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Nepal is the country we chose to focus 
on this time. With about 27 million 
people and landlocked between India 
and China, Nepal has in Kathmandu its 
capital and also the headquarters of the 
South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation, also known by the acro-
nym SAARC. It is interesting indeed to 
see Nepal´s recent societal changes, in 
the common people as in the political 
elites. After a very good country profile 
by S. M. Hasan, Dr Siegfried Wolf from 
Heidelberg tells us more about the pos-
sible role of Nepal in regional coopera-
tion, making reference to a very useful 
survey report South Asia Democratic 
Forum conducted in Nepal in 2011, 
in partnership with Gallup Europe.

As Mr Malik Saqib Ali says in his article 
about economic integration, South Asia 
has 23% of the people in the world, 
5% of its soil mass, and only 3% of the 
world’s total GDP. But as the Chair of 
SADF’s Board of Advisors, Professor 

Subrata Mitra, told us in the previous 
edition of Think South Asia, in 1b.C. 
India was responsible for 33% of the 
GNP of the whole World. So, there is 
no doubt South Asia is nowadays the 
prototype of the land of opportunities. 
In this number of Think South Asia we 
publish the 2nd part of the interview, 
and no one should miss this reading. To 
read the 1st, part you have to read last 
December’s edition of Think South Asia: 
http://sadf.eu/home/wp-content/up-
loads/2012/12/thinksouthasia05.pdf

But back to South Asia, by what we 
can see, it is of major importance 
to empower an organisation such as 
SAARC. Nepal can play a role here, 
but we shall wait for their constitu-
tional elections this Spring in order to 
analyse what we can expect from Nepal 
in the next years. You can find SADF’s 
report on Nepal in our website, here: 
http://sadf.eu/home/2012/04/insights-
south-asia-nepal-survey-2011-results/
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“South Asia has 23% of 
the people in the world, 
5% of its soil mass, and 
only 3% of the world’s 
total GDP.”
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EDITORIAL INDEX

As South Asia Democratic Forum 
(SADF) could not miss the chance to 
highlight the genocide of Bangladesh 
in the 70’s, in January we promoted 
a conference in the French Senate in 
Paris hosted by Mrs Senator Marie-
Noëlle Lienemann. Some of the texts 
about that tragedy are very well pre-
sented in this magazine by Mr Paulo 
Casaca and Mr Modfidul Hoque from 
the Liberation War Museum of Bang-
ladesh. I must add that on the 23rd 
of December the President of Turkey 
Mr Abdullah Gül wrote a letter to the 
President of Bangladesh Mr Zillur Rah-
man, asking for clemency to the ac-
cused under trial in the International 
Crimes Tribunal of Bangladesh for the 
“sake of peace in the society”. This trial 
begun in order to bring to justice the 
victims of the biggest genocide that 
happened after the Holocaust, causing 
more than 3 million deaths. I personal-
ly am against death penalty in each and 
every case, but this curious intromis-
sion of the President of Turkey on be-
half of the war criminal Ghulam Azam 
is something that we must take note 
and be aware of further developments.

Finally, I should give a last word of 
gratitude to Benedict XVI, who will re-
sign as Pope in the end of this month. 
Thanks to this Pope, the symbolic 
case of Asia Bibi got universal dimen-
sion of human rights pressure against 
the blasphemy law in Pakistan. So, for 
that as for many other things, I must 
leave here my deepest thanks for eve-
rything His Holiness has done for 
South Asia on behalf of the Chris-
tian communities in particular and 
for the religious freedom in general.
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The Federal Democratic Republic of 
Nepal (usually known as Nepal) is a 
landlocked South Asian country. It has 
an area of 147,181 square kilometers 
and a population of approximately 
27 million. Nepal is the world’s 93rd 
largest country by land mass and the 
41st most populous country. It is lo-
cated in the Himalayas and bordered 
to the north by the People’s Republic 
of China, and to the south, east, and 
west by the Republic of India. Kath-
mandu is the nation’s capital and larg-
est metropolis. Nepal’s divergence 
linguistic heritage evolved from four 
major language groups. The major lan-
guages are Nepalese, Maithili, Bhojpu-
ri, Tharu, Tamang etc. Almost all half 
of the people speak in Nepalese, which 
is the official and national language.  

English is widely used as an official 
language. Nepal is a multi-religious 
country. More than 80 percent be-
lieves in Hinduism. Buddhism, Islam 
and Mundhum are also widely be-
lieved. A Nepalese year divided into 
twelve months and the year starts 
from April, Saturday is the weekly 
holiday. Nepal is called as ‘daughter 

of Himalaya’. Mount Everest is situ-
ated in Nepal, along with 9 of the 15 
highest mountain peaks of the world.

According to Nepalese Constitution, 
there are three organs of government, 
viz executive, legislative and judici-
ary. Nepal is divided into 14 zones 
and 75 districts, grouped into five 
development regions (viz Eastern, 
Central, Western, Mid-western and 
Far-western). Each district is headed 
by a permanent chief district officer.  

Nepal maintains good relations with 
its two neighbours India and China. 
Constitutionally, the foreign policy 
of Nepal is based on “the principles 
of the United Nations Charter, nona-
lignment, Panchsheel [five principles 
of peaceful coexistence], international 
law and the value of world peace.” It 
maintained non-aligned policy and 
enjoy friendly relations with its neigh-
bours. Though it is left-wing domi-
nated country but it has a very good 
relation with India because of strong 
cultural, religious, linguistic and eco-
nomic ties. Citizens are allowed to trav-
el and stay in India without visa. With 

Nepal

S. M. Hasan
Student of International Relations 
in the University of Dhaka

“Nepal has an area 
of 147,181 square 
kilometers and 
a population of 
approximately 27 
million.”

»
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China, it maintains relations based on 
Panchsheel while China is “an all weath-
er friend” of Nepal. Nepal also main-
tains very good relations with world 
economic and military super powers, 
as well as world financial institutions.

Today’s Nepal is the result of four-step 
development of its historical progres-
sion. Around 2500 years ago, people 
started living. Around 500 BCE, small 
kingdoms and confederation were 
emerged. Siddharta Gautama (circa 
563–483 BCE), one of the rulers of 
then kingdoms, became the rewound 
Buddha later.  During 250 BC, Ne-
pal came under the control of, firstly, 
Mauryan Empire, later, Gupta Empire. 
This is the ancient history. In Mediaeval 
period, Nepal was ruled by the Malla 
(wrestler) Dynasty. Nepal was divided 
into three kingdoms. From the mid-
1980s, a Gorkha king, Prithvi Narayan 
Shah unified Nepal, as it is present day. 
And he introduced the third phase of 
Nepalese history. He overran Tibet that 

leads late to Sino-Nepalese War. Due 
to the control of bordering territory, 
Anglo-Nepalese War was conducted. 
By the Treaty of Sugauli (2 December, 
1815), the Gurkha’s were appointed 
in the British army. Later Jung Baha-
dur Rana captured the power and es-
tablished pro-British empire. After 
the invasion of Tibet by China in the 
1950s, India started intervention in the 
politics of Nepal by the fear of possi-
ble threats from northern neighbors. 
Simultaneously, a king and a govern-
ment, comprising of Nepali Congress 
Party were established in 1951. Because 
of internal turmoil, party less Panchay-
at system was established that was last-
ed until 1989. After people’s movement 
in 1990s, King Birendra was forced to 
reform the constitution and established 
multiparty parliament. Establishment 
of People’s Socialist Republic by the 
pro-Maoist Communist Party of Ne-
pal led the country to civil war. After 
walking through the thorny path, on 
18 May, 2006, Nepal was declared as a 

 “After the invasion of 
Tibet by China in the 
1950s, India started 
intervention in the politics 
of Nepal by the fear of 
possible threats from 
northern neighbors.”

“On 28 December, 2007, 
Nepal become a federal 
state and abolished 
monarchy.”

»
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secular state. On 28 December, 2007, 
Nepal become a federal state and abol-
ished monarchy. The latest phase of 
history was started in 2008 after the 
creation of coalition government. This 
is the history of unprecedented turmoil 
in Nepalese politics. Conflict between 
two sects of the Communist Party of 
Nepal, i.e. Maoists, Unified Marxist-
Leninists made turbulent waves in Ne-
pal. Toppling down the coalition gov-
ernments and the creation of new one 
becomes the frequent event in Nepal. 
In August, 2011, Baburam Bhattarai 
became the Prime Minister from the 
Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist). 

Nepal failed to formulate a constitution. 
Though there are legal developments 
they achieved. Firstly, in 2008 Nepalese 
government abolished forced labor and 
freed about 20000 people. Death Pen-
alty is abolished, such as being one of 
the few countries in Asia which granted 
full rights for LGBT individuals in-
cluding same sex marriage. Nepal is a 
multi-party federal republic. The main 
political parties are Nepali Congress, 
Nepal Communist Party (Maoist), Ne-
pal Communist Party (unified Marxist-
Leninist), Madeshi Janadhikar Forum, 
Toray Modhes Lokotantric Party, etc.

Nepal is agriculture based economic 
country. Agriculture contributed 36 
percent in national economy in the last 
year. Per capita GDP (PPP) is $1400 and 
GDP (nominal) is $624. In the Human 
Development Index (HDI), it is 151th 
country of the world. Around 25.2 per 
cent people are living under the poverty 
line. There is a problem of lack of edu-
cational institution, human trafficking 
and institutional corruption, but it has 

potentialities to cope with this problem. 
The geographic location of Nepal gives 
an importance. In the age of globali-
zation, problem of one country must 
impact on other especially the neigh-
bours.  It is traditionally a buffer zone 
between two nuclear rivalries, i.e. In-
dia and China. There is a reason to 
be anxious of any problem of Nepal 
to India and China. Internal turmoil 
draws attention of the countries of this 
region specially two big neighbours. 

Generally neglected in the past, Nepal 
has started to receive considerable in-
ternational focus due to the growing 
violence and internal turmoil for the 
last nine years. The growing magnitude 
of violence and chaos has not only cre-
ated political instability and difficul-
ties in the lives of people, it has also 
had tremendous impacts on Nepal’s 
international relations and its overall 
foreign policy matters. As a sandwich 
state between two countries, Nepal 
needs to focus to resolve internal con-
flict by a peaceful manner. Otherwise, 
the fire of Nepal may destroy the re-
gional peace and stability which is not 
covered by anybody and of course, not 
by the peace-loving people of Nepal. 

COUNTRY
PROFILE

“There is a problem 
of lack of educational 
institution, human 
trafficking and 
institutional corruption, 
but it has potentialities to 
cope with this problem.”

“Nepal needs to focus to 
resolve internal conflict 
by a peaceful manner. 
Otherwise, the fire of 
Nepal may destroy the 
regional peace and 
stability.”
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One of the most noteworthy 
developments in contemporary 
Indian politics is the occurrence of 
a phenomenon often described with 
terms such as Hindu-Nationalism, 
Hindu fundamentalism or even 
Hindu-Chauvinism. Since recently, 
even the buzzword of Hindu-terrorism 
appeared. Irrespective of the debate over 
the appropriate phrase, the issue under 
discussion refers to serious efforts to 
undertake dramatic changes and shifts 
within the political culture of India. This 
attempted transformation of state and 
society in the country, which manifested 
themselves through ‘communal 
violence’ (clashes between religious 
communities, especially Hindus and 
Muslims) as well as undertakings to 
challenge constitutional provisions 
such as secularism in combination 
with increasingly radical socio-political 
demands, have posed a severe threat 
to the Indian model of consensus 
democracy and have sadly lived up 
to bleak forecasts. It seems however 
that the core question has not been 
adequately answered. To which extent 
can this or such a phenomenon grow 
into a solid, long-term political force to 
be reckoned with, one which does not 
succumb to the ebb and flow of public 
opinion? This article will argue, that the 
rise of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), 
as the main political representative 

“How to solve 
the contradiction 
between ideology and 
‘Realpolitik’? Like every 
party it had to deal with 
the balancing act of 
harmonizing visions, the 
ideology and every day 
politics.”

HEIDELBERG
SPACE 

Siegfried O. Wolf
Director of Research of 
South Asia Democratic Forum;
Lecturer in International Relations 
and Comparative Politics at the 
South Asia Institute, Heidelberg 
University, Germany

Calling the Gravediggers? 
Hindu-Nationalism – India’s 
Bêtes Noires under Stress

of the Hindu-Nationalists, revealed 
an existential dilemma of the whole 
Hindu-Nationalist movement. How 
is the BJP to conciliate the radical 
and moderate elements of the party 
or in which way the BJP tries to 
bridge ideological, cultural-orientated 
demands from within the non-
parliamentary wing of the movement 
with the political necessitates of 
accumulating political power for it. Or 
in brief, how to solve the contradiction 
between ideology and Realpolitik? Like 
every party it had to deal with the 
balancing act of harmonizing visions, 
the ideology and every day politics. 
More or less unconstrained internal 
conflicts over leadership, the lack of 
intra-party democratic mechanisms 
as well as personal quarrels and (more 
or less) struggle over leadership 
(especially among the succeeding 
generations), all had a negative impact 
on the (whole) Hindu-Nationalist 
movement, especially on the political-
parliamentarian wing of the BJP and 
lead to a strong erosion in power, 
which manifested itself in the weak 
performances in elections in 2004 and 
2009 ultimately threaten the Party’s 
survival.

Before we however prematurely call the 
‘gravedigger to bury Hindu nationalism’, 
one has to analyze the organizational 

»
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“Hindu-Nationalism is 
carried by a widespread 
network consisting of 
various organizations, 
well-known as ‘Sangh 
Parivar’ or the ‘Sangh’ 
family.”

“The division of the 
population in caste and 
religious groups created 
new collective identities 
in India.”

