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Things We Sketched While Waiting for the Fence
Naeem Mohaiemen

7KH�DQWKURSRORJLVW�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�VHDUFKHV�IRU�D�ORFDWLRQ�WKDW�FDQ�VWDJH�WKH�XQVSRROLQJ�RI�D�VHULHV�RI�
LQWHUOLQNHG�FRQFHUQV��)URP�WKH�FRQFHQWULF�%DOLQHVH�FRFNÀJKW�WR�6RXWK�$IULFD·V�GLVVHQWLQJ�FKXUFKHV�RI�
=LRQ��ÀQGLQJ�WKHVH�VLWHV�LV�D�FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�SODQQLQJ�DQG�FKDQFH��%RWK�HOHPHQWV�DUH�DW�SOD\�LQ�'HOZDU�
+XVVDLQ·V�Boundaries Undermined, a book animated by the mapping of networks and lives built up,
hollowed out and replaced over a half century of postcolonial development, de-industrialisation and trade 
liberalisation in a border town. The book also serves as a useful starting point from which to approach 
6KLOSD�*XSWD·V�UHFHQW�FRUSXV�RI�ZRUN�DURXQG�RWKHU�FRRUGLQDWHV�RI�WKLV�FRQWHVWHG�ERUGHU��+XVVDLQ·V�
initial focus was the security fence that India is building along the Bangladesh border. The fence is 
SRVVLEO\�D�IXWLOH�DWWHPSW�DW�FUXVKLQJ�WKH�SRURVLW\�DQG�ÁXLGLW\�RI�ERUGHU�OLYHV��EXW�LW�GRHV�DFFRPSOLVK�DQ�
emotional distancing through the rhetoric of hostility (on one side) and hurt (on the other). This hostile 
move is directed at the country whose independence from Pakistan would have been impossible 
without the active support of the Indian government of 1971. But 2015 is a long way from 1971, and 
by now Bangladeshi "illegal migration" is a redline topic, especially at election time when the bogey 
of "Bangladeshi" can be folded into scaremongering about demographic shifts in Indian border states 
(more "Muslim" and "Bengali"). In Bangladesh as well, headlines of "pakhir moto marche (hunting them 
like birds)" greet each border event, and deepen distrust. After the notorious killing of 15-year-old Felani 
Khatun at the border, historian Afsan Chowdhury diagnosed the contradictions when he wrote, "There are 
millions of such desperately poor girls who live out a terrible life and die but nobody pays any attention. 
%XW�ZH�QRWLFH�)HODQL�EHFDXVH�LW·V�YLROHQW��LQYROYHV�RXU�VRYHUHLJQW\�DQG�DOVR�,QGLD��ZKRP�ZH�GLVOLNH�IRU�
many reasons."1

Hussain located his research at the Zero Point of Boropani (dipping into the Bangladesh district of 
Sylhet and the Indian state of Meghalaya). When he arrived at this border area of Sylhet (from where 
his grandfather had migrated to England), he found the fabled fence nowhere in sight. What he found 
instead were two twinned villages, Khonighat inside Bangladesh and Boropani on the border. He was 
initially arrested on suspicion of being a spy, and found his British citizenship a liability in this border 
area. Later, one of his guides sorted the matter out with local authorities, with a smiling reassurance of 
�2QFH�D�6\OKHWL��DOZD\V�D�6\OKHWL���$V�WKLQJV�VWDUWHG�JHWWLQJ�PRUH�WHQXRXV�ZLWK�ÀHOGZRUN��.KRQLJKDW·V�
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semi-abandoned limestone mining quarters emerged as a safe space to set up residence. Soon, the two 
YLOODJHV�RI�%RURSDQL�DQG�.KRQLJKDW�UHSODFHG�WKH�IHQFH�DV�+XVVDLQ·V�REMHFW�RI�LQTXLU\��DV�KH�H[SORUHG�WKH�
collapse of a postcolonial modernity project (factories), and the energetic, multiple modernities that rose 
in the aftermath.

