
MUMBAI: Underprivileged and specially abled brides take part in a mass wedding where 51 couple got married in Mumbai yesterday. Mass
weddings in India are organized by social organizations primarily to help the economically backward families who cannot afford the high
ceremony costs as well as the customary dowry and expensive gifts that are still prevalent in many communities. — AP

NEW DELHI: Police in New Delhi said yesterday
that they have arrested five people who assault-
ed six Africans in the Indian capital last week, as
African diplomatic missions urged India’s gov-
ernment to ensure the safety of Africans living
in the country.

Police officer Ishwar Singh said the two scuf-
fles on Thursday night were not racial attacks
but were stray incidents triggered by objections
to drinking and loud music by the Africans. The
Africans said they were racially abused and
attacked by a mob.

Singh said that the Africans suffered minor
injuries and that the arrested people were
being investigated for criminal intimidation
and assault in New Delhi’s Mehrauli area. If
convicted, those arrested can be jailed for up
to two years.

Hundreds of thousands of people from

African nations study and work in India and suf-
fer rampant racism and discrimination in the
country, where police action often has been
slow in cases of violence against Africans. On
May 20, graduate student Masunda Kitada
Oliver, a Congo national who had lived in India
for six years, was fatally attacked in a dispute
over hiring an auto rickshaw in New Delhi. Three
men who insisted they had hired the vehicle
beat him up and hit him on the head with a
stone, killing him, according to police. Two of
the men suspected in the attack have been
arrested, while police are searching for the third.

The African Heads of Mission in New Delhi
responded to that attack by urging India’s gov-
ernment to address “racism and Afro-phobia” in
the country. India promised quick punishment
for the assailants.

Indian External Affairs Minister Sushma

Swaraj tweeted on Sunday that “a sensitization
campaign will be launched in areas where
African nationals reside.”

Retaliatory attacks were reported against
Indians in the Congolese capital, Kinshasa.
Vikas Swarup, India’s External Affairs Ministry
spokesman, said the Indian diplomatic mis-
sion in Kinshasa learned that some Indian
establishments and shops in the commercial
area were attacked on May 23 and 25 “as a
reaction perhaps to the killing of a Congolese
national in New Delhi.”

“It has also been reported that there were
some gunshots fired, injuring a couple of
Indians living in the area. Our ambassador
took up the matter immediately with the
Congolese Ministry of Foreign Affairs,” Swarup
said Friday, adding that the situation had
calmed down. — AP
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SHINDAND, Afghanistan: A breakaway Taleban
faction is willing to hold peace talks with the
Afghan government but will demand the imposi-
tion of Islamic law and the departure of all foreign
forces, a senior leader of the group said yesterday.

Mullah Abdul Manan Niazi told a group of
around 200 followers in eastern Afghanistan that
his faction had no faith in the government but was
willing to negotiate without preconditions.

Niazi is deputy to Mullah Mohammad Rasool,
who split from the Taleban last summer after
Mullah Akhtar Mansoor was chosen to succeed the
group’s late founder, Mullah Mohammad Omar.

Mansoor was killed earlier this month in a US
drone strike in Pakistan and was replaced days later
by a little known conservative cleric, Mullah
Haibatullah Akhundzada. The main Taleban faction
has expressed similar demands, but says it will only
enter peace talks after they have been met. The US
and NATO officially ended their combat mission
more than a year ago, but thousands of foreign sol-
diers remain in the country, mainly carrying out
training, support and counterterrorism operations.

Mansoor had refused to participate in a peace
process initiated by Afghan President Ashraf Ghani
that included Pakistan, the United States and China.
Representatives of the four countries have held five
meetings, without inviting the Taleban. 

Their aim is to chart a roadmap toward talks
between the Afghan government and the insur-
gents to end the 15-year war, but the disarray with-

in the Taleban has complicated those efforts. The
Taleban’s spokesman, Zabihullah Mujahid, has
branded Rasool’s faction “a government army in
the shape of the Taleban.” Speaking to the AP yes-
terday, he claimed that Rasool was supported by
Kabul and Washington.