»

HEIDELBERG
SPACE 

structures, which have held the 
movement together and proved to be 
the movement’s life line. Furthermore 
one must shed light on the interactions 
and problems within the organizational 
structure itself. Against this backdrop 
this article will ventilate the topic of the 
organizational and personal interlacing 
as well as ideological foundation and 
symbolism of the Hindu-Nationalist 
movement. In addition the article 
will focus on mobilization strategies 
and the culture of protest, which are 
core tools in molding group identity 
and strengthening the political power 
of Hindu-Nationalism. This focus is 
especially relevant due to the fact that 
the past has shown us how the “usage” 
of these tools can lead to religious 
motivated violence particularly between 
Hindus and Muslims. But before 
starting with a detailed elaboration on 
that, it is most important to mention 
that the calculations of militant 
hardliners within the Hindu-Nationalist 
movement to gain political capital by 
attacking religious minorities, especially 
Muslims and Christians did not add up. 
The Indian electorate reacted harshly 
and caused disastrous defeats for the 
BJP in the electoral arena. But instead 
of a sharp, consequent and especially 
substantial re-assessment of campaign 
strategies and political demands based 
on radical ideology. Since then the 
BJP has been involved in numerous, 
frequently surfacing struggles over its 
leadership and agenda setting. The most 
recent example is the on-going conflict 
between Gujarat’s BJP Chief Minister 
Narendra Modi and BJP president 
Nitin Gadkari. In order to shed light 

on this issue one has also to emphasise 
that these party in fights are for obvious 
reasons driven by the media and 
political adversaries. They nevertheless 
indicate that the BJP suffers doubtless 
indicating that the BJP suffers from 
serious, deconstructive factionalism 
which not only challenges their own 
unity but also the cohesiveness of the 
whole Hindu-Nationalist movement. 
This one should keep in mind during 
the following analysis. 

The Phenomenon of 
Hindu-Nationalism
Hindu-Nationalism must be under-
stood as a societal phenomenon which 
finds its most visible expression in the 
emergence of a social movement. In 
this context one can state, that Hindu-
Nationalism is carried by a widespread 
network consisting of various 
organizations, well-known as Sangh 
Parivar or the Sangh family. However, 
this movement is not a new product 
of independent India. It roots can be 
traced far back in the colonial history 
of the country and finds its origin in 
exponents of Hindu revivalism like Arya 
Samaj. Furthermore, the movement is 
equipped with an ideological foundation 
(Hindutva) to provide the numerous 
movement-organizations as well as 
their individual members and associates 
with a collective identity that functions 
as a common bond along ethnic-
cultural and especially religious lines. A 
process which was indirectly reinforced 
by the British colonial power. The 
division of the population in caste and 
religious groups created new collective 
identities in India. The evolution of 
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Muslim group identity at the beginning 
of the 20th century deeply fostered 
and strengthened Hindu identity. 
However, the fundamental conception 
of this identity project is the vision to 
transform Indian society as well as its 
political-institutional structures from a 
secular into a theocratic Hindu state. 

Hindutva - Ideology and Identity 
Herein it is argued that one cannot 
tackle Hindu-Nationalism and its 
internal and external conflicts within 
and among its spearhead organizations, 
the Sangh Parivar, without a deeper 
understanding of the collective identity 
that is applied in the process of political 
mobilization. The most coherent and 
influential formulation of Hindutva was 
provided by Vinayak Damodar Savarkar 
(1883-1966) in the early 1920s. His 
overall puzzle was how one can build an 
Indian nation which is strong enough 
to ensure its independence (Swaraj, 
or “self-rule”) in the international 
competition of nations. Regarding his 
rationale, Indian history witnessed 
various attempts to build up a national 
entity but they all failed because of the 
inherent heterogeneity of Hinduism as 
the socio-cultural and religious system 
of the majority. Here, he identified a 
“perverted notion of tolerance” which 
leads to a lack of common accepted 
norms (identity) as well as disintegration 
of the (Hindu) people. To counter 
these, a homogenous community of 
the Hindus (Hindu-Sangathan) had to 
be built up in which all heterogeneous 
elements are excluded. To create such 
a society the establishment of a Hindu 
state (Hindu Rashtra) is necessary, 
including the socio, economic and 
political transformations in all spheres 
of national life. Therefore, the most 
crucial step is the definition of 
citizenship. In other words, the puzzle 

HEIDELBERG
SPACE 

of who is a Hindu must be understood 
in the context of the definition of 
which person is a legitimate citizen. 
To operationalize this, he suggested a 
set of criteria consisting of three main 
elements Rashtra (common land), 
Jati (common blood) and Sanskriti 
(common culture). In essence, to be a 
Hindu one has to be born in India, one 
needs Indian (Hindu) parents, and one 
has to accept and internalize the Hindu 
culture.

Ayodhya – Mobilization Strategy, 
Symbol and Ritual
Ayodhya, a town in the north Indian 
state of Uttar Pradesh, it is time and 
again in the centre of attention. The 
holy place, which is for Muslims and 
Hindus of extra-ordinary importance, 
has dominated with flows-and-ebbs 
India’s politics since its existence. It 
gained for the first time international 
momentum after the demolition of 
the Babri Masjid on 6 December 1992 
which sparked communal violence 
in various parts of the country. The 
destroyed mosque, built in 1528 by 
a general of Babar, founder of the 
Mughal dynasty, has been a site of 
religious confrontation because some 
Hindus claim that the mosque was 
erected in order to replace an ancient 
Hindu temple built in the 11th century 
AD to mark the birthplace of Lord 
Ram, one of Hinduism’s most revered 
deities. Under British colonial rule a 
railing was put around the mosque to 
separate places of worship, allowing 
the inner court to be used by the 
Muslims and a raised outer platform 
by Hindus. Following the Partition 
and the communalized atmosphere, the 
newly independent Indian government 
closed the site, placing it under guard. 
However, on the night of 22 December 
1949 an idol of Ram was planted in 

»

“A homogenous 
community of the Hindus 
(‘Hindu-Sangathan’) had 
to be built up in which all 
heterogeneous elements 
are excluded.”

“The most crucial step 
is the definition of 
citizenship. In other 
words, the puzzle of 
who is a Hindu must be 
understood in the context 
of the definition of which 
person is a legitimate 
citizen. To operationalize 
this, he suggested a set 
of criteria consisting of 
three main elements 
‘Rashtra’ (common land), 
‘Jati’ (common blood) 
and ‘Sanskriti’ (common 
culture).”
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the mosque, provoking riots that were 
quashed by the army and civil lawsuits 
filed by Hindu and Muslim leaders 
over the site’s ownership. Declared a 
disputed site, the government locked 
the gates until the mid-1980s when 
Hindu extremists began an agitation 
to unlock the gates and build a temple 
for Ram. Since then several parties have 
used the issue in their quest for political 
power. However, taking the genesis and 
development into account, one must 
state that the Ayodhya controversy was 
much more than only a “temple-and/
or-mosque” dispute. In fact it is closely 
linked with the appearance of Hindu-
Nationalism and might also lead to its 
decline on the political landscape of 
India. However, to elaborate on this 
one must point out the significance of 
this Ayodhya issue for the hardliners of 
the Hindutva ideology. 

Generally, the Hindu-Nationalist 
movement undertakes various attempts 
to generate collective identity among 
its members and sympathisers in order 
to build a unified (Hindu) community. 

In this context, their main strategies are 
focused on processes of inclusion and 
exclusion to dichotomise the people 
of India into two categories: “The 
We” and “The Others”. Therefore, 
various procedures are used to enable 
the Hindu-Nationalist to feel part of 
a cohesive community (“The imagined 
We”). This is mainly operationalised 
by the commonly exercised rituals 
and practices initiated and organized 
by the VHP-RSS combine, like the 
Ektatmata Yajna, a “pilgrimage for 
the Unity of the Hindus” through 
the nationwide distribution of “holy 
Ganges water” in 1983; or the Ram 
Shila Pujas (consecration of bricks 
and their transportation to Ayodhya) 
in 1989 and the connected Ram 
Janmabhoomi movement to re-erect 
a Hindu temple with the very same 
“holy bricks” in Ayodhya. To enhance 
the impact of these agitations, the BJP 
coordinated the efforts of its affiliates 
and launched the so called Rath Yatra 
in 1990. This had the aim of leading 
as many Hindu karsevaks (volunteers) 
as possible to the disputed place and 

HEIDELBERG
SPACE 

»

“In essence, to be a Hindu 
one has to be born in 
India, one needs Indian 
(Hindu) parents, and 
one has to accept and 
internalize the Hindu 
culture.”

“The Hindu-Nationalist 
movement undertakes 
various attempts to 
generate collective 
identity among 
its members and 
sympathisers in order 
to build a unified (Hindu) 
community.”
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to force the rebuilding of a temple and 
consequently the destruction of the 
Babri mosque.

Through all this agitations Ayodhya 
turned temporarily into the major 
flashpoint in India’s political landscape, 
a phenomena which can be interpreted 
in various ways. First, Ayodhya appears 
as an outstanding example of how the 
Sangh-family tries to combine religion, 
history and politics in order to achieve 
mass mobilization. Second, Ayodhya 
moved as a primarily issue into the 
centre of the Hindu-Nationalists self-
conception. As such, a reconstructed 
Ram temple on the site of the destroyed 
Babri mosque was propagated as a 
symbol for the emergence of a new 
Hindu state and visualized their notion 
of national integration understood as 
a unification of the Hindus. Third, it 
also marks the endmost “combined 
operation” of the Sangh Parivar to work 
towards the establishment of a Hindu 
Rashtra, at least for the time being. In the 
aftermath of Ayodhya, the BJP had to 
face the consequences of the destruction 
and the nationwide extra-ordinary 
clashes between Hindus and Muslims 
in losing their political alliance partners 
as well as the widespread support of the 
Indian electorate. Therefore, Ayodhya 
is more a symptom than a cause of a 
much bigger challenge for the country’s 
democratic development, especially 
in the last two-and-a-half decades. 
Moreover, though the latest verdict by 
the Allahabad High Court’s Lucknow 
bench will bring perhaps a 60-year 
old legal-territorial dispute between 
different religious communities to an 
end. However, the real dispute centred 
on the socio-political connotations 
and challenges to state and society 
will remain significant: First, the 
unwillingness by Hindutva-hardliner 
of the non-parliamentary wing of the 

Hindu-Nationalist movement to depart 
substantially from radical claims and 
ideology. Second, the inability of the 
BJP to reduce its ties with the radical 
elements of the movement because of 
independence and personal leverages 
(‘double-memberships’). The latest 
claims by several political parties in the 
Lok Sabha for justice for the victims 
of the 1992 riots in the context of the 
destruction of the Babri Mosque after 
20 years of judicial and parliamentary 
ignorance shows that the problem can 
be temporarily being frozen but is not 
solved yet.

Sangh Parivar – An 
unconventional family 
It is significant to emphasize that 
Hindu-Nationalism is not a monolithic-
block. In fact, its organizations differ 
substantially regarding structures, 
behavioural patterns, type of 
memberships (from full-time worker 
to part-time activist), aims, and spheres 
of action. However, this societal 
formation, despite all the programmatic 
and institutional differentiations, can 
be clearly identified as a social and 
political movement, even if it is a quite 
untypical one.

Generally the term Sangh Parivar 
refers to an alliance of parliamentary 
and extra-parliamentary organizations 
which obliged themselves to the 
Hindutva-concept. In the center of the 
Sangh family stands a work-sharing 
triumvirate, existing of the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS, National 
Volunteer Organization) functioning 
as a organizational and ideological 
backbone, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad 
(VHP, World Hindu Council) covering 
all kind of (Hindu) religious matters, 
e.g. reconstruction of Hindu-temples, 
and attempts to function as an umbrella 
organization of the numerous streams 

HEIDELBERG
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“Hindu-Nationalism is 
not a monolithic-block. 
In fact, its organizations 
differ substantially 
regarding structures, 
behavioural patterns, 
type of memberships 
(from full-time worker to 
part-time activist), aims, 
and spheres of action.”

“The term ‘Sangh Parivar’ 
refers to an alliance 
of parliamentary and 
extra-parliamentary 
organizations which 
obliged themselves to the 
Hindutva-concept.”

»
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and sects among Hinduisms, as well as 
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP, Indian 
People’s Party), which assumed the 
task to represent the movement in the 
political-parliamentary sphere. Despite 
their personal and ideological linkages, 
each of these three organizations acts 
independently, has its own agenda and 
preamble, structures and strategies. 
However, the overall aim is to be able to 
penetrate all segments and dimensions 
of the society. 

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)
The RSS was founded in 1925 by 
K.B. Hedgewar as a so called “cultural 
organization” but with a clear political 
vision to curb the fragmentation of the 
Hindu society and to establish a Hindu 
state. Both goals, regarding the rationale 
of the RSS, were until than inhibited 
by a lack in morality, discipline and 
character of the Hindus. The basic 
conviction was, if one indoctrinates a 
certain degree of Hindus by Hindutva 
ideology (in this context interpreted 
as a representation of Sangh Parivar’s 
interests) a new Hindu elite could 
be generated. Once these cadres are 
put in place at key positions of state 
and society, secular India can be 
transformed in a Hindu state, more or 
less automatically. In this context, the 
RSS sees itself as a state within the state 
which is on its way to constitute and 
represent the state exclusively.
Over the years the RSS created a broadly 
diversified network of different sub- and 
co-ordinated organizations, supported 
by some ten thousands of local 
meetings and training centres (Shakhas, 
branches) with millions of members 
(confirmed data on number of members 
are not available). Furthermore it 
owns various newspapers, runs labour 
unions and student organizations, and 
maintains schools and hospitals among 
many other institutions. However, 

the most significant bodies are the 
Shakhas as the main building blocks 
of the RSS in which the members get 
physically exercises and ideological 
indoctrinated. The vision is to construct 
a homogeneous society that is caste and 
class-less. 

Within the Sangh Parivar the RSS 
function as a kind of “mother 
organization” and “cadre-hot-bed” 
which sees itself as the core of the entire 
movement organizational structure, 
the top political decision-maker, and 
the ideological pacesetter. Especially 
through double-membership and the 
provision of personnel, infrastructural 
and financial resources the RSS follows 
a kind of appropriation-strategy to 
extent its influence on the society and 
to push the Hinduisation of Indian 
political process. 

