PEACE AND RECONCILIATION

[Focussed Group of  400 Children]

a preliminary proposal

INTRODUCTION

Almost a year has passed since the communal carnage began in Gujarat; extensive reports have been generated on the relief and rehabilitation requirements of victims. Much has been discussed on the reconstruction of houses and provision of means of livelihood to the riot affected. Questions have also been raised on re-integration of the minority community into the social and economic fabric of the state. Civil society organizations have at some forum or the other expressed the need of initiating processes and activities which would bring back peace and harmony amongst people now deeply polarized along communal lines.

Communal Carnage in Gujarat
India and especially Gujarat has seen a no. of riots since independence. What distinguished the recent “riots” from any other preceding it was the monstrous scale of destruction, the barbaric means employed, the recurring cycles of violence and most significantly the apparent apathy of members of the majority community towards the victims of the carnage. 

Since the last two decades and especially after the demolition of the Babri Masjid the Hindu nationalist voice has increasingly gained strength. It has been able to utilize its political space to rally around a cadre, which would fulfill its nationalistic ambitions. This political force has been playing up the anxieties and insecurities of one community against the other. 

A disturbing fallout has been the turning of neighbour against another, in territories which were hitherto untouched by any communal conflict. What urged these neighbours to justify and endorse this carnage, what urged them to partake of the loot, what urged them in many areas to inflict violence themselves? These incidents presuppose a communal mindset where insecurities and myths feed on each other to activate such a response. Religion has been used as a homogenising instrument to mobilise political support. A telling example is the significant participation of dalits as rioters. The dalit community itself marginalised and discriminated against has been turned against another minority (projected as the common enemy).

These riots have succeeded in completing the polarization of the two communities. This is evident not only through the physical segregation of the living spaces the two communities occupy but even at a political level -the Hindu community is becoming more and more fundamentalist and the liberal voices among the Muslims are being silenced. 

It has become imperative that platforms for dialogue and discussions be created. Various organizations, experts are therefore putting their heads together to strategise reconciliation work at the community level. 

A Case for working with Children

Working with children has also been identified as an area requiring urgent attention. Field workers in relief camps often relate disturbing behavior among children who have experienced the carnage. This ranges from the psychological disorders that individual children suffer; to the “violent” or “communal” games that children have creatively integrated in their play; to the prejudices that the children have internalized about the other community.
Half a million children in Gujarat have been directly affected by these riots. Their confusion has to be addressed and immediately. We base our belief on the premise that the responses of the thousands of children towards this carnage may be “personal” today but as they grow up these responses will turn political. Reconciliation between the communities may seem remote at present, but if we fail to create the platform amongst children today, dialogue will become impossible tomorrow. 

Many children have been subject to or have witnessed gruesome incidents of violence and have no recourse but towards anger, fear and despair. There are other children who are still ‘experiencing the riots’ in less apparent ways. More and more children from the minority community are being excluded or are choosing to leave main- stream schools. This is as much a result of a fear psychosis of parents and the school management as well as a response to the identity that has been thrust on them. The singular definition of their identity only pushes them further to take refuge in its singularity.  What will prevent these children from seeing the attackers as “Hindus” and in turn generalizing all Hindus as enemies? 

Intervention is necessary at this stage to make them re-discover lost spaces where they interacted with children from across the “border”; to restore their faith in themselves, their surroundings, and their relationships.

What has passed should not be allowed to construct the future. This process should be initiated with utmost seriousness and urgency, if we do not want a repeat of the Gujarat carnage and if we aspire towards a humane, just and pluralistic society.

The Project  & its Objective
We propose to hold activity based interactive educational modules with children. The riot affected children will participate in these session for a period of a year and a half . These sessions will be held on the basis of “SANGATI” – a teaching-learning kit designed by Avehi-Abacus, Bombay.  We believe that SANGATI’s emphasis on togetherness and  harmony and on respecting differences  will translate into promoting the values of peace and reconciliation among the select children and making them understand the importance of diversity. 

METHODOLOGY

Sangati’s methodology lays great emphasis on the active participation of children. Interactive sessions within a group will by themselves generate positive feelings about co-operation, togetherness, friendship and trust. Activities such as drawing, colouring, writing, singing and drama encourage children to explore and express themselves. Discussions and debates will encourage participants to observe, absorb and analyse; catalyse healthy skepticism of authority and provide courage to question majority opinion.

The Sangati module comprises of a set of Six kits

(a) Myself, My body and My needs

(b) Our Earth and The Web of Life

(c) How Societies Developed 

(d) The Way We Live

(e) Change

(f) Preparing for Our Future

Each kit has a number of sessions. Each session requires a duration of 40 – 60 mins. We believe that 2 sessions a week with the children over 18 months will bring about promising results. We propose to implement kit (a), (b), (c). These sessions will be most beneficial for children between the age group of  8 to 15. The children should come from a mixed neighbourhood or an area where both the communities reside next to each other. 

