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%) LETTER OF THE WEEK

Many thanksto Openfor Rajeev Masand’sinterview
with Joanna Rakoff (“You Want the Movie to Be More
like a Poem and Less like a Novel”, March 30th, 2020)!
It was good to know her mind before watching the
movie whileIre-read Salingeraslongasthelockdown
isin place. Personally,Idon’t think anyone can capi-
talise on Salinger’s life—as Rakoff seemed to think
before she wrote her memoir on which the movie is
based—enough given how little we know about him.
Infact,asshe points outin the interview, he didn’t
even want his writings to be adapted to any other
medium. It israre to see a writer get somuch scope
on the production floor. This movie promises to be as
much abook asacinematic production. And it’s only
aptthat we willnever see Salinger in the movie. We
have only him asa great recluse, afterall. Why should
the movie be any different? We shall keep looking for
himinall the placesin the movie, not just during his
voice on the phone conversations. For thatis how his
readers know him. And thatishow we read Rakoff’s
memoir too. Among many other things, it will also be
interesting to see if we all agree with Rakoff’s husband
on casting Qualley to play her. As the interviewer says,
now it’s for Salingerloyalists to judge the movie.
Susanne Blazey
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LOCKED DOWN
Lockdown announced by
governments the world over
to prevent the coronavirus
from spreading hasaffected
the productivity of many
employees workingin
government and private
companies (‘The War on
Virus’, March 30th, 2020).
Companies have now
switched to alternative
optionsincluding staggered
working hours, staggered
holidays and work from
home foralmostall
personnel. The move to
encourage work from home
iswelcome atatime when
the pandemicison therise,
affecting public health and
safety. In fact, companies
and governments should use
work from home notonlyin
acrisissuchasthisbutalso
totackleair pollutionand
everyday traffic prevalentin
urban ecosystems, hurting
our lifestyles. A people-
friendly policy should be
now framed to mandatorily
impose work from home
whenever feasible, including
in government offices which
too are mostly computerised
now. This will help
government departments
improve productivity as well
asreduce vehicle emissions.
Varun S Dambal
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By S PRASANNARAJAN

he worldis at an existential war, and we are all victims as well as warriors.

It’sthatmoment, a pause, let’shope, in time when our mounting sense of vulnerability ismatched

by our resolve to overcome. Even as we fight an untamed virus spreading across the world, we

realise, we know, thatbeing together while being separated, we have the resources, coming from

the State and the states of mind, to contain the invasion. We also know that, in our atomised

togetherness, evenas we struggle, as dutiful citizensand modest humans, toremainaalive and alive
uninfected, we need to forsake, sacrifice, compromise. In this war, victory requires a joint mission by science,
statesmanship and expertise. Fear evokes not just an irrational sense of mortality but instinctive bravery of the
survivor too. Being afraid istoremain aware, and that’s the difficult part.

Difficult because, at times it seems, we are being exiled into a dystopia by our mobile phones. Information,
when retailed without caution, makes some of us alarmists, apocalypse-sellers, amateur prophets, gleeful
conspiracy theorists, outright cynics, unsolicited moralists and me-alone island dwellers. In a ghastly painted
scenario, we are all destined to be like the man and his son in Cormac McCarthy’s novel The Road, navigating
through the charred Day After. Or, we are mere guinea pigs in a biological war waged by a Dan Brown world-
dominator. In real time, we are somewhere else, not as a doomed species but as a global community, united in
ourisolation and dread. Still, we could be deceptive, as China did in the beginning, or misleading, as the WHO
boss did in the beginning about China, in spite of Beijing’s commendable post-Wuhan recovery through
administrative ruthlessness and bio-surveillance. Infree societies too,
a certain amount of ruthlessness and our willingness to cede some
civillibertiesare necessary. And we need tolisten to expertsinstead of
undermining theirintelligence. In this war, lockdown ornot, borders
bringus closer.

Asinformation overwhelms, the work gets tougher for the media.
They, too, are fighting toreach you, dear reader, in spite of collapsing
support systems. So the mornings of some of yours go without the
printed newspaper,and some getathinner edition. And 'mnotsure how many of you are reading thison a printed
page.Evenifyou’re not, Openis out there, maybe some copies unclaimed, butit’s there, for ourreaders. Thisis that
moment, maybe the most dreadful after the flu of 1918 that reportedly killed between 50 and 100 million, when
information may not save your life but, if responsibly consumed, can make it more rewarding for the living. In
harder times, the media matters more.

Inamagazine, thestoryisabit different. We are telling stories, stories we think carry within them a habitable,
metaphorical, moral universe—and a pleasure toread. The magazine that you hold or see on your screen carries
reported—or meditative—essays, apart from well-researched features, that take you onan exploration, lead you
to fascinating destinations. In the following pages you’ll read one of our essayists passing through the sacred
texts—Hindu, Christian and Islamic—to reduce the distance between death and infinity: “God is synonymous
with life, not death. In every religion an eternal God has promised eternity to his human creation.” Another
contributor, in a 7000-word essay, writes on “the passion and unrequited love of Covid-19.” Drawing from
philosophy, religion and literature, the essay makes sense of our fragmented lives in the time of a pandemic.
Andoneofourstaff writersarguesthat,intheend, itisaface-off between two variations of life: “ashumans know
itand as the virusknows it.” We also carry, breaking convention in aregular issue, an original short story set in
lockdown Rome, by an Italian writer living in India. We at Openbelieve that fine magazine journalism is also
about good writing. We are not curatingideal lockdownreading; we are trying to do better what we are good at.

We remain hopeful, optimistic. In the human history spanning 200,000 years, every pause in the life cycle
isfollowed by a new realisation of life itself. And behind every rupture, there’s a bad story—of transgressions,
violations, and callousness. The bad story will recur as long as there are deniers in power even as the world is
threatened by our bad—and unscientific—habits. Isn’t it a reminder that time is running out for some good
stories? Hereare some. m
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OPEN DIARY

N HINDSIGHT, theJanata
Curfew on March 22ndand the
5 pm expression of public solidar-
ity wasadressrehearsal forthe
drastic 21-day national lockdown
that Narendra Modiannounced on
March 24th. The sheerscale of the
lockdown is absolutely mindbog-
gling. Idon’t think anyone, eitherin
India or overseas, everimagined that
ademocracy—once describedasa
‘functioning anarchy’—would have
managed to put together such a proj-
ect.IfIndiais successfulin flatten-
ing the curve and pushingback the
advance of the coronavirus, it would
have achieved theimpossible.
Predictably, while there has been
astonished support for the lockdown
project, particularly from those who
were aware of the magnitude of the
threat confronting India, there has
also been shrill attacks on Modi.
Thisisalso to be expected since the
Prime Minister’s style of communi-
cation and his methods of securing
endorsement—a combination of
hope, celebration and sacrifice—isn’t
everyone’s cup of tea. The banging
of thalisand blowing of conch shells
wasridiculed by those who have
ararefied view of the ‘scientific
temper’ that we are meant to imbibe.
Others faulted the Prime Minister
fornot providing operational details
of dosand prohibitions for the 21
days, quite forgetting that these are
forlocal administrations to spell out.
And finally, there were those who
thought the economic consequences
ofthe 21-day lockdown were too
much for India’s poor to digest.
Iguess thatitisundeniable that
thelockdown—quite
unprecedented in scale for a some-
what chaotic democracy—isa
monumental gamble based on what
the expertssayis the only way to
beat the pandemic. Frankly, no one
can be certain that every Indian will

Swapan Dasgupta

follow the curfew rules rigidly. It
requires only ahandful of entitled
idiots or a few uninformed souls to
do something spectacularly stupid
and ruin everything. That dangeris
real and should not be discounted.
Equally, some particularly cussed
local official in a district maylack
imagination and flexibility and
cause so much local grief that there
issocial tension—which defeats the
very purpose of social distancing.

On March 17th, forexample,
some citizens of Kolkata circulated
avideo of the street scene inavast
swathe of Rajabazar—a Muslim-
dominated locality. There, the
notion of social distancing had been
replaced by a business-as-usual
approach thatincluded street
urchins playing cricket on the
streets. Itisreassuring that once the
videos were brought to the notice of
the Kolkata Police, there was some
action and the roads and markets
were cleared of those who imagined
thatalockdown was not very
different from a holiday.

Fortunately, these are exceptions
to therule. Yes, the cruel reality of
rigid distancing isn’t fully
understood by many., for one,
find it galling that I cannot go
out and visit an ailing 8o-year-old
friend who lives by himselfjust 1.5
kilometres away. But there are some
unpleasant things we have to do for

alarger objective. If anything, this
21-day retreat into our fox holes will
certainly imbibe the importance of
civic virtues in our citizenry. Asa
garrulous and community-minded
people, Indians don’t naturally
appreciate social distancing. Most
Indians also have a very feeble
notion of what constitutes privacy.
The 21-daylockdown in that sense
goes against our national character.
If we manage to overcome these
character traits, then it suggests that
we are destined for bigger things.
The importance of leadership
should not be underestimated. It
required the bulldog approach of
Winston Churchill torally an
isolated Britain to persistin the
fight againsta rampaging Hitlerin
1940. I often wonder what would
have happened to India if the pan-
demic had hit the world in the days
when we had fragile coalition
governments headed by individuals
thatlacked authority and mass
following. It would have been
disastrous. First, we would have
lacked the will to take firm but
unpleasant decisions; and, second,
even if some outside pressure forced
us to take as momentous a decision
asa21-day lockdown, would the
country have adhered to the restric-
tions without chaos? I know these
are hypothetical questions, buta 21-
day leisure period is appropriate to
contemplate counterfactual history.
Also, for those interestedina
spot of history, please try to get your
hands on the early episodes of Foyle’s
Wiar, centred on the experiences of a
police officer in the coastal town of
Hastings between 1939 and 1945. The
early episodes are instructive and
tells us that evaders, shirkers
and even fifth columnists aren’t
something uniquely Indian. Decency
and bravery always have torub
shoulders with ignominy.m
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QUARANTINE NOTEBOOK

WHATSAPP RESOLUTIONS
XXhasadded you, read the What-
sapp message. A group had just
been formed for the first time of
residents in our housing society.
That it wasn’t by the managing
committee became apparent when
amessage soon arrived that the
secretary had also been added. One
man left, because there is always
one man who hasa thing against
Whatsapp groups. One joke was
forwarded. Then came the com-
plaint. ‘Water in one wingis over’.
‘Here too no water’. ‘It is becoming
afrequent occurrence’. ‘The work-
ers(who are retiling the premises)
must be taking it’. ‘It is escalating’
‘Can we stop the work until corona
lockdown? (Secretary: ‘Work has
been stopped. And when it begins
again, water will be used from
outside’). xPalms in obeisance
emojix. ‘Since we have been asked
to maintain three dustbins, can
the man who takes the garbage use
two drums?

—Madhavankutty Pillai

SIREN'S ECHO

As spring gives way to summer,
the whirr of the fan isa constant
companion punctuated by beep-
ing mobiles, the pinging of What-
sApp messages and familial and
comforting voices. Working from
homeisafeast for the ears. The
doorbells have become infrequent.
That means no garbage disposal,
no newspapers, no couriers—and
no going out. I wasrudely awak-
ened by the hooting siren of an
ambulance at high noon on March
22nd. Only the next day didIlearn
thataneighbour who had comein
from the UK recently tested posi-

tive for coronavirusand had tobe
ferried along with hisfamily toa
Government-approved quarantine
facility. We’re all holed in, fearing
infection from any surface the
neighbour or his family may have
touched. The sound of the siren is

still echoing within. We’re all ears.
—Moinak Mitra

WHAT'S THE CELEBRATION?
The Prime Minister had asked for
the clapping of hands (in applause)
at 5pm on Sunday, March 22nd.

He didn’t call for a carnival. But at
five minutes to the determined
hour, the world exploded in noise.
Drums, bells, kitchen utensils, car
horns, the hooter (that announces
DelhiJal Board’s evening water
supply), whistlesand conch
shells.Irealised soon enough

this wasn’t my residential society
alone. Applauding heroesin the
battle against Covid-19 had been
interpreted asa celebration. And
maybe some thought they could
chase away the virus, perhapseven
killitlike a mosquito, by slapping

their palms together. Maybe they
thought the coronavirus’ run
ends when it encounters cosmic
cacophony? Looking out the win-
dow, I had the same premonition
that othershave had—even ifthe
State appears to understand, the
peoplestill hadn’t gotit. Whither
social distancing if you mingle
andjingle?

—Sudeep Paul

AMOMENT OF DIGNITY
WhenItold N to not come from
the nextday her face wasamass

of confusion. Yes, she knew about
the virus. Yes, she knew it was very
potent but what did thathave to
dowith her comingin everyday

to clean my home? More impor-
tantly, I will pay her but what
about the other homes she goes
to? Rent, ration, school fees. All of
this tumbled outin the span of ten
seconds even as I spoke to other
home owners where she goes. Ev-
ery household paid N her monthly
salary two weeks in advance with
nearly everyone asking her to call




Illustrations by SAURABH SINGH

them if she needed more. Iwish
Icould say that few amongst us
take our home help for granted or
treat them like professionals but
if we like to think of ourselves, the
white collar workers, as the driv-
ing force of the Indian economy;,
thenitis these silent worker bees
who are our backbone. They
make it possible for usto gooutin
our clean cars without worrying
about unmade beds, dusty corners,
unclean utensils and overflowing
garbage bins. To treat them with
more compassion and accord
them dignity is the one lesson that
I'hope, we learn from this.
—Nikita Doval

ACNE-GEDDON

Iopened my toilet cabinet the
other day to discover a devastat-
ingtruth.Thad run out of acne
cream. All thatlayinstead wasa
tube, embarrassingly flattened
and rolled many times over. A tube
of cream isnot an essential item,
butit canstill be found in that one
store which can never be shut—
the pharmacy. And so for the last
few days—braving infection and
curfew, the occasional police-

man with a suspicious gaze and
neighbourhood vigilantes glaring
menacingly from grilled windows
—Ihave been stepping out trying to
procure for myselfa tube of acne-
moist. 've already foregone work-
outs and haircuts. Whatever piece
of history we are living through,
I'dratherdoit without my face
breaking outin an vulgar display
ofadolescence. ButallT hearin that
onekilometre radius of pharmacy
storesIvisitis that the supply
chainsare disrupted and there’s
no cream to be had. “Can’t you put

inaspecial request? It’surgent,” I
say once. The faces of atleast ten
kerchiefed or masked faces come
toinquire about masks and hand-
sanitizers turn to me, their eyes
dripping with judgement. I've still
not gotten my cream.

—Lhendup G Bhutia

THE EMPTYING

When the work from home plan
kicked in, it seemed like a tempo-
rary shutting in the house. Italso
seemed sensible. With two elders at
homeIcouldnot take achance. But
within a week, the world seems to
have changed drastically. It began
slowly. First, the stock of essential
items thinned. Butafriendly neigh-
bourhood grocer kept the supplies
flowing even atrisk to himselfand
hisfamily. Then, the helpers had to
beasked to goasit wastoo risky for
everyone. Finally, three daysago,
newsfiltered out that there were
four houses that were in self-isola-
tion with members who had come
from different countries. Two days
ago,lockdown took another mean-
ing:no one could enter the society
and even going out became impos-
sible. The local market had shut
down and transport had ground
toahalt. Now thereismoresilence
than noise. The road isempty ex-
cept for the occasional ambulance
orthe police vehicle. The sounds of
the birds, once drowned in human
and vehicular sounds, is clear.
—Siddharth Singh

AN EQUAL MUSIC

How do you overcomea crippling
fear of confrontation and tell the
neighbourstokeepitdown? Espe-
ciallyin the midst of a thoughtful
communitarian response toa
disease outbreak,and when your
neighbours are six construction
workers from Bihar stranded in the
ghastly apartment building they
finished putting up just before the
Karnataka government pulled
the switch. Social distancing, with
their four-inch-thin wallsand a
compound wall separating us,
offerslittle defence against the
wave after monotonous wave of

Bhojpuri music

emanating

fromaseem- N @; ”
ingly innocuous /
Bluetooth speaker.

Two young men in lungi-ba-
nian smile sheepishly when
I'walk towards the south b
wall of my terrace. The music ;
stops.Thave interrupted a party, “
the first of many to come. Epidem-
icsare not kind to migrants,and
these men are glad to have a roof
over their heads, enough food,and
one another—we can’t get paid for
work we are not doing, they tell
me. Ten minutes later, I find myself
Shazaming KhesariLal Yadav.
When the apocalypse is over, the
Bhojpuri earworm will remain.
And sowill Chhapra Mein Chhath
Manayenge, automatically added
tomy Apple Musiclibrary, where
itwillrubshoulders with Ella
Fitzgerald’s bebop, saunter past
Lalgudi Jayaraman’s thillanasand
possibly pip some of the greatest
blues guitar solos to the top of the
playlist.

—V Shoba
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NOTEBOOK

Baby Doll Interrupted

UMBAIHIGH SOCIETY had perfected theart
of social distancing even before coronavirus
made it mandatory. Whether it was diaman-
taire Nirav Modi or the HDIL’s Sunny and
AnuDewan, they were quick to drop them, atleast pub-
licly, once the troubles began. The emojis and exclamation
marks on Instagram posts disappeared almost as quickly as
friendships did in the real world. Kanika Kapoor, who first
made animpact in Bollywood as the voice of Sunny Leone
in the hit song Baby Dollin 2014, is the latestin along line of
luxe ladies who finds herself socially ostracised in the literal
and metaphorical sense. With a complaint against her for
allegedly evading a coronavirus test on landingin India
from London, and evidence of attending at least four parties
intwo days while the virus was incubating, she hasbecome
the embodiment of entitlement. It’s not helped by her
demands for gluten-free food, among other things, whilein
quarantine at Lucknow’s Sanjay Gandhi PGIMS, causing
the administration to admonish her for starry tantrums.
Butshe of the alabaster skin and the perfectly sculpted
poutisastory of amakeover interrupted. Born into one of
Lucknow’s established families, her father Rajeev Kapoor,
alumnus of Scindia School,isa
low-profile but well-networked
manufacturer of electrical equip-

“I've been that girl, spent a lot of time lunching and bitching
10 years ago, being judgemental about people, and maybe,
going through some jealousy,” she hassaid.

Butamessy divorce followed, after which she reinvented
herselfas a singer, single mother and survivor of an abusive
marriage. Dropping the surname as she segued into a career
singing songs for movies such as Happy New Year(2014),
Dilwale(2015) and Udta Punjab(2016), she also became part of
the Mumbai-London set that included fellow party pretties
Nandita Mahtani, Anusuya Mahtani Hinduja, Prerna Goel and
Natasha Poonawalla, with occasional invites from Simran
Kanwar, whose husband Neeraj runs Apollo Tyres,and
Lebanese model Daniella Semaan, whose husband is football
star Cesc Fabregas. If thatisa closed circle, the Lucknow elite
shebelongs toisan even tinier world, and includes politicians,
bureaucrats, judges, royals and socialites.

Nowhere wasitmore in evidence than in the four functions
she attended on March 15th and 16th. She accompanied her
fathertoa Holi meet of Scindia School Old Boys’ Association
hosted by the sitting Lok Ayukta of Uttar Pradesh Justice Sanjay
Misra. She went to another party hosted by Adil Ahmad, an
interior designer favoured by royals and nephew of former

Congress/BSP/SPMP Akbar Ahmed,
which had a cross-section of the
interconnected world of India’s

ment. Growing up ina Mahanagar Kanika beecame part of bold face names—Vasundhara Raje
mansion in a conservative joint fam- the Mumbai-L.ondon set Scindia and her son, her niece’s
ily,she was sent to Loreto Convent 2 sister-in-law, two princesses from the
and studied music with Pandit (et l.nduded f =L party erstwhile royal house of Rampur,a
Ganesh Prasad Mishra of the Banaras pretties Nandita Mahtam’ formerjournalist who wrote abook
Gharana. A child artiste with All Anusuya Mahtani which included their cuisine and her
India Radio, she also performed with Hinduja, Prerna Goel and husband, former Congress MPJitin
bhajan singer Anup Jalota. Married Natasha Poonawalla, with Prasada, as well Uttar Pradesh Health
at 18 to Raj Chandok, the general o 5o Minister Jai Pratap Singh.
practitioner son of two doctors who ooca..ﬁonal invites from Gaurav Prakash, who comes

had set up a thriving business of Simran Kanwar, from a similarly privileged family of
clinics in northwest London, Kanika whose husband Neeraj Lucknow, thatruns the well-regarded
spent much of the next 15 years runs Apollo Tyres, Universal Booksellers, hasknown
being mother (to three children), d Leban odel Kanika and her family for three

arm candy to Chandok at diaspora an X €se mode decadesand seen her transformation
parties, and high spender on luxury Daniella Semaan, from schoolgirl to celebrity. “She has
labels that got her gigs as hostess for whose husband is football gone through alot of upsand downs,
aparty at the Pucci store in London. star Cesc Fébregas buthasalwaysbeen very respectful
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Kanika Kapoor

and careful. Do you think she would knowingly infect her
family and friends, and her 92-year-old grandmother sheis so
close to? Yes, she should have self-quarantined but to makeita
criminal case is out of proportion,” he adds. He was at one of the
partiesand isnow in self-quarantine as well.

There was another function held by Rajya Sabha MPand
Lucknow’s top builder Sanjay Seth. On March 13th, there was
an event by Kanika’s maternal uncle in Kanpur. Lucknow-
based veteran journalist Sharat Pradhan saysitis easy to put
the blame on her and charge her for spreading the disease, but
what needs to be questioned is the failure of airport authorities
in Mumbaiand Lucknow to check on her upon entry.

Like many in the glamour industry, Kanika was in the
process of remaking herself asa brand. She had hired a
premier public relations agency in Mumbai which was
always proposing her name for glossy magazine covers and
award nights. She had also started a House of Chikankari
designer brand, which she often modelled herself. In the age
of social media, her communication was on point. Photos
with designers Christian Louboutin and the late Karl Lager-
feld, tagging other famous women (a great way to multiply
followers and become an ‘influencer’) and short Instagram
videos receiving gifts like the latest Apple phone or wearing
an especially designed Manisha Malhotra sari. Oh, and yes,
lots of picture perfect shots of the playgrounds of the rich
and famous like St Tropez and Clarence House (for the 2019

Animal Ball where she met Prince Charles wearing an Anita
Dongre elephant mask). Prince Charles was quite a favourite
photo-op subject for Kanika, whose pictures with him at
another Clarence House party in 2015 have gone viral in the
truest sense, now that both have tested positive for coronavi-
rus. The caption? Who infected whom?

Kanika has called herself a “hardworking girl.” Indeed,
sheis. She sang at the Wembley Stadium at the reception for
Prime Minister Narendra Modi in 2015. She was ajudge in
Star Plus’ reality show The Voicein 2019. In between, she has
sung many chartbusters with a particular bent towards what
can only be described as techno-Punjabi and indulged in some
exaggerated self-promotion, including the claim that she was
muse for designers Emilio Pucciand Franco Moschino—dif-
ficultsince the former died in 1992, and the latterin 1994.

Reinventions are brutal but none is more exacting thanin
the Mumbeai film industry where women have to work that
much harder toretain their marketability. Kanika has often
spoken of “vicious rumours” about her single status and loose
talk about a “sugar daddy” but hasendured them as the price
for her dreams coming true. The words to Kanika’s Baby Doll
may well describe the life she haslived so far: Yeh duniya pittal di,
Baby Dollmain sone di(roughly translated: as this world is made
of brassbut Baby Dollisall gold). m

By KAVEREE BAMZAI

6 APRIL 2020

[LNOPEN|

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH



| orenines |

PORTRAIT « SHIVRAJ SINGH CHOUHAN

THE. COMMON TOUCH

Behind his amiable personality is a sharp political
mind that patiently waits for the right opportunity

F CHIEF MINISTER Shivraj Singh Chouhanand Bollywood star

Salman Khan go toaninterior district of Madhya Pradesh together,
there may be more people going after the politician, says one of his former
aides. Whether thisisan exaggeration could be amatter of speculation.
The BJPleader’s popularity in the state stemsnot from any semblance to
theflamboyantactor’s personality, but the stark contrast toit.

