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LETTER OF THE WEEK

Notall heroesare ‘individuals who through character
keep the pages of history rollinginavirtuous
direction’ (‘Portraits of Heroism in the Time of
Pandemic’, August 1oth, 2020). While we stillhave
stellar characters who possess the immense strength of
the heroes of classical mythology, thatisnot necessary
today. Brawns don’t always win anymore in the age of
mechanised armaments—the violence of victoryisno
longer visceral. For the modern hero, suffering,
adversities, endurance, perseverance, and finally,
victory over astronger enemy—irrespective of wheth-
erthesettingisa war—are more important. In fact, call
itanachronism, but modern exegeses of premodern
mythshave also excavated such heroes from the past.
Ifadversity be a necessity for heroism, then whoare
our heroestoday? The migrantlabourer whostarts
walkingin towards hisvillage thousands of kilometres
away like the proverbial Christian pilgrim of medieval
Europe. Afterall, if thatisnotlooking adversity straight
intheeye, whatis? The health workerstaying putata
site everyone wants to flee. The undertakeraccepting to
touchand handle what everyone wantstoavoidlikea
curse. These actsmust countas the greatest acts of hero-
isminindependent India, for thereistreasure awaiting
themat the end, only more misery.

J Srinivasan

Happiness managementis
the underlying principle
behind all social endeavours.
Thisneeds tobeinstilled

in children from an early
stage. Happiness should
notbecome aboring topic
butitshould be enjoyed and
madeeasytolearninthe
curriculum. The pedagogic
focusshould be on strength,
suitability, choice, freedom
andlikesinafriendly,
helpfuland supportive

HAPPY LEARNING

Iwelcome the New
Education Policy’s emphasis
onsmart management of the
education administration,
evidentinitsmove of
syllabusreduction (‘Back to
School’, August 10th, 2020).
The nextstep should be
toreduce the size of extra-
curricular projects too. Let
ushave knowledge and skills
learninginajoyful,fun
andrelaxed environment.
Educationisnot merely
about covering the syllabus
and producing robots that
regurgitate definitionsin
front of interview panels or
show the ability to memorise
formarks. The Government
should also think about
increasing the emphasis on
sports, happiness and life

skillsin the curriculum
of schools and colleges.

Studentsshould be trained to

thinkjoyfully andin terms

teaching environment, as
suggested by commentators
such asRoseanne Glickman,
David Schwartzand
Angela Cooze.

PV Madhu

of problem solving—notjust

complain about problems—
ashasbecome the paradigm
inthe West.Infact,

England’s curriculum can be

aready reference for India’s
textbooksin the future.

THE REAL CULPRITS

TheKerala gold smuggling
caseisareminderabout what
happens when bureaucrats
usurp power and leadership
fails (‘Gold’s Own Country’

PNSreeLekha byMakarandR Paranjape,
August 3rd, 2020). Why
Iwould urge the blame only middlemen?
Government toinclude They are merely small-scale

happiness development in
the New Education Policy.

The Western world isalready

moving beyond GDPand
per capitaincome to various
measures of happiness. And
much before them, Bhutan
had already taken thatleap

of thought. Life is temporary.

beneficiaries of alarge chain,
apparently linked to the state
secretariat. How can people
trust their politiciansagain
inelectionsiftheyevade
accountability in this murky
alliance with bureaucrats
and foreign consulates?
Ramachandran Nair
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By S PRASANNARAJAN

Modi, Ram and the Temple

HESE ARE THE times when we need the
mercy of gods and the prayers of the living.
United by fear, and set apart by the love for
life, we still wait for benevolence. In the
city of Ayodhya, where in the epic
imagination lived and reigned the ideal
man and the model king, the prayers that
swayed the passions and politics of India
for decades were fulfilled on a Wednesday noon. It was a day
when one man’s pilgrimage would join the culmination of
adisplaced deity’s epochal journey through the minds and
courtrooms of India. As a piece of sacred land was dedicated
to a god who returned home amidst Sanskrit chants and
flower offerings, the pilgrim sat there facing the designated
space where the first stone of the temple will be laid, as the
chosen redeemer of a pledge to which his own power is
indebted. That moment, for Narendra Modi, marked a
passage to a future he hoped would be more liberating than
lacerating, more reconciling than deconstructive, perhaps
asmuch as it marked a god’s turn to withdraw from the
battles of the mortals. The most resonant invocation came
from Modi, now maskless in front of the mike, revealing his
overgrown hair and beard in white add-

mosque with a backstory of invasion and cultural vandalism
stood the foot soldiers of aggrieved Hindu nationalism,
which itself heralded the shattering finale of the long march
of Indian politics’ only charioteer who would eventually
miss the destination he dreamed of all along. Ayodhya 1992
was an end and a beginning. The first notations of a life-
changing shiftin the politics of India were written in the
detritus of a different India where bad memories had never
been erased with such fury. India began anew, for better

Or worse.

Between Ayodhya 1992 and Ayodhya 2020, India
amplified the sighs, struggles and assertion of nationhood.
Atal Bihari Vajpayee in power, as India’s first Prime
Minister without a Congress ancestry, was the prologue.
Even though it was the spirit of Ayodhya that brought him
to power, he was not the face of masculine nationalism or
resurgent Hindutva. It was the poetics of moderation, not
the politics of angry gods, that set him apart as a reconciler
in office and a raconteur on the stump. In retrospect, he was
a pause, a calm interlude, in the Right’s conversation with
power. Modi changed everything, and it must be said again
that he came to Delhi not on a chariot but on a promise of

modernisation. When he campaigned

ing customary contrast to the starker
colours of his kurtaand scarf and of

for India, the recurring T-word was
not temple but toilet (the first hint

the general atmospherics, as if he just That moment in of Swachh Bharat). That was not an
stepped out of a framed pantheon of Ayodhya, for Narendra omission, or an instance of caution.
saints f01: the occasion: “Ram is within MOdi, marked a passage There wasno need for him to stress ‘
all, Ram s forall.” something that was the very core of his
Nearly three decades ago, to a future he hoped would political being, and the edifying
Ayodhya was not an ideal place for gods be more liberating than imagery of his belief system. To reclaim
and kings. It was the site where faith lacerating, more what was his existential identity asa
rearmed by politics announced its line th Hindu nationalist, he felt no need to
triumph by an act of profanity that reconci l.ng an sloganise, or to climb on to a chariot. To
shook the foundations of India’s secular dCCOHStI'UCthC, pel‘haPS reassure India that he was the new
ethos that till then incorporated the as much as it marked a nation builder, it only required a
idga of the natipp anc! the Folerant g0 d’s turn to withdraw retel}ir}g of }}is recprd asan '
attitudes of religions in spite of the administration wizard in Gandhinagar.
enforced ideals of the socialist era. from the battles of The twin planks on which he sought
On demolition day, on the debris of a the mortals India’s mandate were a Congress-free

[OPENN
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi speaks in Ayodhya, August 5

-— -

India and a secure future—the story of Ram’s homelessness
was too familiar to merit a retelling.

On August 5th in Ayodhya, the Modi who prostrated
before Ram Lalla, did the multiple offerings and circled the
sacred fire as the priests sang hymns to gods and goddesses
including Bharat Mata, was a man with a political mandate
bigger than 2014. On that December day in Ayodhyain 1992,
it was hate and manic nihilism that reclaimed a god, and
jubilation was followed by fear. On August 5th, there was
no political theatre of the triumphant as Modi launched the
construction of the Ram temple. There was a pronounced
sense of understatement. A house for Ram had the legitimacy
of the Constitution, which made August 5th not the
concluding chapter of December 6th but a civilisational cor-
rection. And Modj, for his part, struck a fine balance between
the pilgrim and the Prime Minister. He didn’t say the word
Hindu in his speech; maybe there was no need, as there was
no need in 2014 for him to utter the word temple. Even when

Power hypnotises
those who are prone
to the fantasies of
glory, and, as told
by Valmiki, the story
of Ram is all about
the idealisation of
the human and
the humanisation
of power

he spoke about Ramrajya, it was Gandhi’s version that he
wanted to share on what he said was “the day of liberation.”
The obvious was left out; it seemed political Hinduism’s first
citizen wanted to liberate Ram from the aggressions and
grievances of Hindutva, and dedicate him to the nation.

The modern Hindu, said Vivekananda, needs to
“de-hypnotise” himself. “The way to do that is found in
your own sacred books. Teach yourself, teach everyone
hisreal nature, call upon the sleeping soul and see how it
awakes. Power will come, glory will come, goodness will
come, purity will come, and everything that is excellent
will come, when this sleeping soul is roused to self-
conscious activity.” Power hypnotises those who are prone
to the fantasies of glory, and, as told by Valmiki, the story
of Ram s all about the idealisation of the human and the
humanisation of power. A temple for such a god could also
become a constant reminder for anyone, Hindu or not, who
aspires to be a Perfect Man—or a Near Perfect Ruler.m

17 AUGUST 2020
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HAT HAVE WE cometo?

Inthe midstof the Covid-19
pandemic,anationwide disruption
of everydaylife,andamost
worryingly sputtering economy;,
our policymakers,among other
headaches, have tobe constantly
mindful of the monkey menace. Yes,
youread thatright. Monkey menace.
Forif the high and mighty of the
ruling establishment and corporate
eliteslove toreside in Lutyens’ Delhi,
sodoapparently these grey-coloured
primates. They follow norules, make
nodistinction between youngand
old, tormenting everyone alike. You
doeverything possible toshut them
out from your daily life, building iron
grilles, keeping doorsshutatall times
oftheday, but their fearstill lurks
around you. Indeed, those fortunate
tolivein the British-era houses with
acresof greenlawnsringed by the
flowerbeds, carefully tended by the
CPWD maalis, find it such a waste.
Because they are afraid tostir out of
the high-ceilinged living quarters,
much smallerin comparison, for fear
of the ferociousmonkeys, which hunt
in groups. Ministers of the realm,
judges of the Supreme Courtand
High Court, top civilian and military
officers, seem to have admitted
defeat whenitcomesto taming the
challenge of the free-spirited simians.

The natural instinct of monkeys

being to frighten you instead of
retreatingin the face ofahuman
challenge, recently at least two
senior judges of the Delhi High
Court found to their chagrin that
monkeys were being regularly fed
infront of their bungalows. Given
that the old parents were under
strict orders not to emerge from

INDRAPRASTHA

Virendra KGPOOT

come lugging the food in amid-sized
van. Toldaboutan old order of the
local government against feeding
monkeysin public places, they
turned hostile, asserting that nobody
on earth could stop them from doing
punya ka kaam. But why not feed the
monkeysat the designated place
earmarked by the Department of
Forestsand Wildlife? The response
was unchanged: Hanumanjee ki sena
cannot be confined tojust one place.
A good portion of the funds provided
by the departmentand other
charitable institutions for feeding the
monkeys—and even dogs—findsits
way into private pockets.

Yet, the animallovers preen
themselvesasif they somehow are
blessed with a superior conscience
than the rest of humanity. Thanks
to their stubbornness, some of the
best bungalows in Lutyens’ Delhi,
especially on Kamraj Marg, Rajaji
Marg and Krishna Menon Marg,
come lower down in the preference
listof VVIPs.In fact, Arun Jaitley was
cautioned by Mulayam Singh Yadav
not tosettle for 2 Krishna Menon
Marg due to the monkey menace.

Lane, asenior law officer preferred
tostay on through Modi 1.0in his
private house, using the official
house foran occasional dinner
when monkeys mercifully vanish
in trees or some such places. Want
toexperience monkey menace
firsthand? Try driving, or better still,
walking through Krishna Menon
Marg ona Sunday morning.