In this context, the RSS is using a 
twofold strategy: On the one side it 
uses the already existing institutions 
of state and society; on the other side 
it is much involved in the creation 
of new organizations. Later ones 
were formally separated but were in 
fact guided by them. The efforts of 
the hindu-nationalist movement to 
implement the Hindutva-concept 
politically are not only enforced in 
the parliamentary sphere but also 
supported by activities of the extra-
parliamentary network. Nevertheless, 
the feasibility of implementing this aim 
within the realm of politics was drastic 
and was increasingly questioned over 
the last years within the movement. 
Additionally there was the perception 
that a direct participation in politics 
might threaten the integrity and 
internal cohesion of the RSS.
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Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP)
Founded in 1964 (initiated by the RSS), 
the VHP is the most significant cultural 
and religious-political associated 
organization. From a hindu-nationalist 
perspective, there were two reasons for 
the setting up of this organization. First, 
there was the goal of confronting and/or 
counterbalancing the institutionalized 
monotheistic religions of the West with 
a new organization capable of providing 
cohesion and unity to a disparate 
community of Hindus. Secondly, 
the VHP sought an opportunity to 
influence the broader mass, especially 
the dalits (“untouchables”) and the tribal 
communities. Previously, achieving 
these two goals had been, impossible 
because of the elitist behaviour of the 
RSS. In particular, the numerous and 
diverse Hindu clerics had not been 
tackled until than by the Sangh Parivar.  
Therefore, the VHP was founded as a 
platform for the different hinduistic 
movements, schools, streams, and 
sects, not only to promote the idea of 
unity within the hindu-community 
(Ekatmata) but also to create the 
opportunity to exercise a direct 
influence on these groups. Additionally, 
the VHP offered crucial services for 
certain political parties and other 
organisations. Despite the attempts of 
the RSS to entrench supremacy and 
guidance through personnel control 
via its cadres among the VHP echelon, 
the Vishwa Hindu Parishad over the 
years emerged as a political influential 
as well as increasingly autonomous 
independent hindu-nationalist move-
ment.

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
The rise of the BJP, which was founded 
in 1980 as a successor to the existing 
Bharatiya Jan Sangh (BJS), founded 
in 1951, is one of the most significant 
political events in modern India. With 

its radical positions like the claim 
to (re-)build the Hindu-temple in 
Ayodhya, the abrogation of Article 
370 which grants the Muslim majority 
state Jammu & Kashmir a special 
constitutional status, or the advocacy 
of a unified personal law (civil code), 
the party was for a long time, outside 
the political mainstream and a shadowy 
existence in the political landscape of 
India. 

However, a temporary decline of the 
until than ruling Indian National 
Congress (INC) resulting in the 
erosion of its “one-party-dominance” 
(or so called “congress-system”) created 
a political power vacuum into which 
the BJP could move in. Here one 
has to point out, that this was only 
possible through the massive support 
of its so called “non-political”, cultural 
organizations RSS and VHP as well 
as their affiliated and/or subordinates 
organizations. Nevertheless, the rise 
of the BJP was also enabled by the 
negative perception of Indira Gandhi’s 
emergency rule (1975-77) as well as her 
increasingly tutelage style of governance 
and various accusations of corruptions 
(especially the Bofors scandal) against 
her family as well as various INC 
governments. Additionally, unpopular 
policies and policy implementations 
like forced sterilizations or the violent 
expulsion of people in the context of city 
development programs (best described 
as ‘socio-economic cleansing’) alienated 
the Indian electorate from the INC and 
portrayed the BJP as the only political 
alternative at that time. In other words, 
Indians were voting for the Hindu-
Nationalists not because of their anti-
Muslim attitude or the rhetoric of 
violence but rather because of the poor 
and criticised political performance of 
the INC. However, the rise of the BJP 
was remarkable: in the period from 
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1951/52 until 1999, the party was 
able to increase its seats in national 
parliament (Lok Sabha) from 3 to 182 
(expressed as a percentage of votes this 
was an increase from 3,1 to 23,8%). 

Dilemma of the 
Hindu-National movement
Observing the developments of the last 
one and a halve decade one can state 
that the Sangh Parivar had to face the 
typical dilemmas of a socio-political 
movement. Not only the access but 
also the maintenance of political power 
through elections demands a wide-scale 
accommodation of –interests that are 
also likely to be divergent. To be able to 
do this successfully, one has to dilute the 
originally (mostly radical) vision and 
ideology, which leads consequently to 
a certain degree of incoherence within 
its own political agenda. Torn between 
culture- and power orientated interests, 
the Hindu-nationalist movement had 
to face a conflict between its political 
vision derived from its Hindutva-
ideology and the Realpolitik of being 
a part of the coalition government 
(NDA, National Democratic Alliance). 
This imposed practical-political 
constraints on its political wing. Here, 
to maintain the cohesion of its political 
alliance the BJP had to “freeze” its 
most radical political demands, like 
the re-building of a Hindu temple in 
Ayodhya, the introduction of an unified 
civil code (obligatory for all religious 
communities), or the elimination of 
the special status of Kashmir as it is 
granted in the Indian Constitution. 
These led not only to an alienation of 
the BJP from its affiliates RSS and VHP 
but also to serious tensions between the 
radical and the moderate poles of the 
entire movement. In this context one 
can state that until the BJP took office 
and gained central political power, as 
well as responsibility in New Delhi, 

an open conflict between the different 
Hindu-Nationalist organizations did 
not appear, at least not within the 
public domain. However, during the 
time of the BJP-led governments, the 
architecture of the Sangh family got 
somehow disrupted, which become 
more evident after a serious of electoral 
defeats most significantly on the 
national level in 2004 and 2009. It 
seems that the relationship between the 
BJP founders and the RSS, as well as 
VHP, was characterized more by mutual 
distrust than loyalty and that there is 
an increasing potential for conflicts. 
The clash VHP and BJP appeared 
especially during the time (1998-2004) 
as the later one had to form and led 
governments. In this context, the BJP 
was accused to be a political party that 
did not represent the interests of the 
Hindus. 

However, it was not until recently that 
the movement began to take such a 
critical stand against its representing 
political party. Here the metaphor of 
the “supporting-leg” (RSS/VHP) and 
the “kicking-leg” (BJP) is particularly 
relevant, based as it is on the notion 
that a party which is an offspring of a 
movement and which has to purely/
solely serve the interest of the very 
same movement is unsustainable. In 
other words, the concept of the Hindu-
Nationalist movement as an integrated, 
collective actor could not stand in 
front of Indian political realities. Here 
the period of the last BJP government 
shows that the “appropriation-strategy” 
of the RSS has substantial weaknesses. 
The liberal, moderate mainstream of 
the party’s leadership followed the 
conviction that the BJP and other 
organizations certainly belonged to 
the same family. However, despite the 
indeed very close mutual relationship 
among the “family members” it was 
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increasingly perceived by the BJP that 
they are all different and more or less 
autonomous bodies with divergent 
interests and goals. It becomes apparent 
that the BJP wanted to be more than 
just a “supporting-leg” or mouthpiece 
of the Hindu-Nationalist movement. 
Furthermore, they claim for themselves 
more than just a subordinate function. 
Here one can state that the BJP took a 
position which differed in various cases 
with the ideological convictions of its 
affiliates.

A Trojan Horse for India’s Democracy?
Today Hindu-Nationalism from its 
own perspective is residing in a quite 
grotesque situation. To transform 
the secular concept of state into a 
Hindu one, the movement had to 
constitute itself as an anti-systemic 
force. However, instead of inducing 
the desired socio-political change it 
contributed – more unconsciously than 
consciously – to the consolidation of 
the existing democratic order. Contrary 
to the demands of the radical wing of 
the movement the BJP designed itself 
as a party who is rejecting or actively 
fighting against neither the rules of the 
game nor the normative foundation 
of India’s political structure. However, 
to portray Hindu-Nationalism as 
a kind of pillar for the country’s 
democracy is definitely bypassing any 
social and political reality. Not only 
is Hindu-Nationalism perceived to 
be responsible and closely associated 
with extraordinary threatening 
“accidental circumstances”, particularly 
the destruction of the Babri mosque 
in Ayodhya and the subsequently 
violent clashes between Hindus and 
Muslims as well as the communal 
pogroms in Gujarat, but also with a 
social- and political notion of state 
which is diametric to the fundamental 

consensus (Unity in Diversity) within 
the Indian society. To sum up, taking 
the recent developments of the last 
years into account following dominant 
perspectives can be identified.

A serious crisis of parliamentary 
Hindu-Nationalism!
The BJP had to realize quite early on that 
its rise and success in the parliamentary 
sphere was based on the emergence of 
an increasing political awareness and 
participation of the new middle class 
which identified the BJP temporarily 
as an electoral alternative. However, 
Hindutva as a political program proved 
to be neither the basis for a sustainable 
political mobilization nor in the context 
of generating a cohesive impact on 
the Hindu-Nationalist organizations, 
capable of holding the radical and 
moderate wings as a closed, corporate 
movement together. Here, the general 
elections of 2009 showed once again that 
the Indian electorate is more interested 
in social harmony as well as law and 
order instead of an amortization and 
revenge for an artificially constructed 
humiliation of the Hindu community 
and violence towards minorities. 
Furthermore, in the last years the 
movement was undermined by its very 
own structures. From the radical stream 
cultivated hostile behaviour turned not 
only against the „external enemy“ but 
also against its own affiliates within the 
movement. 

RSS Supremacy between 
Reluctance and Restorations
To assess the implications of the latest 
developments regarding Ayodhya as 
well as in attempting to predict future 
trends one has to take into account 
especially the political performance of 
the Sangh Parivar. In this regard one 
can state that the Hindu-Nationalist 
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movement was not only able to form 
a complex combine of social-movement 
organizations but also to set up a second 
national political force. Furthermore, 
the BJP was able to establish itself first 
as a remarkable party in opposition 
towards the INC; second, it was able 
to break the one-party-dominance 
of the INC and to displace the INC 
through free and fair elections; third, 
it managed to install an functioning 
“quasi-two-party system” including the 
introduction of coalition politics into 
the Indian political system. Having 
this unique performance in mind, the 
BJP gained much confidence not only 
in the political arena of New Delhi 
but also within the Sangh Parivar. 
This imbued the political wing with 
a quest for power and led it to ignore 
the culture-orientated demands and 
ideological directions from the RSS, at 
least temporarily.

BJP, falling back into formation? 
The reluctance of the BJP to enforce 
Hindutva politics to the Hindu 
nationalists’ relevant policy fields led 
to a situation, where the Sangh Parivar 
lost its functional adaptivity. In order 
to undermine unacceptable aberrations 
from the Hindutva agenda and to 
suppress sectarian tendencies, the RSS 
undertook various attempts to restore 
the RSS-centrists’ power relationship 
structure within the Hindu-Nationalist 
movement. According to its own claim, 
the RSS became active only to sort out 
potential irritations with regards to the 
internal organization and ideological 
direction of the BJP. However, de-facto 
the RSS was able to entrench once again 
its supremacy within the Sangh Parivar 
as well as its control over the increasing 
autonomous and “rebellious” BJP. 
The electoral defeat in 2009 and the 
extraordinary lack of leadership within 

the BJP as well as the starched top 
brass of the RSS, under the guidance 
of Sarsanghchalak (supreme and sole 
head) Mohan Bhagwat, ensured that 
the BJP was not only disciplined 
but also more or less degraded to a 
subordinate element of the movement. 
This was due to an absence of sufficient 
inner-party democracy, here especially 
the non-existence of institutionalized 
democratic mechanism of leadership 
recruitment or the neglect of the 
principle of consensus in decision-
making processes within the BJP, the 
drastic structural weaknesses (the BJP 
was at the last election in four major 
states not represented: West Bengal, 
Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, and 
Kerala). Additionally the extensive 
lack in communication among BJP-
leaders and between the party’s 
national spearhead and its regional 
cadres, contributed to the party’s 
downfall within the political landscape 
as well as among its movement 
affiliates. The exclusion of certain 
elite cadres (e.g. Jaswant Singh), was 
an additional irritant, leading to 
increased dissatisfaction within the 
social base of the party. Confused ideas 
over ideological orientation and party 
loyalty alienated and paralyzed party-
workers as well as sympathizers.  

However, one has to wait and observe to 
what extent the BJP is able to tackle its 
structural challenges (ideological as well 
as organizational ones) plus how far the 
party can (re)introduce principles like 
freedom of speech, constructive self-
criticism and the collective decision-
making. It will be crucial for a further 
(noteworthy) existence of the BJP as 
a serious alternative towards the INC, 
that the party is able to solve and avoid 
internal generation-conflict as well 
as leadership clashes with the RSS. 
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Nevertheless, how the BJP leadership 
is able to balance the Sangh Parivar’s 
demand to undertake ideological 
reassessments, to suppress or to remove 
moderate revisions of the Hindutva 
concept as well as to ensure its power-
political interests in the parliamentary 
sphere will be essential. Failure in both 
directions will have a serious impact 
on a (successful) future existence of 
the BJP: if it turns towards a too “soft-
Hindutva” in order to maintain its 
ability to produces political consensus, 
the Sangh Parivar will withdraw its 
support from its party as already 
happened in the 1984 general elections 
in which the RSS backed the INC 
election campaign. Having the weak 
electoral performance of its predecessor 
BJS in mind, the newly founded 
BJP in trying to get into the political 
mainstream moved significantly to 
more centrist and moderate position. 
However, the INC at that time after 
assassination of Indira Gandhi adopts 
a rather strong “Hindu-rhetoric” which 
was much appreciated and rewarded by 
the RSS.

