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The Best and the Worst of Times

Somewhere in the mists of our memory is a Chinese curse that s
“May you live in interesting times." I've often wondered why it
should be a curse and not a blessing to live in such a time. To live
in a time of dullness seemed akin to purgatory.

Recent times have certainly been interesting. Given that we have
been unable at times to breathe, unable to spend any money either
because of the lack of it or because things have gotten so
expensive, and unable to turn taps on and have water come out of
them. I'm beginning to see why "interesting" times might be
considered a curse.

Let's have the dull old days when we could see the sky, trawl
shopping malls and come away with something, and bathe as often as
we need to when it‘s hot. %

Many things have been attributed to the cause of these times. The
end of a millennium has traditionally been one of upheaval. You
wonder if there's some cosmic reason for this or just that suddenly
someone sees some deadline looming ahead and decides that this is a
last chance to create havoc.

The more superstitious attribute it to whatever wrong type of animal
whose year it is. Given what's been happening, even the most
rational of us begin to have niggling doubts.

Most of all though, these times have been enlightening. We've learnt
so many things we didn't know before. Now we minutely follow water
levels and pollution levels. We've also found out that our leaders
aren't that great in crisis situations and given to worsening
problems by being as confusing as possible.

We've also found out how mean people can be in desperate times.
Admittedly if one hasn't been able to enjoy thoroughly cleansing hot
baths for a long time, one has more than a right to be grumpy. But
stories about fights at water pumps among neighbors make you wonder
whether that's all it takes to make relationships come apart.

Sometimes I think what drives people crazy is when lots of 1little
things come unglued at the same time. In our neighboring counties,
things looked like they were falling apart in a very major way, but
you kind of expect that if the whole deteriorates, then the parts
would also start to disintegrate. But it is when the whole looks
perfectly fine and yet the parts stop working that you start to
wonder where you're living.

The other day in my nice respectable neighborhood, a quiet area
where nothing exciting ever happens, I found that one, my telephone
line was dead and two, there was no water. I can handle one thing at
a time but not two. Your faith in public utilities diminishes so
fast, you start wondering when the electricity will go too.
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Some repair work being done at home also posed a dilemma that I
could not solve. As the work was outside, we did not want it to
rain. But no work could be done because there was no water to mix
cement. To have watér, it must rain.

Yesterday it rained. I knew this only too well because I wound up
having to sit in a very important meeting with the lower half of my
person sodden, and nothing to do but let my clothes dry on me.
Meanwhile, at home, work had to stop. But we still don't have water.
Are the stars not aligned right or something?

Sometimes it feels like the world is having a long spell of a blue
funk. A prolonged bad mood if you like. And it infects everyone,
including myself. You find yourself trying to figure out which your
want to be righted first. The weather? The water? The economy?
What's awful of course is that you might right the economy but you
might still not be able to breathe or bathe.

I once wrote about all this and friends called up in alarm because
they said I sounded too despondent. But I'm naturally optimistic and
always looking for signs of good things. These are some of the
things I've found:

I might now be able to find someone to drive my car for me. In the
"good" old days, drivers actually earned more than me and I felt
that I had to buy a bigger, more expensive car just so a driver
would not feel it beneath him to drive me. Now I've been offered two
very affordable drivers and one of them currently drives my friend
around in a Kanchill I might actually be able to get rid of one of
the more stressful parts of my life.

I might now also be able to work nearer home. I have the good
fortune to 1live near an area where everyone wants to be.
Unfortunately when our economy was flush, you couldn't rent an
office there without first mortgaging your house.

Now landlords are so eager for your business, they'll agree to
almost anything you ask for. Which is a sad commentary on our times
but again, it actually makes my life less stressful. I can go home
for lunch and see more of my child. That would make both of us

happier.

I find people are beginning to think more creatively. There's a
“let's do it" attitude among people that's more interesting than the
complacency of the good times.

It reminds me of when I first came home from studies overseas and
there was an atmosphere of plentiful opportunity if you were only
enterprising enough.