MAR SINGH, AN unattached

member of the Rajya Sabha who
diedlast week in a Singapore hospital
ofkidney-related complications,
was one of the more colourful
politicians. His street-smart ways,
filmylanguage, earthy wit worked
wellin the socio-political milieu
inhabited by amajority of politicians.
Inthelast couple of years, he virtually
led alonelylife, with the Samajwadis,
iconic film starsand corporate bosses
distancing themselves from him. But
no other politician had the capacity to
break intoa filmy song or dialogue to
make hispoint as the old Samajwadi
did. Aswhen thejournalist-turned-
politician Rajiv Shuklarecorded the
inaugural programme of the celebrity
Antaksharishow for his TV channel,
News 24,on the India Gate lawns with
theJawan Jyoti forming an attractive
backdrop. The two-member teams
were to compete with one another.
Amar Singh had the occasional film
actor, Nafisa Ali,as partner. Arun
Jaitley was to adjudge the best team.
The friendly competition of filmy
songs wasinto the third round when
the Singh-Ali duo wasasked to come
up withasongbeginning with the
letter ‘e’. Ali, whobarely opened her
mouth,looked at Singh who without
waiting a second virtually jumped

inside the house even for takingin The former defence minister, who inhisseat, singinginrhythm,
some fresh airin the open unless hadlived in thathouse, said in his Eena, meena, deeka, bam, bam bo, or
they were accompanied by burly rusticstyle: Arvey, jeena harama kar wordsto thateffect. Aswe said,
security guards, they accosted the diya tha poorey parivar ka in bandaro Amar Singh wasnever lost
monkey-feeders who regularly ney. Allotted a bungalow on Kamraj forwords.m
IOPENK:] 17 AUGUST 2020



MUMBAI NOTEBOOK

HE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

brings in many new wordsand
phrasesinto our consciousness. One
Thavejustlearntis ‘Worried Well’. It
seems tosuggest that someone has
beenagood worrier, butit’saseri-
ous phrase, seriously (ifawkwardly)
coined by the august National Institute
of Mental Health and Neuro Sciences
(NIMHANS)in Bengaluru. Itisused
to describe patients who are perfectly
well but make themselves believe they
have contracted the coronavirus. Some
of themsay they have developed adry
cough, ignoring the fact that they have
often had an allergic cough earlier;
most believe they are Covid-19-positive
butasymptomatic. In fact, leftalone,
whichisoften the case during the
lockdown, they could worry them-
selvestodeath:in one casein Delhi, a
26-year-old healthy youngmanhada
psychotic breakdown and needed psy-
chiatric treatment. NIMHANS takes it
seriously enough toissue anadvisory
todoctors.

If that'sthe case with healthy
young people with no history of
mentalillness, just think of those who
suffer from depression and/or bipolar
disorder. How oppressive it must be
forthemtolive under the pandemic
lockdown!Inevitably, thoughts turn
tomid-June at the height of the pan-
demic when the tragedy of Sushant
Singh Rajputhit thenewsanda
sordid drama followed, made worse
by the entry of vile politicians. Even
the Chief Minister of Bihar and the
former Chief Minister of Maharash-
tra (and his wife!) have made their
publicity-seeking comments.

Shorn of all the appalling media
hype of television channels, and
the Rajput family’slate reaction (no
doubtegged on by slimy politicians
and manic TV anchors), what dowe
have?The medical reportssay there

Anil Dharker

.-'.".. RS
lﬁﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂ

wasno poison or drugs or alcohol in
Sushant’s system; his CA and police
auditors have found no siphoning off
of money from hisaccount; and tell-
ingly, the actor’slast Google searches
show that he looked for things like
painless death, schizophrenia, bipolar
disorderand did a search of hisown
name, one assumes to see what was
being said about him.

What doesall this tell you? Here
wasa troubled young man, suffering
from (and apparently being treated
for) clinical depression. His only fault,
inafilmindustry notfamousforit,
was to think toomuch. In January
2018, for example, he took to Twitter
(handle: @intoxillectual) toreach
bibliophiles the world over to share
their thoughtsand reading lists about
books. He himself read about string
theory and Jean-Paul Sartre and rec-
ommended books like The
Beginning of Infinityby David Deutsch
and Brain Rulesby John Medina. ‘Read
them,” he urged, ‘if the fabric of reality
interestsyou.’ He also had a highly
advanced telescope to study the stars
and nebulae when out onalocation
shoot, and in his social media account,
he described himselfas ‘Photonina
double-slit’.

Extraordinary asall thisis, what
makesiteven more special are details
of his finances which have come
out of the police investigation. His
maximum balance seems to have
been Rs 18 crore, which istiny by film
industry standards, yet he paid out
Rs 2.5 crore towards GST. And incred-

ibly enough, donated Rs 3 crore for
flood reliefin Assam and Kerala (with
zero attendant publicity).

The trouble with Rajput was that
he didn’t realise how very specialhe
was, with exceptional empathy for
hisfellow human beings. If only he
had known that his suicide would
cause such distress to those nearest
to him,Iam sure he would still be
around today.

SIWRITE this, the next phase of
umbai’s ‘Mission Begin Again’
programme of unlocking haskicked
in. Liquor shops can now open, shops
onbothsidesof the street can operate
between g AM and 7 PM, mallsand
market complexesarealsoallowed to
re-open, allrequired tostrictly observe
social distancing and the wearing of
masks, with the threat of being shut
down iftheserulesare disregarded.
Theatres, restaurants and food courts
arestill shut, assadly, they should be.
In these dark times, we clutch at
straws. The biggest is that for many
consecutive days, there are more
recoveries than cases of Covid-19-pos-
itive pointing to the possibility of
plateauing and adownward curve. An
unexpected side benefit of the lock-
down isthat for the first time in five
years, there have been norain-related
deathsin the whole of July. No one
hasfallen into open drainsin spite of
flooding, simply because people are
forced tostay in; thatalso hasa direct
effectonleptospirosis, the incidence
of which has fallen from 94 in July last
year to 14 thistime around.
Gastroenteritis has come down from
9941053, hepatitisfrom 270tojust 1,
with zero cases of influenza HIN1.
I'told you, we are clutching at straws,
orto putitanother way, searching
with telescopes and binoculars for
silverlinings.m
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OPENINGS

NOTEBOOK

The Man Who Knew Too Much

AMAR SINGH
1956-2020

HERE IS AN ebullient Amar Singh, shepherd-

ing the Bachchan family ata media event where

they had turned out to watch Baby B Abhishek

shine. There isan enraged Amar Singh, prompt-
ing Amitabh Bachchan to take offence at how he had been
described in an article asa power broker. And then there’sa
quieter, more reflective man, at the very exclusive Chambers

at Delhi’s Taj Mansingh, recalling how the 2010 kidney trans-

planthad changed hislife, made him susceptible to infection
and made it impossible for him to savour his meals. He was a

GETTY IMAGES

shadow of his former self but as quick to emotion and singing
anappropriate Hindi film song.

Anyone who hasbeen around in Lutyens’ Delhi long
enough has astory to tell about Amar Singh. Born an outsider,
in Kolkata, he owned the city with a swagger all his own, that
took him from a liaison officer for Vam Organics for the
Bhartias to becoming the man who famously bailed Bach-
chan out of bankruptcy by connecting him with yet another
outsiderlooking for a place on the high table, Subrata Roy of
Sahara. But while Roy ran a business that promised potential

[OPENR D]
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profits to many, Amar Singh had only one asset to sell—
hisundyingloyalty.

This quality took him to becoming Mulayam Singh
Yadav’s closest advisor as the Samajwadi Pary supremo
negotiated the new world of defence deals and corporate
skulduggery that was worlds away from even the murky
caste politics of Uttar Pradesh. In a world where provincial
power had its first encounter with partying elites, Amar
Singh became his friend, philosopher, guide. Slowly and
steadily Amar Singh, the power broker from Burrabazar,
was able to stitch together an alliance of politics, big business
and Bollywood that would manifest itself in the epic acro-
nym, created and popularised by himself: Triple A,

Amar, Akbar, Anthony, aka Amar Singh, Amitabh
Bachchan and Anil Ambani,
bookended by Roy and Yadav.

jwadi Party backing the UPA Government on the nuclear deal
and saving the day. But this caused the cash for votes scandal,
where essentially a sting operation carried out by the BJP to
trap the Congress and Amar Singh got caught on tape. Amar
Singh eventually went to prison for this and this was when
most of his friends dropped him.

Herein lay Amar Singh’s greatest tragedy, his inability to
distinguish himself from those he helped. The first rule of
doing favours for the powerful is to not assume they will be
indebted to you forever. You can be a privileged guest at the
high table but you can never be a member. This was one of
his cardinal mistakes, expecting Jaya Bachchan to follow him
when he was expelled from the Samajwadi Party or expect
that his bold face buddies would visit him in jail.

He realised this asmuch,
but toolate. In an interview

Thisalliance took him to
placeshe always dreamed of,
from rubbing shoulders with
Australian media mogul Kerry
Packer and the best and bright-
estat Delhi’s Ashoka Hotel in
2000 to hosting abanquetin
Lucknow in honour of Mu-
layam Singh Yadavin 2005
attended by no less than former
US President Bill Clinton. Amar
Singh wasa warrior, ready to

Anyone who has been around in
Lutyens’ Delhi long enough has
a story to tell about Amar Singh.
Born an outsider, in Kolkata, he
owned the city with a swagger all
his own, that took him from a

liaison officer for Vam Organics

givenin 2013, Amar Singh said:
‘The Big Man’s syndrome is
thatthey always think they are
obliging you. They think that
by having dinner with you,
they have honoured you. They
eat your food but won’t
appreciate it. They will say
thingslike, “there was too
much sugar in your sweet dish,
ithas given me diabetes or the
salt was strong, my blood

take onanyone. It could be actor for the Bhartias to becommg pressure will haunt me. Life is
Shah Rukh Khan who tried to the man who famously bailed abigteacher. It has taught me
resolve adispute between Amar one lesson that these so-called
Singh and the organisersata Bachchan out of bankruptcy by big people, like Ambaniand
film awards show in Dubai in connecting him with yet another Bachchan, feel that they are

2004 over not being given front-
row seats. It could be fellow
Samajwadi Party member Azam
Khan who he felt was trying to

outsider looking for a place on the
high table, Subrata Roy of Sahara

obliging you, and giving you

mileage by allowing youan

opportunity to serve them.”
The socialist socialite was

steer party control from under
Mulayam’s nose. But he was
alsoavailable to help, whether it was a cash-strapped Boney
Kapoor for whom he got financing from Roy or even merely
to turn up at a book release function in memory of glam pal
Sunanda Pushkar ata day’s notice.

His passing away is the end of an era. The Age of Modi
doesn’t need power brokers or fixers, a word he loathed. In this
New India, it’s not who you know that matters, but what you
know. Striking covert deals in the age of constant surveil-
lance, by the state or social media, is almost impossible in
an era where Prime Minister Narendra Modi is his own best
connecter, whether it is walking hand-in-hand in Denver with
Donald Trump or shaking hands with Mark Zuckerberg.

The entire environment has changed. The Ambanis
have come together, at least for public consumption, the
Bachchanslet their work speak for them, Roy hasbeen on
parole since 2017 and Mulayam Singh Yadav is struggling for
survivalin Yogi Adityanath’s Uttar Pradesh.

Amar Singh’s finest hour may well have had the seeds of
his eventual downfall. In 2008, his deal-making saw the Sama-

never too faraway from the
headlines, even if he often
created them himself. Whether it was his carelessness in
getting caught on tape, discussing intimate details with
Bollywood starlets, or in constantly carping about the
Bachchansand how they had let him down, there wasnevera
moment when he was not playing the hero in his own private
movie fantasy. He also made the mistake of assuming a
politicallobbyist could easily make it to the next level of mass
leader. As his struggles to set up an independent party with
actorand sometime MP Jayaprada showed, the wall between
abackroom behind-the-scenes worker and a mass politician
isalmost asimpenetrable as that between the master and
servant. Keeper of secrets, advisor to the famous, a fearsome
enemy to have,a man who helped many stars stay afloat

and brought many others down to earth, Amar Singh will be
remembered for epitomising the age of excess—of coalition
politics, business turbulence and Bollywood’s neediness of
cash tomaintain the flash.m

By KAVEREE BAMZAI
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PORTRAIT « EBRAHIM ALKAZI (1925-2020)

A COLOSSALACT

The grand old man of Indian theatre

BRAHIM ALKAZI COULD lightly wearthetitle Renaissance
Mar’. A polymath and builder of institutions, he reigned in the world

oftheatreandart. Hislegacy prevails not only through actorssuchas Om
Puri, Naseeruddin Shah and Rohini Hattangadi, butinamore fundamental
way in how theatreis taughtand practised today. Alkazitruly created
acosmopolitanactorand theatre. His scholars were taught the Greek
tradition and Sanskritdrama. His plays were staged in front of Jawaharlal
Nehruat Meghdoot Theatre and for 5,000-6,000 workers at Swatantra Bharat
Mills. The Padma Vibhushan recipient worked on the proscenium stage,
thearenastage and thebylanes of cities. While heisbestknownasatheatre
director, hissketches of Christremind one of FN Souza’s crucifixions.

Alkazi wasbornin Punetoawealthy familyin 1925.Ina 2012 interview to
RajyaSabha TV, he spoke about his trilingual childhood. Athome, his father
insisted they train in Arabic, the language of their roots and the language of
the Quran Sharif’. He grew up surrounded by Arabicat home, and English
and French at school. These three languages opened up “a whole new world,
opened up half of mankind” to him. He grew up in aneighbourhood in Pune,
surrounded by Parsees, Anglo-Indians and Maharashtrians. He was one
of ninessiblingsand attended a Jesuit school, St Vincent’s High School. He
speaks fondly of the Jesuit priests who first introduced him to theatre. During
hiscollege yearsin Bombay at St Xavier’s,he continued with theatre in the
Parsee groups and in Bobby Padamsee’s Theatre Group. In 1947, hejoined the
Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA)in London. In the 2012 interview,
Alkaziisasked which of his many achievements he is most proud of. He
answers withoutamoment’s pause, “The National School of Drama.”