Concluding remarks and perspectives: 
Sangh Parivar as a Hub for Hindu 
terrorism?
That the BJP is in an existential 
identity and structural crisis led some 
political observers to announce the 
self-dissolution of the BJP. However, 
it seems that the BJP is still quite alive 
and it is definitely far too early to 
talk about the end of a parliamentary 
Hindu-Nationalism. Herein the 
Ayodhya verdict seems to generate 
some new dynamics among the Hindu-
Nationalists as well as their interaction 
with society and the state. However, 
the turmoil of the last years between 
the RSS, BJP and the VHP due to the 

so called dilution of hard-line Hindutva 
alienated elements within the Sangh 
family so far that they turned towards 
a kind of vigilantism to enforce the 
establishment of a Hindu Rashtra. This 
militancy is not a totally new phenomena 
but it seems that it constitutes a trend 
of increasingly emerging terrorist 
cells within the Hindutva movement, 
acting independently from the Sangh 
leadership. The blast in Malegaon 
(Maharashtra) of 2006, or in Goa 
(Margao) of 2009 are widely interpreted 
(and partly proven) as strong indicators 
for a new type of “Hindu terrorism”. 
However, until now it has been hard to 
measure how far certain elements of the 
Sangh Parivar are involved in militant 
activities. Nevertheless, one has to be 
aware that the Hindutva concept as 
defined by Vinayak Damodar Savarkar 
is not only the question of how to define 
a Hindu as a citizen of the Hindu-
Rashtra but that it also gives some 
vague notions about how to implement 
it (Hindu Rashtravad). In this Savarkar 
linked the realization of Hindutva with 
the concepts of “Relative, Righteous 
Violence” as well as the “Hindu Holy 
War” (dharma yuddha) in order to take 
a position against M.K. “Mahatma” 
Gandhi’s idea of absolute non-violence 
to liberate India from the British yoke. 
In other words, Savarkar implemented 
a moral legitimization for the use of 
violence. Beside the fact, that this was 
mainly formulated in the context of 
using coercive power against foreign 
occupation, there is definitely a threat 
that this can today be interpreted by 
extremist segments to justify a “Hindu 
terrorism” in contemporary and future 
India. To sum up, Hindutva and its 
representing organization of the Sangh 
Parivar remains a potential and real 
threat for India.
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Regional integration in South Asia 
has reached a pivotal point in time. 
There is no doubt, that the states and 
societies of the respective region have 
made only little progress towards 
cohesive, purposeful action directed 
towards regional cooperation. Having 
the reputation of being a part of the 
worldwide ‘Arc of Crisis’, there was 
a general tendency among political 
analysts to attest only dramatic, 
grim prospects to the South Asian 
Association of Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC), the regional pendant to 
the European Union (EU). The critics 
got even more confident as Europe, 
which was commonly understood 
to be the area with the strongest 
dynamics of regionalism, the world’s 
spearhead for political and economic 
integration, appears to disintegrate and 
to fall back into the logic of fragmented 
national interests and conflicts. 
Political observers witnessed that the 
architecture of the European Union is 
increasingly being challenged; internally 
as well as externally. One major area of 
concern is the lack of effective fiscal/
budget management instruments in 
the presence of a common currency. 
Furthermore enlargement has outpaced 
the processes and institutions for 

decision-making, only slowly adapting 
and contesting the consensus principle. 
Besides the growth of a remarkable 
global and cosmopolitan perspective 
among the Europeans, there is a 
return of a presumably ousted notion 
of nationalism; a phenomenon which 
is accompanied by a strong sense of 
euro scepticism. The tensions between 
Northern and Southern entities are 
obvious, finding their expression in 
mutual accusations and misperceptions 
regarding economic performance and 
attitudes towards necessary socio-
political reforms. Having this in mind, 
several commentators are allured to 
portray the EU as a political artefact. 
Especially in South Asia with its most 
dominant player India which is looking 
increasingly beyond the region some 
claims are made that the EU has lost its 
attractiveness to serve as a model for the 
South Asian Cooperation for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC). 

However, proponents of this standpoint 
ignore two essential facts. First, with the 
financial turmoil the EU is doubtlessly 
facing one of its most serious challenges 
ever. The fact that the EU was able to 
agree on and sign a much needed fiscal 
pact proves that collective decision-
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making is still well alive in the EU. 
Second, overtly critical commentators 
tend to ignore the vast achievements 
regarding European success in 
(regional) integration. The vision of 
a common political and economic 
future turned former arch enemies, 
France and Germany, into strong allies. 
Furthermore, their relationship is seen 
today as the engine of regionalism in 
Europe, transforming the continent 
into a zone of peace. Essential for this 
process was an exceptional combination 
of co-operation, co-ordination and 
supranational integration by a ‘coalition 
of willing elites’ to transfer parts of 
national sovereignty. The subsequent 
increase in trust and transparency of 
state behaviour helped to bridge the 
traditional political and economic 
disunity. Having this in mind, one has to 
understand that regional integration is 
not a linear process; it is an evolutionary 
path marked by up and downs. Several 
setbacks like the rejection of the Euro 
by Denmark in the year 2000 and 
a successful Anti-Europe campaign 

in Ireland in 2008 which led to an 
electoral condemnation of the Lisbon 
Treaty contested the resilience of the 
EU. The EU project did not however 
succumb to these stepping stones. The 
EU is more than just an economic 
endeavour; it is a value in itself, and not 
just an artificial, supranational political 
institution. Having this political vision 
as well as the economic merits in mind, 
European leaders make great effort-and 
are convinced that they are able- to 
overcome these existential challenges in 
order to hold the EU on the track.

Compared to Europe, due to several 
reasons the respective governments 
and elites of South Asia were neither 
able to develop a common political 
vision nor did they feel the necessity to 
respect rational, economic arguments 
in their decision-making processes to 
push bilateral relations as cornerstones 
for regional cooperation. However, it 
seems that things are changing.Voices 
from within the region are increasingly 
advocating the break with past 
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trajectories in order to achieve security, 
welfare, as well as to solve the several, 
multi-layered identity crises of South 
Asian states. But what could the driving 
factor(s) for regional cooperation be? 
Having the success stories of the EU as 
well as other regional entities in mind, 
it is obvious that in most cases of area 
related cooperation and integration, 
these were all exclusive processes which 
were initiated and supported by elites. 
However, one must state that the elites 
cleared the way for opportunities and 
(challenges) of regional cooperation 
only after exposure to extra-ordinary 
critical junctures in their respective 
regions, e.g. the experiences of the 
Second World War in Europe, South 
Asia has not reached this level yet. 
The departure of colonial rule from 
the Indian subcontinent and the 
subsequent collateral traumatic events 
of two partitions (British India into 
India and Pakistan in 1947 and the 
break-up of East from West Pakistan 
leading to the birth of Bangladesh in 
1971) did not only lead to enduring 
conflicts and mistrust, but also created 
a political unwillingness and ignorance 
among some South Asian governments 
regarding collective regional efforts. 
In this context, it is obvious that the 
troubled India-Pakistan relations 
are doubtless the core problem of 
regionalisation in South Asia. But even 
if the hostility between Islamabad and 
New Delhi is the major roadblock, 
other bilateral relations in South Asia 
did not do much in order to enhance 
regional cooperation; especially when 
it comes to the relationship between 
India and its smaller neighbours like 
Nepal. Also in this direction, it turned 
out that inter-elite negotiation, or in 
other words – that the European top-
down approach does not work in the 
South Asian context, definitely not as 

a ‘self-full-filling prophecy’. But before 
shedding some light on current trends 
in the opinion of Nepal’s people on 
its neighbours, on regionalisation, 
SAARC, as well as related opportunities 
and challenges, one should first 
contextualise the country’s position in 
South Asia and beyond.

As a small, land-locked country 
positioned between two vast 
neighbours, China and India, Nepal’s 
foreign policy has centred on the not 
always reconcilable task of maintaining 
friendly relations with both and 
safeguarding its national security and 
independence. The long, permeable 
border with India has necessitated a close 
yet sometimes acrimonious relationship 
between the two countries, with Nepal’s 
economy functioning as an appendage 
to India’s. Formal relations with China 
were established in 1956 and China 
has provided significant support to 
Nepal’s development. In return, Nepal 
has been non-critical of China’s Tibet 
policy, with Nepalese authorities 
constantly repatriating refugees fleeing 
from Tibet. The intensification of the 
Maoist insurgency since the late 1990s 
led to hopes of strategic co-operation 
with major powers. India, the USA and 
the United Kingdom have provided 
substantial levels of arms, training and 
other military assistance to Nepal over 
the past decades, although this has 
changed with the emergence of China 
as the major player in Nepal’s foreign 
relations under King Gyanendra. 
Since the royal takeover on 1 February 
2005, China has provided the then 
‘Royal’ Nepal Army with arms and 
ammunition, while India, the United 
Kingdom and the USA suspended their 
dealings with Nepal. It is speculated 
that in return for China’s support 
of the royal takeover, Nepal lobbied 
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successfully for China to be granted 
observer status in the South Asian 
Association for Regional Co-operation 
(SAARC).

On the other side, sharing a 1,751-
km border, relations between India 
andNepal have been influenced 
by cultural and historical links, 
characterized by cooperation and 
common interests, as well as suspicion 
and resentment. India’s role as the 
midwife of Nepal’s democracy was 
formally acknowledged in the 1950 
‘Peace and Friendship’ treaty signed by 
the Ranas, which is commonly regarded 
as an attempt by the Ranas to save their 
position of power. The treaty agreed 
on cooperation in security issues, and 
the granting of reciprocal economic 
privileges. However, in the late 1950s 
and 1960s under King Mahendra 
Nepal’s foreign relations were extended 
to include China, in an attempt to 
reduce dependence on India as already 
mention above. Following the royal 
coup of 1960 and the official ban on 
political parties, India supported the 
National Congress in exile which 
launched an insurrection from the 
border areas. This changed after the 
1962 India-China border war and 
India switched to improving relations 
with the King’s government. Trade and 
transit rights were established and India 
secured, through a secret agreement, a 
monopoly on arms sales to Nepal. In the 
1970s and 1980s there was economic 
co-operation between the countries, as 
well as friction over India’s support for 
the Nepalese opposition and Nepal’s 
persistent feeling of vulnerabilitywith 
India as regional hegemon. King 
Birendra’s secret conclusion, in 
June 1988, of an arms treaty with 
China and the ensuing Trade and 
Transit dispute marked a lowpoint in 

relations. However, relations improved 
significantly after a democratically 
elected government came to power in 
May 1991, although India’s security-
related concerns remained. Political 
instability in Nepal has added to 
fears of possible anti-India activities 
(backed by Pakistan’s Inter-Services 
Intelligence) being launched from 
Nepal. Furthermore, both countries 
are wary of spill-over effects facilitated 
by the open border between the two, 
India being concerned about support 
cells for India’s north east insurgencies 
generated by the Maoist movement and 
Nepal by suspicions of co-operation 
between Indian and Nepali Maoists.

However, since the end of the Maoist 
insurgency Nepal is in a process of 
peaceful transition towards democracy. 
Additionally, the king was removed from 
power through a major pro-democracy 
movement. This could also develop 
finally some positive ramifications 
towards regionalization in South Asia 
despite the still ongoing political and 
constitutional deadlock in the country. 
But since Nepal’s elite does not seem 
to function as a promoter, one has to 
look for alternative engines to enhance 
closer regional cooperation. Two major 
movements against the autocratic rule 
of the country’s monarchy proved 
(Jana Andolan I & II) that Nepal is 
characterised by an outstanding vibrant 
civil-society consisting of politically 
aware and participative citizens. There 
is no doubt that Nepal and its people 
can play an active and crucial role in the 
process of regionalisation in South Asia 
which finds its most visible expression 
in the fact that the country is home to 
the SAARC secretariat.

In this context one must mention, 
that besides the humble performance 
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of SAARC, there is an enthusiastic 
approach towards regional cooperation 
of Nepalis despite the troubled history 
with its neighbors, not only India 
and China but also Bhutan (the issue 
of refugees from Bhutan in Nepal led 
to a  deterioration of the relations). A 
phenomenon which was confirmed 
by the ‘Insights South Asia’ report 
on Nepal, a survey by the South 
Asia Democratic Forum (SADF), a 
Brussels-based think tank, compiled in 
partnership with the renowned public 
opinion research institute Gallup 
Europe in 2011.[1]

Most important here is, that this 
report is focusing (among many 
other themes) especially on issues like 
Nepal’s connections with other South 
Asian countries, the emotional bonds 
of Nepalese with other South Asian 
countries as well as countries or group of 
countries from other parts of the world, 
including the EU. Furthermore, the 
report is analyzing potential familiarity 
with the South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and 
the approval of Nepal’s membership of 
SAARC, hopes concerning benefits of 
stronger regional integration, opinions 
on which obstacles hamper closer 
regional ties, views on what issues and 
countries constitute the biggest threat 
to the South Asian region’s security.[2]

However, regarding the connections of 
Nepali people with other South Asian 
countries, the Insight South Asia report 
offers remarkable findings which one 
should contextualize to point out the 
significance for regionalization and 
especially the importance of India for 
its smaller Himalayan neighbor. Taking 
into account the financial resources of 
the Nepali people it is remarkable that 
around 50% of the Nepali have visited 

another South Asian country. This can 
be seen as general improvement of 
the economic situation of the Nepali 
people as well as a growing integration 
of Nepal in the South Asian region. 
Besides this, each third Nepali has a 
relative abroad (33%). 95% of them 
are living in India. This might be 
due to several reasons: 1) India is the 
closest and most important economic 
partner; 2) It has the most promising 
job market; 3) It is the biggest country 
in South Asia; 4) Social affinities, 5) 
General lack of alternatives, at least in 
South Asia (going outside South Asia is 
too expensive, 6) Nepal is a landlocked 
country, etc. However, this is also a 
source for insecurity and problems. 
Nepal as a landlocked country is heavily 
dependent on India. Each attempt to 
approach China in order to reduce this 
dependence was sanctioned by India. 
Other problems are human trafficking 
(especially forced prostitution). 
Besides India, Bangladesh is the most 
popular country to go to for Nepalese 
(moderate version of Islam, geographic 
factors (closer to Bangladesh), political 
conditions (less restrictions to move to 
Bangladesh – here one has to take the 
troubled Pakistan-India relations into 
account which also has implications for 
Nepali people to a certain degree.

