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EDITORIAL

T
he enhancement of paid maternity leave for wo-

men in the organised sector to 26weeks from 12 is

a progressive step, one that should lead to closer

scrutiny of the diiculties faced by unorganised work-

erswho fall beyond the scope of anyworthwhile labour

welfare measures. It is wholly welcome that such a be-

neit is being introducedwith an amendment to theMa-

ternity Beneit Act, 1961, in line with several expert re-

commendations including that of the World Health

Organisation, which recommends exclusive breast-

feeding of children for the irst 24 weeks. Giving some

beneits to adoptive mothers and women who get chil-

dren using embryo transfers as well signals India is in

step with social changes. Positive though it is, the

amended law is expected to cover only 1.8 million wo-

men, a small subset of women in the workforce. For

many poor millions in the unorganised sector, the only

support available is a small conditional cash beneit of

₹6,000 during pregnancy and lactation ofered under

the Maternity Beneit Programme. The reported move

to restrict even this meagre beneit to the irst child for

budgetary reasons is retrograde and must be given up.

If, as Labour Minister Bandaru Dattatreya has said, the

Centre is giving organised sector women workers a

humble gift, why has the damage done through the

Budget not been reversed?

Providing beneits for women and children is a soci-

etal responsibility which can be funded in a large coun-

try through a combination of general taxation and con-

tributory payments from those who have the means.

Health care should be treated as a right and deliveries

handled without cost to women; the income guaran-

tees during the 26-week period can be ensured through

a universal social insurance system. Such a policy

would harmonise the varying maternity beneit provi-

sions found in diferent laws that govern labour at

present. There would also be no discrimination against

women in recruitment by employers who currently

have to factor in beneit payments. Conversely, women

would not sufer loss of income simply because they

cannot remain in employment after childbirth. Benei-

ciaries covered by the latest amendment must be pro-

tected from discrimination through clear provisions.

Mandating creche facilities to help womenworkers un-

der the changed law is a forward-looking move, but it

will work well only with a good oversight mechanism.

Women’s empowerment can be achieved through uni-

versal initiatives, not by imposing conditionalities to

avail beneits. Access to welfare support has become

evenmore critical as workersmigrate frequently due to

economic changes. The twin imperatives are, there-

fore, to createmore jobs forwomen in a diversiied eco-

nomy, and to provide social opportunity through ma-

ternal and child welfaremeasures.

Partial cover
Longer maternity leave is welcome, but must

be extended to the unorganised sector

T
he loss of Mosul is perhaps the biggest military

setback for the Islamic State. Iraq’s second largest

city,Mosulwas the jewel of the IS’smilitary gains,

a place where its leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared

his ‘Caliphate’ in June 2014. In less than three years, the

IS’s territory has shrunk. It once controlled huge

swathes in central and eastern Syria and north-western

Iraq, but its inluence is now limited to some pockets,

through sustained military operations in which several

actors such as Kurdish and Shia militias, Iraqi and Syr-

ian armies and the U.S. and Russian air forces were in-

volved. A few weeks ago, the IS lost the ancient city of

Palmyra to the Syrian army. And now, it’s been practic-

ally defeated in Mosul. Iraqi troops have already cap-

tured theMosul airport andmajor administrative build-

ings, and liberated population centres.What remains is

isolated resistance by small groups of jihadists. It was a

prolonged campaign. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-

Abadi ordered theMosul ofensive inOctober 2016, and

the troops, backedbyKurdishPeshmerga andShiamili-

tias on the ground and U.S. air power in the sky, moved

inch by inch. They irst liberated easternMosul, the left

bank of the Tigris that divides the city into two, and

thenmoved to the west, the IS’s power centre.

