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HE farce unfolded just

when thin,g:f wtl:‘re sho-

wing s of changing.
When there w.;fl“a faint glimm-
er of hope. When disenchant-
ment with militancy was
finding a voice and when
several former militant leaders
were talking to the Indian
Government in what appeared
to be a rejection of the
Pakistani card. And even as
ordinary Kashmiris appeared
to be in a mood to reject
violence as the wvehicle for
azaadi and the slogan for inde-
pendence was giving way to
talk of autonomy, they fuund
themselves being ushered into
another period of alienation
and anger. On May 23, when
elections were held in Bara-
mulla and Anantnag for two
parliamentary seats, democ-
racy once again took a severe
beating in the valley. Voters
were herded to polling sta-
tions by security forces and
fosced to cast their votes.

.In the run-up to the elec-
tion, other militant groups had
issued threats to stymie the
process. They succeeded in
some measure: candidates did
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not come calling on voters. But
those who did were the men
in olive . Descending on
village after village in the early
hours of May 23, their message
was the same: Cast your vote,
we will come back and inspect
the marks on your And
they were there in strtngth
ostensibly to guard the 26

candidates, from among
surrendered itants, con-

testing as Independents and
from the Congress and

the BJP. which put up ant

Hindu candidates in the

of getting them elected on a

sentee ballots. The National

Conference and the Hurriyat

"We were not even allowed to
drink our morning tea.” said
Ghulam Hassan, one of the
crowd of hundreds making its
way to the polling booth in vil-
lage Nehama, adding, "How
can we say no? [ don't want to
vote but the soldiers threat-
ened our lives.

There were lurlher com-
plaints. Many residents who
were forced to go to the
polling booths said that securi-
tymen had threatened that
those who did not vote would
never be allowed to open their
shops again. And as more and
more groups of Trightened,
fear-stricken people made
their way towards the polling
stations, it was clear that the
elections after a violence-
punctuated gap of seven years,
were being held in the shadow
of the gun.

The thoughts that raced
through Abdul Ghani's head as
he joined the long queue were
similar to those ol his friends:
the election was being rigged
once again. Kashmir's history
was being repeated. Ballot-
boxes were not being stufied
like they were in 1987 when
the government run by Far
Abdullah had gone overboar
to ensure the defeat of the
Muslim United Front (MUF)
candidates, but as in the past,
candidates were being thrust
on them. The decision was not
theirs and. the candidates cho-
sen did not reflect their aspi-
rations.

The two constituencies of
Baramulla and Anantnag saw
unexpectedly high turnouts of
35 and 43 per cent but the
voters came, not to give their
"mandate for the return of
gcacc and democracy”. as

fef Electoral Officer J A
Khan
the fear of the gun — a refrain
that echoed through the valley.
"It will be the [airest ever
election. We are not interested
in who wins or loses or
whether the turnout is 5 or 40

cent,” was the assurance
that had been me Lt-Gen-
eral J.S. Dhillon, €. 15
Corps. but the ground realities
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Democracy takes a beating

had boycotted the poll.

The ' troops instilled nol
confidence but fear and
loathing. They were out in
strength — the valley crawling
with over one lakh of them,
drawn from the army, the BSF
and the CRPF. That's how the
residents of Anantnag and
Baramulla woke up that morn-
ing when tension ran high and
the cloudé hung low, casling a
bleak shadow over the valley
Still others woke up to an-
nouncemernts from mosques —
a mohalla elder asking them to
proceed to the booths. I was
what they had feared and they
had little choice in the matter

belied all such claims.
As the hours wore on. it he
came clear that the adminis
tration had carefully plotted its
strategy. Herding the voters to
booths was only the first step
in the drama that unfolded un
der the overcast skies. Rules
were flouted and changed to
accommaodate the numbers lin
ing up in serpentine queues —
Fenplr.- whose names did not
igure on the voters' list were
vole At

allowed (o sOMme

places. they were told who o
vole for., and at others, some
voters made

thelr dﬂ*
known by stamping four di
el svinbold at the same Ume

put it, but only because ol

| He was a versatile H

Kashmir: Voting under Coercion

The feeling of alienation in the valley has been reinforced by the way in
which securitymen ensured voter turnout

They had no choice — for il
they could have done as they
wished. the turnout would
have been 10 to 20 cenl as
estimaled by the Home Min-
istry: and the intelligence
agencies, and not shot up to
50 and even 70 in certain
seginents.