One of the most interesting results of 
the report is that despite of the political 
turbulences between both countries, 
most of the Nepali people have a 
positive opinion on India (84%). This 
is remarkable because many Nepali 
intellectuals and opinion makers were 
critical of India and their affection for 
this country is relative: One has to 
mention that the obviously close ties 
with India are not undisputed. There is 
a general threat perception of India as 
a “big brother” which wants to control 
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Nepal (through undue influence). 
Here, India is usually blamed for 
each negative development in Nepal 
– the southern neighbor is made 
responsible for the rise and fall of the 
autocratic Rana regime, the decline 
of the Panchayat-system, the long 
lasting monarchy and its loyal Nepalese 
Army (both armies would maintain 
close ties) as well as the whole Maoist 
insurgency. In this context, certain 
sections of the Nepalese, especially 
the Maoists, feel that the country gets 
exploited by India, which was not 
only seen as a contradiction to Indian 
anti-colonial and anti-imperialistic 
rhetoric, but also to its ‘democratic 
self-perception’. Therefore, India is 
traditionally identified as a foe by the 
Maoists – a mindset which will take 
some time to change. However, India 
claims for itself a special status in Nepal 
which is identified as a ‘buffer state’ 
and will continue to critically observe 
all international activities of Nepal 
especially towards China. Nevertheless, 
Nepal was able to maintain a neutral 
position in the Indo-Pakistan relations, 
especially in the three Indo-Pak wars, 
and in the Kashmir issue. It also 
remained neutral in the 1962 India-
China border war. This neutrality 
might continue to be a source for 
conflict between India and Nepal and 
increase the Nepalese threat perception. 
Conflicts in the past about the transit 
rights, or India`s position in the Nepal-
Bhutanese refugee issue are confirming 
Nepalese anxiety. To sum up, it is not 
surprising that the perception of China 
– is very positive in Nepal (74%)- and 
that there are fewer anti-China then 
anti-India voices.

Nepal’s relation to Bhutan is still partly 
determined by a large-scale expulsion 
of ethnic Nepalese in the 1990s, termed 

‘illegal immigrants’ or ‘non-nationals’ 
by the Bhutanese government. This 
caused a substantial deterioration of the 
relation between both countries and 
remains an unresolved issue. However, 
it cannot be seen as a remarkable hurdle 
for regional integration. The fact that 
40% of the Nepalese are seeing Bhutan 
in a positive light despite the tensions 
is an indicator that the refugee issue 
will lose its significance as source for 
conflict in future. This is a fact which 
is surprising and not discussed by many 
political observers. Only 16% have a 
negative opinion on Bhutan. The major 
reason for this development might be the 
democratic development in the recent 
years, especially the 2008 elections 
which made Bhutan a constitutional 
monarchy, as well as some positive 
developments regarding the refugees.
Regarding Pakistan, the results are not 
surprising: more than one third of the 
Nepali is negative on Pakistan due to 
emotional ties with India, and the view 
of Pakistan as a host for terrorism. 
Furthermore, Pakistan with its feudal 
structures and decades of military 
regimes which were suppressing all 
kind of leftist policies were seen critical 
also among the Maoists.

Interestingly, (Islamic) Bangladesh 
is seen in a positive light. One of 
the reasons therefore might be the 
fact that both countries experienced 
major movements towards the re-
introductions of democracy (e.g. Jana 
Andolan I & II in Nepal and 1989/90 
movement against military rule of 
General Ershad and against the latest 
military-backed caretaker government 
between 2006 and 2008 in Bangladesh. 
Political awareness and a general open-
minded Bangladesh society seem to 
attract the Nepalese. However, here 
one also has to state that it is also the 
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economic opportunities in Bangladesh 
which is alluring to the people of 
Nepal. The affection towards Sri Lanka, 
which since the military victory against 
LTTE is drifting into an autocracy, 
can only be explained on the basis of 
the solidarity between small South 
Asian states and Sri Lanka’s ambiguous 
relation with India. It seems that 
especially Sri Lanka`s current foreign 
policy maneuvering between India’s 
and China`s interests seems to attract 
certain Nepalese elites too.

Finally, the results of the Insight South 
Asia Survey regarding SAARC are also 
of great interest. It is remarkable that 
only around 1/3 do not know SAARC. 
Nevertheless there is an overwhelming 
conviction about the benefits of 
regional integration and cooperation. 
98% believe that Nepal’s membership 
in SAARC is an asset. Furthermore, the 
Nepalese that are aware of SAARC more 
often had a positive view of other South 
Asian countries, with the exception of 
India. Until today, the SAARC did not 

reduce Nepal`s economic dependence 
on India. The major problems are 
asymmetry and Indo-Pak relations. 
Furthermore, due to the landlocked 
situation of Nepal there is no real 
alternative to economic cooperation 
with India. Otherwise, like in other 
smaller South Asian states, it seems 
that there is still a persistent threat 
perception of an Indian dominance 
in the South Asian region, in political 
and economic terms. Therefore one 
must state that India was not yet able 
to abandon its image as ‘regional bully’, 
unable to appear as an integrative force 
in its own neighborhood. However, the 
enthusiasm of the Nepali people is very 
promising, as it could function as an 
engine for regional integration.

SPOTLIGHT
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Pakistan resulted from the partition 
of the British Empire in 1947. As 
such, Pakistan was simultaneously 
a geopolitical project intended to 
ensure the containment of the Soviet 
Union, a gathering of Muslim-majority 
territories and a state where its founder, 
Muhammad Ali Jinnah, believed 
it possible to combine a religious 
trademark with a democratic and 
therefore secular state. The partition 
was chaotic and tainted by ethnic 
cleansing. Pakistan founder died in 
1948, soon after the creation of the 
state, and Pakistan developed into an 
“Islamic state”. The Urdu became the 
only official language, although this 
language had formerly a secondary role 
in the West and was little known to the 
most populated part of the country - 
the East. 

Pakistan held its first democratic 
election in December 1970, twenty-
three years after its foundation. They 
gave a national absolute majority to 
the Awami League of Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman, although it has gained seats 
only in East Pakistan. The Pakistan 
People’s Party (PPP) became second, 
being the first in West Pakistan - 
provinces of Punjab and Sindh at that 
time. The Awami Party was in the 
lead in Baluchistan and obtained an 
important result in the North-western 

Territories, the only region where the 
parties which presented themselves as 
“Muslims” had obtained a majority of 
votes. At the national level, the religious 
parties were the big losers. Divided into 
several lists - six obtained more than 3% 
of the votes – they accounted together 
for 27.7% of the votes (well below the 
single secular majority party - 39.2% 
of the votes). The Pakistani electoral 
system is a majority system inspired by 
the one of the colonial power, therefore 
the difference in terms of elected officials 
was even more pronounced. Religious 
parties altogether obtained 36 seats 
against 160 of the Awami League and 
80 of the PPP.At the regional level, the 
split was also very strong. East Pakistan 
was 100% dominated by the Awami 
League while West Pakistan was widely 
dominated by the PPP and Baluchistan 
- by the Awami party. Only the sparsely 
populated and peripheral North-
western Territories was dominated by 
religious parties. Islamists and their state 
dominated bodies - starting with the 
military - regretted having allowed this 
ex-perience of free elections. Indeed, as 
it was frequently the case later on in the 
part of Pakistan remained under their 
control (such as Baluchistan where 
Awami Party was thwarted by force by 
Islamists), they decided to take by force 
what they had lost in the polls. »
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In addition to the politics of armed 
and doctrinaire support of Islamism 
that they continued in the following 
decades, either within the country or 
in the neighbourhood of Afghanistan 
and India, they decided to promote 
the “final solution” for those they 
considered as the greatest threat: the 
secular circles and especially the non-
Islamic supporters of the Awami 
League. On the evening of March 25, 
1971, the then military government, 
through its military forces and the 
major Islamist organization present in 
Bangladesh, the Jamaat-e-Islami, began 
a religious and intellectual cleansing 
of East Pakistan that targeted Hindus 
and other minorities. These included 
the intelligentsia, especially those 
secular and with Bengali language and 
culture. During the nine months of 
the operation, Islamist forces together 
with the Pakistan army killed nearly 
3 million people, pushed 10 million 
refugees abroad and sexually assaulted 
300,000 women.

This genocide was the largest after the 
Second World War and ended only 
when Indian military intervened. In the 
end East Pakistan became independent 
and took the name of Bangladesh.
While some voices in the West 
have condemned this crime against 
humanity - as the US Consul General 
in Dhaka, Ambassador Archer Blood, 
Anthony Mascarenhas (a journalist 
refugee of West Pakistan in the UK) and 
Joan Baez - the West has always tried to 
deny the extent and seriousness of the 
crime, while the Muslim world believed 
politically inappropriate to accept its 
reality. More than four decades after 
the genocide, one may wonder how 
could it take place and how it could 
remain unpunished until today. In 
many ways, it was the precursor of 

the Islamists carnages later committed 
in Afghanistan, Iran, in other parts of 
Pakistan and a bit elsewhere around the 
Muslim world.

The peace agreement signed between 
India and Pakistan in the aftermath 
of the war in 1972, the Simla 
Agreement, did not consider important 
the judgment of the genocide. The 
Tripartite Agreement of 1974 – in which 
Bangladesh participated - kept the terms 
of the bilateral agreement regarding 
the future of 195 Pakistani soldiers 
accused of the crime of genocide. They 
were repatriated to Western Pakistan 
theoretically for the trial (which never 
took the place). Hundreds of thousands 
of Bangladeshis were in Pakistan at that 
time, and their presence there was used 
to press the Bangladeshi authorities 
into not pursuing Court procedures 
against Pakistani nationals. Regarding 
Bangladeshi civilians, an international 
criminal court was created in 1973, 
but the proceedings were suspended 
following the military coup of 1975.

A democratic regime in Bangladesh was 
installed by the 1972 Constitution. The 
Awami League won the 1973 elections 
but its government was short-lived. 
In 1975 the first military coup killed 
Mujibur Rahman and his family. His 
daughter, the current Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina Wajed, survived for 
the simple reason that she was abroad 
at the time of the massacre. Military 
governments or civilian governments 
operated by the military would follow 
until 1990. General Ziaur Rahman will 
be the first military man and he will 
create the BNP, a party which will form 
an alliance with the main author of 
genocide, Jamaat-e-Islami. The alliance 
is still in place and occupied power 
most of the time after 1991.
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The Awami League - traditionally a 
secular party - won the elections in 1996 
and remained in power until 2001. 
Apparently, it decided to give priority 
to the persecution of the perpetrators 
of the massacre against the family of 
Mujibur Rahman, whose main leaders 
were tried and convicted during this 
period of time. The trial proceedings of 
1973 were resumed only after the return 
of the Awami League to power in 2009, 
and are now under way. They were 
met with a great resistance from the 
political opposition in Bangladesh. This 
is not surprising, as the main instigators 
of the genocide who are still alive are 
for the most part political leaders of 
Jamaat-e-Islami and, to a lesser extent, 
the BNP. Jamaat-e-Islam controls an 
economic empire which includes banks, 
companies, universities and hospitals. 
Obviously, the party was able to invest 
large sums of money into various 
lobbying campaigns (press, political and 
humanitarian associations). Pakistan, 
the vast majority of Islamic countries 
and, surprisingly, the Western World, 
did not welcome the resuming of the 
tribunal procedures.

Pakistan has not substantially changed 
its position on the relationship between 
religion and state, minority rights and 
cultural and linguistic diversity since 
the events of 1971, and therefore it 
sees the Court procedures as an attack 
to its present position. In the world of 
Muslim-majority countries, democracy 
is still the exception and the same 
denial attitude of 1971 is still in place. 
From Saudi Arabia to Iran, despite 
their differences, despite their regime 

changes, Islamist countries did not 
change attitudes. Similarly to Pakistan, 
they use a concept of Islam as a panacea 
to justify everything, including crimes 
against humanity. The position of the 
West is more difficult to understand. 
In 1971, the American diplomacy 
of Henry Kissinger supported the 
genocidal forces of Pakistan, supplying 
them with weapons via Iran and 
Jordan. This supply of arms was a 
blatant violation of the embargo on 
arms supplies to Pakistan approved by 
the US Congress. According to the so-
called realpolitik, Pakistan and China 
were countries that should be defended, 
and the Soviet Union and India were 
opponents, and these were the main 
concerns. Principles, human rights or 
democratic decisions were secondary.

More than four decades after these 
tragic events, the Soviet Union no 
longer exists, whereas after 9/11, 2001, 
we can no longer fail to see the tragic 
consequences of Islamic fanaticism. The 
position of the West, however, did not 
change substantially. The arguments 
used to sustain the opposition to the 
Court proceedings are pure sophistry. 
Instead of criticising the then authorities 
of Bangladesh for not forbidding the 
activities of the party that promoted the 
genocide of 1971, the Court is accused 
of partisanship since it promotes the 
persecution of the leaders of a party 
which is in opposition. In fact, still in 
our day, only the extra-parliamentary 
extreme left in Bangladesh requires 
the disbanding of Jamaat-e-Islam, 
considered to be a moderate Muslim 
party by the US authorities. It is almost 
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as if we accused the Nuremberg trials 
to be preconceived and not acceptable 
because they targeted the Nazi party 
in its actions! Those who criticize the 
delay of more than forty years in the 
Court procedures do not do it as a 
criticism for such a long period of time 
without justice. Their objective seems 
rather to cast doubts on the principle of 
non-prescription applied for the crimes 
against humanity. 