It was a Salman Khan film that Chouhan cited while trying to raise
the dampened spirits of his supporters and party workers in Budhni, his
Assembly seat, after the BJP lost the state elections in December 2018.
“Nobody should worry what will happen. Iam there..Tiger abhi zinda hai
(tigerisstill alive).” At that time, neither Chouhan nor his audience may
have known that he would return as chief minister in 15 months.

After histhree successive terms, when the BJP lost the state Assembly
election in 2018 by a whisker (but with more votes than the Congress),
Chouhan, exhibiting his characteristic humility, took sole responsibility
forit. Heimmediately changed his Twitter tag line from Chief Minister to
‘The Common Man of Madhya Pradesh’, a description that he cherishes,
knowing well thatit endears him to the people of the state, his political turf.
Hemadeit very clear that his political ambitions were limited to the state.

AtKamal Nath'’s swearing-in ceremony, Chouhan stole the show; his
smile masking indignation, if any, at the Congress, which had managed
todeny himafourth term by amargin of just five seatsina 230-strong
Assembly. He held up hisrival’shands on hisleftand those of Jyotiraditya
Scindia, then a Congress leader who had lost the race for the chief minister’s
post,on his right. Today, with Scindia by his side along with 22 of his
supporters who have switched sides from the Congress to the BJP, 61-year-

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

old Chouhanisbackin the saddle, afteralow-profile
oath-taking at the Raj Bhavan, amidst staff wearing
masks,and most of the country shut down in the
fightagainst the spread of the coronavirus. Itisalso
one of the first challenges he faces, as he braces for
the crucial by-elections in the state, where every seat
countsin the fragilenumber game. In hisearlier
three terms, Chouhan has enjoyed a comfortable
majorityin the Assembly.

The day Scindiajoined the BJPin Delhi,

Chouhan tweeted: ‘Swagat hai Maharaj, Sath hai
Shivraj’ The thyming tweet refers to Scindia’s royal
family background, juxtaposing his own modest
background. For Chouhan, patience, another of his
traits, hasalways paid off. Afterthe BJPlost, winning
109 seatsagainst the Congress’ 114, Chouhan,a party
general secretary over 15 yearsago, wasappointed
national vice president. He accepted hisnewrole

but continued to focus on state politics. Hisaide
recallsthe days of the Vajpayee regime in 1999, when
Chouhan, by then afour-time MP, was told thathe
wouldbe part of the council of ministersbuta day
later got a call from Pramod Mahajan, then a high-
profile BJPleader, that he would not be part of the
Government. Heacceptedit.

When the BJP swept the state in 2003, Chouhan
lost the Assembly election from Raghogarh to
Congress’ Digvijaya Singh, the then Chief Minister.
In November 2005, when he was the party’s state
chief, he contested a by-election from Budhniand
won, and became Chief Minister. His popularity
grew with each state election. An OBC face, he
reached out toall, cutting across caste, classand
religiousidentities. He focused on the uplift of
women, a section forming about 50 per cent of
the population, rolling out schemes to benefit girl
students and women. He came to be known as
‘mamaji (maternal uncle).

Those who have worked with him say he has
aneye for detail and asharp memory. Anastute
politician, hissimple, soft-spoken demeanour
makes people trusthim. Even allegations of his
links with the multi-crore Vyapam scam, involving
entrance exams, hardly dented his popularity. The
anti-incumbency and disillusionment with his
government were too faint to give the Congress
aninvincible majority. It’shisability to maintain
cordial relations with everyone that Chouhan will
need mostnow, with the new foes-turned-friends
likely to have high expectations. But the immediate
taskis containing the coronavirusin the state, where
thenumber of cases had touched 14 by March 26th.m

By AMITASHAH
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LETTER OVER SPIRIT

What thefirst day blocking of deliveries says about
decision-making during emergencies

By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

HE FIRST DAY afterthelock-

down, the police were beating up
online delivery personnel. In Mumbai,
where the curfew had already been
in force fora couple of days, the chief
minister himself had come on televi-
sion toannounce that these services
were permitted. Government notifica-
tionsthat went toall itsdepartments
reaffirmedit. And yet,in every city
that did likewise, enforcement of the
curfew wasbrutal and total without
regard to the exemptions. The police
were made to temper themselveslater
but the question remains of the glitch
inthe process thatadded to the panic.
Why shouldithave taken afew days
extratounderstand simple instruc-
tionsspelled in black and white?

Onereason isthat when curfew is

imposed, there isastandard template
forthe police and they only followed
their conditioning. Having usually only
been in thismode forlaw and order
situationslike riots, they didn’t know
how else to behave. But there is another
element at play, which spills over to
many different sections of govern-
mentin timeslike these. Emergencies
make everything simple. Up tothe
pointwhere it becomes clear thata
lockdown is necessary, thereis doubt on
fallouts and consequences. But once the
decisionis taken, then all that remains
isaction and thatleads to efficiency.
India only getsa taste of itin extreme cir-
cumstances. It was not by coincidence
that Indira Gandhi’s Emergencyisstill
being remembered for trains running

on time for the first time and it was not
by coercion alone.

Emergencies, especially onerelated
toapandemiclike the present one,arein
onesense Darwinian, the most unfitare
thefirstto pay the price. Itisthe lives of
the oldand theailing thatarenow being
claimed by the disease. When the lock-
down ends, this will be the norm for busi-
nesses. Those that are weakest, burdened
byloanswhose interests they cannot pay,
will be the first tofold. Those with plenty
of reserve cash orwhohave hadaline of
investment will survive. Some excesses
thatshould havealwaysbeen trimmed
will bealso done because thereisno op-
tion. For example, Tiharjail is planning to
release 1,500 convictsand 1,500 under-
trialsbecauseitis overcrowded. These
prisoners will be the onesleast deserving
of beingin prison. Ifjails are overcrowded
beyond capacity, wouldn’titmake sense
todoiteven otherwise too? Emergencies
makeiteasier forlazy bureaucracies to
take decisions.

The first day after the lockdown, po-
lice guarding the borders between states
had either of two decisions to take when
trucksloaded with essential supplies
arrived. One, to appreciate the underly-
ingidea of thelockdown whichistostop
transmission, alorry carryingadriver
and his helpershouldn’t pose ahazardis
common sense. Theirsecond alternative
wastostop thelorry because they didn’t
have specificorderstolet one particular
lorry through. They chose that option.
Emergenciesmakeit easier to take deci-
sionsbut often not theright ones.m

IDEAS

RACISM

As the number of Covid-19 cases
rise across the country, there
appears to have been amarked
increase in the number of attacks
andinsults heaped on individuals
from the Northeastern states
living in metro cities. There are
several photos and videos of
many of them online being spat
upon, attacked and being called
names. Some have reportedly
been told to vacate their homes
by their landlords. These attacks
don’treally have much to do with
theignorance of believing those
from the Northeast hail from
China asis commonly believed,
or that they are somehow carriers
of the virus. Many of the recent
encounters have occurredin
Delhi and Kolkata, cities which
have always had (compared to
other cities) fairly large numbers
of people from the Northeast. As
the fear of the ‘outsider’ grows
with the spread of the pandemic,
itisjust that many individuals
find a more social nod to vent out
deep-seated prejudices and racist
attitudes towards others.m

WORD’S WORTH
Racism is a physical
experience

TA-NEHISI COATES
AMERICAN WRITER
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I INDIAN ACCENTS I

By Bibek Debroy

The Useful Foe

A learned enemy is superior to an ignorant friend

N THE COURSE of instructing Yudhishthira, this
isa story Bhishma told him. Thisis a story from
the Mahabharata, although it sounds like one from
Panchatantra or Hitopadesha.

In a great forest, there was an extremely large banyan
tree. It was covered with creepers and was frequented by
large numbers of diverse birds. Its trunks were like clouds
and it offered cool and pleasant shade. Many predatory
animals lived there, with enmity towards each other.

There was a hole at the root of the tree and an immensely
wise rat named Palita lived there. A cat named Lomasha
happily dwelt in the branches, destroying the lives of the
birds. Every day, when the sun went down, a Chandala
arrived there. He would spread out nets made of sinews
there. Having done this, he would return cheerfully to his
home and sleep, waiting for night to be over and for it to

be morning. Every night, alarge number of animals were
always killed there. On one occasion, the cat was careless
and got trapped. At that time, the immensely wise Palita got
toknow that the enemy, who was always trying to kill it,
had got trapped. It wandered around, without any fear at all.
Asitroamed around in that forest, it looked for some food
and saw the meat left by the Chandala as bait. It climbed

up there and began to devour the meat. It laughed, as it
stood above the enemy who had got trapped. While it was
engaged with the meat, it happened to look up and saw that
another enemy had arrived, terrible in appearance. This was
an agile mongoose named Harika and its eyes were coppery
red. Having smelt the rat, it had swiftly arrived there. It
stood on the ground and raised its face upwards, licking its
lips at the prospect of a meal. The rat saw another enemy
onabranch, one thatlived in a hole in the trunk. This was
an owl named Chandraka. Its beak was sharp and it roamed
around during the night. It was within the reach of both the
mongoose and the owl.

In that situation, confronted with that great danger,
Palita began to think. ‘Death has presented itself and this
isa catastrophe. There is danger from every side. What

should I do? There are many difficulties and there is one
chance in one hundred of my remaining alive. There is
no doubt that disaster confronts me from every direction.
If I descend on the ground, the mongoose will violently
seize me. If Iremain here, the owl will get me, or the cat,
after it has severed the noose. However, a person who is
wise should not be confused. Aslong as I breathe, I must
try to remain alive. Those who are intelligent and wise are
not scared when they face a danger or a great destruction
of prosperity. At the moment, I do not see any means of
attaining the objective other than the cat. That animal
confronts a disaster and I can do him great service. How
else can I remain alive now? There are three enemies who
are after me. Therefore, I must resort to my enemy, the cat.
I'have already made up my mind about how I am going to
deceive these enemies. The worst of my enemies now faces
this worst of hardships. If it is possible, perhaps this fool can
be made to understand where his best interests lie. Given
this difficulty, perhaps it may be made to have an alliance
with me. If one is beset by enemies and if one wishes to save
one’s life in the midst of a hardship, the preceptors have said
that one must have an alliance with a stronger person. A
learned enemy is superior to a stupid friend. The prospect
of my remaining alive is based on my enemy, the cat. Let me
explain to it the means whereby it can save itself. Perhaps
this enemy of mine is intelligent.’

The rat spoke these conciliatory words to the cat. ‘O
cat! Are youstill alive?  am speaking these affectionate
words to you. I wish that you should remain alive. That is
best for both of us. O amiable one! You will remain alive,
as you used to do earlier. I will save you and even give up
my life for your sake. A way to save ourselves completely
has presented itself before me. Through that,I am capable
of saving you and also ensuring the best for me. Use your
intelligence to reflect about the means I will suggest. This
is good for you, good for me, and best for both of us. The
mongoose and the owl are wicked in their intelligence.
O cat! Aslong as they do not attack me, I am fine. But the
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mongoose and the owl with the darting eyes are both
glancing towards me. As Iam clinging to the branch of
this tree, I am becoming extremely anxious. If one treads
seven steps together, virtuous people become friends.
You are learned. We have lived together. I will act so that
you have no fear from death. O cat! Without me, you are
incapable of severing this noose. If you do not injure me,
I'will sever this noose. You live at the top of the tree and

I dwell at the root. Both of us have lived in this tree for a
long time. All this is known to you. Someone who does
not trust anyone and someone who trusts a person who
should not be trusted—the learned say that these two are
always anxious in their minds and should not be praised.
Let the friendship between us increase and let this be an

agreement between
two virtuous ones. The
learned do not praise
something thatis done
after the time foritis
over. I desire that you
should remain alive.
You desire that Ishould
remain alive. If someone
wishes to cross a deep
and greatriver witha
piece of wood, the wood
takes him across, and he
takes the wood across
too. If we act together in
this way, our safety will
be certain. I will save you
and you will save me.’
Having said this,
Palita was impatient
because time was
being lost and it looked
on, hoping that the
reasoning would be
accepted. Hearing
these words, the cat,
the learned enemy,
replied in words that
were full of reasoning.
It was intelligent and
could speak well.
Looking towards its own
situation, it honoured

the rat and applauded its speech. Its teeth and claws were
sharp and its eyes were like lapis lazuli. Lomasha, the cat,
gently looked towards the rat and said, ‘O amiable one! I
am delighted that you desire I should remain alive. If you
know what is desirable, do it without any reflection. Tam
gravely afflicted, but you are in a situation that is direr still.
Since both of us face difficulties, let us have an alliance.

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH
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If one is beset by enemies and if one
wishes to save one’s life in the midst of a
hardship, one must have an alliance with

a stronger person

was curled up there.

Lomasha and Palita. m

There isno need to think. The time has come. Let us act so
that we can ensure our success. If you free me from this
difficulty, I will not forget what you have done. I have cast
aside my pride and have become devoted to you. I will
follow your instructions. I have sought refuge with you.’
When the cat said this, Palita spoke again. “The generous
words that you have spoken are not unusual for someone
in your situation. You know my ways. Listen to my words,
which are for your benefit. The mongoose is giving me great
fear and I will crouch under your body. Save me and do not
kill me.Iam capable of saving you. Also save me from the
owl. That inferior one is also seeking to get at me. O friend! I
will sever your noose. I am swearing this truthfully’
Welcoming Palita, the cat, tied to it by a bond of

friendship, thought
about it patiently.
Happily, it said, ‘Come
swiftly. You are a friend
whom Ilove like my
own life. O wise one!
Through your favours, I
will quickly get my life
back.Iwill do whatever
I can for you.Iwill do
whatever you order me
to. O friend! We must
have an alliance. Once
I have been freed from
this danger, with my
large number of friends
and relatives, I will do
all the deeds that are for
your benefit and bring
you pleasure. Once I
have been freed from
this hardship, I will
become yours. I will do
whatever brings you
pleasure. I am capable of
paying you back.’
Having persuaded
the cat that this was in
its own interests, the rat
was reassured that the
objective could indeed
be achieved. Reassured
by the intelligent cat, the

rat fearlessly crouched under the cat’s chest, as if it was
in the lap of a father or a mother. The rat was curled up
under the cat’s body. On seeing this, the mongoose and
the owllost all hope and returned to their homes. Palita

In the next column, we will find out what happened to
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NDIAN PRIME MINISTERS

are not known for frivolity with
air time. When Prime Minister
Narendra Modi addressed the
country forasecond timein less
than a week, anxiety was palpable
in the hours before his address. In
the event, some had anticipated his
message. The volunteerism that is
the hallmark of his public policy
efforts from the Swachh Bharat
campaign onward was flagging
in spirit during the current viral
outbreak crisis.

In the event, Modi announced
atotallockdown for 21 days, one
that was to be enforced strictly.
His janata curfew’ experiment,
he said, had garnered widespread
public support but there were
many people who did not heed it.
Inapandemic where the virusis
spreading at terrific speed,
even a handful of violators
could undo the efforts of
many millions.

Sincethena
vigorous debate
hasensuedon
social mediaand
in the press: were
there options other
than imposing a drastic
lockdown? Will India end
up savingits people but killing
itseconomy? These are important
questions that have plausible,and
realistic, answers but ones that
have been drowned under
partisan squabble.

Thereis sufficient data from
across the world now to show that
the coronavirus spreadsatavery
rapid pace. Very often, the number
ofinfected persons doublesin
three days. In countries where this
speed hasbeen brought down,
exceptional measures have been
necessary. China, where the virus
originated, imposed a very severe
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Modi’s Lockdown

lockdown after hiding the nature
of the virus for months. Ultimately,
the number of infected persons

fell to near-zero. In South Korea, it
was an extraordinary testing effort,
involving more than 350,000 tests
across the country,among the
highest in per capita termsin
theworld.

India does not fallin either
category:itlacks the political will
toimpose a Chinese solution and
itdoes not have the means to ramp
up testing along South Korean
lines. Juxtaposed with the number
of peopleliving in India and the
very high population density,a
catastrophe was only a matter of
time. In the event, Modi chose a
compromise of sorts: alimited-
period lockdown.

This has, for obviousreasons,
not gone down well witha
section of the intellectual
class. Therefrain nowis
that he could very well
end up killing the
Indian economy.

Interestingly,
justdays before,
the same class was
hyperventilating
about the absence
ofalockdown. Goes
without saying, thisisan elite
perspective where the ‘economy’
matters more than human lives.
There will undoubtedly be a severe
economic contraction in terms of
consumption and investment. But
that begs the question: whatisan
economy? If there are no people
left, consumption and investment
are meaningless.

Modi has quietly reaffirmed a
classic political science truth: the
first duty of a state is protecting the
life of its people. The liberal answer
had upended this proposition
by addinglivelihood—food,

incomes, etcetera—to the matrix
and Modi is being criticised from the
latter perspective. Buteven asthe
lockdown was being announced,
state governments were busy
finishing details of a protective
package for the poorest of the poor.
Now a similar, India-wide, package
isexpected from the

Union Government.

There remains the pressing
question of civil liberties that many
intellectuals have raised. The fear
being thata crisis will be used to
push through draconian legislation
curbing these vital freedoms.

A simple riposte is sufficient:
Parliamentisnotin session and
anordinance to curb freedoms is
hard toimagine. Butifa difficult
situation arises—say some kind of
social unrest—then there are ample
administrative powers available
with governments.

Where there is ground for
valid criticism itisin the rather
poor initial coordination between
different authorities to permit
movement of essential goods and
the provision of essential services.
Planning for exigencies—an art
the British colonial authorities had
bequeathed to their democratic
Indian successors—has been lost
over time. The developmental
streak of Indian governments
never had any imagination for
necessary action during situations
like the current pandemic. Here is
where the Prime Minister ought
to put hisenergies: reinventing
the administrative state that has
withered away in India.

A Prime Ministeris as efficient as
his government machinery
will allow him to be. In that
sense, Modi picked a pragmatic
option out of arather thin slate
of choices he had. That is hard for
many to understand. ®
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SETTING THE
EXAMPLE

When some officials asked

Prime Minister Narendra Modi if he would

like to see the state of hospitals,

something like an AIIMS’ visit, his

reply was an emphatic no. He felt that if

he went, there would immediately be a

crowd, which meant both danger and
inconvenience. Modi himself is s
maintaining the lakshman rekha he asked

the country to follow and is working mainly
from his residence. He is talking to several
heads of states, video conferencing with
ministers and officials. Some chief

ministers are continuing their visits to _
check on healthcare arrangements ~ '
but Modi’s advice to them is to stay \__/

at home and work.

he VIP prisoners are panicking. Yes Bank founder Rana Kapoor has

JAIL requested both the Government and court that he be allowed self-isolation
at home because of the threat of infection. But the problem for Kapoor and
PANIC other such VIPs may be that in courts the judges won’t be there for bail hearings.

Meanwhile, the Government wants the VIPs to remain where they are.

SHUT DOWN

he Shaheen Bagh protests were

called off and now the venue s
empty. The area has seen no traffic
movement over the past few days.
Ironically, many were demanding that
the protest site be shifted because of
the blocking of traffic. For the Modi
Government, it is a relief that it could be
stopped finally, given that the potestors
were adamant about staying put. In any
case, the last few days had seen barely
three to four people there. All the old
women who were at the forefront of the
agitation had already left.

6 APRIL 2020



Working Together

he novel coronavirus has neutralised political

rivalries between Mamata Banerjee and the BJP for
the time being. The Centre-state coordination is going
on rather well to meet the crisis. Banerjee had sent a
letter to Railway Minister Piyush Goyal suggesting the
stoppage of trains, which might have had an influence
on his eventual decision. On the supply of medicines,
too, there is no complaint from the state. While the
CPM and the state Congress were criticising the
Centre, Banerjee seemed clear about placing human
lives above politics.

Talk Less

Some BJP and Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh leaders
propagating that cow urine is beneficial against
coronavirus is said to have upset the Prime Minister. West
Bengal BJP state president Dilip Ghosh was one of those
making such claims. The buzz is that Home Minister

Amit shah called and asked him to exercise restraint.
Another BJP Lok Sabha Member of Parliament, actress
Locket Chatterjee, started a counter-campaign that cow
urine is no medicine for the disease.

Locked in Delhi

With the sudden lockdown, many MPs who
could not return to their states, are now
captive in Delhi. Trinamool Congress leader Derek
O’Brien had been in Lucknow at the party where
singer Kanika Kapoor, later discovered to be
Covid-19 positive, was also present. Then O’Brien
came to Delhi and the lockdown began. So he was
stuck in his South Avenue bungalow. Congress leader
Deepender Singh Hooda is also in Delhi. Haryana,
his home state, isn’t far but he can’t go there. Some
Maharashtra and Kerala MPs will also have to be

in Delhi until the lockdown is over.

Plan Change

Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath
cancelled the mega event to mark the beginning of
the construction of the Ram temple in Ayodhya. The plan
had been for hundreds and thousands of people to come
to the banks of the river Sarayu on the eve of Navratri to
participate. Instead, Adityanath performed a token puja
in atemporary temple where his staff were asked to not
accompany him so as to prevent crowding.

Illustrations by SAURABH SINGH

PATIENCE REWARDED

I{amal Nath has departed as Madhya
Pradesh (MP) Chief Minister and
Shivraj Singh Chouhan has returned
without much fanfare. But that he has
scored a huge political victory is
not in doubt. After the BJP lost
MP, there was a move to bring
Chouhan to the national
organisation in Delhi. But he
declined. Then there were
rumours that he
may be made

a Central
minister but
he was said not
to be interested
in that either. After

13 years as Chief Minister, he
wanted to remain connected to
his political roots. Then it was
said he would be made a Rajya
Sabha member. That was when
this sudden development catapulted
him to the Chief Minister’s

chair again. There were several C
names in contention but a majority of
MLASs supported him. It had been a test of
patience for Chouhan but he hasno time
to enjoy the moment. He is completely
immersed in containing Covid-19.

Book Time

ocial distancing has led to lifestyle changes

for politicians. In West Bengal, education
minister Partha Chatterjee has stopped watching
news channels. He is enjoying having lunches
with his mother and brother after a long time.
He has also started writing a book on the history
of Raj Bhavan, the residence of the West Bengal
governor. He will touch upon the role of past
governors in the book. Some wonder if the
literary project is at the behest of his leader
Mamata Banerjee, given her strained relationship
with the present governor. Nothing like a book on
governors to show him in poor light, perhaps?
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By VINAY LAL

HE SINGULAR INELUCTABLE factabout the worldwide political, social and cultural response to the
coronavirus disease, officially designated as COVID-19 by the World Health Organization (WHO),is that itis
utterly without precedent in the experience of any living person. Panic barely begins to describe the altogether extraor-
dinary steps that states, local governments, municipal authorities,communities, corporations and other entities
have been taking in nearly every country to halt the menacing global advance of the coronavirusand arrest the
trainwreck it hasleft behind in bringing much of the machinery of the world to a grinding halt. Social history
hasoften been written around ‘panics’, varying immensely with respect to theirintensity, span of time, geo-
graphical spread and consequences. This would scarcely be the first time that, even in affluent countries such as
the US, Britain and France, store shelves are being emptied out ata frenzied pace and that people are engaged in
apocalyptic shopping. Noristhe coronavirus the first epidemic, or even pandemic, of modern times. It wasin the
late 1980s that the world awoke to something called acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS), a lethal health condition caused
by infections resulting from the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). Over 32 million people worldwide have died from AIDSin
thelast 40 odd years: however, even asitinduced something of a scare, the vast majority felt distant from the calamity asitappeared to
afflict mainly gay men and othersengaged in high-risk sexual behaviour. Indeed, among many stern adherents of religious beliefs, the
prevalent view was that AIDS was merely a sign from God that the sinful could not be absolved of their wrongdoings.