Hussain weaves in the histories of the multiple partitions of Bengal, and this border site is an appropriate 
space for considering the human separations and structural inconsistencies set in motion by the 1947 
partition, as well as the aftermath of two decolonisation/ industrialisation periods — East Pakistan from 
�����WR�������DQG�%DQJODGHVK�WKHUHDIWHU��$W�WKH�WLPH�RI�WKH�5DGFOLIIH�SDUWLWLRQ�OLQH��PRVW�RI�(DVW�%HQJDO·V�
inclusion into Pakistan seemed preordained — based on Muslim numeric majority, a will-to-separate 
DPRQJ�SDUWV�RI�WKH�SROLW\�LQ�WKH�VWDWH��DQG�WKH�ODFN�RI�D�VXIÀFLHQW��VHFXODU��SROLWLFDO�EDVH�WKDW�ZRXOG�DUJXH�
DJDLQVW�GLYLVLRQ��+RZHYHU��WZR�UHJLRQV�UHPDLQHG�PRUH�RI�D�TXHVWLRQ�PDUN�XQWLO�������7KH�ÀUVW�ZDV�WKH�
Chittagong Hill Tracts, an absolute majority Buddhist (and non-Bengali) region at the time of Partition, 
but also a natural hilly border and fortifying line against Burma. The second was Sylhet, formerly part of 
Assam and only separated from that Indian landmass by a "pro-partition" referendum. Bengali Muslims in 
Sylhet mostly supported the partition — my mother was born in Assam, and at least one aunt told me of 
actively participating in canvassing "yes" votes for Partition. It was also favoured by Assamese Muslims 
and Hindus, who wanted to remove a district that was both Bengali (from an Assamese linguistic view) 
and Muslim (from Hindu perspective).

It was this newly divided Assam that became a site for post-1947 experiments in industrialisation. This 
VHW�LQ�PRWLRQ�WKH�QHZ�VWDWXV�RI�.KRQLJKDW��DQG�LWV�HYHQWXDO�GHFOLQH�LQ�ODWHU�GHFDGHV�DV�ZHOO��3DUWLWLRQ·V�
impact is usually expressed in terms of cultural, social and political separations and the ensuing narrower 
worlds and lives. Hussain looks instead at the economic impact of the separation on this Sylhet border 
DUHD��VSHFLÀFDOO\�E\�EUHDNLQJ�WKH�VXSSO\�FKDLQ�RI�LQGXVWULDO�SURGXFWLRQ��$W�WKH�WLPH�RI�3DUWLWLRQ��&KDWKDN�LQ�
Sylhet hosted a large-scale cement factory. After 1947, the factory was severed from the raw materials, 
which were now in the land that belonged to India. The revival of this cement industry became crucial to 
the national identity of the new state of Pakistan because the decolonisation narrative required not only 
freedom from British colonial rule, but also from each other. The Khonighat limestone factory was set up 
to be one of master narratives of this new social order. Before the eventual collapse of the factories, it 
did succeed in setting up what Hussain calls "instantiations of modernity" including the concepts of ideal 
worker, family unit and social behaviour. 

.KRQLJKDW·V�GHFOLQH�RFFXUUHG�LQ�WZR�ZDYHV��)LUVW��WKURXJK�WKH�ELUWK�RI�WKH�QHZ�VWDWH�RI�%DQJODGHVK�ZKLFK��
according to Hussain, created a regime of "each man for himself". The second change came during 
WKH�SRVW�PLOLWDU\�OLEHUDOLVDWLRQ�UHJLPH�RI�WKH�����V��ZKLFK�HYHQWXDOO\�OHG�WR�.KRQLJKDW·V�GHDWK��$IWHU�WKH�
decline, its early years continue to be idealised in the memory of its former workers. Stuck in a nostalgia 
loop (Hussain compares former workers with battle-scarred war veterans), they speak of a time when 
"The Project" aimed to deliver "progress, status and prestige". While reading the description of the "sense 
RI�LPPHQVH�EHWUD\DO���,�WKRXJKW�RI�WKH�RSHQLQJ�VFHQH�LQ�'DYLG�/HDQ·V�DGDSWDWLRQ�RI�Dr. Zhivago. As the 
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Russian general is informed of the amazing progress at the plant (template for "leapfrog" modernisation 
projects of the Third World) you can see in his eyes an unease that the projects would eventually collapse 
from internal contradictions. 