Hisanswer is echoed by generations of students and teachers at Delhi’s

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

NSD. Alkazi’s 15-year tenure at NSD (1962 to 1977)
asitsdirector didn’t simply mould an institution
butsculpted theatre in India and anointed him the
‘Father of Modern Indian Theatre’. He directed over
50 plays, including famous productions of Girish
Karnad’s Tughlaq, Dharamvir Bharati’s Andha Yug
and numerous Shakespeare and Greek plays.

Theatre director Anuradha Kapur, who taught
atNSD for over three decades and served asits
director from 2007 to 2013, saysin nouncertain
terms, “NSD’s amazing history, itshonourable
history would not have happened without him.”
According to Kapur (who still remembers watching
his playsasa 12-year-old in Delhi), Alkazi’s greatest
contributionisthathe elevated theatre froma
“hobby” toa “profession”. And he did this by taking
trouble over the smallest component, fussing over
carpentry joints, for example, and ensuring that his
students knew the entire history of garments. He
wasinvested in every aspect, from the paanstain in
thetoilet (which,according tolegend, he scrubbed
himself at NSD) to the button of an actor’s coat.
Kapur says he was known to even check thelibrary
cards of his students to ensure they were reading
frequently and widely.

Alkazi’sreputation asadisciplinarian is cemented
by anecdotes, where he'd tell tardy students, “If
youarenotdead, youneed toattend therehearsal.”
Thiswas part of hisbigger vision to build an ethos
ofaccountability. He took theatre froma pastime
toaprofession because of the scale and expertise of
his productions. No one in India had seen playslike
Andha Yugstaged at the ruins of Feroz Shah Kotla.

Kapur adds that Alkazi had a “horizontal
understanding of art” where he drew from various
disciplines and traditions and gave his students
and NSDa “cosmopolitan imagination”. Having
been associated with the Bombay Progressive
Artists’ Group early in his career, the visual arts
were essential to his repertoire. Alkazi’s association
with artists, such as MF Husain and Tyeb Mehta,
informed hisartand his theatre.

Alkazi’sown mastery with the paintbrush
came to the foreatan October 2019 exhibition of
hisearly canvases titled Opening Linescurated by
Ranjit Hoskote. Hoskote celebrates Alkazi for being
both the “paterfamilias of Indian theatre” and for
hisintrinsic playfulness. For him, Alkazi truly
embodies “alively cosmopolitanism thatisnot
only Westernisation, but one that embracesall our
traditions and our own cultural selfhood
and consciousness”.®

By NANDININAIR
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THE USUAL AILMENT

On unpaid Covid health insurance claims

in a dysfunctional system

By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

NDIA’'SHEALTHCAREIS

mostly non-existent,as Covid hasjust
reemphasised, butaninklingof thestate
ofevenitsfunctioning partscould be
seeninahearingatthe Supreme Court
thisweek. The publicinterestlitigation
wasoverinsurersnot paying Covid-19
patientsinfulland the courtasked the
Governmenttoensure thattheydoit. A
Times of Indiareportsaid it told ‘Solicitor
General Tushar Mehtato “take care
of theinsurance companies”whoare
allegedly slashing thereimbursement
amount due to Covid patients. It has
been the general complaint that the cost
of Covid-1g treatment hasrisen because
ofanincreasein thenumber of consum-
ableitems—from PPEstoface shields—
by doctors,nursesand health workers,
butthe insurance companies werenot
reimbursingthebilled amounts for con-
sumablesby hospitals. Mehtasaid that
the Insurance Regulatory and Develop-
ment Authority hasalreadyissuedstrict
instructionstoallinsurance companies
thattheentire cost of consumableshasto
beincludedin the Covid treatment.

Thisisreally nosurprise. Searching

foranyIndian whohaseverhad his
health insurance company pay the
entireamount thathe claimed wouldbe
likelookingforaneedleinahaystack.
Companiesare even brazen innot pay-
ing. Thereisan enormous mountain
of consumer court rulings in favour of
patientsthatjust getignored. But that
doesn’treally mean the health insurance
companiesare solely to blame either.
Theyarejust one part of the problem.

Theirrevenue model is to maximise
premiumsand minimise payouts. Thisis
done through a statistical process of risk
evaluation when someone takesa policy.
Solongascompaniescan calculaterisk,
they can decide on how much premiums
tocharge. If someone, had, say diabetes,
then therisk of coverage increasesanda
greater premiumis charged.
Two,IndiabeingIndia, however,a
largenumber of those who take health
insurance dor’tfill in the truth, either de-
liberately or because the person filling the
formistheagent whose only interestis
inthe commission. He often doesn’teven
bothertoask forany pertinent health
information. The agenthasnothingtodo
when the timeto collectaclaim comes
because thatisadifferent department.
Three, when private hospitalsrealise
thata patientisinsured, costsare inflat-
ed. Theinsurance company hasto thus
deal with—the incomplete information
they got from the patient which made
them chargealesser premium, and the
overcharging by hospitals. And, since the
standard of ethics of the companyitselfis
no greater, theyare outto paylesseven if
all the necessary conditions were met.
Why wouldasystem that operates
like thisin ordinary timesbehave any
better duringa crisis? Besides, thereis the
fundamental flaw in the demand being
made that claims should be settled in full
justbecause there isa pandemic. Toask
the Government to force private compa-
nies dosummary paymentsisironical
given how cautious the Government
itselfiswhen it comesto payments. m

GETTY IMAGES

COMMENTARY

In afew days from now, several
individuals will board a flight to the
UAE tobe part of the high-profile
team of IPL’'s commentators. There

will be one fairly prominent name
missing—the former cricketer-
turned-commentator Sanjay
Manjrekar. Five months ago, he
had beenremoved from the BCCI’s
official commentary panel. Had
Manjrekar been sacked if he had
failed asa commentator would
not haverankled. But what has
happened itappearsisthathe has
upset some cricketers. Manjrekar
claims he hasbeen informally
told some players donotlike him.
Foraperiod, even Harsha Bhogle
hadbeen left outin the cold foran
unexplained reason. All this will
now ensure that commentators
will be wary of uttering anything
thatmight displease team
members. Cricketers willnow
indirectly control what the
commentators say. This will

only make the game poorer. m

WORD’S WORTH

‘What I want most from
being a television
commentator is to be
able to feel that, when

I say something, I am
talking to friends’

RICHIE BENAUD COMMENTATOR
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I HISTORY OF THE PRESENT i

By MJ Akbar

The End of Emotionalism

Development is the only alternative

OVERNMENTS DON’T DO small printin

their messaging. There is a psychological base-

line in advertising which believes that the

heavier a font the more likely you are to be
believed. A typeset shout has too long a history for it to be
easily finessed. People think you have something to hide
or, worse, allege when you whisper.

And yet, it was the comparatively small print which
caught my eye in the traditional brochure brought out by
Jammu and Kashmir to mark the first anniversary of its
transformation into a Union Territory. The subject in dis-
cussion was critical to any test of good governance: Jobs
for Youth. The large print mentioned that 10,000 posts had
been filled and 25,000 more jobs were in the short pipe-
line. But it was a less visually apparent ‘special weightage’
clause which caught my eye.

It said that ‘Candidates whose family member neither is
nor has been in government service’ would now be given
priority in hiring.

Think about it. This marks a radical reversion of an oper-
ational law of government hiring across the land: nepotism.
Nepotism has been one of the biggest burdens of gov-

ernment over the last seven decades of Indian democracy.
In the first phase, it was largely restricted to the lower tiers
of government, before it crept and then raced up the power
ladder. A principal endeavour of most inside the comfort
zone of job security, or the rewarding realm of politics, has
been to get an offspring or relative into the system before
age opens the departure gates. In many places, this had
evolved from timorous claim to aggressive entitlement.

Here is a conscious clause which says that in Jammu
and Kashmir preference will be given to those who do not
have a family member in government. The temptation to
use an exclamation mark at the end of the previous sen-
tence is almost irresistible.

In 1957, a Yugoslav Communist theorist, Milovan Dilas,
authored a book called The New Class: An Analysis of the
Communist System. He argued that the communist struc-
ture, in theory an advocate of classless society, had formed

anew class of party and state officials which used, en-
joyed and disposed of national property and resources for
its own convenience rather than the national good. India
went many steps ahead of Yugoslavia and the Soviet bloc.
In Kashmir, the small circle of self-generating political and
bureaucratic elite quietly used emotionalism to appropri-
ate government funds to the extent that it could, and left
most of the rest in a purgatory of neglect.

In that cross-party dispensation acquisition, seepage,
waste and inertia became the four clogs that blocked or
eroded development. Funds would be announced, and
sanctioned, but only a trickle reached the people. One
could cite many examples. But nothing was more egre-
gious than the sheer inertia of government after the devas-
tation of the 2014 floods in Srinagar. It epitomised a disease
that was destroying the body politic. This could not have
happened without protection, or indeed participation,
by the political elite, who loved the flavour of cream even
more than they enjoyed the taste of cake. The Kashmiri
people had to make do with token gestures.

How was this economic injustice sold to the people?
Behind a veil of sanctimonious emotionalism, with iden-
tity-politics at the core of the multi-party cover-up. No one
in Delhi had the will to interfere with an unsustainable
maladministration, heavily invested in stagnation. The
people’s frustration, whenever it simmered, was easily
diverted into emotional violence.

As course correction, this small step against nepotism,
accompanied by some large strides in development, was
long overdue.

One year is insufficient as evidence of any radical over-
haul, but the statistics of the first year of performance un-
der the direct dispensation of a Union Government headed
by Prime Minister Narendra Modi offer evidence of an un-
precedented positive economic narrative.

All facts are not equal, and scales of measurement vary.
But itis undeniable that while all social spending amelio-
rates the present, what protects the future is a tilt towards
the young. For the first time, the right of a child to free and
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A police officer offers flowers to a health worker in Srinagar, May 27

GETTY IMAGES

compulsory education has been extended to Jammu and
Kashmir. Fifty new colleges with 25,000 additional seats
have come up in the past year. A joint venture between
Tata Technologies and the government is in the process
of setting up two centres of innovation and skill develop-
ment. Five nursing colleges, seven medical schools and
two new AIIMS hospitals are being built.

A 10 per cent reservation in jobs has been given to
economically weaker sections, with other quotas for OBC
segments, Pahari-speaking citizens and residents who live
in danger along the Line of Control and the International
Border. Senior citizens are now entitled to maintenance
and welfare.

The most impressive gains have been in health and
power. An outlay of Rs 7,500 crore, with Rs 881 crore for
upgradation, has already seen 60 projects completed, and
another 8o ready to start by March 2021. Fourteen hundred
seats have been added to medical colleges. A tele-radiolo-
gy network is serving those in remote and inaccessible ar-
eas. Universal healthcare is now a right, not a wish. Over
350,000 homes have been electrified, benefiting more than
1.5 million people—only those who have suffered the bit-
ter cold of Kashmir can truly appreciate the warmth that
electricity brings.

Till June 2018, only seven ongoing projects had been
completed, utilising only 27 per cent of allotted funds. In
the past year, the figures have risen to 17 more, and 54 per
cent of funds have been used. Bottlenecks in road construc-
tions are being cleared and highways speeded up. All con-

The most impressive gains have been

in health and power. An outlay of

Rs 7,500 crore, with Rs 881 crore for
upgradation, has already seen

60 projects completed, and another

80 ready to start by March 2021. Medical
colleges have had 1,400 seats added.

A tele-radiology network is serving
those in remote and inaccessible areas.
Universal healthcare is now a right,

not a wish. Over 350,000 homes have
heen electrified, benefiting more than
1.5 million people-only those who

have suffered the bitter cold of

Kashmir can truly appreciate the
warmth that electricity brings

tracts have now been awarded for the 624 MW Kivu,

1,000 MW Pakal Dul and 850 MW Ratle hydroelectric
plants. The mission is to take water to every home and
every field. Work has begun on the Shahpur Kandi multi-
purpose project, which had been pending for seven decades.

Experience has made us cynical. Opponents laugh at
statistics, and the neutral yawn. The proof of this pudding
is going to be in the eating (the older a cliché the more like-
ly isit to be true; or it would not have survived).

But the good thing about development is that it is
demonstrable. You can see it if it exists. There are either
five new nursing colleges or there are not. It cannot be
hidden. It is not notional. Any observer, or journalist, can
count to five easily.