The defeat in Mosul does not mean that the threat

from the IS is over. The group still has presence in some

pockets in Iraq and in at least two major cities in Syria,

Raqqa and suburbs of Deir ez-Zor. Even if the group

loses its territories, it could transform itself into a state-

less jihadist group like al-Qaeda and continue to target

civilians in the region and beyond. But still, the larger

argument is that without territories, the IS couldn’t

claim to be a ‘Caliphate’. It will be driven away from cit-

ies to deserts andmountains,wrecking its conventional

military capabilities. In the short run, themilitary oper-

ations to liberate territories from the IS in Syria and Iraq

should continue; in the longer run, the respective gov-

ernments should adopt a more comprehensive ap-

proach to deal with the asymmetric threats the group

will pose. In Iraq, for example, the IS’s eventual defeat

depends on how the government addresses Shia-Sunni

tensions. PrimeMinister al-Abadi appears to be clear on

his preferences. Unlike his predecessorwhose Shia sec-

tarian policies drove the Sunni population to revolt

against Baghdad, a resentment which the IS exploited

for popular support, Mr. al-Abadi tried to reach out to

the Sunnis and promised to heal the sectarian wounds.

After the military victory in Mosul, he has to make sure

that the Sunnis are treated as equal citizens and share

power equitably. This may not happen overnight given

the deep sectarian divisions. But Mr. al-Abadi should at

least begin a process that would erase the suspicions

among Sunnis about the government. Else, IS-like out-

its will continue to channelise support and regroup.

After Mosul
As the IS sufers serious reverses, Baghdad

must wage a political ight as well

T
hese are by nomeans the best
of times. Most nations across
the globe are today facing

problems of varying magnitude.
The real danger, however, is a per-
nicious trend in favour of autocracy
and trampling on democratic sens-
ibilities—even in countriesdeemed
to be democratic. Chaos is bad
enough, but the reckless disregard
for democratic norms and beha-
viour is leading to a serious break-
down in constitutional proprieties.

One need not be in today’s U.S.
under President Donald Trump to
savour how topsy-turvy the world
has become. Tampering with com-
mon verities that usually deine
democratic norms has become a
practice in many countries.
“Reasoned discussion and debate”
(to quote our Hon’ble President)
and ‘objective truth’ are becoming
casualties today. What we witness
in place of ‘free thought’ is the rise
of ‘alternative facts’. In the second
decade of the 21st century, ‘fake
news’ and ‘post-truth’ have be-
come not merely the principle
characteristic but also the deining
aspect of politics in many situ-
ations. Few countries remain insu-
lated from this pernicious trend.
Politics in Tamil Nadu today is a
lag-bearer in this respect. ‘Or-
wellian logic’ is the new norm in
the State.

It would be unfair to single out
Tamil Nadu or believe that it is the
onlyplace in the country that iswit-
nessing the gloriication of ‘post-
truth’. Events in the University of
Hyderabad a couple of years ago in-
volving the ‘martyrdom’ of Rohith
Vemula triggered an avalanche of
both ‘post-truth’ and ‘alternative
facts’. More recently, the coverage
of events in Jawaharlal Nehru Uni-

versity and Delhi University has
again demonstrated the extent to
which ‘alternative facts’ and ‘fake
news’ dominate the spectrum of
news. The kind of ‘bald’ truth the
world was previously accustomed
to is no longer to be seen. The new
‘art of the possible’ is built on the
ediice of ‘alternative facts’.

A coterie in charge
The rest of India may strongly con-
demn the train of events in Tamil
Nadu since the demise of former
Chief Minister Jayalalithaa, but it is
the people of Tamil Nadu — and
those committed to democracy
and democratic traditions — that
have themost to fear. The State cur-
rently confronts a highly anachron-
istic situation, in which a ‘cabal’
wields power. Unwittingly or other-
wise, social media has become a
kind of accessory to their deeply
laid plans. Exploiting, via social
media, the emotional distress of
vast segments of the masses in
Tamil Nadu yet to come to terms
with the demise of their ‘Revolu-
tionary Leader’, the cabal has
sought to consolidate its position.

Politics in Tamil Nadu today epi-
tomises ‘post-delusion’ antics. This
is obscuring the objective reality,
viz., that of ‘remote control’ by a
person currently in jail (following
the verdict of the Supreme Court)
and the exercise of power by un-
elected individuals.

Notwithstanding comparisons
drawn with what previously took

place in Bihar in the 1990s, when
Lalu Prasad was forced to step
down in the wake of his conviction
in the fodder scam and his wife in-
stalled as Chief Minister, the situ-
ation in Tamil Nadu is diferent and
more dangerous. Remote control
under any set of circumstances in
any instance is untenable and
intolerable.

