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Liberal Nightmares:
A Manual of Northeastern Dreams
Tarun Bhartiya

I was having a dream, a very pleasant one,
it began almost like a nightmare.1
– Yumlembam Ibomcha
First the Nightmare…
In the accidental cartography of India, its North and Northeast have always remained
unpacified – regions of anger and danger. Through their valiant struggles for autonomy and
self-determination, they have reminded Indians and the world of the provisional status of all
atlases. This defiant refusal to be the 'diversity' of 'unity in diversity' has always struck
Indians as slightly pretentious, and they have responded with various pacification
campaigns – military, legal, cultural, developmental. From the time of Independence, India
has obsessively tried to win its Northeast, worrying about the map of this area getting
severed from its slender chicken neck. This cartographic mania has meant that all other
aspects of democratic politics have remained just inspiring footnotes to the glorious saga
of a possessive nationalism dragging its mapmakers' chains around its phareng-ordained2
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territories. If the phareng gave a territory, they also handed down laws like the Armed
Forces (Assam and Manipur) Special Powers Act (henceforth, AFSPA),3 to administer those
territories. The Indian military commander, who had interpreted the wishes of British
masters for their colonial subjects, post- India's tryst with destiny quietly undertook similar
interpretation for the same subjects, who were now called citizens.
If the AFSPA is the window through which India gazes proudly at its Northeast, the
region also has the 'look east' policy of the Orwellian Ministry of DONER, or Ministry of
Development of North Eastern Region, which shall open the doors of development through
which the region can walk into the modern world: a duopoly of gun and gold. Which basically
means that for Thangjam Ibopishak, the poet of Imphal surreal, the patriotic authenticity of
the bullet is more important than the death it will bring.

