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DURGA PUJA SPECIAL.

HE relation between the
Universal and the
individual, the whole and

the part. the Creator and the
created, God and man, had been
a pristine subject of religio-
philosophical search on the
art of the spiritual giants of
uman civilisation. Of all their
findings are presented in the
sacred literatures of various
nations, one, that constitutes
the closest, the deepest and the
most profoundly soothing
relationship, is the
Motherhood of Divinity: To
conceive of the Supreme
Godhead as the Great Mother
having a cozy lap to pacify all
that languish, and unnumbered
arms to embrace all that there
are. This relationship is preem-
inently human and signifi-
cantly alleviating. Ostensibly,
this is the contribution of the
Tantra Sastra of ancient India.
Tantric and Vedic are the
two living streams of methodi-
. cal thinking flowing across the
Indian soil throughout the cen-
turies even as the Ganges and
the Brahmaputra, having one
origin. the Himalayan range
and one goal, the Bay ol Bengal,
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The Poor Te

- YROM the day campaigning
began in India's third
general election in three

years, the media and political
analysts embarked on an
exercise to fathom out what
these elections were about. It
would perhaps have been a
more profitable exercise to ask
what the elections were not
about.

At the risk of oversimplifi-
cation, it has become abun-
dantly clear to most observers
that the elections to the 13th
Lok Sabha — lower house of

arliament — were not about

he day-to-day problems faced
by the majority of Indians.

Two examples illustrate this
point.

Mahona, an obscure village
with a population of about
2,000 decided to boycott the
polls. Villagers resolved to not
allow any poll activity sur-
mised, while every politician
coveted their votes none was in-
terested in their problems.

Mahona is like many other
villages in India. a country that
is home to the largest number of
poor people on earth,

The village suffers from
poverty, nnn-dcveiu?mﬂnt_
poor sanitation. low literac
and unemployment. And it falls
under the very parliamenta
constituency that had electe

Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee as its representative
in 1 and 1998. He had been
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Durga: The Divine Motherhood

by Dr Mahanambrata Brahamachari

wind opposite courses, the east-
ern and the western sides of this
subcontinent. These two type of
works. Agama and Nigama, as
they are often called, form the
most significant parts of our
ancient lore. The sacredness
and authoritativeness of both
are venerated with reverence
the men of penetrating insights.
The Tantric and Vedic mode
of thinking may be linked to
scientific and philosophic ways
of modern days. Both endeavour
to find out the central truth
underlying the manifoldness of
the world, but their procedures
are different. one having ana-
Ilytic and the other synthetic
technique.. Upanishads, the
Bhilusnphic ortions of the
edas, unify these and long for
an integral view of the some
through intuitive realisation.
Tantras, on the other hand sep-
arate the Universe into compo-
nent parts by analytic dissec-
tion and attempt to see the
whole through parts. Vedas give
us the Universality of thought.

while the Tantras give a search-
ing factorisation ol all kinds of

facts under the Sun,

Sometimes the Tantras and
the Vedas hold diametrically
opposite views, but often times.
l]FI)E}" embrace each other and by
mutual endeavours, enrich the
cultural trends of India. The
unification of the Tantras and
the Vedas, of Saktivada and Pu-
rushabad, of the Chandi and the
Gita. in our civilisation be-
speaks a profound integrality
achieved by our early Seers.

Saktivada

The essential teachings of
the Vedas are integrated in the
Bhagavata Gita and those of the
Tantras are epitomised in the
Chandi. To say a few words
about the essential features of
Tantras literature: Its first arti-
cle of truth consists in Sakti-
vada.