What makes the present situ-
ation even more unacceptable is
the lawed logic that long and close
association of a ‘diferent kind’ im-
parts a kind of divine right to step
into the shoes, and don themantle,
of the mentor. This is in contraven-
tion of all democratic principles,
and a travesty of democracy.

Aggravating this situation is that
the coterie representing the new
‘power elite’ comprises a narrow
alliance of caste interests, superim-
posed on to which is family control
over the levers of power. It means,
in essence, the deconstruction of
the ‘Administrative State’, making
it subservient to a family-cum-caste
combine. These are dangerous
portents. If perpetuated, it would
only drive another nail in the coin
of democratic politics in the
country.

Topsy-turvy events
If the irst task of any democracy is
to create a ‘just’ majority, then the
presentdispensation inTamilNadu
has further denigrated itself, and
perpetuated a hoax on the Consti-
tution by contriving the myth of a

‘pre-existing majority’. This in it-
self is worrying. Making matters
worse is that while according to the
Constitution, a Chief Minister is
lawfully created through due pro-
cess, nothing of the kind has
happened here. The system of
checks and balances itself smacks
of aweb ofmutually compromising
interests.Whatwe arewitnessing is
a ‘palace coup’, rather than an in-
stance of ‘passing the torch’ (in the
John F. Kennedymould).

The sequence of events conirms
this. Jayalalithaa passed away on
December 5. Exactly two months
later to the day — on February 5,
2017 — her associate, V.K. Sasikala,
is elected leader of the Legislature
Party Leader by AIADMK MLAs.
The incumbent Chief Minister, O.
Panneerselvam, is compelled to
step down, and thereafter forced to
resign as CM. Two days later, while
still the acting Chief Minister, he re-
volts alleging that he had been
forced to resign. On February 14,
the Supreme Court inds Ms.
Sasikala guilty in a disproportion-
ate assets case and awards her a jail
sentence. Immediately thereafter,
and without even the pretence of
holding a formal party meeting,
she expels Mr. Panneerselvam and
names Edappadi K. Palaniswami as
the leader of the Legislative Party.
She also reinducts two of her close
family members (who had previ-
ously beenexpelledby Jayalalithaa)
into the party and gives them key
positions. On February 18, the fac-
tion led by Mr. Palaniswami wins a
so-called ‘trust vote’ in the Tamil
Nadu Assembly.

Lacking legitimacy
The battle lines between the rival
AIADMK factions are clearly drawn
as of now. The faction led by Ms.
Sasikala has the support of a larger
number of the MLAs, but this
hardly invests the faction with any
legitimacy. Many of the crucial is-
sues pertinent to a democratic
transfer of power remain to be ad-
dressed. Lacking in legitimacy and
burdened by legacy issues, the pro-

Sasikala faction has convinced it-
self that the wisdom of one indi-
vidual is superior to that of the col-
lective wisdom of the party
legislators, as also the party hier-
archy — let alone the electorate.
The group’s decision to endorse
without any demur Ms. Sasikala’s
decision to appoint her previously
expelled relatives to key positions
in the party is symptomatic of this.

It could be inferred, given the
current make-up of the majority
faction, that those in charge would
bemost unwilling to allow any con-
trary points of view to prevail, or
emerge, in determining the future
course of the group. It aims to be
completely ‘knowledge-proof’,
limiting itself to tamperingwith the
system and confronting the bur-
eaucracy. If the Internet is turning
out to be largest ungoverned space,
it will only be a question of time be-
fore the Sasikala dispensation
seeks to operate in a similar void.

The future of the State thus ap-
pears to be in jeopardy. Those who
value democracy must recognise
that a takeover of this kind by a
small cabal poses a grave threat to
democracy. This has far greater sig-
niicance than the question as to
who actually occupies the Chief
Minister’s chair in Fort St. George.

Our Constitution does not con-
tain a provision for the ‘right of re-
call’ in the event of an apparent dis-
connect between the voters and
those whom they voted in as their
representatives. This makes the
present situation all themore prob-
lematic, for if scepticism — of the
actions or steps taken by a legis-
lature controlled by a cabal —in-
tensiies, it could lead to a lash-
point. It is important for those who
have ‘grabbed’ power — and are
conident that they could hold on
to it — to heed Sadhguru Jaggi Vas-
udev’s warning: “Conidence
without clarity is a disaster.”