Democracy is a shrill business. You can be reasonably
sure that if these institutions were non-existent, television
cameras would have been transfixed upon the blank space.
Opposition leaders who use social media would have
turned the Twitter bird into a hawk.

Development is the only answer to emotive politics,
even if it may not always work as a complete antidote.
Prime Minister Modi has made development his central
mantra with an important codicil: development for all,
and for the poor most of all. After experiments and
hiccups, Jammu and Kashmir has entered the full range
of thismantra.m

M]J Akbar is an MP and the author of, most recently,
Gandhi’s Hinduism: The Struggle Against Jinnah’s Islam

17 AUGUST 2020

www.openthemagazine.com 15 [l



| soFTPoweR |

nd )

By Makarand R Paranjape

The Great Indian Way

The rebuilding of the Ram temple is the triumph of resacralisation

UGUST 5TH, 2020.

Today, everyone s talking of Ayodhya. And
the grand Ram temple to be built there. For the
ceremonial foundation-laying, Prime Minister

Narendra Modi himself has flown to the sacred precinct. On
the solemn occasion, present with him are Chief Minister
Yogi Adityanath, Governor Anandiben Patel and Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh Sarsanghachalak Mohan Rao Bhagwat.

Asone ordinary Rambhakt (devotee of Ram), who has
walked all the way from Rajasthan to Ayodhya to participate
in the function, putsit, “It isa day of great satisfaction, even
elation for millions. Today, Ramlalla, for solong cryingina
tent, will prepare to reascend his throne.” This tambu (tent)
to takht(throne) transformation is nothing short of the
reassertion of faith and hope in the persistence of civilisation
rising up from the ravages of centuries of subjugation
and suppression.

The erstwhile Babri Masjid, instead of being seen asa sad
reminder of conquest, vandalism and religious intolerance,
was sought to be turned by pseudosecularists into a symbol of
the Republic, to be defended at all costs. Given that believersin
Islam can pray anywhere and that mosques can be dismantled
orshifted, the decades-long dispute over the site was more
political than theological.

However, proven to be built on top of a destroyed temple,
noteven asacred site to Muslims, the mosque, reduced to
rubble, could not fuel discord forever. The heated, at times
bloody, controversy overits control died a quiet death with the
historic Supreme Court verdict of November gth, 2019.

Our historians tried to whitewash, evade or shamelessly lie
about the carnage and devastation that the Muslim conquest
of India caused. But the cultural memory of people did not
allow us to forget. Nor indeed the surviving contemporary
evidence: from the top of the subcontinent, the Hindukush
(literally Hindukiller) mountains to Kanyakumari, there is
hardly a historic shrine oricon that does not bear the marks
of defilement. At the very least, you will see a broken nose, the
telltale mark of the religious vandal, theologically justified by
anintoleranticonoclastic creed and materially rewarded by
spoils of pillage.

Yet, despite so much carnage, mayhem and demolition,
the peaceful reassertion of Sanatana Dharmais almostan
inevitable miracle.

The Ram temple will be built in Ayodhya!

No wonder, thisis a defining moment for the Indian repub-
lic. Much more so even than the restoration of the Somnath
temple in Prabhas Patan, Saurashtra in Gujarat, in March
1951. Because it was so contested, the rebuilding of the Ram
Mandir, after the destruction of the Babri Masjid on December
6th, 1992, signals a decisive shift in India’s self-understanding
and self-assertion.

ODI, IN HIS speech, likened the Ram
Janmabhoomi movement to India’s independence
struggle, recalling the commitment and sacrifice of
millions. It was a difficult, often uphill, endeavour, a
fight characterised by the offerings of the living and the
propitiations of the dead. Modji, recalling all those who had
participated in it, bowed to them.

Similarly earlier, Bhagwat, remembering some of the
key protagonists such as Ashok Singhal and Mahant
Ramchandradas, who passed away before they could witness
the day, said that they, and millions like them, were present in
spirit, though notin body.

Both averred that the Ram Mandir would represent not
justIndia’s ancient values, but also the meaning of modern In-
dia. It would be a symbol of unity, faith and purified intention.
Because, notwithstanding the relentless attempts to destroy
us, India had not only survived, but also managed to raise her
head high in the comity of nations.

Ayodhya, too, would be transformed—socially, cultur-
ally and economically. The mandirwould unite narawith
Narayana, the human with the Divine. The foundation-laying
was the triumph of Indian values of truth, non-violence, faith
and rule of law. It was the Supreme Court that announced the
verdictin favour of the temple. That was India’s way. As op-
posed to theiconoclasm and vandalism of the past.

History was also repeating itself. Just as all sections of India
united to contribute to Sri Ram’s victory over Ravan, all the
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denizens of Gokul helped Krishna save them under the Go-
vardhan hill, just as various castes and communities united
under Shivaji and Suhel Dev to fight for svarajor autonomy,
and all sections of society joined Mohandas K Gandhi in our
freedom struggle, Modi said that persons from every part of
the country had contributed to the making of Ram Mandir.

SriRam himselfisa combination of good qualities
which make him an inspiring and ideal national hero for
generations to come. Sri Ram is also the most compassionate
ruler, worrying about the welfare of the weakest and most
wretched of his subjects, down to the humble squirrel. That
iswhy the temple is so important.

THE RAM TEMPLE SYMBOLISES OUR COMING OF AGE,
COMBINING THE BEST OF CLASSICAL, MEDIEVAL,
MODERN—AND FUTURISTICINDIA.ITISA
MONUMENT TO LEARNING, NOT JUST TO BELIEF

(a+yuddha) or non-killing (a+ vadh), may also be interpreted
asnotbeing won or defeated by war or violence. If we gointo
the very depths of these notions, we will grasp theirinner
significance: a city presided by an ideal ruler will have no war
orkilling. No wonder the notion of Ayodhya hasan appeal far
and wide, beyond the borders of present-day India.

The temple symbolises our coming of age, combining
the best of classical, medieval, modern—and futuristic India.
Itisamonument tolearning, notjust to belief. It should be
notjust beinclusive, but radically non-exclusive, welcoming
visitors of all faiths from all over the world; it should also
attract non-believers, secularists,and communists by its art
andarchitecture.

Aboveall,itshouldbea
monument toreconciliation and
conflict resolution, not to revenge
histories and triumphalist self-
assertion. After all, Ram Rajya
symbolises commonweal and
sarvodaya (the welfare of all), not the
domination of one class, religion or
community over others. The Ram
Mandir should therefore bea
monument befitting not just Raja
Ram but Ram Rajya.

But whatisRam Rajya? In The
Great Indian Way: A Life of Mahatma
Gandhi, RajaRao says, ‘The Kingdom
of Rama hasbeen the dream of the
Indian mind. The tiger will, accord-
ingtothe tradition, drink water at
the same stream as the deer,and the
elephant will never dream of the
lion. ... SriRama protects dharma.’

Inalecture delivered on May
24th, 1972,at the Woodrow Wilson
Center, Washington, DC,Rao defined
asitasthe marriage of wisdom and
power: “Every government promises
itssubjects happinessof one style
orthe other. Whetherit be the holy
Roman Empireor, the American

revolution or the Hindusstate, they

Modi emphasised that both the saguna(with qualities)
Ram of Tulsi and nirguna (formless) Ram of Nanak and Kabir
were true. Buddhists and Jains also revered Ram and Ayodhya.
There are Ramayanas in practically every major language
in India. Sri Rama is symbol of India’s unity in diversity. In
Indonesia too, which is the world’s largest Muslim country,
SriRam isstill respected in Thailand, Cambodia, Malaysia,
Vietnam, China and other parts of the world.

Theidea of Ayodhya or Avadh, which means non-war

would create a condition or condi-
tions for the total fulfilment of man,
this fulfilment being that realisation of God, of Truth or Peace.”
This goal can only be reached through sacrifice, that s
making sacred, something that only ‘the sage of sages: the
Guru, the Raj Guru, the wise being behind the King’ could do
in the Hindu idea of polity. The rebuilding of the Ram Mandir
is the triumph of this resacralisation against all odds. This is
the true meaning of svargj. Thisis the Great Indian Way.
Thus in the ‘Kingdom of Sri Rama, wisdom and power
have tobe divided only to be irrevocably married’. m
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By Rachel Dwyer

The Scent of India

Smelling my way through a cultural maze

OVID-19 IS MAKING me nostalgic. It’s

not possible to travel to India currently, and

I'would love to be spending some of the

monsoon there, preferably in Goa with not
much to do. I'm watching films (mostly Bengali, with some
Hindi serials and the occasional new film such as Raat Akeli
Haiand Gulabo Sitabo, and, of course, Indian Matchmaking
and A Suitable Boy) and reading (most notably, The
Burning) satisfies the eye and the ear, but the other three
jnanendriyas (organs of perception) are missing—the nose,
tongue and skin. Film theory has discussed the haptic, or
idea of touch, but the nose and the tongue are left aside.
While food satisfies the tongue and some of the smell, the
other smells of India have to be remembered rather than
experienced, even though smell itselfis one of the most
powerful ways of evoking memories.

Iread James McHugh’s fascinating Sandalwood and
Carrion: Smell in Indian Religion and Culture (2012) that
examines the many texts which comprise a Gandhashastra,
which deals with smell in great detail, looking at
perfumery and the role of perfume in courts, religious
practices as well as the private erotic world, the aesthetic
and ethical implications of smells, the use of sandalwood
in Buddhism and even sections from the Matangalila (The
play of elephants) on elephants and smells. This focus on
the Sanskrit cosmopolis will be supplemented by sections
in Emma Flatt’s just released book, The Courts of the Deccan
Sultanates: Living Well in the Persian Cosmopolis which
focuses on the fifteenth and sixteenth century. Smell is
shown as part of the good life, the aesthetic and considered
life, and the Indian cultural history of smell is a fascinating
topic. I wondered about smell today in India.

This topic, of culture and smell, has become a serious
subject. The books of Luca Turin and Tania Sanchez, which
are ostensibly reviews of perfumes, have introduced
many to the idea of perfume beyond just smells, or part
of aroutine of seduction (they point out that the smell
that drives men wild is bacon—or, perhaps, coffee and
sambar?), but they show that perfume is an art, often an
abstraction of smells, a message, a structure of smelling.

I'm fascinated by these books and by much other

writing about perfume but I also like things that just smell
nice. Flowers, of course, smell good but so do attars which
are often soliflores, that is a single good smell rather than

a perfume, notably petrichor and khus, the smell of the
cooler in north India, which as vetiver is a key ingredient
in many perfumes, suddenly evokes India.

Sandalwood is a dominant smell in homes and in
temples, as incense or the burning wood, though it’sa
long time since I've been able to buy the oil in the Cauvery
emporium in Mysore, although they still have incense and
sandalwood carvings. Nowadays, Mysore sandalwood is
too precious for many Western perfumes where it is often
replaced by inferior Australian sandalwood and synthetics.
Ilove Guerlain’s ‘Samsara’, whose name first attracted me
to the perfume, but I can’t imagine not filling cupboards
and drawers with round cakes of Mysore sandalwood soap
from the Karnataka Soaps and Detergents Limited.

McHugh writes wonderfully of the role of garlands in
religious practices. Sanskrit courtly literature abounds with
the poetics of flowers which evoke colour, season, region,
as well as smell. In Kalidasa’s play, Shakuntala, flowers are
mentioned in many verses both as part of the description
of nature and the use of them as ornaments. It is when
Shakuntalais attacked by a bee that flies out from the
jasmine that King Dushyanta steps in to defend her. The
bee and the flower are such a part of Indian romantic poetry
from these ancient lyrics to the Hindi film, where the man is
the bee and the woman is the beautiful and fragrant flower.

I'miss the old sequence of Hindi film lovers coming closer
and closer together as the camera moves away to two flowers
touching torepresent the kiss. Irecalla paperIreadasa
student about the ‘sniff-kiss’ by Edward Hopkins (1907), where
one sniffed the other rather than kissed them with the mouth.

Song lyrics abound with the Urdu words, khushboo and
mahekbutI can’t think of any (though I'm sure I'll be told)
of many with sugandha and so on. I falsely recalled Vande
Mataramreferring to the fragrance of India but it does not
do so directly.

The only two films T have seen about smell in Hindi—or
partly in Hindi—are Aiypo(2012) and Axone(2020). Both are
comedies, the former where a Marathi girl (Rani Mukerji)
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Dushyanta and Shakuntala, oil on canvas

falls in love with a Tamil boy (Prithviraj Sukumaran) mostly
because of his smell. The latter is about the everyday racism
faced by a group of Indians from the Northeast who want

to cook the dish of axone, which is said to be very smelly
because of its fermented soybeans and their neighbours
refuse to let them do it. Smelling axoneis now one of my
tasks when I can go back to Delhi—or, better still, to the
Northeast. In Raat Akeli Hai(2020), 1 recoiled on recollecting
the smell of the Kanpur tanneries, which must be one of the
most unpleasant things I have smelt.