Hussain argued that there are "multiple modernities" at play in these border areas, and therefore the 
FROODSVH�RI�.KRQLJKDW�DFWXDOO\�OHDGV�WR�QHZ�OLQNDJHV�DFURVV�WKH�ERUGHU��UHYHUVLQJ�����·V�VXQGHULQJ��
New projects develop through the rise of Boropani from the ashes of the Khonighat project. Hussain 
FDOOV�%RURSDQL�YLOODJH�.KRQLJKDW·V��XQVLJKWO\�VWHS�VLEOLQJ��DQG�FRPSDUHV�LWV�JURZWK�WR�WKH�FRORQLDO�HUD�
phenomenon of a native settlement that grew alongside a "white town". Unsightly it may have been, but 
Boropani hosted an informal economy that sustained Khonighat and gave space to workers who did not 
want to submit to the constraints of state-sponsored employment. After the ignominious closure of the 
project in 1993, Khonighat became the hub of the newly lucrative coal trade (especially as demand for 
FRDO�ÀUHG�PDFKLQHU\�VN\URFNHWHG�LQ�WKH�OLEHUDOLVLQJ�%DQJODGHVK�HFRQRP\���%RURSDQL�WKULYHG�LQ�D�WKLUG�
space of "(il)licit" — economic activities that were legally banned but socially sanctioned. Some of these 
activities are embedded within the coal trade itself, and the rest are in a network of support activities 
along the border. One example is the booming trade in phone SIM cards. The Indian state banned the 
use of mobile phones in many of these border areas, claiming it would aid "separatist insurgents" (the 
Bangladesh state also claimed a similar "insurgency" and maintained a ban in Chittagong Hill Tracts until 
2008). The Indian ban generated a huge market for Bangladeshi SIM cards at the Zero Point, purchased 
RQ�RQH�VLGH�RI�WKH�ERUGHU�DQG�XVHG�RQ�WKH�RWKHU��+XVVDLQ�WUDFHV�WKH�ÀOLJUHH�RI�HFRQRPLF�UHODWLRQVKLSV�
XQGHUJLUGLQJ�WKH�WUDQVDFWLRQ��DQG�KLV�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�DQ�,QGLDQ�%6)�JXDUG·V�ZLIH�SD\LQJ�DQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
rate to call her husband gives a glimpse into the absurdities and opportunities of these moments. In this 
highly unregulated environment, those who thrive are the actors for whom formal state citizenship has 
little value. 

7KH�ERUGHU�LV�XQFRQVWUXFWHG��SK\VLFDO��DQG�SRURXV��FRQFHSWXDO��LQ�+XVVDLQ·V�ERRN��DQG�LW�LV�PDGH�
VLPLODUO\�OLTXLG�LQ�6KLOSD�*XSWD·V�Untitled �����������1RW�IHWWHUHG�WR�RQH�ÀHOGZRUN�VLWH�RU�DFDGHPLF�
publishing timetables, Gupta travelled along the Bangladesh-India border multiple times, documenting the 
OHQJWK�RI�WKH�DOUHDG\�FRQVWUXFWHG�ERUGHU��WKH�QXPEHU�RI�ÁRRGOLJKWV��DQG�WKH�GHEDWHV�DURXQG�VHFXULW\�LQ�WKH�
/RN�6DEKD��6LPLODU�WR�+XVVDLQ·V�WKLFN�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�WKH�ERUGHU�FRDO�EXVLQHVV��VKH�ORRNHG�ZLWK�DQ�LQWLPDWH�
H\H�DW�WKH�PHFKDQLFV�RI�WKH�VPXJJOLQJ�WUDGH�WKDW�IRUPV�D�PXOWL�PLOOLRQ�GROODU�WUDGH�ÁRZ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�
countries, all managed by traders at the minute level. Hussain highlights one of many absurdities (the 
trans-border SIM card) at a demarcation line that vanishes in the face of continuous, voluminous trade 
between these two intimately entangled countries. Gupta looks even more closely at this trade that is illicit 
EXW�WROHUDWHG��LOOHJDO�EXW�DOVR�OHJDOLVHG��DQG�WDNHV�SOHDVXUH�LQ�PDWHULDOLVLQJ�WKH�FRQWUDGLFWLRQV�DQG�ÁDVKHV�
of humour within these exchanges. Each of her objects (bewitchingly sculpted in forms that oscillate 
EHWZHHQ�VSHFLÀF�DQG�DOOXVLYH��VLWV�DWRS�D�GRXEOH�H[FKDQJH�FUHDWHG�E\�D�UD]RU�VKDUS�ERUGHU��HYHQ�WKRXJK�
the huge volume of trade is more appropriate to a Schengen IUHH�WUDGH�]RQH��%HWWHU�TXDOLWLHV�RI�'KDND·V�
famous Jamdanee sari are available in Kolkata, because the product fetches higher prices there. Gold 
ÁRZV�LQVLGH�FORWKLQJ��DQG�WKH�FXUUHQF\�ÁRZLQJ�LQ�UHWXUQ�LV�VR�ODUJH�WKDW�,QGLDQ�EDQNV�KDYH�VHW�XS�ERUGHU�
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branches. The cough syrup Phensedyl is legal in India but outlawed in Bangladesh due to wide abuse as 
a drug, and so pharmacies empty out as trucks full of the syrup cross the border, bringing a cheap high.