Yet, as stated by Mr Kabir for instance, 
if we just look at the events of recent 
months, such as the destruction of 
countless Hindu and Buddhist temples 
and the persecution of minorities in 
Bangladesh, orchestrated by the same 
networks, the same religious fanatics 
logic and the same political machines 
who led the genocide in 1971, we 

fully understand why it is urgent to 
judge the authors of the genocide of 
1971 so that the culture of impunity 
does not continue perpetually making 
new victims. On the 17th of January 
SADF – South Asia Democratic 
Forum – organised a conference in 
the French Senate in Paris, under the 
sponsorship of Senator Marie-Noëlle 
Lienemann, to promote an event on 
the forgotten genocide. Mr Mofidul 
Hoque, Administrator of the National 
Museum of the Resistance in Dhaka 
was the main speaker. Given the public 
interest, the importance of the subject, 
we decided to promote, in cooperation 
with academic institutions and 
associations campaigning for justice 
and human rights to organize another 
conference on the subject which will be 
held this summer. 
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INTERVIEW 

Think South Asia (TSA): In the last 
interview with you, we saw how 
India can be a positive influence in 
the South Asian region (SAARC). 
We spoke also about some barriers 
to more cooperation which must be 
solved by each party. I would like to 
know now, outside of SAARC, about 
other external influences in this 
region. We would like to understand 
better how countries like China, the 
United States, Australia, Japan, Iran 
and others can influence SAARC 
cooperation.
 
Professor Mitra: Thank you very much, 
that is a very important question. I 
do not want India to become myopic 
and become involved only in India 
and South Asia. Right after the 
independence, Jawaharlal Nehru had 
an international perspective. He was 
one of the  main supporters of the 
United Nations among the newly 
independent Afro-Asian states. India 
should hold on to that legacy and for 
that the development of the BRICS 
States is a very positive development. 
So Brazil, Russia, India, China and 
South Africa, five big countries talking 
to one another, working with one 
another, to produce  a level playing field 
internationally, is an eye-opener.

Of course they have different political 
systems and they have also their own 
differences. But they are working 
with one another for the greater 
democratization of the United Nations 
system. There is absolutely no reason 
why the 5 countries who emerged as 
victors from the Second World War 
should be the only ones to have the 
veto right in the security council. 
The reform of the security council is 
overdue. Similarly, the development of 
international norms of justice and order 
are very important and that should stop 
some states from  taking recourse to 
gunboat diplomacy and to engage in 
unilateral and so-called humanitarian 
intervention.

TSA: There is an old theory in India 
that says there is a Chinese strategy 
to encircle India. Is that true? In the 
case this is happening, what shape 
does this encircling take?

Professor Mitra: There are people in 
India who believe that the Chinese 
are out  to encircle India. Why is that? 
Well the Chinese have built Gwadar, 
a very important port for Pakistan. 
The Chinese are working with the Sri 
Lankans to build up Trincomalee into 
a world class international port. The 
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Chinese are active in Nepal and  others 
parts of Asia and for sure the Chinese are 
present in Tibet. The next step is the fear 
that China is encircling India. Another 
way to look at the developments that 
I mentioned is to think of them as 
economic opportunities where the 
Chinese are making better offers to 
those countries than anybody else is 
making.

If India is losing out some of its 
competition it is because India probably 
is not as competitive as China. So, 
instead of building of the fear of the 
Chinese encirclement, India might 
have to learn from China why China 
is more successful in infrastructure 
building within China as in Africa or 
Southeast Asia or East Asia, or South 
Asia. In other words, the Indians have 
a very good reason collaborate with 
China rather than build up the 1960’s 
hysteria of China encircling India.

The Chinese, if you look at them to 
the way their old rhetoric and identity 
would make you believe in what 
they are saying... the Chinese have a 
different way of looking at themselves 
than Indians do: let’s remember that 
Indians got  their independence as a 
transfer of power from a colonial ruler, 

the Chinese fought and won theirs. 
Which is why, after independence, 
India became a status quo power and 
China an ideological power. In the 60’s 
China tried to export its ideology and 
undermine Indian democracy, by the 
way of support the Nagas, Mizos and 
Naxalites, after  the crushing defeat  
they inflicted on India in 1962. Many 
Indians have been traumatised by those 
memories.

But China has changed greatly, 
dramatically, radically and essentially. 
The Chinese theory from Deng Xiao 
Ping of ‘getting rich is glorious’ has 
made China a little bit of a status quo 
power. China does not any longer 
export revolution. The Chinese want to 
get rich and like all rich people to hold 
on to what they have achieved. And the 
Chinese are beginning to understand 
that their supply lines are overstretched. 
Now there is an opportunity for 
India to understand China and start 
cooperating with China in areas where 
India and China are in competition, 
such as Central Asia and Africa. That 
would be a win-win strategy for these 
two emerging markets, and leading 
Asian powers aspiring to a role in 
international politics.

»

“The Chinese are active 
in Nepal and  others parts 
of Asia and for sure the 
Chinese are present in 
Tibet. The next step is 
the fear that China is 
encircling India.”

“Now there is an 
opportunity for India to 
understand China and 
start cooperating with 
China in areas where 
India and China are in 
competition, such as 
Central Asia and Africa.”
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India and China are in competition 
to buy up primary resources like land 
and oil. A cooperation with China will 
make it possible for India:

a)  To get better terms of trade.
b) To get the advantage of access to 
Chinese hardware.
c)  To reassure China that India also  has 
changed domestically, and continues 
to be a country that stays away from 
international armed treaties, and 
then maybe China and India can talk 
about disputed territories as Arunachal 
Pradesh, which is a part of India but 
which is found on Chinese maps as part 
of the Chinese territory.

This is what so far as India-China 
collaboration is concerned. So far as 
Japan is concerned, let’s remember again 
that Japan was the representative of the 
West in Asia for a long time after the 
Second World War, and, like Taiwan, 
had a leaning towards the protective 
military umbrella of the United States. 
But those things belong to the past and 
the West’s stance is declining. In fact, 
the ‘West’ has become a multi-polar 
entity. So Japan has to understand 
the new China just like Taiwan has to 
understand new China. Indians will 
need to take these new realities on 
board, enter a negotiation with these 
powers to  find the middle ground, be 

it new oil fields, be it disputed islands, 
be it existing territorial disputes. 
Only then can they also collaborate 
against the export of terrorism, which 
is as much a threat to Pakistan, as to 
India, as to China. So what I see here 
– at the level of policy – is a room for 
negotiations amongst stakeholders as 
the major countries you mentioned, 
and  reach out to their populations 
through democracy and human rights.

TSA: Thank you very much Professor 
Mitra, I would like to ask you now 
about your future projects. What do 
you plan to do in the next years? What 
are your main ideas and dreams?

Professor Mitra: Now, I have, all my 
life believed that politics, as a scholarly 
field, is meant not only for analysis but 
also for practice. I am not a practicing 
politician, I could not, because I live in 
a country where I am not citizen and I 
do not believe in doing politics from a 
long distance. So, over the next years, 
once I am retired, my hope would be 
to marry political analysis with political 
advocacy.

That is the basis of my collaboration 
with the South Asia Democratic 
Forum (SADF). The whole idea is that 
analysis without advocacy or theory 

INTERVIEW 
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marry political analysis 
with political advocacy.”
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without practice, remain sterile just 
like advocacy without analysis is mere 
propaganda. So my first objective 
is to make myself available to those 
making policies or those engaged in 
political action by acting as a political 
consultant.

Second, it does not mean that I will 
stop doing research altogether. “Good 
research”, as a colleague said recently, “is 
the best form of advocacy”. One of my 
current obsessions is to understand how 
government works. In other words, I 
want to look at the Indian government 
again and see what happens in the 
“belly of the beast” by focusing on a 
particular ministry and understand 
how the ministry works in reality by 
talking to the stakeholders and looking 
at the reports that had came out of it.

My third objective would be to make 
myself available for younger scientists 
in terms of publicizing their work 
through the Heidelberg papers in South 
Asia and Comparative Politics and the 
very new consultancy that the young 
researchers of my department have set 
up, - called APSA (Applied Political 
Science of South Asia), and that would 
become a long-term platform for our 
people to be active in terms of engaging 
with teaching, research, policy making 
and publication.

TSA: Thank you very much Professor 
Mitra for receiving me here and to 
give Think South Asia’s readers the 
opportunity to know more from 
your experience. I would like to 
finally ask you, in one sentence: 
regarding South Asia, what is your 
message for European policy makers 
in the European Parliament and the 
European Commission?

Professor Mitra: My one message would 
be for them to understand how beneficial 
the diffusion of European values to 
South Asia has been, in terms of the 
message of liberty, fraternity, equality. 
Then, to understand what South 
Asians have done with those values, 
how they have adopted and developed 
them further to respond to their own 
context in terms of endogenising them 
and to export them back to Europe so 
that Europe can tackle the new non-
Christian immigrants and the poorer 
European peripheries much better than 
Europe appears to be doing right now.

INTERVIEW 
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SAARC

The South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation (SAARC), 
comprising Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, 
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, is characterized 
by distinguishing economies. It is 
also associated with eight observer 
status countries including China, the 
European Union, Iran, Japan, South 
Korea, Mauritius, Myanmar and the 
United States of America. This region 
has a population of around 2 billion, 
which is almost 23% of the total 
population of world, living on 5% of 
the world’s soil mass. The total gross 
domestic product (GDP) of the South 
Asian region amounted to $3,860 
billion which is less than 3% of the 
world’s total GDP. On the other hand, 
it is one of the fastest growing regions 
in the globe. This region witnessed an 
average annual GDP per capita real 
growth rate of 5.2% in recent decade. 
Countries for instance Bhutan and 
India have enjoyed even higher per 
capita GDP growth rates of 6.8% 
and 5.6%, respectively. This pace of 
economic growth is anticipated to 
facilitate the mitigation of widespread 
poverty in South Asian region. The 
emergence of several trading blocks and 
economic groupings all over the world 
clearly indicates that economic survival 
and prosperity of any nation in this 
increasingly competitive world crucially 
depend on their ability to successfully 

integrate with other economies. It must 
also be remembered that without any 
integrated economy none of the South 
Asian countries can ever hope to become 
significant global players. The South 
Asian experience has demonstrated 
that political factors can cause long-
term collapse of establishment of 
economic links. The rising emphasis 
on economic development in foreign 
policy is altering the main concerns 
of South Asian nations. South Asian 
states are accentuating the importance 
of accessibility to open markets and 
escalating foreign direct investment in 
their economies. It seems as economic 
growth and development will be 
foremost issue in the future agenda 
for the SAARC member states. At 
present, trade between South Asian 
states remains comparatively low as 
compare to other regional blocks. 
Furthermore, political and economic 
binding between states remains on 
rickety foundations. Differential among 
South Asian countries have made 
regional cooperation difficult and have 
led South Asian countries to pursue 
their economic targets bi-laterally. 
SAARC is still a precious platform for 
political dialogue in South Asia, but 
its economic functioning in the region 
has been toned down by conflicts and 
tensions among its member states. The 
special associations between India and 
the Soviet Union and between Pakistan 

SAARC, EU and 
Economic Integration
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population of world, living 
on 5% of the world’s soil 
mass. The total gross 
domestic product (GDP) 
of the South Asian region 
amounted to $3,860 
billion which is less than 
3% of the world’s total 
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SAARC

and the USA are examples of the 
complicated situation which can hardly 
boost South Asian cooperation. Until 
and unless, these conflicts are resolved 
where South Asian states are willing to 
reduce barriers to trade, it seems as if the 
vision of an economic interdependent 
South Asia is more of a dream than 
reality. Differences in economic gains 
among members, all depend on the 
trade creation ability of the member 
states. These economic benefits can be 
achieved by trade creation resulting 
from reduction of tariffs on imports 
from the rest of the world. Factors that 
have impact on trade creation are the 
elasticity of import demand, the pre-
agreement level of protectionism and 
import from the rest of the world. In 
fact, large countries like India and 
Pakistan have relatively high volume 
of trade with the rest of the world and 
their import demands are relatively 
elastic and, therefore, they gain more 
from trade creation rather from trade 
diversion. Other small countries like 
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka lose because 
of relatively low level of trade creation 
and diversion capability. The rest of the 
three countries, Bhutan, Maldives and 
Nepal have very insignificant influence 
over intra-regional trade due to their 
very small size of their economy.

The future prospects for greater 
integration in SAARC countries can 
still be realized by taking concrete 
measures. These measures include 
chaste economic benefits by utilizing 
capital efficiently and deployment of 
labor appropriately in all sectors and 

their free cross-boarder mobility. Unlike 
traditional measures, foreign direct 
investment should be encouraged by 
the member states in manufacturing, 
agricultural and in services sector 
specially. South Asia has to come up 
with strategic planning when it comes 
to deal with multilateral agreements. 
Developmental and environmental 
efficiency gains arising from adopting 
a regionally integrated approach 
should be towards preservation of 
ecological system in the region. 
These regional issues cannot be dealt 
successfully until well addressed in a 
cooperative environment. Elimination 
of trade barriers and sociable political 
relationship could direct to significant 
increase in intra-SAARC trade. There 
is huge potential for foreign investors, 
and South Asian integration is also 
coming to the forefront on a political 
level. Even China is showing increased 
interest in membership of a South Asian 
regional association. According to the 
International Institute of Strategic 
Studies: India , Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka, and Nepal deploying 
their resources on defense amounted 
US$21.7 billion, US$ 4.14 billion, 
US$840 million, US$686 million and 
US$ 139 million respectively which 
needs to be reduced and must be utilize 
for the economic integration in the 
region. There is dire need to establish 
one institution for the mobilization 
and allocation the financial resources 
efficiently among member states 
with the main focus on development 
programs like poverty-alleviation , 
provide lending to a wide-ranging 

“South Asia has to 
come up with strategic 
planning when it comes 
to deal with multilateral 
agreements.”

