miimidation, rehabilitation, re-schooling or vocational training,
each child is constituted as a separate case. This has also led toa
lotof friction within village eommunities. Those whe bartered away
all their possessions to the LTTE inorder to keep back their children
or those whose children are still languishing in a camp in the Vanni
are resentful of the undue attention being showersd upon the
recently released child combatants, by NGOs and INGOs. The
wiathinl comment of &' Hitle boy walching o voung girl recently

released by the Karuna group riding a bicycle that kad bean gifted
to her by an INGO particular]ly epitomises this digjuncture: “TF 1
had joired the LTTE I could have got o bike like that too.” This is
not conducive to producing an environment for collective
resistance, The kind of “capacity building’ we need in this country
is the support and encouragement of more such collsetives for that
is the only way resistanee can be strengthened and sustained. .

INDIAN ELECTIONS: A DEMONSTRATION FOR
SOUTH ASIA

Rajan Philips

T he BIP's surprising defeat and the smooth transfer of power

to & new government of the Unlted Progressive Alllance,
with Manmmohan Singh as India's first Sikh Prime Minister, have
wider implieations in the South Asian region, Apart from foreign
policy and regional security implications, the Indian elections are
also of politically demonstrative significance for all South Asian
countries. Unlike most or all of its neighbours, India has been
steadfast in its adherence to constimtional democracy, Among
India’s six South Asian neighbours, only Sl Lanka las Leld regular
elections throughout the post-colonial perlod, but eved S Lunka
has become notorlous for monkeving with s constilulion, The
recent elections demonsirale India’s democeatic deplh, ils
reasomably sucessafnl wmisition from dominant-parly gevernance
Lo alliance-based governance, the electaral power of India’s poor
in challenging the presumptuous march of globalism, and the
people’s rejection of the BIP'S persistent and systematic efforts 1o
underming e (radition of Nehruvian secularism.

* The Cougress is the country and the country is the Congress”,
declared Jawuharlul Nehru in 1953, six years afler India’s
independence. it was [nevitable that the Cangress Parly should
eventually implode. it was also inevitable that the upshot ofits
disintegration would be the lack of an all=India replacenient to L.
And it has been so. Neither the present Congress nor the BIP can
pretend to be a national party as he old Congress was, Kegional
parties have emerged o fill the void, and even parties with a national
outlook, likethe CPM, have become reliant on their repional bases.
A single-party majority is no longer achievable, even without a
proportional representafion system as in Sri Lanka, and the Indian
politicians have been forced to forming alllances (o provide stahle
govermaince at the centre and in the states. Prime Minister Vajpayee,
an gnipgmatic lone ranger on the right, has been particularly
successtul in forming and maintzining goveming alliances. In him,
the BJF found a moderate magnet 1o attract those disenchanted

LY,

wiih the decadent Congress, but who otherwise would have been
repelled by the BIP's extreme Hindu nationallsm,

The Congress-and other secular political parties finally leamt the
lesson of furming allinnces and have now beaten the BIP al its
own game. Bul o suceeed 85 @ government, Prime Minister
Mummuban Singh and other Congress Teaders will need all the
political savyvy given their inexperience in manzging coalition
wovermmenis. Itis remarkable that the Congress accounts for only
147 seats, just over a quarter of the wial Lok Sabha seats. Their
pre=pol] allies bring up the seal lly o 217, still below the half
way mark for a majority and making them depend on the Left
Pemocratic Front for g secure parlismentary majerity. The CPM
conlinues (o be puritanical in réfusing lo be part of the dew
government atd the cabinet, but there 15 ho mistaking the Left's
resolve to provide a stable and secular alternative 1o the BIP, The
Common Minimum Programme of the roverning alliance is at
least an indication of the new government’s seriousness in
identifying and facing what should be its most fundamental
challenge in the Hght of the voters® rejection of the BIF. The same
challenge is also confronting other South Asian countries, and it is
the challznge of reconeiling the imperatives of 2 plobal éconamy
that selectively favours only a small section of the population. on
the one hand, and the clltural and sconomic existential nesds of
others who constinte the majoricy, on the other.

The Hindutva movement in India, and its minuscule Sichaiaiva
imitation i Sri Lanka, arein favour of marying unbridled global
capitzlism with a narmowly defined national culture, particularly
religion. 'I'he two movements derive much of their sustensnce from
the materially prospering urbanites and the culturally alienated
expatriates, neither of whom have any interest in or link to the
mass of the urban and rural poor. Nor do they suffer any

-compunetion in championing, on the one hand. Hindu or Buddhist

nationalism, as the ¢ase may be, and supporting the current lopsided
Amearican policy in the Middle East under the most overtly

poLITY



Christian-right Bush Administeation, on (he other. An interesting
regional contrastis that in India the BJP promotes open capitalism
and asecuslrism, whereas in Sri Lanka it is the pro-husiness UNP
tha portrays itself a8 being secular und minority-felendly, There is
also the related difference between the Indinn tradition in which
secularism is canflated with socializm, und the Sri Cankan tradition
whiere socialism has usually been 3 subsrdinate ally of exclusive
Sinhala-Buddhist nalionalism,