But the security [orces-
driven administration, spurred
hr a percentage game, came

ose to achieving a similar
turnout as the elections held
under normal circumstances.
Determined to usher voters
out of their homes, they first
went for the men while the

by Harinder Baweja

alternoon was reserved for the
women who were brought out
in the 'second phase’ — a dead
giveaway that l1:»:131:114: were notl
coming out voluntarily. other-
wise. as Hilal Haider said: "Wh

would I not come with my wife
and mother?" In Tregam, for
instance, a polling booth with
956 voters, 30 per cent of the
votes had been cast‘by 11.30
a.m. and not one of these was a
woman voter. They were not
the priority until after 1 p.m.

when the troops returned to
the villages, voters' lists in
hand, to bring out the women
and those who had not already
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voted. Why troops should be
moving around with these lists
was a question Khan could not
answer, his only reply being. |
have not received any com-
plaints.”

There was little scope for
that for this must have been
the only place in the country
where polling Eﬂnts were not
present in booths. The polling
staff. brought in from Delhj_
Punjab and Haryana. all wear-
ing bulletproof vests, were
themselves guite surprisecd al
the turnout. Expecting large
scale violence, they in turn,
after staying in the protective

custody of the security lorces,
revealed that the voters had
beenn brought there forcibly
and, aware of the fear that had
gripped the Kashmiris, were
quite willing to put the ink
mark on their fingernails.
Some booths, in fact had sepa-
rate queues for people who
came for the ink mark while
other presiding officers
painted "Vote Nil" on their
wrists. “This is what they want
to see and this is what will
keep us alive. But this will also
turn us away from you Indians.
Why can’t you just leave us
alone?" a dejected Mohammad

Nazir said as he retraceéd his
steps to his village.

It is in this context that the
Government will have to con-
sider whether it was right in
congratulating the people for
what it interpreted as
‘enthusiasm’'. Given the fact
that it was the rigging of the
1987 election that saw the ad-
vent of the HKalashnikov in
Kashmir, forci voters into
booths is hardly likely to con-
tain the insurgency that was
born of a farcical election.
When election agenls cam-

paigning for the MUF decided
to pick up the gun and launch
the movement for indepen-
dence,

And it is with the use of the
gun that the security forces
made yet another blunder that
has only added to the
complexities of the Kashmir
crisis. By fielding former
militants and giving them all-
out support, the army and the
BSF only reinforced the sense
of alienation: for each time
these militants resorted to
strong-arm tactics — forcibly
pulling people out of buses tn
take them to election
meetings and similarly
packing them into trucks
which, in turn, drove them to

lling stations — the forces
ooked the other way.

The only time the voters
showed any determination was
when they rejected the sur-
rendered militants and voted
instead for Congress and BJP
symbols. "They have been ex-
tnrtlnﬁil money and harassing

y should we vote for
them especially since they are
hand in glove with security
forces?” scores of them said.

By encouraging surrendered
militants to don the political
mantle, the men in olive green
are only creating more prob-
lem areas for, as one of them
agreed, "It will be difficult to
persuade them not to return to
the militant fold if they end up
losing the election.” Already,
last month, a move was made

1o disarm some of them,

The militants have fornd

an emotional issue to tr

and bring people out of

their homes again.

lead-
ing to dissensions within the

ranks, with some of them
threatening to go back to their
parent organisations.

Having served their purmse
by taking on the pro-Pakistan
grﬂugs and clearing areas
which were once dominated
them, the surrendered mili-
tants are now behaving like
mini warlords, much in the
waf' Jarnail Singh Bhindran-

e started off in Punjab. And
it is with the help of these sur-
rendered militants that the
security forces came up with
impressive turnout figures, 50
to 60 per cent in some seg-
ments.

Considering their domi-
nance in the valley and the
National Conference's decision
to avoid the poll process,
Kashmir is back at a cross-
roads. with the people feeling
dejected, defiant and alien-
ated. The militants have found
an emotional issue — some-
thing that the movement had
been lacking in the past one
year — to try and bring people
out of their homes once again.
As assembly elections too will
be pushed through, what
seems to have been pushed in-
stead are the Kashmiris who
have only emerged with one
feeling — not being given the
chance to make their own de-
cisions during an election. The
Fﬂ“ percentage has shot up

rom 5 per cent in 1989 to 40
per cent in 1996 — a figure
that represents neither the
aspirations nor the will of the
people. Nor will it do so. until
the new government at the
Centre ppens a dialogue or re-
opens the delicate issue of au-
tonomy.
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URSDAY, June 20, was
- the 85th anniversary
birth of Poet Sufia Kamal
whose lifelong dedication to
the cause of the distressed has
ultimately been integrated into
a national movement for estab-
lishment of democratic rights
ol the Dglt. For her unda-
unted leadership at all the
critical stages of national life
she is now being hi estee-
med as the '‘conscience of the
nation’ and is highly respected
by all. irrespective of caste,
creed, sex and age.
m Sufia

This great
Kamal, mhﬂmlnl 11 in an

aristocratic conservative family

of Shaestabad. Barisal. Her fa-

ther Syed Abdul Bari was a
lawyer (Advocate) at Bajitpur.
st and
also ‘over-religious’ who left
his home and family for Mecca
and did never turn back. Her

mother Syeda Sabera Khatun -

had to go to her brother's
house where Sufia and her
brother Wali were brought u
in affluence. But due to
conservatism Sufia, had to go
to the Primary school in a boy's
cdress with her brother.
then she could not comp
her primary education., Al the
age of 12 she was married to
her cousin Nehal Hossain and
came Lo be known as Sufla N
Hossaln.