There have been many other viral panicsas well: some, such as Ebola, taking its name from the Ebola river in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo where the disease first surfaced in 1976, before reappearing in amore deadly form in 2013-2016 and taking on the pro-
portions of an epidemicasitspread to several countriesin West Africa, faded from the world’s attention once it was firmly established
thatit was not going tojump continents. The toll of some 11,300lives, all but one within Africa, wasnot going to unduly agitate a world
that, deeply infested by racism, ishabituated to theidea that Africais largely a failed continent’. Then in 2003 there was SARS, or severe
acuterespiratory syndrome, a viral respiratory disease caused by a virus that was transmitted via civets from bats to humans. The pres-
entcoronavirusislikewise of zoonotic origin, and its kinship to SARS is signified by the fact that it is also known to the medical world
asSARS-CoV-2. Though the fatality rate of SARS at 9.8 per cent is much higher than that of COVID-19, which is in the neighborhood of
2.5-3.4 per cent, it remained confined largely to mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam and Singapore, besides affecting a clus-
ter of people in Toronto. Only alittle more than 8,000 people were infected and fewer than 8oo died: it had become to most of the world,
outside Eastand Southeast Asia, where SARS may well have actuated a higherlevel of preparedness as the success of Singapore and
Taiwan in containing the COVID-19 seems to suggest, a faint memory shortly afterit fizzled out six monthsaafterits firstappearance.

Thereisnothing akin in living memory to the unfolding narrative of COVID-19 and it portends something substantially at variance
from ordinary human experience. Humankind isaccustomed to catastrophes of much greater dimensions: we have only torecall that
about 4omillion people were killed in World War Iand at least twice as manyin World War I The 14,000 odd deaths that have been
claimed by COVID-19as of present are nothing more than a footnote in the statistical register of preternatural death, though one might
perhapsargue that the lurid numbers now being mentioned as the likely infection rate and consequent fatality rate in various demo-
graphic constituencies around the world should be enough to warrant the view that COVID-19 isno laughing matter. In her charac-
teristically sober manner, German Chancellor Angela Merkel warned her fellow Germans that 7o per cent of the country’s 83 million
people might get infected. Merkel may be disliked by some, but she isrespected by many more, and her blunt assessment, along with
an equally ominousadvisory from the Imperial College London, was sufficient toawaken the US to the impending threat. The US
federal agency, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), has since produced statistical models suggesting that if effortsat
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mitigation are notimmediately taken, 160-210 million Ameri-
cans could contract COVID-19,and in the worst-case scenario 1.7
million Americans might succumb to the disease.

Butitisstill something else that makes COVID-1g singular,
distinct, novel and quite possibly sinister in our experience of
thelast rooyears. COVID-19 was first reported from Wuhan, in
China’s Hubei Province, which hasa population justshort of 60
million, on December 31st, 2019. That report generated little or
noalarm; the first death was announced rodayslater. Unbe-
knownst to the world, Wuhan wasin the throes of an outbreak,
and some more days would elapse before Chinasought to put
into place stringent,and most would say draconian, measures
tomitigate the spread of the virus. On January 23rd, the New
York Times, while describing Wuhan as the ‘epicenter fora
viral outbreak that is worrying the world’, nevertheless felt
charitable enough to furnish a sketch of a city of ‘steel, carsand
spicy noodles’ that embodied ‘the country’s surge from grind-
ing poverty toindustrial powerhouse’. That same morning, the
Chinese authoritiesissued a notice in the early hours announc-
ingthe closure of all transport services in Wuhan, which witha
population of 11 million is the largest city of Hubei province. By
the end of the following day, nearly the entire province had been
sealed off. Further orders on February 13th and 2oth shutdown
allnon-essential services,including schools,and acomplete
cordon sanitairehad been placed around a province with asmany
peopleasItaly,which hasnow acquired the unwelcome distinc-
tion of becoming the site of the largest outbreak.

‘What has transpired in Italy has perhapsbeen even more
dramatic. Atthe end of January, only three caseshad been de-
tected in Italy, of which two were Chinese tourists. The patients
wereisolated and Italy moved to halt flights from China: Prime
Minister Giuseppe Conte felt emboldened enough to declare to
the world on January 31st, ‘The system of prevention putinto
place by Italyis the most rigorous in Europe.’ Nero fiddled while
Rome burnt, itissaid. The Italian Prime Minister’s only crime
may have been complacence: while he was waxing eloquent on
the competence of Italian authorities, an attribute which sits on
them as water on a duck, the disease was slowly working its way
through the population—undetected, unheralded, unheeded.
Until nearly the end of the third week of February there ap-
peared to be only ahandful of cases; then, within days, these sky-
rocketed. The Coen Brothers have earned a name for themselves
with theirneo-Western crime psychodrama, No Country for Old
Men(2007); but Italy, notwithstanding all the romantic associa-
tionsthatitevokes, is, to exaggerate but moderately, only a coun-
try of old men (and women). It hasa negative fertility rate and
adeclining population; 23 per cent of its population is 65 years
orolderandithasthe second-oldest population in the world.
Sowhat, one might say, except that the coronavirus gorges on
the elderly, even asit does not spare the young. Forty per cent of
nearly 5,500 Italians who have been felled by COVID-1g are over
8oyearsold and around 60,000 people are infected; at least a few
Italian doctors have been candid enough to admit, as despera-
tion mountsand hospital beds become scarce, that they have

hadto practice triage. If and when the dust from all this settles
down, most societies will doubtless have to ask themselvesif
they were too quick tosacrifice the old to the young.
Grimasisthisscenario of fatalities, Italy has come to present
astillmore forlorn picture in ways that presage the upheaval
that the entire world is going through: first, the northern region
of Lombardy was put under severe restrictions; then,on March
oth, theentire countrywas placed under lockdown, shutting
down everything except some essential services, pharmacies
and select supermarkets. Italians are a garrulous, gregariousand
gesturallot:asa commonly knownjoke hasit, the Italian spy
whowas caughtand survived brutal torture without squealing
later explained he was unable to talk since his hands were tied
behind hisback. The timid pundits of political correctness are
squeamish about such stereotypes, butItaly’s citizens have now
attempted torise to the occasion by attempting to serenade each
other behind the balconies where they endure their quarantine.
(Oursupposition should be that they can sing but not speak
when theirhands have been disabled.) Nevertheless, whatever
theinstinct of Italians to congregate and carouse, the country’s
streetsand famous piazzas are now deserted, and the world’s
most popular tourist destination seems to have set the cue for
therest of the world. Over 50 countries, in recent days, have shut
down universities, schools,amusement parks and museums and
forbidden public gatherings—in many cases, foramonth orlon-
ger. Most of Western Europe was headed in the direction of Italy
10daysago; France and Spain quickly followed suit and imposed
severe restrictions on the movement of people countrywide.
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Inbrief:all over the world, schools, universitiesand publicand
private institutions of every imaginable stripe—corporations, art
galleries, government offices—have either ceased operations, or
have,asin the case of schools and universities in affluent nations,
moved to remotelearning’. And therein lies the singularity of
the global social response to COVID-19: at the height of wars,
disastersand national emergencies, ‘publiclife’ never came toa
standstill. Londoners descended into the Underground as their
city wasblitzed by the Luftwaffe, but they emerged into the sun-
light—when thereis sunlightin the city of drizzle—and headed
straight for the pubs. The barsin Parisremained openat the
height of the Nazi occupation. But the coronavirushas necessi-
tated, orappearstorequireif the advice of scientists and epidemi-
ologistsistobeaccepted, segregation and isolation inextenso.
‘Segregation’ and ‘isolation”: ugly words and scarcely
conducive to furnishing anyone with hope. To soften the blow;
the global mantra of the momenthasbeen reduced tojust this:
social distancing. There is something bizarre in soccer or cricket
games being played without fans, buteven that charade was
dismissed afteraday or two; sporting eventsaside, there are
more frequent public gatherings that in everyday life thatare
rather more unavoidable. Experts, as they are called, differed
on thelargest permissible size of a public gathering, some
suggesting that nomore than 50 people ought tobe allowed to
congregate while others cappeditatas much as 500. But most
of these discussions were in turn rendered obsolete by the pace
with which the coronavirushas been stealthily advancingand
devouringits prey: this toois one of the most exceptional fea-

Ascenein Milan,
Italy, March 12

SOCIAL ISOLATION MAY
BE AN UNADULTERATED
G0OD FROM THE
STANDPOINT OF PUBLIC
HEALTH OFFICIALS, BUT
HOW DOES IT HELP
TOPUT FOOD ON THE
TABLE? THE CLOUD OF
ECONOMIC INSECURITY
HAS ALWAYS HUNG OVER
THE POOR, AND IT WILL,
WITH THE SPREAD OF
THE CORONAVIRUS,
ONLY GET DARKER
AND LARGER

tures of the contemporary discourse on the coronavirus, namely
thatmost assessments of the day before seem as they were from
yesteryears. The protocol has firmly moved toself-quarantine,
mandated quarantine and social distancing. There may appear
tobe some precedence forall thisin the protocolsadvocated

by the WHO in 2009, when it designated the US-originated
swine fluvirus (HIN1) outbreak a pandemic, but though 12,469
Americans were killed and some 285,000 people died worldwide
from the virus, itnever generated mass hysteria. Researchers
established thatit wasnomore severe than the seasonal fluin
most countries; atits height, the European Union’s health com-
missionerissued an advisory recommending that non-essential
travel to the US and Mexico be postponed.

Indeed, fora precedent to the social response to COVID-19,
we would have to turn to the influenza epidemic of 1918-1920.
By dint of circumstances, it misleadingly came to be nicknamed
the ‘Spanish Flu*: asit waxed and waned over the course of
nearly three years,commencingin January 1918 in the midst of
‘the Great War’, Spain, which had remained neutral during the
wat, furnished the most reliable news to the rest of the world
about the course of the epidemic. Oddly, in consequence, the flu
became associated with Spain. The politics of how severe viral
outbreaksare named s far from inconsequential, as the brazen
attempt by American conservatives and most prominently
Trump todesignate COVID-19 as the ‘Wuhan virus’or the
‘China virus’amply demonstrates, but for the present ‘the Span-
ish Flu’ hasadifferent tale to tell. Its death toll was staggering,
somewhere, as recent research hasestablished, in the vicinity of
50-100million. Strangely, though thisinfluenza pandemickilled
more people worldwide than did World War L, it quickly became
‘the forgotten pandemic’—and remains so. Norman Lowe’s
recentand widely used textbook that begins with World War,
weighing in atsome 700 pagesand unabashedly called Master-
ing Modern World History, hasnot asmuch asamention of it.
Nowhere diditstrike ashard asin India, where poverty, disease,
poornutrition and thelack of preventive medical care rendered
many—who can be differentiated along caste, classand gender
lines—extremely vulnerable. Some 18 million Indians,about 7
per cent of the population of undivided India, are estimated to
have died from thisflu.

Itis, thusfar, not the mortality rate which makes the influ-
enza pandemic of 1918-1920 the true predecessor of COVID-19.
Modern medicine has doubtless progressed very farin the
intervening century, but even then it was understood that the
creepinginvasion of the virus could only be halted by enforcing
quarantine and social distancing. Holcombe Ingelby, Member
of Parliament from Norfolk, UK, wrote to his son on October
26th, 1918: Tfany of your household get the ‘flue’, isolate the
culprit & pass the food through the door! It israther too deadly
an edition of the scourge to treat itanything but seriously.’ The
Surgeon-General of the US, Rupert Blue, strongly advised local
authorities to ‘close all public gathering placesif their commu-
nityisthreatened with the epidemic’. The mayor of Philadel-
phia, then the third largest city in the US, ignored the advice; the
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mayor of St Louis, then the fourth largest American city, shut
down ‘theaters, moving picture shows, schools, pool and billiard
halls, Sunday schools, cabarets, lodges, societies, public funerals,
openair meetings,dance hallsand conventions until further
notice’. The list of venues and institutions tellsanother worthy
tale;whatismore germaneisthat, atits peak, the fatality rate in
Philadelphia was five times higher thanin St Louis.

‘Social distancing’ may have been sound advice then asit
isnow;, but ought we toleave the mattersolelyin the hands of
epidemiologists, doctorsand the politicians who are urgingus
tofollow science wherever it takes us? There is some evidence
that WHO may have been hasty in designating the HIN1 swine
fluepidemicasa pandemic. In May 2009, four monthsinto the
outbreak of the virus, WHO wasstill considering whetherit
might elevate the epidemic toa pandemic. Its website noted that
‘an enormous number of deaths and cases of the diseases’ were
critical toan understanding of what constitutesa ‘pandemic’,
but when areporter pointed out that the swine flu had also been
described asmild strain of the HIN1 virusand that seasonal flus
had often been deadlier, WHO removed the wording fromits
website. Subsequently, WHO was also criticised for being too
receptive to the advice of experts who, it turned out, had ties
with the pharmaceutical companies thathad been working to
produce avaccine. In their reconstruction of how the swine flu
outbreak came tobe designated a pandemic, writers for the Ger-
man magazine Der Spiegelobserved that ‘influenzaresearchers’
were ‘elated’ when WHO raised its warning about the epidemic
to phase 5, the penultimate stage before it achieves the appel-
lation of a pandemic. They quote the well- known scientific
researcher, Markus Eickmann of the Phillips University of
Marburg, “A pandemic—for virologists like us, it’s like asolar
eclipse in one’sown country for astronomers.”

Thomas Kuhn may have argued eloquently that scientists
are overwhelmingly engaged in ‘normal science’nearly all the
time, butin the common imagination the history of science
continues to be written mainly in the register of heroism,a
narrative often swirling around intrepid and tireless research-
ers.Butlet usleave aside this strand of theargument and grant,
following the evident success of China in containing COVID-19,
that draconian measures, designed toachieve complete ‘social
distancing’, are required to similarly halt the advance of the virus
intherest of the world. That China has thisachievement toits
creditislaudable, but every commentatorisalsoalive to the fact
that Chinaisan authoritarian state where the writ of the party
runssupreme. The state can commandeer resources at willand
the penalties for defiance of the law are prohibitive forall but
the humanrightsactivist whois indifferent to his own fate or
iswilling to play the martyr. Thisis a country where a 1,000-bed
hospital for those struck by the coronavirus in Wuhan was built
from the ground up in 10 days—amatter of pride, no doubt, for
every Chinese, just as the very ideais unfathomable to peoplein
any other country, more particularly aliberal democracy where
itmay be monthsbefore even a green clearance permitisissued
and where the state’sright to eminent domain is constantly

challenged in courts. The implication, from the standpoint
of mainstream public commentary, is unambiguously clear:
‘social distancing’ ismore easily achievable in an authoritarian
state than in a democracy, or where the notion of the collectivity
prevailsover theidea of the individual.

The exponential growth of cases, firstin China, thenin
Italy and Spain and now in the US, would appear to warrant
proportionately extreme remedies. That Chinaappears to have
succeeded in containing the coronavirus where Italy, with a
population thatisless than 5 per cent of the population of China
and adeath toll thatis twice asmuch, hasnot would appear
tovindicate the authoritarian state. The Chinese Communist
Party’s (CPC) main organ of opinion, People’s Daily, unambigu-
ouslyif not pompously endorsed this view with its declaration,
quoted with fulsome approbation by nolesser a steward of capi-
talism than the Wall Street Journal, that ‘China’s battle against
the epidemic showed that the CPC, as China’sruling party,isby
farthe political party with the strongest governance capability
inhuman history’ Supposing that China, which no one would
mistake foran open society, isnow telling the truth, itisalso the
case that the self-congratulatory assessment by the CPC does not
account for the various egregious errors committed by the CPC
intheearly daysand its obfuscation of what was transpiring in
the country until events compelled it to share some information
with the world. The report by the WHO of February 28th, which
detailsitsjoint mission with China toassess COVID-19’simpact
on the country, is more candid in suggesting that China’s ‘excep-
tional’ success in ‘containment measures has only been possible
due to the deep commitment of the Chinese people to collective
action in the face of thiscommon threat’. Neithermust one
overlook the equallyif not more exemplary illustration of the
containment of COVID-19 by South Korea, which unlike China
did not force tens of millions into quarantine and self-isolation
andabduct orkill those reporting on COVID-19’s rampage asit
tore through Chinese society, but rather ‘flattened the curve’ by a
sensible if rigorously conducted mix of education, mass testing,
screening of airportsat passengers, educational programmes
and the mobilisation of the entire civil society.

OWEVER, THE PROBABLE economic, sociocultural

and political implications of the coronavirus, for democra-
ciesin particular, are critically important mattersbut require
anextended treatment that is properly the subject foranother
essay. On the question of social distancing, itis alsoimportant
torecognise that, as the essayist Rebecca Solnit has writtenin A
Paradise Built in Hell: The Extraovdinary Communities That Arise
in Disaster(2009), In the wake of an earthquake,abombingora
major storm, most people are altruistic, urgently engaged in car-
ing for themselves and those around them, strangers and neigh-
boursaswell asfriends andloved ones.” Ourinstinct, in the face
of emergencies and extreme trials of moral fortitude, istoband
together, to seek and offer solidarity and forge communities of
cohesion. One of the greater calamities of COVID-19 is that, con-
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trary to what we are ordinarily called upon
todowhen confronted by a grave disaster,
itdemandsof usthat weisolate ourselves
from others, build fences and forgo the
oftenintimate and unspeakably beautiful
pleasures of touch. The sick, moreover,
revive with skilled and attentive medi-

cal care; they geteven better when they

are surrounded by family membersand
trusted friends. Most likely in every society
known to us, the bond between grandpar-
entsand grandchildren resonates with
sweetnessand alove that is often more
difficult for parents tolavish upon their
children—more particularly when they
arescrambling,asmany peoplein the
world are, tomake ends meet or are merely
frazzled by the often excruciatingly boring
and numbing activities of everyday life.
But the elderly have unequivocally been
pronounced tobeamong those whoare

THE POLITICS OF
SELF-QUARANTINEIS
THAT THE POOR,
RECOGNISING THAT
THEY ARE WHOLLY
UNWANTED, HAVE
LONG BEEN PRACTISED
AT SOCIAL DISTANCING.
THEY ARE ALL BUT
INVISIBLE TO MOST OF
SOCIETY AND THEY
ARE GENERALLY
QUARANTINED AT BIRTH

some to deport themselves from American
shoresrather than be forcibly deported, it
givesall concerned parties the chimerical
satisfaction of ademocratic outcome by
issuing an order of ‘voluntary departure’.
The word ‘quarantine’, which is of
mixed origins deriving both from Latin
(quarentena) and French (quarenteine), itself
lends further colour to the present practice:
itsignifiesa place to which Jesusretreated
and where he fasted for 4o days,aswell as
aperiod of 40daysset aside by Catholics
forfasting or penance and, inlater usage, a
period of 40 days of isolation imposed on
peopleto prevent the spread of contagious
diseases. Theidea of isolation and distanc-
ingiscommon to these multiple meanings:
the collective and subliminal memory of
theantecedents of quarantine,and its asso-
ciation with fasting, penance, and cleanli-
ness, may explain the impulse, precipitated

mostvulnerable to COVID-19,and grand-
parentsand grandchildren are being torn
apart. Themediaisalready full of surreal
and morbid accounts of last rites of coronavirus victims where
family members come clothed in full body suitand protective
gear one by one to gaze upon the supine body of theirloved one
atadistance of six feet. Relationships thathave endured the test
of time will, one expects, survive the ordeal of ‘social distancing’,
butany discussion of the phenomenon that fails to gobeyond
aclinical, medical or epidemiological view of the matteris woe-
fullyinadequate in its comprehension of human conductand
the burning need for sociality.

Once we are past thisargument, the questions of self-quar-
antine, isolation and social distancing beg for further scrutiny.
The practice of quarantine isfirst recorded in the Old Testament,
inthe Third Book of Moses called Leviticus: it allows us to think
of Moses notonly as the great lawgiver of the Jews, but as the
community’s first public health czar. The text describesin detail
thesocial treatment of someone suffering from what the New
English Bible renders asa ‘malignant skin-disease’ but the King
James Version rather more plainly and appositely describes
asleprosy. A person appearing with the symptomsassociated
with the disease is ‘aleprous man, heis unclean: the priest shall
pronounce him utterly unclean; his plagueisin hishead’. The
leperis then enjoined to pronounce himself ‘Unclean, unclean’
and the text continues: ‘All the days wherein the plague shall
bein him he shall be defiled; he isunclean: he shall dwell alone;
without the camp shall hishabitation be’ (14:44-46). The textis
not withoutambiguity: though the leprous man’is compelled
tocry, ‘Unclean, uncleary, itisnotaltogether clear whether he
was also forcibly removed or had to remove himself from the
company of others—somewhat in the manner of what the US
Citizenship and Immigration Service does, when, allowing

by the coronavirusand now on display
everywherein the Judeo-Christian West, to
hoard food and toilet paper. Whatisalsoin-
dubitably the caseis that we in India too have long been familiar
with self-quarantine and social distancing: the Manusmritiand
the other Dharmasastrasstipulate that the Sudramust clearly
announce his polluting presence to others and thereby facilitate
their withdrawal from his presence; in South India the practice
ofrequiring the Sudra toring a bell before making his presence
inpublicso that even his shadow might not defile the upper
castes wasall toocommon.

Thenotion of ‘self-quarantine’has, in the wake of COVID-19,
overnight become notjust part of our daily vocabulary but also
acquired aregal place in the lexicon of altruism. High-profile
politicians and famous personalities have informed the world
that they have gone into self-quarantine for the recommended
period of two weeks on the mere suspicion thathaving had con-
tact with a person who has tested positive for the coronavirus,
they may have likewise become infected. Their gesture sounds,
and doubtlessis, unimpeachably altruistic: itisanassurance to
those who are near and dear, to concerned communities, and
sometimes to the world atlarge, that the person seeks to protect
othersmore than protect oneself. What could be more noble
than to place the welfare of others before one’s own convenience
and well-being? When contemporary political discourse
revolves sooverwhelmingly around rights and entitlements, it
isrefreshing to see that some are still sworn to upholding the no-
tion of duty to oneself—since, in the view of every religion, we
are called upon nevertoabandon our station inlife,even in the
face of utmost despair—and to one’s family and the larger web
of communities to which one may be obligated.

Self-quarantine would, then, appear to be both a model
and admonitory instance of the exercise of moral responsibil-
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ity, cautioning would-be violators that their irresponsibility
may spell dangers for others. The poor, the unemployed, the
blue-collar working class and others wholive at the margins
of society donot, of course, announce to the world that they
have gone into self-quarantine. There is a growing concern
that the poor and those surviving on working-class wages may
be disproportionately and severely affected if social distanc-
ing necessitates the shuttering of not only corporate houses,
government offices, but shops, small businesses and various
kinds of contract work. The number of daily-wage workers in
Indiaishuge,andloss of wages for even afew dayscanlead toa
difference between one meal or two meals every day for family
members. The vast majority of India’s labouring classlives
without any form of insurance—and by thisImean not merely
medical insurance, but the insurance that can come only with
asocial safety net and the comfort that derives from having
something inreserve for penniless times—and an extended pe-
riod of ‘social distancing’ would be nothing short of ruination
formany. Thatis also very much the case in the US, which, in
spite of extraordinary levels of affluence, has 82 million people
with little orno medical insurance and a large working-class
thatlives from one paycheck toanother.