Most fascinating of all is the cow trade, one of the largest volume transactions across the border and the 
VRXUFH�RI�DQ�HQRUPRXV��XQRIÀFLDO�WUDGH�GHÀFLW�LQ�IDYRXU�RI�,QGLD��2QH�RI�*XSWD·V�VRXUFHV�WHOOV�KHU�WKDW�
cows fetch ten times the price in Bangladesh than in India, and the prices spike astronomically during 
Ramadan and Qurbani Eid (the Modi-era Hindutva cow hysteria will probably, ironically, increase this 
trade). Not only as food, cow parts are also used in bone china ceramics, which Bangladesh then exports 
DOO�RYHU�WKH�ZRUOG��$OWKRXJK�%DQJODGHVKL�PHGLD�FRPSODLQV�DERXW�DQ�(LG�PDUNHW�ÁRRGHG�ZLWK�H[SHQVLYH�
,QGLDQ�FRZV��WKH�WUDGH�LV�VR�YLWDO�WKDW�D������%DQJODGHVKL�ODZ�DOORZV�VPXJJOHUV�WR�EH�UHFODVVLÀHG�DV�
"traders" if they pay a customs fee. The Indian state claims to go all out to stop Bangladeshis from 
FURVVLQJ��EXW�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�PDLQWDLQV�D�WUDGH�GHÀFLW�LQ�LWV�IDYRXU�DVVLVWHG�E\�WKLV�VDPH�LOOLFLW�FURVV�
border trade. 

I cited Schengen zones earlier, and both Hussain and Gupta demonstrate that in surreal ways, this border 
also follows some of those European free trade principles. But this same example also highlights the 
GDQJHU�WR�WKLV�ÁRZ�IURP�WKH�FKDQW�RI�VHFXULW\�SDQLF��$IWHU�WKH�3DULV�ERPELQJV��SROLWLFLDQV�TXLFNO\�PRELOLVHG�
to attack the Schengen system.2 In a similar way, after Pakistanis, Bangladeshis are the newer category 
of "danger" in media polemics. Indian politicians, especially in border states, compete to use each tragedy 
to further militarise the border. This is what is drowning out the stories that this duo of anthropologist and 
DUWLVW�KDYH�VNHWFKHG�RXW�VR�FDUHIXOO\��,Q�RQH�RI�WKH�URRPV�RI�*XSWD·V�LQVWDOODWLRQ�LQ�9HQLFH��\RX�RSHQ�D�
FXUWDLQ�DQG�DUH�EOLQGHG�E\�D�ÁRRGOLJKW��(YHQWXDOO\�\RXU�H\HV�DGMXVW��DV�\RX�ÀQG�\RXU�ZD\�SDVW�LWV�JODUH��
and start to make out hidden objects in the subsequent rooms. At the real border, we can still hope that 
VHFXULW\�K\VWHULD�ZLOO�HYHQWXDOO\�JLYH�ZD\�WR�D�ERUGHU�WUDGH�XQLYHUVH�ZKRVH�FRQWUDGLFWRU\�ÁRZV�VXJJHVW�D�
form of cacophonous after-modernity.

This essay is expanded from "Things we did while waiting for the fence", a review of Boundaries 
Undermined: The Ruins of Progress on the India-Bangladesh Border by Delwar Hussain (London: Hurst), 
2013; in Economic and Political Weekly��,QGLD���1RYHPEHU�����������7KH�RULJLQDO�HVVD\�EHQHÀWHG�IURP�
comments by Malini Sur and Annu Jalais. Naeem Mohaiemen’s museum projects on borders, wars, and 
belonging include Kazi in Nomansland (part of the Hammad Nasar curated Lines of Control), 2009, and 
Schizoprene (after Bhanu Kapil), 2014; he co-edited the anthology Between Ashes and Hope: Chittagong 
Hill Tracts in the Blind Spot of Bangladesh Nationalism (Drishtipat/Manusher Jonno, 2010).
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No: 86I8YKIC8

Witness in denial

Take away one 

Open after crossing 150 yards - the distance between the zero line and 

fence where no defensive structure is permitted
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7KH�JXDUG�DW�ERUGHU�SRVW�DW�WKH�7LQ�%LJKD�&RUULGRU�¿UPO\�VD\V�RQO\����FRZV�DUH�RI¿FLDOO\� 
authorized to cross over at this unique entry-exit point on Mondays and Thursdays.

+XQGUHGV�DQG�KXQGUHGV�RI�FRZV�VWDQG�JUD]LQJ�LQ�WKH�¿HOGV�DW�WKH�ERUGHU�
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