Since her early life Sufia

was inspired by the poems of

‘Begum Sufia Kamal — A Living Legend

byPrnfRoushanAraHoque

Nazrul and bq:an to write po-
ems herself. And in course of
time she wrote 15 books and
some of her books have been
translated into English and
Russian for which she has got
international recognition too.
But at national level, she has
been more esteemed as a t
r.r.ﬂnt, Throughout her ole
ife she had vehemently
protested against all oppres-
sions, injustices. violences and
cruelty against humanity.
During the Language Hnﬁ:-
ment of 1952 she h
rotested against the polk:e
on st is’ processions.
She also protested against
dl.lnrlt}' and economic exploi-
on of the then colonial
r%ﬂn Lhrh issue of
o the birth centena
of poet laureate Rabindrana
Tagore, when the then
government took resort to
oppression on the intel-
lectuals, Sufia Kamal had
ltr Yy protested against it
strong leadership she
h:d given on that issue had
tly raised her tige in
¢ rgrn of the intellectuals.
Since then she has been es-
teemed as the ‘conscience of
the nation’. She had also in-
;plred :'.::t -Imd:im leaders
u L itical movement
of 1980, ©

The great patriotism of
Begum Sufia Kamal had been
testified during the liberation

war of 1971. On 23rd March.
‘71, duting the meeting called
by Yahya Khan. her strong ar-

guments in favour of provincial
autonomy of the then East
Pakistan had surprised him

Duﬂnﬁ the entire period of the
war she had been confined in

side her home under constant
vigilance of .the occupation
army. In her diary she kept
records of the critical days ol
the nation and of her own
which has later on being re
garded as the meost original
and authentic record ol the
Liberation War and were pub-

lished as ‘Ekatturer Diary

The name of Begum Sufia
Kamal was at the top of the list
of the intellectuals to be killed
on the eve of victory in
December, 1971 but due to
the constant vigilance of the
Mukti Bahini the motive could
not be materialised. At one
stage of the Liberation War a
rumour spreaded that Sufia
Kamal had been Kkilled by the
Pak-Army. Immediately after
that the Russian government
offered her a plane to go to any
safer place ELL‘ liked. She in-
stantaneously refused the offer
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am'l said thal she was not ready

even to heaven leaving
htr motherland behind. She
kept constant touch with the
freedom fighters and used to
supply them food over the
hind wall of her residence.

After the liberation, Begum
Sufia Kamal became the first

resident of the Women's
ehabilitation Centre of
Mirpur and tried her best to
rehabilitate the tortured
women of the war. Under her
leadership she had formed the
Mahila Parishad for the the
purpose of advancing the
women s causes, to redress
their ances and to achieve
equal rights for them.

After the brutal murder of
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman in August, 1975
Begum Sufia Kamal fearlessly
protested against it. Since
then she had been giving lead-
ership to all national move-
ments for the establishment of
democracy. During the national
movement of 1990 she had
played a vital role by joining
the Mute Procession during
curfew. The destruction of the
Babri Mosque by the BJP-VHP

activists in India had created a

great impact on her mind. She
along with 16 leading intellec-
tuals of the country issued
statements in different dailies
protesting against the commu-
nalism in India. She had also
organised a strong resistance

against similar communal
uprising in Bangladesh. Even at
the octogenarian stage of her
life, and after serious illness,
she had declared her solidarity
with the nation-wide move-
ment for the cause of democ-
racy during 1995-96.

As the first' President of
Bangladesh-Soviet Friendship
Society, since its inception,
she has been working for
friendship between the two
countries. She had  created
strong feeling, against distor-
tion of the histdry of Liberation
War by the arnti-liberation
forces and tried to revive the

s irit of the War in the minds

the younger generation. For
this she is respected by them
as ‘Desh Janani’ or 'the mother
of the nation'. She has become’
an international figure for her
literary. social and political
roles. She has been honoured
with 34 awards and sanads at
home and abroad. Of them
Bangla Academy Award,
Ekushey Padak, Begum Rokeya
Award, and Member of
Congress (USA), Club of
Boston, Bangladesh Sbeiety of
New York Award, etc. are most
important.

On her B5th anniversary of
birth we all pray for her better
health and longevity so that
this great lady may lead the na-
tion towards right direction
lor some more years.
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