While these considerations are wholly legitimate, my point
about the politics of self-quarantine is that the poor, recognis-
ing that they are wholly unwanted, have long been practised
atsocial distancing. They are all but invisible to most of society
and they are generally quarantined at birth: as they reach adult-
hood and fight their way into a gritty existence, they perfect the
arts of self-quarantine. The social oddities of social distancing
are doubtless transparent in every society: one would only
have to question, besides the hundreds of millions of Dalits,
Adivasis, many Muslims and the poor in India, African-Ameri-
cans, native Americans, Australian Aboriginals, the Roma, the
Japanese Burakumin or Eta (literally, ‘pollution-abundant’)
or countless other groups who have been commanded to
distance themselves from their alleged superiors to divine
this gruesome social fact. As for the self-quarantine of the rich,
the educated and those with a voice, itis, we may say, only an
extension if not merely an instantiation of what the influential
French philosopher Michel Foucault identified asa technique
of the self-government that, structurally conjoined to the gov-
ernment of the state, he identified with the term ‘governmen-
tality’. The Zurich-based philosopher and historian Philipp
Sarasin helps us understand why ‘self-quarantine’is the logical
outcome of the biopolitical governmentality whose contours
Foucault explored in detail: ashe points out, itisin the late 18th
century and early 19th century that the beliefemerged that ‘it
islargely to the individual him- or herself to determine health,
illness or even the time of death.’ Since that time, the liberal
state has been spectacularly successful in inducing people
toregulate and discipline themselves: not only does this free
the state to exercise its coercive powers against those who are
troublemongers and truly recalcitrant, butithelps the state
tofoster the illusion of being ‘progressive’, preserve the social
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A Doctors without-Borders
health worker carriesan = -
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orderand immunise capitalism againstits dissenters.
Thereisyetanother critical aspect to the question of social
distancing, The ‘whole of her sermor’, EM Forster says of his
character Margaret in hisnovel Howard’s End, was ‘Only con-
nect!... Live in fragmentsnolonger. Only connect,and the beast
and the monk, robbed of the isolation thatis life to either, will
die’. Itisvery likely,indeed Ishould say that there can be little
doubt, thatmodern society is hounded by the problems of
loneliness and atomistic individualism. The public discussions
on thisquestion are prolificand there isreason to suppose that
the difficulties are more acute in some societies, but there is
everywherearather commonplace view that the decline of the
family has contributed to severe atomism. Even in families that
are notdysfunctional, the phenomenon of every member of the
family glued to his orher cell phone is ubiquitous and requires
no elaborate commentary though educators, psychologists,
social workers, counsellors and other alleged experts have filled
reams of pages with overwhelmingly mindless commentary
onhowtoalleviate this ‘problem’. It is really unnecessary to
enterinto these debates, which on the whole can safely be left
to pop psychologists and run-of-the-mill sociologists: the more
sophisticated versions of these debates have alerted us to some of
modernity’smore salient features, such as the processes of secu-
larisation and disenchantment which have given rise to posses-
siveindividualism, the split between cognition and feeling, the
evisceration of (to use the language of EP Thompson) a ‘moral
economy’, the evolution of technologies of the state—the cen-
susand the passport, tonamejust two—which had no purpose
other than to produce differentiation, establish new hierarchies
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EBOLA FADED FROM
THE WORLD'S
ATTENTION ONCE IT
WAS ESTABLISHED
THAT IT WAS NOT GOING
TO JUMP CONTINENTS.
THETOLL OF SOME
11,300 LIVES WAS NOT
GOING TO UNDULY
AGITATE AWORLD
HABITUATED TO THE
IDEA THAT AFRICA IS
LARGELY A “FAILED
CONTINENT’

and erect walls—and the myriad ways in which differences
between selfand other were sharpened. The effect of all this has
been to produce intense lonelinessin many societies, especially
in the modern West, and thisloneliness has been so acute that
those who cherish their solitude are not leftin peace. We choose
oursolitude,and those who are, if may putit this way, versed
insolitude can even find itin a crowd. Butno one chooses to be
lonely:itis the fate of those who must live in asociety torn apart
by anomie, estrangement and distancing—from one’s self,
community,and moral purpose. The gist of it is that, in the face
of COVID-19, we are now beingasked to ‘only disconnect'—and
this when ‘distancing—isolation, self-absorption, narcissism,
social distancing—has been the bane of modern society.
Afuller comprehension of the politics of ‘distancing’ that
COVID-19 has brought to the fore would also require a detailed
analysis,of which Ican furnish only afew cluesat this time,
of the geopolitics of fencing borders: no oneis predicting that
COVID-19 willlead to the dissolution of the European Union,
butitisstriking that one country after anotherin Europe started
sealingits borders from itsneighbours. Nearly every country in
the world has sealed its borders from others: friend and foe areall
the same. Countries desire nothing more at this juncture of CO-
VID-19’s peregrinations than to distance themselves from one
another. Globalisation was touted as making the world smaller,
but the ease with which the coronavirushasmoved from one
territory to another, wholly indifferent to borders or variance in
political regimes, is tempting even some of globalisation’s vocal
cheerleadersto question the wisdom of their enthusiasm. There
wasevena time, not solong ago, when commentatorssuchas

Francis Fukuyama—moved by the crumbling of the Berlin
Wall, the fall of the Soviet Union and the rush in the countries
behind the Iron Curtain to embrace laissezfairecapitalism—
were inspired to pontificate about the end of history. Western
liberal democracy shored up by the free market evidently
represented the apotheosis of universal human history:if the
consumer could be given ‘choice’ at the supermarket, nirvana
wasathand and it scarcely mattered whether the otherworldly
messiah was Jesus, Mohammad, Krishna, the Buddha oreven
the Communist Party. Other commentators of a different politi-
cal persuasion were bold enough to suggest that supranational
entities,such as the UN, the World Trade Organization and the
European Union, had rendered the nation-state obsolete. The
rise of ethnic nationalism and political authoritarianism in near-
ly every part of the world hasin recent years greatly diminished
all these arguments for globalisation; now, with the coronavirus
ontheloose, thereisreason tosuspect that some people are
preparing to write globalisation’s obituary.

Thereisayet greater sensein which the coronavirus careens
towards mostly unexpected outcomes and alerts usto the ever-
growingarc of distancing thathas upended the relationship
of humanstonature. The COVID-19 cataclysm hasa cosmic
dimension with many implications for our understanding of
climate change. Itisscarcely surprising that the already mas-
sivereporting on COVID-19 hasfocusedlargely on either the
measures—from washinghandsandstayingathomeifone hasa
cough and fever toimposing quarantine and social distancing—
that mightbe taken to diminish infectionsand halt the spread
ofthe virus, or on theimmense economic repercussions of its
global spread. The economists, whetherin India, the US, Britain
orelsewhereare still debating whether their country’seconomy,
and the global economy, hasslid intoa ‘recession’. The econo-
mistslongago established their redundancy but, as the proverb
goes,one can take the horse toa stream but one cannot makeit
drink. The corporate and businesselites point to the precipitous
decline of the stock market, with the Dow Jonesslidingby 12.93
per centon March 16th forits worst-ever losson asingle day since
the Great Depression of 1929, the trillions of dollars wiped out
with the market selloff over the last four weeks, the decimation
of theairline industry,and billionslosthere and there. Those at
the middle end of the economy, whether in Europe, Asia or the
Americas, have every reason to lament the closure of businesses,
thedeclinein sales, theloss of profitsand the slim prospectsofa
quick recovery. Their concerns hover around, forexample, the
implications of the economic fallout for the college education of
theirchildren or how the economic downturn might affect their
plansfor the purchase of a car orhome renovation. Among the
working-class, whetheremployed in low-payingif steady jobs
orasdaily-wage labourers, or sloggingit out in the so-called gig
economy, the economic concerns, towhich Ihave alluded earlier,
are more immediate and the fearis palpable. Whoisto pay, for
instance, for 14 days of quarantine? Ifinfectionsrise in India,
where testing has barely commenced, by the tens of thousands
within days, will the poor be accommodated atallinamedical
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system thatis already overwhelmed? How will the poor pay for
treatment over an extended period of time? Social isolation may
be an unadulterated good from the standpoint of public health
officials, buthow doesithelp to put food on the table? The cloud
of economicinsecurity hasalways hung over the poor, and it will,
with the spread of the coronavirus, only get darkerandlarger.
‘While the economic considerations that weigh so heav-
ily with somany people are thus wholly understandable, it is
nevertheless the brute fact, all the more ominous in view of
what creeping climate change portends for humans (and indeed
all other species), that we still remain utterly captive toideas
of growth, productivity and consumption. There have been at
best feeble attempts to mitigate consumption, and it may even
beargued that Amazon hassinglehandedly played what can
only be described asamonstrously criminal role in increasing
consumption levels worldwide. Thomas
Carlyle wasbeing much too kind when

thatalone wassufficient toraise questions about the inscrutabil-
ity of God’s ways. However, asis the case with the present writer,
one doesnot even have to believe in God, much less subscribe
totheodicy, toarrive at the understanding that there arelaws
of compensation that govern the world. Since human beings
havebeen so obdurate in clinging to their wasteful and destruc-
tive ways, and the political, corporate and managerial elites
have, taken asa whole, been so wholly oblivious to the pressing
questions of climate change, nature hashad to find some other
way of recompense. The earth needsrestasmuch aswe do. The
Puranicimagination in India has never been shy in pronounc-
ingupon the fact that the earth needs to be relieved from time
totime of theimmense burdens placed upon it by humans. Per-
hapswe needed amicrobe tojolt us from the anthropocentrism
towhich humansare shackled at their own peril.
The scientificminded and slaves of
reason will doubtless quiverand take

he described economicsasa ‘dismal
science’,but debatable asmy proposition
may be tosome, itis incontrovertibly
true thateconomistshave awomb-like
attachment to theidea of ‘growth’. The
economist whoadvocates foranything
but growth—oh, yes, the kind’and
‘sensitive’ ones wantless uneven growth,
ordevelopment with a ‘human face’—is
nothingbuta pariah to his or her profes-
sion:if one wants tolearn ‘social distanc-
ing’, the group of troglodytesknown as
economists would have something to
teach the epidemiologists, virologists and
healthcare practitionersnow struggling
to contain and mitigate the coronavirus.
Airline travel has come toa virtual
halt. Oil saleshave plummeted. Factories
have cometoastandstill. Carsareno
longer beingrolled down assembly lines
atadizzying pace. A large number of
containersare lyingat portsaround the

ONE MIGHT HAVE THOUGHT
THAT THOSE WHO ABIDE BY
THE VIEW THAT REASON IS
EVERYTHING WOULD HAVE
PAUSED TO REFLECT THAT
COVID-19 HAS PERHAPS
APPEARED AS A WARNING
TO HUMANS WHO THOUGHT
THEY HAD ACHIEVED
MASTERY OVER NATURE
THAT THEY ARE STILL FAR
FROM BEING ABLE TO
EXERCISE CONTROL OVER
THE COURSE OF EVENTS

umbrage at any interpretation of the
emergence of the coronavirus, its passage
around the world and the waysin which
we might begin to comprehend what
isunfolding before our eyes thatisnot
bound to the evidence and the opinion
of ‘experts’. Itisenough forustowash
our hands, noless than with soap for 20
seconds, as often asis necessary or pos-
sible; restrain ourselves from engaging
inreflex actionsthat are second nature
tous—touching oureyes, nose and face;
observeadistance of six feet from any
other person; refrain from patronising
abusiness, restaurant, museum: only
follow the guidelines and we asa people
will be healed. A miraculous cure of sorts
ison offer fora beleaguered humankind.
Onemight have thought that those who
abide by the view that reason is everything
would have paused to reflect, howsoever
slightly, that COVID-19 has perhapsap-

world, with little or no prospects that the
goods will find their way to theintended
recipients before weeks or even months
elapse. The economy of every country hasalready taken a huge
hit,and the global economy asa whole will registera steep de-
cline in growth when the data becomes available in due course.
Viral capitalism has, atleast for the present, metitsmatch in the
viral pandemic. Why should all of this, however, be construed
and mourned as an unadulterated evil? The Enlightenment
philosophers grappled with the question of the presence of evil
inaworld madeby God, occasioning alively debate around a
massive earthquake thatstruck the city of Lisbon on November
1st,1755and all but levelled the city. Nearly a fifth of Lisbon’s
population of 200,000 was at once wiped out,and no church of
any significance remained: among a devoutly Catholic people,

peared asa warning, notevenavery much
disguised oneat that, to humans who
thought that they had achieved mastery
over nature that they are still far from being able to exercise
control over the course of events. Perhaps COVID-1g really loves
usafterall andits display of affection might manifest itselfin
ourrenewed ability tolive in solitude, engage in face-to-face
conversation, find pleasure in abook and, often most difficult of
all, find common cause with family members. For now, at least,
we won't have the luxury of being able to say that we don’t have
the timeforall this, will we?m

Vinay Lalis Professor of History and Asian American Studies,
University of California, Los Angeles. He is the author
of several books on politics and culture
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By MJ AKBAR

NLY ATHEISTS BELIEVE IN DEATH. Theists
belong to infinity. For them, a funeral is merely
transition of the atman, rooh or soul from one
manifestation toanother; from existence on earth
toanewnatural beyond life.

Godis synonymous with life, not death. In every religion an eter-
nal God has promised eternity to his human creation. During the
mortal phase oflife, Godisone dimension away from even the most
faithful of believers, but in the hereafter the Almighty becomes an
omnipotent executive presiding over whichever dwellinghasbeen
earned by the individual.

Clearly the spirit, once released from human bondage, finds a far
more democratic ethos. Thereisnodistinction of social, financial or
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KATLGAH CEMETERY IN MASHHAD, IRAN, CREATED FROM A PHOTO IN THE KHANIKOF COLLECTION, 1861
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political rank in heaven, orindeed hell. The only king or ca-
liphinthe Abrahamicfaithsis God, Allah orJehovah.In Hin-
duism, divinity becomesplural,but thehumanbeing cannot
rise beyond the semi-divine. In Hinduism and Christianity,
God can become man;man cannotbecome God.InIslam, the
doctrine of tauhid—and its equivalent in Judaism—makes
God unitary and indivisible.

The originsof Hinduism lie in the Vedas. The Rig Veda, an
anthology of 1,028 Sanskrit hymns originating in the Indus
Valley Civilisation that flourished some 4,000 years ago, is
surely among the most profound, nuanced and stimulating
enquiries into the fundamental mysteries of creation, life,

DEATH IS AN EPISODIC
FACT IN ISLAM, A
NECESSARY PRELUDE
TOTHE JUDGMENT
DAY WHENCE BEGINS
THE ETERNAL
EXISTENCE IN THE
COSMOGRAPHY OF
HEAVEN AND HELL:
THERE ARE
TRADITIONALLY SEVEN
HEAVENS BUT ONLY
ONE HELL. THIS LIFE
ISAMERE PROBATION

death and divinity,a bridge between duty and destiny, time
andinfinity,experienceand morality,individualand universe.
Itisa philosophy where death isa sadness, without terror.

In the Vedic beginning, there was neither existence nor
non-existence, ‘neither death norimmortality’ [ have used
the translation by Wendy Doniger, published by Penguin];
even the gods came after creation by an original progenitor,
called Ka and then Prajapati, who later created man. Rita,
the cosmic order, and satya, truth, were born from tapas, the
heat of sacrifice.

Yama, elder son of the sun, was the first man to die. He
became, thereby, pathfinderto the afterlife,aswell asour col-
lective creditor:everymortalisin hisdebt by virtue of birth. A
hymnasksustohonour‘King Yama’,son of Vivaswan, with
somaand oblationrich inbutterand honey, for ‘Yamawasthe
firsttofindaway forus’; histwo four-eyed dogs may thirst for
‘thebreath oflife’but theystilllead usto heaven. [It was only

inlater traditions that Yama was re-imagined asa demon.|

‘Go forth,’ says a hymn to the dead, ‘go forth on those
ancient paths on which our ancient fathers passed beyond.
Thereyoushallsee the twokings, Yamaand Varuna, rejoicing
in the sacrificial drink’ [the Svadha, or Soma; the sacrificial
callis Svaha]. The next verse is an exhortation: ‘Unite with
the fathers, with Yama, with the rewards of your sacrifices
and good deeds, in the highest heaven. Leaving behind all
imperfections, go back home again; merge with a glorious
body.’ Andso,notonlydo thedead getanewlife but theyalso
getaglorious body toreplace the one that was incarcerated.
Death isareturn, notadeparture.

The Burial Hymniseven celebratory: ‘Goaway, death, by
another path thatisyour own, different from theroad of the
gods...Those whoarealive have now parted from those who
are dead. Our invitation to the gods has become auspicious
today. We have gone forward todance and laugh, stretching
farther our ownlengtheningspan oflife’. Soma, the plant of
heaven, induces both ecstasy and immortality.

Quran: Inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi raji’'oon (From Allah

we come, to Allah we go). Death isan episodic factin
Islam,anecessary preludetothejudgmentday whencebegins
the eternal existence in the cosmography of heaven and hell:
therearetraditionallyseven heavensbutonlyonehell. Thislife
isamere probation, for ‘Every soul shall have a taste of death;
and only on judgment day shall you be paid your full recom-
pense. Only he whois saved far from the fire and admitted to
the garden will have attained the object [of life]. For the life of
thisworldisbutgoodsand chattelsof deception’[Surah 3:185).
Allah tells mankind: ‘We have decreed death to be your com-
mon lot,and we are not to be frustrated from changing your
forms and creating you [again]in [forms] that you know not’
[Surah 56: 60, 61; from the translation by Abdullah Yusuf Ali].

There are graphic descriptions of heaven and hell in the
Quran; see Surah 76, among others. Heaven, the eternal
home for those who have pleased Allah, isa garden of bliss,
with fountains, mansions, rivers, fruits, carpets, chaste com-
panions, abundance, joy and tasnim, a drink superior to the
purest wine. There isnovain discourse, and therefore peace
and security. There is no envy, worry, toil, sorrow.

Hell, in contrast, is the abode of arrogance for those who
dismissed religion as an amusement. Their fate is to drink
boiling, fetid water,burninafuriousfireand plead foranend
thatwill never come. Atthe bottom of hell grows the cursed
and pungent tree of Zagqum, as bitter as the food. There is
muchmore. The point,of course,isthatitisuptothe human
beingto choose his orher destinyin the nextlife. ‘Lostindeed
are they who treatit asa falsehood that they must meet Al-
lah—until on a sudden the hour is on them, and they say:
‘Ah!woe unto us that we took no thought of it’, for they bear
theirburdenson theirbacks,and evilindeed are the burdens

le | YHE FUNERAL CHANT in Islamis a verse from the
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thattheybear’[Surah 6:31].

Thereisno confusionin therelationship between thislife
and thenext. Asthe powerful Surah on giyamah, or resurrec-
tion, puts it: man will be evidence against himself.

Thesearch forthisevidenceisconstant; two guardianan-
gels, onesittingtotherightandtheothertothelefinoteevery
word spoken. According to tradition, the angels are called
Munkar and Nakir [although they are not so named in the
Quran]. Thefirstquestion after death isabout the deceased’s
conviction in Allah and His Prophet: if the answer s correct
thereis a pleasant wait till Paradise. This quiescent state is
known as barzakh, when the deceased wait till judgment or
‘till the day they are raised up’[Surah 23:100].

Perhaps the most powerful passage in the Quran about
lifeand death isin Surah 50, Qaf, which contains the famous
verse that Sufis cite to claim proximity to Allah: ‘It was We
who created man, and We know what dark suggestions his
soulmakestohim,for Weare nearerto him than [his]jugular

THE RIG VEDA IS
SURELY AMONG THE
MOST PROFOUND,
NUANCED AND
STIMULATING
ENQUIRIES INTO
THE FUNDAMENTAL
MYSTERIES OF
CREATION, LIFE,
DEATH AND
DIVINITY. ITIS A
PHILOSOPHY WHERE
DEATH IS A SADNESS,
WITHOUT TERROR

vein'. Verse 19 says: ‘And the stupor of death will bring truth’.
Abdullah Yusuf Aliexplains that the ‘stupororunconscious-
ness to this probationary life will be the opening of the eyes
to the spiritual world for death is the gateway between the
two’. Your destination will be determined when the trumpet
of judgment is blown and an angel will drive each soul to
bear witness. There is no escape from judgment: ‘The word
changes notbefore Me,and I do not theleast injustice to My
servants’[Surah 50:29].

The Persians have a term for death: Shahr-e-Khamoshi-
yan|[City of Silence]. Allah breaks that silence with justice.

tual Paul dwellsatlength on the ultimate existentialist

question, the mystery of death. He is challenging the
ancient exoneration of excess, and its inherent sins, encap-
sulated in the aphorism that remains a familiar call: ‘Let us
eatand drink, for tomorrow we die.’

Paul answers: ‘Lo! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all
sleep, but we shall all be changed, inamoment, in the twin-
kling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will
sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we
shall be changed. For this perishable nature must put on
the imperishable, and this mortal nature must put onim-
mortality. When the perishable puts on the imperishable,
and themortal puts onimmortality, then shall come to pass
thesayingthatiswritten: ‘Deathisswallowed upinvictory’’

This is followed by the much-quoted lines: ‘O death,
whereis thy victory? O death, whereis thy sting?

There is eternal repose in heaven, a promise abundant
through both the Old and New Testaments. In his second
letter, St Peter tells the faithful to ‘waitfornew heavensanda
new earthin whichrighteousnessdwells’echoing therevela-
tion of the apocalypse to St John: ‘Then I saw anew heaven
and anew earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had
passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy
city,new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God,
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband; and I hearda
loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling of
Godis with men. He will dwell with them, and they shall
be His people, and God himself will be with them; he will
wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no
more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain
any more, for the former things have passed away.’

Clearly,something tolook forward toafteran earthly life
filled with misery, poverty, anxiety.

The God of the Bible is, in essence, precisely the same as
the Almighty of all faiths: Tam the Alpha and the Omega,
the beginning and the end’. Alpha is genesis, when heaven
and earth were the first in the sequence of creation; and in
the end is liberation, the return from earth to ‘Our Father,
whoartin heaven’.

AstheBible putsit, thelastenemytobe destroyedisdeath.

I nhisfirstletterto the Corinthians, the apostle-intellec-

of those who dismiss God as a myth, a prop for the
intellectually weak and perennially frightened? Sci-
ence uses evidence and enquiry as the basis fora doctrine
like the big bang theory of creation, which postulates that
the universe began with a ‘primeval atom’ some 14 billion
yearsago,andsneersatthose whoaccepttruthasthemysteri-
ousoutpouring fromamysterious, invisible,unfathomable
eternal being installed in the sky.
Letussetaside thetemptationtotreatthereligiousmodel
asametaphor for the scientific; or suggest that 14 billion

S OWHATTHEN of science, the buttressand rationale
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yearsin thelatest chapter of scientific chronology and aday
in Genesis are merely different interpretations of our still
evolving notions of time. This will merely displease vota-
ries of both groups and persuade neither. Buta book I have
beenreading sparked a counterintuitive question: Does the
advance of science confirm that creation was a miracle?

Let us look at the product for a moment rather than
the producer.

The author Bill Bryson erupted into the publishing
universe as a big-bang travel writer, but has now emerged
through a form of Darwinian literary evolution as a popu-
lar chronicler of serious science, with the unique ability to
enliven facts with a gentle sense of humour. Here are a very
few, randomly cherry-picked facts from his densely packed

book with a self-explanatory title, The Body:

xEvery day we breathe about 20,000 times, process-
inganaverage of 12,500 litres of air, taking over sev-
enmillionbreathseach year. Each time webreathe,
we exhale 25 sextillion molecules of oxygen [even
the thought of such anumber is exhausting];

xIn an urban environment, a person can inhale
some 20 billion foreign particles each day includ-
ing dust, pollutants, which are then cleaned out
by our lungs or diverted by many millions of cilia
to the stomach where they are dissolved by hydro-
chloricacid;

«The eye can distinguish between twoand 7.5 mil-
lion colours, and darts on an average of four times
every second;

xEach person produces between five to ten ounces
of tears every day which are drained through tiny
holesknown as puncta; the tearsweseeare an over-
flow during spasms of high emotion;

x*We can detect up to a trillion odours [I still find it
hard to believe that there are so many odours, but
thereyouare};

«Theheart beatsmore than 3.5 billion timesduring
anormal lifespan;

xEvery day the heart, which weighs less than a
pound, dispenses 6,240 litres of blood;

xNerve signalstravel at 27omph.