M.K. Narayanan is a former National
Security Adviser and former Governor of
West Bengal

Post-truths in Tamil Nadu
Crucial issues about a democratic transfer of power are still to be addressed in the State

m.k. narayanan
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F
ringe elements ailiated with
the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) have been in the news

ever since the party came to power.
Activists who pretend to be associ-
ated with the Trinamool Congress
in West Bengal and the Samajwadi
Party in Uttar Pradesh too have had
their day in the news.

There are two widely held ex-
planations for such activism. First,
the “fringe” is encouraged by the
party as a strategy to appeal tomore
extreme elements within the party
and to polarise politics. Second,
and more speciic to the right wing,
some believe that these individuals’
provocative actions and remarks
are indicative of the government’s
tacit support for Hindutva prin-
ciples. Since the party can always
use plausible deniability to distance
itself from the actions of the fringe
elements, both explanations are
plausible.

There are two other reasons. The
irst, we believe, is that this beha-
viour is symptomatic of the tend-
ency of lower-level politicians and
often evenbureaucrats to indulge in
actions thatwouldhelp themwin fa-
vour among their political superi-
ors. Take the case of some ABVP

leaders who have been involved in
pushing a virulent nationalist
agenda. Their actions have served
to embarrass the BJP and the Cent-
ral government.

There are also local politicians
who have misperceived favourable
responses or miscalculated the im-
pacts of their actions. Rabble-
rousers, from Yogi Adityanath to
Sakshi Maharaj, have consistently
undermined the government’s de-
velopment agenda and even embar-
rassed the government by making
inlammatory remarks centred on
religion. In our view, this results
from a systemic problem with our
politics — that career advancement
of individuals in political parties
and the bureaucracy is determined
largely by random criteria, often on
thewhims of their politicalmasters.

Lack of democracy
In India, unless one hails from a
well-established political dynasty
or has a great amount of inancial
resources, he or she would ind it
extremely diicult to move up the
political ladder. Research by Ra-
jkamal Singh and Rahul Verma
shows that almost two-thirds of As-
sembly constituencies in Uttar Pra-
desh in the 2017 election were con-
tested by families that have long

been a part of electoral politics.
There is a complete absence of in-
ner-party democracy at the local
level. Thus, lower-level politicians
have two options to increase the
likelihoodof their political advance-
ment. One is a ‘push’ strategy, by
consistently doing good work on
the ground and hoping that the
party recognises their work. How-
ever the randomness in criteria for
political advancement, attributable
in large part to the absence of party
democracy and a deeply en-
trenched system of dynastic polit-
ics,means this strategy isunlikely to
work verywell. The fact that parties
do not have well-established party
organisations at the local level elev-
ates the randomness of advance-
ment within their ranks.

An easier way still is to try and
win favour directly with their polit-
icalmasters, who rarely followwell-

established processes to determine
political promotions. This strategy
would rest on the assumption that
political bosses, if impressed with
the individuals, would ‘pull’ them
up through the party ranks. How-
ever, since most parties in India are
highly centralised, access to the
party high command is extremely
restricted. In order for them to get
noticed by those in higher ranks,
they need to create some sort of
noise or disturbance, and this often
inds expression in the formof coer-
cion and crime.

No sense of involvement
Second, current social science re-
search shows that an individual’s
sense of responsibility is linked to
the organisational characteristics
within which they work. The hier-
archical nature of Indian parties
means this lower rung simply does
not feel the same level of responsib-
ility towards the larger goal set by
the party. This is buttressed by the
failure of parties to cultivate a sense
of ownership for local politicians in
the larger issues facing the nation.
This leaves individuals at the local
level with virtually no sense of re-
sponsibility towards many of the
policy decisions a government
takes and they are left to interpret

the party’s core concerns the way
they wish.

In order to deal with this efect-
ively, oneoption forpolitical parties
would be to comedownon these in-
dividuals with a heavy hand. This is
diicult in a democracy. A better
and more sustainable option is to
reduce the randomness in political
advancement at the local level. This
can be done by introducing reforms
that strengthen inner-party demo-
cracy during selection of candid-
ates for diferent roles. Such re-
forms are bound to face resistance
from a system very set in its ways,
and require bold leadership to push
through. An instance was when
Rahul Gandhi introduced primary-
style elections in a few constituen-
cies before the 2014 election.