Viewed another way, the challenge facing the new governing alliance
in Indiais atso a great opportunily for reconciling globalism and mass
privrities, &5 well as for accommedating religious pluralism within
the framework of political seculariam. Even the tisk of the “socialists’,
if one might put it that way, should now be that of challenging glabal
cpitalism o address mass priorities and minimize the uneven
appropriation of (& benefils, rather than 4 religious pre-occupation
with pverthrowing a non-existent imperial capitalism. One aspect of
globalism is the virtual monopoly over national policies and
programimes that the World Bank and the'IMF have come 1o exercise.
The Washington poticy guris should be wld 1o follow the logic of
their own hectaring Insislence on unbundling monopolics and focal
decision making and pllow national povernments (0 devide on national
priaritics. No other country In the non-weitern democratic world s
the stature and the gravitas to do this except India The BJP shviousiy
lislened tao much to the Bank and the Fund fundamentalists in creating
a whole Ministry of Disinvestment. In the past, India might have over-
carried itsell in predicating eeonomic development primarily on the
itatz, but there is no need now to blindly overreach in the opposite
direcrinn, The difference that the new povernment could make in this
regard would be of benefit not only to [ndia but also to its nefahbors,

The seeond mspect of globalism puses an even togeher challenge. And
that iz of addressing the priorities of the majurily of the papulation
who are involved in agricubtural production, again a major problem
commaon 1o 8!l Seuth Asian countries. There have been no shortage of
efforts in India to deal with the agranan question under difTerent policy
regimes - the periodical Five Year Plans, the 1939 Nagpur Congress
resolutions, the Green Revolution of the 1970z, and the more recent
trade liberalizalion measures, But hundreds of millians of ageiculturnl
warkers and the middie to lower stratum of peasants are siill the victims
of what might be called the ‘double squeeze™ the squeeze on the
Ararian sector relulive to other sectors of the economy, and the squeese
within the agrarian sector Givouring the landlonds and rich peasanis al
the expense of the workers and poor peasants. 1t would be anrchronistic
o envision agrarian reform in 2004, without invalving the market,
bt if the BIP's defear should mean anything, itis imperative for the
government to provide a sufety net for the farmers from {he vagarics
of weather and fuctuations in the global economy. The Common
Minimum Programme’s proposal to guaruntee an annual minimum
period of amployment at minimum wages for avery rural houschold
on assel creating public works projects, appears 1 be a two-pronged
strategy targeting both rural poverty and the peed for ruesl
inftastructure, In regard to the lntter, the BIP's and Andhra Pradesh
Chicf Minister Chandrababu Naidu’s defeats should be a lessan to
other South Asian governments who disproportionately allocate
resources W super-highways, tourism, subsidising five-star hospitals,
urbun enhancement and information technology, and abandon the rural
sector to the mercy of the elemeanis.
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Weedless to say, the prospects Tor religions pluraliser and political
secularism have been énhanced by the defeat of'the BIP. BIP
ideolagues never missed an apportunity to challenges the premises and
the validity of Nehruvian secularism, Throughout its period In office,
the BIP government was persistent in the ideological comamination
of India’s education system. The Chief Ministers of Tamil Mudu and
Gijarat, Javaram Jayalalitha-and Narendo Modi, enacted itl-ndvissd
anti-conversion lows in their respective siates Although e slection
was nuk a4 referendum on antl-conversion legisiation, it is oo
unremarkabile thal Jayalalitha did nor win & single |ok Sabha seat in
Tamil Nadu and that the Cougiess unale impressive galns In Gujacar
More importantly, stung by the election vierdicl, U Tamil Nady Chief
Minister is retracting her anti-sonversion Jaw. There hove boen demand
for similar anti-conversion laws in S Lanka, directed against Clristion
fundamentalists accused of converting Duddhists and Hindus 1o
Christinnity. In India, the anti-conversion campaign largets Christian,
Buddhist and Istamic organizations accused of converting lower-casie
Hindus to their respective religions. Hopetully, the messags from
Chenmai will not be lgnored in Colombo. While deliberataly arganisce
conversion offints should not be condoned, there {3 agqually nn
Justification for enacting anti-<conversiva laws thal will only breed
bigotry and intolerance in society.

Seculansm i India has 18 own historical and contextunl meaning: it
15 quintessentaally political and constitutional and tharcughly lodks
the anti-clenical and de-rilualizing ronts of Wesiern seeularism.
Historically, 25 well, while Western nativnalism arnse ot lanat partly
as an antidote to oicial Christianity, indigenous religivns besame the
defining matrices for the emergence of pationalism 1n Sourh Asian
societies under conditions: of (Christian) colonial rule. Indin is
preeminently relighous and is tnfertionsly ritual in its wayvs, and it will
remain so. But ludia is also multi-religious, and it bhas demonsirased
thit as a multi-religious society it can survive and fhrive without veasing
to be religious, ot anly Tnsofar as religion is pot politicised, 1t s the
latter that Mehiru sought 1o ensure through sonstitutional seeularisng,
and what is more remarkable than the Hindurva opposition to Mehiu
iz the passionate avowal of secularism by so mony other Indians
including Hindus, Muslims, Christians, Buddhists, Palits ond the
Cominunists.

Their acclamation of Sanle Gandhi lo be Prim= Malster wis more a
partofihatavowal, and less an affirmation of dynasty. For her parl, by
gracefully declining to acept the premicrship, Sonia Guandhi oy wien
the winds of T TIPS protest plas wod given s mapor [llipto the stabll oy
of the new government: Inadversenily, perhaps, and despite her * foreizn
origin®, she has nlso set an cxnmple for the dynastic wemen o
Bangladech, Pakistan and Sri Lunka, who toke to polities more nathe
regidual heirs of their families and less on the basis of their individual
merits or political programmes. ool 1o mention thelr lnck of cven a
modicum of Asian feminist credentials, Not many countries in the
warld would legally allow a person of *forsign origin' to be their
Prime Minister, and unlike its South Asian neighbours India is back
on the secular frack - pursuing a vigorous alternative to self-
destructing theocratic polities. At least in this regard, *India Shining',
the BIP's election blitz that went awry, has been ziven a valid

meaning, .
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