“For us he is nothing more than a local police -
man or a puppet of Afghan intelligence,” he said.
Rasool ’s  fol lowers met in the mountainous
Shindand district, near the border with Iran.
Snipers on hilltops surveyed dirt roads leading to
the area, which serves as the main base for the
mobile fighters. The encampment where the
meeting was held is only accessible by motorbike
or horse. The turbaned followers of Rasool - who
is believed to have been detained in Pakistan -
appeared to be armed with new weapons, includ-
ing automatic rifles and grenade launchers. The
Taleban have continued to launch major attacks
on government forces despite the internal con-
flict, and the war has shown no sign of abating
over the past year.

The Taleban attacked check points in the
southern Helmand province late Saturday, killing
four police, according to the provincial gover-
nor’s spokesman, Omar Zawaq. Among those
k i l led was local  pol ice commander Safar
Mohammad, who in recent years had successfully
kept highways in the area open to traffic. Zawaq
said another nine police officers and one soldier
were wounded in the attack. — AP

Breakaway Taleban faction voices support for peace talks

HERAT: Members of a breakaway faction of the Taleban fighters walks during a gathering, in
Shindand district of Herat province, Afghanistan. Mullah Abdul Manan Niazi said yesterday he was
willing to hold peace talks with the Afghan government but would demand the imposition of
Islamic law and the departure of all foreign forces. — AP

JAKARTA: Indonesian activist Adlun Fiqri could be
jailed for wearing a T-shirt allegedly bearing a left-
ist logo, one of many caught up in a backlash
against efforts to shine a light on military-backed,
anti-communist massacres half a century ago.
Police and the military have in recent weeks
rounded up people for allegedly spreading com-
munism-which remains outlawed in Indonesia-
through logos on T-shirts. 

They have also seized books about commu-
nism and stopped a film screening that touched
on the subject. It came after the government last
month took timid steps towards making peace
with one of the nation’s darkest chapters-the
killing of at least 500,000 people in anti-commu-
nist massacres in 1965-66, conducted by local
groups with military support.

The killings began after General Suharto put
down a coup attempt blamed on communists. He
rose to power on the back of the bloodshed, and
went on to lead Indonesia with an iron fist for three
decades.  During his rule, the massacres were pre-
sented as necessary to rid the country of commu-
nism-Indonesia had the world’s third-biggest com-

munist party before the killings. Public debate
about the killings was taboo, and no one was ever
held to account. Since Suharto’s 1998 downfall and
Indonesia’s transformation into a freewheeling
democracy, there have been growing calls to re-
examine one of the worst mass killings of the 20th
century, and even for an official apology.

Last month the government took steps towards
coming to terms with the episode by backing for
the first time public discussions into the killings-
attended by survivors and members of the mili-
tary-and they announced they would investigate
sites that activists say are mass graves.

But the moves swiftly sparked a backlash from
the military and police.  Conservative elements of
the security forces began speaking out against a
supposed communist resurgence, despite the fact
the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) was wiped
out during the 1960s massacres.

“The leftist movement is currently surging in
this  countr y,” hardl ine Defence Minister
Ryamizard Ryacudu warned in a recent speech to
hundreds of retired generals, according to the
Jakarta Post newspaper.

‘Surging communist threat’ 
Observers believe the military is whipping up

the spectre of a communist threat as their role in
the killings comes under scrutiny. Paul Rowland, an
independent Jakarta-based political analyst, said
some in the military “would like to revive the com-
munist threat because that effectively justifies the
actions that were taken 50 years ago”.