I Want to Be Killed by an Indian Bullet 4
I heard the news long ago that they were looking for me; in the morning in the
afternoon at night. My children told me; my wife told me.
One morning they entered my drawing room, the five of them. Fire, water, air,
earth, sky, are the names of these five. They can create men; also destroy men at
whim. They do whatever they fancy. The very avatar of might.
I ask them: "When will you kill me?"
The leader replied: "Now. We'll kill you right now. Today is very auspicious. Say
your prayers. Have you bathed? Have you had your meal?"
"Why will you kill me? What is my crime? What evil deed have I done?" I asked
them again.
"Are you a poet who pens gobbledygook and drivel? Or do you consider yourself
a seer with oracular powers? Or are you a madman?" asked the leader.
"I know that I'm neither of the first two beings. I cannot tell you about the last
one. How can I myself tell whether I'm unhinged or not?"
The leader said: "You can be whatever you would like to be. We are not
concerned about this or that. We will kill you now. Our mission is to kill men".
I ask: "In what manner will you kill me? Will you cut me with a knife? Will you
shoot me? Will you club me to death?"
"We will shoot you".
"With which gun will you shoot me then? Made in India, or made in another
country?"
"Foreign-made. All of them made in Germany, made in Russia, or made in China.
We don't use guns made in India. Let alone good guns, India cannot even make
plastic flowers. When asked to make plastic flowers India can only produce
toothbrushes".
I said: "That's a good thing. Of what use are plastic flowers without any
fragrance?"
The leader said: "No one keeps toothbrushes in vases to do up a room. In life,
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a little embellishment has its part".
"Whatever it may be, if you must shoot me please shoot me with a gun made
in India. I don't want to die from a foreign bullet. You see, I love India very much".
"That can never be. Your wish cannot be granted. Don't ever mention Bharat to
us".
Saying this, they left without killing me; as if they didn't do anything at all. Being
fastidious about death, I escaped with my life.
If one face of the region is illiberal Bharat with its development and guns, the other is
the authoritarian regimes that have emerged in resistance to Bharat. In order not to be
Bharat, these revolutionary brothers and (very few) sisters outline a full quota of dos and
don'ts for our everyday life. And like Bharat, these guides for responsible behaviour and
expression are also backed by violence. But unlike Bharat, this prescriptive violence has its
legitimacy deriving from communitarian impulses and authentic national Naga, Mizo,
Axomiya, Kok Borok, Meitei, Hynniewtrep, Karbi, Dimasa, Boro identity.
This war of legitimacy implies a public sphere in siege. A war of nationalisms, where the
only vision is the impending victory of the singular, while the plural pleasures of life keep
getting eternally postponed. This also means that the only language spoken is a language
of absolutes, of either THIS or THAT – anything else seen as diversionary and divisive.
In most accounts of the 'state-centred', or law-centred, or should I say 'liberal' accounts
of censorship, freedom of expression is seen as a form of civil liberty or liberty from state
interference. But such accounts ignore the possibility that everyday public expression in my
world is restricted not because of the illegality of such expression, but because of the fear
of social or community embarrassment, exclusion and/or violence. Moreover, the neat
divide eagerly hypothesised by liberals, between the restrictive Indian state and so-called
'free' civil society – the fissure that accommodates civil resistance to state oppression –
itself becomes untenable.
Package Tours
It was one of those events for which Shillong has become a popular summer destination –
seminars and workshops from 'Mainland' India. Almost every big Indian project nowadays,
seems to have a Northeast component. There is money and opportunity to converse with
the malcontents of the nation. So there it was – a seminar on Peace, Conflict Resolution,
or something like that. Mainland sends intellect and we in the region provide the informants,
in these well-scripted sessions. We complain about Indian apathy, Mainland racism, 'Core'
exploiting the 'Periphery'; or in moments of desperation, evoke the 'I'-word: imperialism.
And if the seminarists are vaguely 'liberals' of the Indian variety, then there are some guiltridden Mainland presentations, and that is it. But as it sometimes happens, just sometimes,
the script tends to get screwed up.
That day, a young researcher from the region who was researching ethnicity, violence,
small arms (or something like that) decided to politely, in dry, data-saturated seminar prose,
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mention that great unmentionable – the Naga assumptions of unity and their behaviour visà-vis the Kukis.
In terms of performance it was not incendiary or emotional enough to be considered a
breach of etiquette, but a serious breach of etiquette it was. A breach which some of us
tried to fill by mildly patronising comments such as "how young people these days have no
sense of what they are supposed to speak", to a stronger and louder challenge by a lady –
I shall describe her (using the popular phrase) as a 'representative of civil society’ – who
invited the speaker to come to the lady's own turf of Manipur, where the speaker's
irresponsibility would be provided a fitting lesson. She counselled the researcher against
making irresponsible claims, and that too in front of Mainland outsiders. Moreover, "civil
society" – I distinctly remember her using the phrase – should not be discussing contentious
topics.
Before the sanctity of the chair and calm of reasonable behaviour and lunch prevailed,
for those unscripted, very, very few shongshit (exciting) minutes, with their suggestions of
violence and wagging fingers, I realised that in our world we have to abide by the rule that
we do not wash our dirty nylons in public; we are responsible speakers whose solemn duty
is to not rock the boat. You cannot do things like Robin S. Ngangom.

