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Dear “Think South Asia Readers”,

100 years ago R. Tagore became the 
first Asian to win the noble prize in 
literature. Not only did he show the 
world that Asia, had more to offer than 
mysticism, orientalism and adventure, 
but he also revolutionized the way art 
was made and seen in India, South Asia 
and beyond. He was a polymath, a man 
that refused to be confined to one field 
alone, but strived to become a master 
of many crafts. Albeit 100 years have 
passed since R.Tagore brought back 
the prize to India, there is still a lot 
South Asia and Europe can learn from 
him. Martin Kämpchen, the renowned 
expert on Tagore, will dive deeper into 
the impact this multifaceted Bengali 
figure had on Europe and the world.
  
R. Tagore was also a strong advocate of 
regionalism; he believed that peoples 
and nations were stronger when they 
worked together, forged mutual ideals 

and visions. This is one of the reasons 
why SADF decided to organize a 
celebratory gathering in remembrance 
of Tagore; the political figure, the 
poet, the dancer, the rebel, the rational 
thinker, the dreamer, the conflicted 
personality, the visionary. 

More detailed information on this event 
and all further events SADF has hosted 
or contributed to in the past month can 
be found in our new section “SADF 
activities” which will become a regular 
section of the Bulletin. In addition I 
would also like to use this edition to 
adequately introduce our multifaceted 
and talented staff at SADF, which as 
always, has been more than helpful in 
breathing life into this Bulletin. 
Europe is currently experiencing the 
resurfacing of hostile nationalism, 
which bears the potential to undermine 
the achievements the formerly war torn 
continent has been able to achieve and 
still needs to achieve in the future and 
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South Asia on the other hand has not 
been able to overcome its intraregional 
animosities and distrust.

The SAARC, the “South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation”, 
which comprises the eight nations of 
South Asia is still in its infancy. Founded 
in 1985, SAARC was intended to pull 
together the nations of South Asia 
and enrich political and economic 
cooperation, ultimately leading to 
regional integration. Unfortunately, 
SAARC has not produced many 
success stories. Intraregional trade is 
still extremely low. This can be traced 
back to the fact the many South Asia 
countries produce similar products 
and goods, institutional problems are 
however the bigger hurdle. Central 
trade-related government and private 
sector organizations lack adequate 
expertise, competencies and capacities. 
The signing of SAFTA (South Asian 
Free Trade Agreement) was a major 
step in the right direction, but more 
needs to be done. The EU, in the past, 
has pushed the establishment of a 
FTA with India but should also focus 
on supporting SAARC as a whole. 
The potential signing of the GSP 
Plus agreement between the EU and 
Pakistan presents some hurdles with 
regards to the state of Human Rights 
in Pakistan, but could push further 
reforms. Our director of research, Dr. 
Siegfried O. Wolf will provide you with 
the pros and cons of the GSP Plus deal 
and dwell on the implications that may 
potentially arise for EU and Pakistan. 

With regards to Pakistan we are also 
very proud, that the famous Pakistani 
nuclear physicist and social activist, 

Pervez Amirali Hoodbhoy happily 
agreed to give Think South Asia an 
interview on education, the role of 
Islam in the school system, women 
empowerment, and the dangers of 
nuclear-proliferation in Pakistan.

Both regions have a lot to learn from 
each other, but this is only possible 
if the two entities engage in a more 
constructive and institutionalized 
dialogue. Regular EU-SAARC 
summits, where government officials 
and members of civil society exchange 
thoughts and ideas on what it actually 
means to be a “region” or a “union” 
would be an intriguing model. Or in 
the words of R. Tagore: “You can’t cross 
the sea merely by standing and staring 
at the water.” Let us hope that SAARC 
and EU manage to not only build the 
bridge which is needed to forge closer 
ties, but that they also manage to cross 
it.

One of Tagore’s main themes was the 
empowerment of the people, through 
education but also through democratic 
and pluralistic practices. One of 
democracies’ most essential and basic 
tools to ensure people’s rule are free 
and fair elections. Thus in the spirit of 
Tagore and democracy, we decided to 
also lay a strong emphasis on the analysis 
of past elections in the Maldives and 
Nepal as well as upcoming elections in 
Bangladesh.

The Maldives has witnessed a 
horrendous rollercoaster ride regarding 
their latest presidential elections. The 
voting was postponed, annulled, an 
opposition TV station was burnt to 
the ground and many protestors were 
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intimidated and injured during protests.  
Nonetheless, the Maldivian people 
were able to stand their ground and 
with the help and pressure of the UN 
and EU made their vote at the ballot 
box count. However, the Maldives are 
in dire need of economic and judicial 
reforms in order to establish stability 
and accountability. In addition the vast 
amount of Human Rights violations in 
the period from 2005-2008 have yet to 
be addressed by the courts.

Shahindha Ismail, the executive 
director of the “Maldivian Democracy 
Network”, a non-partisan NGO in 
the Maldives which promotes Human 
Rights as well as the values and 
principles of Democracy will give you 
an insider account of the past elections 
and the long road ahead for democracy 
the Maldives.

Will the elections in Nepal finally bring 
stability to the land-locked state? Will 
the political parties and an increasingly 
demanding and politicized population 
be able to fill the current constitutional 
void with a constitution worth the 
paper it is written on? These and more 
questions will be addressed by Dr Karl 
Heinz-Krämer, one of the leading 
German experts on Nepal.

Our former editor, Antonio will address 
the danger of rising fundamentalism 
in Bangladesh, depicting a rather dark 
and bleak image before the (hopefully) 
upcoming elections on January 5th in 
Bangladesh.

Finally, in the last edition we published 
a very personal account on experiencing 
the perils of the Pakistani education 

system. We want to have at least one 
voice from civil society in each edition 
be heard. In this edition we have a 
short, rather “experimental” interview 
with the Bassist from the extreme 
Metal Band “Gutslit” from Mumbai, 
India. He will give us some insight on 
Tagore today, the state of Freedom of 
expression in India today, and touch 
upon his advocacy of living all emotions 
through music.

I hope you all enjoy Think South Asia 
11 and that it enriches your day in 
some way or form. Please feel free to 
contact me at djan@sadf.eu if you wish 
to comment on our published articles 

or would like to publish an article* with 
“Think South Asia” yourself. Last, but 
most certainly not least, I would like 
to provide you with a wonderful and 
emblematic poem written by one of 
our advisory board members, Dr M.A. 
Hasan.

Yours Truly,
Djan Sauerborn

* The views expressed in the articles are 
those of the authors and not of SADF. 
The authors are responsible for the 
content of their work.

MAGICAL
(Oindrajalik)

It eats into silence and the night like a woodworm,
Traverses snow-fed rivers like a daughter of mists.
Have you seen that girl, fair as fleecy clouds,
With large, elongated eyes, a fountain of loveliness – like a Rubens.
Picture or shadow, or is it an illusion created by watercolour?
Over God’s magical night gather other nights
When dew is wrung out of the sky over silent fields,
Wild flowers grow in the wilderness, and dew gathers
In the breast of a growing chalta fruit.
Treading wet earth in the dark go unknown beings –
I haven’t seen anything save a few field mice,
a dull brown jackal, I’ve only seen
The shadows of some people, the traffic
Of the dead among the dead.
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SADF Team

Paulo Casaca is a founder and executive 
director of the “South Asia Democratic 
Forum”; founder of the international 
co-operation association registered in 
Brussels ARCHumankind, “Alliance 
to Renew Co-operation among 
Humankind”, of the consultancy 
company on sustainable development 
registered in Brussels, LessMeansMore, 
Land and Energy Sustainable Systems, 
Fellow of the German Marshall Fund 
of the US in the first semester of 2010; 
Member of the Transatlantic Policy 
Network (TPN) in 1999-2009; team 
leader of a report commissioned by the 
US based NGO Committee to Study 
the Organization of Peace “A Green 
Ray over Iraq” presented to the UN.

Paulo Casaca was a Member of the 
European Parliament for ten years 
where he chaired the delegation for 
relations with NATO Parliamentary 
Assembly and coordinated the 
socialist group in the Budgets Control 
Committee. He was also a member 
of the fisheries committee and the 

temporary committee on the financial 
perspectives 2007-2013. He was 
founder, president or member of several 
European parliamentary caucuses, 
namely the Friends of a Free Iran.

Previous to this position, he was 
a Councillor in the Permanent 
Representation of Portugal to the 
European Union from 1996 to 1999, 
chief of staff of the Minister for 
Territorial Planning and Public Works 
in 1995/1996, economics advisor for 
the socialist fraction in the national 
parliament and Founder of Amnesty 
International Section in Ponta Delgada, 
Azores. During his academic career, 
PauloCasaca lectured at the Economics 
Departments of the Lisbon Accounting 
Institute and at the University of the 
Azores from 1980 and was then invited 
as a professor at the Lisbon Technical 
University. He is the author of several 
books and reports on the economic and 
social affairs, Human Rights and the 
issue of religious fanaticism.

Professor and Head of the Department 
of Political Science and Board Member 
and former Director of the South 
Asia Institute at the University of 
Heidelberg, Germany. Comparative 
Politics, Rational Choice, Methods, 
Citizenship, Re-use and South Asian 
Area Studies are his main interests. 
His books include Citizenship and the 

Flow of Ideas: Structure, Agency and 
Power (Delhi: Samskriti; 2012), (co-
editor) Reuse: The Art and Politics of 
Integration and Anxiety (Delhi: Sage; 
2012), Politics in India: Structure, 
Process, Policy (London: Routledge; 
2011), When Rebels become 
Stakeholders (Delhi: Sage; 2009).

Paulo Casaca
FOUNDER & EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Prof. Subrata K. Mitra
CHAIRMAN OF THE ADVISORY BOARD
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Dr. Siegfried O. Wolf, Director of 
Research at SADF; he was educated at 
the Institute of Political Science (IPW) 
and South Asia Institute (SAI), both 
Heidelberg University. Additionally he 
is lecturer in International Relations 
and Comparative Politics at SAI as 
well as a former research fellow at IPW 
and Centre de Sciences Humaines 
(New Delhi, India). Before starting 
his academic career, Dr. Siegfried O. 
Wolf worked for various consultancies 
specialising in political communication, 

e.g. promoting the interaction and 
cooperation between academic, political 
and economic spheres. He is the co-
author of ‘A Political and Economic 
Dictionary of South Asia’ (Routledge: 
London, 2006), and Deputy Editor of 
the ‘Heidelberg Papers in South Asian 
and Comparative Politics’ (HPSACP). 
Furthermore, he has worked as a 
consultant for the Federal Ministry 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (BMZ), Germany.