Particularly for those who did not have much to lose because they
did not have much anyway, it's stimulating to once again start
thinking of what small creative things one can do. Thinking small
might be more worthwhile than thinking big. I even found this
attitude in a meeting with a government agency. It was surprising
and enormously encouraging.
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I don't want to sound overly chirpy when people are getting
retrenched or facing salary cuts. Friends tell me of the
difficulties they face in having to tell their employees that some
will have to go while others have to live with less money.

But it seems to me that many people are making the effort to make
these necessary cuts as painless as possible for those they have to
let go by being fair and helping them to find other jobs.

One friend told me that every single employee he had to let go found
another job within a month and that was partly because he had rung
round to ask if anyone else needed them. I think that says a lot
about the employer and I'm sure that's appreciated by employees past
and present.

Maybe because of all this, interesting times need not be a curse at
all. Maybe the best outcome of it all is that it makes us humbler;
more resilient, more caring and ultimately more interesting
ourselves. That cheers me enormously.
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Keep Feeding the Mind

pifficult as it has been these past few months, I like to see silver
linings in every dark cloud. There must be something to be gained
from every adversity and we are in dire need of optimism.

For a start, from the point of view of someone who's been trying to
get this particular conversation going for a while, ideas about
sexuality are getting an airing. I wouldn't say we are getting very
far with it but still, many people, most especially the older
generation, are getting quick courses in human sexuality and its
many variations.

It's a small step towards a recognition of realities about human
behavior and is particularly helpful when you're considering the
many public health implications. If you can talk about it on TV and
in the papers, then why can't we talk about it in schools?

That is a relatively small side effect of the last few months. The
more important and hopefully lasting one is the effect on general
apathy about issues.

For so long, we have tolerated inanities big and small from those
whom we have entrusted our lives and future. We get irritated, we
might write a letter or two if we feel passionate enough about
something, we indulge in some gossip but generally we shrug our
shoulders and carry on with our lives.

Events in the past few months have changed all that. It's been hard
for anyone, of whatever stripe, to remain apathetic.

Suddenly life has gotten extra-ordinarily interesting and for a lot
of people, it's like getting an intense sugar shot. Everyone has
become incredibly hyper and ever ready to let their opinions be
known to whoever cares to listen.

Which is not a bad thing. For so long, we have been rather sheep-
like, unquestioningly following the yellow brick road of life. We
like to think of ourselves as a developed society just because we
can own every gadget conceivable.

The fact that our minds have been left behind in this race to get
ahead has not bothered us one jot. When we examine how & ptible
we still remain to all sorts of rumor and ition, it

clear that we haven't really come that far at all.

If we want to be a truly developed society, then we have to employ
our gray cells more. We have to stop accepting everything around us
as somehow pre-ordained, over which we have no control. Our
responsibility for our own lives, and therefore our own communities
and society, has to remain within our own hands.

However, with that development has to come with it some hard work.
In all these years when we enjoyed a rise in our standards of
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living, we have also become used to being lazy thinkers. In order to
stay awake, we cannot remain slothful. The mind needs continued
feeding to become mature. This means lots of curiosity. It means
constantly trying fo find out about all sides of a subject in order
to make independent decisions about it.

It would be far too easy to substitute one type of sheep-like
behavior for another. Having woken up to the cons of one way of
thinking, we then assume that the alternative is all pros. This
cannot be considered an advance in our intellectual development at
all.

For instance, the bane of many societies, intellectually speaking,
is the tendency for political correctness. This correctness is not
exclusive to politics of course, it does pervade many areas
including academia and many varieties of activism.

political correctness when very pervasive doesn't allow you to call
a spade a spade even though that is what it clearly is. Instead you
are obliged to find some acceptable euphemism that would not offend
anyone within hearing distance. If they're not within hearing
distance, of course you can call it what you like.

Sometimes this political correctness is not a bad thing. When the
previous way of saying things is obviously offensive, such as
calling people of African origin "Negroes" which has only to do with
their skin color and not their whole persons, then new terms should
be used. This reflects new values in that society although sometimes
you know people are only parroting terms while still thinking the
old way inside. Never mind, it makes life easier.

