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Talk like a South Asian

The Maldives imbroglio has become a fable for international politics. Politics, especially
international politics, often appears to be an eerie combination of slapstick and farce. One sees an
exhibition of egos, of the sheer pomposity of power barely hidden behind sanctimonious words like
national interest and security. Whenever Chinese one-upmanship finesses India in the
neighbourhood, we fall back on exercises in pedantry, unaware that India cuts a sorry figure in the
local political scene. Our obsession with Pakistan and China makes us indifferent to other
countries in the neighbourhood. South Asia as place, as a bubbling culture of diversity, gets
converted to space or at the most to turf or territory. The future of India as a South Asian
imagination becomes dim as India turns hysterical over China’s entry into the Maldives. Yet three
things are obvious. We have no sense of the Maldives. We treat their politicians as vassals who
have become rebels. We are almost orientalist in our attitudes to islands like the Maldives,
Mauritius, treating them as lesser orders of political reality. It is as if the annexation of Sikkim is
our chosen model for South Asian politics.

One thing is clear. Not much can be expected within the current framework of policy, where
categories like security operate in a Pavlovian style and India acts only when it sees a Pakistani or
Chinese move. The current frameworks and mentalities add little to policy. India needs to see
South Asia as a new imaginary if the idea of India and Indian foreign policy is to succeed.

Let the chips fall where they may

South Asia is a tapestry of myriad ecologies from islands to mountains, a confluence of
civilisations, religions and regions. India is today the dominant power, but beyond a sense of
hegemony, it plays bully and Mr. Simplicissimus. One needs to add the power of these diverse
imaginations to an emerging hybridity called India. Consider a few examples. During the recent
Cyclone Ockhi, a priest told me, we are fisherman, we think from sea to land but we are run by a
land-locked regime. An understanding of island geographies could broaden into ecological
imagination, create new imaginaries to unlock India’s land-locked mindset. An island imaginary
adds as much to our imagination and alters our attitude to marginal people on our coastlines.

Watching South Asia, one senses India lacks of a sense of neighbourhood and region as a
component of our imagination. Take Kathmandu. The similarities between India and Nepal are
immense, and yet India lacks any comprehension of Nepal’s fierce sense of itself. By playing big
brother, India repeatedly displays a lack of sense of the diversities around which need a new
sense of unity. By acting as a bully or an un-empathetic headmaster wielding the stick, India
reveals an absence of its South Asian self. It issues warnings to the Maldives or Nepal,
threatening them not to be seduced by the Chinese imperative, but it does little to sustain the
reciprocity and autonomy of the relationship. A change in tactics is not enough; one needs a sense
of strategy, a paradigmatic argument for a new South Asia which adds to the creativity of Indian
democracy.

Reflecting on this context, one is reminded of a South African proverb which says one must invent
a stranger to renew oneself. The stranger is the other that renews the self, reveals the unities and
reciprocities behind difference. In the South Asian context, India must adapt these words of
wisdom by inventing and reinventing the neighbour every day. It has to invent a South Asia which
is civilisational, reciprocal, local in its diversity. Merely thinking as a nation state reveals the
procrustean nature of the Indian mind, making it a victim of 19th century mindsets.

Even experiments which could have been promising have lost their creative power. One of the
most exciting of these regional ideas was the creation of the South Asian University (SAU), with
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a faculty from all South Asian countries. While we have the faculty, what we lack is a South Asian
theory of culture and knowledge which should anchor this imagination. SAU looks like any other
university, part of the embassy set in South Delhi. It needs a manifesto which makes South Asia
central to its imagination. Such a manifesto must transform ecology and culture into a theory of
South Asian diversity and difference. The borderland, the frontier, the island, the riverine
communities have to anchor a local imagination which diversifies South Asia as a region. Out of
ecology should emerge a creative sense of regionalism as a new style of ecological politics rather
than treating the region as a lesser order of politics in a global regime.

Crisis in Male

Second, the availability of eccentricity as dissent, alternatives, minorities has to be reworked
constitutionally so the focus is not on trite obsessions with India-Pakistan but a genuine
exploration of voices and theories. One has to weave ideas of Swadeshi and Swaraj into foreign
policy, where South Asia creates the availability of vernaculars. SAU as a dialogue of ecologies,
religions, vernaculars located in a civilisational frame can add to the ideas of knowledge, sustain
memories and defeated cultures without getting bogged in the modern sentimentality called
development. South Asia as a concept to be sustainable and creative has to be life-giving.

Diversity becomes the next axis of the South Asia imagination. Between its demographic density
and its ethnic diversity, South Asia offers an experiment in religious dialogue, an exercise in the
cultivation of informal economies, a surge for human rights where culture and livelihoods become
central. The creativity of civil society and social movements marks the dynamism of these regions.
In fact, South Asia is going to become a site for the growing battle between human rights/cultural
diversity and the fundamentalist imagination.

Why is the pact on Rohingya important?

South Asia, with its motley collection of minorities, has to rethink the question of the border and
border crossings which are so crucial to the survival of these groups. One is thinking not only of
the Rohingya, but the Rohingya as a paradigm for border crossings. We need an open idea of
hospitality and the nation so ethnic imaginations do not merely become destabilising but provide
new vernaculars of the imagination in terms of inventive notions of citizenship, livelihood and
regionalism. One has to allow for tribal, ethnic, nomadic and pastoral groups moving freely without
being hounded by the panopticon called the boundary.

One has to be clear it is not the immediacy and constant intrusiveness of China or the bellicosity of
Pakistan which can trigger a new South Asian identity and imagination. Security is too narrow and
provincial a base either for the sustenance of diversity or for the promotion of peace. The so-called
imbroglio of the Maldives must be a warning signal to persuade civil society groups like human
rights activists, media, university academics to articulate a new idea of South Asian identity and
democracy, to revive the neighbourhood as an imagination, when globalism is turning colourless.
We need a movement from muscular diplomacy, which we are poor at, to a diplomacy of diversity
for the South Asian imagination and drama to be reinvented again. Democracy in India cannot
exist without the extension of the democratic imagination to the region. South Asia as an
imaginary becomes text and the pretext for such an experiment. An India with a new South Asian
identity triggers a new imagination beyond the dullness of security and nation state.

Shiv Visvanathan is a member of Compost Heap, a group of activists and academics exploring
alternative imaginations and futures
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