Djan Sauerborn is the Editor of Think 
South Asia as well as a SADF policy 
advisor. His main fields of interest 
are Fundamentalism and its negative 
impact on emerging civil societies as 
well as the geopolitics within South Asia 
and beyond. He is also a contributor 
and editor at the International Security 
Observer, an online Think Tank which 
focuses on supporting young up-and-
coming analysts. In addition he is a 

research assistant at the Department of 
Political Science, South Asia Institute, 
Heidelberg University. He is currently 
focusing on the role and stakes of China 
and India in post-2014 Afghanistan.
Being born in London and spending 
part of his youth in rural Burkina Faso 
and Cameroon as well as urban Boston, 
USA Djan is especially interested in 
hybridity and identity.

Cátia Rodrigues joined the South Asia 
Democratic Forum in the summer of 
2012. She is currently the SADF Policy 
Advisor for Relations with India within 
the European Parliament Delegation. 
She was born in the Portuguese 
Archipelago of the Azores, holds a BA 
in Political Science and International 
Relations from the New University of 
Lisbon, with a semester abroad at The 

Hague University in the Netherlands, 
and a MA in International Conflict and 
Security from the University of Kent in 
Brussels. During her MA, she focused 
on Security, Human Rights and Gender 
Issues in India. Before joining the SADF 
team, Cátia was a Project Manager and 
ROM Coordinator at EPES Mandala 
Consulting, interned in the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Portugal and in the 

Dr. Siegfried O. Wolf
DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH

Djan Sauerborn
EDITOR OF THINK SOUTH & POLICY ADVISOR

Cátia Rodrigues 
POLICY ADVISOR
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European Parliament in Brussels. Cátia 
is a Junior Human Rights expert and 
has been in ROM missions to several 
countries of the ACP Region: Cape 

Verde, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, 
Angola, Papua New Guinea and the 
Solomon Islands.

Sander Ruben Aarten is policy 
advisor at SADF. Academically 
educated in international business and 
management, political sciences and 
international relations (MSc) magna 
cum laude, he currently pursues a 

master’s in public international law. 
He has previously worked as a research 
intern at the Institute of Peace and 
Conflict Studies in New Delhi, and 
as a Da Vinci scholar at Heidelberg 
University’s South Asia Institute.

Ekaterina is a Policy Advisor at SADF. 
Born in Moscow, Russia, she holds 
a Master in International Relations 
and International Security from the 
Institute for American and Canadian 
Studies ISKRAN, Russia, and a Master 
in EU International Relations and 
Diplomacy from the College of Europe, 
Bruges. She worked as a Coordinating 
Director for the Association for Euro-
Atlantic Cooperation (YATA-Russia), 
undertook several research internships 
in the University of Maryland (USA), 

the training institute of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the Russian 
Federation in Moscow and the State 
Duma of the Russian Federation. 
Recently as a Schuman Fellow in the 
European Parliament (Directorate 
General for External Policies – Policy 
Department) she advised and assisted 
the work of several EP Delegations and 
Committees. Ekaterina is currently a 
candidate for a PhD in Political Science 
and the author of several articles.

Sander Ruben Aarten
POLICY ADVISOR

Ekaterina Chirkova
POLICY ADVISOR

Laura is a Policy Advisor in the South 
Asia Democratic Forum. She holds a 
Bachelor’s degree in Political Sciences 
from the Free University of Brussels 
where she is currently enrolled in a MA 
in Political Sciences and International 
Relations: security, peace and conflicts 
studies. For her thesis, she is focusing 
on the nationalist movement in the 

Pakistani region of Baluchistan. Before 
joining SADF, she was an intern at the 
Permanent Representation of Portugal 
to the EU, where she assisted national 
delegates on for CFSP Working Group 
on Asia and Pacific (COASI) and 
Working Party on Middle East and 
Golf Countries (MOG).

Laura Masson Quartel da Silva
POLICY ADVISOR
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António Vieira da Cruz is the SADF 
Director for Canada. Previously 
António was the SADF Policy Advisor 
for relations with the countries of 
South Asia within the European 
Parliament and the Editor of “Think 
South Asia” Magazine. Born in 
Lisbon, Portugal, he studied Political 
Science and International Relations in 
UniversidadeCatólica Portuguesa, in 
Lisbon. After that, he earned a Master 
degree in Political and Corporate 
Communications by Universidad de 

Navarra in Spain and The George 
Washington University in the United 
States of America. António worked 
also as a Communications Consultant 
for more than 50 corporations in 
Barcelona and Lisbon, from micro 
to multinational companies. He also 
worked as Community Organizer in 
Portugal and as Campaign Strategist 
for Portuguese pro-life associations. 
António Vieira da Cruz is a blogger 
since 2005.

Albino joined SADF team in 2013, he 
is SADF Office Manager responsible 
for administrative and accounting 
issues. He has a long experience in 
Human Resources Management and 
a degree in International Relations 
from the Universidade do Minho, 
Braga, Portugal. Albino worked as 

Employment Technician at IEFP, 
the Portuguese public institution for 
Employment and Training, and after 
that as Training Manager and Project 
Manager in the greatest industry of man 
clothes in Portugalfor 8 years. In the 
same group he was a Human Resources 
Director for more than 12 years.

António Vieira da Cruz
DIRECTOR FOR CANADA

Albino Costa Brás 
OFFICE MANAGER
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South Asia Democratic Forum was the promoter 
of a conference in the European Parliament on the 
situation of Bangladesh whose main speakers were 
former Canadian minister of state-Asia Pacific, 
David Kilgour and Ambassador of Bangladesh, 
H.E. Ismat Jahan.

David Kilgour stressed the importance of the 
Resolution passed on the 21st of November by 
the European Parliament. He noted the evolution 
in the country in the last 10 years which includes 
an impressive economic growth as well as the 
significant progress in the promotion of democratic 
values. Women’s rights are also an area which has 
seen considerable positive developments, notably 
thanks to the vibrant local civil society. Starting 
with an historical background of the country, 
David Kilgour also stressed the secular tradition 
in Bangladesh and the need to be aware of the 
threats posed by fundamentalism to a democratic 
and secular Bangladesh. Democratic institutions 
are essential for the country to withstand such 
pressures. The inherently close relationship between 
economic development and democracy in terms of 

human development were also stressed. Sustainable 
prosperity and human dignity can only occur when 
there is rule of law and freedom.

Commenting on the political situation, H.E. Ismat 
Jahan, stressed the willingness of the Government 
of Bangladesh to ensure the democratic process, 
namely by inviting the main opposition party, the 
Bangladesh Nationalist Party, to be a part of the 
interim government that will stay in place until the 
elections of the 5th of January 2014. H.E. stressed 
the importance of the work done by the European 
Union promoting democracy in Bangladesh, among 
others, through the election observation mission in 
2008 as well as the voter identity cards that were 
introduced for the same elections. H.E. mentioned 
the important increase of the minimum wage 
in Bangladesh declared by the government. The 
importance of fighting against impunity, especially 
regarding the genocide of 1971, was also stretched. 
This search to bring impunity to an end must take 
place independently of the perpetrators’ political 
affiliation. H.E. also expressed her deepest regret for 
the deaths that occurred  during the hartals.

SADF Events
SADF Dinner debates 
“The West and the Challenge of Democracy in Bangladesh, a Canadian 
Perspective”

On November 14th, SADF, whose mission 
embodies the values Rabindranath Tagore stood 
for, organised an event in Palais des Académies, 
Brussels, to celebrate centenary of Tagore’s Nobel 

Prize Award.Poet, musician, painter, educationist 
and philosopher, Rabindranath Tagore (1861-
1941), belongs to all ages, and people everywhere. 
For the world today, chafing at the limits of power, 

High-level Conference on the occasion of 
Rabindranath Tagore Centenary 
Nobel Prize Award Celebration
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2 events in cooperation with 
Global Human Rights Defence (GHRD)

The conference was held on November the 5th at 
the prestigious offices of the European Parliament 
in Brussels. The theme this year is “The Impact of 
Trade and Good Governance on Human Rights” 
with a particular focus on Bangladesh and Pakistan. 
GHRD was delighted to welcome esteemed 
Members of the European Parliament, Mr.Thijs 
Berman and Ms. Jean Lambert to the panel and 
proud to be hosting respected Human Rights 
activists; Ms.Sameena Imtiaz (Peace and Education 
Foundation) and   Mr I.A. Rehman (Human Rights 

Commission) from Pakistan and Mr ASM Rahmat 
Ullah Bhuiyan (Bandhu Social Welfare Society) 
from Bangladesh. The Pakistan panel tackled the 
issues connected with the impact of trade on human 
rights in light of EU-Pakistan relations, and the 
Bangladesh panel addressed matters connected to 
the impact of good governance on Human Rights.  
GHRD was pleased to welcome Dr. Siegfried O. 
Wolf, from the South Asia Institute – University of 
Heidelberg as a moderator.

The Impact of Trade and the GSP Plus 
Status on Human Rights in Pakistan

The growing reach and impact of  
business enterprises have given rise to a debate 
about the roles and responsibilities of such actors 
with regards to human rights. International 
human rights standards have traditionally been the 
responsibility of governments, aimed at regulating 
relations between the State and individuals and 
groups. But with the increased role of corporate 
actors, nationally and internationally, the issue 
of business’ impact on the enjoyment of human 
rights has been placed on the agenda of the United 
Nations and the European Union. 

Over the past decade, the United Nations human 
rights machinery has been considering the scope of 

business’ human rights responsibilities and exploring 
ways for corporate actors to be accountable for the 
impact of their activities on human rights. As a result 
of this process, there is now greater clarity about the 
respective roles and responsibilities of governments 
and business with regard to protection and respect 
for human rights. Most prominently, the emerging 
understanding and consensus have come as a 
result of the UN “Protect, Respect and Remedy” 
Framework on human rights and business, which 
was elaborated by the Special Representative of the 
UN Secretary-General on the issue of human rights 
and transnational corporations and other business 
enterprises, building on major research and extensive 
consultations with all relevant stakeholders, 

the nation-state, dogma and material progress, and 
yet not sure of how to transcend these, an invocation 
of Tagore is timely, as indeed, it is timeless. 

The heritage of Rabindranath Tagore can be seen 
in the cultural and philosophical foundations of 
Bangladesh. It was therefore an honour to have 
Her Excellency Ismat Jahan, the Ambassador of 
Bangladesh to Belgium and the European Union 
opening the event. A keynote address was presented 

by Professor Subrata Mitra, a Bengali himself and a 
leading academic on political science in general and 
Rabindranath Tagore himself. A live performance by 
Dr.Kaberi Chatterjee completed the celebration of 
Tagore, presenting the title roles in film versions of 
the Tagore dance-dramas Chandalika, Chitrangada 
and Shyama. Kaberi was the first to be awarded a 
PhD in Dance by Visva-Bharati University, for her 
doctoral thesis on the Tagore dance form.
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including States, civil society and the business 
community. On 16 June 2011, the UN Human 
Rights Council endorsed Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights for implementing the 
UN “Protect, Respect and Remedy” Framework, 
providing – for the first time – a global standard 
for preventing and addressing the risk of adverse 
impacts on human rights linked to business activity.
Over the past four decades, the European Union 
developed a system of preferential trade, which 
allowed exporters from developing states to pay 
lower duties on the products they exported to 
the EU market.  Lately, the European Union 
announced some fundamental changes in GSP for 
developing countries. These provisions will take 
effect from January 2014. Pakistan had been given 
concessionary access to the European markets since 
2011. Recently the EU agreed to consider Pakistan 
for the new GSP programme starting in 2014, 
known as GSP plus. 