On the other hand, political correctness in itself can be offensive.
Sometimes it simply masks hypocrisy. People who use politically
correct terms and values superficially and insincerely are just as
offensive if not more. At best it makes you cringe, at worst i
makes you want to throttle them.

I find it not just a little annoying when Westerners who come to our
part of the world bend over backwards to seem sensitive to our
values and way of life because they think that it's the politically
correct thing to do.

One wonders sometimes if they think that to seem otherwise might
invite the possibility of a scalping, literally, by us savages. I'd
feel more respect for someone who isn't apologetic about their own
values and way of life and will defend it intelligently.

Political correctness can, however, take on a life of its own. It
gets more pervasive when one starts to feel that one particular way
of thinking is the “correct" one. One then gets entrapped into
having to constantly show one's correct credentials even when one
might have misgivings. The next trap one gets into is that by
attempting to boost one's own credentials, one has to downgrade
other's.

The concept of political correctness began in China during the
Cultural Revolution. Everyone had to think the same way or suffer
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the consequences which could be very dire indeed. Room for dissent
was non-existent, even for the most mundane things. Life consisted
of constantly repeating slogans which proved one's right to be part
of the pc club. -

Yet the very basis of a mature democratic society is for a diversity
of opinions to exist side by side. Along with that is a healthy dose
of skepticism about everything and everybody.

It is a fallacy to say that you're being more democratic by siding
the "right" side and then disallowing the right of the "other" side
to voice their own opinions. It is hardly fair to make tough demands
on the side opposite you while forgiving your own for equally
dubious positions.

A society that's mature is one that understands that high standards
of values must apply to whoever aspires to lead it. To insist that
one sort of leadership is ineffectual for failing to meet certain
standards and believe that alternatives should come in without being
subject to the same scrutiny is foolish.

To do that is akin to being sheep to one type of wolf and then
simply substituting another wolf.

If a certain leadership has been remiss for some reason, then we
should not simply allow another one unless we are absolutely sure it
won't be more of the same. Promises made must be examined carefully
and sincerity of the promise makers examined by the toughest
yardstick.

If they pass that test, we still have to remain alert as to whether
those promises are kept and demand to know why they aren't. Apathy,
once shaken off, cannot be taken on again. Our flabby intellectual
muscle must be constantly exercised if we are to remain the type of
society we want to be.

In the end, it is we who decide what happens to us. If things don't
work out the way we want them to, then we should only have ourselves
to blame.
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Source Text
Human Rights It Isn't

Life in our dear Country sometimes feels like a constant obstacle
course through a minefield of meaning. You spend so much time trying
to untangle meanings of words and concepts from the hands of people
who deliberately convolute them for their own gain.

It is annoying and frustrating, and a waste of time because
invariably nothing much changes. In the meantime, we create a
climate of befuddlement and confusion, leaving nobody enlightened
and everybody easy to manipulate.

One often abused term is "human rights." More often than not, it is
taken to mean that everybody can be anything and do everything they
want to the detriment of everyone else.

This, of course, instantly breeds lots of nay-sayers because of the
obvious anti-social implications. Despite the fact that it defies
logic since most people are compulsive conformists anyway, it almost
always gains support because of the perception that a few want to
gain an advantage over others.

Perplexing are the statements made where human rights are defined as
the right to be a drug user, sex worker or gay. Firstly, if this was
the be-all and end-all of human rights, it would certainly be
puzzling to the vast majority of the world who are denied their
human rights and who are none of the above. Secondly, it defies the
reality of being a drug user, sex worker or gay. -

Nobody asks to be a drug user, sex worker or even gay, because to be
anything but mainstream in any society invites marginalization and
misery. Life is just so much easier if you could be like everyone
else because society is constructed to cater to majorities.