Saktivada means that Sakti
is a Reality and it does exist.
This is an undisputable theory.
Nobody can deny it since R’s
very denial presupposes its ex-
istence. Usually LEE postulates
of sciences are to be taken for
granted, to begin with. But the
postulate of Tantras lies in the
undeniable Saktivada. It con-
stitutes the solid rock of
Tantra's ideological structure.
A Tantric devotee is proud of
the fact that Tantra asserts
nothing that is not based on
man's experience. Veracity of
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Durga Puja:

E deep dense black clouds
%lradually start going.
onolonous pattering,
like crying of a depressed
mourning mother too declines.
Patches of cotton while clouds
under the azure sky enjoy play-
ful trips over hills and dales.
rivers and fields. Their jubi-
lance is occasionally marred by
their tidal black counterparts
causing drizzles or a short
shower. And the sun plays hide
and seek. This is Sharath the
playful autumn following the
dampening monsoon.

The Sharath or autumif
makes its emergence felt in
pearls of dew dazzling on blades
of green grass and tree leaves in
the morning sunbeam and
dropping sheuli petals (fragrant
white [lower blooming on small
trees) carpeting the ground. All
these features of beauty stirred
the poetic strings of Nobel Lau-
reate Rabindranath Tagore and

any event may be questioned.
Even the idea of God, soul. re-
birth, heaven, hell, virtue. vice
may be challenged, but the
overwhelming reality of Sakti
is beyond question and criti-
cism.

The second thesis of Tantra
lies in the unitary existence of
Sakti. Not only does Sakti exist
but it alone exists. There is
nothing under the Sun that is
not a specification of conglom-
eration of Sakti in some form
or other. Every object that one
comes in contact with physi-
cally or mentally is a collected
mass of energy.

Sakti is One

The third article of Tantra is
the oneness of all Saktis. Mani-
fold though it appears, actuall
its existence is unique ang
unimpeachable. Manifold
kinds of energy are manifest in
innumerable objects. but this is
apparent. Deeper analysis
brings out the fact that one and
only One Sakti, i.e. Mahasakti
stands out in the whole uni-
verse. All the sciences proclaim
in unison the fact that there is
one and only one energy that
functions throughout the entire
universe. The same energy that
makes our heart throb accounts
for the huge movements of the
Stars in the galaxies. All
sclences of modern times unite
to extol Mahasakti. But, of

he thus sang;

"Sharate aaj kon authiti elo
praner darey

Ananda gan garey hriday,
ananda gan

garcy
Neel akashey nirab kataha,

shishir veja baykulata
Beje uthuk aaji
beenar tarrey tareg."
Meaning — "Behold the
at the step of my soul today this
autumne}jLet my heart sing
songs of joy, sing songs of
joy/Let the bursting silence of
the azure sky, and the dew-
drenched exuberance/Break on
today on your strings of harp.”
And here comes the greatest
festival of the Bengali Hindu
community — Durga Puja: The
queen of seasons — autumn,
amidst its splendour, hosts
Mahamaya Mahashakti Mata
Durga — the power of powers —
with all her grandeour and
merriment. Mother Durga — the
giver of all peace and happiness

tomar

course, unlike a Sakti devotee
they do not worship her in the
laboratories. This reason is
obvious. The modern science
Eir{;:.ka} controlling the Ma-

asakti lor p tic purposes,
Scientist would pa rI:Jn adora-
tion to the Maha , Since ac-
cording to modern science
Sakti (energy) is void of feeling.
lifeless and unconscious mat-
ter. Matter has been trans-
formed into energy by science
but it is unconscious neverthe-
less and nobody cares to pay
homage to a dead object. Here
ancient Tantra parts company
and differs with modern sci-

Ence,
Ma Mahasakti

According to Tantra Sastra,
the Mahasakti is a fully con-
scious Spirit and hence is an
object of worship and venera-
tion. Instead of controlling,
Tantra endeavours to establis
communion with Sakti. Sakti,
for a Tantric is not only con-
scious but berﬂgnanﬂ}r gracious
also. The kindly disposition
and heartfelt affection of the
Sakti is dtei::lj-,r personal and
unfathomably profound. No
phrase of dictionary can ade-
quately give expression to this

(g-)rnc-iuus aspect of the Sakti.
ne single term and that one

onl ssesses magically cura-
ti*ll.ﬂ'::"r e r is "Ma". This is the
most magnificent of all desig-