“The “GSP+” enhanced preferences mean full 
removal of tariffs on essentially the same product 
categories as those covered by the general 
arrangement. These are granted to countries which 
ratify and implement international conventions 
relating to human and labour rights, environment 
and good governance.”

There are 27 international conventions which 
the countries accepted into GSP Plus status must 
have ratified and implemented. These include the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and International Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. Though 
Pakistan has signed and ratified these conventions, 
they have not been implemented. There is a lot of 
support for Pakistan to gain GSP Plus status and in 
light of this the question arises as to what impact 
this status can or will have on religious minorities 
and marginalised groups in Pakistan.  

Good Governance and Human Rights: 
Bangladesh and the EU relations 

Bangladesh is a secular democratic republic according 
to its Constitution, where Islam is recognized as state 
religion. Bangladesh’s religious, ethnic and sexual 
minorities remain highly vulnerable to violence, 
discrimination and intimidation and even more so, 
as a consequence of inadequate legal procedures and 
institutional channels for protection, corruption, 
poverty, and illiteracy and traditional customs. 
Ensuring good governance and promoting a just and 
inclusive society in Bangladesh is an important step 
to strengthen and protect the rights of marginalised 
groups. 

The European Union also focuses, in relation 
to Bangladesh, on good governance and human 
rights.  Bangladesh is expected to enhance political 
stability, to ensure that anti-corruption measures are 
implemented and to guarantee compliance with its 

human rights obligations. These achievements will 
allow Bangladesh to continue to benefit from its 
preferential “Everything but arms” trade agreement, 
which aims to increase trade and economic growth 
in Bangladesh.  Nonetheless, religious, ethnic 
and sexual minority groups still face continuous 
marginalisation. The government’s refusal to 
decriminalise consensual same sex relations and a 
persisting culture of impunity in the country raise 
questions about the government’s commitment to 
protect minority rights in Bangladesh.

The panel will explore the issues faced by minorities 
in Bangladesh and the role that the EU may play 
in protecting their fundamental rights and ensuring 
their inclusion and participation in the democratic 
process.
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After a lapse of one hundred years when 
Rabindranath Tagore attained world 
fame in 1913 with the award of the 
Nobel Prize, it is the right time to take 
stock and discover which impact he had 
globally. The Nobel Prize for Literature 
was awarded only since 1901, and for 12 
years the prize had solely been awarded 
to European writers. This was the era 
when India was under colonial rule and 
with it numerous other Asian countries, 
as well as many in Africa. Therefore, 
when the award was conferred on an 
unknown Indian writer, this choice 
signaled a valorization of Indian 
culture, especially of its literature. 

With this prize the European cultural 
and political élite recognized that, 
although politically dependent and 
socially humiliated, the culture of a 
colonized country was able to bring 
forth literature worthy of being 
compared with their own cultures 
and literature. In a sense, bestowing 
this prize was an immensely political 
decision, and it initiated a period in 
which Europe began to share power 
and prestige with the rest of the world. 
After the award of the Nobel Prize, 
Tagore became the visvakabi, the world 
poet, as he is known today. His writings 
have since been translated into a wide 
range of languages and published in 
many countries. His journeys took 
him to Asian countries outside India, 
to Western and Eastern Europe, 

Martin Kämpchen
is a free-lance writer, translator 
and journalist residing in 
Santiniketan (West-Bengal/India) 
for over 30 years. He has translated 
Tagore from Bengali to German 
(“Gedichte und Lieder”, Insel 
Verlag, Berlin 2011).  

Rabindranath Tagore’s 
world-wide influence:
One hundred years 
after the Nobel Prize

North and South America, and to one 
African country, Egypt. His lectures 
and addresses made it clear that, while 
abroad, Tagore did not speak just for 
himself. He became the Voice of India, 
even, at times, the Voice of Asia and of 
the colonized countries. He eloquently 
and firmly assumed the role of a cultural 
ambassador, of a representative. Hence 
his wish to meet the personalities of 
consequence – statesmen, scholars, 
writers, artists, social leaders – in each 
country and exchange views with them 
and thus influence them. Tagore was 
convinced that India had something 
to offer to the world which no other 
country was able to give and which was 
encapsulated in his works, his lectures 
and in his personality. The Nobel Prize 
gave him the authority to speak up, and 
the intellectual and social élite of many 
countries acknowledged the necessity 
to listen and to respond. 

It is unique that Tagore’s voice was heard 
not merely in one particular ideological 
camp or by people of one political 
persuasion, but he was „used“, not 
rarely also misused, by political, social, 
religious and artistic groups across the 
board, and strangely he was sometimes 
made the icon of movements which 
had little in common with each other 
and indeed worked against each other. 
 
With intrepid candor and also with a 
measure of naiveté Tagore enmeshed 
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“Although politically 
dependent and socially 
humiliated, the culture 
of a colonized country 
was able to bring forth 
literature worthy of being 
compared with their own 
cultures and literature.”

“With intrepid candor and 
also with a measure of 
naiveté Tagore enmeshed 
himself in the cultural 
politics of his time 
wherever he spoke.”

himself in the cultural politics of his 
time wherever he spoke. The linguistic 
confusion which often surrounded 
his written work is fallout of these 
politics. While most of his writings 
have been translated from English, 
it has also happened that they were 
translated from Russian (in some East 
European countries), from German 
(in countries where German Indology 
was popular) or Italian translations 
(of texts which were appreciated by 
Catholic publishers). That means, they 
changed language three times before 
they reached their readers. 
 
It is a revelation in how many ways Tagore 
was ‚many things to many people‘. And 
this was so although the poet’s stance 
was by no means mushy, ambiguous, 
or fickle. Instead, he knew how to be 
firm and clear in his pronouncements. 
It is another matter that they were not 
invariably well-informed and therefore 
not always congruent with his declared 
convictions. Tagore saw his errors of 
judgment after visiting Italy and Russia 
and tried to rectify them. But he was 
not afraid of becoming unpopular with 
the political élite as he did on his trips 
to Japan and Russia. 
 
agore’s grand project was to bring 
the ‚East‘and the ‚West‘ together and 
make them work jointly for world 
peace and for a more just, more 
humane, more spiritual society. His 
lectures, conversations and letters 
build upon this theme with untiring 
constancy. Many of the political and 
socio-cultural movements of the early 
twentieth-century can be seen in the 
light of inclusiveness, even fascism and 
bolshevism, and hence they could abuse 
Tagore’s idealism. However, imperialist 
and nationalistic leanings were unable 
to exploit Tagore. Instead a number 

of anti-imperialist and anti-nationalist 
movements received inspiration from 
his writings. Tagore’s rejection of 
nationalism was uncompromising. 
This made his collection of speeches, 
Nationalism, in some countries and 
with some groups, his best-known and 
most relevant work. 
 
The fertile ground on which Tagore’s 
philosophy could germinate and 
strive and bring forth blossoms was 
Romanticism and Idealism which 
took on different hues and shades. In 
Germany, he integrated well with the 
German tradition of Romanticism 
which was then a hundred years old. 
In the USA, he inspired reminiscences 
with the spiritual back-to-nature 
tradition created by Thoreau, Emerson 
and Whitman. These examples 
elucidate that Tagore, wherever his 
works became known, was able to dive 
deeply into the cultural fabric of many 
countries, encouraging and guiding 
national movements towards greater 
inclusiveness and humanity. 

This is also substantiated by negative 
examples. In a few countries Tagore was 
deliberately censured and not published 
or publicized. This happened, for 
example, after the 1917 Revolution 
in Russia, during the Second World 
War in Germany and during Franco’s 
regime in Spain. Criticism and partial 
rejection of Tagore also occurred in 
societies which strained to rebuild 
themselves materially after a period of 
war and strife.  Critics in post World 
War One Germany deemed that 
Tagore‘s ‚pacifistic‘attitude and his 
‚Asian mildness‘ were detrimental to a 
dynamic reconstruction of the nation; 
some other countries took the same 
line.
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Tagore became a world poet with the 
publication of his English rendering 
of Gitanjali. While it is most unusual 
that a poet of such stature translates 
his own poetry into another language, 
distancing himself from his or her 
mother tongue, this was the one path to 
world recognition open to him at that 
time. In his later years the poet may 
have become ambivalent regarding the 
worth of such a step, and in letters to 
William Rothestein he even expressed 
regret. However, without this fame 
as a vehicle, he would not have risen 
to become a representative of Indian 
and Asian civilization and culture. As 
Gitanjali was translated into English by 
the poet himself and was the one work 
which awarded him with the Nobel 
Prize, this volume became the focus 
of appreciation and recognition in the 
years immediately following 1913. In 
most countries it was translated soon 
thereafter, often several times. 

Only very few countries turned to the 
Bengali persona and made an effort 

to adequately translate Tagore from 
the Bengali. Unfortunately, in a large 
number of countries, for example in 
the Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking 
countries of Europe and Latin America, 
the „Bengali Tagore“ has yet to be 
discovered and appreciated to this day. 
This includes countries where Tagore 
has been widely translated (from 
English) and has had an undeniable 
social and literary influence. One can 
only speculate about what would have 
happened if the more authentic and 
powerful Bengali poetry, translated 
congenially, had impacted those 
cultures at the appropriate time.
 
It is indeed a sad outcome of Tagore’s 
„original sin“(of translating himself ) 
that in many regions the urge to discover 
the original, Bengali, poet has not 
arisen even today. Only those who have 
tasted the strong wine of his Bengali 
poems and songs can gauge what the 
readers of these countries are missing. 
We are reminded of Sri Aurobindo’s 
words: „One has only to compare this 

»

“The fertile ground 
on which Tagore’s 
philosophy could 
germinate and strive and 
bring forth blossoms 
was Romanticism and 
Idealism which took 
on different hues and 
shades.”
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“His pictures are fantastic 
in their imagination, 
bizarre and scurrilous 
giving shape to the 
subconscious mind.”

“Unfortunately, in a large 
number of countries, for 
example in the Spanish- 
and Portuguese-speaking 
countries of Europe 
and Latin America, the 
„Bengali Tagore“ has 
yet to be discovered and 
appreciated to this day.”

