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THE AKALI DEMANDS

NiSSIM EZEKIEL

die, expected to avoid violence?
Why should it avoid violence?
The well-known unwritten law of

IS THERE any reasonable way of
defusing the Akali-created crisis in
the Punjab? Yes, say the Akalis,
concede our demands. Talks may
be held but there’s really no point
in prolonging them. Hand over
Chandigarh to us, whatever Har-
yana may say. Give us more terri-
tory. Give us more of the river
waters. Forget the claims of the
other states affected.

What happens if the Union Gov-
ernment finds it impossible to
behave according to Akali dictates?
In that case, the Akalis will Do or
Die. The Dal has committed itself
to the raising of an “Army” of
100,000 volunteers. A pledge has
been administered already to more
than half that number by no less a
person than the Sikh chief priest.

If violence is mentioned, the
Akalis shrug their shoulders—and
perhaps shake their weapons! The
responsibility is not theirs but
that of the Union Government. It
should have conceded the Akali
demands. . . . Nine opposition par-
ties in the Punjab met and resolved
that these demands were quite rea-
sonable. The views of the neigh-
bouring states, Haryana, Rajasthan
and Himachal Pradesh are irrele-
vant.

Very well, then, the choice
before the Union Government is
clear. If Akali demands are not
for discussion and negotiation,
either deny them and face the

consequences in the Punjab or
concede them and face the conse-
quences in its neighbouring states.
Do the Akalis and the nine oppo-
sition parties in the Punjab con-
sider this a reasonable situation in
which to put the Union Govern-
ment?

The smell of religious fanati-
cism and political extremism is
difficult, in this context, to avoid
mentioning. One has to study the
45 demands and the Punjab-Sikh
equation in relation to the other
states concerned to identify that
smell. Since the Union Govern-
ment dare not do so publicly, it
keeps offering “talks”. The latest
offer is pathetic. The Dal intends
to launch its next morcha on
June 17. The date suggested for
the talks is June 15.

We are told by official sources
that the Prime Minister will not be
in the country during such talks.
But if the talks are postponed by
two days for her return, the
morcha may “create new impedi-
ments to resuming the dialogue”
(Times of Imdia, June 10). In
other words, there may be vio-
lence. The only hope lies in the
prospect of an opposition meeting,
also planned for June 15, prevail-
ing upon the Akali Dal to avoid
that eventuality.

But how is a morcha of a hun-
dred thousand volunteers, pledged
by their religious head to do or

the game requires violence. The
assurances of the Centre that it is
“keen” on finding a solution to the
problems of the Punjab are of no
interest to the Akalis. They have
made that clear over and over
again. Their leaders talk the lan-
guage of uncompromising demands,
no less. Meeting them “partly”
encourages the continuation of the
“struggle.”

The Akalis say they want “auto-
nomy,” not an independent nation.
They say that their movement is
not separatist. Even if this ques-
tion is not squarely faced at pre-
sent, there is still likely to be a
difference between the Akali inter-
pretation of autonomy and the
Indian nationalist one. The Sikhs
have a very small majority in the
Punjab, 53% or so. The Dal has
“never polled more than 25% of
the vote . . . (Far-Eastern Econo-
mic Review, April 28). Is noth-
ing to be said about the rights of
the non-Sikh population of the
Punjab, 47% of it? And what if
there is a change in the Sikh-
Hindu population ratio in the next
ten or twenty years?

The Union Government and the
people of India must do some
plain speaking soon about Akali
politics. They must also be pre-
pared to act firmly in the interests
of national unity, communal har-
mony, and inter-state as well as
state-Union relations.
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