(sarba shantidaini comes to
the devotees along with Ka-
mala-Binapazni (lover of song)
bestower of knowledge
Sareswati, siddhidata (giver of
success), Ganesha, handsome
Katrika — the protector, and be-
stower of wealth, Laxm!.
Amidst all her associates Durga
Mala stands before her devotees
in solemn mirthful and at the
same time extreme wrathful
mood annihilating the sinner
Ausura. And the devotee prays:
"Rupangdehi. jayangdehi,
r'ashnde i disho zahi" (Give me
ight, give me success, %hr: me
fame eliminating the ills

The orchestra of drums and
Nlutes, conch and symbals fill
the whole atmosphere as if an
awakening from slumber is an-
nounced. Devotees and onlook-
ers, irrespective of caste, creed
and status throng the colourful
puja  pandals. Colourfully

e

nations of the Great Sakti.

Mahasakti is the est Be-

. the Brahman of the Upan-
ishads. She is supremely moth-
erly according to Tantra. The
Great Mother is the source and
goal of the entire universe. She
is all-existent, all-conscious-
ness and supreme beatitude.
She is an object of highest love
and adoration. evilish
Sumbha and Nisumbha wanted
to control the Mother and the
outcome was total frustration
and ultimate destruction. Mod-
erm science a tly is
recourse to this Asuric way in
attempting to control the forces
of nature. The Tantra Sastra
longs for establishing commu-
nion with Her through loving
Puja, i.e. worship.

Mother Durga

Before manifestation of this
creation the entire universe ex-
isted in Her bosom. This poten-
tial form of Her is Mah ika.
In Her we live, move and have
our being. This sustaining
ﬁkw:r of the mother is Maha-

hmi. We all are tending to
Her as our final abode. This ul-
timate end of all life is Maha-
Saraswati.

Mother Durga is the all-ab-
sorbing unity of these three as-

ts. She is our Mother, our

reator, upholder and com-
forter. Let us invoke Her
solemnly and pray for our ul-
limate refuge in Her Holy
Sanctuary.

dressed in their new clothes
they visit near and dear ones
and friends, offer sweets and
special foods amidst exuber-
ance. The pandal premises be-
come attractive with such ritu-
als as aarati and dances and
throb with mantras frequently
chanted by the priests in a typi-
cal traditional manner with all
solemnity. The dazzles of illu-
mination add further glamour
to the occasion.

This is Sharadiya Sarbo-
janin Durgotsav (the autumnal
%encral Bur%a Puja festival).

he moon is brighter. than ever
in this season, as if the partici-
pants are in a glow of beatitude
vibrant with the music in the
air. The five-day festival begins
on the Sasthi (the sixth day) of
the Suklapakkha (moonlit
fortnight) and the rituals con-
tain through Saptami, Austami,
Navami and Dashami. But
Dashami comes with heavy

heart for the devotees: The mo-
ment of bisharjan (immersion)
of the protima (icon).

The devotees’ souls ache as
the parting bells ring. The sor-
rows mount to the same de
of ecstasy that was at the nt
of Shasti. Yet they have to find

solace: "Gachha, gachha l;:)amng

sthanang swasthanang
eswari. Sangbatsar batitetu

punaragamanyacha meaning
“the goddess of the goddesses,
well go to your scared own
abode, but come again as usual
next year." The devotees return
home with the hope for a better
next year.

This day is called 'Bijaya
Dashami' — all kiths and kins.
friends and acquaintances,
neighbours and strangers, for-
getting their diflerences, if any,
congregate and embrace each
other. They are victorious and
happy in subjugating the sinner
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The Autumnal Festival

by Md Nazmul Huda Khan

Ausura and thus fill their
hearts with complacence. Thus
Bijoya stands as the occasion of
fraternity and friendship.

As the story goes, Ramchan-
dra was the [irst to perform
Durga Puja in the autumn while
he was preparing to fight Ra-
vana who had elo Sita. And
on the day of Dashami, Ravana
was eliminated and the Bi ar
came. Thus the day is called "Bi-
jaya Dashami.”