English prose, beautiful as it is, with 
the original poetry to see how much has 
gone out with the change; something 
is successfully substituted which may 
satisfy the English reader, but can never 
satisfy the ear or the mind that has once 
listened to the singer’s own native and 
magical melodies. “
 
It often depended on one personality 
whether Tagore was revealed in his 
full strength and splendor through 
translations from Bengali or in 
translations from English and whether 
Tagore the educator, the social visionary 
and revolutionary, the activist for rural 
development, the composer, the artist 
were projected through dedicated 
efforts. This is vigorously demonstrated 
in Italy where one person, Marino 
Rigon, took it upon himself to translate 
one volume after another from Bengali 
to Italian. In France it was the writer 
André Gide, in Spain the equally 
famous Juan Ramón Jiménez, in the 
Netherlands Frederik van Eeden who 
pushed the Tagore legacy a giant step 
ahead before letting others continue. 
 
In many countries it was easier to 
„follow“ Tagore in his ideas, especially 
in more practical fields, for example 
in his educational philosophy. In the 
1920s, Tagore collected funds for his 
University, Visva-Bharati, wherever 
he travelled. As a result, many of his 
English lectures touched upon his 
educational philosophy and on his 
experiments at Santiniketan. So this 
brought the educator to the forefront. 
To understand his education no 
translation was needed and only 
minimal understanding of cultural 
contexts, it became directly relevant 
and inspirational. 

Since 1930, it was Tagore the painter 
who travelled in Europe and in North 
America projecting in his exhibitions an 
altogether different face than the poet, 
educator and thinker had revealed. 
His pictures are fantastic in their 
imagination, bizarre and scurrilous 
giving shape to the subconscious mind. 
Initially, his paintings were appreciated 
more outside India. As a forerunner of 
Indian modernism in the arts Tagore‘s 
paintings, however, are acclaimed at 
present mainly in his own country while 
Tagore the painter is overshadowed 
by Tagore the poet abroad. This is so 
although his paintings had given his 
admirers the opportunity to get close to 
Tagore without the distorting mirror of 
translations. 

As translation, the projection of the 
Bengali Tagore on a world platform, was 
such a problematic issue, the personality 
of Tagore played a hugely important 
role in disseminating his ideas. After the 
initial enthusiasm waned and Tagore 
the poet and writer was not appreciated 
with the same seriousness as around 
1913, Tagore’s personality, Tagore as 
a symbolic figure, assumed greater 
significance in the public eye. Wherever 
Tagore travelled, he met people, 
gave lectures and addresses and as a 
consequence the sale and appreciation 
of his translated books received a boost. 
The preoccupation with his personality, 
however, also tended to divert the 
attention away from his message and 
was clearly a temptation to submit to 
a shallow fascination which subsided 
soon. But the reverse has also been 
witnessed, for example in Argentina, 
where Tagore’s visit of several weeks 
has evoked a significant and deeply-felt 
reaction which continues to this day.
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Over the last decades, the European 
Union (EU) not only became Pakistan’s 
most important trading partner but 
also tried to get active in supporting 
the democratic process as well as 
strengthening the socio-economic 
fabric of Pakistan. It is important to 
note that the EU’s activities in Pakistan 
should rather be seen in the context 
of economic aid and development 
assistance than as part of the EU’s 
security framework or a sustainable 
political dialogue. Consequently, the 
EU interprets its relationship with 
Pakistan basically as a donor-recipient 
relationship. In addition the agreed 
EU-Pakistan Strategic Dialogue, 
which was held for the first time on 
5 June 2012, did not change much in 
operational terms besides recognizing 
each other’s strategic importance. 
Nevertheless, perhaps because of this 
relative political indifference on the 
part of the EU, Pakistan managed to 
extract several concessions that are 
beneficial for its economic relations 
with the EU, such as the earlier given 
concessionary access to the European 
markets Today, EU is considering 
Pakistan for the new GSP (Generalised 
Scheme of Preferences) programme, 
known as GSP Plus. On Thursday 5 
November 2013 a significant step in the 
direction of granting GSP Plus status 
was made as the International Trade 
Committee of the European Parliament 

Just another Carte blanche?  
The GSP Plus Status and 
Human Rights in Pakistan

(INTA) voted against a resolution of 
Southern European countries opposing 
the grant of the status to a batch of 10 
newly-selected countries, including 
Pakistan. However, the final decision 
is still pending since there is still the 
possibility that a negative resolution 
could be made during the European 
Parliament’s plenary session which 
is to be held in the second week of 
December 2013. Also the Council of 
the EU will be able to express its views 
on the issue. But if the Single Delegated 
Act gets the approval of the European 
Parliament, the GSP Plus Status will 
come into effect from 1 January 2014.

Under this programme the beneficiary 
state is granted special trade preferences, 
namely tariff reductions to developing 
countries. The agreement is unilateral; 
subsequently the EU does not require 
the beneficiary countries to grant tariff 
reductions or other benefits from their 
sides. Basically it provides for a flexible 
scheme of preferences according to 
the individual needs of the recognized 
countries. 

Apart from the overall disastrous socio-
economic conditions of Pakistan, some 
moderate improvements in several 
sectors, like constructions (mainly 
because of reconstruction measures 
after the 2005 earthquake or the 2010 
and 2011 floods) were achieved. But 

»

Dr. 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
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the country’s economy still suffers 
from endemic corruption, a weak 
administrative-institutional framework, 
and a lack of professionalism among 
its political leadership. Furthermore, 
the security situation is deteriorating, 
especially in the provinces of 
Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
(KPK), and in the city of Karachi. In 
consequence, the country’s miserable 
performance in socio-economic and 
human development is featured 
by slow growth, extensive power 
outages, and excessive budget deficits. 
Unpredictable and severe power load 
shedding continued, and draining 
foreign exchange reserves is still the 
modus operandi. According to data 
available, more than 60 percent of the 
population is living on less than USD 2 
a day, while the economy experienced 
an inflation rate of 9, 7 % per cent in 
2012. Therefore, it seems obvious that 
Pakistan is in need for the GSP Plus 
status. Among the protagonists, there 
is no doubt that the GSP Plus status 
will give a much needed boost to the 
country’s economy. Especially the 
textile and clothing sector would benefit 
from unrestricted access to the EU’s 
single market. Pakistani analysts have 
calculated that GSP Plus is expected 
to help Islamabad earn an additional 
USD 550-700 million per year with an 
increase in exports of USD 2 billion. 
It is estimated that 20 percent of the 
country’s exports would be allowed to 
enter the EU duty-free and 70 percent 
would benefit from preferential rates. 
Furthermore, Islamabad considers 
the granting of GSP Plus a matter of 
prestige, for it hopes that it will improve 
the country’s tattered international 
standing.

In order to achieve the GSP Plus Status, 
it is mandatory for Pakistan to ensure 

Human Rights protection and to 
examine ways of ensuring compliance 
with key Human Rights conventions. 
More concrete, Pakistan has to apply and 
prove following: First, that it has ratified 
a list of 27 conventions. In order to get 
GSP Plus, which has to be understood 
as a “special incentive arrangement 
for sustainable development and 
good governance” (EC, 2008), one 
has to sign and ratify 16 international 
conventions on human rights and 
labour rights, and 11 conventions on 
good governance and the environment. 
Second, Pakistan must demonstrate 
that it will not have serious problems 
with the implementation of these 
conventions. Third, that it has not 
formulated any reservations to those 
conventions. Furthermore, Pakistan 
has to commit to a series of monitoring 
requirements. Here, Pakistan must 
provide comprehensive information 
concerning the required legislation and 
measures taken to implement them 
consequently.

Having this in mind, it is legitimate 
to raise several questions: Should 
Pakistan receive the GSP Plus status 
in light of their Human Rights record? 
Especially given that the mandatory 
implementation of the 27 conventions 
does not appear to have taken place? 
What will the impact of receiving the 
GSP Plus Status have on minorities 
and marginalised groups and the issues 
concerning these groups? Will the 
effects and implications of GSP Plus be 
negative or positive? What can the EU 
do to ensure Pakistan’s compliance with 
the mandatory conventions? Should 
this trade agreement be used as a tool 
to direct Pakistan towards doing more 
for the protection of minority groups? 
How can this be achieved? What can 
minority groups do, using the GSP Plus 

»

“It is estimated that 20 
percent of the country’s 
exports would be allowed 
to enter the EU duty-free 
and 70 percent would 
benefit from preferential 
rates.”  

“The country’s economy 
still suffers from 
endemic corruption, a 
weak administrative-
institutional framework, 
and a lack of 
professionalism among 
its political leadership.”  
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“Should Pakistan receive 
the GSP Plus status in 
light of their Human 
Rights record? Especially 
given that the mandatory 
implementation of the 
27 conventions does not 
appear to have taken 
place?”  

Human Rights and religious minorities, 
or the ignorance of the rapid growth of 
Islamic fundamentalism as well as the 
role of Pakistan’s government in these 
phenomena. Therefore, the GSP Plus 
Status must serve as an instrument to 
pressure Islamabad in working towards 
a change of the troubling status 
quo in order to build a functional 
democracy. This is not possible without 
the unconditional respect of Human 
Rights including Women’s Rights, and 
the consequent eradication of religious 
extremism. Or in the words of the head 
of European Parliament subcommittee 
on Human Rights Ana Gomes, Pakistan 
needs “decisive actions to combat all 
forms of discrimination”.

In addition, Islamabad has to realize 
that the granting of concessions and aid 
come hand in hand with responsibilities. 
The arguments that have persistently 
been made over the last decades – that 
changes need time, and the security 
of the state must deserve the primary 
attention (which of course absorbs 
the bulk of the national resources) – 
cannot be used anymore as an excuse 
to not deliver the implementation 
of international commitments and 
domestic political-decision making. 
Therefore, the reiterated demands for 
more (unconditional) funds successfully 
addressed towards the international 
community by concurrent negligence 
of its own homework or performing 
basic duties (like paying taxes or energy 
bills), must come to an end. Otherwise, 
the establishment in Pakistan will 
interpret GSP Plus as just another ‘carte 
blanche’ for financial and economic 
benefits. 
 

status decision, to put them in a better 
position within Pakistani society? And 
last but not least, will the EU be as strict 
with Pakistan as it was with Sri Lanka 
as it withdrew the forerunner model of 
GSP Plus after the Island State failed to 
fulfil mandatory requirements? 

For the time being, it seems that 
Pakistan’s diplomatic and lobby 
machinery was able to convince the 
most important decision-making circles 
within the EU of following things: First, 
the they have the political will and the 
capacities to deal with the prerequisites 
for getting the GSP Plus Status. Second, 
that Pakistan is willing to improve the 
weak coordination and cooperation 
between its own institutional structures 
to be able to carry out the entire GSP 
Plus programme. Third, the respective 
authorities were able to convince 
the initially ‘indifferent attitude’ of 
the private sector towards GSP Plus 
conditions.