Revolutionaries
A poem by Robin S. Ngangom
Before they used terror when things were beginning to go out of control and people
showed aberrant behaviour, revolutionaries had asked poets in their lower ranks to
compose patriotic songs for a country that cannot be found on any map. They
would even coerce nocturnal drivers of interstate buses to play tapes of one-act
plays that are designed to make unsuspecting passengers weep with patriotic
shame. I know this for real; I grew up with revolutionaries. They had even asked me
to translate a press release over the phone.
Before he became the sharpshooter of a revolutionary band, my childhood friend
smelled of straw and cattle; and then one day he bridled a horse and rode it hard
through a busy marketplace, scattering customers and traders alike like straw in a
gale. I was told that he buried a pistol in my cousin's backyard just before he went
under the ground. Only after he came over ground with the venerable title 'teacher',
because he was trained by Chinese masters, did I meet him on the street, and he
smelled of designer clothes. He now keeps himself occupied with work contracted
out by the public works department, and once asked me if I was married. He has
two wives, one of them an actor.
When they are not around, they become butts of fun. The roving story then was of
a wastrel who went home after midnight because he had wasted all his time with
his layabout friends around a fire one winter night. He had to cross a walled house
guarded by fierce dogs to reach his home. When the owner of the house who was
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woken up by the dogs asked, "Who goes there?" the wastrel found his wits and
replied, "In the service of the motherland", in a solemn voice as one would expect
a revolutionary to reply.
When they became arbiters when someone's duck was stolen or two women were
fighting over one man, I stopped being furious with them.
You should write when you can still laugh at yourself and the world, before you give
yourself up to despair.
But maybe my despair is my inauthentic Northeastern self. My recounting of silencings
in my part of the world as negative acts is inspired by my dkharness.5 Rather than renounce
the pleasures of Mainland aesthetics of the blockbuster Hindi film song “Kajrare”, I choose
to focus on problems of renunciation. In the times of revolutionary struggles of identity, I
play divisive games of inappropriate quotations. Because the 'authentic' Northeastern blood
does not flow through my veins, I cannot understand the need to protect the purity of
identity. Freedom of expression, free speech good, mo, but not now, we are at war.
While for the majority of people, the Indian state illegitimately stutters in as
foulmouthed, foreign-tongued patrol checkpoints and alien-sounding 'development'
schemes,6 the local defenders of authentic identity can act as the script doctors of cheaply
produced video romances and fashion the correct length and style of hair for men and
women; and also get thanked for these and other actions. Even a partial list of such
exemplary actions is impressive:
1. In Manipur, Bollywood films and Hindi film music are banned by all 32 groups of the
revolutionary brigade. The ban is implemented on the grounds of the revolutionary claim that
Bollywood is having a bad influence on Manipuri youth and culture. The ban is also supposed
to help the cause of Manipuri cinema and culture. Thanks to the ban, Manipuri films, most of
them made on digital video (DV), start to be screened in theatres. But rather than feel smug
about the success of these indigenous films, one of the groups, Kangleipak Communist Party
(KCP), recently banned even these DV products, claiming that these films were Meitei only in
terms of language and actors, they had nothing to do with Manipur's proud cultural tradition.
The ban is now removed after the filmmakers approached the UNLF (United National
Liberation Front), a group with more influence than KCP, who decided to convince KCP to lift
the ban. In the course of their action, the UNLF also lectures the filmmakers about their
responsibilities towards the greater cultural good of the Meitei community.
2. The May 2004 issue of Man's World, the nth Indian version of Esquire magazine, which
has a trite piece on Shillong, is taken off the stands after the Khasi Students Union's literary
commission pronounced the piece kyntait (a reject), with its descriptions of drunks with names
like Friday Lyngdoh and Boldness Nongrum blighting a hill station with more hype than air.
3. Clerical censorship of any reference to condoms, so that there is not even a token
signboard advocating condom use in Shillong.7
4. The Naga Students Federation decides to act as gatekeepers for research on
Nagaland (or should I say, Nagalim).
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5. In Guwahati, an academic lecture on the Nellie Massacre (that involved the slaughter
of Muslims during the Assam movement), is disrupted by the state department of home
affairs, after the guardians of Axomiya identity pronounce any discussion of Nellie to be a
danger to public order.
6. In Mizoram, heavy metal music is public disgrace for some years due to allegations
of Satanism. It finds itself back in favour only when that musical travesty called 'metal
gospel' arrives to counter the godlessness of pure metal.
7. Staying with Mizoram, try discussing and writing about the community policing and
administration of vigilante justice by the darlings of civil society, the Young Mizo Association.
8. Or enter the script war. You could be maimed (or even killed) by questioning the
merits of Roman as a script for Kok Borok or Bodo…
And Then the Pleasant Dream…
I am aware that in my listing of all-consuming restrictions in everyday life, the Northeast
seems to compare really badly to life elsewhere, where freedom of expression exists
without too many state and societal restrictions. Life in my world, therefore, seems to need
a redemption from its repressed and repressive existence. For the liberal imagination, what
we need are some humanitarian interventions or civics lessons on the subject of the value
of free speech; perhaps these will teach us to arrive at democratic truth. Like an abstract
good, free speech will act like an arbiter of civilisation for us. And once the truth of free
speech is made self-evident, we can all lazily speak and listen freely (and thank our liberal
teachers). No one would knock at our doors at midnight and instruct us about our
responsibilities towards our world.
But before you extol the virtues of freedom and rebuild our world, one needs to
remember that our life, squeezed between India and anti-India, is not just made up of
silences which get broken in Delhi when we have seminars there on censorship, featuring
panels titled 'Silences from Srinagar to Shillong'. Censors are active because speakers too
are active. Speakers are active because the struggles of our life cannot be boxed into neat
compartments of competing nationalisms.
Maybe by emphasising silence, I can produce a good project proposal for the National
Endowment for Democracy, but then that would be to deny someone like E.N. Sun, who in his
precarious bestselling irritation to good Khasi taste, sings unpatriotic ribaldry, and manages not
to sing of Pyrthei and U Blei – Earth and God. Emphasising silence would be to deny the gossip
which 'Letters to the Editor' peddle between sponsored press releases by state and non-state.
Anarchy of Shillong or Aizawl Room in IRC would anyway be suspicious of my intentions if it
heard that I was out there in Delhi selling the silence of Shillong.
If Robin's or Mona's or Kympham's or Ibomcha's or Ibopishak's poetic sniping exists,
then I cannot view free speech as some instrumental measure of flat and free society.
Censorship and freedom of expression is a political struggle where the decisions about
what we can and cannot say or listen to, cannot be philosophically or morally idealised, but
will have to be experienced and acted upon within the larger conflict of social possibilities.
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Maybe silences do not exist in themselves at all; maybe they are created because we
choose not to struggle to listen, to speak. And that, I can tell you, is truly difficult.