Thus you find in any society, anyone who is a minority of any kind -
- by virtue of race, disability, lifestyle, or any sort of
difference -- is at a disadvantage. Consider the plight of most
blacks or migrant communities at the lower end of the economic
scale, in the United States. In many cases, the conditions they live
in can only be considered "Third World" despite living in supposedly
the most advanced nation in the world.

To be different, especially if it's not of your own choosing, is
even more difficult in an Asian country where community matters
overwhelmingly more than any individual.

But ,when you look at drug users, sex workers and other marginalized
groups, you realize that they come to it out of desperation of some
sort.

Many drug users take up drugs because of a need to escape from
problems which society offers no solution to.

Sex workers are often women who have been exploited and abandoned by
errant husbands and who have no other means of earning a living to
feed themselves and their children.
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Gay people do not choose their orientation either and the degree of
marginalization they feel from society depends very much on the
social class they come from; the lower the class, the less the
material comfort that buffers their isolation.

For the most part, we "normal" members of society live life almost
oblivious to the marginalized. At worst we are made aware of
disabled people whom we think of as sick people who remain dependent
on others all their lives.

People who are different are thought of as burdens to society rather
than as people in need. Hence our responses can be, at best,
tolerant and patronising and, at worst, cruel.

Thus we get situations like the mother with the disabled daughter
who was denied a home in a block of flats because the other
residents thought that the daughter would be a nuisance. All this
without ever having met the girl. Perhaps we have a fear of having
to face anything that reminds us that life isn't perfect?

When we talk about human rights, it is almost always in the context
of politics, principally of the Western kind. People who demand
human rights are allegedly trying to forward the rights of a few and
change society to suit those few.

Even then, we are selective about who we charge this with. We say
nothing about Afghanistan, for instance, where the human rights or a
great majority of people are being subsumed by a few who would like
to change their society to suit themselves.

I have little truck with outsiders who come and try and tell us what
human rights are all about, especially those whose predecessors
couldn't care less about our right to govern ourselves in the first
place. There are many who promote human rights who do not look into
their own backyards first.

But I believe that human rights is a valid and universal issue and I
define human rights as simply the right to be treated with the same
dignity as any other human being.

Every human being deserves respect as a living human being created
by God; those who do not respect other human being by

them cruelly or by killing them, do not deserve that re
have no right to say that those who have not been as lucky as us
have no rights to be human beings as well.

Often we reconcile our beliefs about the sanctity and dignity of
human life with the way we treat those who are different and needier
than us by making them not quite human.

It took a while for me to figure out that the reason people are so
unwilling to deal with disabled people or People with HIV/AIDS
(PWHA), for instance, is because they think of them as something
less than whole persons.

Disabled people and PWHAs are "sick" people whose only requirements
are medical. To most people, it is impossible to think of them as
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complete human beings who play many roles in their families,
workplaces and communities, who have physical, mental, social and
religious needs like anyone else.

It is easy if you don't think of people as completely human to not
bother to 1lift a finger to help, because we believe that human
beings are the highest order in 1life and we should help other
humans, not th "sub-humans" (This attitute, by the way, also
extends to relatives of "sub-humans")

People who are truly caring and compassionate are able to see
through exteriors and realize that a human being is really what lies
inside a person. If the interior life of a person is damaged because
of some exterior factor, then it needs to be helped and repaired.
That is the core of respecting a person's human rights.

when feminists say that women's rights are human rights, some men
take this to mean that women want more than what is due to them. Yet
women are also entitled to be treated with the respect due to all
human beings.

When a woman is raped, she is defintely not being treated with
normal human respect, particularly if, because of her ethnic origin,
she is seen as a symbol of whatever the perpetrator dislikes. Thus
her human rights have been violated. The perpetrators could say that
it wasn't personal but for her the effects are entirely personal.
They have destroyed her life.

Rape of women as an instrument of humiliation has been practised in
many countries, including Bosnia and nearer home. War and anarchy is
no excuse. If we care about human dignity, then it is only right
that we protest these violations against women as human rights
violations. Would we have expected any less if it had happened to
us?
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