“There is dire need to 
establish one institution 
for the mobilization and 
allocation the financial 
resources efficiently 
among member states 
with the main focus on 
development programs 
like poverty-alleviation.”
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human resources development program, 
finance joint ventures, support intra-
industry and inter-industry trade by 
arranging finance for export credit and 
commodity stabilization, and support 
the existing regional institutions.
The relationships developed by the 
European Union (EU) with South 
Asia are profound. The European 
Union is one of the leading hub of 
the world economy, and the third 
populated political entity, after China 
and India. Cooperation between the 
EU and SAARC remarkably looking 
for promoting the harmonization 
of standards; facilitate trade; raise 
awareness about the benefits of regional 
cooperation; and promote business 
networking in the SAARC region. EU’s 
overall policy covers up five areas: trade, 
economic co-operation, development 
co-operation, democracy, good 
governance and human rights and last 
political dialogue. Undoubtedly, EU 
can facilitate strengthen the ongoing 
integration process of SAARC through 
its economic and political influence in 
the region; it has historical experience 
of dealing with diversity and its interest 
in crisis prevention. But the fact is that 
“the internal problems of SAARC largely 
prevented any effective implementation 
of the Memorandum of Understanding” 
signed with the SAARC state members. 
The European Community and its 
member states today provide more 
than half of the funds for international 
development aid and more than 50% 
of world humanitarian aid. EU, as an 

aggregated Union of states, is the one 
of the biggest trade partner of South 
Asia. The developments of trade are 
common to most SAARC countries, 
which export mostly textiles and 
clothing to EU, and import mostly 
capital goods and transport items 
from EU. Its imports with SAARC 
countries amounted 55.1% whereas 
its exports are 48.3 % in 2011. The 
European Union asserts to uphold “one 
of the lowest tariff structures in the 
world, with average import tariffs of 
less than 4%”. A parallel and essential 
constituent of EU trade policy is the 
insertion of democracy building and 
human rights as prerequisites for 
countries enjoying the full benefits of 
the EU’s trade concessions. Finally, as 
a representative of two billion people 
in the globe, SAARC has to ensure 
the welfare of its masses. Economic 
integration in term of trade expansion 
is the only best way to ensure Regional 
Corporation which further necessitates 
collective and collaborative strategies 
and joint ventures at the part of 
SAARC member states. One thing is 
very much discernible, that activities in 
hundreds of other areas cannot be offset 
for failure in the question of economic 
integration. To end with, it all require 
political will at the part of SAARC 
member states.

SAARC

“The relationships 
developed by the 
European Union (EU) with 
South Asia are profound. 
The European Union is 
one of the leading hub 
of the world economy, 
and the third populated 
political entity, after 
China and India.”

“EU’s overall policy 
covers up five areas: 
trade, economic co-
operation, development 
co-operation, democracy, 
good governance and 
human rights and last 
political dialogue. 
Undoubtedly, EU can 
facilitate strengthen 
the ongoing integration 
process of SAARC through 
its economic and political 
influence in the region.”
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Bangladesh 1971 was in the limelight 
of the world’s media. While the major 
centres of power were concerned with 
the events of the then East Pakistan and 
most Western governments opposing 
the emergence of the independent 
state of Bangladesh, people everywhere 
showed sympathy and solidarity with 
the cause of Bangladesh. In 1971 
the world was deeply involved with 
Bangladesh and the nation won its 
freedom through a bloody war of nine 
months paying a very high price with 
three million people dead, 300,000 
women becoming victims of sexual 
violence and 10 million people seeking 
refuge in India. It was a human tragedy 
with few parallels in history. It was also 
a great story of the massive solidarity 
of the international community which 
was one of the determining factors 
behind the emergence of Bangladesh.

Acts of Genocide and 
Crimes against Humanity 
Pakistan, at the time of its birth, was 
a strange country with two wings 
separated by 1,200 miles of physical 
distance, established on the basis of a 
sole Muslim identity of the majority 
of the multicultural multilingual 
population. The centre of power lay in 
the West, with the civil-military axis 
dominated by the Punjabis, whereas 

MEMORY

the majority of the population were 
Bengalis of East Pakistan who had a 
rich tradition of their own language 
and culture, not to be overshadowed 
by religious identity. What happened 
in 1971 was the Pakistani government’s 
“brutal nine-month suppression of 
Bengalis seeking independence for the 
then East Pakistan.” (International 
Crisis Group - Bangladesh: Back to the 
Future, Asia Report N° 226- 13 June 
2012). The major crime of the Bengalis 
was that they won an absolute majority 
in the first democratically held election 
in Pakistan in December 1970 and the 
Junta was not ready to handover power 
to the elected representatives. There 
was no denying the acts of genocide 
and crimes against humanity initiated 
by the military junta on the fateful 
night of March 25, 1971. This was not 
only a popular notion reflected in the 
international media and endorsed by 
numerous eye-witness accounts, but 
was also based on the understanding 
of international criminal law. The 
attack against the Bengali population 
especially targeting Hindus clearly 
showed the intent of the perpetrators 
to annihilate either wholly or partially a 
particular religious group. Most of the 
criminality was aimed at making East 
Pakistan free of Hindus. This outlook 
reflected the legacy of the partition 
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300,000 women becoming 
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and 10 million people 
seeking refuge in India.”
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of India in 1947 when in Punjab the 
policy of exchange of population was 
officially approved and executed, thus 
wiping out the Hindu population 
from the face of West Pakistan. This 
later on found reflection in the strategy 
to achieve a military solution to the 
political problem of 1971. In the official 
document ‘Operation Searchlight’, 
which planned to launch the military 
attack, the target identified was not 
military in nature but civilian. As the 
document stated, “Maximum number 
of political and student leaders and 
extremists amongst the teaching staffs, 
cultural organisations to be arrested. 
Operation must achieve a hundred per 
cent success in Dacca. For that Dhaka 
University will have to be occupied and 
searched.”

Another instruction laid down the task 
to carry out, “House to house search 
of Dhanmandi suspected houses, also 
Hindu houses in old city.” In the elite 
neighbourhood only the suspected 
houses would be searched whereas in the 
old Dhaka with strong Hindu presence 
every house became a potential target 
for the military.

Lt. Gen A.A.K. Niazi, Pakistani 
General who was made Chief of the 
Eastern Command, had shown some 
understanding of the reality of the 
two wings of Pakistan separated by a 
thousand miles. In his memoirs ‘The 
Betrayal of East Pakistan’ he wrote, 
“Except for religion there was hardly 
anything in common between the 
Muslims of East and West Pakistan. 
The distance was an impediment, 
hindering a rapport between the two 
provinces. The language was different, 
customs and traditions failed to merge. 

The diet was different. The dress was 
not the same. The culture of East 
Pakistan clashed with the culture of 
West Pakistan.”
But eventually he considered the Muslim 
majority population of East Pakistan 
as “Hindu-controlled Bengalis”, and 
wrote, “With twenty per cent of the 
population being educated Hindus, 
and given their dominance in all facets 
of life, who could have stopped them 
from dictating the national policies? 
The government would be formed by 
Bengalis, the iron fist in the velvet glove 
would be that of the Hindus.” 

Like the Wannsee Conference 
resolution in Nazi Germany, ‘Operation 
Searchlight’ of the Pakistan Army was 
aimed to achieve a ‘final solution’ of 
the Bengali nationalist aspirations. Pak 
Army especially targeted the university 
students, teachers and cultural activists 
because they considered such groups 
as the most subversive and under the 
strong influence of Hindu teachers 
and their culture. With the venom of 
hatred, in the name of protecting their 
so-called Islamic religious identity, the 
Pak Army launched a “widespread and 
systematic attack against the civilian 
population.” What the military strategy 
meant in real terms was reflected in the 
conversation between the field level 
operator and command headquarters 
which was recorded and later published. 
On the night of 25 March, when asked 
by wireless about the number casualties 
inflicted upon the enemy the field 
commander replied, “Three hundred.” 
Then he was asked how many of them 
were dead or injured and how many 
captured. He curtly replied, “I do not 
believe in capturing, all of them are 
dead.”

MEMORY

“The attack against 
the Bengali population 
especially targeting 
Hindus clearly showed the 
intent of the perpetrators 
to annihilate either wholly 
or partially a particular 
religious group. Most of 
the criminality was aimed 
at making East Pakistan 
free of Hindus.”

“In the official document 
‘Operation Searchlight’, 
which planned to launch 
the military attack, the 
target identified was not 
military in nature but 
civilian. As the document 
stated, “Maximum 
number of political and 
student leaders and 
extremists amongst the 
teaching staffs, cultural 
organisations to be 
arrested.”

“The language was 
different, customs and 
traditions failed to merge. 
The diet was different. 
The dress was not the 
same. The culture of East 
Pakistan clashed with the 
culture of West Pakistan.”
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‘Operation Searchlight’ was launched 
simultaneously from Dhaka and other 
major towns and cantonments to 
establish control over the territory. The 
plan treated almost every Bengali as a 
potential enemy and stated, “Awami 
League action and reactions to be 
treated as rebellion and those who 
support Awami League or defy Martial 
Law action be dealt with as hostile 
elements.”

The aim of achieving a quick military 
solution with a mighty and brutal 
blow evaporated soon as the Bengali 
people unitedly faced the onslaught 
and organized an armed resistance with 
the help of the Bengali members of the 
Pakistani military, paramilitary and 
auxiliary forces. As the Pakistan Army 
penetrated deep into the territory to 
establish control the carnage became 
widespread and systematic. They had to 
look for local collaborators and followers 
of religious-fundamentalist parties like 
Jamat-e-Islami which became a strong 
partner. This alliance of the Pakistan 
Army and local collaborators could not 
save the situation for them but instead 
only aggravated the scenario. Major 
General Shawkat Riza of Pakistan Army 
admitted this reality in his book ‘The 
Pakistan Army – 1966-71’ and wrote, 
“The military high command believed 
the Bengalis could be made to conform 
for another fifty years. From June 
onwards the Pakistan Army was chasing 
ghosts. The search and destroy missions 
were born out of fear. Day after Day, 
tired, highly strung troops, were sent 
out into the slush and verminuous 
vegetation. Every bush, every hut, every 
moving thing was suspect. Eastern 
Command had let loose a demon which 
no one could control.”

What this demon had done in the 
riverine lush green land of Bengal was 
reflected in the declaration of Pakistani 
General, Rao Farman Ali, who wrote 
in his desk diary that he would “paint 
the green of East Pakistan red.” The 
Pakistan Army succeeded in doing 
just that, resulting in one of the worst 
genocides of the 20th century. Such acts 
of massive brutality and atrocities raised 
due concern all over the world. It is very 
interesting to note that one of the first 
people to point out the accusation of 
genocide was the US Consul General 
in Dhaka, Archer K. Blood, a man of 
integrity with a better understanding of 
the on-the-ground reality. In his secret 
cables sent to the Department of State 
he tried to depict the real situation and 
titled his March 28, 1971 cable with 
the words: “Selective Genocide”. Later 
on in his memoir “The Cruel Birth of 
Bangladesh” he wrote, “As far as I know, 
it was the first time that term had been 
used, but it was not to be the last.”

Archer Blood had a good knowledge of 
the legality of the terms of international 
crimes and further explained that the 
term ‘genocide’ was not appropriate 
to characterise all killings of Muslim 
Bengalis, but “on the other hand 
‘genocide’ struck us as applying fully to 
the naked, calculated and widespread 
selection of Hindus for special 
treatment.”
On June 13, 1971 The Sunday Times 
of London published a centre-spread 
report by the West Pakistani journalist 
Anthony Mascarenhas who defected 
to the UK to write the true story 
of Bangladesh. In this report titled 
‘Genocide’, Mascarenhas wrote, 
“General Yahya Khan’s military 
government is pushing through its 

MEMORY

“On the night of 25 March, 
when asked by wireless 
about the number 
casualties inflicted upon 
the enemy the field 
commander replied, 
“Three hundred.” Then 
he was asked how many 
of them were dead or 
injured and how many 
captured. He curtly 
replied, “I do not believe 
in capturing, all of them 
are dead.””

“Mascarenhas wrote, 
“General Yahya Khan’s 
military government is 
pushing through its own 
‘final solution’ of the 
East Bengal problem. 
‘We are determined to 
cleanse East Pakistan 
once for all of the threat 
of secession, even if 
it means the killing of 
two million people and 
meeting the province as a 
colony for 30 years’, I was 
repeatedly told by senior 
military and civil officers 
in Dhaka and Comilla.””
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own ‘final solution’ of the East Bengal 
problem. ‘We are determined to cleanse 
East Pakistan once for all of the threat 
of secession, even if it means the killing 
of two million people and meeting the 
province as a colony for 30 years’, I was 
repeatedly told by senior military and 
civil officers in Dhaka and Comilla.”

The massive movement of solidarity 
with the struggling people of Bangladesh 
reflected the universal recognition of 
the humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh. 
Strong voices was raised globally to stop 
genocide and a major event of solidarity 
was the “Concert for Bangladesh”, 
jointly organised by George Harrison 
and Pundit Ravishanker with the 
participation of major singers of the day. 
In Paris the leading actors organised a 
recital of Bengali poems translated into 
French and published an audio record 
of the performance. Andre Malraux, 
the author, art critic and activist tried 
to organise an international brigade 
similar to the one in defense of the 
Spanish Republic, thereby assisting the 
liberation war of Bangladesh.

Post-independent Bangladesh: 
Fallen from the Map
Bangladesh emerged as an independent 
state with the unconditional surrender 
of the Pakistan Army to the joint 
command of Indian and Bangladesh 
Forces on 16 December, 1971. The 
joy of victory was overshadowed by the 
grief and pain of the  gruesome killing of 
intellectuals by the Pakistani command 
and their local agents, Al-Badars, the 
secret killing squad composed of leading 
student and youth activists of Jamat-
e-Islami. The professors, journalists, 
doctors, poets and academics were 

picked up blindfolded from their home 
and murdered to be dumped at the 
riverside brick-field. This happened two 
days before the surrender and reflected 
the deep hatred for the Bengalis the 
other side had.