The smell of the night-blooming jasmine or raat ki rani
and the tuberose are among my favourite ‘Indian’ smells,
though the former is native to the West Indies and the
latter is native to Mexico, while the mallika (jasmine) is
found in Sanskrit poetry, associated with the season of
summer and Akka Mahadevi’s Mallikarjuna: ‘Lord (Shiva)
as white asjasmine’.

I have never smelt ichor, the fluid of rutting elephants,
butitis said to smell sweet and attract bees. Ganesh’s
elephant head is often described as surrounded by bees.
Bhavabhuti’s play, Malatimadhava, composed in the eighth
century, comes with an invocation to Ganesha:

When Shiva dances and Kumara’s peacock, drawn by the
exultant thunder of Nandi’s drum,

Has sent the frightened Snake King spiralling into his trunk,

May Ganesha’s frantic head-shakings which make the heavens buzz
With bees that swarm from his temples, long protect you.
(Translation by Michael Coulson, Three Sanskrit Plays)

Before I first went to India, at the end of my first year
of studying Sanskrit, I read Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsha (The
Lineage of Raghu). In Canto IV, Raghu’s digvijaya (conquest
of the regions) of India described the country in a very
different way from his Meghaduta (The Cloud Messenger).
It has evocative descriptions of the country, often evoking
its smells. Lakshmi holds a lotus-umbrella over Raghu, who
is compared to the mango fruit as distinct from his father,
the mango blossom. The canto begins with the lotuses
and kasha flowers of autumn and the beauty of lotus lakes,
while Raghu’s war elephants produce excessive ichor as
they compete with the smell of the saptaparnablossoms.
Raghu marches first to the east, through forests of palms
and betel trees, then to the south where his elephants
perfume the Kaveri with their ichor. The army crosses the
southern mountains fragrant with pepper, cardamom and
sandal trees. In Kerala, an inversion occurs as the women’s
usual saffron hair powder is replaced by the dust kicked up
by the soldiers, while the latter are covered with the pollen
of the scented ketaka flowers carried in the wind. The bees
abandoned the punnaga flowers, preferring the sweet smell
of the elephants’ichor, while in the north, the soldiers sit
on stones perfumed by the navels of musk deer.

Bad smells are also culturally marked. Some are hated
by all whereas others are controversial, being markers of
group identities. These can erupt into serious conflicts as
people talk of ‘the Other’ as smelly. In India, the smell of meat
cooking is mouthwatering for some but hateful for others.
Brits aren’t too sure about the smell of frying garlic, which
Ilike to smell but don’t like to eat.I1love the smell of hing
butit’s called asafoetida or ‘stinking grain’ in English while
kala namak (rock salt), even in chaat masalabut especially
in jaljeera,is banned from our house, about the only thing
my husband refuses to eat. Methi(fenugreek) smells good
in food but I don’t like the smell of it transferring from
currency (smellit!) to my wallet. Fishy smells are always
problematic even for fish eaters. I remember the horrible
smell at Somnath and I grew up next to a fishing town.
In the Mahabharata, a woman is called Matsyagandha
(she who smells of fish), but Sage Parashara gives her the
fragrance of musk and so she is known as Yojanagandha
(she whose fragrance spreads for miles) as well as Satyavati
(the mother of Vyasa.) SoIrecall the smells that evoke India.
My dominant recollection of the smell of Delhi is winter.
Less the burning fires but running the risk of asphyxiation
from the naphthalene balls that have been keeping precious
winter woollens safe. Many people say Mumbai smells bad
butIlove flying into the city and the way the smell of the
sea, methiand warmth fill the plane even before the doors are
opened. How can you not love a city which calls what, I think
isastinky drain, ‘Love Grove Pumping Station’? But Mysore
is the most fragrant with sandalwood, pepper, cardamom,
coffee as well as the ghee of Mysore pakand the Mysore dosas,
perhaps at Mylari.... Let’s hope this Covid is over soon. m
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—| WHISPERER Jayanta Ghosal |

POSSIBILITY OF
A RETURN

Many in the Congress think that Sachin Pilot may
return to the party. The source of the rumour is said
to be a phone call from Sonia Gandhi to Pilot who
had enquired about her health after hearing about
her hospitalisation. He was assured thatit was a
just aroutine check-up. Pilot also called Rajasthan
Congress leader CP Joshi on his birthday. Another
development that fuels this rumouris the
BJP supposedly telling the speaker of the Assembly
informally that it will not bring a no-confidence
motion against the Ashok Gehlot government,
which had been destabilised by Pilot’s rebellion.
Soniaisstill said to be personally warm
towards Pilot and should he wish
to return, she could facilitate it.

FIGHTING FIT

ormer Gujarat Chief Minister and Congress

leader Shankersinh Vaghela, once upon a time
a political guru of Narendra Modi when they were
both in the Bharatiya Jana Sangh, has tested
positive for Covid-19. He had been hospitalised
and Modi called him there to enquire about his
health. Vaghela has since returned home. He is
working out in his gymnasium daily and has lost
weight. Even at 80, Vaghela seems fit and fine.

Tread Slowly

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)
chief Mohan Bhagwat recently said
at a conference in Madhya Pradesh that
the Sangh is not excited about
breaking up the Congress or other
parties. He said that probably several
dissident leaders are interested in
joining the BJP because it is in power.
Bhagwat advised the party to go slow
on this. In Madhya Pradesh, the BJP
succeeded. But it failed in Rajasthan to
break the ruling Congress. After
Bhagwat’s advice, the question is
whether the party will try it again in
West Bengal, Bihar and Assam.
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Missing Man

ongress general secretary and Rahul Gandhi
loyalist KC Venugopal, who was recently made
a Rajya Sabha MP from Rajasthan, has become a
target for some in his party. The complaint is why
he had been away when Sachin Pilot tried to break
the party in the state. Even as the media was writing
about what was going to happen, why didn’t he try
to contact Pilot and sort the problems out? If other
leaders like Ajay Maken and Randeep Singh Surjewala
were firefighting, why not Venugopal? Even when the
Congress faced a crisis in Karnataka, a state he was
in charge of at the time, Venugopal was in Kerala. He
had told the high command then that nobody in the
state was keen to see him get involved.

Walk of Life

ill Rahul Gandhi start a nationwide tour in

January if the pandemic gets over by then?
Recently, senior Congress leader Digvijaya Singh
met him and proposed such a tour from Kashmir to
Kanyakumari. Singh’s argument is that in a vast country
like India, despite all its digital advances, physical
meetings remain more useful. And that this has been
the norm from the days of the freedom struggle with
leaders like Mahatma Gandhi. Rahul’s father,
Rajiv Gandhi, did it and Digvijaya Singh himself did the
same for the Madhya Pradesh elections that the party
won. Singh wants Rahul to start in January on Swami
Vivekananda’s birth anniversary—and retake the party
presidentship after completing the yatra.

Transfer Speculations

Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) joint

director’s transfer from Kolkata has raised a lot
of eyebrows. Pankaj Srivastava has been made CBI
additional secretary in Delhi and it was being touted
as a routine transfer. But what makes it curious is that
he was the key person in the investigations against
Trinamool Congress leaders in the chit fund scam.
His transfer a year before the Assembly election
might be beneficial for the Trinamool. On the other
hand, he still retains the additional charge of Kolkata
zone. There has been no new officer appointed in his
place yet. The state BJP says there is no question of
any dilution in the investigation and that Srivastava
had been keen to move to Delhi for career reasons,
given that high-level CBI posts are to be found there.
But some say a new officer is coming soon and it is
not possible for him to go to Kolkata frequently for
investigation in pandemic times.

Illustrations by SAURABH SINGH
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Crisis Management

While the Ram temple bhoomipuja
ceremony went off flawlessly, the days
leading up to it had been a time of stress
for Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath. The reason was that a priest
of the core group that would conduct
the rites became infected with Covid-19.
Adityanath immediately took action
and sent him for treatment. He then
changed the team after talking to the
senior sadhus of the temple.

ALL-PARTY VIRUS?

here had earlier been a lot of trolling

about how Covid-19 had affected
mostly non-BJP leaders. In Maharashtra, for
example, it was said that Shiv Sena leaders
were infected, not the BJP. Now that Home
Minister Amit Shah has been found positive
and several BJP leaders are in home
quarantine, that campaign has stopped.
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OPEN ESSAY

By CLIVE HAMILTON and MAREIKE OHLBERG

UNMADE BY CHINA

Houw the Chinese Communist Party has been reshaping the post-Cold War world order
by remoulding nations, societies and institutions from within

HE CHINESE COMMUNIST Party is determined to transform the international order, to shape the world
inits own image, without ashot being fired. Rather than challenging from the outside, it has been eroding
resistance to it from within, by winning supporters, silencing critics and subverting institutions.

Whereas analysts on both sides of the Atlantic continue to agonise over whether to label Chinaan op-
ponent or even an enemy, the CCP decided this matter thirty years ago. In the post-Soviet world, it saw itself
surrounded by enemies that it needed to defeat or neutralise. While the CCP and its supporters in the West
like to speak of a ‘new Cold War’ being waged against China, the Party itself has all along been engaged in an
ideological struggle against ‘hostile forces’. For the CCP, the Cold War never ended.

Thereshaping of alliances and the remoulding of the way the world thinks about it are essential to the Party
securing continued rule athome, as well astoits reach and eventually making China the number one global

power. The Party’s plans have been explained atlength in speeches and documents. Its implementation strategy is to target elitesin the
West so that they either welcome China’s dominance or accede toits inevitability, rendering resistance futile. In some nations, mobilis-
ing the wealth and political influence of the Chinese diaspora, while at the same time silencing critics within it, is central to the strategy.

Backed by its enormous economic clout, China engages in arm-twisting, diplomatic pressure, united front and ‘friendship’
work,and the manipulation of media, think tanks and universities—all these tactics overlap and reinforce each another. Some
people claim that Beijing’s influence around the word is no different to that of any other country. While not everything the Party
doesin thisrespectis unique, the scope, degree of organisation, and eagerness to use coercion distinguish the CCP’s actions from
othernations’ diplomatic activities.

Asthe world’s largest factory and second-biggest economy, China has been a magnet for Western businesses and many Western
politicians. Some industries are heavily dependent on access to China’s huge market, and Beijing is willing to use this dependence
asa political weapon. In the words of one close observer, ‘If you don’t do what Beijing’s political leaders want they will punish you
economically. They put the economic vice on politicians around the world. They have been doing it for years and it works.’

Attimes, the vice hasbeen tightened in conspicuous ways. After the arrest of Huawei executive Meng Wanzhou in Canadain
2018, for example, imports of Canadian soybeans, canola and pork were blocked. Beijing reacted in a similar way in 2017 when
South Korea, in response to aggression from the North, began installing an American antiballistic missile system. Beijing took forty-
three retaliatory measures, including banning Chinese tourist groups to South Korea, driving a large Korean conglomerate out of
China, barring K-pop stars, and blocking imports of electronics and cosmetics. Beijing was still punishing South Koreans in October
2019 when it demanded that the prestigious Eastman School of Music at the University of Rochester, in New York State, exclude
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Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

AS THE WORLD’S LARGEST FACTORY AND SECOND-BIGGEST ECONOMY, CHINA HAS
BEEN A MAGNET FOR WESTERN BUSINESSES AND MANY WESTERN POLITICIANS.
SOME INDUSTRIES ARE HEAVILY DEPENDENT ON ACCESS TO CHINA'S HUGE MARKET,
AND BEIJING IS WILLING TO USE THIS DEPENDENCE AS A POLITICAL WEAPON

188,88 ¢

three Korean students from itstop orchestraifit wanted a
planned tour of China to go ahead. Citing the damage to East-
man’sreputation in China if the tour were to be cancelled, the
dean agreed to leave the Koreans behind. Only after an outcry
by students and alumni did the school decide to cancel the tour.

When Daryl Morey, general manager of the Houston
Rockets basketball team, tweeted his support for Hong Kong
protestersinlate 2019, Beijing’s backlash wasinstantaneous.
(The torrent of criticism on Twitter appears to have come from
trollsand fake accountsin China.) The televising of Rockets
games toits huge fan base in China was suspended. Sponsors
withdrew. Beijing raged that Morey had ‘hurt the feelings of
the Chinese people’. The state broadcaster, China Central Tele-
vision, redefined freedom of speech to exclude ‘challenging
national sovereignty and social stability’. Desperate to protect
its growing market in China, the US National Basketball Asso-
ciationissued a fawning apology thatread as if written by the
CCP’s Central Propaganda Department.