*Why don’t people get mumps twice? Because the
body contains T-cells with a memory of previous
invasions by pathogens, and create adaptive im-
munity even after six or seven decades. Thatis why
many diseases attack only once;

«Sneeze droplets|[thelatest weapon of massdestruc-
tion]cantraveladistance of eight metres, driftingin
suspension like a sheet for up to ten minutes;
xAround 75 per cent of the brain is water, the rest fat and
protein. Livingin dark silence, the brain churns more infor-
mation in 30 seconds than the Hubble Space Telescope can
processin 3oyears;

*One cubicmillimetre of brain, equivalent toabout grain of
sand, can hold information equivalent to a billion copies of
Bryson’sbook. An average brain has the capacity to contain
the entire digital content of the world, as measured in 2019
[when The Bodywas published].

Let’snoteven gonear neurons, or gape at thenotion that
the eyes send a hundred billion signals to the brain every
second. My question is: could all this incredible machinery
happen by sheer accident?

You have a signature brain. You be the judge.m
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N ARGUMENT THE American Con-
servative thinker and journalist Ben
Shapiromakesagainstabortioniswhat
ifastronomersreached Marsforthefirst
time and found a foetus? Would it be
considered life or not? The answer, he
says,isnotindebatebyanyone. Asingle
cell would be termed life anywhere outside earth. Ergo, kill-
ingoffoetusesismurderand therefore abortioniswrong. The
argumentisnotironclad. Whatifastronomerswent toMars
and discovered a chicken? Should it mean that no chicken
should ever be consumed ever again? It is thus predicated
on the idea that human life is sacred. But why should it be
so? Shapiro does not believe in the sacredness of human life
when it comesto the death penalty, which heisin favour of.
Hisreasoning is that babies are innocent and someone who
murdersisnot. Thatleadstoacontradiction. If itisalright to
kill in some circumstance despite the value we have placed
on human lives, then all that is necessary is to extend a cir-

BETWEEN
LIFE & LIFE

As humans know it and
as the virus knows it

By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

cumstance to the killing of foetuses, for example, danger to
the mother’slife or convenience. Finding a foetus on Mars
shouldnotthengiveanabsoluteillegitimacy tokillingthem.
The value of human life is just what we make of it. Shapiro
isan orthodox Jew and so that shapes his view. Rationalists
willjustaslegitimately change the definition of life tomake
foetuses an outlier without absolute survival rights.

The question of what life is can get more confusing. Each
human being isnotjust one life. The body is replete with tril-
lionsofbacteria. And, both these bacteriaand usarerelentlessly
hometoviruses. Thereisnotamomentfrombirth todeath that
they are not part of us. How then do you say that itisnot the
body itself? If you can’t get around to that view, then consider
that the body, as you understand it, sheds almost all of itself
many timesover. Cellsdie,newonestaketheirplaceandithap-
pensto every single cell. Whois the one alive? The value we
givetoourlivesismerelyacorollary of human consciousness.
Foralltherestoforganicnature, itisinstinctive; the fundamen-
talline of the software—‘survive, reproduce’—from whichall
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the other codes got written. For humans, itis both instinctive
andreasoned. Otherwise, whatis the choice facinghumanity
today—tosavethelivesof theagedand the unwell, versusun-
dergoingmassivelossestothe general welfare of the speciesby
notshutting the world down. Itisennobling that few govern-
mentshavereallyhad tothink what decisiontotake. Thelives
oftheweak have been given precedence over the comfortand
security of thestrong. Animalswouldnotnecessarilymakethe
same decision, their instincts might guide them elsewhere.
Thevalueappropriated tohuman life by usisalsoforced onto
everything else on earth with great success. Everything ani-
mateand inanimate on earth isnow in our service.

Then comesaviruswhichreally doesn’t care forthe diktat.

Theironyisthat the virusisnoteven ‘alive’as per human
construct. In one YouTube clip, Vincent Racaniello,a doctor
and professor at Columbia University, who is a populariser
of virology, delvesinto the question. He first explains what it
takesforsomethingtobe termedalive. It mustbe composed of
oneormore cells;must have homeostasis, the ability toregu-
lateitsinner environment, like temperature; must be able to
generateenergy; mustgrow; mustadapttonew environments
by evolution; must respond to stimuli, like a plant moving
towardslight; and finally, be able to reproduce. He then pulls
a pock-marked, multi-coloured ball with a thread inside, a
model of a protein shell protecting a strand of ribonucleic
acid (RNA)inside of the polio virus. And he says, ‘On itsown,
itdoesn’t have any of the properties listed above.’ The virus
by itselfis thus not alive. On the other hand, it can suddenly
develop properties of life afterit entersacell. It takes over the
celland turnsitintoafactory making copiesof itself. The cell,
which now belongs to the virus, is alive. Racaniello defines
virusasanorganism with two phases: the virus particlewhich
isnotalive,and then theinfected cellwhichisclearlyalive. The
virus bequeaths life toitself through us.

Once the button of life is switched on, then like all beings,
the code—continue by reproducing—becomes operational.
Through great cunning, it makes those it infectsa partnerin
this. Takerabies,a virus thathasbeen conquered in the devel-
oped world even asIndia remainsits epicentre. A rabies virus
thatinfectsadogmakesitchangeitsbehavioursothatthe dog
helps the virusin its transmission. It makes the dog more ag-
gressivewhichleadsittobiteothers, thuspassingon thevirus
throughitssaliva.Italsomakesthedogtravel aroundinlarger
circlessothattheareatheanimal coversismore,increasingthe
probability of it biting others,and thereby transmitting the vi-
rus.Inastudy published in Scientific Reportsin 2017, researchers
looked intohow this was done. Science Daily, reporting on the
study, quoted its co-authorassaying that the viruses collectin
thespacesbetween brain cellsduring the early stages of infec-
tion. Brain cellscommunicatein thesespaces. Theresearchers
lookedathow virusesbind toreceptorsthereand changehow
brain cellsnormally communicate, thuschanging thebehav-
iour of the infected animal.

Thereportadded: ‘Thischange of behavior could work to

theadvantage of the virus, changing the behavior of infected
animalstoincrease the chances that infection will spread to
otheranimals.Inone of the experiments, Hueffer (lead author
Karsten Hueffer of the University of Alaska, Fairbanks) and
hiscolleaguesinjected asmall piece of the rabies virus glyco-
proteinintothebrainsof mice. “When we injected thissmall
pieceof thevirusglycoprotein into the brain of mice, themice
started runningaround much more than mice thatgotacon-
trolinjection,” hesaid. “Such abehaviorcanbeseen in rabies
infected animalsas well.” Man hasstillnot developed a cure
forrabies. But when Louis Pasteur discovered a vaccine asfar
back as 1885, we exercised domination over the disease even
before we knew such a thing as virus existed. But these are
always Sisyphean victories. The same virus mutates or new
virusesarebornandall thatwe candoisrelentlessopposition.

Thereisafundamental difference between how the virus
and thehumanapproacheslife. Humanbeingshave become
conditioned to give priority toindividual life—firstsave your-
self, then family, then friends, then tribe, then country. It is
only through an act of collective will that this conditioning
can be changed. And then too it is tenuous. Thatis why soci-
eties collapse in the face of a pandemic; once the illusion of
controlis broken, itis every man for himself.

It starts as non-life, enters a cell and becomes life. But

then it destroysitself, to let all its copies out. It is de-
signed to die to keep the replication going. The advantage of
thatisexponential growth. Itiswhat makes Covid-19, which
started as one single virusjust a few monthsback, being all
over the world today in numbersso vast thatitisimpossible
to compute. In alecture, Vincent Racaniello presents a few
slidesto giveanidea of the vastness of virusnumbers at play
in the world. In one slide, he talks about just one category
of viruses that infect bacteria, called bacteriophage. They
weigh a femtogram, which is 1o to the power of -15 (0.000
000000000 001). Even for soinfinitesimal an organism, ifall
the bacteriophage in the waters of the earth were added up,
it would amount to 10 to the power of 30. And thatis about
1,000 times the biomass of all the elephantsin the world put
together. And string them end to end, it would span a 100
million light years. Just alitre of seawater has more viruses
than all the people on earth.

The only thing that really saves human beingsisthat the
virus has no interest in killing us. In fact, the more we stay
alive itis good for them, because they get trillions of more
lives in the bargain. At some point, even if human beings
donothingatall, Covid-1g will make an easy truce and turn
moreand morebenign tobecomeaseasonal flu. Theseterms
of peace are unacceptable to humans. That is the price of ev-
ery life having value. We might win thistime toowhenavac-
cinearrives, but only till one new virus suddenly finds itself
athomeinahumancell. m

I : OR THE VIRUS, the individual is inconsequential.
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Gan We Forgive China?

If any other country had sparked such a
mammoth international crisis, it would

now be in the global doghouse

ByBRAHMA CHELLANEY o

HE INCALCULABLE HUMAN and economic
toll exacted by the spread of the novel coronavirus
from China promisestoshake up global geopolitics,
including China’s position in the world. With the
21-day India lockdown—the largest national shut-
down in history—nearly half of the global popula-
tionisnow undersome form oflockdown, thanksto
China’sdisastrous, initial missteps thatallowed the deadly virus
tospread farand wide.

After the global crisis is over, the West’s relationship with
China is unlikely to go back to normal. Efforts are expected to
begin toloosen China’s grip on global supply chains. Moves are
already afootin the US Congress to bringmanufacture of essential
medicinesback tothe US, which currently relieson Chinafor gy
per cent of all its antibiotics.

Asian countries were the first to be affected by the transna-
tional spread of Covid-19 from China. Infact,onlyafter Covid-19
cases with Wuhan links were detected in Thailand and South
Korea that China acknowledged its epidemic, when the People’s
Daily on January 21st admitted human-to-human spread and
publicised Chinese President Xi Jinping’s first comments. The
bitternessover China’srolein triggering the pandemic willlikely
lingerin Asia. Afterall, the lives of many will never be the same.

AsUSPresident Donald Trump hassaid, “the worldis payinga
bigprice”for China’sinitial, weeks-long cover-up of the Covid-19
outbreak in Wuhan city and other parts of Hubei province. From
November 17th onward, according to a South China Morning Post
report based on Chinese government data, Wuhan doctors re-
corded onetofive casesdaily, beforeinfectionratesspiralledanda
raging epidemic unfolded. However, China waited until January
21sttoissue the first warning to its public. By then, the spread of
the virus had gone beyond its control.

Astudybased onsophisticated modellinghasindicated thatif
Chinese authorities had acted three weeks earlier than they did,
the number of Covid-19 casesin China could have been reduced
by 95 per cent and the global spread of the disease limited. The
virus spread farther and wider because the Communist Party of
China (CPC) cared more about its reputation than the Chinese
people’ssuffering or the transnational impacts.

Make no mistake: China faces lasting damage to its image.
The CPCnot only engineered the pandemic, however inadver-
tently, butalso hassought tosave face by unleashingasustained
disinformation campaign aimedat creatingdoubtsoverthenew
disease’s origin in China. Chinese diplomats, for example, have
unabashedly sought to blame the US for the virus. But such out-
landish propaganda has few takers.

The images the world has seen of markets in China selling
wildanimalsforslaughter on the spot have served asareminder
of how Beijing ignored warnings from its own experts since the
2002-2003 Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) pandemic,
which also originated on Chinese territory. Infectious-disease
specialistsbased in Hong Kong, inastudy publishedin 2007 inan
American journal, said the presence of alarge reservoir of SARS-
like ‘viruses in horseshoe bats, together with the culture of eat-
ing exotic mammals, was a Chinese ‘time bomb’ that raised the
‘possibility of the reemergence of SARS and other novel viruses
from animalsor laboratories.’

In fact, just months before the Covid-19 outbreak in China, a
biomedical study by four Chinese presciently warned thatanew
coronavirus will emanate from bats, with ‘an increased prob-
ability that thiswill occurin China.’ The Chinese hunger for the
rare, exoticand dubiously curative hasfostered wildlife farming,
providedacoverforpoachingand threatened todriveendangered
animals to extinction.
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Videosshowing Chinese wolfing down pangolins, wolf cubs,
dogs, snakes, hedgehogs, civet catsor otheranimalsnot only con-
tribute to China’simage problem butalsounderline the dangers
of another deadly disease originating in that country. The CPC
wields the big stick to muzzle dissentathome butnot to change
tastesorattitudesthatcould give the world yetanother pandemic
after SARS and Covid-19.

Covid-19, meanwhile, has cast an unflattering light on the
onlyinstitution tasked with providing global health leadership,
the World Health Organization (WHO). Under Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus, WHO's first chief who isnotamedical doctor, the
institution’s credibility has taken a severe beating.

Tedros, who served as Ethiopia’s health minister and then
foreign minister, has mismanaged WHO’s efforts to contain
Covid-19, declaring it a pandemic only on March 11th, weeks
afterthe virushad spread acrossthe world. This contrastswith the
alacrity with which he has defended China’s Covid-19 response
atevery stage.

In fact, before China came clean, Tedros actively aided CPC’s
effortsto ‘play down theseverity, prevalence and scope of the CO-
VID-19 outbreak,” as two US-based scholars have pointed out.
Health officials in Taiwan, which instituted Covid-19 preven-
tive measures before any country, have said that they alerted the
WHO on December 31st to human-to-human transmission by
detailinghow Wuhan medical staffwere gettingill. Yet, based on
Chinese inputs, the WHO declared on January 14th that there
was ‘noclearevidence’ of such transmission. The WHO changed
its position only after China belatedly admitted transmission
between humans.

When countrieslike the US, Italy and Indiabanned travel to or
from China, Tedros publicly opposed such restrictions on Febru-
ary 4th, warning that they will have “the effect of increasing fear
andstigma, withlittle public-health benefit.” Tedroshas further
politicised WHOs role in the current crisis by lavishing praise
onXi, saying he has displayed “a very rare leadership,” and pay-
ingtribute to Chinese “transparency,” despite the CPC’sintrinsic
aversion to transparency.

Founded 71 yearsago,the WHOremains overly bureaucratic
and too dependent onsome major donorstoindependently coor-
dinateinternational health policy, which explains China’s grow-
ing sway over that United Nations agency, including shutting
the door to Taiwan’s entry. After Tedros’s overt politicisation of
international health, the damage to WHO’s credibility willnotbe
easy torepair. Calls are already growing for him to resign.

The lesson from SARS—the first pandemic of the 21st cen-
tury—wasthatstate transparency and early and accurate public
warning are essential to fight the major outbreak of any disease.
ButBeijing did the opposite during the Covid-19 outbreak,asun-
derscored byafavouritesocial-medialine,‘Chinaliedand people
died.’Beijinghelped spawnamanmade calamity thathascreated
anunparalleled global crisis.

In fact, China also covered up the SARS outbreak for more
than a month, holding the doctor who blew the whistle onitin
military custody for 45 days. And, in the past 19 months, secrecy
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and under-reporting of African swine flu cases in China has cre-
ated one of the worst livestock epidemics ever that haskilled mil-
lions of pigs there. China’s Covid-19 role, however, will rank as
the most dangerous cover-up in modern history.

Had Beijing sought to confine the Covid-19 outbreak to its
central Hubei province by suspending all travel from there as
soon as it became aware of the gravity of the problem, the novel
coronavirus might not have spread to other parts of China or to
other countries. Instead, it put no restriction on international
travel, including from Wuhan, thereby helping to spread the
disease internationally.

HEN COUNTRIES LIKE the US, Italy and India

blocked flights to and from China, Beijing expressed

dismay, saying such bans went against the WHO

recommendation not to restrict travel and trade. ‘In
disregard of WHO recommendation against travel restrictions,
the US went the opposite way, the Chinese foreign ministry’s
spokesman said on Twitterinresponse to America’s January 31st
travelrestrictions. ‘Whereisitsempathy? Beijing called for lifting
the bans, while cajoling small, financially vulnerable countries
tokeep their borders open to Chinese travellers.

InTtaliancities,individual travellers from Chinaheld placards
atpublicintersections that read, ‘Please hug me:ITama Chinese,
notavirus.’ And videosshowing them receiving hugs from pass-
ersby were telecast in China by the state media to signal that the
worldstillloved China.

Now, by spreading unfounded conspiracy theories, China is
seeking to deflect criticism for its role in starting a pandemic by
covering up the coronavirus outbreak at home. Indeed, the Chi-
nese leadershipis facing a credibility problem at home over its
secretive initial response to the outbreak. It has sought to save
itself from the people’s wrath by spreading conspiracy theories
ontheoriginofthe virusand by pattingitself on the back for sup-
posedly bringing the spread of the disease under control. Xi has
been portrayed asahero whoisleading the country tovictoryin
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WHEN THE
OUTBREAK
OCCURRED IN
WUHAN, CHINA
ACTED DECISIVELY
NOT AGAINST
THEVIRUS BUT
AGAINST THE
WHISTLE-BLOWERS

Ascenein Wuhan,
China, March 3

a‘people’s war’ against Covid-19.

The Covid-19 crisis has not stopped the regime from going
afteranyone daringtoexposeitsinitial cover-up. Beijing property
tycoon Ren Zhigiang, who called Xi a ‘clown-emperor with no
clothes,” has been missing since mid-March. Tsee not an emper-
or standing there exhibiting his ‘new clothes, but a clown who
stripped naked and insisted on continuing tobe an emperor,’ Ren
hadsaidinan essaythatblamed Xi forsilencing whistle-blowers
and suppressing information on the outbreak.

Many Chinese are still seething over the regime’sinitial con-
cealment and mismanagement of the crisis. The public anger
athome, coupled with the damage to China’s global image, has
prompted Beijingtolauncha public-relations blitzkrieg, includ-
ing churning out conspiracy theories.

As if China’s role in starting a global pandemic was not
enough, Beijingisnow unleashinga pandemic oflies. Tobe sure,
fabrications and disinformation are integral to China’s ‘three
wars’ concept: public opinion warfare, psychological warfare
and legal warfare. Consequently, the circulation of disinforma-
tionisan old Chinese tactic.

Withits ‘three wars’ doctrine, Beijing has sought to send two
messages to the rest of the world: ‘we did everything to stop the
outbreak; in fact, we bought you time;’ and ‘the virus probably
didn’teven originate in China.’ The paradox is that the two mes-
sages, built on falsehoods, are contradictory. But that does not
bother the regime, which has published a propaganda book in
multiple languages, including English, Arabic, Spanish, French
and Russian. The book, toutingitshandling of the disease, istitled,
A Battle Against Epidemic: China Combatting COVID-19 in 2020.

China’scombative publicdiplomacyinvolvesthe use of Twit-
ter and other social-media platforms to influence the interna-
tional narrative through misinformation and disinformation.
Zhao Lijian, the new in-charge of the social-media propaganda
machine, hasrecently used Twitter to push unfounded conspir-
acy theories, including that the novel coronavirus was brought
by US Army officers who visited Wuhan in October 2019.

Before becoming the Chinese foreign ministry’s spokesman

inBeijing earlier this year,Zhao was China’sdeputy chief of mis-
sion in Pakistan, where he honed his social-media propaganda
skills. In Pakistan, Zhao peddled conspiracy theories on Twitter
(whichisbannedin China)and added ‘Muhammad’tohisname
(until Beijing outlawed the use of ‘Muhammad’ and otherovertly
IslamicnamesinXinjiangand elsewhere). Hisappointmentasa
foreign ministry spokesman signalled that Beijing was moving
from aggressive diplomacy to brazen diplomacy. Zhao’sactions
have helped validate that hypothesis.

More broadly, China is now seeking to aggressively rebrand
itself as the global leader in combating a virus that spread inter-
nationally from its own territory. Its rebranding effort includes
counter-pandemicaid todeveloping countries,a pledge todonate
$20million to the WHO and a massive PR campaign, which ex-
tendsfromaclaim to have fully contained the coronavirusinits
worst-affected areas to disseminating plain disinformation so
asto obscure its disastrous missteps that gifted the world a hor-
rendous pandemic.

With the help of the CPC’s propaganda organs, Beijing is
trying to fashion a narrative that China is an example of how to
control thespread of Covid-19.Infact, like the arsonist offering to
extinguish the fireit started, Chinais now seeking to help other
countries combata dangerous pathogen after its own gross neg-
ligenceled to that virus spreading across the globe.

The attempt clearly is to deflect liability for a global crisis
whose costs continue to mount. After all, if any other country
hadsparkedsuchamammothinternational crisis, it would now
bein the global doghouse.

Beijing’s proactive attempt to rewrite the history of the pan-
demic, even as much of the world grapples with its escalating
consequences, highlights its well-oiled machine. Yet, when the
Covid-19 outbreak occurred in Wuhan, China acted decisively
not against the virus but against the whistle-blowing doctors,
eight of whom were detained. This underscores that, for the
world’s strongest and richest dictatorship, power and control
take precedence over everything else, including human lives.

Having spawned the global coronavirus crisis, China isnow
planning to exploit the financial and other disruptions that the
pandemic has engendered. It is hoping to game the situation in
ordertogain greatertechnologicaland industrial advantage. But
the international anger over its role in triggering the pandemic
could frustrate its plans.

The pandemic’s lesson for many countriesis that,inan in-
creasingly interconnected and interdependent world, China’s
secrecy and obfuscation are antithetical to globalisation and in-
ternational security. Transparencyisessential tomake usall safer.
China cannot haveits cake and eat it too. It must fundamentally
reform and abide by international norms.

Ifthe pandemic upends the world orderasweknowit, China’s
role willbe akey trigger.m

Brahma Chellaney is a geostrategist and the author of nine books,
including the award-winning Water, Peace, and War: Confront-
ing the Global Water Crisis
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The Search

Inthe absence of
new drugs and a
vaccine, araceis
underway to
rediscover old
drugs and
repurpose them

By LHENDUP G BHUTIA

HEN A 59-YEAR-OLD lecturerin Aurang-
abad came to know she had tested positive
for Covid-19, her first thoughts turned to her
family and students. She had returned from
a holiday in Russia via Kazakhstan, the two
placessheissuspected of having picked up the
infection, over rodaysearlier,and had mingled
freelywith others, includingeven taking classesforherstudents.

“WhenIwasisolatedin thehospital, Iwasconstantly praying,
‘Oh god, nothing should happen to [my family and studentsJ,”

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

she says, requesting she not beidentified by name.

Apartfrom herfamily members who were putunder quaran-
tine, around 20 students who had come in contact with her and
beguntodisplay flu-like symptoms were also quarantined. Since
she was the first confirmed case of infection in Aurangabad, the
citywentinto panic. Withinaday’stime,a photograph ofherand
herhusband, taken from their Facebook accounts, claiming they
had died was doing the rounds on WhatsApp. “It wasjusta very
bad time for us,” her son says, recounting the ordeal.

The lecturer had been feeling ill fora few days before she had
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got admitted, popping antibiotics to
keep a slight fever and shivers down.
In afew days, she began feeling breath-
lesstoo. “{Atthe hospital] the drugsthey
gave me were very strong and I would
be very exhausted,” she says.

Andthen she recovered.

Just four days after she had first
tested positive, two tests conducted 24
hoursapart found her free of infection.
By the ninth day, she was home. None
of her students or her family members
were found infected either.

“It's something even we [doctors in
the hospital] are discussing—how she

FROM ANTI-HIVTO
ANTI-MALARIAL MEDICINES,
SEVERAL OLD DRUGS ARE
BEING REPURPOSED TO FIGHT
THEVIRUS. WE DON'T KNOW
HOW WELL THEY WORK, OR
WHICH AMONG THEM IS
BETTER OR EVEN
IF THEY REALLY WORK

drugs thathave shown some encourag-
ingresults. But thatisstillnotmainline,
because you willneed any of these togo
through scientific scrutiny. It’s encour-
aging,butitisstill early;”hesays.“Weare
in a state where there is going to be evi-
dence that may appear good today but
fall by the wayside tomorrow. Soit’sa
work-in-process. You have toremember
that thisis a brand new virus. We only
know it forthelast three or three-and-a-
halfmonths. It'snotenough timetosay
we know everything aboutit.”