Markandeya Purana says
that Durga emerged in the mun-
dane world to eliminate the
devils. She had subjugated the
commander-in-chfel of the
devils, Mahisasura and his ac-
complices to free the world
Irom evils. After the rains the
dark clouds move away and the
dautlumn comes with all its light
beauty and splendour, as if co-
inciding with the significance
ol Sharadiya Durgotsav,

It is a curious scenario: India has had three general elections in three years, and
yet there is no change in the electorate's mood. Once again, the voter has held
back from giving any one party a clear majority. As a 24-party coalition forms

the government, a Gemini News correspondent argues that until politicians -
tackle India's growing poverty, the poor will continue to vote with their feet.

Kuldeep Kumar writes from New Delhi

re-elected in the just-concluded
elections and is resuming his
prime ”Minjslershg).

At the other end of the scale,
Vajpayee's rival Sonia Gandhi
fought and won the election
from Bellary in Karanataka
slate. Her Congress party has
never ' lost this seat. which
means that it has now won it 13
times in a row. -

Yet Bellary, according do the
recently-released Karnataka
human development . OC-
cupies the lowest place in the
state in terins of human devel-
opment indicators such as lit-
eracy, access to clean water,
sanitation. women's status and
employment.

t is also one of the poorest
districts in the country.

But it was not the poverty of
ﬁlelr constituents that came out
in Lﬁuliticlans' campaigns. In
both Vajpayee's Lucknow con-
stituency and Bellary, the main
subjects presented to voters
were: India’s conflict with Pak-
isan over Kargil. various real or
alleged [linancial scams, Vaj-
payee s personal life. the Italian

origin ol Congress president
Sonia Gandhi and the need for
political stability,

Niraja Gopal Jayal. who
teaches political science at
Jawaharlal Nehru University
in Delhi, points out that the
same sl are dusted out and
aired in all elections. These in-
clude Secularism, Nationalism,

Stability and Secuirty, none of

which, she observes wF(ly. "can
suffer the indignity of expres-
sion in the lower-case."

"Without doubt, these repre-
sent critical issues, but few of
these big words actually speak
to life as it is lived by the ordi-
nary men and women who are
the pillars of India's democ-
racy.

Similarly, though in appar-
ent contrast to this, a virtual
conspiracy of silence has pre-
vailed on the question of the
eocnomic reforms, arguably
one of the most critical na-
tional issues of the 1990s. The
reforms have never been sub-
mitted to the electorate for its
ratification.”

Indeed. few political parties

have question the liberatlistion
of the Indian eocnomy even
though the issue is of direct rel-
evance to India's por — moves to
privatise state-owned corpora-
tions, for instance, carry the
risk of huge unemployment.

Statistics available for 1998
reveal that while the number of
l:yeople living under the poverty
ine came down from 45 per
cent of total population in 1950
to 36 per cent in the mid-1990s
in absolute terms their ranks
nearly doubled from 164 mil-
lion to 320 million, 76 per cent
of whom are in rural areas.

The government spends
barely two per cent of its yearly
earnings on helath services
while the figure for developed
countries ranges from 12 to 14

er cent . The United Nations

evelopment Programme esti-
mates it will take 56 years to
achieve universal literacy in
India. _

It is not as if political parties
are unmindful of these issues. It
is just that the issues find a
palce only in the election mani-
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Human Rights : Indian Perspective

HE National Human
Rights Commission has
not implemented one of

the most important statuto
obligations. Section 12 (i) of the
Protection of Human Rights
Act. 1993, states clearly. The
Commission shall...encourage
the efforts of non-government
organisations and institutions
working in the field of human
rights’ which means that the
Commission must have regular
interaction with activists and
dissident intellectuals involved
in people’s movements — now
known as non-governmental
organisations (NGOs). It is here
that the Commission has
failed: and this failure has
caused tremendous damage to
the growth of the commission
as an institution. independent
of the government. Let us be
ciear, The commission as an
institution can survive only if
it chooses, in spirit, if not in
letter. to be part of a people's
movement. If it does not
identify itself with people's
causes, it cannot grow as an
institution.