Over thepast fewyears, India has
witnessed too many discomforting
actions and events on behalf of its
political class. It is imperative that
political parties take steps to alter
the incentive structure of the sys-
tem and give local politicians a lar-
ger stake in larger issues of the day.

Pradeep Chhibber teaches Political
Science at the University of California,
Berkeley. Harsh Shah is an alumnus of the
University of California, Berkeley. The
views expressed are personal

Is noise the only way to get noticed?
Why political parties must give local politicians a bigger stake in larger issues of the day

Pradeep Chhibber & Harsh Shah
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Elections 2017
The Election Commission,
and the Central and State
governments deserve rich
praise for enabling a
peaceful election process in
ive States. There were
hardly any incidents of
either violence or
intimidation (Editorial —
“Voting with our feet”,
March 10).
It is a Herculean task to
conduct elections in the
country. The robust turnout
—with exceptions here and
there — is a clear signal to
the rest of the world that the
Indian voter can never be
alienated from voting.
Though there is the bright
side to the exercise in terms
of increasedwomen’s
turnout, there is also
concern that those in the
metros are quite apathetic.
However, India is still
number one inmaking any
election process
purposeful, meaningful and
successful, thereby
watering the roots of
democracy.
J.P. Reddy,

Nalgonda, Telangana

■ The point that the gender
gap is fast reducing is quite
astonishing. It is also
ironical that women are
making a decision to choose
the representatives at the
local, State and national
levels but are unablemost
of the time to express and
exercise their choices and
with such autonomy in their
own homes.
Jashandeep Kaur Ahluwalia,

Khanna, Punjab

■ A rise in the percentage of
voters can be linked to three
factors: the credibility and
the eiciency of the
Election Commission in
conducting elections; the
freedom of voters in
selecting their candidate
without fear; and the
growing interest of the
young generation in being a
part of the system.
However, as the “quantity”
of voting goes up, the
“quality” of candidates is
going down in terms of
integrity. Irrespective of the
party they belong to, many
have a history of crime, are
beneiciaries of dynastic

succession and have little
track record of public
service. This limits the
choice of the electorate, as
increasing use of the NOTA
option will show. The high
participation of people in
the elections should
energise the government
and all political parties to
reform the process so that
only the best candidates are
in the fray.
Y.G. Chouksey,

Pune

■ What was the need to give
importance to exit poll
results by various agencies
when the results will be
announced on Saturday?
Andwhy have the report on
the front page?
R. Solairaj,

Chennai

Age of uncertainty
It’s not the irst time in the
history of mankind that the
world order is changing
(“Stability in the time of
change”, March 10). But the
degree of this change is
certainly the largest one the
world has ever seen.

Leaders of the nations have
an important job before
them: to lead the world
collectively. Instead of
destruction, construction
should be the aim of
national policies. The
billions of dollars of
investment spent on
weapons of destruction is
nothing but preparing for
our own destruction. It’s
high timewe understand
that national boundaries are
artiicial.
Humanity all over the world
has the same basic need
while every world language
has at least one tale with the
moral “strength lies in
unity”.Whenwill we realise
this?
Kiran Babasaheb Ransing,

NewDelhi

Reclaiming spaces
The late Chief Minister and
former AIADMK party head
Jayalalithaa was convicted
in the disproportionate
assets case. Legally,
ethically andmorally, the
Tamil Nadu government
should desist from naming
any government scheme or

project after her. Years ago,
when State Transport
Corporation buses began to
sport the names of political
leaders, poets and
litterateurs, the government
of the daymade the wise
decision to stop the practice
to avoid controversy. It was
a bold and sellessmove.
However the AIADMK
appears to be on shaky
ground andwill try not to
rock the boat by doing away
with Jayalalithaa-named
schemes till a clear situation
emerges.
The writer’s wish of doing
awaywith the names of
political leaders in public
spaces is not going to be
realised any time soon
(“Making a clean break”,
March 10).
V. Subramanian,

