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benefits from such polarisation. The gov-
ernment in power gets implicated too, as a 
Christian activist in Kandhamal testifies: 
“When there are no police in an area it is 
strange and we know that the Sangh is 
about to attack” (p 344). But the spiral of 
violence is blind to the real issues of those 
people affected, issues of dignity and iden-
tity that will not go away: 

We were tonsured because of our belief in 
our god. Those who tonsured us think of 
us as small people, people of ‘lower caste’. 
They expect threats can force us to convert 
to Hinduism. …We, the little people, the 
poor people have beliefs too. We accepted 
our god with awareness… Our beliefs can-
not be bought or sold through violence. We 
want our independence, the opportunity to 
practise our truth. ...We want to live in a way 
that has deep value for us (p 273).

Kandhamal is a tragic saga, of “rage, 
fear, and discontinuity: the recurring, 
fractured renditions in nationscape.  
The violence of apathy, desperation in 
c hildren’s eyes, the hardened laughter of 
survival” (p 362). Its heroes and villains 
could well presage “the disquiet of future 
ghosts” (p 362) in our country. Shazia Bibi, 
a Muslim migrant, paints a dark picture: 
“We are prisoners, slowly being pushed 
into darkness. Being at home means not 

being afraid. Is this home?” (p 280). And 
Bhuria Ma, an adivasi Christian, wonders 
if they will be allowed a home: “Become a 
Hindu? Will that change who I am? We 
are Christians and we are also adivasis. 
Hindus don’t understand us, they don’t 
have to” (p 280). Instead they wonder: 
“Why don’t you accept the beliefs of the 
upper castes, the bigger people?” (p 273).

Chatterji’s Narratives of the horror and 
heroism in Kandhamal interrogates our 
complacency and challenges our con-
sciences. Will such pogroms be repeated 
and subvert our secular, socialist, 
 democratic Constitution? Will govern-
ments enforce constitutional guarantees 
and the rule of law? A Christian labour 
o rganiser seems fatalistic: “We are waiting 
for the next riot. We do not know when it 
will happen but we know that Kandhamal 
was a warning, not an end” (p 286). 

In the meta-narrative of a “Hindu super-
power” or even a “majoritarian-secular na-
tion”, “the resources and labour of the poor 
are used as collateral in nation making. Ter-
ror and penalisation are enacted on the bod-
ies and aspirations of minorities and others 
vulnerable” (p 363). In this hyper-national-
ism, as Samuel Johnson cautioned, patriot-
ism is the last refuge of the scoundrel. 

C ertainly, we have no lack of these. An em-
powered civil society and alert human rights 
activists have proved more effective at bring-
ing justice to oppressed victims than our po-
litically weak-willed governments, whose 
first priority is getting re-elected. 

A final comment. Precisely because this 
book ought to have a wide readership, the 
copy editors should have made this volume 
more user-friendly. The first chapter is 77 
pages long, of which almost half are foot-
notes, 305 of them, some more than a page 
long. This footnote overload and technical 
jargon, such as “Dispositif contours the bio-
political”, “Erasures stories an event” (sic,  
p 15)…, easily discourage and intimidate a 
general readership, that ought to engage 
with the perspective of victims and allow 
their voices of suffering and hope to inter-
rogate the politics of hate and prejudice 
overtaking us. These voices reach out to us 
in the moving words of a woman victim: 
“Speaking is painful…  Silence is also pain-
ful. And lonely.  Remembering is harsh, is 
relief, is togetherness” (p 230). If we are 
not together with them, we are apart from 
them. Our future waits on our response. 
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Saga of irom Sharmila
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Burning Bright is the story of an epic 
non-violent resistance against the 
Armed Forces Special Powers Act 

(AFSPA) 1958 by a young lady, Irom Sharmila. 
Her protest fast has entered the 10th year 
and she is kept alive by forced nose- 
feeding in a jail ward in Imphal’s Jawaharlal  
Nehru Hospital.

The difficulty in writing detachedly on 
an issue where the moral question is not 
only unambiguous, but also extreme, is 
understandable. In writing about some-
body, e ngaged in an epic non-violent 
r esistance against what is considered an 
indefensible, antiquated and draconian 
legislation of British colonial vintage, the 
AFSPA 1958, few can expect a neutral stand-
point. Doing so would virtually amount to 

giving moral equivalence between the 
v ictim and the perpetrator, violence and 
non-violence.

Writing on trauma is universally acknowl-
edged to be difficult, for a lot of the trau-
matic experiences often remain unclaimed 
by the victim and indeed are not easily 
claimable and therefore not easily repre-
sented empirically. Objective narratives 
often cannot fathom subjective anguishes. 
How can anybody objectively and accu-
rately represent the sense of humiliation 
and outrage that pushed an ordinary 
m iddle class girl to do what anybody 

would have thought was humanly impos-
sible. How can anybody define the sense 
of affiliation to land and community that 
ethnic communities have, and the unseen, 
unarticulated trauma caused when these 
are contemptuously dismissed or violated, 
without visiting the subjective worlds of 
these communities? Dominick LaCapra in 
Writing History, Writing Trauma suggests 
the “middle voice”. This is not a balancing 
act between the objective and subjective. 
Instead, it is about the objective narrator 
and the subject of narration-sharing agen-
cy, so that the subject is allowed an equal 
perspective in which the narrator too  
can become a subject to be interrogated 
and assessed.