To sum up, there is no doubt that 
the EU needs to enhance its political 
dialogue and interaction with the 
Pakistani leadership beyond aid and 
development issues. Especially with 
political elites who got elected through 
free and fair polls. This will strengthen 
the civilians vis-à-vis to the top echelon 
of the country’s powerful army. In this 
context, it will also mark a significant 
counterpoint to the traditional US 
strategy of dealing with Pakistan mainly 
on military-to-military contacts and 
might open opportunities to influence 
political processes in Pakistan. However, 
the rapprochement between Pakistan 
and the EU should not be realized at 
all costs, especially not at the expense of 
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TSA: You have been a strong 
proponent of more “pro-science” 
education in Pakistan. Is there 
too much religion in Pakistani 
universities?

PH: Not so much in the universities 
as in schools and colleges. That is 
where the young person’s mind is 
bent in the desired direction. By the 
time our students graduate from 
school, they accept education as blind 
memorization. Except in schools for the 
country’s super elite, students are rarely 
given problems to solve or something 
that will engage the mind. The printed 
word is holy and unchallengeable – it 
doesn’t matter what the content is or, 
more importantly, the process by which 
that was arrived at. Evidence and proof 
is irrelevant. Students can readily rattle 
off verse after verse, whether that is 
from the Quran or some science text, 
with remarkably little understanding. 

By the time we get them at the university 
level, it is almost too late. Although a 
few teachers are good, most have gone 
through the same process and become 
acculturated into becoming tyrants. 
It’s so sad to see students sit under the 
watchful eyes of despots while they 
memorize arbitrary sets of rules and an 
endless number of facts. X is true and Y 
is false because that’s what the textbook 
says. I grind my teeth whenever a 

Think South Asia (TSA): Prof  
Hoodbhoy, in an interview you gave 
to the German Newspaper Spiegel 
you stated that all Muslim societies 
have failed collectively. Failed how 
and why? Could you elaborate on this 
rather stark statement? 

Prof Hoodbhoy (PH): One does not see 
a stable, peaceful, democratic system in 
any of the world’s 45 Muslim majority 
countries. Not one adequately protects 
the life and property of their religious 
minorities. There are strong restrictions 
on allowed life-styles and personal 
liberty. Turkey was an exception, but 
that is being rapidly mainstreamed.  
Science and innovation are barely to 
be seen. Although there has been an 
explosion of so-called scientific research 
publications in recent years, there’s 
scarcely anything new in them. Since 
the end of the Golden Age of Islam 
some 800 years ago, the intellectual 
landscape has been pretty bleak. 
Muslims are consumers of technology, 
not producers. This is a direct 
consequence of the nature and quality 
of Muslim education – there is no 
world-class university in any Muslim 
country that any good international 
graduate student from China or Sweden 
would want to go to for a Ph.D except, 
perhaps, on a topic related to studying 
that particular country. 

“The Pen must be mightier 
than the Sword”: an interview 
with Professor Hoodbhoy

»

Dr. Pervez Hoodbhoy
Essayist, rationalist, social activist,
and professor of nuclear and high-
energy physics at Quaid-e-Azam
University, Pakistan
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master’s student in my university class 
gives me this argument. 

TSA: If you had the capacity to reform 
the school system in Pakistan, where 
would you start?

PH: I’d certainly start by removing 
poisonous materials that insist upon 
the superiority of Pakistan and Muslims 
over everyone else that denigrate other 
peoples and accuse them of sinister 
plots. What is taught in Pakistani 
schools is outrageous – a 12-year old 
is required to learn about India’s three 
wars of aggression against Pakistan, 
know the difference between a Muslim 
and Hindu, and make speeches on 
jihad and shahadat (martyrdom). A few 
months ago, an attempt by a school in 
Lahore to teach comparative religions 
led to a hysterical public reaction and 
the authorities confiscated the book 
that was used.  The school apologized. 
One of the main points raised was that 
in the book various religions were listed 
in chronological order and therefore 
Islam, the truest and the best, was not 
mentioned first! 

TSA: One of Tagore’s main concerns 
was the logic of self-empowerment 
through education. Is this a 
pipedream in Pakistan, especially 
regarding the situation of women, or 
are you seeing improvements? 

Women’s education in Pakistan is full 
of interesting contradictions. On the 
one hand, 15-year old Malala Yusufzai, 

who passionately advocates education 
for girls, was shot in the head by the 
Taliban and nearly killed. She’s justly 
acclaimed by the world but is Pakistan’s 
enemy number one and is reviled 
even by our “progressives” and leftists 
because she’s supposed to be a stooge of 
the West. That’s awfully retrogressive. 
On the other hand, nearly half of all 
students in Pakistani universities are 
women – and that’s probably a bigger 
fraction than that in Germany. This 
seems to indicate that women are on 
the road to liberation. I certainly hope 
so but cannot be entirely optimistic. 
Our female students usually do not 
learn to be self-confident, assertive, 
or analytical. Many are at university 
because it increases their value in the 
marriage market. A few because they 
can get jobs – which is fine except that 
the jobs don’t really demand much 
skill. Of course, there are some brilliant 
exceptions and that makes me happy 
even though they are at the end of a 
bell curve.

TSA: The famous academic Kenneth 
Waltz, who recently passed away, 
famously claimed that the World was 
a safer place because both India and 
Pakistan had acquired the atomic 
bomb. The mutual nuclear capacities, 
following Waltz, lead to a balancing 
of power, thus stabilizing their 
relations and the region. From your 
point of view as a nuclear physicist 
and someone interested in Pakistan’s 
foreign relations, is his assessment 
accurate?

»

PH: Maybe making such claims can 
make you famous. Did Mr. Waltz also 
advocate giving bombs to Afghanistan, 
Sudan, and Somalia? What absurd, 
dangerous nonsense.  On four different 
occasions over a space of 25 years, 
Pakistan and India came dangerously 
close to war. Leaders of each country 
bellowed nuclear threats at the other. 
Of course there was no war and, 
sensibly, India drew back its larger 
conventional forces knowing that a 
nuclear war was not worth the cost 
of punishing Pakistan for its covert 
support of jihadist forces. But does this 
mean that a confrontation will always 
end without one side first pressing the 
nuclear trigger? Or, that there will never 
be miscalculations or accidents leading 
to a full-fledged nuclear confrontation? 
Mr. Waltz apparently saw no harm in 
playing with fire. How did he deal with 
his conscience?

TSA: Can India and Pakistan become 
allies, or at least “partners”?

PH: I wish! But the chances seem 
so slim. In Pakistan we have a prime 
minister who would love to see that 
happen, but he would have to struggle 
against public opinion, the media, and 
the army. Nawaz Sharif ’s own political 
party is hesitant in supporting his stand 
on increasing trade with India.  In 
India, it’s even tougher. Because of the 
bad governance record of the currently 
ruling Congress party,a Hindu 
nationalist party, the BJP, is once again 
on the rise. The BJP has record of 
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pogroms against Indian Muslims and is 
likely to take a hard anti-Pakistan line. 
I suspect we shall see uneasy peace, 
punctuated with small border wars, 
continuing into the future.  
TSA: With NATO forces leaving 
Afghanistan in the next year, many 
fear an even stronger influx of 
extremist forces into Pakistan; many 
fear the reemergence of the Taliban, 
both in Afghanistan and Pakistan. Is 
it time to sit down and talk with the 
Taliban?

PH: There must be no talks with the 
Pakistani Taliban. These fanatics are so 
extreme that it’s pointless. Even parties 
that are strongly pro-Taliban, like Imran 
Khan’s PTI and the Jamaat-e-Islami, 
have had some of their major figures 
attacked and killed. What the TTP 
wants is an imposition of their religious 
tyranny over all of Pakistan, and to drag 
us back into the 7th century. Accords 
reached with them in 2004, 2006, 
and 2009 were soon violated. Every 
weakness of the Pakistani state is seized 
by them to further extend their military 
zone of operations. Today Pakistan has 
lost control of 12-14% of its territory. 
There is only one way of dealing with 
the TTP – insist upon their disarming. 
The state must fight them until they 
lose the ability to launch bombs and 
suicide attacks on Pakistan’s citizens 
and armed forces.

As for the Afghan Taliban: the scheduled 
withdrawal of US-NATO forces leaves 
no choice but to negotiate. I’m not 

©  Ejaz Azi

sure how much good that will do. No 
one is optimistic about Afghanistan 
after 2014. Certainly, extremist forces 
in Pakistan are celebrating the lack 
of will shown by the Americans and 
Europeans. They hope to make the 
victory of belief over unbelief complete. 

TSA: Is Pakistan a failed state, and if so 
how can civil society in Pakistan alter 
the course, how could the European 
Union assist pro-democratic forces in 
Pakistan?

The term “failed state” isn’t terribly 
helpful. Pakistan certainly has more 
problems than most: an exploding 
population, a broken down education 
system, water and electricity scarcity, a 
steep degradation in the quality of life 

in cities, and a separatist movement 
in Baluchistan. Add to that terrorism 
which, over the last 10 years, has 
consumed upward of 50,000 lives. 
What can the outside world do to 
help? I don’t know exactly, but any help 
towards lessening the severity of these 
problems would be welcome. Most 
certainly Europe must keep open its 
doors to Pakistani students, give them a 
rigorous university education (it doesn’t 
do that well enough!) without excusing 
them for academic weaknesses and 
reducing standards, and then persuade 
them to return.
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A short interview with Gurdip Singh 
Narang, bassist of the Extreme Metal 
Band “Gutslit” from Mumbai, India 
on Tagore, Freedom of Expression in 
India and the emotional complexity of  
Music.

Think South Asia (TSA): Tagore 
often encountered hostility due 
to his liberal views and modes of 
expression. Being part of an extreme 
Metal Band, an extreme form of 
expression, an extreme form of art, 
do you face any repercussions within 
society and/or your immediate 
surroundings?

Gurdip Singh Narang (GSN): Tagore 
was truly a revolutionary, principled 
and an inspirational Poet, short 
story writer, song composer, novelist, 
playwright, essayist, and painter.

We as an Extreme Metal Band speak 
about the human emotion of anger 
and torture, something that has been 
practiced since history was first ever 
recorded. Human emotions of torture 
and evil in general were seen right when 
it’s opposite, good and righteousness 
were. Talking openly about the same 
isn’t appreciated, but till date it lies 
within us all and is practiced behind 
closed doors and sometimes openly 
in battle grounds. Society will always 
hate discussions on this subject, but 
we understand it as something that is 

“Shapeshifting between the 
Extremes” 

so common that we have to have Police 
before Politicians to run a country.
 
TSA: How would you evaluate 
the general state of “Freedom of 
Expression” in India?

GSN: India is quite a liberal state 
and lets people speak their mind; but 
then again if you oppose the people 
holding power the same “freedom of 
speech” that the constitution grants us, 
becomes a reason for you to become a 
criminal. Doctored terms of Violent/
Hate speech or provocative use of 
words for destructive purposes and 
what not are considered and you have 
nothing but a tainted life that is lived 
behind closed doors or in front of 
camera flashes terming you as an anti-
social element.
 