While only afew examples of extreme punishment are
needed in order to sow fear in everyone, Beijing prefers tokeep

itsthreats vague and thus deniable, to keep the targets guessing.
AsPerryLink putsit, vagueness frightens more people because
no-one canrule themselves out, and those in the frame therefore
‘curtail a widerrange of activity’. Beijing has become the world’s
master practitioner of the dark arts of economic statecraft, in part
because inrecent decades Western nations’ commitment to free-
market policies makes them reluctant to manipulate trade for
political reasons. That’s why the world was shocked when Don-
ald Trump launched a trade war against Chinain 2018. While
heiswrong onmany other things, Trumpisright that Beijing
hasbeen systematically violating the principles of international
economic engagement and getting away with it.

Beijing’s vast program of infrastructure investment abroad,
known as the Belt and Road Initiative, is the ultimate instru-
ment of economic statecraft or, more accurately, economic
blackmail. It provides an outlet for China’s construction
industry and enormous capital reserves, while at the same
time supplying the investment needs of other countries who
are short of capital and excluded from mainstream sources
of finance. The offer of low-interest loansis hard to resist,
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especially when they come without
environmental or other conditions.
However, the objectives of the BRI,
also known as the New Silk Road, go
well beyond providing an outlet for
surplus Chinese capital or helping
poorer nations develop; the initiative
is Beijing’s primary mechanism for
reordering the global geopolitical
system. Xi Jinping’s signature policy
isnowso closely integrated with
almost all Chinese government activ-
ity abroad—commercial, techno-
logical,academic, cultural—that it
cannot be separated from the PRC’s
overall diplomatic engagement.
XiJinping hasrepeatedly referred
tothe BRIasessential to hisvision of
constructing ‘acommunity of com-
mondestiny forhumankind’. While
theideamight sound good to Western
ears,itsaimisa Sinocentric world; that
is, the one envisaged by the hawks
elevated by Xi to the top leadership po-
sitions. They view a China-led world

OPEN ESSAY

THE BRI IS ABOUT THE
PROJECTION OF POWER
THROUGH CONTROLLING THE
TERMS OF THE DEBATE. IT NO
LONGER MAKES SENSE TO
CONFINE DISCUSSION OF THE
BRI TO BUSINESS AND
ECONOMICS, BECAUSE IT
SPROUTS EVERYWHERE, FROM
THE SILK ROAD NETWORK
OF THINK TANKS, MEDIA
AGREEMENTS, AND TIES
BETWEEN CULTURAL
INSTITUTIONS, TO THE
ESTABLISHMENT OF SISTER
CITIES AND ‘PEOPLE-TO-
PEOPLE EXCHANGES’, ALL OF
WHICH ARE INCORPORATED
INTO BRI MEMORANDA OF
UNDERSTANDING
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States, which needs to be split from
itsalliesand isolated.

Brexit, dissension in the Europe-
an Union and the election of Donald
Trump have created a strategic op-
portunity for Beijing to weaken the
transatlanticalliance and further
erode European unity. Long seen
by the CCPasthelargelyirrelevant
junior partner of the United States,
Europe isnow viewed as the great
prize. By winning over Europe, the
CCPhopesto convince the world
that Chinaisthe ‘champion of
multilateralism’ and amuch-needed
counterweight to UShegemony
and unilateralism. Beijing wants to
mobilise European support for its
initiativesin the developing world.

Despiteall the newsstoriesabout
‘debt diplomacy’, ‘global connectiv-
ity’ and ‘win-win cooperation, it'sap-
parentthat the BRI'sgoal of strategic
rebalancingistobeachieved not
only by the political clout that goes

orderasan essential part of the ‘great
rejuvenation of the Chinese people’.

So the BRI is the most powerful vehicle by which Beijing
ischanging the postwar international order. Ina revealing
2015 speech, defence strategist and retired PLA major-general
Qiao Liang described the BRI purely as the vehicle for China
toachieve dominance over the United States. It represents, he
stated, China’snew and irresistible form of globalisation, the
success of which will be measured by the renminbi displacing
the dollar as the world currency, leaving the United States ‘hol-
lowed out’. While Qiaoisa pusher of boundaries, the geostra-
tegicrationale of the BRIis also made plain elsewhere, such as
theleaked minutes of a 2019 Chinese-Malaysian meeting on
aBRIproject, which noted that despite the project’s ‘political
nature’, the public had to see it as market-driven.

The adjective most frequently attached to the BRI is ‘vast’,
and when China’s top diplomat, Yang Jiechi, said in April
2019 that the BRI ‘does not play little geopolitical games’, he
was speaking the truth. The former editor of the Far Eastern
Economic Review, Nayan Chanda, describes the BRI as ‘an overt
expression of China’s power ambitionsin the 21st century’.

Like other so-called parallel institutions created by the
Chinese government, such as the Asian Infrastructure Invest-
ment Bank, the BRI pretends to pose no challenge to countries’
existing institutions, while incrementally realigning their
interests and shifting the global balance of power. A key part of
the CCP’s thinking on global and regional power dynamicsis
theidentification of a ‘main contradiction’ and a‘main enemy’
to unite against. Onaglobal scale, that enemy is the United

with infrastructure investment, but
alsobyasubtle and multi-pronged
program of global thought management. The BRIisabout the
projection of power through controlling the terms of the debate.
Itnolonger makessense to confine discussion of the BRI to busi-
nessand economics, because it sprouts everywhere, from the
Silk Road network of think tanks, media agreements,and ties
between cultural institutions, to the establishment of sister cities
and ‘people-to-people exchanges’, all of which are incorporated
into BRImemoranda of understanding.

Today, the CCP remains deeply anxious about ‘ideological
infiltration’ by hostile forces bent on regime change in China.
Asamanual published by the Central Propaganda Depart-
mentin 2006 explained, ‘when hostile forces want to bring dis-
array toasociety and overthrow a political regime, they always
start by opening a hole to creep through in the ideological field
and by confusing people’s thought’. This Cold War mentality
isvital to an understanding of the CCP’s international activi-
ties, which are first and foremost the global extension of the
Party’s desire for regime security. m

This is an edited excerpt from Hidden Hand: Exposing How the
Chinese Communist Party Is Reshaping the World

by Clive Hamilton and Mareike Ohlberg
(HarperCollins India; 432 pages; Rs 599)

Hamilton is an Australian academic and author.
Ohlberg is a senior fellow in the Asia Program of
the German Marshall Fund
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What the
RAM TEMPLE
does is to link
nationhood to
a deeper and longer
perspective,
incorporating
INDIA'S
entire cultural
inheritance, from
antiquity to
the PRESENT

By Swapan Dasgupta




n 1989, discerning observers of Indian politics noticed a curious
phenomenon: the rash of excitement in villages and small towns over the ritual
consecration of bricks embossed with the words Shri Ram. Like the mysteri-
ous chapattis that were quietly passed from village to village in 1857 indicating
ominous developments, the bricks, lovingly wrapped in saffron cloth, were
ceremonially takenin procession tonearby collection centresforeventual despatch
to Ayodhya. They were tobe used for the construction of agrand temple at the very
sitewhere Lord Ram wasbelieved to have been born. Some 200,000 Ramshila bricks,
including some from Hindu communities overseas, were despatched to Ayodhya.
Each brick told a different story, but they also indicated something else—the peo-
ple’sinvolvement in the campaign to liberate’ Ram Janmabhoomi.

The manner in which a simmering local dispute in the town of Ayodhya came to capture the
national imagination in the three years between the Ramshila pujas and the kar seva of December
6th, 1992 thatled tothe demolition, in an act of mass frenzy, will always fascinate future historians.
Thatthe Ayodhya upsurge wasaccompanied by meticulous mobilisation of people by an unstruc-
tured coalition of forces—including those well outside the radar of public life—is obvious. The
more relevant issue is why Ayodhya became a focal point of Hindu disquiet. Equally fascinating
isthe protracted war between raw sentiment and an entrenched Establishment that is heading
towardsa possible conclusion.

The limitations of mass mobilisation at a time of pandemic ensured that the numbers of

Ram bhakts that arrived in Ayodhya to personally witness the
bhoomipuja of the proposed temple on the afternoon of August
sthwassmall. It wasafar cry from the bloody kar sevaof October
3oth and 31st, 1990 and the one on December 6th, 1992, when
the Babri Masjid constructed in 1528 by an army of occupation
was flattened by bare hands and pickaxes. On those occasions,
the country witnessed shows of defiance and assertiveness by
both devout and angry Hindus who had assembled in Ayodhya
fromall over the country. Theiractions had triggered furious con-
troversy, not to mention state repression, and the mobilisation
was both preceded and accompanied by communal violence.
In March 1993, Mumbai experienced a deadly bout of serial
bombings—the firstexample of
Muslim retribution.

August 5th was very differ-
ent. Thanks to the very different
media environment from 1992,
most Indians watched Prime
Minister Narendra Modi under-
take the bhoomipuja on their tel-
evision sets. Almost every one of
the countless news channelsin
different languages covered the
occasion live and embellished it
with devotional songs and other
Ramayan attractions. Without

Embossed bricks from 1989 as seenin Ayodhya on August 4

any prompting, people did pujas inside their homes or in their
localtemples. Exceptfor West Bengal, where, using thelockdown
asapretext, theauthoritiesclamped down on public celebrations,
including those in roadside temples, the day passed off without
trouble. It was a day marked by happiness and dignified obser-
vance of amomentous occasion. The consecrated bricks, keptin
storage for nearly 30 years, were now ready for use.

Yet, there was no escaping the fact that the environment of
India has changed beyond recognition in the 28 years between
the demolition of the Moghul shrine and the bhoomipuja for the
new temple.

First, whereas three decades ago, the slogan ‘mandir wahin
banayenge had provoked sharp
divisions, even within Hindus,
the reaction to the bhoomipuja
suggested a spectacular level
of Hindu unity. The manner
in which the media competed
among themselves to give the
best coverage to the puja in
Ayodhya was revealing. It sug-
gested that the construction of
the Ram Janmabhoomi tem-
ple had become a part of the
national common sense. Lord
Ram, it seemed, had finally

GETTY IMAGES
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Kar Sevaks atop the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya, December 6,1992

come home to independent India to be honoured in a manner
befitting his status.

Second, unlike 1992 whennearly the entire Establishment, in-
cludingthejudiciary,had united in rubbishing the kar sevaks who
hadtaken thelawintotheirownhands, there were hardlyany sig-
nificantexpressionsof disquiet. Yes,someintellectualslamented
whatthey perceivedasthelegitimisation ofa criminalact. Others
despaired of theassault on secularism involved in the presence of
the Prime Ministerata purelyreligiousoccasion. However, apart
from the Left, almost all the non-BJP parties tried to ensure that
they weren't perceived as being opposed to the move. Their only
refrain wasthatRam belongsto everyone and not merely the BJP.

Arguably, the co-option of the Indian Establishment into
the Ram temple project had a great deal to do with the Supreme
Court’sjudgment in a case that had dragged on for nearly seven
decades.Nodoubt, theapex court’sbelated sense of urgency owed

¢ + ] * °* ) ¢ 1¢ ¢ )
Jt 35 By How vnderstood
that the proposed Ram temple
will be much more than a mere
place of worship where the devout
Ram bhalkts will come to pray to
Bhagwan Ram. It is viewed by many
as the emerging symbol of a New
India that has come forth asa
consequence of a movement Modi
linked with the freedom struggle
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almostentirely tothe personalinterestin
the matter by the erstwhile Chief Justice
of India, Ranjan Gogoi. In the past, politi-
cal leaders opposed to the temple were
inclined to put the ball in the legal arena
because they lacked the resolve to take
the final call. While the BJP had quite
clearly committed itself to the Ram Jan-
mabhoomi cause as early as 1989, a party
such as the Congress dithered between
making Hindus happy and displeasing
the Muslim community. At varioustimes
inthepast, Congress Governmentshadat-
tempted tobe too clever—RajivGandhi’s
conduct being an example—or allowed
events to take their own course—as PV
NarasimhaRaodid onthedayofthe dem-
olition. However, when confronted by the
BJP’s aggressive stand, it tried to skirt the
issue but withouta happy outcome.

The unhappy position of the Congress is worth dissecting.
Beginning from the freedom movement till the mid-198os, the
Congress was the natural party of the Hindus. Without neces-
sarily embracing Hindu nationalism and despite the excessive
secularist zeal of Jawaharlal Nehru, it occupied the solid middle
ground of the Hindu consensus. It was this position that in turn
allowed it tosecure the support of the Muslim community lead-
ers, particularly themore conservative elementswho were happy
atthe party’s non-intrusive approach to Muslim personal laws.
Indira Gandhi displayed a markedly pro-Hindu tilt from 1980 to
1983 butasfarasMuslims were concerned, this wasoffset by her
unrelenting opposition to the bigger enemy, the BJP.