Chennai

Europe’s borders
The decision of the
European Court of Justice to
give its members the
discretion to either approve
or reject asylum to refugees
is an indication that the
court too has been swept up

in the anti-immigration
debate (Editorial — “Open
gates”, March 10). The
verdict is bound to be a shot
in the arm for European
leaders such as Viktor
Orban of Hungary whose
response to the refugee
crisis has been to build walls
with its neighbours. The
ruling will in all likelihood
have an efect on voters in
the Netherlands, France
and Germanywho vote this
year.While Brexit may have
unleashed anti-
immigration, the
unravelling of the European
Unionmay be hastened by
the European Court of
Justice whichmay have
unwittingly played into the
hands of Eurosceptics.
Prima facie, the judgment of
the court does seem
rational but this will
deinitely bemisused by
Eurosceptic parties who
want their countries to have
a homogenous culture like
in the Renaissance era.
Akshay Viswanathan,

Thiruvananthapuram
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On December 16, 1971, the India-
Pakistan war ended with the liberation
of Bangladesh. The war was short — it
had raged for all of 13 days — but India
had mobilised its entire land forces, in-
cluding a secretive unit of soldiers from
the Special Frontier Force (SFF), a
group raised for trans-Himalayan com-
bat. Some of the SFF recruits were not
Indians. They were from Tibet and had
come into India on forced exile, in
waves and participated in the ground
battles and the combing operations that
followed with minimal knowledge of
South Asian languages and the people
they encountered. They had hoped that
after the war India would send them
home to fight the Chinese forces in
Tibet as a reward — but that was not to
be.

Dhondup Palden, now in his 80s, a
resident of Lama Camp in Tezu, Ar-
unachal Pradesh, was one of the
Tibetans who despite their Buddhist
faith took up arms. Sitting at the porch
of his home-on-stilts that is painted blue
and decorated with Buddhist prayer
flags, he reminisces about the war and
how he had ventured into unfamiliar
territory. “We killed many enemies in
that war. For 15 days, we moved across
the country rounding up Pakistani sol-
diers and pro-Pakistan agents.” The war
stood out as it was the first time that the
Tibetans, a mountain people, had to ne-
gotiate with the riverine landscape of
Bangladesh. “We walked on muddy ri-
verbeds, and went from village to village
looking for enemies. The experience
was unusual for us Tibetan soldiers,” he
says.

The war of 1971 was not the first
Dhondup and his compatriots in Lama
Camp experienced. Their war began 20
years earlier in the 1950s, when they
fought a guerrilla battle against the
Chinese forces in Tibet supported by
weapons and trainers from the U.S.
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) which
wanted to dislodge China from Tibet.

As we catch up with Dhondup, he is
soaking in the celebrations of Losar, the
Tibetan New Year which began in the
last week of February. Losar to the
Tibetans means crushed corn which is
sprinkled on guests and meant for aus-
picious occasions, good food, drinks
and a time to recollect the past. His kit-
chen is stocked with savouries and
drinks. This is the Year of the Firebird
which, like the phoenix, stands for re-
surrection and the burning away of
wasteful deeds. Keeping with the spirit
of the new year, Dhondup wants to re-
live the war of his youth.

“We had inadequate weapons and
ammunition but we wanted to fight the
Chinese who forced us to build roads
and bridges,” he says in a mix of Hindi
and Tibetan that was interpreted by his
son Tsering. The guerrillas fought with
.303 rifles of World War II vintage, re-
ceiving better weapons only in the later
phase.

Dhondup and five other veterans are
the remaining few from the hundreds of
unknown foot soldiers of a liberation
war, unlamented and unsung. These
former soldiers were of fighting age; in
exile now, time is ticking away. Many
have passed away. One of their com-
rades, who rose to run a movie theatre
in the neighbourhood, passed away
earlier this year. They were the pioneers
of a resistance movement that took to
violence before the Dalai Lama weaned
them away to non-violent means.

Enter the CIA
Dhondup was a member of the only
modern insurgent group of Tibet, the
Dhokham Chushi Gangdruk (DCG). The
DCG was formed on June 16, 1958 in
Tibet by a charismatic nobleman, An-
drup Gonpo Tashi. For some time the
group carried out ambushes against the
Chinese forces as Beijing tried to consol-
idate its gains in Tibet. Dhondup, then
in his twenties, was one of the early re-
cruits in this movement and was trained
in sabotage and the use of arms.