TSA: Rabindranath Tagore was born 
into a cultural world that valued 
itself as the bearer of unchanging 
artistic traditions.  His invention 
of an entirely new dance style 
liberated dance from the formulaic 
choreography and narratives of 
classical Indian dance. He was 
against constant reiteration and 
provoked the established through 
his new form of art. Do you see 
yourself in line with this stance, is 
your music “just” art or more; an act 
of rebellion?

»

Gurdip Singh Narang
Musician, bassist of the Extreme 
Metal Band “Gutslit”  and the Fu-
sion Band “Agnya”
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GSN: We personally have never 
rebelled against anything as we aren’t 
against any political/group assembly of 
any sort. We aren’t against any religion/
belief too, especially when you’re from 
a country where there are more Gods 
than Humans.

We are artists with a realistic lyrical 
theme. If one can accept Love songs, 
they definitely can accept words of 
hate as there are more bullets being 
manufactured than the number of 
children being born.
 
TSA: Did you encounter Tagore 
during school or university? Is he 
part of the curriculum?

GSN: In Western parts of India, there 
is a reference, but in and around the 
East of India, basically his hometown 
and the state of West Bengal, he is 
treated as the biggest and the greatest 
teacher ever and his literature is part of 
the curriculum. 

TSA: In our discussions you come 
across as a humanist who cherishes 
pluralistic values rather than 
someone who adheres to violence 
and suffering, how do you explain 
the stark contrast between your 
music, the lyrics and your personal 
views?

GSN: I always come across this 
question, especially when I play with 

my Indian Classical / Fusion band and 
I just ask them this, “Can you hold a 
mood or an expression throughout a 
day?” We have emotions that range 
from happiness to sadness; from joy 
to depression; having those ecstatic 
moments to those angry ones where 
we just loose our cool, our image and 
character and end up doing something 
that is so grave and unreal that it kills 
our own self and either we repent or 
we continue doing it as our new found 
image and identity.

Music for me is just like that, it ranges 
from moods and feelings and can never 
be bound by one emotion alone. It 
will vary and I’m glad it does, gives me 
enough room to open up and express 
myself. Thus, no matter how I am in 
my real life, I will let my emotions out 
musically. 
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On November 19th, 2013, the people 
of Nepal went to the polls to elect a 
new Constituent Assembly (CA-II). 
A first one (CA-I) had been elected in 
April 2008 and was dissolved without 
results on 27th May, 2012. A new 
constitution was necessary after the 
country’s first democratic system, 
introduced in 1990 following a first 
people’s movement, (Jana Andolan 
I), had failed. The democratization of 
1990 had been incomplete because 
of numerous compromises with old 
feudal elites and lacking participation 
of greater sections of society. Instead of 
developing the young democracy, the 
leading party politicians had engaged 
in power struggles and corruption. This 
literally invited a Maoist insurgency 
(1996-2006) and a royal putsch (2002-
2006). A second countrywide people’s 
movement (Jana Andolan II) in April 
2006 finally ended the insurgency 
and royal coup and urged the political 
parties to initiate a new start for an 
inclusive federal republic of Nepal and 
durable peace on the basis of a new 
constitution. The way was prescribed 
in the still valid interim constitution of 
January 2007 that had been written by 
representatives of the political parties 
including the then CPN-Maoist.

Among the different reasons for the 
failure of CA-I, one has to especially  
mention the misunderstanding, 
or better, misinterpretation of the 
corresponding guidelines of the interim 

Elections to a Second 
Constituent Assembly in Nepal

constitution. Instead of enabling the 
elected representatives discuss and 
write the constitution, the leaders of 
the main parties misused CA-I for their 
power struggles, discussed the new 
constitution only amongst themselves 
and, finally, dissolved the assembly after 
they could not even agree on names, 
numbers and territorial aspects of the 
planned federal provinces.

The dissolution of CA-I threw the 
country into a legitimacy crisis without 
a constitutional way out. CA-I had 
also served as the parliament and this 
was needed to introduce constitutional 
and legal changes necessary for holding 
elections to a new CA. The crisis was 
further intensified when the Nepali 
Congress (NC) and CPN-UML, the 
main opposition parties before the 
dissolution of CA-I, demanded the 
replacement of the democratically 
elected government of Prime Minister 
Baburam Bhattarai (UCPN-M) before 
they were willing to discuss a solution 
to the crisis..

In March 2013, the party leaders 
chose an extremely unconstitutional 
way to hold new elections. The leaders 
of UCPN-M, NC, CPN-UML and 
UDMF (United Democratic Madheshi 
Front) labelled themselves High 
Level Political Committee (HLPC), 
the highest executive authority. The 
Bhattarai government was replaced 
by a so-called election government 

»
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that was led by Chief Justice Khil Raj 
Regmi. The separation of state powers 
was annulled since the latter formally 
also remained the head of the Supreme 
Court (SC).

For a long time, it looked as if the 
elections to CA-II could not take 
place, especially, after the CPN-M, a 
radical party under Mohan Baidya that 
had split from the UCPN-M in June 
2012, together with 32 other parties 
tried to prevent the elections at any 
cost. In the end, there were two things 
that made the elections successful: the 
presence of almost 200.000 security 
forces, including 62.000 from the army 
and, especially, the strong backing 
of the elections by civil society. The 
latter can be seen from the enormous 
participation in the elections of almost 
78% under the PR system and 74% 
under the FPTP system, though these 
figures must also be treated with 
caution. Several millions of Nepalis 
had been excluded in advance because 
of labour migration and missing 
citizenship papers. The election was 
relatively peaceful according to the 
Election Commission (EC).
The interim constitution of January 

2007 demands that the aspired new 
constitution is written by the elected 
representatives of the people. A special 
combination of direct and proportional 
election systems has been introduced 
in 2008 to guarantee a just inclusion 
of the country’s social groups. On 
the basis of the FPTP (First Past the 
Post) system, 240 representatives 
have to be elected from the  same 
number of constituencies. 335 others 
are elected through the so-called PR 
(Proportional Representation) system. 
Before the elections, the parties have 
to submit their PR lists to the Election 
Commission (EC). The candidates on 
these lists have to represent the main 
social groups of Nepal according to 
their population share in the national 
census as follows:
The number of candidates that are 
elected through this system depends 
on the percentage of votes which the 
party receives nationwide. In any 
case, the selection of this group of 
elected representatives must respect the  
composition as shown above. Which 
candidates from each group are selected, 
still depends on the decision of the party 
leaders, but the system guarantees that 
all population groups are represented 

»

Group Male 
candidates

Female 
candidates

Madheshi 15.6% 15.6%
Janajati 18.9% 18.9%
Dalits 6.5% 6.5%
backward regions 2.0% 2.0%
Bahun, Chhetri, Thakuri 15.1% 15.1%

“Among the different 
reasons for the failure 
of CA-I, one has to 
especially  mention the 
misunderstanding, or 
better, misinterpretation 
of the corresponding 
guidelines of the interim 
constitution.”
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“In 2008, the people 
voted in great number 
for the Maoist party that 
had made big promises, 
while NC and CPN-UML, 
had been responsible for 
the failure of the 1990 
system.”

»

in the CA approximately according to 
their population share.

Finally, the government shall nominate 
26 persons from civil society or social 
groups that would still not be pre-
represented in the assembly, so that the 
CA in the end will have 601 members. 
This provision had been misused by the 
leading parties in 2008 to nominate 
additional party representatives.
The UCPN-M that had won 50% of the 
FPTP seats in the 2008 elections is the 
big loser this time. The winners under 
the FPTP system are the dominating 
parties of the 1990 political system, 
i.e. the NC and the CPN-UML. Both 
parties together have garnered 82.5% 
of the direct mandates. Only ten parties 
have been able to win FPTP seats; it 
had been nine parties in 2008.

In 2008, the people voted in great 
number for the Maoist party that had 
made big promises, while NC and 
CPN-UML, had been responsible for 
the failure of the 1990 system. But 
the UCPN-M, besides many other 
failures, could not implement any of 
its ideas and promises, even though 
many had been urgent and reasonable. 
So, the voters returned to the other big 
parties hoping that they had learned 
from prior mistakes. For some 20 years 
now, the voters have repeatedly proven 
that they understand how democracy 
works, but the party leaders, so far, have 
not displayed the same level of “know-
how”;  neither those from NC and 
CPN-UML in 2008 nor those from the 
UCPN-M this time around.

The three leading parties of the FPTP 
system also lead under the PR system, 
but the absolute dominance of NC 
and CPN-UML has vanished. The 
NC is the leading party here as well, 
but compared to 2008 it was only able 
to get about 4.46% more votes. The 
CPN-UML received 3.39% more than 
in 2008, while the UCPN-M lost about 
14%. The conservative hard-line party 
RPP-Nepal, that stands for monarchy 
and a Hindu state and rejects a federal 
setup of the country, came in fourth 
place winning about 24 PR but no 
FPTP seats. In 2008 it had won only 
four seats, the only MPs who voted 
against the abolition of monarchy in 
May 2008. Its conservative mother 
party, the RPP, has also improved 
slightly, winning five seats more than 
in 2008. NC and CPN-UML together 
have failed to put together a two-thirds 
majority in CA-II which had looked 
possible after the FPTP counting.

Altogether 30 parties could win seats 
(25 in 2008); 92 parties have won no 
seat (29 in 2008). As in 2008, two 
independent candidates have won 
FPTP seats, one of them being a NC 
dissident.
The multiplicity of Madheshi parties - 
34 in these elections - has led to a decline 
of directly elected representatives from 
these parties in CA-II. Four Madheshi 
parties won 12 FPTP seats. In 2008, 
a same number of Madheshi parties 
had won 43 seats. Janajati parties 
(parties representing the interests of 
the numerous ethnic groups) have 
also participated in a greater number 
this time and as in previous elections 
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they seem to have failed, which can 
predominantly be traced back to 
missing unity.