The new state of Bangladesh, 
devastated by war, had to rebuild a 
new life facing serious odds. It did 
not gain immediate entry into the 
nations of the world. The Muslim 
majority countries were not eager to 
recognise Bangladesh. Bangladesh had 
to negotiate hard through the OIC 
(Organisation of the Islamic States) for 
the recognition it finally got in 1974. A 
seat in the UN was ensured even later 
in September of that year. Saudi Arabia 
and the People’s Republic of China 
recognised Bangladesh only in 1975, 
after the brutal killing of the architect 
of the state Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. 
Bangladesh was also burdened with its 
own problems. Henry Kissinger, US 
Secretary of State, termed Bangladesh 
as a bottomless basket while on a short 
visit to Dhaka. The country was also 
devastated by flood and famine in 1974.

In spite of all the difficulties Bangladesh 
made its own effort to ensure justice for 
genocide, crimes against humanity and 
war crimes. But the decade of the 1970s 
was a dark period for international 
justice initiatives and after the 
pioneering efforts of Nuremberg and 
the Tokyo Tribunal and the adoption 
of the Genocide Convention in 1948 
no further step could be taken in a 
world torn by Cold War rivalries. This 
period has been termed by Diane F. 
Orentlicher as ‘a half century of silence’ 
and the Bangladesh genocide became 
a victim of such imposed silence. For 
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the international community the long 
silence ended when the Cold War was 
over with the collapse of Soviet Union. 
This led to the establishment of two 
tribunals by the United Nations, the 
ICTY (1993) and ICTR (1994). Diane 
F. Orentlicher wrote, “One of the 
hallmarks of this period has been an 
explosion of ethnic violence, at times 
entailing crimes against humanity. At 
the same time, the end of the Cold 
War also opened the way to superpower 
cooperation to establish tribunals that 
can punish epic crimes.”

But the new beginning in the 
international arena did not have 
any significance for Bangladesh as it 
was not only a victim of silence, but 
also that of forgetfulness of massive 
atrocities committed in the land in 
1971. It is very surprising that a nation 
which received so much attention from 
the global community could be so 
completely forgotten in the subsequent 
years and decades. Ian Martin, the 
former Secretary-General of Amnesty 
International, in a lecture delivered at 
the Liberation War Museum, Dhaka 
on March 22, 2011 pondered over 
the issue and observed that very few 
of the human rights organisations 
working internationally today existed 
in 1971, and as a result “the world of 
non-governmental human rights and 
transitional justice organisations has for 
the most part not carried within itself the 
memory of researching and protesting 
the crimes of 1971, as it does when they 
have been carried out more recently on 
their watch. But I remain perplexed 
that most well-informed people of 
strong human rights commitment, if 
asked to cite the genocides and mass 
atrocities of the twentieth century, will 

not think to include East Bengal 1971. 
Perhaps the most widely-read recent 
book on genocide, Samantha Power’s 
‘A Problem from Hell’, has just one 
paragraph on Bangladesh, although 
it amply deserves to be fully analysed 
within her theme of successive failures 
of US administrations to act to prevent 
such atrocities.” 

We can cite many more examples: the 
most recent book published in 2012 is 
by David Scheffer, President Clinton’s 
Ambassador-at-large for War Crimes 
Issues, titled “All the Missing Souls - 
A personal history of the war crimes 
tribunal.” This great work of an intimate 
journey of a man of commitment to 
international justice had no reference 
to the Bangladesh genocide. The same 
is true for “War Crimes : The Legacy of 
Nuremberg”, edited by Belinda Cooper 
and published in 1999. Another 
significant book “Crimes against 
Humanity: The Struggle for Global 
Justice” by Geoffrey Robertson QC 
has no reference to the Bangladesh 
genocide or justice. But there are 
exceptions also, and one such work is 
Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s book “Worse 
than War: Genocide, Eliminationism, 
and the ongoing Assault on Humanity” 
(published in 2009) which elaborately 
discusses the issue of Bangladesh 
genocide and also the rape of women 
during the 1971 conflict.

Bangladesh: Quest for Justice
As the Bangladesh genocide gradually 
became a forgotten genocide to the 
world, so suffered the effort to ensure 
justice for crimes of great magnitude. 
In the early 1970s, because of strong 
national pressure and also the cry for 
justice from the family of victims, the 
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government embarked upon a lone 
journey on behalf of humanity to 
ensure justice for international crimes 
committed in 1971. Among the 
90,000 Prisoners of War surrendered 
to the joint command of Indian and 
Bangladesh Forces, 195 persons were 
identified as war criminals, but no 
trial could be commenced as there 
was no international support for 
the justice process; rather there was 
strong pressure on both Bangladesh 
and India for the release of prisoners 
after the cessation of hostilities as per 
the Geneva Convention. Moreover, 
Pakistan had taken into confinement 
thousands of Bengalis working in 
West Pakistan, both military and 
civilian, their fate being similar to the 
Japanese-American interns during 
World War II. Surprisingly, there was 
no condemnation of such inhuman acts 
by Pakistan violating all international 
norms. Finally, with the Shimla 
Agreement between the Prime Minister 
of India Indira Gandhi, and Zulfiquar 
Ali Bhutto of Pakistan in 1973 all 
POW’s were sent back to Pakistan. 
There was a tacit understanding that 
Pakistan would organize its own trial 
for those accused of serious war crimes, 
which never happened in a proper way 
but found reflection in the formation of 
a one-member Commission of Inquiry 
known as the  Justice Hamoodur 
Rahman Commission.

In such a scenario the newly 
independent nation of Bangladesh 
initiated a justice process of its own with 
the proclamation of the Collaborators 
Act in 1972 to try in the local courts 
the large number of people accused of 
war crimes. For the major perpetrators 

it initiated a unique process with the 
adoption of the International Crimes 
(Tribunal) Act of 1973, popularly 
known as ICT-BD.

This was a very significant step taken 
by Bangladesh on behalf of humanity 
in the era of long silence to address 
the issue of international crimes. 
After the adoption of the Nuremberg 
Principle this was the first major effort 
to define international crimes and form 
appropriate tribunals to deliver justice. 
Significantly, Bangladesh was not all 
alone in its effort to look for justice. 
In the midst of the absence of national 
and international justice efforts to 
address international crimes, a group 
of jurists, prosecutors, academics and 
researchers kept the flame alive with 
their work to promote the concept 
of the International Criminal Court 
under the United Nations. 

It can be noted that in the 1960s the 
‘World Peace through Law Centre’ in 
Washington initiated discussions for 
effective international criminal justice 
through the realisation of international 
criminal law. The Foundation for the 
Establishment of an International 
Criminal Court was created and held its 
first Congress in 1971 in Wingspread, 
Illinois. In 1972 when the Second 
Conference was held in Bellagio, 
Italy, it scheduled a special session ‘to 
deal with relevant problems involving 
Bangladesh’. There were participants 
from Bangladesh including the Minister 
of Law and Parliamentary Affairs and 
the Attorney General. From among 
the organisers of this justice initiative 
two international experts contributed 
to the drafting of the International 
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Crimes (Tribunal) Act of Bangladesh. 
They are Professor Hans-Heinrich 
Jescheck, Director of the Max Planck 
Institute for Foreign and International 
Criminal Law in Freiburg, Germany 
and Professor Otto Triffterer, one 
of the founders of the discipline of 
international criminal law and Professor 
for International Criminal Law and 
Procedure, University of Salzburg. The 
effort of Bangladesh supplemented by 
the international cooperation led to the 
formulation of an International Crimes 
Act with great historical significance. 
This Act was given special protection by 
the first amendment in the constitution 
adopted previous year. 

Post-conflict Bangladesh had also 
undertaken various measures to address 
the grave problem of the massive 
victimisation of sexual violence. After 
the war the victims were honored 
by the government with the title of 
‘Beerangona’ or ‘War-heroin’ and 
Rehabilitation Centres for the Victims 
were established in various parts of the 
country. An executive order was issued 
to allow abortion in the government- 
sponsored clinic. The international 
community came forward to assist 
Bangladesh in meeting this challenge. 
A time-bound act was formulated to 
allow adoption in foreign countries 
of unwanted children known as ‘war-
babies’. Such sensibilities on the part of 
the policy-makers found reflection in 
the International Crimes (Tribunal) Act 
where ‘rape’ was mentioned as a category 
of crimes against humanity. This is the 
first time that sexual victimisation was 
recognised as an international crime in 
any legal document. It is understandable 
that the Act as amended in 2010 can 

be critically evaluated but its historic 
significance as the first such national 
legislation for international crimes 
can not be denied. Moreover, this act 
evolved out of the global initiative 
of justice, however marginalised that 
might have been in 1970’s. It is also 
significant that the Third Congress for 
the establishment of an International 
Criminal Court was held in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh in December, 1974. In 
his closing speech in the conference 
Manoranjon Dhar, Minister for Law 
and Parliamentary Affairs of Bangladesh 
said, “Coming as I do from the orient, 
with its firm mooring on spiritualism, 
I venture to think, as the old sages of 
the East thought, that it is the mind 
which in the ultimate analysis is the 
doer of everything. Along with the 
steps that are being taken toward the 
establishment of an international court 
of criminal justice attempts should be 
made through proper dissemination of 
ideas to make the people’s mind prone 
to accept the approach.”

Unfortunately for Bangladesh all efforts 
to establish justice came to a halt with 
the killing of the Father of the Nation 
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman 
along with members of his family in 
August, 1975. The military junta came 
into power with support from religious 
fundamentalist forces and one of the 
early steps taken by them was to annul 
the Collaborators Act in December, 
1975. There followed a long period 
of denial and distortion of history, as 
well as denial of justice. This was the 
dark period of silence and denial for 
Bangladesh and when the international 
community awakened again in the 
1990s to begin a new journey to deliver 
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justice for international crimes the case 
of Bangladesh could not attract much 
attention. The adoption of the Rome 
Statute in 1998 and the creation of 
a permanent International Criminal 
Court in 2002, a hallmark achievement 
for mankind, could not address the issue 
of retrospective justice in Bangladesh. 
Nevertheless Bangladesh became an 
early signatory to the Rome Statute and 
also ratified it as the only South Asian 
state to do so so far.

In this context the justice process 
initiated by Bangladesh after 40 years 
of denial carries great significance both 
for the nation and the international 
community. Bangladesh brought to an 
end the long impunity the perpetrators 
imposed upon the nation and moved 
from denial of justice to the process 
of justice through a massive electoral 
verdict as expressed in the 2008 
national election. Subsequently few 
amendments were made to the Act, a 
Tribunal has been set up in 2010 which 
formulated its own Rules of Procedure 
and the trial process is now ongoing. So 
far nine persons have been indicted and 
three other cases are pending. The two 
tribunals are having regular sessions 
and at least three cases are coming to 
a close. The Tribunal is a domestic one 
addressing the issues of international 
crimes. It should be remembered that 
the International Criminal Court also 
highlighted the importance of domestic 

tribunals. In the preamble to the Rome 
Statute the ICC affirmed: 
“that the most serious crimes of concern to 
the international community as a whole 
must not go unpunished and that their 
effective prosecution must be ensured by 
taking measures at the national level 
and by enhancing international 
cooperation.”

and recalled

“… that it is the duty of every state to 
exercise its criminal jurisdiction over those 
responsible for international crimes.”

The International Crimes Tribunal 
of Bangladesh is one of the pioneer 
domestic tribunals set up for the trial 
of international crimes. Moreover it 
represents a justice process which seeks 
to end impunity that lasted over 40 long 
years. It faces many challenges including 
that of fair trial and ensuring due process 
of law. No nation has natural expertise 
on international crimes, and the 
relevant justice process and legalities. 
But it has the obligation to meet the 
challenge as and when required. The 
time has arrived for Bangladesh. It is 
expected that all concerned parties, the 
tribunal, the prosecution and defense, 
the victims, the media, civil society, and 
the wider population will make their 
necessary contribution to ensure fair 
trial and the establishment of justice. 
At this hour, Bangladesh also needs 
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greater international cooperation which 
is essential to ensure internationally 
accepted standards in the trial process 
by learning from the experiences of 
other international tribunals.

When Bangladesh is taking steps to 
establish justice for the genocide of 
1971 it is also the obligation and 
responsibility of the international 
community to assist the process of 
justice. We look forward to a global 
initiative to assist Bangladesh to come 
to terms with its history and ensure 
justice for past crimes, which will also 
contribute to putting the Bangladesh 
genocide back in the memory of 
mankind. It can also be hoped that 
the success of the domestic tribunal 
in Bangladesh may one day open up 
the opportunity to have a domestic 
tribunal in Pakistan to try the persons 
responsible for genocide committed in 
Bangladesh in 1971. At the end I would 
like to quote from a recent article by 
Otto Triffterer from the book ‘Old 
Evidence and Core International Crimes’ 
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edited by Morten Bergsmo and Cheah 
Wui Ling, published by Torkel Opsahi 
Academic E Publisher, Beijing in 
2012. Otto Triffterer wrote, “National 
jurisdictions may prosecute the relevant 
crimes committed even prior to the Act 
of 1973 and its amendments of 2009. 
Thus the Bangladeshi criminal justice 
system may become of importance for 
the interpretation of the Rome Statute 
and for perpetrators who can be held 
responsible by the Rome Statute and 
through its organs. In this sense we can 
only wish that Bangladesh holds fair 
trials and interprets the law bearing in 
mind the need to strictly construe it 
according to internationally accepted 
standards. Good Luck.”At this historic 
juncture to uphold truth and justice 
for past crimes Bangladesh requires 
lots of good luck and good luck also 
to the international community in its 
endeavor to play its due role to end the 
impunity in Bangladesh and ensure fair 
trial for the crimes committed 40 years 
ago. Good luck to all.

“At this hour, Bangladesh 
also needs greater 
international cooperation 
which is essential to 
ensure internationally 
accepted standards in the 
trial process by learning 
from the experiences 
of other international 
tribunals.”

“At this historic juncture 
to uphold truth and 
justice for past crimes 
Bangladesh requires 
lots of good luck and 
good luck also to the 
international community 
in its endeavor to play 
its due role to end the 
impunity in Bangladesh 
and ensure fair trial for 
the crimes committed 40 
years ago.”
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