Almost immediately after
the Commission came into ex-
istence. the author made a sug-
gestion to the Secre General
to start the process ol interac-
tion with activists. | drew his
allention to the then Union
Home Minister's one point pro-

amme: the Commission will

s¢l up to ‘counter the [alse

R M Pal writes from New Delhi

and politically-motivated
paganda by foreigners and In-
dian civil rights agencies
against that state.’ It may be ap-
preciated. 1 added, that the
scepticism with which the es-
tablishment of the commission
was greeted — namely that it
was to cover the sins of the gov-
emment under the carpet — was
not without any foundation.
The secretary-general wel-
comed the suggestion and al-
most immediately the Commis-
sion invited a few well-known
activists from across the coun-
try. That was in 1994,
Participants raised a num-
ber of questions like human
rights violations by Punjab Po-
lice, government's allergy to
NGOs from abroad. TADA. the
questlion of transparency in the
working of the commission and
so on. The discussion was frank
and fort it. 1 got the impres-
sion that the chai n and
members of the commission
listened to NGO intellectuals
and activists with considerable
seriousness and attention.
Justice Venkatachaliah has
now set up an ‘NGO (Liaison and
Service)] Programme’ in the
Commission with a view to giv-
ing eflect to the provisions of
Section 12 (i). The Commission
recognises the fact that ‘the lack
of good governance is a reflec-
tion of the lack of empower-

ro-

ment of the civil society’ in our
country and that 'the work of
NGOs is considered a source of
empowerment of the civil soci-
ety’. It is for this reason that, as
an important component of the
ideal of promotion of human
rights, the Commission is
called upon by the statute to
‘encourage the efforts of NGOs
and institutions working in the
field of human rights. In this
area, a mere expression of good
intention does not advance the
cause, A proper system need to
be evolved and put into opera-
tion in the Commission to-
wards this objective’.

A programme like this can
be successful if only the func-
tionaries of the scheme are tol-
erant towards dissident intel-.
lectuals and activists. The prob-
lem that the Commissicn is
likely to fa!_c: in this regard is
all sorts of i ts put up
by the mmm and
traditions. The entire machin-
ery in the Commission is drawn
from the bureaucracy; and the
Commission has to rely heav-
ily on this machinery for im-

r:m:ntatjun of any scheme.
Eut the fact is that the values
cherished biy a g)udgc and the
mindset of a bureaucrat are
likely to clash. And, as we have
seen since 1947, in a clash be-
tween the civil society/the peo-

ple and the bureaucracy, the lat-

NHRC and People's Movements

ter has always had the upper
hand. The Chairman and mem-
bers of the Commission must

have experienced this
clash/confrontation. In a situa-

tion like this, it is important
and urgent that the civil society
stands up and takes a strong
position; and if the Commis-
sion has the courage to put its
foot down, the civil society
must stand by the Commission.
If the Commission does not
stand up, it will end up like
other commissions which are
mostly sinecures,

For reasons of space we may

give only a couple of examples,

of intolerance on the part of bu-
reaucrats. Sometime back the
Commission invited a few NGOs
to meet a delegation of human
rights officials and activists
from an African country. They
wanted to know the state of
human rights in India. In the
course of discussion, an Indian
NGO, in the context of non-im-
plementation of Article 45 of
our Constitution and child-
labour, made critical comments
about a Supreme Court Judg-
ment (1996 judgment). A very
senior bureaucrat from the
Commission got so upsel and
a that the speaker was
asnlfg not to make such com-
ments, meaning in plain and
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The author is a Human
Rights activist.

ach Politicians a Lesson in Democracy

festos — pious declarations of
intent that are forgotten before
the ink dries up.

The Vijapyee government
came to power in March 1998
promising to create 10 million
jobs in a year. Even though it
ruled for more than 18 months,
not one question war raised in
the course of the poll campai
demanding an explanation for
its failure to keep the promise.