What does this contemporary election 
result mean for the moment? Nepal’s 
politics is once again legitimated by the 
people’s vote. The question of who is the 
more powerful has been answered anew, 
but this has little real implications.  In 
CA-I, the UCPN-M had been the 
strongest party with about 38% of 
the MPs, but it had not been able to 
push through its agenda, even though 
NC and CPN-UML together had less 
MPs. None of the three big parties has 
been able to foster cooperation and 
compromise, and there is no reason to 
believe that this will change now. So, 
most probably, the party leaders will 
take this new legitimacy to continue 
their power struggles that have 
dominated the four years of CA-I.
All parties have failed in the past 18 
months to discuss the problematic issues 
of CA-I, like federalism and inclusion, 
among themselves or even with other 
parties. This means that CA-II will start 
at the point of highest dissension where 
CA-I had been dissolved. Besides, it is 
hard to believe that the party leaders now 
understand that not they but the elected 

representatives of the people have to 
discuss and write the new constitution. 
The passing of the constitution requires 
a two-thirds majority. Not even the 
two leading parties together have this 
majority in CA-II. In addition, all three 
big parties are i divided internally into 
several camps; this factionalism makes 
common party lines difficult.
In addition the parties’ name lists for 
the FPTP elections had been far less 
inclusive than those of 2008. This 
means that there will be fewer women, 
Janajatis, Madheshis and Dalits in 
CA-II. NC and CPN-UML already 
had rejected an ethnically inclusive 
federalism in CA-I. This was the main 
reason  many members from ethnic 
communities left these parties after 
the dissolution of CA-I. All parties are 
dominated by male leaders from so-
called high Hindu castes who do not 
understand that all the future federal 
provinces will be multi-ethnic as well, 
but that the so far excluded groups have 
to find their own identity in these states. 

© csmonitor

“All parties are dominated 
by male leaders from so-
called high Hindu castes 
who do not understand 
that all the future federal 
provinces will be multi-
ethnic as well.”

This should not lead to separatism but 
to integration. The issues of inclusion, 
identity and federalism will be the most 
sensitive and decisive aspects of future 
constitution writing.

In recent days members of civil society 
have been suggesting that the Regmi 
government shall stay in office until 
the new constitution is promulgated. 
A party-led government should only 
be installed after the first parliamentary 
elections under the new constitution. 
This could be a great incentive for 
the party leaders to concentrate on 
constitution writing instead of power 
struggles, provided Regmi resigns 
from his office as Chief Justice. But 
it seems now that NC president 
Sushil Koirala will try to form a new 
government. Before this, several by-
elections are necessary because some of 
the party leaders have won from two 
constituencies. So, at best, it will take 
one month until CA-II first convenes 
and tries to elect a new government. 
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Party PR 
votes % PR 

seats
FPTP 
seats

total 
seats

% of 
total 

seats
Nepali Congress (NC) 2,418,370 25.55 91 105 196 34.09

CPN-Unified Marxist-Leninist (CPN-UML) 2,239,609 23.66 84 91 175 30.43

UCPN-Maoist (UCPN-M) 1,439,726 15.21 54 26 80 13.91

Rastriya Prajatantra Party-Nepal (RPP-N) 630,697 6.66 24 24 4.17

Madheshi Peoples Rights Forum-Democratic (MPRF-D) 274,987 2.91 10 4 14 2.43

Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP) 260,234 2.75 10 3 13 2.26

Tarai Madhesh Loktantrik Party (TMLP) 181,140 1.91 7 4 11 1.91

Madheshi Peoples Rights Forum-Nepal (MPRF-N) 214,319 2.26 8 2 10 1.74

Sadbhavana Party 133,271 1.41 5 1 6 1.04

CPN (Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-ML) 130,300 1.38 5 5 0.87

Sanghiya Samajvadi Party (SSP) 121,274 1.28 5 5 0.87

Nepal Majdur Kisan Party (NMKP) 66,778 0.70 3 1 4 0.70

Rastriya Jana Morcha (RJM) 92,387 0.98 3 3 0.52

CPN-United 91,997 0.97 3 3 0.52

Rastriya Madhesh Samajvadi Party 79,508 0.84 3 3 0.52

Tarai Madhesh Sadbhavana Party 62,746 0.66 2 1 3 0.52

Rastriya Janamukti Party 63,834 0.67 2 2 0.35

Tharuhat Tarai Party Nepal 62,526 0.66 2 2 0.35

Nepal Pariwar Dal 51.823 0.55 2 2 0.35

Dalit Janajati Party 48,802 0.52 2 2 0.35

Akhanda Nepal Party 36,883 0.39 1 1 0.17

Madheshi Peoples Rights Forum-Republican (MPRF-R) 33,982 0.36 1 1 0.17

Nepali Janata Dal 33,203 0.35 1 1 0.17

Khambuwan Rastriya Morcha Nepal 30,686 0.32 1 1 0.17

Nepa: Rastriya Party 28,011 0.30 1 1 0.17

Janajagaran Party Nepal 27,397 0.29 1 1 0.17

Sanghiya Sadbhavana Party 25,215 0.27 1 1 0.17

Madhesh Samata Party Nepal 23,001 0.24 1 1 0.17

Samajvadi Janata Party 21,624 0.23 1 1 0.17

Sanghiya Loktantrik Rastriya Manch (Tharuhat) 21,128 0.22 1 1 0.17

92 other parties 518,385 5.48 0 0 0.00

Independents 2 2 0.35

Final result of the elections
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Thirty years of autocratic rule left the 
island nation of Maldives yearning for a 
change. Electing a president through a 
referendum term after term wiped clean 
any chances of democratic rule in the 
country, and brought with it the claws 
of nepotism to ensure a long lasting rule 
by one.

With the democratic movement in 
2003, it brought with it the hope of a 
light at the end of a very long tunnel. 
The movement, led by the opposition 
Maldivian Democratic Party, called for 
freedom of opinion and expression, 
freedom of assembly and for a multi-
party political system in the Maldives. 
Heartened by more and more people 
joining the campaigns, Maldivians 
finally sought the courage to openly 
demand for their rights. The first mass 
demonstration in thirty years took place 
on the 12th August 2004, which called 
for an end to torture and the resignation 
of Maumoon Abdul Gayyoom.

With this, the efforts towards democratic 
reform heightened and on 7th August 
2008 the Maldives proudly embraced 
the first democratic Constitution in the 
country. The first multi-party presidential 
elections took place in October of the 
same year and Mohamed Nasheed 
won the election for the Maldivian 

Maldives - After the long 
awaited elections

»

Democratic Party. Nasheed was sworn 
in on the 11th November 2008, the date 
stipulated by the Constitution.

On February 7th  2012, around mid-
term into the government, Nasheed’s 
administration was overthrown 
overnight following a protest by 
Maldivian police officers and officers of 
the army. Chaos followed with hundreds 
of people protesting on the streets 
continuously for longer than eighteen 
months. The Maldivian Democratic 
Party accused the then Vice President, 
Mohamed Waheed Hassan Manik, of 
masterminding a coup d’état while the 
Waheed administration defended itself 
by saying that Nasheed resigned on his 
own will. A Commission of National 
Inquiry (CoNI) was established. 
The CoNI published its report on 
the investigation and made several 
conclusions and recommendations 
which stressed the need for strengthening 
state institutions, especially the police 
and the army, but seemed not to have 
addressed directly  the question of 
whether the transition of power was 
brought about through a coup d’état or 
not. Much public scrutiny of the report 
was followed by a legal analysis of the 
report by leading lawyers from SriLanka. 
Other State investigations including 
the Police Integrity Commission and 

Ms. Shahindha Ismail
Executive Director of Maldivian 
Democracy Network,
Advocate for Human Rights and 
Democratic Values
Maldives
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the Human Rights Commission of the 
Maldives highlighted severe cases of 
police brutality and torture during the 
transition of power and the protests that 
ensued. 

Justice delayed, justice denied
Following the transfer of power, the 
Maldivian public continuously called for 
early elections.However a presidential 
election was only scheduled for the 
following term of 2013. The Elections 
Commission made six attempts at 
holding elections on the constitutionally 
prescribed dates; each of which cost the 
nation close to 30 million Maldivian 
Rufiyaa (approximately 2 million US 
Dollars). The elections were annulled, 
delayed or cancelled following rulings 
by the Supreme Court and the run offs 
once cancelled following an intervention 
by the Maldivian police. However, the 
run offs were finally held on the 16th 
November 2013 and the people of the 
Maldives elected as a President, Yameen 
Abdul Gayoom from the Progressive 
Party of Maldives. President Yameen 
is the half brother of Maumoon Abdul 
Gayoom, former president of thirty 
years.

Post elections
A speculative calm seems to have drifted 
over the country immediately after the 
results of the elections were announced 
and the defeated candidate accepted it 
gracefully. The people watch closely as 
the new government shuffle political 
positions and tackle the first and perhaps 
one of the toughest tasks - getting the 
State budget approved for the year 2014.

The aftermath of the questionable 
transition of power, the chaos that 
followed and the battle for an election 
has left the nation in a state of 
devastation. The public confidence in 
the law enforcement agencies, especially 

the police, has dropped severely. The 
decision by the parliament for a motion 
of no confidence against the Prosecutor 
General resulted in his resignation 
hours before the voting for the motion. 
A commissioner at the Elections 
Commission resigned shortly before the 
presidential run offs, citing ill health. 
The Police Integrity Commission has 
run with a vacant seat since the Chair 
of the commission resigned in late 
2012 citing bias by the commission. 
The Commissioner of Police resigned 
days after the inauguration of the new 
President. The Parliament will run 
without three MPs since two were 
unseated prior to presidential elections 
and another, which was formerly held 
by the incumbent president.

Several senior officers of the police and 
the army have been transferred between 
departments, dismissed or forced to 
retire. These officers include some of 
those who have allegedly assisted or 
supported in the political crises with 
one or another political division. The 
media is seen to be just as polarized 
as the general public. While some 
media outlets constantly promote the 
government, other outlets have aligned 
with different factions of the opposition. 
The arson attack on Raajje TV shortly 
before the presidential run-offs has been 
a shocking revelation of the extent of 
threat for the media. Civil society has 
been minimized close to non-existence. 
Hesitance from international donors 
during the crucial period of political 
unrest in the country resulted in local 
NGOs having to lay-off employees and 
for some to even shut down. The heavy 
political polarization has not allowed 
for NGOs to seek assistance from local 
donors for fear of loss of credibility.

The judiciary remains in all its power, 
with no one being able to question when 

“The people watch closely 
as the new government 
shuffle political positions 
and tackle the first 
and perhaps one of the 
toughest tasks - getting 
the State budget approved 
for the year 2014”

“The media is seen to be 
just as polarized as the 
general public. While 
some media outlets 
constantly promote 
the government, other 
outlets have aligned with 
different factions of the 
opposition.”

»



31

THE SPIRIT OF 
RABINDRANATH 
TAGORE

the courts supersede the Constitution or 
rejects precedent. Criminal allegations 
and questionable conduct of judges 
pile up at the institutions without 
action while those who question judges’ 
conduct or court rulings are penalized 
for contempt of court.

The nation has suffered economically, 
losing a chunk of its tourist income as 
well as facing inflation. The impact has 
been especially strong, with Maldives 
having to import almost all consumer 
and industrial goods.

A silver lining on all of the troubles in 
Maldives is that the nation, after a long 
battle, finally has a government that the 
people elected. It has also has been able 
to appoint a member to the Judicial 
Service Commission, the oversight 
body for conduct of judges. The police 
service has  promptly appointed a 
new Commissioner and the process of 
the appointment of a new Prosecutor 
General, members to the Police 
Integrity Commission and the Elections 
Commission are in motion.