This virus, various studies show;, es-
sentially looks like a ball with spikes.

recovered so quickly,” says Dr Himan-
shu Gupta, the doctor who treated her
in Aurangabad’sDhoot Hospital. There
were many things, according to Dr Gupta, that worked in her
favour, from her underlying good health to an early diagnosis.
“All thismeanswe could start ART [anti-retroviral therapy] quite
early. Unlike other cases, where patients are diagnosed late and
theinfection has progressed toa severe form,” he says.

Anti-retroviral therapy—or asitisin this case, a fixed dose
combination of lopinavir/ritonavir that is sold under the brand
name of Kaletraand used to treat HIV patients—isone of several
drugs that was originally designed for some other ailment but
isnow being repurposed to fight the COVID-19 pandemic. We
don’t know how well it works, or which among them is better
orevenifitreally works. A few anecdotal accounts from doctors
and non-peer reviewed studies with small sample sizes seem to
suggest that some of them are working.

The traditional way of developing drugs for new infections
takesyears. But thisnew strain of the coronavirusisn’t giving us
thatleisure. In the middle ofa full-blown pandemic, when there
isno time to invent new drugs or conduct comprehensive fool-
proofstudies,avaccinestillayear ormoreaway and vast swathes
of the world currently in lockdown, a race is underway in labs
acrosstheworld torediscover old and approved drugsthatcanbe
repurposed for thisinfection. Until the end of lastmonth, accord-
ing to an article in the Economist, China’s Clinical Trial Registry
haslisted 105 trials of drugsand vaccinesintended to combat this
pandemic. By March 11th, the National Library of Medicine, its
American equivalent, had listed 84. Very few patients among
those infected will progress to severe forms of the disease, but at
atime where healthcare servicesare coming underahugestrain,
the purpose will be servedifany of these drugseven shortens the
duration of recovery time.

Dr Om Shrivastav, a top infectious disease expert in Mumbai
whoiscurrentlytreating some of the patients suffering from CO-
VID-19, points out that, apart from anti-HIV drugs, some other
drugs such as those traditionally found to be working against
HiN1(swineflu),such asoseltamivir,also seem to show encour-
agingresultsinIndia. “Soit’sacombination ofanumberofthese

Ourfirst pointofinfectioniswhen these
spikes stick to a protein which isfound
on the surface of our cells called ACE2.
It enters our cells using its proteins—and since viruses cannot
reproduce on theirown—theyeffectively turn our bodies against
ourselves, hijacking our cellsmaking it produce more and more
of these viruses.

Scientistsare currently trying to use the roster of pre-existing
drugstodo one of two things. They are looking at drugs that can
attack the virus’ own proteins and prevent it from doing things
like entering human cellsand making our cellsinto coronavirus
factories. Ortheyare trying to find which proteinsin our cellsare
required by the virus to infect and multiply and then find drugs
thatare already available which might stop such aninteraction
from taking place. According to Nevan Krogan, aresearcherfrom
the University of California, San Francisco, writing on the portal
The Conversation, they have managed tofind 332 human proteins
that the coronavirus co-opts, and so far they have found around
69drugs (27 FDA-approved and 42 in clinical or pre-clinical trials)
thatseem to interact with 66 of those proteins.

DON’T WANT TO makeasinglerupee on this,” says Om-

kar Herlekar, the chairman of the Mumbai-based company

Lasa Supergenerics, which isworking towards manufactur-

ingfavipiravir, an old anti-viral drug that some studies show
iseffectivein the treatment of patientssuffering froma COVID-19
infection. “Idon’t even mind ifThave to put Rs 20 crore from my
own pocket—and I find that the infection doesn’t take offand
thereisno mass outbreak [in India].”

Herlekar is a colourful figure, whose company otherwise
manufactures raw ingredients required in the production of
drugs. Hehad been following the news of thisnew strain of coro-
navirus ever since it first broke out in Wuhan and the various
studies that show which of the old drugs hold promise against
it. “Once this outbreak was prominent, we thought of doing re-
search on which [old] drug might work. Then we came to know
favipiravirisa drug of interest. So we thought, why not conduct
trials? What’s worse that can happen?”
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Favipiravir is an old drug, originally owned by the Japanese
company Toyama Chemical and now off-patent, which is used
to treat influenza. Listed by the World Health Organization as
part of its experimental protocol for treating the disease, recent
clinical trials in Wuhan and Shenzhen in China involving 340
patients, according to The Guardian, show that those given the
medicinerecovermore quickly than others(they turned negative
forthe virus aftera median of four days after becoming positive,
compared with a median of 11 days for those who didn’t get the
drug). Thereare, however,suggestionsthat the drugisn’taseffec-
tive in people with more severe symptoms.

“Therearemanyold drugslike thiswhichhaven'tbeenlooked
intofordecades, which arenot taken seriously anymore. But then
an epidemic happens and there’s panic and a forgotten drug
shows promise,” Herlekar says.

Herlekar’s Lasa Supergenerics is cur-
rentlyworkingonanincredibly strained

efficacy in COVID-19 patients underway, including two in Asia
thatwillaltogetherinvolve around 1,000infected people, whose
results will probably show up sometime in late April.

Ciplaalsoproducesarangeof othermedicineseither currently
being used orin consideration for use against the virus, from the
anti-HIV drug combination lopinavir/ritonavir, the antiviral os-
eltamivir, theantibioticazithromycin to the othermuch talked-
about anti-malarial drug hydroxychloroquine.

Even if any of these drugs prove to be highly effective, in the
event of a largescale outbreak, the issue will be whether drug
production can be quickly scaled up. “My problem is, suppose
coronavirus gets out of hand, how do we cope? I can only make
aparticularamount.I can’t make fora million patients. But 5,000-
10,000 patients we can cope,” Cipla’s Chairman YK Hamied told
The Hindu Business Line.

One much-anticipated drug, both
very familiar in India and produced

timeline. He has already applied to the
Drug Controller General of India forali-
cenceof this product (he expects permis-
sions to come through within a day or
two), while he is simultaneously devel-
oping the drug along with the Mumbai-
based Institute of Chemical Technology.
“Timeisof the essence now;,” hesays,and
ifitallgoesaccordingto plan, he plansto
have the drugs ready for use in between
four and six weeks. “You won't find one
gramme of this drugright now [in India].
Somine will be the first one out.”

Lasa Supergenerics isn’t the only
manufacturerinterestedin the drug. The
Indian pharmagiant, Cipla,isworking—
along with CSIR-IICT in Hyderabad—to
manufacture favipiravir,along with two
other drugs, remidesivir and bolaxavir.

IICT director S Chandrasekharand Ci-
plarepresentativesdidnotrespond toque-
riesforaninterview, butina press confer-
enceafewdaysago, Chandrasekharsaid:
“Favipiravirandremidesivirhavealready
undergone clinical trials and, hence, we

SCIENTISTS ARE USING
OLD DRUGS THAT CAN
EITHER PREVENT THE
VIRUS FROM MAKING

OUR CELLS INTO
CORONAVIRUS
FACTORIES OR STOP
IT FROM USING THE
PROTEINS IN OUR CELLS

quite widely,istheanti-malarial drughy-
droxychloroquine. Donald Trump has
calledita“gamechanger”,andalthough
some small studies have suggested it is
quite effective, larger studies are still re-
quired. “Anecdotal reports may be true,
buttheyareanecdotal,” AnthonyFauci,
an immunologist who isa member of
the Coronavirus Task Force set up by
Trump and who routinely addresses
the media, said recently. Another such
drug is camostat mesylate, meant for
pancreatic inflammation.
InIndia,somedoctorsreporttohave
been able to treat COVID-19 patients
with anti-HIV drugs. These include,
apart from the Aurangabad patient,
casesin Keralaand Rajasthan. However,
according to arecent study in the New
England Journal of Medicine, the lopinavir/
ritonavircombinationdidn’tdeliverany
observed benefits above the standard
care protocolinarandomised controlled
trial of 199 COVID-19-infected patients.
One doctor currently treating some

willnotrequiremuch timetomakethem
astheraw materials arereadily available.
Itcouldtakeaboutsixto roweekstomake
them. Process to start bolaxavir molecule will begin now.”
Remdesivir, originally developed by the American biotechnol-
ogy firm Gilead Sciences for use against Ebola fever, is currently
one of the most talked-about drugs in dealing with the current
pandemic. It was never, ultimately, used for Ebola fever, but lab
testshave shown it works againstarange of other RNA-based vi-
ruses, including the SARS coronavirus of 2003. According to early
labtests,itappearsthatitcanblock thereplication of thiscurrent
coronavirus too. There are various trials studying remdesivir’s

COVID-19 patientsinIndiawhoisusing
the anti-malaria drug hydroxychloro-
quine along with the antiviral oseltami-
vir, usually used against HINT, claimsitiscurrently very difficult
tosay, because of the absence of rigorous scientific studies, which
ofthedrugisbetterthanthe other. “Rightnow, thereisevidence of
theuseof chloroquine. But[which drugistobe used by doctorsin
India] is meant to be recommended on an individual perception
of what might work,” hesays.
The Aurangabad patient, now recovering at home, does not
dwell much on the drugs she was given. “I think God was very
kind tome,”shesays. m
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All Quiet in the Arena

There is nobility in defeat, but no grace in the death of sport
By SUDEEP PAUL




HAT IS SPORT? What s it that man puts into sport?
Himself, his world. Sport s intended as a statement of
the human contract.”
—Roland Barthes
Following the decision to suspend the Premier
League, Liverpool manager Jiirgen Klopp issued a statement to
the club’s fans: “First and foremost, all of us have to do whatever
wecantoprotectoneanother...Thisshouldbethe caseall thetime
in life, butin thismoment I think it matters more than ever.I've
said before that football always seems the mostimportant of the
leastimportant things. Today, footballand football matchesreally
aren’timportant at all.” For a German speaking on English soil,
theirony, pathosand stoicism of hiswordswould be self-evident.

For Liverpool, 25 points ahead of Pep Guardiola’s all-records-
smashing Manchester City at thetop of the table, two winsaway
from their first league title in 30 years—and their first in the Pre-
mier League era—the gods and fate seem to have come together
to take it all away, again. For Liverpool, too, the not-guilty ruling
lastNovemberin the 1989 Hillsborough Disaster had shut thelast
window for closure for the families of the g6 killed.

The global sport market was valued at $489 billion in 2018.
The coronavirus pandemic haslaid that world to waste. Initially,
as UEFA and Europe’s domestic leagues,
fumbled with their responses, there was

‘Death liesinour cots:/inthe lazy mattresses, the black blankets,/ lives
afull stretch and then suddenly blows’ —PabloNeruda
Italiansaresinging from theirbalconiesin the evening. Death
isn’t stalking their empty streets but their homes and hospitals.
A 21st century pandemic, even in the land of Boccaccio, is more
amenableto Breaking Bad, whichisnotabad thing, Vince Gilligan
having created perhaps the closest approximation to anovel for
television 12 yearsago,and presumably more aesthetically, intel-
lectually and emotionally fulfilling, or purging if you will, than
free subscriptions to online pornography Italians have report-
edly been offered. Everybody can't sit around telling stories and
Andrea Camilleri died last July. Everybody doesn’t have people
totellstoriesto. Or, people totell them stories. The death of sport,
notwithstanding the promise of resurrection later in the year,
isthe silence at the heart of the void. When Neymar gave PSG
somethingtocelebrate against Borussia Dortmund beforeempty
stands in the second-leg of the Champions League Round of 16,
thefanswerestill roaring outside. Now, the arenahas closed itself
offcompletely. Everything has changed—orlittle has,ifyouhap-
pentobeagamer orasubterranean nerd or both.
‘Sportisagreatmoderninstitution cloakedin theancestral form
of the spectacle. Why is this? Why do men love sport? French se-
miotician Roland Barthes (‘Of Sport and
Men, translated by Scott MacKenzie) had

the spectacle of the absent spectacle.
Matches were being played in empty sta-
diums, even in devastated Italy’s Serie A.
In the beginning, some leagues thought
it could still be business-as-usual. Others
moved theirmatchesbehind closed doors.
Finally, everything was stopped. When
UEFA announced the postponement of
Euro 2020byayear, it was givingupmore
than $2.5billion the tournament wasesti-
matedtohavegenerated thisyear. Conme-
bol followed, announcing the postpone-
ment of the Copa América. And, for the
first time inits 124-year modern history,
the Olympicshavebeen postponed. They
had been suspended for the World Wars,
butnever postponed.

Long before (days and weeks are lon-

THE ANCIENT AND THE
ANCESTRAL TURNED INTO
A LIVED—AND SHARED—
SPECTACLE. THE BURDEN
OF HISTORY AND RELIGION
THAT SPORT CARRIES IS
THE CAUSE. THE SPECTACLE
IS THE EFFECT. THE
REMOVAL OF SPORT
FROMLIFEIS A LOSS WE
CANNOT GAUGE YET

asked,and answered: ‘First of all we must
bearin mind that everything thatis hap-
pening to the playerisalsohappening to
the spectator. But whereas in the theatre
the spectator is only a voyeur, in sport
heisalso one of the actors...Here, watch-
ingisnot only living, suffering, hoping,
understanding, itis also sayingit...itis to
communicate.’

Theancientand theancestral turned
into a lived—and shared—spectacle.
The burden of history and religion that
sport carries within it is the cause. The
spectacle, often ritualised, is the effect.
Thus, this removal of sport from the
livesof women and menisloss ofamag-
nitude the individual fan or spectator,
or participant by extension, cannot yet

ger now) the governing bodies of the

world’s most popular sport, in its two

powerhouse continents, made up their minds, the Indian Pre-
mier League (IPL) had been postponed, the Australia-New Zea-
land ODIand T2o0series had been called off,and the multiverse of
Americanleagueshad been shut down. The National Basketball
Association alone rakes in $9 billion in revenue, about half that
amount from media contracts. Spanning TV deals and ticket
sales, the losses bite not just organisers, teams and clubs but also
players, the more so, the lower down the food chain they hap-
pentobe. That's why UEFA decided it was best to first allow the
domesticleaguesto finish theirseason, howeverlate in the year.

gauge even if they feel it. Because, when

we watch, and communicate what we
make of what we watch, we unconsciously hark back tothat his-
tory. Notwo performancesofa play oran operaare the same. But
itfollowsthe samescriptand we don’t buy tickets to tomorrow’s
performance, if we’ve watched it today. Sport, unlike theatre,
never repeatsitself.

Thescriptedritual endseach timetheballiskicked orbowled
or pitched or thrown. Beyond that, the script is unwritten—in-
cluding whether the pass will be completed or find the net,
whether the bat will connect with the ball. Patterns of play and
patterns of inspiration, close approximations and attempts at
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emulation, may be witnessed but football or cricket, like most
sport, never repeats itself. Therefore, it is easy to forget the tru-
ism that sport s a ‘struggle for survival’, albeit ‘reduced to the
form of a spectacle...its dangers and humiliation removed.’

Thebullfighterwhoterrifies the public with his bravery in thering
is not fighting bulls, but has lowered himselfto a ridiculous level, to
doing what anyone can do, by playing with his life: but the toreador
whois bitten by theduende gives a lesson in Pythagorean music and
makes usforget that hisis constantly throwing his heart at the horns.’

—TFederico Garcia Lorca

Bullfighting, barbaricand beautiful,isnotasportbutaritual.
Andyet,itisinmany ways the ur-sport. And spectacle. Notevery
form of bullfighting—and it has existed across the world—has
death scripted into its endgame. Jallikattu, for instance, is not
meanttoend with the death of either the bull or the youth hang-
ing on to its hump. Many more human participants have died
overtheyearsfromtheirinjuriesthanbulls,although thatdoesn’t
preclude the debate on cruelty to the ani-
mal. But Spanish bullfighting, especially

his, and between orbit and orbit lies the point of danger, where
thevertex of terrible play exists’(‘Theory and Play of the Duende,
translated by ASKline).

Perhaps the closest equivalent of the now mostly proscribed
Corrida, when it comes to the aesthetics of danger and the play
with death, is motorsports, Formula 1 racing in particular.
F1isaspectaclebut deathisnot part of its official script. And yet,
the sport keepsa window open for precisely that. When Ayrton
Senna died in 1994, it wasn’t just Brazil and the world losing one
of the greatest sporting heroes of all time. Senna’s death too be-
came partof thespectacle—thefatal, final act that wastragic(the
sportlearnt a few lessons) and made alegend of the hero-victim
and hisdeath.

‘And what does the crowd see in the great racing driver? The
conqueror of a far more subtle enemy: time. Here all of man’s
courage and knowledge is brought to bear on one thing: the ma-
chine. Through the machine man will conquer—perhaps also
through thissamemachine, he will die.’ Barthes wasutteringan-
other truism, known to all but expressed
by few. Death is part of motor-racing. Yet,

the Corrida, cannot exist without death.

Singling out the Spanish bullfight, the
Corrida to be precise although he doesn’t
make the distinction, Barthes says: ‘All
our modern sport can be found in this
spectacle from another age, inherited
from ancient religious sacrifices. But this
theatre is not true theatre, for here the
deaths staged are real.” And the death or
deaths can’t be repeated. Hemingway’s
Death in the Afternoon, exploring the aes-
thetics and metaphysics of the bullfight,
makesthatconnectiontoo.Barthesseesin
itsomethingmore: ‘The bullnowappear-
ingonthesceneisgoingtodie,anditisbe-
cause this death is fatal that bullfighting
isatragedy—a tragedy in four acts, with
death the epilogue.’

Eversince, thankstoFrancisco Romero,
commoners on foot replaced noblemen

SPORT AND DEATH SHARE
A CLOSE BOND THAT HAS
NOTHING TO DO WITH THE
RITUALS OF BLOODSPORT.
ITIS BECAUSE SPORT IS
ABOUT THE LIVING, ABOUT
REAFFIRMING THEIR FAITH
INTHEIR OWN STATE OF
BEING ALIVE, ABOUT
WINNING THE STRUGGLE
FOR SURVIVAL AND THEN
BEGINNING ALL OVER AGAIN,
THE NEXT TIME

applied to Senna, Barthes’ words were
almost a premonition of this particular
death, which came to frame the horror
threatening to break free of the spectacle.
Soshare my glory, so share my coffin.

Isee, when alone at times,/ coffins
under sail —PabloNeruda

Deathisalonelymatter,notleastwhen
youliedeadamongthe dead, withoutburi-
al or cremation. Facing their worst crisis
since World War I, Italians have been re-
familiarised with thisreality. Livingcan be
lonely too. Being alone is not the same as
being lonely. But the absence of weekend
football, the breaking of the promise of a
summer continental gala second only to
the World Cup—thegreatestshowon the
planet—is Coleridgian Life-in-Death. All
the more so because in the street, there’s

on horseback, this fatal finality of the

bull’s death has been contrasted against

the greater tragedy of the matador (orevena picadororoneof the
banderilleros) dying. For, when that happens—and if they hap-
pen to have a great poet as their friend—they are immortalised,
as Ignacio Sanchez Mejias was by Federico Garcia Lorca. The
hierarchy makes a difference. Among the toreros, the matador
isthe real deal—and matadors die the most among toreros. But
the bull’s death is the expected climax of a ritual which varies
because ofthe bullfighter’sstyle. Itis thatstyle of displaying cour-
ageand enacting areal death that people go to see, that matadors
earn their names for. That’s the heart of the spectacle. Lorca saw
the bullfight as a struggle with death on the one hand and with
geometry on the other: ‘The bull has its own orbit: the toreador

death.If you step out, death may follow
youback home. Denied the shared arena,
youmay watch old games. But since sport never repeats itself,
the old spectacle cannot berelieved, its original emotion can’t be
feltagain in degree and expanse, justasit cannot be re-enacted.
Sportand death share a close bond, and that has nothing todo
with the rituals of bloodsport, or with death in the arena. It is be-
causesportisabout theliving,aboutreaffirmingtheirfaithin their
own state of being alive, about winning the struggle for survival
and then beginningall over again, thenext time. Thereisnobility
indefeatand in death. But thereisnograce in the death of sport. It
is,asLorcasaw after thefall of Ignacio Sanchez Mejias: ‘Lodemdsera
muerteyselomuerte (Therestwasdeath and death alone’, translated
by M Gili). Thussport, in the time of plague.m
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SEER STROKES

Sujith SN’s rarely peopled landscapes prove
oddly comforting in the time of lockdown

HETEXTUALPRELUDEto
Sujith SN’s solo Seer-Seenat
Vadehra Art Gallery involves
abriefbut dense excerpt from
anessay by art critic Prajna Desai. You
wonderifyoushouldjustsidestep the
textand proceed, but you can’t contain
your curiosity about the source of this
new body of Sujith’s work. What sets
itapart? What new revelationshashe

watercolourasamedium?
Having followed the painter’s practice
before he won the FICA Emerging Artist

i awardbackin 2011, whichheshared

. with Charmi Gada Shah, I'was eager for
. animmersion into his visual universe.
. Desai madeamention of theact of look-
. ingimplicitin thetitle. Tt isimpossible
. tolocate where boredom beginsand

. contemplation ends, wherethe creative |
contagion of falling intoabrown study as
. someonemakesawork becomesaspace
. ofintensity that could reshape viewing.
stumbled upon in hisavid deployment of

How much, before finally turning away,

doyouend upseeingof thesea? she
: writes. That wasasmuchasIwasableto
i absorbwhile containing my enthusiasm

By Rosalyn D’Mello

for seeing the show and managingmy
conscience, which was punishing me for
stepping out ona Saturday morning to
view art when Ishould have been social-
distancingathome.

Luckily, Sujith’slandscapes are
rarely ever peopled, which was oddly
comfortinginatime of the coronavirus
lockdown. They are frequently vacant
and feature structures that seem desolate,
abandoned, but thatacquire an eerie pres-
ence through his deftly delineated lines.
You, the viewer, are tasked with bridging
the ontological categories of seerand




SWAN SONG 3

seen through the act of looking, There’s
asense of familiarity to every scene

that Sujith presents us with. There are
recognisable elements:astretch of wall,a
seascape, granary-like structures that dot
the countryside, fields. Yet, each painting
hasbeen composed asif it were an event,
which feels uncanny, considering there
islittle information to suggesta happen-
ing, oraspectacle. Yourealise they must

(1

There is a point
when the surface
will tell you that I
have become an
entity. It tells you ‘I
can live’. If you go
further, you cross a
safe zone, and it
surprises you”
SUJITH SN

artist

Photo GULSHAN SACHDEVA

each be the consequence of ‘hapakind
of chance encounter,amoment when
theartist chose to embody the position of
aviewer. We are exposed to traces of the
artistasaseer.

Overaphone conversation with
Sujith, who wassafely quarantined in
his studio in Mumbai, in the suburb of
Borivali,in Kadarpada, Ilearn Iwasn’t
sooff themark in my observations. Not
only doesthe 40-year-old artist spend
more thanan hourasaflaneur, walking
thecity’sstreets, his practice avowedly
involves what we decided toreferto
as‘notetaking’. Itisan elaborate set of
internalisations, involving photography
and sketching, which then become part
of whathe callshis ‘reference library’.

Sujith, whose studioislocated within
hisapartment, starts with ascribble. Over
the course of our hour-long exchange, I
find herepeats this word often, usingitas
ashorthand foraspace thatisin between
atextual stage direction and drawing,
It doesn’t sound like markmaking, but
seems to closely resemble drafting. Sujith
doesn’t draw or paint. When he begins,
hescribbles,and part of hisinitial artistic
anxiety stems from trying to ascertain
the fate of his scribbling in terms of scale.
Thisisasignificant part of hisinitial
decisionmaking process. Should the
formatbe largescale or small? He tries
totranslate this visual strategising into
literary terms, for my better comprehen-
sion. “Do you want to write anovel or
shortstory?” Calibrating how to expand
upon ascribbled composition isthe first
quandary he mustresolve.