Those caught up in the backlash potentially
face tough punishments, as spreading communist
ideology is punishable by up to 12 years in jail.
This includes activist Fiqri, 20, who was arrested
earlier this month on the eastern island of Ternate
for wearing a T-shirt that had a picture of a coffee
cup and the letters “PKI” on it, which authorities
claim was a reference to the country’s former com-
munist party. Police seized more T-shirts and
books when they arrested Fiqri and other activists
from a group that promotes indigenous people’s
rights.  Fiqri and one other activist are still under
investigation.  “I think this is ridiculous,” Fiqri, who
is not currently in custody, said. “It is silly that read-
ing books to gain knowledge and wearing T-shirts
can get you arrested.” —  AFP
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massacres sparks backlash

BANGKOK: Monks gathering at Wat Dhammakaya Buddhist temple before
marching to a police station in support of their abbot, Phra Dhammajayo (not pic-
tured) in Bangkok. — AFP

PATHUM THANI, Thailand:  An embezzlement
charge against a powerful Buddhist abbot has
unleashed his super-rich temple’s PR machine,
with Twitter-using Thai monks orchestrating his
defence over a scandal that has opened a bitter
rupture at the heart of the nation’s faith.

“There has never been a temple of this
size in Thai history,” orange-robed Phra
Pasura Dantamano says as he gestures
towards Dhammakaya temple’s pristine,
1,000-acre compound north of Bangkok
where peacocks roam the lawns and white-
clad devotees meditate.

But the affable monk’s comments apply to
more than the temple’s enormous, futuristic
architecture-including a building that famously
resembles a gigantic UFO. Dhammakaya is also
regarded as the wealthiest in Buddhist-majori-
ty Thailand, thanks in part to tech-savvy devo-
tees who have cultivated a fervent following,
raised tens of millions of dollars and set up out-
posts in dozens of countries across the globe.

Phra Pasura, the monk in charge of the tem-
ple’s 60-member International Affairs
Department, is part of the fine-tuned public
relations operation that is now firing on all
cylinders as it seeks to quash the latest scandal
to dog the temple since its founding in 1970. 

Dhammakaya’s modern, and some say
“cultish”, approach to Buddhism riles tradition-
alists, with critics accusing the clergy of ped-
dling a pay-your-way to nirvana scheme.  The
temple’s abbot Phra Dhammachayo, venerated
as a saint among his followers, is wanted by
police for allegedly accepting embezzled funds
worth 1.2 billion baht ($33 million) from the
owner of a cooperative bank who was jailed in
March. The temple has denied its abbot con-
spired to launder the money, calling the
charges “groundless and unconscionable”.  A
stalemate has set in.

The temple claims the 72-year-old is too

sick to meet with officers, and police do not
want to confront him on the temple grounds,
fearing clashes with devotees.  Monks and tem-
ple staff have been vigorously live-tweeting
the drama, churning out detailed press releas-
es and fact sheets, and making use of their slick
24-hour TV channel to bat back the allegations
against their revered abbot.

Modern times 
The temple boasts a TV studio and editing

bays inside its two-story media department,
with other offices adorned with signs such as
“Corporate Image Division,” and “Printed
Media Section.”

Phra Pasura, a former flight attendant with a
degree in international relations, says the over-
heads are minimal. “Much of the animation and
editing is done by monks,” he says of the TV
channel, which broadcasts across four conti-
nents and airs everything from meditation
teachings to cartoons and daily news. 

“And a monk’s salary is only two meals a
day”, he adds with a smile. Dhammakaya’s rise
comes as mainstream monasteries in Thailand
struggle to stay relevant to younger genera-
tions swept up in the rapid economic devel-
opment that has frayed traditional communi-
ty networks and ways of life. They have also
been rocked by a series of their own contro-
versies featuring badly behaved monks riding
in private jets and disgracing the faith with
sex and drug scandals. 

Sanitsuda Ekachai, who writes on religion
in Thailand, said Dhammakaya offers an
appealing alternative to urban Thais by mix-
ing “old beliefs and materialistic values”. Its
emphasis on order and community-on display
during stunning mass gatherings of followers
meditating in ruler-straight rows-also pro-
vides an antidote to the alienation of the
modern age, she adds. — AFP
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BANDUNG: An anti-communism group burns a communist symbol during a rally in
Bandung, West Java province. Police and the military have in recent weeks rounded
up people for allegedly spreading communism — which remains outlawed in
Indonesia — through logos on T-shirts. — AFP