Conclusion
It is once again time for elections in the 
tiny island nation. All political parties 
are enthusiastically preparing for the 
Parliamentary Elections scheduled for 
March 2014. A slight distraction for 
party supporters from the chaotic past, 
a healthy contest must follow.

As the Maldives takes a turn for calmer 
times, it shows the will of the people 
to compromise for peace. They have 
endured protests, brutality and injustice 
day after day for twenty-one months. 
Some point out that with the political 
arrests, judicial and police interventions 
in delaying elections it cannot be 
called a free and fair election. Others 
quote election fraud. However they are 
ready to move forward and hope for a 
better day for the nation. An elected 
government means that the shadow 
of the coup d’état has been lifted off. 
Nonetheless it may not mean that the 
people will stop asking for justice for the 
actions of individuals. The calm of the 
people also reverberates with the hope 
of reconciliation. The nation must move 
forward on its path towards a mature 
democracy.

© Ahmed Amir 

“A silver lining on all of 
the troubles in Maldives 
is that the nation, after 
a long battle, finally has 
a government that the 
people elected.”
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are always the first ones to suffer. Many 
people on the street timidly share the 
opinion that the current strike is not 
helping in restoring  peace and order, 
which this troubles country needs so 
desperately.

Hizb ut-Tharir cannot win elections, 
but their posters help us understand 
how violent the climate in Bangladesh 
is right now. Bangladesh has two major 
parties, the Awami League in power and 
the Bangladesh National Party (BNP) 
in the opposition. Both are considered 
to be relatively moderate, the Awami 
League on the left, BNP on the right. 
The problem will be the alliances they 
are forging for the upcoming  elections. 
BNP has a coalition agreement with 
Jamaat-e-Islami for next elections, and 
although Jamaat-e-Islami has been 
barred by the courts from partaking in 
elections, its influence is and will still be 
enormous. By financing part of BNP’s 
campaign, Jamaat-e-Islami will be able 
to push their extreme Islamist agenda, 
hurting religious minorities and setting 
their war criminals free. In 1971 many 
Jamaat-e-Islami leaders engaged in the 
tremendous genocide in Bangladesh, 
where during 9 months of terror 3 
million people were killed and around 4 
hundred thousand women were raped. 
The International Crimes Tribunal 
is trying to end 40 years of impunity 

I could have been killed last time I 
was in Dhaka. Anyone could. In fact, 
around 30 innocent people died in 
street bombings and shootings during 
the 3rd week of November 2013.

The streets of Dhaka are filled with 
orange and black posters from Hizb ut-
Tahrir. The main purpose of this poster 
is to call the Military to take over  power 
in Bangladesh and establish “Khilafat” 
(the caliphate). This pan-Islamic 
political organisation has been legally 
banned in Bangladesh since 2009, 
yet they continue to spend fortunes 
in promoting extremism through 
propaganda and schemes to take over 
the elected powers, evident for example 
in 2011.

In their most recent press release, Hizb 
ut-Tahrir states that during the last  
strike 25 people were killed, concluding 
that “Democracy = Death to People”. 
Of course what they do not understand 
is that democracy is not responsible 
for  causing these deaths: extremism 
is. With their hate speeches and incite 
to violence, Hizb ut-Tharir and other 
powerful extremist organisations like 
Jamaat-e-Islami are contributing to the 
confrontational climate in Bangladesh’ 
society and therefore putting this 
country on the verge of violent situations 
where religious and ethnic minorities 
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by providing fair trials for these war 
criminals. If Jamaat-e-Islami comes to 
power with the help of another party, 
nobody doubts that they will try to end 
this important Court of Justice.

Just to add another concern, the very 
active extremist outlet Hefazat-e-Islam 
is another group to be concerned about. 
It is politically and financially backed 
by Jamaat-e-Islami. They are actively 
producing bombs and violence in order 
to achieve their 13 points, quote:

1. Restore the phrase ‘Complete faith 
and trust in the Almighty Allah’ in the 
constitution and repeal all the laws 
contrary to the Quran and Sunnah.

2. Pass a law in parliament keeping a 
provision of the maximum punishment 
of death sentence to prevent defaming 
Allah, the Islamic prophet Muhammad 
and Islam and smear campaigns against 
Muslims.

3. Take measures for stringent 
punishment against self-declared 
atheists and bloggers, led the so-called 
Shahbagh movement, and anti-Islamists 
who made derogatory remarks against 
Muhammad.

4. Stop infiltration of all alien-culture, 
including shamelessness in the name of 
individual’s freedom of expression, ant-
social activities, adultery, free mixing of 
male and female and candle lighting.

5. Make Islamic education mandatory 
from primary to higher secondary levels 
canceling the anti-Islamic women policy 
and anti-religion education policy.

6. Officially declare Qadianis 
(Ahmadiyyas) as non-Muslim and stop 

their propaganda and all conspiratorial 
ill-moves.

7. Stop setting up sculptures at 
intersections, schools, colleges and 
universities across the country.

8. Lift restriction on saying payers in all 
mosques across the country, including 
Baitul Mukarram National Mosque, 
without any hassle and remove obstacles 
to carrying out religious activities.

9. Stop evil efforts to spread hatred in 
the mind of young generation regarding 
Islam through the misrepresentation 
of religious dresses and cultures in the 
media.

10. Stop anti-Islam activities by 
NGOs across the country, including 
in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, and evil 
attempts of Christian missionaries for 
conversion.

11. Stop attacks, mass killing, 
oppression and indiscriminate shooting 
on Alem-Ulama, devout followers 
of Muhammad and towhidi janata 
(revolutionary people).

12. Stop threatening teachers and 
students of Qawmi madrasas, Islamic 
scholars, imams and khatibs and 
conspiracies against them.

13. Free immediately all the arrested 
Islamic scholars, madrasa students and 
towhidi janata and withdraw all false 
cases filed against them, compensate 
the victims and bring the assailants to 
justice.

There are many other groups 
promoting extremism in Bangladesh 
and sadly this is the kind of discourse 

“With their hate 
speeches and incite to 
violence, Hizb ut-Tharir 
and other powerful 
extremist organisations 
like Jamaat-e-Islami 
are contributing to the 
confrontational climate in 
Bangladesh’ society.”
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“The country is in an 
extremely sensitive 
pre-electoral situation. 
Despite the impressive 
reports we receive every 
day in our countries, none 
of them are completely 
able to picture how tense 
the climate really is.”

we  find ourselves confronted with in 
Bangladesh nowadays. The country is 
in an extremely sensitive pre-electoral 
situation. Despite the impressive 
reports we receive every day in our 
countries, none of them are completely 
able to picture how  tense the climate 
really is. People are afraid. The Police 
and the Military are on the streets. 
National strikes are being organized by 
the opposition parties. In the streets of 
Dhaka small bombs and explosives like 
“cocktail molotovs” are being dropped. 
Different neighborhoods of the city 
are being affected and from while to 
while we can hear gun shots in places 
that used to be safe and secure. Many 
countries with embassies or relevant 
information in Bangladesh are advising 
their nationals not to visit Bangladesh 
right now.

In 2012 I was in Bangladesh for 11 
days and last November it was my 
2nd time there. I noticed that many 
things changed. There is some new 
infrastructure and many roads and 
buildings are being built. There is some 

real progress being made. I first thought 
that the lack of the usually omnipresent 
traffic jams were the consequence of the 
existence of new roads, but that was not 
its main cause: due to an opposition-
called 84 hour “hartal” (strike), many 
services stopped completely. Another 
thing I saw was an overwhelming 
presence of Police and the Military on 
the streets, mainly in the intersections 
between main roads and secondary 
streets. This strategic placement is to 
avoid attacks in the main roads of groups 
coming from narrower streets to drop 
explosives and cause more casualties. 
I was travelling by car and within the 
small distance from the airport  to 
my hotel, Police forces stopped and 
frisked the car twice. But as they saw 
that I was a foreigner, they quickly let 
us go. The respect for foreigners is part 
of this culture. Each and every road 
intersection is filled with police forces 
in groups of 5 to 10 people, all visible 
carrying machine guns.

On the 1st day, after I left my luggage 
in the Hotel I went by rickshaw to visit 
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the Holy Rosary Church, which is a 
beautiful catholic temple. You probably 
know that Dhaka is known for being 
the city of rickshaws, with around 4 
hundred thousand cycle-rickshaws 
driving around every day. Nowadays 
rickshaw is the safest means of transport 
in Dhaka because it is the only which 
allows us to jump and run at any time. 
Some buses, CNG’s and cars were 
attacked during the last days. So I went 
through Tejgaon, where the Prime-
Minister’s office is, and 10 minutes 
after we heard an explosion noise and 
gun shots nearby. The security guard 
of the church told me to come inside 
the Church gates and then locked the 
entrance. After a while, everything was 
back to “normal”.

People are afraid and tense; we can see 
that in almost everybody’s eyes. The 
Bangladeshis are worried about what 
may happen in the the course of the 
next days, before and during and after 
elections. In 2012 I told all my friends 
that I never saw a city with so much life 
and movement as Dhaka. Many times I 
even complained that I could not sleep 
with so much honking in the street, 24 
hours per day in a non-stop mode. And 
trust me, I am a heavy sleeper. But last 
November I could not see one single 
person in this main avenue at night. 
Nobody dares to be out there in this 
megacity of 15 million people which 
used to be one of those that never sleeps. 
It seems that fear is reigning in Dhaka.
The people in Bangladesh, more than 

ever,  need  our international support 
in advancing and stabilizing   their 
legal institutions and democracy. 
People want peaceful elections, the 
International Crimes Tribunal to keep 
providing Justice and honoring the 
memories of the genocide victims. The 
economy is growing at a 6% to 7% rate 
every year. Extremism exists, extremism 
is well financed, and extremism 
could damage all these and other 
achievements. As the Canadian MPs 
Joe Daniel and Russ Hiebert said in a 
recent pre-election observation mission 
report, “the role and participation of 
Jamaat-e-Islami in national politics 
requires close scrutiny by authorities 
as this organization has created deep 
concerns about the protection of the 
rights of women, minorities and others. 
The BNP in particular must also reflect 
on the possible role that Jamaat may be 
playing in its party and work to distance 
itself from this extremist organization”.

It would surely be a setback for 
Human Rights and Minority Rights in 
Bangladesh if extremism of any kind 
came back to power again. Regardless 
of who wins the next elections, we must 
hope that Bangladesh finds the peaceful 
conditions required in order to  prosper 
and keep elevating their standard of 
living in the years to come.

“People are afraid and 
tense; we can see that 
in almost everybody’s 
eyes. The Bangladeshis 
are worried about what 
may happen in the  course 
of the next days, before 
and during and after 
elections.”
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