The Ram Janmabhoomi movement was the single most
important factor in the breakdown of the Congress consen-
sus among Hindu voters. The highly emotional mobilisation
around the Ram temple that began in 1988-1989 had a far
greater impact among Hindu voters than the Congress real-
ised. The reversal of the Shah Bano judgment by Rajiv Gandhi,
the rise in Muslim fundamentalism globally after the begin-
ning of the war in Afghanistan and the revolution in Iran in
1979 and, finally, the spate of communal riots in the 1980s
provided the context for the growing appeal of Hindu nation-
alism. Between the elections of 1989 and 1991, the Congress
lost the support of Hindus in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh and it
has never been able to recover from that loss. Today, despite
Rahul Gandhi’sfrenzied temple visitsand his patheticattempts
atreinventing himselfasacommitted Hindu, the Congressisno
longerseenasthenaturalhome of allmiddle-of-the-road Hindus.
Its position as India’s default party has been erased after the two
devastating defeatsin 2014 and 2019. No wonder, it has become
marginal to the explosion of Hindu pride that followed the ad-
vent of Modi.

Finally, thereisa crucial question that the bhoomipujaand Ram
temple construction throw up. Has the Indian state ceased to be
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secular? Has it become an expression
of Hindu majoritarianism, as the crit-
icsof Modi claim?

InJanuary 1993, barelyamonthaf-
terthe demolition of the Babrishrine
and amid the highly charged mood of
the times, Girilal Jain—once a pillar
of the Congress Establishment who
had moved over to the side of Hindu
nationalism—yput forward hisassess-
ment of the event in Organiser: ‘The
structure as it stood, represented an
impasse between what Babur repre-
sentedand what Ram represents. This
ambiguity has been characteristic of
the Indian state since Independence.
In fact, in my opinion, no structure
symbolised the Indian political order in its ambivalence, am-
biguity, indecisiveness and lack of purpose, as this structure.
Theremoval of the structure hasended the impasse and marks
anew beginning.’

the symbolic ambiguity of a so-called mosque that had,
since 1949, become a de facto Ram temple. In many ways,
the structure epitomised the ambiguities of the post-Independ-
encestateand the very Indian connotationsof secularism. Some
ofthese had cometotheforein the debate over thereconstruction
of the ruined Somnath temple, a debate that involved Nehru on
theonehand and KM Munshiand Rajendra Prasad on the other.
India’s secular character had also been at the centre of concerns
over thevariousanti-cow slaughterandanti-religious conversion
legislation passed by different Congress-controlled state govern-
ments in the 1950s and 1960s. However, these ambiguities had
wilfully been glossed over. The hard secularism of Nehru had
coexisted, even if uneasily, with the pro-Hindu tilt of Congress
stalwarts in the states—Pandit Sampurnanand and DP Mishra
being two important exponents of alternative views. However,
till the formal injection of ‘secularism’ in the Preamble to the
Constitution, this debate never assumed juridical overtones; it
remained, by and large, an internal debate of the Congress. The
Ayodhyamovement brought the debate into the realms of com-
petitive politics.
Since 1992, and until the bhoomipuja, an additional compli-
cation developed vis-a-vis the site of the erstwhile shrine. The
Moghul structure had been well and truly demolished and a

] ain was certainly very prescient in detecting

One of the
biggest issues confronting
the notion of constitutional
patriotism is the
underlying assumption
that 1950 is Year Zero and
that all stately wisdom
begins and concludes with
the Constitution

makeshift Ram temple erected at
the site of the garbagriha (sanctum
sanctorum). Thisawkward arrange-
ment was upheld by various judi-
cial orders. The courts, despite their
dim view of the demolition, had
never quite mustered the resolve to
remove the temple altogether. This
strangearrangement, too, was highly
symbolic. It indicated the end of the
oldambiguity and the emergence of
anew one—of a Hindu order that
wasbarricaded and barred from com-
ing intoits own. Itis in this context
that the proposed Ram temple is
extremely significant.

Inhisspeech ontheoccasion, the
Prime Minister presented the proposed temple as a symbol of
modernity. In a spirit of reconciliation he glossed over the tradi-
tion of Ram as a warrior king who had undertaken and won a
difficult war against Ravana. Instead, he emphasised Ram’s no-
tion of kingship and the idea of Ram Rajya and sought to link it
withnotionsof good governancein contemporary India. It wasa
very momentousaddress whose significance will be increasingly
realised in the coming years. Yet, there is another aspect of the
Ram temple that he didn’taddress.

It is by now understood that the proposed Ram temple will
be much more than a mere place of worship where the devout
Ram bhakts will come to pray to Bhagwan Ram. Itis viewed by
manyasthe emerging symbol ofa New India that hascomeforth
asa consequence of amovement Modi linked with the freedom
struggle. Sofar, theenduringlegacy of the freedomstruggleled by
Mahatma Gandhi hasbeen therecovery of national sovereignty
and the Constitution which Modi once described as India’s only
holybook.Inthatcase, what will be therelationship between the
Constitution and the new monument to a New India?

One of the biggest issues confronting the notion of constitu-
tional patriotism is the underlying assumption that 19501is Year
Zero and that all stately wisdom begins and concludes with the
Constitution. What the Ram temple does is to link nationhood
toadeeper and longer perspective, incorporating India’s entire
cultural inheritance, from antiquity to the present.

The rules governing public life are spelt out in the Constitu-
tion but India’s sense of nationhood and its self-identity are cap-
tured by the new Ram temple. The emerging new orderin India
deems that the Constitution and the Ram temple must comple-
ment each other, rather than be in a state of conflict. m

Swapan Dasqupta
isan MP and India’s
foremost conservative
columnist
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Return
to the
Ideal City

There was no room
for falsities in the
welfare state of
Rama as depicted
inthe epic

By Bibek Debroy

yodhya was the impregnable city,
thecity thatcouldnotbeassailed. Inthe
Valmiki Ramayana,in ‘BalaKanda’, there
are wonderful descriptions of Ayodhya,
when Dasharatha was the king. (In eve-
rything I'state, I will stick to the critical
edition of the Valmiki Ramayana.) This
was the kingdom of Kosala, located on the banks of the Sarayu.
Ayodhya was the capital of Kosala. Manu constructed this city,
which was twelve yojanaslong and three yojanas wide. (A little
after this description, we are told that the fortificationsextended
for another two yojanas, beyond the city’s perimeter. A yojana
was between 12 km and 15 km.) It was beautiful and spread
out, divided by highways. The large royal roads were laid out
well. These were always sprinkled with waterand flowers were
strewn on these. There were gates and arches. There were ma-

ALAMY

chines and implements of war everywhere, constructed by all
manner of artisans. There were tall walls with standards, sur-
mounted by hundreds of shataghnis. (A shataghniis a weapon
that can kill one hundred at one stroke.) There were moats that
weredifficultto cross. Thus, the fortification was impossible for
otherstobreach. Hence, the name Ayodhya. There were mango
grovesand a giant wall formed a girdle around the city. The city
was laid out like an ashtapadaboard (an eight-by-eight board,
used for the original form of chess). The palaces were embedded
with jewels and were as beautiful as mountains. There were in-
ner quartersforwomen and the place waslikeIndra’s Amaravati.
Itwasencrusted with gems everywhere and the mansions were
like celestial vehicles. The houses were densely constructed on
level ground and there was no space between these. There were
storesof shalirice (afine variety of rice) and the water waslike the
juice of sugarcane. There were drums, percussion instruments,
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veenas and cymbals. These were sounded loudly, proclaiming
that this was the best city on earth.

The archers there were skilled and dexterous of hand. But
they did not use their arrows to pierce someone who was alone,
someone who was without heirs, orsomeone who wasrunning
away. The place was full of thousands of such maharathas (great
warriors). Everywhere, that city was also full of alarge numbers
of dancersandactors. There were bards and minstrels. There were
horses, elephants, cattle, camels and donkeys. Large numbers of
vassal kings came from the frontiers to offer tribute.

There were extremelylearned peoplein thatbest of cities, hap-
py and with dharma in their souls. The men were satisfied with
theriches they had obtained themselves. They were truthful in
speechandnotavaricious.Inthatsupreme of cities, there wasno
onewhohadnotaccumulated someamount of riches. There was
nohousehold withoutrichesin the form of cattle, horses, wealth

=1 2T Cany
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A sketch of Rama and Sita departing from Ayodhya

and grain. There was no man who was lustful, ignoble or cruel.
Onewasincapable of seeing anignorant person oranon-believer
in Ayodhya. All the men and women were extremely controlled
and devoted to dharma. They were joyful and good in conduct,
like unblemished maharshis. There was no one without an ear-
ring, without ahead-dress, without a garland and without some
means of finding pleasure. There wasno one who did nothavea
bath, noranyone whodid notsmear the body with unguentsand
fragrances. There was no one who did not have the best of food.
There was no one who was not generous, no one who did not
decoratethe body with ornaments. Noone couldbe seen without
ornaments on the hands, nor one who was heartless. There was
noonewhodidnotlightthesacrificial fire. There were thousands
of Brahmanas who performed sacrifices. There was no one in
Ayodhya who was without a means of subsistence, nor anyone
of mixed varna. There was no one who was anon-believer, no
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one who was a liar, nor anyone who

thing in the kingdom was peaceful

was not extremely learned. There
was no one who wasjealous or inca-

As Jong

and the city was also like that. All
the ministers were well-attired and

a3

pable.There wasno one whowasnot Rama ruled, there was well-decorated, excellentin conduct.
lgamed. There Wwasnoone who was no falsehood in the subj ects Forthe sa?ke of the king, their eyes of
distressed or disturbed in mind, no . good policy were always open. They
one who was miserable. There was and they were devoted to obtained their good qualities from

Nno man or woman who was poor or
ugly. In Ayodhya, one was incapable
of seeinga person whowasnotdevot-
edtotheking. All the four varnaswor-
shipped godsand guests. Allthemen
possessed long lifespans and were

dharma. This was Treta

Yuga, when dharma was
more prevalent than in
Kali Yuga. Rama ruled

theirpreceptorsand were renowned
fortheirvalour. Because of theirintel-
ligence and decisions, they were fa-
mousinforeign countries too. Those
ministers were devoted to providing
advice that brought welfare.

devoted to dharma and the truth. We the kin@dom fOI' After ‘BalaKanda’, we continue to
often haveanotion of Rama-rajya.But S haveintermittentreferencesto Ayod-
ingovernanceand prosperity, Dashar- ten thousand years hya. Afterall, there isa kandaknown

atha’s Ayodhya wasnodifferent. Iwill
skipthedetailsabout the variousspe-
ciesofhorsesand elephants, all listed
in the Valmiki Ramayana.

How did governance work?Dasharatha had eight braveand
illustrious advisors. They were pure and devoted and were al-
ways engaged in the king’s tasks: Dhrishti, Jayanta, Vijaya, Sid-
dhartha, Arthasadhaka, Ashoka, Mantrapalaand Sumantrawas
the eighth. There were two officiating priests, supreme among
rishis: Vasishthaand Vamadeva. There were other ministers too.
They were prosperous and great-souled, learned in the sacred
textsand firmin theirvalour. They possessed energy, forgiveness
and fame. They smiled before they spoke. Because of anger, de-
sire orwealth, they never spoke false words. There wasnothing
thatwasunknown to them, in theirownkingdom, orin that of
others, whetherithad been done, was being done, or was being
thoughtof. Thiswas ensured through spies. They wereskilled in
administration and theiraffectionshad been tested. (By theking,
so that they did not yield to nepotism and other relationships.)
Attheright time, the appropriate punishment was imposed,
even on their own sons. They were devoted to accumulating
the treasury and the army. They caused no violence to even
men who were unfriendly,aslongasthey were blameless. They
were brave and always full of enterprise, devoted to the science
of governing. They were pure and always protected those who
residedin thekingdom. Inanattempttofillup the treasury, they
did not cause violence. After examining a man’s strengths and
weaknesses, they imposed extremely stiff punishments. Pure
and singleminded, all of them governed together. In the city or
inthekingdom, there wasno man who wasaliar. There wasno
man whowaswicked,addicted toanother person’s wife. Every-

as ‘Ayodhya Kanda’ too. Rama enters
Ayodhya and starts to rule towards
theend of YuddhaKanda’. Wehavea
description of Rama-rajyathere. Rama
sacrificed excellenthorses at one hundred ashvamedhasacrifices
and gave away copious quantities of dakshina. Aslong as Rama
ruled thekingdom,nowidowslamented. There wasnofear from
predatory beasts. There was no fear on account of disease. There
werenobanditsin the world. No onesuffered fromlack of riches.
Theaged didnothaveto perform funeral ritesfor the young. (That
is, the young did not die before the old.) Everyone was cheerful.
Everyonewasdevoted todharma. Theylooked towards Ramaand
didnotcauseviolence towardseach other. AslongasRamaruled
thekingdom, people were without disease and devoid of sorrow.
Theylivedforonethousandyearsand had one thousandsons. The
treesextended theirtrunksandalwayshad flowers. Theyalways
had fruit. The rain showered down at the right time. The breeze
had a pleasant touch. People were satisfied with their own tasks
and performed theirown duties. AslongasRamaruled, there was
no falsehood in the subjects and they were devoted to dharma.
(This was Treta Yuga, when dharma was more prevalent than
inKali Yuga.) Rama ruled the kingdom for ten thousand years.
Like many texts, the Valmiki Ramayana also ends in a some-
whattragic way. We have thatin ‘UttaraKanda’.(The critical edi-
tion excises large parts of ‘Uttara Kanda’.) In ‘Uttara Kanda’, we
aretold the Sarayu, with the sacred waters, flowed ina westward
direction, halfa yojanafrom Ayodhya. Whenitwastime forRama
toleave the earth, he and his brothers went to the banks of the
Sarayu. Thecitizensof Ayodhya,all of whom had followed Rama,
wenttothedivine world of Santanika. Kusharuled in Kushavati
and Lavaruled in Shravati/Shravasti. Ayodhya was deserted. m

