
dispersion and reception of culture,
technology and finance in the 21st
century. Jameson deftly breaks
globalisation down into its
various aspects: the technological

fcommunications and the info-
rmation revolution), political (the fate
of the nation state), cultural (the rise
of nationalist politics} and economic
{the US contrcl over the international
transfer of capital). Jameson also
helps the reader to see the crucial
interconnections between all of
these. Refreshingly, the arguments
are not diluted, even when the
discussion is of forms of resistance
that may be forged against the
homogenising behemoth that is
glohalisation. Jameson argues for
new solidarities, but dismisses the
argument that religion - specifically
Islam - may be the new site for
resistance, arguing that religious
solidarity cannot face up to the
economic realities of globalisation.

In the same vein, intellectual
historian Gopal Balakrishnan’'s
excellent review of Marxist
phitcsophers Michael Hardt and
Antonio Negri's bestseller Empire
offers a trenchant critique of post-
modern fantasies - in this case, of
the far left - that indulge in
theoretical flourishes but have little
to offer by way of a solid narrative of
contemporary politics. Some may ask
why such banal demands should he
made on an academic work. The
attempt to unite theory and practice,
however, has tong been a significant
project of the left intellectual
tradition. in this regard, Hardt and
Negri are correctly chastised for
allowing themselves to get sc carried
away in their celebration of diversity
and their faith in post-modern
theory that they ignore impending
dangers and announce the dawn of
a golden age.

Neo-itheral consensus

In the series” second volume, titled
Powers, we are treated to a wide-
ranging discussion of the world’s
major political players, Radhika Desai
covers the 2004 elections and the
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subsequent conseguences of regime
change in India. The US receives a
lion's share of the analysis: Perry
Anderson, Susan Willis and Robert
Brenner focus respectively on aspects
of coercion and hegemony, the post-
9/11 scenario, and the US economy.

A particularly fine piece, however,
is a discussion between the great
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu
and the German Ncbel Prize-winning
writer Gunter Grass, more famous in
Southasia for sticking his tongue out
at the Bengali bhadroiok. The
interview is chiefly concerned with

here must be something
about the Subcentinent that
turns the most well-
intentioned reportage into ‘intensely
personal stories’. An examination of
the dustcover of Inhaiing the
Mahatma, Australian reporter
Christopher Kremmer's latest book,
reveals another yatra into India: “A
country in the grip of enormous and
sometimes violent change.” While
consciously avoiding the temptation
to refer to 'heady mixes’ and 'multi-
layered tapestries’, Kremmer
nonetheless takes readers on the
mandatory gut-wrenching bus ride
along india's crowded highways,
complete with argumentative
conductor, mad-cap driver and blood-
red sunset against hazy grey skies.
In Inhaling the Mahatma,
Kremmer sets out on a personal
pilgrimage to track down the stars,
bit-players and near-anonymous
set-extras of what has now become
the great indian transformation of
1991-20086. Using as a road map the
experiences, recotlections and
impressions of his first Indian
tenure - in the early 1990s, when he
came as a foreign correspondent -

Inhaling the Mahatma
by Christopher Kremmer
Fourth Estate, 2006
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Europe and neo-liberalism, and
specifically the relationship between
Germany and France. In the course of
their debate, Bourdieu and Grass
produce an excellent portrait of the
contemporary affiliations between
intellectuals and the left in Europe.
Their prescription for countering the
rise of the neo-liberal consensus -
comically, each of these great thinkers
considers the other utopian - brings
the two to agree on a need to
transcend nationa} barriers, albeit
that Grass feels this can only be done
through a return 1o the rationatist

A quick intake

BY SIDDHARTH ANAND

Kremmer charts a compelling and
competent course through the major
landmarks of the last 15 years. The
assassination of Rajiv Gandhi, the
Mandal Commission, the destruction
of the Babri Masjid, the horrific killing
of the missionary Graham Staines and
his children and, of course, the rise of
the call centre all find mention,
sketched out in varying degrees of
detail. Whiie the writer's voice
throughout the narrative is clear
and lucid, it is perhaps the current
moment in  which this book
has emerged that makes it
particularly interesting.

The blanket coverage of the Great
Indian Growth story, in bath indian and
international media, seems to have

NMRISTOPHERY

KREMMER
L |

values of the Enlightenment, while
Bourdieu emphasises the need for a
new type of unionism.

On the whole, this new, four-part
selection from New Left Review is an
excellent and inexpensive invitation
for Southasian readers to think
beyond the boundaries of their own
activism and thought. The compiiation
is strongly internationalist in outlook,
and there perhaps are no regional
tities that can boast of such an
eclectic mix of literary thecry, politics,
philosophy and aesthetics from all
parts of the world. :

created a space for a well-crafted
retrospective - a book that looks
back over the last decade and a half
and documents the churning
and rumbling that accompanied this
transformation, while drawing
iessons for further growth.

Particularly refreshing is the
author's self-reflexivity. and his
conscious desire to appear different
from the judgement-forming goras of
old, the writers of the ‘beggars, snake-
charmers and elephants' genre of
coverage that typified early reportage
on the Subcontinent. He notes, for
instance, “The longer | stayed, the
tess disposed | became to the
foreigner's penchant for snap
judgments and moralising about
india. Instead of lecturing | began to
listen.” It is in Kremmer's listening,
coupled with a disciplined ability to
follow up on his stories, that his
most interesting coverage
emerges - stories of Ram devotee
and hijacker Satish Chandra Pandey,
court munshi Rai Jeewan Lal Bahadur,
archaeologist and ideologue Swarajya
Prakash Gupta.

Kremmer also analyses astutely
the allure and electoral success of
Hindutva, when he speaks of the
power of the bania vote, the
seduction of Atal Bihari Vajpayee's
amiable facade, and Lai Krishna
Advani’s shrewd calculus. He points
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