Learningabout hisdilemmawith
scale offersan insightinto the new works
on the gallery’s ground floor whose
measurementslinger between 28.5x
47.5inches, 41 x 70inches, 34 x 8oinches
and 34.5 x 82 inches. Besides scale, there
aremany recurring motifs:a crescent
moon presenced by glow worm-likestars,
walls withillegible textand singularly
caststructures, slightly off-centre. Each
ismarked byaliquid luminosity that
confers each painting with texture, sub-
stance and theatricality. You have to often
remind yourself that Sujith is working
with watercolour,and when youdo, you
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are abletosee swatches of great ease with
the medium, and moments of reluctance,
inhibition. Each paintingislayered,
butnotnecessarily intuitively, nor even
calculatingly. The artist’s vulnerability
in confronting the medium head-onis
deliciously obviousif youlook past the
surface, whichisalways ‘set’ asif the
Arches paper upon which Sujith draws
had enthusiastically consented to

the collaboration.

Hetellsmehe begins, usually, witha
rust-coloured wash and builds on top of
that. Sometimes he goes up to 15 washes.
Sometimes heissure awash wasamis-
take,and that knowledge pleases him. It
iswhat makes the processfeel theatrical.
“Thatis the beauty of watercolour, that s
the complication of watercolour,” he says.
He perceivesoil asamedium in which
it'spossible to hide your mistake beneath
acoat of paint, while with charcoal,one
cansimply rub over, but with water-
colour, theerrorisnotaseasy toerase,
which heissurelendsto themedium
anelement of performativity. What we
encounter as the surfaceis built through
theselayers of interventionsand in this
way his paintings seem to emerge from
within themselves as organic sequences,
their eerie imagery endowing them with
anarrativedyslexia. “Thereisa point
when the surface will tell you that T have
become an entity. It tellsyou Tcanlive’,”
hesays. Sujith doesn’tinterpret this point
asapotential finish line. “If you go further,
youcrossasafezone,anditsurprises you.”
He maintains, however, that youmust be
vigilant “not toabuse the paper”.Itis“the
clockinside you” that tellsyou when to

RIVER WITHOUT A BEND

surrender authorial agency. This clock is
subject tomany factors, both internal and
external;metered asitisnotsolely by
intuition or your own artistic tempera-
ment but the temperature outside and the
humidity in the air. With watercolour,
youdon'texactly getasecond chance,
hereiterates.

Sujith presages the accident, incor-
poratingitas portentous of an inherent
knowledge that helps him extend his
artisticintuition. He allows himself to be
subject to ‘drying time’ and to elaborate-
ly ‘make’, notjust ‘portray’, landscapes
that don’t quite seem worthy of being
visually rendered as art. He sees the
structures within his paintings as akin
to objects from the past while also being
signboards for the future. “It’sabout the
now,” hetellsme.

‘WhenIask himabout hiscolour
palettein the hope of unlocking some of
themysteries thatlieat the heart of what
makes his work uniquely hisand so indi-
viduated from other kinds of landscapes,
he suggestsithas perhapstodowith
how he plays with the transparency that
watercolour allowsyou toachieve. Heis
apprehensive tospeak more about t, for
fearthatImight dwell toomuch on his
technical competence and understateits
consequence. Butitis, really, hissubjec-
tive handling of the medium that makes
hiswork soalluring, Itisall the complex
layeringand theimbibing of accidental
happenstance that draws you, the viewer,
tobecomeseerto hisseen. A green hueis
neverjust theresult of the application of
green; itis theresult of atleast four colours

¢ thathaveintermingled toevolve afifth,

whichisnot greenasmuchasitistheidea
ofagreen-hued tonality. The work isan
accrual of these depositions of washesand
the continuous drawing out of shapes
and figuresand therelating of earth tosky
while configuring the boundaries of
thehorizon.

Iamstillunsure where boredom
and contemplation fitin within this
universe of seeing, and perhaps Iam still
trying tosynthesise my experience of the
work with Desai’s suggestion of optical
complexity. And yet, lempathise with
Desai’s dilemmain havingtoarticulate
whatitmeansto encounter Sujith’s
landscapes, because he conscientiously
resistsnarrativising what he paints,and
heisn’tinterested in informing you of
the provenance of hisimage-references.
Heseemsinvested in using watercolour
toarticulateafeeling,and his works,
while still rooted in the representational,
acquireafantastical dimension thatis
un-self-consciously theatrical.

One large painting, And River without
a Bend, best substantiates this tendency.
Thirteen figures stand at uneven dis-
tancesfrom each other. But thereislittle
tosuggest they areina purposeful queue.
Theyjustare. And while each one’sface
iscastinahalo-like glow, thereisno clear
source of luminosity. Their reflections
meldinto theriver’sliquid skin whose
depiction Sujith has privileged by section-
ingoffthe sky. Unseen within thisscene
but presaged, isthe viewer, who activates
the painting through theiraccess of it,
thus performing the optical complexity
of seeing and being seen, bridging the cat-
egories through an embodied hyphen. m
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OU MUST WEAR YOUR MASK! SAID THE ANGRY MAN. HE
was standing exactly one metre from Franco, as mandated by the latest
government decree.

‘ButIdon’thave one,’ Franco answered, as he tried to keep the dog under
control. ‘Stay put, Rocco, wait!” the boy said.

The guy didn’t budge and stared at him, blocking his way.

Franco was so happy that the downstairs neighbour had asked him to
walk their old golden retriever. And twice a day. Because of the lockdown,
the boy who had stolen Franco’s dog-walking job was now confined to his
apartment across town. That meant €5 a walk or€roaday for Franco, a
sum that came in handy since his parents had stopped giving him an allow-
ance,now that he had turned 16. He had to find ways to fund his weekends.
Although no one had weekends anymore.

Since the average age of people dying had begun tolower, he had
become more and more nervous about walking Rocco. When he did go out, he stayed away from
people asmuch as possible. Mostly, during the first days of the epidemic, before it was upgraded
toapandemic, he had seen only homeless people on the streets. One of them looked like a cave
man—he had rolled a chicken bone into his oily fringe. Another bum had yelled at Franco, out of
the blue, from 100 metres across Piazza Santa Maria in Trastevere:

‘Ciaooo! How are youuu?! Allgood??

Franco had screamed back: T'm fine, thank you! How are you?’

Then adoctor from the shelter had tested positive and Franco started to keep even further
away from the homeless. He used to dread going out, preferring to stay in his blue painted room
playing videogames, just like all his friends. But during the first week he began to get restless
and, now, he could hardly wait to take Rocco out. But... he was conflicted between needing some
airand the fear of virus-carrying droplets sprayed in the air by asymptomatic carriers, the worst
enemies.

The guy with the mask didn’tlook like a bum. He was one of those fifty-something men who
had slowly begun to come out in the open more often, with the excuse of buying cigarettes or
medicines.

‘Youmust put your mask on!” he insisted.

‘Look,Idon’t even have amask.’

‘Youmust wear amask"

‘P'm sorry, Idon’t have one. Masks now cost €36.1don’t have €36 to spend on a mask you must
change every eight hours, ok? But even if did, there are no masks in the shops right now, don’t
youknow?’

‘You have to wear amask! the man screamed.

Holding Rocco tightly on the leash, Franco looked at the man straight in the eyesand began
to cough steadily towards him. Slowly, continuously. The man jumped back, nervously, yelling:
‘Hey, watch it! then turned around and walked away quickly.

The encounter had made Franco irritated, and tense. There was no law forcing people to wear
masks. Besides, only the infected were supposed to wear them. There was so much confusing
information swirling around. Some said wearing masks was worse, some swore that only sick
people should wear them, others, like that guy, thought everyone should always wear one.

Life had changed overnight. No, that’s not true. Life had changed slowly. At first,no one
believed it would reach Rome. People were forwarding WhatsAppjokes: ‘Can’t geta tableata
crowded restaurant? We can rent youa Chinese with the cough so everybody will leave! said a
Neapolitan voice in arecorded message, coughing.

When the virus started killing eight people a day in Lombardy, the same joke was used with
people from Milan. When more than 300 people started dying every day, in all of Italy, no one,
except the French, keptjoking about it. They had made a video of an old Italian man slidinga
pizza outof abrick oven and coughing a green pesto-like glob of saliva on it. The French ambassa-
dorhad tobe photographed eating pizza with the Italian foreign minister to calm the situation.
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Nevertheless, they each kept a metre apart from the other. The
Germans blocked the borders to keep their ventilatorsin and
infected Italians out. Someone in England said the self-isola-
tion wasjustasorry excuse for those lazy Italians to stay home
from work. Europe was crumbling.

When the French started dying, too, that stopped the jokes
altogether.

Franco was still looking for masks for himself and his moth-
er, but these had completely sold out within two days, across
the entire country. The black market was filled with fakes or
with masks otherwise used only for DIY and gardening—not
formedical use. The Carabinieri arrested dozens of people ped-
dling them at high prices. Hismother had written to his father,
who was stuck in quarantine in Qatar, where he had beenona
business trip, to ask him to send some. None to be found there,
either. Finally, Franco’s aunt in Los Angeles was able to send
some, as the pandemic had yet to fully reach them.

The one positive thing out of all this, Franco thought, was
thateven though in the first week of lockdown his friends,
hismother and the neighbours had started to become more
nervous, like the man in the mask in Piazza San Callisto, by
the third week people started to sing songs at the same time of
day. At 6 PM, 8 PM and 10 PM, there would be these synchronic
balcony and courtyard concerts all over Italy. Before, he’d
rarely met the neighbours in the building across from his. He
had seen them regularly and for years, of course. They were
the familiar faces you sometimes say hello to, when your gazes
lock and you’re too close to avoid them, but whose names
you’d never know. Or care to know.

Now they were all singing the same songs, at the same
times, every day. The balcony songs, they were called.

One evening, as he quietly sang and watched everyone
else sing together, it seemed to him as if they had overcome
the virus, rather than being afraid of catching one. What kind
of virushad kept them away from all this,away from such
communal joy, found simply by opening their windows and
singing with those who had been strangers before? He knew
they must have had a virus: the virus of ambition, of busy-ness,
of the constant need for entertainment and the desire for use-
less things. Perhaps... It wasjust that... they somehow looked...
healed, asif they finally had let go of something they did not
need, something, or many things, that had been weighing
them down.

A friend on Insta had asked: ‘How many of you are having
nightmares every night?Ikeep dreaming of things falling out
of my hands, of losing control of everything.’

Maybe it was that people were secretly relieved and glad
of the chance tolose control, yetall the while balanced by ten-
sion, by the fear of dying.

Luca, a friend of his parents, had posted this: ‘We both have
nightmares, every night, Saraand I, but when we wake up, we
realise reality isworse.’

But wasit? Yes, it was, yet something strange was happen-

THEREWAS SO MUCH CONFUSING
INFORMATION SWIRLING ARDUND. SOME
SAID WEARING MASKS WAS WORSE, SOME
SWORETHATONLY SICK PEOPLE SHOULD WEAR
THEM, OTHERS, LIKE THAT GUY, THOUGHT
EVERYONE SHOULD ALWAYS WEAR ONE

ing to people, something good, despite the bad.

Franco felt stronger than the nightmares. He did pullups
and pushups every morning and every afternoon. Online
classes, which at first felt like a joke, became amoment to look
forward to,amoment of connection. All those faces together
on thescreen...and, on the plus side, there was so much more
time to play videogames online with his friends.

Hisfather played the stock market and had told Franco, on
arecent Skype chat from Doha, that he must think proactively,
stay strongand positive. His father was like that, boringly
encouraging, constantly, untiringly. Franco was fed up with all
thisencouragement, all the time.

‘Youneed even more strength than normal,” his father
insisted. ‘Think of how the world will change. Who will go
down? But, also, who will benefit? There’s always someone
benefitting. Which stocks would you bet on right now, for
example? What is your intuition on this? You've always been
goodatit’

Well, easy, he said, dump airlines and tourism. Buy can-
nabis and alcohol stocks. Companies making condomsand
diapers. People will be having a lot more sex, that’s for sure.
Not that Franco had any experience of it. Not yet, at least. He
didn’tlike to talk about that. He was waiting for the right
person, although, now... Butit made sense. People will want
to celebrate and screw their way out of this. Like those singers
on the balcony. Buy pharmaceuticals. Not just for vaccines.
Once everyone isimmunised that’salost bet. Nor for tests, it
won't play long unless you're shorting it. But tranquilisers. The
world was undergoing a massive trauma and would need to be
sedated.

Asusual, when he was talking to someone on Skype,
instead of looking at the other person’s face, in this case his
father’s, he was studying his own. He realised he was, again,
adjusting obsessively his unruly head of hair. It was always too
puffy.But he couldn’t cutit shorter because it would expose
hisforehead, which was objectively impressive. Franco also
realised, studying himself on the screen while his father talked
from atime zone where it was already dusk, that he still looked
too much like Harry Potter. It had never been cute. He’d always
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hated that sanctimonious Harry Potter that everyone else
seemed to love. Changing eyeglasseshadn’t help. When his
father had taken him on a trip toJapan, that’s what everyone in
the streets called him. ‘Haru Potteru!” they would say, pointing
athim.

When would they be able to take another trip like that?
Would the world ever go back to thatnormal?

Franco had been surprised there hadn’t been more violence
and anarchy, like in the dystopian movies they had watched
gleefully over the last few years. How long would the balcony
songs last? Two, three weeks,a month perhaps. Then? Would
it turn ugly? What about spring, when the sun comes out?
How would they keep people home, inside?

And what about all the frail people and those who were
already slightly neurotic, like his mother, who was showing
signs of more instability? Or his cousin, for example, who was
convinced he had the virus? He had been to the ER so often that
when he walked in, they would say: ‘Hey, there’s Sandro again!

This happened before they closed ER to walk-inslike him.
Sandro then started to check his temperature every two hours.
Butnofever. Yet he felt he had this weird pain in his chest.
Franco explained via WhatsApp that these were not the right
symptoms. Sounded more like panic attacks.

Then Francolost his patience: ‘We’re all being asked tojust
take a fucking break, Sandro, how hard could that be? Just re-
evaluate and rest. That’sall?

Ashesaid this, he wondered how true it was. Was that all?
Of course not.

One afternoon, Franco’s mother, when they went out to
shop for food with the proper printed permit, asked him if
they could take a short walk by the river. She always walked
briskly, as if chased by some invisible ghost. In public, she often
keep a fixed grin, but you couldn’t see it now, as they were both
wearing the black masks sent by Franco’s aunt. He had started
towear hisall the time, his face disappearing under the cloud
of hair, the big eyeglasses and the dark band across his chin.
Sometimes, when he was alone in his room, he got so anxious
thathe putiton, even though there wasnoneed, just to feel
reassured and to calm his breathing down.

Asthey were walking along the Tiber, the sound of the
waters below sounded crisper than usual, the smell of the fresh
March air felt even fresher and, as he lowered the mask for
aninstant to breathe freely, the trees seemed to rejoice in the
wind. The disappearance of the persistent flow of traffic that
had flanked Rome’s ancient river made it all so quiet now.

Hismother suddenly yanked his elbow and begged him to
cross the street.

‘Quick, quick, quick?

‘What’s wrong?’

‘T've never told you this, but I'm terrified of... those...’
she pointed to arow of treeslining up on the side of the

“Yes. Sorry. I've had this fear since Iwasachild but...”

They shuffled over to the other sidewalk, turned right
atPiazza Trilussa, eerily devoid of its crowd of pot smokers,
drunkards and musicians who cheered up the evenings. No
more trattoria, their outdoor tables busy with customers sit-
tingin front of deep dishes filled with linguine. Even the busy
Piazza della Malva was empty and, most painful of all, now
even the La Boccaccia white pizza-to-go counter had shut. This
was one of the things that hurt the most, not having his daily
focaccia-like delicacy on the way back from Virgilio High, just
over thebridge.

The person who seemed least disturbed by all this was the
one at higher risk—his 78-year-old grandmother wholivedina
cityupnorth, smackin the heart of the Red Zone. They Skyped
every day after lunch, when she would be drinking her coffee
on her sunlit balcony, laughing, in good spirits. She said she’d
been used toself-isolation since her husband died 25 years ago.
Nonna practised yoga, watched her TV soaps, re-read some
classics and went for short walks with her neighbour (keeping
ametre between themselves) and her little Boston terrier. ‘So
far,so good,’ she would say.

UT THEN HOSPITALS started filling up, crossing

their capacity. ‘Patient number 1r’, a 38-year-old semi-

prorunner, was hospitalised without diagnosing the

virusand hospitalsin Lombardy were the first toreg-
ister dozens of deaths among staff as well as patients. Doctors
andnurses had to be tubed up to ventilators and took prece-
dence over the elderly. It wasjust protocol. Unless of course the
elderly were doctors or nurses. And even medical staff who had
tested positive were called back to work, aslong as they had
less than 38°C fever. They had to turn 10,000 young medical
studentsinto practising doctors, overnight. Then peoplein
their sixties and fifties started to lose the privilege of using life-
saving machines. As the numbers went up, the new death tally
wasannounced every day at 6 PM—the exact time the chorus
of national anthems could be heard from balconies.

During the first week Franco kept playing football with
his friends. Everyone was more edgy, and a good game helped
shave away the tension. It was thought the virus was killing
only older people. Atleast, that’s what younger people wanted
to believe. Then someone said it won’t kill in hot weather.
Then tropical countries proved also to be vulnerable, and then
teenagers began to be hospitalised. Pneumonia, and... gone.
Andnomore football games.

Thisis when Franco started to feel alittle discomfort in his
throat. First, he thought it was his ear. Just an infection return-
ing from three months ago, when the doctor had prescribed
antibiotic drops. He was not going to go paranoid like his
cousin Sandro. He felta nasty discomfort ashe swallowed. The

Lungotevere. day after, aslight feeling of asphyxia. His forehead was hot.
‘Pinetrees? The new decree made it mandatory to report these symptoms
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to theemergency number. After two days with 37.5 fever, his
mother dialled the number. She had chewed her lip overit but
decided to go ahead after a sleepless night. This was a danger-
ous move. Franco knew of kids hisage who had called the
number, had gone in for a testand never came out. You couldn’t
even have theirashesback. How could he tell if the feeling of
shortness of breath was the virus orif it wasjust... panic?
Hestarted to cry quietly in hisroom, with the doorlocked.
Hejust wanted to be with hisfriends. Thisis what he missed the
most. To be able to hang out,ashe had done only afew weeks
before. That’sall. If only everyone could sing together every day,
butalsostill beable tosee each otherforastroll orat
Bar Settimiano, where everyone had known him since he

HOW LONG WOULD THE BALCONY SONGS
LAST? TWO, THREE WEEKS, A MONTH
PERHAPS.THEN? WOULD ITTURN UGLY?
WHAT ABOUT SPRING, WHEN THE SUN
COMES OUT? HOW WOULD THEY KEEP
PEOPLE HOME, INSIDE?

wasachild...

He wasasked to go to a testing centre. Immediately. And
told not to take anything special, to just show up, alone. It
was nearby, in that hospital in Piazza San Cosimato where he
played football with his friends, before Rome and every other
city had turned into deserts and before every balcony sported a
tricoloured Italian flag, in the largest show of patriotism since
Fascism 100 years ago, and before the waters in the Venice ca-
nallooked clean and pristine, as all the world’s media reported,
trying to find something positive to divulge. Everyone talked
of Italian excellence yet Franco thought: Ifwe’re so excellent, how
come we have more dead people than all the other countries?

Franco pressed the buzzer of the small gate. Alady in full
protective gear came out, opened itand led him to alarge room
filled with empty rows of beds where a few other patients were
waiting. They were all keeping themselves at least one metre
away from each other. When the nurse came back, she called
out hisname and took him to an examination room where
they stuck a cotton swab up hisnose.

‘Tt might feel like your eyes want to pop out,’ the nurse said,
through her mask and goggles. ‘But be patient, it Il only take
five seconds, even though it'll feel like an hour of torture.’

Hesquirmed.

‘Bestill, please... There, done...’

Another nurse walked him back to the room, taking him
through an enchanted cloister filled with olive and fir trees.
Thislittle Eden led to a wing of the building called ‘Malattie
Infettive. Once back in the large room, the nurse gave him two
pills to swallow and a paper cup filled with water.

‘We should know the resultsin about 24 hours, if not
sooner, she said.

‘OK. So,I have to come back tomorrow?’

‘No,no. You have to stay here with the others until we have
theresults.’

‘But...Idon’t have anything to sleep in, toothbrush,
nothing...’

‘Someone can bringitin. You have a phone, right?’

Anhour later, hismother arrived with his package—but
she had to stay outside. She wasnot allowed to see him, not
even through a window. Franco lay in bed trying not to think,
orto cry again—he didn’t want to embarrass himself.

Hefelt someone standing close to his bed.

‘Itold you,’a voice, coming from about a meter away. ‘You
should’ve worn amask,’

Helooked up. The eyeslooked familiar. But he couldn’t tell
who this person was. Perhaps a friend of his father, he thought,
hinting a smile which died on his face as soon as he realised
whoit was. The angry guy, of course. He was also a patient
there, waiting for results.

‘It doesn’t seem to have helped you much,’ Franco said,
through his own black mask.

‘Tonly hopeIhaven't caughtit from you.IfIdid...”

‘Tguess we’ll find out tomorrow.”

Then the main lights went off. Franco checked his phone.
It was already 10 PM. Yethow could anyone sleep ata moment
like this? He certainly couldn’t, especially after that veiled
threat. He could hear the others fidgeting, tossing and turning,
all of them one metre—or more—apart.

At 11 the lights came back on, suddenly. Everyone’s eyes
took asecond to adjust as the main door opened and the female
nurse walked in, followed by four muscled-up male nurses in
protective gear.

‘We have the results,’ she said. ‘All the negatives can leave;
all the positives have to follow me. Negatives, you're asked to
self-quarantine in your ownrooms, if you have oneat home,
or,if you don't, to stay at least one metre away from everyone
else foranother two weeks. If you have symptoms again, come
back hereforasecond test.

Then she called theirnames and ha-nded them a piece of
paper. The man from Piazza San Callisto looked at the note,
thenimmediately glanced at him. Franco clutched his paper

but was afraid tolook. m

Carlo Pizzatiis ajournalist and author. His
mostrecent book is Bending Over Backwards:
AJourney to the End of the World to Curea
ChronicBackache
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Nowhere Man

In his novel about a Sri Lankan migrant in Australia,
Avravind Adiga makes the reader care with his well-earned facts

STILLEGAL IMMIGRANTS
go, Danny—short for
Dhananjaya Rajaratnam—
the protagonistin Aravind
Adiga’snew novel, Amnesty, stands on
alintel of minor privilege. Tortured for
being a Tamil, Danny quickly realises
that there’slittle pointin continuing
tolivein Sri Lanka. So off he goes to Aus-
tralia, not on a boat, like so many others,
but on a student visa, brimming with
hope of starting anew life. But days into
college, herealises he hasbeen ripped
off. His prospective degree, he finds,
will not only be worthless, in that he’ll
beleft with nojob at the end of it, but
he’ll also be forced to return
to Sri Lanka. Only this time, he’ll
also be depleted of all of hisand his
father’ssavings.

Perhaps he ought to have taken the
boat, like his cousin who fled to Canada
and won himself freedom. But what
choice does Danny have now? Surely,
he cannot head back home. So, he drops
out of college. But to now seek asylum
istorisk deportation. The very thought
brings to him a flood of memories:
prime among them, memories ofa
Sri Lankan officer holding a burning
cigarette to his forearm. To them, being
Tamil was crime enough.