The relatively small left-
wing parties who did raise the
issue, pointing out that the gap
between the rich and the poor
has widened over the past
decades. failed to make a dent
on others’ campaign agenda.
These parties are confined to
the three outlying states of Ker-
ala, West Bengal and tripura.

The fact that voter turn-out
failed to reach above 65 cent
in any state is a powerful sign
that the Indian voter is be--
cnm‘I:Fn incresingly disinter-
ested in elections, alhtough
there is enough evience that
they continue to put their faith
in democracy,

Rather, what these Indian
elections have again proved is
that the so-called illiterate and

r masses posses their own

nowledge systems. And they
employ these tools deftly to
warn politicians that until is-
sue of poverty are addressed, no
political party will enjoy their
lotal confidence. 3

The author is New Delhi-

based journalist working for
Deutsche Welle radio.
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COMMUNITY-BASED RESOURCES MANAGEMENT

Helping People Help Themselves

HE low-lying plains of
Bangladesh including dif-
lerent wetlands have a
rich endowment of diversified
flora and fauna. The Chanda
Beel area in Gopalganj is
unique in terms of its rich di-
versity of flora and fauna. The
Beel supports the livelihood
and subsistence needs of thou-
sands of people. The pressure of
human society and its activities
are increasingly putting stress
on the beel-ecosystem and the
rich biodiversity of this wet-
land is under threat. Land use,
siltation, unplanned utilisation
and management practices of
its resources may lead to an
ecological disaster. unless
appropriate measures are
taken.
People and the knowledge
they possess. attitude they dis-

play and practice they demon-
strate are to bringing about
changes in the management of

the ecosystem. the present situ-
ation warrants the establish-
ment and mainstreaming of
participatory environmental
practices in the area by enhanc-
ing the access by poor and
wornien (o productive resources
and ta[par:lt}r building for sus-
tainable productivity of these
resources. The Sustainable
Environment Management
Programme (SEMP) aims to do
the above. Implemented by the
Ministry of Environment and

| Forest and funded by UNDP,

by Nasimul Haque

IUCN-Bangladesh has been as-
signed to execute Community
Based Haor and Floodplains
Resource Management in se-
lected wetlands sites. BCAS has
been appointed to undertake the
initiative in the Chanda Beel
area as a part of the Madhumati
Floodplains System.

Over the past decade, BCAS
has pioneered the effort in
compiling knowledge. under-
taking studies, building aware-
ness, assessing needs and moti-
vating people of the Chanda
Beel area to develop and under-
take actions to address envi-
ronmental issues and concerns,
Our continued efforts have led
to the establishment of several
facilities, including a Wetland
Center. and a pool of staff with
developed capacity for mobili-
sation. The approach consid-
ered for the implementation of
SEMP component is participa-
tory. This involves:

* Assessment of the human
and natural ecosystem well-
being;

* Planning of activities and
their management; and

* Implementation of activi-
ties to address conservation
and sustainable management of
resources.

Activities under the pro-
gramme have been Initiated,
through preliminary introduc-
tion with local community and

leveling of understanding on
oals and requirements.
aseline information on the
area has been compiled. A
[ramework to assess and diag-
nose the situation wusin

Participatory Tools an
Techniques including Mapping,
Trend Analysis, Ranking,
Transacts., Focused Group
Discussions, etc. are being field
tested -

As a part of its awareness
campaign, the project has
launched several interesting
initiatives which include bring-
ing out a local Bengali monthly
wall magazine named
Jolabhumi ta. The purpose
is to facilitate communication
among local pl:oglc on Wetland
and Sustainable Resource
Management issues. The project
is in the process of scoping ar-
eas with local stakeholders to
undertake intervention mea-
sures that address conservation
and sustainable use of wetland
resources. As a part of this pro-
cess, three plant nurseries are
to be established this year at
three different locations nomi-
nated by the local communities.

BCAS commemorated the
World Environment Day on 5th
June this year at Chanda Beel,
organising several events in the
communities as well as its
Wetlands Center at Baniachar.

— BCAS Feature
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