I was having a dream, a very pleasant one,
it began almost like a nightmare.
It was our home, quite dark inside;
on the floor of the house, their entrails spilling,
bodies of children lie about
like rats run over by vehicles.
I tread cautiously, taking long steps.
But walking on running blood
my soles are sticky anyway.
Very carefully, with great effort,
I emerged, opening the door,
there lay before me a long road unrolled.
In the distance, hazy and blurred,
some people were strolling too.
Gun barrels stick out in neat rows
from both the left and the right side of the road.
Muzzles of guns –
even in the nooks and shaded spots
of fields and meadows.
One gun barrel near my cheek,
another muzzle beside my lips.
Someone shouted – “Fire!”
O they've opened fire, I've been shot.
A bullet struck my cheek.
But what's this!
Is being shot by a gun as silky as the caress
of a young woman's soft hand!
How happy I am being shot,
This bullet shooting into my mouth
is also a mellow grape.
I shout – “If grapes are bullets,
shoot me again and again!'”
This is all a dream.
I know I'm dreaming even when I'm sleeping.
But I don't want to wake up just yet.
Who else will dream such a dream?
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This text was first presented at a seminar on Free Speech and Censorship in South Asia, jointly organised by
Delhi Film Archive, Sarai-CSDS and the Max Mueller Bhavan/Goethe Institute, February 2006, Delhi.

NOTES
1.

Yumlembam Ibomcha. “Story of a Dream”. Translated from the Manipuri by Robin S. Ngangom.

2.

White man.

3.