“During the struggle, we used basic
weapons like the old rifles that fired one
bullet at a time,” he says, explaining that

the movement expanded rapidly from
the Kham region of Tibet despite short-
age of weapons and ammunition.

The DCG became known worldwide
for being the secret force of the CIA,
which sent trainers and equipment to
Tibet to support the rebels. Dhondup
recalls how the Americans sent high-fly-
ing cargo jets into the Tibetan airspace
for his group that consisted of 600
volunteers.

One of the key assignments of the
DCG was to guard the Dalai Lama as he
planned to go into India. A little dis-
tance away from Dhondup’s Tezu home
lives one of the former DCG fighters
who accompanied the Dalai Lama dur-
ing that momentous journey. “The jour-
ney of 1959 was arduous. Yaks and
horses were used to cross the snowy
mountain. We ensured safety for the
Dalai Lama with one group travelling
with him and another providing sup-
port at Lhasa,” says Zolpa Sibu, the ex-
DCG fighter.

Sibu is nostalgic about his DCG days.
“We did not have the best of weapons to
fight. Many of our comrades died in
bombing and counter-insurgency oper-
ations carried out by the Chinese

forces,” he says, recounting that even
the force’s founder was brought to India
with injuries he sustained in a blast. He
remembers how grim the situation in
Tibet had become. “We were evicted
from our homes. Families broke up —
the Chinese employed women and men
separately for forced labour projects
that would go on for months. Social and
religious gatherings became impossible
as the police questioned all such
gatherings.”

The DCG put up a strong resistance,
but the end was inevitable. Sibu was ar-
rested but released after months of de-
tention. As was Dhondup. “I was kept in
prison for two months and for weeks
my hands were tied up,” he says, show-
ing his permanently scarred hands.

The DCG’s fighters decided to escape
into India through the mountain passes
in eastern Arunachal district of Upper
Dibang Valley and the western district
of Tawang via Bomdila. The journey
was difficult; many perished but the
likes of Dhondup, Sibu and their famil-
ies survived the trek.

The war for Bangladesh
Soon after coming into India, these
fighters were asked to settle in Tezu but
within a year they had to move as India-
China hostilities intensified in the run-
up to the 1962 war. As the border dis-
tricts of the North East Frontier Agency,
as Arunachal Pradesh was then known,
were evacuated, the fighters were re-
settled in Dibrugarh and Guwahati in
Assam. They returned to Tezu after the
war ended, and soon found themselves
recruited by Indian military officers
who had by now realised their potential

as trained guerrillas and intelligence-
gatherers. “The military instructors
tested our firing skills, asked us to take
physical fitness tests. Most of us passed
the test and joined the Indian military
as we were eager to go back to Tibet and
fight the Chinese forces again,” says
Dhondup.

The fighters boarded a train at Guwa-
hati and were taken to Chakrata in Ut-
tarakhand (then in Uttar Pradesh)
where a rigorous training programme
began to equip them for special military
operations. “We were trained to handle
mortar fire, automatic weapons, rocket
launchers. I was specially recruited into
a team of paratroopers in the SFF,” says
Dhondup, explaining that the Tibetans
were expected to go back into their
country for special operations. As first-
generation exiles, the men did not al-
ways understand the detailed discus-
sions held among Indian military of-
ficers, but carried out the assigned
duties nevertheless.

Havildar Sangey was also among the
ex-DCG SFF recruits. He counts himself
as lucky, having been taken as part of a
three-member group for a special train-
ing programme in Europe. “I even
trained with some American officials
abroad,” he says, reliving his days as a
paratrooper.

The hostility between India and
Pakistan gave the SFF fighters a new
chance to test their fighting skills. “Dur-
ing the 1971 war, many of our friends
died fighting,” says Dhondup, recount-
ing that the war had left him injured and
he was admitted in the Armed Forces
Medical College, Pune. “Generals and
[Prime Minister] Indira Gandhi came to

see us in hospital. We got a transistor ra-
dio as reward,” he adds, his eyes light-
ing up as he recounts the heady days.

