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DEAD-END POLITICS

Nissim Ezekiel

In Assam today and in the Punjab tomorrow, there
is no substitute for dead-end politics. This mecans
that any solution is no solution. It is too late. Dis-
ruption of normal life, violence, economic regression
and social disharmony may as well be taken for granted
in thinking about long-term answers. None of the
forces concerned are going to wait for them. The only
consolation lies in the prospect of a fresh start when
the current upheavals exhaust themselves.

The damage done in Assam can only be undone by
a whole series of positive gestures. One such would be
President’s rule, so that a non-representative govern-
ment, elected while the greater part of the Assamese
population boycotted the elections, would not be in
power. Another would be a renewed attempt to dis-
cuss the “foreigners” issue on the basis of the highest
principles—national unity and integration without loss
of regional identity.

Mrs. Gandhi has frequently described her dilemma
in Assam, but she has not offered a comprehensive
formula for reconciliation of the alienated Assamese
people. This is partly because her party is in disarray
but also because she thinks so exclusively in terms of
power and personalities. One has not heard from
her for a long time the voice of a national leader con-
cerned wholly with the spirit of national renewal and
above the present chaos of narrow partisan loyalties.

When things are out of control, as they are in
Assam it is no use complaining about how people
behave, and in recommending to them the norms of
democratic decency. What matters is whether some
policy is enunciated which goes to the heart of the
problem. This is whether Assamese identity exists,
whether it is threatened, and how it is to survive.
Fortunately, there is no separatist movement in Assam.

The same cannot be said about the Punjab. The talk
may be about autonomy but the aim is a state as close
to the idea of a Nation as possible in the present cir-
cumstances. Eventually, Khalistan will be demanded,
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with membership of the United Nations. Other states
are likely to move in the same direction. Whatever the
justice of particular regional and communal demands,
they fade into insignificance when seen in the context
of a larger, completely unwarranted ambition.

Once India is divided into a number of nation-
states, border and other problems between them are
bound to arise, leading even to full-scale wars. I have
written about the nightmare before in these pages and
so shall not repeat the argument. The Akali leaders
may speak in slightly different terms when it comes
to moderation and extremism, but what makes them
allies is their common feeling that, in India, Sikhs are
second-class citizens or slaves.

There is, in truth, not the slightest evidence of this,
so one can only conclude that ethnic, communal and
religious identity is the main issue. It includes the
dread element of fundamentalism among the Sikhs, as
it does among other minorities in India. Bhindran-
wale makes no secret of it, and those who keep it a
secret are reported to be doing so for strategic pur-
poses only. Once in power, they have assured their
followers, they will practice what they do not preach
in public at present. By differentiating between the
Assamese and the Sikh demands, one is implying that
identity is important if it draws the line at separatism.
The Assamese does, the Sikh does not.

Cultural development of regional life in India
requires maximum encouragement of the relevant
regional language. Here, too, one should differentiate
legitimate emphasis from the fanaticism which excludes
English and the national language. Experiments in
such fanaticism have been disastrous failures, of which
Gujarat at one time was a notable example. If Telugu
signboards replace all other signboards overnight when
the Telugu Desam party comes to power, it is an
ominous sign of language fanaticism.

It would be tragic for India if the renaissance of
regional cultures and languages leads to national dis-
integration or at any rate to a weak Centre and a
decline in the influence of historical Indian traditions.
These are invaluable in dealing with the problems of
the twentieth century and ought not to be abandoned
for short-term regional gains.
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