The Armed Forces (Assam and Manipur) Special Powers Act (1958) is a legislation enacted by the Indian
parliament into law after the President of India signed his assent to it on 11 September 1958. The law
was based on a similar British law used in the region. It remains in force (in a much more extensive form)
today. The AFSPA, first implemented in Assam and Manipur, has in the course of the last 48 years been
deployed in Punjab in the 1980s and in Jammu and Kashmir since the early 1990s.
For a detailed overview of the AFSPA, see "Armed Forces Special Powers Act: A Study in National Security
Tyranny" by South Asia Human Rights Documentation Centre.
(http://www.hrds.net/sahrdc/resources/armed_forces.html)
See also Nandita Haksar (1991), "Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act, 1958", paper for the Human Rights
Committee at the UN, pp. 11-12.
For a detailed analysis of the history of the AFSPA in Manipur, see "Another 9/11, Another Act of Terror:
The 'Embedded Disorder' of the AFSPA" by A. Bimol Akoijam, in Sarai Reader 05: Bare Acts (Delhi, 2005),
pp. 481-91. The AFSPA allows the "use of armed forces" defined as "military forces, the air forces
operating as land forces" and "any other forces" of the Union (Section 3) within the nation, in domestic
space. For the AFSPA to come into force, all that is required is that a territory (a state of the Indian Union,
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a centrally-administered territory or any part of) be described as "disturbed". Once an area is this declared,
the personnel of the armed forces simultaneously acquire powers to use "force as may be necessary",
based on their "opinion" and "suspicion", to effect "arrest without warrant", or "fire upon or otherwise use
force, even to causing death"… These powers can also be exercised for acts that are "likely to be made",
or even "about to [be] commit[ted]" (Section 4).
Unlike the assumption of innocence of an 'accused' or a 'suspect' (until he or she is proven guilty) in normal
criminal law, a significant measure that protects a citizen, it is taken for granted that the intention of the
inhabitants of the space that is rendered "disturbed" by the simple fact of the declaration of the AFSPA, is
hostile towards military personnel.
In all other Indian laws, including various preventive detention and anti-terrorist legislations (National
Security Act), Terrorist and Disturbed Areas Act, Prevention of Terrorism Act, etc.), the forces of law and
order can (or could) at the most detain without trial, for varying lengths of time. However, the AFSPA gives
the armed forces personnel additional power to shoot to kill, or destroy property, on the basis of a mere
suspicion. The Act empowers the armed forces to do away with the legal fiction of the 'encounter' killing,
and to act as judge, prosecutor and executioner all at once, and often in the course of an instant.
Hence, attacks by 'insurgents' are 'retaliated' with indiscriminate firing and killing of civilians, including
women and children, by the security forces. These noncombatant casualties can then be seen as
instances of 'collateral damage'. Therefore, the numerous cases of massacre in the so-called 'crossfire'
or 'exercises' of the army are not examples of the 'abuse' of, but the 'use' of, the AFSPA.
Acts committed under the ambit of the AFSPA cannot be challenged by those who bear the brunt of its
implementation: "No prosecution, suit or other legal proceeding shall be instituted, except with the
previous sanction of the Central Government, in respect of anything done or purported to be done in
exercise of the powers conferred by this Act" (Section 6). In effect, Section 6 brings to bear one legal
regime for people in the states and territories affected by the AFSPA, and another for the rest of India.
4.

Poem by Thangjam Ibopishak. Translated from the Manipuri by Robin S. Ngangom. This poem was
censored out of a recent India International Centre publication on the Northeast edited by
Journalist/Development Expert/Mentor for the Region/World Bank Satellite Sanjoy Hazarika.

5.

Dkhar : a non-Khasi non-tribal. A non-Khasi tribal would be kaikhlaw (jungle dweller), and my daughter would
be shipiah (half-anna, half-breed).

6.
7.

Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan, Sampoorna Grameen Rozgar Yojana, Rashtriya Samekit Vi k a s …
Although there are no public ads for condoms, distributing condoms means big money in the AIDS industry
of the region, where more people living off AIDS than are dying of it. Recently, an activist from an NGO
known for its 'cures' for homosexuality supposedly claimed, in a BBC-produced TV game show hosted by
a Bollywood actor, that she was distributing condoms through kwai (betelnut) sellers. Rather than take
umbrage at her inflated claims of one kwai/one condom, the press and some NGOs went into a rage of
communitarian moralism. The Press Club asked her for an apology, and an NGO put up the spectacle of
a public hearing about her attempts at denigrating the jaidbenriew (community). No one mentioned the
corruption underlying the episode.