By the time the Bangladesh war
ended, most of the soldiers had ac-
quired family and had young kids at
home. But newer assignments
beckoned, including reconnaissance
missions in Ladakh and in the high Him-
alayas. “We wanted to fight in Tibet be-
cause the SFF [training] taught us lot
more than we knew in the DCG days,
but that fight never came,” rues Sangey.
“We had all the necessary advanced
weapons. We would not have left Tibet
if we had these weapons and training at
that time.”

Renewed rumble in the east
The amphitheatre of much of the 1962
war, the epic face-offs of yesteryear still
linger in the air of the Arunachal Him-
alayas, especially the mountains from
Tezu to Anjaw district which were the
scene of the bloodbath of Namti where
an unknown number of Indian and
Chinese soldiers died.

Having spent their youth in the midst
of guerrilla warfare and tectonic polit-
ical churn, the elderly denizens of Lama
Camp find themselves still engulfed by
geopolitics thanks to the evolving im-
portance of the Eastern Himalayas. In
recent years, the U.S. and India have be-
gun to work on salvaging the remains of
aviators who crashed in the mountains

near Tezu during World War II. The dis-
covery of a Chinese citizen in the region
in 2010 stirred up matters between In-
dia and China. Guang Liang spent
months in a prison in Arunachal Pra-
desh before the Chinese reportedly took
him back. In addition, barely a dozen
kilometres from the neighbourhood of
these former guerrillas is the brand-new
easternmost airport of India at Tezu
which can also host heavy bombers and
cargo carriers. Recent reports about an
impending visit by the Dalai Lama to Ar-
unachal Pradesh have again stirred up
the pioneers of DCG.

While the region remains the locus of
power games, the exploits of the octo-
genarians of Lama Camp slowly recedes
into oblivion. In the sunset of their lives,
they wish to bequeath their saga of res-
istance in Tibet to posterity. “Most of us
did not get a chance to lead a normal
life. We were deprived of the education
that would have trained us to record
and write our experience as soldiers,”
says Sibu.

The legacy and the future
In recent years there have been some at-
tempts to recognise their signal contri-
bution. The Central Tibetan Administra-
tion has set up offices in Delhi and
Dharamsala for addressing the needs of
these senior community members. On
the 50th anniversary of the founding of
DCG in 2008, special commemorative
events were organised by the Tibetan
community in India to honour them
and recognise the armed struggle that
they executed against China.

Young Tibetans also drop in once in a
while to seek blessing of these elders.
The Tibetan diaspora has also shown in-
terest in chronicling the story of DCG
and a number of websites provide in-
formation about the violent movement
which faded out with the exile of
Tibetans to India. However most of the
literature focusses on the CIA’s role in
fuelling the war in the Cold War period
and is inadequate in recording the nar-
ratives of the men who fought the war
not just for the CIA but also for India.
“Our lives were disrupted. At the time of
DCG, we did not foresee our exile and
that is why we did not bother to photo-
graph our homes and our struggles,”
says Sibu, urging better documentation
of the scattered photographs and other
records of the movement in Tibet.

Despite their advancing years, the
DCG fighters do not receive any addi-
tional financial support from the Gov-
ernment of India — the SFF gave a com-
prehensive settlement package, a
one-time lump-sum amount at the time
of retirement.

While the passage of time has
dimmed Dhondup, Sibu and Sangay’s
hopes of returning to their homeland,
the fire still burns. “Even now I dream
of fighting in the streets of Tibet with a
gun,” says Dhondup. The DCG, incident-
ally, still exists in exile, espousing an in-
dependent Tibet. Dreams don’t die.

Chronicles from history: The Lama Camp in Tezu, Lohit district of Arunachal Pradesh. RITU RAJ KONWAR

They came, they fought, they stayed
In a camp in Tezu, Arunachal Pradesh,Kallol Bhattacherjeemeets the last of the Tibetan ighters living in exile. They battled the Chinese and later went on to ight
for India in the war to liberate Bangladesh

“The war of 1971 was not the irst Dhondup and his compatriots experienced”. Zolpa Sibu Lama (left) and Adrouk with their certiicates; Dhondup Palden and his wife Sonam at their residence in Lama Camp.

<> Even now I dream of ighting

in the streets of Tibet with

a gun

Dhondup PALDEN
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