PROPOSED AREA OF IMPLEMENTATION

We propose to implement these modules amongst children in the Vatwa area. The Vatwa ward encompasses a huge area and is home both to the Hindu and the Muslim community. Within this area we would like to work in the urban village around the Qutb-e-alam Dargah which is inhabited predominantly by the Muslim populace.

Both the communities had ben living peacefully alongside each other for hundreds of years. But since a year and a half tension had been fermenting after the Bajrang Dal entered the village and started recruiting members from the neighbouring Chunara community (hindu OBC) . During the carnage, the chunaras joined the tola (mob) and gave way to it, to attack the Dargah. This involvement boomeranged. Due to the proximity of Chunarawas and the Dargah, the Bajrangis could not differentiate between Muslim and Hindu houses and therefore chunara property was also destroyed as the outside attackers ran amok. A day later chunara property became the target of a Muslim tola.

Though Vatwa came under severe communal attack during the riots, and suffered huge destruction of life and property, it has been one of the least talked about and therefore maybe the least looked after areas amongst all the, declared riot affected areas. The government pulled out support from the three Muslim relief camps functioning in the area early on. Two of these camps (Jehangir camp no.9; Dargah camp no.10) are still running only on ngo support. The fifty odd families who still stay in the camps are those who have nowhere to go to. They belong to pockets, which are predominantly Hindu, they "perceive threat " and in some cases have literally been threatened against coming back. Fearful and frustrated these families continue staying in the camps, with little hope of shelter and prospective livelihood. This despair is also true for residents who have returned to their re-constructed houses in the village. 

BENEFICIARIES

We plan to implement the modules amongst children already studying in centres run by SAHYOG in the area. Details about the organisation are appended along with this proposal. 

Sahyog has three centres in Vatwa- in the Qutb-e-Alam Dargah, Navapora and Darbarnagar.

and a fourth centre in Juhapura. 

Children from these communities have had to undergo the trauma of fleeing for their lives during the carnage, and thereafter the misery of staying in overpopulated and under-resourced camps. They have come back to ill repaired (if repaired) houses. Children from Navapora and Darbarnagar also happen to belong to the least literate and the most economically deprived sections of the area. The students are primarily muslim but some hindu children also attend these centres. 

Most of the Muslim inhabitants worked in the chemical mills before the riots. The mills have either been affected by the riots and therefore in no condition to function, or the workers have been refused re-employment in the mills because they belong to a community whose “employment may prove unsafe/risky”.  Little help has been extended to those who earned their livelihood through laries, gallas and corner shops. Their claims have either not been satisfied or in most cases not been recognised by the collector’s office. Besides mill workers and small time entrepreneurs are a host of casual labourers who inhabit Vatwa. Loss of livelihood has undoubtedly affected their spending power on what are regarded as essentials in any functioning democracy- food, health and education.

Added to this is the fear and mistrust that the average muslim child harbours about the hindus (and in this case the neighbouring Chunaras). 
If there is no intervention at this stage, children who have been witness to the incidents of the past ten months will grow up to feed the existing chasm, which now separates the two neighbouring communities. 
We must also recognise that the intervention should ensure a process which will help to put the carnage in its true and multifarious context. Children should therefore not only be persuaded to value the notions of non violence and peace but also feel the need to scrutinise, question and if need be challenge  the socio-economic systems which define our lives, and often lead to situation such as the one confronting them since the last one year.

We believe that the Sangati kit will begin this process. A group of  400 children (8 yrs – 15 yrs) studying in all the 4 centres of SAHYOG will benefit from the sessions.  

We believe that the sessions cannot be a success unless carried out by instructors who are themselves motivated, sensitive and perceptive. The teachers working for SAHYOG at present were selected from the affected community in June, 2002 when the camps were still running. They have proved their enthusiasm, courage and diligence by teaching the camp children at the Qutbe-Alam Dargah Centre -without any remuneration for almost 5 months. Thereafter of course SAHYOG has been providing them their salaries. 

The teachers have already been provided training for the kit by Simantini Dhuru – a member of the core team of the Avehi-Abacus project, which designed the Sangati kit. The teachers plan to start the modules from the 1st of March, 2003. 

TIME FRAME

March 2003 to August 2004

No. of beneficiaries =   400

Likely Expenses

Sno
Item
Price

per item
Number

of items
 Total expenses

1
Set of Sangati Kit (4 kits)
Rs. 10,000 

per set
2 sets
20,000

2
Xeroxing material 
Rs. 0.50 

per sheet
250 sheets x 400 kids
50,000

3
Transport & Communication (coordinator)
Rs. 1500 

per month
18 

months
27,000

4
Training Workshop
Rs. 2000 

per workshop
4 workshops
  8,000

5
Honorarium for Coordinator
Rs. 2500 

per month
18 

months
45,000





Rs. 150000
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