The anomaly of ‘missing people’
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YEARS ago, I was intrigued by a caption in a development report: ‘The missing women of South Asia’. It was not a report of abducted women, which is what I thought it was at first sight, but of women not born. It seems that nature has maintained a balance between the sexes but, under normal circumstances, the number of women is slightly more than that of men.

In South Asia, on the other hand, the balance is tilted in the wrong direction. It seems that women are fewer in number. The reasons for this given in the report were that baby girls were under-nourished; they were not given medical treatment when they needed it; older women died in childbirth after an early marriage and, again, hard work and under-nourishment. In short, our South Asian construction of gender was fatal for women.

A few years later, I read another version of the same phenomenon. It was a report from Indian Punjab. Here it was stated that parents find out the sex of the unborn child and get the female foetus aborted. The statistics were pretty grim with more than three per cent female children not being allowed to be born at all. I am sure the problem cannot be confined to Indian Punjab, or to India, alone, but I do not know the figures for other places.

What is alarming is that our mental attitude not only colours but also shapes our social realities in a profound way. As long as we were weak as a species we could only resort to crude methods of constructing our social reality such as female infanticide. Now we can do the same in another way without feeling as bad about it as we would in the case of actual murder.

But, extend the phenomenon of wishing away people and we would end up with a nightmarish list. Joseph Conrad’s character Mr Kurtz would “exterminate the brutes” i.e. all native Africans; Hitler would do the same for the Jews (the final solution); the Israelis would probably want the Palestinians to vanish and vice versa. Indeed, many colonial conquerors wished away the people before they became realities. The Americas and Australia were not virgin lands when the whites set out to colonise them. They were populated by human beings who had a healthy relationship with the ecosystem. These human beings were killed and driven away before the land was colonised.

Similarly, Palestine was not an empty wasteland. It was an Arab land with people living in it when the first Jewish farmers arrived. Later, they drove the Arabs out of their lands. Nowadays, these missing people — the original inhabitants of colonised lands — are discussed by serious historians but for many years they were not even mentioned. Thus many children grew up believing that their wonderful ancestors had claimed uninhabited lands and made it productive.

Missing people are generally those whose property or labour raises the edifices of what we call civilisation. Greek civilisation, for instance, owed much to slave labour. The slaves took care of the daily, energy-sapping, boring routine labour, thus allowing the rich citizens time to discuss governance, literature and law. Behind the books of Aristotle and Plato, there are the hands of slaves whose names are unknown and whose very existence is unacknowledged.

Our South Asian family norms — hospitality, mutual support, interaction and stability — come from the missing women, servants and others who are never acknowledged. As the quest for jobs, mobility and individualism make women less prone to patiently accepting abuse, neglect and exploitation, we, too, will witness the breakup of the family. It will be traumatic for children and for the elderly. We never appreciate the missing persons who contribute to our emotional well-being when they are putting up with drudgery and worse.

In any case, change is inevitable and it comes in packages. The empowerment of women and increase in education will come at the cost of less stability. The choice will be between freedom and stability.

All the above cases are of people who are missed out against their will. There are also people who are powerful enough always to be counted but, for some reason, prefer to be missed out. There are the Punjabis of Pakistan. In the census of 1980, the proportion of Punjabi-speakers was 48.17 per cent; in 1998 it was 44.15 per cent. Why was there a reduction of 4.02 per cent in these years? It was not because Seraiki and Hindko were not included under Punjabi in 1998 because they were also counted separately in 1980. It was also not because the rate of growth of the population of Punjab was negative; it was not. So what was it?

All answers can only be speculative. My guess is that many middle-class Punjabis gave either Urdu or some other language as their mother tongue. There are cases in history of people choosing a high-status category for themselves during census returns. For instance, many people in India would choose the gentlemanly categories of ‘Syed’ or ‘Sheikh’ rather than working-class occupational categories (e.g. ‘nai’ or barber, ‘julaha’ or weaver). Moreover, Punjabi Muslims sometimes gave their mother tongue as Urdu just before 1947 because the Hindi-Urdu controversy was going on and Urdu had become a symbol of Muslim identity. But the Punjabis are a self-confident majority strongly entrenched in the powerful army and the bureaucracy. They also control most other institutions of the state and have a big share in education, media, commerce and entertainment. Was it that the Punjabi middle class, which was so successful, owned English and Urdu as their cultural capital? Did they use these languages because they were so ashamed of their mother tongue that they disowned it? This could be an answer and if it is, one is saddened by it. The next question, then, would be whether anything can be done to give the Punjabis some legitimate pride in their mother tongue.