Danny begins, therefore, anew life.
He works two jobs. He shelves things at
agrocery store, in whose storage room
healsosleeps,and he cleans houses
freelance for therich. Thislife, though,
isalife of ceaseless scrutiny—every
moment is an exercise in the practice
of mimesis. He wonders how in a city
like Sydney one tells who a foreigneris.
Hemakesa chart. He searches for the
‘magic keys to Australianness’. He mim-

By Suhrith Parthasarathy

ics ‘aman with an Australian spine’. He
grows out his hair, which he had kept
immaculately groomed for two years.
He spends nearly 50 Australian dollars
onreddish-brown highlights. He wears
shortsin public. And, more than any-
thing else, he works on his language, to
grow ‘the tongue of an Australian’, as
Adiga putsit. ‘Never say receiptwith the
P.Be generous with I'reckon. Add aloud
Look—at the start of the sentence, and
ridiculousat the end. If you are happy,
talk about rugby...if youare unhappy,
talk about rugby... And do not ever call
itrugby’

This tale of Danny flitting from
illegal immigrant into an ostensible
Australian Adiga tells with customary
elegance and humour. The prose is
crisp and unfussy, and it never strains
to be noticed. But Adiga also discerns
what many others donot. That he does
so onasubject of such complexity is to
his great credit. Otherrecent novels of
migration—and there are arguably few
issues as morally pressing as the quan-
dary of a refugee—have proved particu-

AMNESTY
by Aravind Adiga

Picador
352Pages | Rs 699

larly controversial. Some, like Jeanine
Cummins’ American Dirt, have gone
horribly wrong. They feel like works

of aninattentive interloper. In her
scathing critique of American Dirt, the
New York Times Parul Sehgal invokes
thejournalist Katherine Boo’s hypoth-
esis: that when we imagine lives that
are not our own, when anovel seeks to
replicate reality, the ‘earned fact’ attains
special significance. And earning facts
takes research. Bald assertions tend to
unravel quickly. ‘Getting it right,’ as Boo
says, ‘matters way more than whether
you can make people care.’

Adiganotonly seems to have earned
his facts, but he also makes us care.
Amnestymight only be aslender novel,
butitisabook forall times, and espe-
cially one for the times that we live in.
Atits best, it does what fiction is meant
todo. It asks of us questions of deep
moral purport. What would we have
done had we been in Danny’s place?In
this case, the answer, as we consider a
dayin his, partakes a complicated ethi-
cal predicament. For the day that Adiga
gives usisno ordinary day. Itisa day of
amurder.

Danny is driving his vacuum nozzle
through the rugs at House Number 4 in
Erskineville—which isin that part of
Sydney ‘where the fitand young people
ate saladsand jogged alotbut almost
never cleaned theirhomes—when he
learns of the killing. Radha Thomas—
whose home he used to clean, House
Number Five to Danny—was found
floating on a creek. She had been
stabbed to death, and the police were
describing the injuries, to her neck and
head, committed by a knife, as horrific.
Peering from House Number Four,
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The prose is crisp and unfussy, and it never

strains to be noticed.

discerns

what many others do not. That he does so on a
subject of such complexity is to his great credit

Danny can see a White man standing
atthe window of House Number 5. It
is Mark, Radha’s husband, his face red
and distraught. Danny s certain he
knows who the killeris: itis, he’s sure,
Prakash, Radha’slover, House Number
Six to him. Danny knows their every
secret. He knows of theirillicit ways,

their affair, their addiction to gambling.

Radha and Prakash had taken a patho-
logical liking to Danny. They mocked
his diligence, by calling him different
names: ‘Legendary cleaner’, ‘Gandht’,
and ‘Nelson’ after Mandela. But their
neurotic ways, their frequent fights,
their drinking and their impetuous

and often dangerous wagering had all
become too much for Danny to take. So,
he quit cleaning their homes.

But what should he donow? Should
he goto the police with what he knows?
Would he not be deported if he reported
what he knew? If I tell the law what I
know about Prakash,’ Danny thinks, ‘I
tell the law what I know about myself”’
But, at the same time, stay quietand
there was every chance of amurderer
escaping the clutches of the law and,
who knew, perhaps even committing
anotherkilling.

Asthe plot begins to unravel, with
Danny’s phone buzzing with messages

from ‘House Number Six’, his dilemma
is complicated by what Prakash knows
about him: the fragility of his stay in
Australia, his status as an illegal. But
Aussies, Danny repeatedly tells him-
self, ‘are alogical people, amethodical
people’. Thisisa country where mis-
takes can be undone. He often pictures
himself standing before an audience of
‘logical, sensible Australians’, pleading
his case. Telling them that for four years
his only family in the country had
been the gun which stared at Danny at
the heart of the city,an ancient naval
cannon, a trophy of the Emden, ‘that
had shelled Chennai in World War

I, becoming a byword for terror even
down in Tamil-speaking Sri Lanka’.
Anything, he thinks, can happenin
Australia, ‘because the world’s upside
downhere’.

OW DANNY CONFRONTS

his positionisat the heart of the
novel. And not everything that unfolds
sounds wholly tenable. But even as
Adigabuilds up Danny’s character, even
ashetellsusabout Prakash and Radha,
their curiously eccentric relationship
and their problems with the dice, and
even as he allows the plot to unwind,
he gives usa picture of Sydney—which,
toDanny, represents an allegory of his
own life, a labyrinth of remembered er-
rors'—that is marked by a hierarchical
and uneven distribution of power. It is
here, in drawing this picture, by flesh-
ing out the paradox of the rule of law,
that Adigais at his dazzling best.

When Danny imagines himself

in front of ajudge, stating his case, he
thinks to himself, foramoment, that
thelion and the unicorn, which repre-
sented the law are not nearly as menac-
ingas ‘any symbol connected to the
government of Sri Lanka was’. Butin
SriLanka too, no one ever seemed bad,
whether they were Tamil or Sinhala or
Muslim. But evil existed. ‘A man puts on
auniform, and becomes the uniform,’
Adiga writes. This, Danny realises, is
perhapsastruein SriLankaasitis
in Australia. m
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The Subcontinent at Ease

A history of a brief window of cooperation casts an
interesting light on India’s relations with Pakistan

T IS HARD TO describe the

feelings of persons frozenina

photograph clicked in New Delhi

on April 8th, 1950. Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru and his Pakistani
counterpart Liaquat Ali Khan are
engrossed in signing something even
asofficials from the two countries
look on solemnly, giving away no emo-
tions. But for millions of Muslims and
Hindus trapped as minoritiesin the two
countries, the agreement was a hope
forsecurity. In the months preceding
theagreement,asecond exodus on the
Subcontinent had begun, noless violent
than the onein 1947. Hindus from East
Bengal poured into Indian territory
while Muslims desperately left for
Pakistan. Lives, livelihoods and property
were lost. The agreement, against the
backdrop of the first war waged by
Pakistan to wrest Jammu and Kashmir
(J&K)in 1947-1948, was nothingless
than pure will on the part of the leaders
in the two countries.

Pallavi Raghavan’s Animosity At Bay:

An Alternative History of the India-Pakistan
Relationship, 1947-1952is truly the stuff

PALLAVIRAGHAVAN

of alternative history. For one, it recovers
theidea of cooperation between India
and Pakistan thatisnow known to
either specialistsin relations between
the two countries or very few histori-
callyinclined readers. Then, it casts this
cooperationin arealistlightand not the
fog of some ‘amankiaasha’. The truth of
the matteristhateach aspectof coopera-
tion—from division of assets between
the two countries, the Nehru-Liaquat
Pact, the dense meetings over valuing
and sorting evacuee property and, finally,
the Indus Water Treaty of 19g60—wereall
partof state-building on both sides. They
were the products of hard-fought negotia-
tionsand not altruistic give-and -take.
Allthiswas necessitated by the
sundering of the organic unity of India
imposed by the British over the past
two centuries. When India was divided,
the division posed vexed questions:
how could roads, canal networks and
immoveable assets be divided? The
movement of people was violentand
confirmed the historical pattern that
whenever mass movements of popula-
tions take place on the Subcontinent,
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ANIMOSITY AT BAY
An Alternative History of the
India-Pakistan Relationship,
19471952
by Pallavi Raghavan

4

HarperCollins
260 Pages | Rs 699

By Siddharth Singh

violenceisthe inevitable byproduct. Yet,
in the face of these odds, political leaders
and civil servants calmly went about
fashioning solutions to problems that
hadnotbeen seen before. Fora period,
itworked.

Itisinteresting tonote that
Raghavan’s period beginsin 1947,
when within weeks of Partition the two
countries went to war. Butalmost at the
same time, solutions to division of assets,
theinnumerable problems associated
with people moving from one country
toanotherandahost of otherissues were
sorted by peoplesittingacrossatable.
Butitisequally interesting to see that
sheendsheraccountin 1952. By that
year, forces were in motion that would ul-
timately throttle democracy in Pakistan.
The Indus Waters Treaty, whose ‘pre-
history’ Raghavan sketchesin her book,
was signed when Pakistan wasruled by a
military dictator.

This process of cooperation hada
hard upperlimit. Inlate 1949, some
monthsafter the Karachi Agreement
was signed, cementing the ceasefire line
inJ&K, Prime Minister Nehru hinted
ataframework under which the two
countries would resolve outstanding
issues peacefully. A declaration jointly
made with Pakistan that neither country
would declare war on each other was
considered asan option. Modelled on the
Kellogg-Briand pact of 1928 that abjured
war among European powers, the poten-
tial India-Pakistan declaration cameata
fraught moment. The idea was mooted
before the Nehru-Liaquat Pact was
signedin April 1950. It wasa particularly
tense momentinrelations between the
twoneighboursand, fora time, it seemed
war was imminent. India had concen-
trated troopsand war materialsat key
militarylocations in Punjab and there
was great uncertainty in the air.
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Ultimately, after a huge volume of
correspondence between the two Prime
Ministers, theidea died. By late 1950,
the sense of urgency that had driven
the two sides to think of the no-war
agreement that option had waned. But
itwasnotjust changed circumstances
thatkilled the possibility. By that time,
the two countries had sketched out their
approaches to settling disputes,a pattern
that continuestill today. India wanted a

agreement. India, which held much of
whatit wanted, saw noreason to agree to
adetailedlisting for arbitration.
Raghavan notes this: ‘The reasons
that the correspondence failed in 1950
were not, in the end, particularly surpris-
ing—indeed, they were structural: for
Pakistan, signing such a declaration
would have implied its formal acquies-
cence to the status quo in Kashmir. In
India, Nehru’s bureaucracy cautioned

Pallavi Raghavan’s book is on an interesting
period of fleeting cooperation between the two
countries at a very difficult time in their history

GETTY IMAGES

(L-R) Lord Mountbatten, Jawaharlal Nehru, Liaquat Ali Khan and
Field-Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck in New Delhi, March 1947

general declaration that would commit
the two countries against aggression on
each other. In contrast, Pakistan wanted
adetailed agreement listing options for
arbitration and third-party mediation on
issueslike J&K, Junagadh and the status
of evacuee properties in the two coun-
tries. This was not a mere historical ac-
cidentbut was builtinto the logic of the
situation. Pakistan, a weaker country,
wanted to pursueits claims using any
opportunity and option, evenano-war

implacably against the future risks of
committing to the correspondence.’

In fact, the Indian position was quite
clear even before Nehru had uttered the
first public word hinting at the no-war
optioninlate 1949:in anote on January
3rd, 1949 where he listed India’s position
on contested issues like J&K, evacuee
property, Junagadh and canal waters.
Butin the same note he said, ‘All these
questions should not come in the way of
the declaration... Itisin order to ease the

situation between the two countries...
that we have made our proposal.’

This was not the end of cooperative
agreements between the two countries.
In September 1960, a treaty on shar-
ing of river waters in the Indus system
was signed. That agreement has stood
the test of time. Even in moments of
heightened tension, the meeting of
the Indus commissioners of the two
countries have continued. In the 21st
century, Pakistan has sought tointerpret
the treaty toitsadvantage by claiming
Indian violations in river water proj-
ectsin J&K. That came tonothingand,
contrary tonoises in India, the treaty has
remained unscathed.

Raghavan’s book is on aninteresting
period of fleeting cooperation between
the two countriesata very difficult time
in their history. Pakistan, an ideological
stateinits very conception, did notlet
thatidea come in the way of cooperation
with India. India, in turn, did what it
could to ease the dislocation of Partition.
For both countries, this was the path to
consolidation of statehood. Defence of
‘ideological frontiers’ would come later.
The bookisauseful addition to the lit-
erature of cooperation among estranged
countries that have been divided along
ethnicandreligiouslines.

Isthere hope for cooperation now;,
given this history? Liberals on both sides
will be delighted to read the book and
use it to project their fantasies further.
They have every right todo so. Buta
dose of realism is in order. For Pakistan,
getting J&K ‘back’is essential for the
ideological glue thatliesat the heart
ofitsnationhood. In India, even with
adramatically altered conception of
nationalism, territory remainsat the
heart of its nationalist project. Evenin
its primordial definition, ‘India’is the
territory from ‘Mount Meru to the Sea’. If
anything, the history of J&K from 1947
until 2020is one of increasing territorial
unification with the rest of the country.
Pakistan, with its disorganised economy
and dysfunctional politics, is unlikely to
give up and equally unlikely to gethold
of the prize it seeks. Peace isa busybody
in this process.m
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I A MOVEABLE FEAST

Pandemic Diets

Will the coronavirus change what we eat and how we eat?

CCORDING TO my
mother, there are
three things thatare

of interest to everyone: food,
sportsand health. With the
COVID-19 pandemic on us,
food and health have never
been more viscerally linked
thannow. Weare all being
asked to self-quarantine and
stop our social activities;
meeting friendsin pubsand
restaurants and clubs are

on the ‘avoid’ list. In Britain, those above 70 are being asked to
stay at home for the next four months. My English friend who
haselderly parents, both of whom have had several stintsat
the hospital for serious ailments, has spent much of this week
ensuring that they have everything they need.

How did people survive (or not) the Black Death in the 16th
century? In the TV series Dining with Death, a scholar points
out: “Since emotions also affected health, physicians advised
that melancholy should be avoided. Plague regimens advised
people to: ‘Keep good company, drink good wine, and eat good
meat.” Others spoke of avoiding melancholy. Eating together
also provided the psychological reassurance found in social
ritual. Such reassuring rituals were visible all over Europe.

Fast-forward to present-day Italy: Scenes of serenades and
concerts from the balconies of quarantined Italians have been
streaming on the internet. Social distancing, they have rightly
realised, does not mean human distancing. In fact, itis the
reverse: the more time one spends at home, the more social
one can be in engaging with neighbours and friends through
chatsbetween balconies, and viaZoom and Skype, and in block
orstreet parties where everyone eats and drinks in their own
homesbutin full view of the others. This week an apartment
complex in Gurugram had abalcony-block party.

Social distancing need not produce melancholy and depres-
sion, especially in those who live alone. We are luckier than
those in the earlier centuries who did not have access to virtual
communications. Itis possible to eat with others virtually—
pourout a glass of wine or beer or juice, put your laptop on the
dining table (after sanitising it, of course) and log into Zoom
or Skype or something else,and converse with your friends or
loved ones. It will stave off loneliness and depression; a healthy
mind s, afterall, very important in fighting off any ailment. My
mother, forinstance, has teain New Delhi while listening to her

By Shylashri Shankar

granddaughter play the piano in Dallas via Skype. She haslived
in the same apartment complex for 30 years, but has connected
with her neighbours only now, during her morning walks.

Laura Spinney, the author of Pale Rider: The Spanish Flu of
1918 and How It Changed the World, says that whenever conta-
gionisa threathumans have practised ‘social distancing—
understanding instinctively that steering clear of infected
individualsincreases the chance of staying healthy.In 1918,
the spread of the Spanish Flu resulted in social distancing
that took the form of quarantine zones, isolation wards and
prohibitions on mass gatherings—where they were properly
enforced, these measures slowed the spread. Asmany as
18 million Indians died in the pandemic—the greatest loss
in absolute numbers of any country in the world. British
colonialists did not bother to enforce these measures, fuelling
resentment among Indian nationalists and increasing the
calls forindependence.

With the booming transport system—planes, trains, buses,
cars—contagion is much faster for us now than it was during
the Spanish fluin 1918 or the earlier pandemics.

Here are some facts we do know about SARS-CoV:

1) The virusstayed stable at 4°C and at room temperature (20
°C)foratleast two hours on arange of surfaces and in water.

2)SARS-CoV wasinactivated by heat treatments of 9o
minutesat 56°C, 60 minutesat 67°C or 3o minutesat 75°C. UV
irradiation for 60 minutes of the virus in culture inactivatedit.

3) Any food not cooked to a significant degree are more at
risk; thisiseven the case for food processed with a ‘Listeria-
cook’ of 72°C for two minutes. Also, chilling and most likely
freezing isnot readily going to destroy this virus and therefore
chilled and frozen food sourced from major outbreak zones
should be risk-assessed.

4) Ethanolis very effective in killing the virus (so washing
handswith ethanol-infused soapsis very important before
touching food—and in general too).

This means that logically one should eat food cooked well
(either slow-cooked or at high temperatures)—so salads may
not beideal. We can only kill the virus in food by thoroughly
heating it during cooking.

Historically, the origins of food taboos appear to be linked to
infectious diseases. These include prohibitions on drinking raw
animal blood, on sharing cooking and eating utensils and plates
between meatand other food, and on eating pork in Judaism
and Islam (most likely concerned about dangerous pig tape-
worms). Even today, the consumption of raw milk isillegal in
many countries, to prevent spread of bovine (cow) tuberculosis.
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HISTORICALLY, THE ORIGINS OF FOOD

TABOOS APPEAR TO BE LINKED TO

INFECTIOUS DISEASES. THESE INCLUDE

PROHIBITIONS ON DRINKING RAW

ANIMAL BLOOD, ON SHARING COOKING

AND EATING UTENSILS AND PLATES
BETWEEN MEAT AND OTHER FOOD

Whileitisnot clear what taboos COVID-19 going to create
(will the custom of Middle Easterners eating from the same
plate die out?), the reliance on traditional remedies seems to
have gained more adherents worldwide. A rumourin India
thatthe virusislinked to the poultry industry hasled to the
collapsein the price of chicken and an increase in the prices of
potatoesand vegetables. The sales of raw turmeric have shot
up, with an over 300 per cent increase in demand for turmeric
from the UK and Germany, but the cancellation of flights
means that merchants have not been able to take advantage of
the demand. Ayurveda says having raw turmericin hot milk
keeps the respiratory system clear.

During the plague in the 17th century in England, a band of

thieves routinely broke into the houses of plague
victims and looted the corpses without ever falling
ill with the disease themselves. It transpired that
they were a family of perfumers who coated their
bodies with oil containing lavender essential oil
which they knew protected them from the deadly
bacteria. They seemed to have used a combination
oflavender, rosemary, camphor, nutmeg, sage and
cinnamon in asuspension of vinegar and garlic.

Ifnothing else, COVID-19 may bring back the
habit of washing one’s hands even if one is eating
with aspoon.

Whatabout orderingin food?Isitsafe to
consume it? Thereisno evidenceas yet that the
virus can be transmitted through food but there
isgrowing evidence that you can ingest the virus
shed in faeces through poor handwashing. Sodobe
certain of the restaurant’s food-handling standards
before ordering in. Domino’s Pizza has introduced
‘zero contact delivery’ acrossitsall 1,325 restaurants
applicable on prepaid deliveries. This means that
the delivery person will place the carry bag in front
of the customer’s door and step back a safe distance
afterringing the bell. Oh,and do double the tip—
think of how much danger the delivery person faces
ingoing from house to house.

The bubonic plague (1348-1350),also knownas
the Black Death, temporarily reversed the power
imbalance by making elites suffer while peasants
and serfs benefited from the increased demand for
labour. Wages rose, a fact that was recorded quite
resentfully by the monks of Rochesterin 1348. ‘An
inversion of the natural order, [and] those who were
accustomed to have plenty and those accustomed to
suffer want, fell into need on the one hand and into
abundance on the other.” The diet of the lower or-
dersimproved substantially. Before 1348, the diet of
an English peasant was bread and oatmeal pottage,
afew scraps of meat washed down with some thin
ale. Afterthe Black Death, they ate beef and mutton
instead of bacon, wheat bread instead of barley and
fresh fish instead of salted herring. Hereisa grumble from an
English landowner: ‘... Because such a man ishired asamember
of your household, he scorns all ordinary food... he grumbles...
and he will not return tomorrow unless you provide some-
thingbetter”

This, alas,isnot going to be true for the poor today after
COVID-19. The economic hardship that awaits us this year
willimpact those lower down in the economic strata more dis-
proportionately than the wealthy. If anything, their dietsmay
worsen as businesses downsize and cutjobs. Thereisa crying
need for governments (especially ours) toimmediately come to
theaid of the indigent and the needy, especially those working
inthe informal sector. m
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Breakup? Rubbish!

Stories about Ranbir Kapoor and Alia Bhatt’s breakup are
not true;never mind what the tabloids insist. Rumours that
it’sover between the couple gained momentum last week
after Ranbir could not be spotted in any of the photographs
from Alia’s birthday celebrations. Alia put up pictures
hanging out with her girlfriends and from what appeared
tobea gathering with her family. But Ranbir was nowhere
insightineitherset of photos. That prompted the breakup
narrative. A source close to the pair reveals that Ranbir did
see her on herbigday;shejustdidn’t putup any pictureshe
wasin.

Thespeculation around theirrelationship and the stories
about the breakup began appearinginsomany entertainment
publications (one paper suggested that he was caught fooling
around with amarried socialite at her out-of-town farmhouse),
itprompted the usually reticent actress to pointedly rubbish
them. No,she didn’t come out and address the rumours, but
she didrespond toan Instagram video that Ranbir'smother
Neetu Singh put up of her husband Rishi Kapoor following
ayogatutorial that he was streaming from his phone to his
television while self-isolating. In the comments section, Alia
postedaseeminglyinnocuous ‘Superb’.

Two dayslater, she posted a photograph of herself
staringat the sunset,accompanied by a postscript
tohercaption thatread: {photo]credittomyall
time fav photographer RK’ and followed it up with
apink heart emoji. Those that know heragree that
it'sveryuncharacteristic of Aliato flaunt
herrelationship,but theyalsoseem tobe
convincedit’sadirect shutdown of the
breakup rumours. Remember you
readithere first (weeksago tobe
fair), marriage s still scheduled
for December. Unlessthe
coronavirus throws plans
into disarray.

Self-Help

Theboredom and frustration owing
tobeinglocked indoorsalong withno
house help have inspired movie stars
toshow off their domesticsidein
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Instagram postsand live videos—the equivalent of beingina
Bigg Bosshouse.

Earlier this week, Katrina Kaif put outa ‘tutorial video’
of herrinsing her dishes. Deepika Padukone showed off
achocolate dessert she whipped up for Ranveer Singh
and Soniactress Geetika Vidya Ohlyan posted a video of
herscrubbing the floors toinspire others to do theirown
housework while their help also self-isolate.

From gymregulars like Ishaan Khatter, we got workout
videos from home. Otherslike Anushka Sharma posted on
theimportance of washing one’shands regularly with videos
demonstratingjust how precise and careful one needs to be.

Forachange, regular Joesare discovering that when it
comes to social distancing andisolation, glamorous film
starsaren’tall that different or special. Bigger homes, better
cameras, perhaps. But the boredom and the need to stay
connected (even virtually will do!) are clearly universal.

Is It Over Finally?

Forsome time now there have been whispersthata
prominent film studio may be folding up its local production
businesses. But given that the studio hashad asteady
roster of releases over the last few years, those rumours
haveremainedjust that: gossip. However, that
eventuality began toloom largelast year when the
studio was swallowed by a global conglomerate. Plus
the factthattheirrecent Hindi films have failed to
make the cutdoesnotbode well forits future.
With the studio head recently stepping down after
alongrun, the chatter hasstarted again. There’s
alsothe added blow of coronavirus quashing the
. business ofthat one newrelease from the studio
 thatwas performing promisingly at the
. boxoffice.
‘ According to theindustry grapevine, the
creative head of the studio has begun talks
. with other outfits. Most insiders expect that
. theperson willland on their feet given their
reputation for sniffing out quality material.
| Butthereisalsothematterof the dozens
of employees (many who’ve been around
| sincethestart)who couldlose theirjobsin

. analready vulnerable market.m
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