Deepti Priya Mehrotra struggles honestly 
and succeeds in finding this voice to a 
great extent. She, thus, becomes Sharmila’s 
fellow traveller, patiently and with devo-
tion gauging the depth of her feelings, the 
sources of her strength, the power of  
her non-violent convictions amidst the 
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i nferno that is Manipur today, the 
strength of her simplicity and honesty of 
purpose, etc. Apart from an absorbing 
landmark by landmark account of the 10 
years of Sharmila’s unyielding struggle 
(when the book was written it was eight 
years), the author in a complementary 
way also gives the reader a sense of the 
passionate history of resistance in Ma-
nipur from the pre-colonial times. This 
history is portrayed as the womb and in-
cubator of the kind of energy that can fire 
protests such as Sharmila’s.

Often, however, moderation of the sub-
jective vision by objective narrative in the 
book is inadequate. There is, thus, the 
tendency of the author to tip too far to-
wards the subjective, often at the risk of 
appearing like an activist campaigner 
against the controversial act, totally blind 
to the logic of the dreadful cycle of vio-
lence and counter-violence which has now 
become a somewhat compelling excuse 
for the establishment to claim extraordi-
nary circumstances demand extraordi-
nary responses. Give the devil its due, 
which the author does not. The nation 
state is built on a foundation of violence, 
which is why almost as a necessary quali-
fication criterion, every nation state zeal-
ously keeps a military even when it does 
not need one. Bhutan’s case dramatically 
exposes this. This tiny Himalayan state 
keeps an army although its neighbours 
are India and China with whom it cannot 
even dream of fighting a war. Thus, any 
serious challenge to the nation state 
would have to be military in nature and 
the nation state’s response too would ulti-
mately expectedly be military. The “wars” 
in the north-east have shown this. The 
catch is that the I ndian state does not call 
these “wars” for “war” implies conflict be-
tween states, a cknowledging in the proc-
ess that the i nsurgents are putative states. 
It also i nvokes ideas of applicability of the 
G eneva Conventions and other inter-
national arbitrating mechanisms in wars 
between states. 

India, instead, prefers to call insurgen-
cies in the north-east as civil strife. If so, 
the AFSPA 1958 becomes an extremely 
d raconian and disproportionate weapon. 
Herein is the ambiguity. Insurgency in 
the north-east is neither a war nor civil 
strife, or on the other hand, it is both. 

The resultant legal as well as moral 
c omplication is yet another dimension of 
the problem.

The Liberal Sympathy

The liberal sympathy for the campaign 
against the AFSPA 1958 rests on the 
premise that insurgencies, which the in-
surgents themselves call liberation struggles, 
are civil strife and the use of the military 
or other “extraordinary” means to fight 
them, superfluous, draconian, unethical 
and even illegal. Mehrotra belongs to this 
liberal camp. Coming out against the  
AFSPA 1958 is hence about standing up for 
fellow citizens and little to do with moder-
ating the brutalities of war, as it were. This 
approach, although well-intentioned, in-
variably leaves the core issue of the con-
flict addressed inadequately. It presumes 
the problem is essentially a development 
and governance issue, calling for nothing 
more than bureaucratic interventions. 
What is ignored in the process is the politi-
cal nature of these problems, demanding 
political interventions along with the bu-
reaucratic, with primacy given to the 
former. Middle voicing the Sharmila story 
thus needs deeper discussions of the in-
surgency question. Burning Bright falls 
short on this.

That said, Mehrotra portrays Sharmila 
quite convincingly not just as a freak 
pheno menon, but as a product of the pas-
sion and angst embedded in Manipur so-
ciety and how deeply it is humiliated and 
wounded by the AFSPA 1958. As for in-
stance, the author points out, other than 
Sharmila’s hunger strike odyssey de-
manding the repeal of the Act, on 15 July 
2004 in the wake of the rape and murder 
of a girl, Thangjam Manorama, in the 
custody of the Assam Rifles, 12 women 
staged a naked protest in front of the 
Kangla Gate in Imphal which was then 
under the occupation of the Assam Rifles, 
defying the soldiers to rape them and 
shocking the entire world. One month 
later, on 15 August afternoon, as part of 
the same protest, another young man, 
Pebam Chittaranjan, immolated himself 
on the main street of Bishenpur Bazar, 
about 16 km from Imphal, deserted on 
the day because of a bandh and a security 
alert on account of the Independence Day 
celebration. Mehrotra gets the location 

wrong, saying this happened in front of 
the Kangla Gate. She also gets a few o ther 
facts wrong, sometimes out of lazy re-
search and at least once in the eagerness 
of an activist to malign the adversary of 
the cause she set out to defend. An exam-
ple of the first is the caption of a group 
photograph showing O N Shrivastava, 
the governor of Manipur for two terms, 
his wife and a number of Meira Paibis 
(women activists) which says, “A Meira 
Paibis delegation – lobbying with govern-
ment and army top brass”. The only man 
in uniform in the picture standing behind 
Shrivastava is the governor’s civil police  
aide-de-camp (ADC). An example of the 
second case is on page 92: While suggest-
ing the government was trying to with-
hold facts relating to the rape and mur-
der of Manorama, she claimed that the 
post mortem report on the body of the 
dead girl was never released to the  
family or public. The fact is that it was 
published in at least one local English 
daily, and subsequently  webcast. The 
r eport was also tabled before the  judicial 
enquiry into the murder headed by 
r etired justice, C Upendra. 

The trouble also seems to be that in  
doing a tour of events that fit into the 
theme of her story, the author was left to 
resort to the journalistic technique of pre-
senting a collage of attributed opinions as 
representation of facts. Her choice of 
sources for these opinions obviously was 
also overwhelmingly the activists. These 
are, however, minor issues and would 
probably be overlooked by most readers 
without much cost to the central theme  
of the book, except those who have also 
been very closely following developments 
in the state. 
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