Bibek Debroy has translated
theMahabharata and
theValmiki Ramayana
into English
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The Original
Existential

Hero

We stay with Rama-the-
human because of his
resemblanceto us. We see
our own lives reflected in
his: we recognise the
oppositional pulls of family
and society, we experience
the tensions between love
and duty, we struggle with the
often unbridgeable chasm
between personal happiness

and alarger good
By Arshia Sattar

Anillustration from Tulsidas’ Ramcharitmanas, ¢ 1775

ver the last four decades, the achingly
beautiful story of Rama, prince of Ayodhya—
hisexile, hisabducted wife, hisgloriousvictory
over the rakshasaking made possible with the
help of his magnificent monkey companions
and histriumphalhomecoming—hasbeen placedat the centre of
areligiousnationalism predicated on hierarchiesand exclusions.
Now, morethan ever,asthisrobust, diverseand generoustradition
thatfeedsourartformsand ourstoriesisnarrowed toasingle tell-
ingandasingleideology,itisappropriate toremind ourselvesjust
how rich and widespread Rama’s story is. In doing so, we might
well consider why it isthat Rama himself continues to haunt our
cultural discourses, centuries after his story was first told on the
northern river plains of the Indian subcontinent.

‘We are not clear about the origins of the story we now call the
Ramayana. Whatwedoknowisthatbetween the 5thcentury BCE
andthe 3rd century CE,abeautiful Sanskrit text developed around
thisstory and was attributed to a poet-sage named Valmiki. Some-
thingabout this story excited the imaginations of individuals and

communitiessomuch thathundredsof Ramastories prohferated
across South Asiaand beyond. They are told in text and in song, in
dance, music, paintingand sculpture,each uniqueinitselfbutstill
conforming to a fundamental structure of characters and events
such that these stories together now constitute a tradition.

Whatisit, then, about this story that refuses to be contained,
either by the time in which it was written or by the space that it
purports to occupy? Why are there so many Rama stories? Why
do they take positions of opposition and subversion asmuch as
they act as mirrors that both complement and supplement the
many-layeredand multi-faceted narrative thatrespondsso pliably
totheneedsoftheteller, be the teller Kamban (Ramavataram, 12th
century CE) or Tulsidas (Ramcharitmanas, 16th century CE), Mani
Ratnam (Raavan, 2010)or Samhita Arni(The Missing Queen, 2013)?
‘Why does each historical and political moment feel the need to
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appropriate the Ramayana toits needs? How isit that artists of all
kindsfindemotionsin thestorythatcanbeexploredandnewly ex-
pressed?Devoteesof Ramamightnotfindtheneedtoask oranswer
these questions but for the rest of us, who situate ourselves differ-
ently inrelation to Rama, the questions we ask (if not the answers
wefind)will surely tellussomethingabout ourselvesand ourown
quest for meaning, both aesthetic as well as existential.
Thirtyyearsago, AK Ramanujan reminded usthatbyacknowl-
edging the multiplicity of Rama stories, we are able to compre-
hendmorefullythemajesty of theRamayanaitself. Hearguesthat
thesemanyRama storiesarenot ‘versions’ of afixed ‘original’story.
Rather, they are fullblown and deeply felt reconfigurations of a
story thatisalready known. Thestoryistold again becauseitarises
from a question that the prevalent (or dominant) story does not
answer. Itisretold because we believe that the story can answer
the questions that we are asking, that
it can include us within its rich tap-
estry of love and longing, of trustand
betrayal, of difficult choices and shat-
tered dreams. Thefocus of ouranxieties
andouraspirationsisRama, the central
character of the story, from whom the
most is demanded both within and
without the story, perhaps asaresult
of hisbeing both human and divine.

ver since the theology of
EVaishnavism indelibly

coloured the story of the ‘per-
fect marn, devotees and believers have
kept Rama in their minds as part of
their faith and religious practice. A
story of god’s presence among hu-
mans and his infinite grace provides
a reassurance and certainty that is
unmatched by anything profane. For
thisreason alone, the divine presence

of 12th century CE

Kamban, author of Tamil Ramavataram

Why 7 thers

for both Rama and Sita, some of us find it difficult to understand
what motivates the charactersin the story to behave in the ways
thattheydo,beitDasharatha, Kaikeyi,RavanaorRama. Whatever
our question, wereturnto thestory, rather than to history orsociol-
ogy, tofind the answer.

Overthesame centuries that wove righteousnessand divin-
ityinto thestory of the god wholives asaman among humans,
women have been made uncomfortable by Rama’s actions
towards Sita after he brings her back from Lanka. For aman
suchashim, oreven foragod such ashim, to be so disturbed by
marketplace gossip about his wife’s chastity that he banishes
her, pregnant and alone, into the forest simply does not make
sense. Lest we believe that it is only the feminisms of moder-
nity that have opened up this critique of Rama, women’s songs
in the eastern dialects of Hindi such as Maithili and in Telugu
and Marathi (to name just a few ex-
amples) from hundreds of years ago
will assure us that even our ancestral
mothersand ssisters were troubled by
Rama’s behaviour and found words
with which toreprimand him, tocau-
tion Sita and to sympathise with her
predicament. Itisworth pointingout
that these songs and ditties are usu-
ally the purview of non-Brahmin
women but in more places than we
care to notice, mothers, wives, sisters
havefoundinthesilence oftheRama-
yana’s women a place that they can
fill with their own voices. I would
argue that it is this discomfort with
afigure so lauded and honoured by
traditional social and religious group-
ings that keeps Rama alive in the
minds and hearts of women. Aslong
as patriarchies perpetuate arigidand
uninflected idea of Rama as the para-
digmaticIndian male, women will be

and all it promises should be recalled SO many Rama stories? compelled torespond withresistance
fully and frequently by the devotee. Whv do th k . andsubversion, evenif those forms of
But those of us who approach Rama’s y do t ey take POSlthHS expression continuetolie outside the
stg’ywitlmut reliﬁious belﬁlfwill have of oppo sition and so-called canoarll of thﬁ text. -

otherreasons, perhapsequally passion- . My personalattachmenttothe Val-
ate, forourattachmenttoit.Ibelievewe subversmn as mUCh as miki Ramayana also revolves around
remain committed toretelling Rama’s they act as mirrors that thelove story between Rama and Sita
story over and over again because we both | t and and my continual attempts to under-
have not been able to come to terms oth complement ar stand how Rama could have treated
with the troubled love and the heart- Supplement the the woman he loved more than any-

wrenchinglossinthelivesof Ramaand
Sita. The story haunts us because it is
tragic, ending in a separation between
ahusband and a wife who have loved
each other through much trial and
tribulation. Some of ushave sympathy
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many-layered and
multi-faceted narrative
that responds so pliably to
the needs of the teller?

body the way he did. Valmiki’s text
implicitly suggests various reasons
forRama’sunexpected behaviour, rea-
sons and motivations that are rooted
inhisowninner conflictswhichareall
toohuman.Itisclearthat Ramaismad
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(Left) Ascene from Mani
Ratnam’s Raavan;

The Missing Queen by
Sambhita Arni

SAHHTA KGN

* ) I ) | * * * J ¢)e o *
What bids uvs, the non-vejievers,
to Rama is his essential humanity: his grief, his desire to always do
the right thing and finding that sometimes, actions based in his best

intentions have had the worst consequences for those that he loves

with griefwhen Sitaisabducted. Hemournsforherasone would
forabeloved that has died. Ibelieve thisis crucial to understand-
inghow hetreats Sitaonce he has her back. Fora constellation of
reasonsthatinvolve dharma, hisimpendingkingshipand thede-
stroyed reputation of his own father who succumbed to hislove
fora woman, Rama decides that once Sita has been taken away
by Ravana, he will neverreally be able to have her back. She will
always be stained by her separation from him and her confine-
mentin the house of another man, however involuntary those
might have been. Although he is utterly heartbroken at what
he knows will eventually be a continued (perhaps permanent)
separation, Rama does everything needed to rescue his wife. He
claimsthat therepeated testsof her chastity are not forhim, they
arefortheworld toknowthatshe hasremained both faithfuland
safe from sexual aggression. Imaynotagree with Rama’sreasons
for doing what he does, but atleast Iknow that he has them and
thatthey mightarisenotfromalack of circumspection but from
anexcessofit. Thisquality of considering the choices before him,
aware that they might not lead to ease or comfort, brings me to
Rama. It does not push me further away from him.

Surely, thisis the verynub of our continued engagement with
Ramaand hisstory:howdowereconcile ourselvestothefactthat
‘good’ people do ‘bad’ things? Vaishnava theology, which elevates
Rama to being an avatara of Vishnu, relieves its followers from

having to contend with ‘good’ and ‘bad.’ Such questions haunt
those of us who come to the story without surrender to Rama’s
divine nature andstatus. What binds us, thislatter group of non-
believers, to Rama is his essential humanity: his grief, his desire
toalwaysdotheright thing and finding that sometimes, actions
basedin hisbestintentionshave had the worst consequencesfor
those that he loves. Rama’s existential conflicts are the same as
ours—hemust negotiate the compulsionsof his personal desires
against the expectations that othershave of him.

We stay with Rama-the-human because of his resemblance
tous. We see our own lives reflected in his: we recognise the op-
positional pullsof family and society, we experience the tensions
betweenlove and duty, we struggle with the often unbridgeable
chasm between personal happiness and alarger good. A single
politically and socially dominant Ramayana story shows us
one way of resolving these conflicts, a way that is idealised by
patriarchal hegemonies into the only way for us to be ‘good’ in
the world. When those of us who seek to challenge these and
other hegemonic structures in our retellings of the Ramayana,
we are talking back to power in alanguage that we have made
our own. Power cannot pretend thatit doesnot understand our
words, forit is their language we are using, it is their language
thatwe have taken away from them. The Ramastory hauntsus
because we know it can be ours, too. m

Arshia Sattaris an author and
translator. Her forthcoming book is
Maryada: The Search for Dharma
in the Ramayana (HarperCollins)
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The Awakening

The Ram temple offers itself as an opportunity
for a new generation to think for themselves
about this wave of history and faith that has

washed in, sweeping away a great amount of
historical angst and refuse
By Keerthik Sasidharan

Ram Ki Paidi on the eve of the
Ram temple foundation-laying
ceremonyin Ayodhya, August 4
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neoftheextraordinary, but oftenlittle
remarked, aspects of the Mahabharata
is that the epic reaches us after having
percolated through themindsof various
narrators. In the first indexical chapter
called Anukramanika’which providesa
bird’s eye view of what s to follow, we—
alongwith the sageswholived in the Naimisha forest—hearthe
epicfrom Ugrashava, whotellsusthathehad heard the epicwhen
Vaishampayana narrated it at King Janmejaya’s snake sacrifice,
who in turn had learnt it from Krishna Dwaipayana Vyasa, the
editor-author of the epic. But in turn Ugrashava tells that Vyasa
had also taught the epic to his son Shuka, who in turn had sung
it to the Gandharvas and the Asuras, leaving open the idea that
otherversionsofthe greatepicof the Bharatasare out there. Before
long, what one realises is that the Mahabharata, like a postmod-
ern text, throbs with self-awareness about its own origins, the
narrative multiplicities contained within, the various modes
of transmissions involved and the possibility that other recen-
sions may tell the story differently. In all of this, the reliance on
‘memory’ as the means to instantiate a particular telling of the
epicremainsvital. Tothisend, the ability torecall—which we call,
quite blandly, ‘memory'—hasacquired an extraordinary number
of valences during the course of Indian history.

Fromthesimpleactof remember-
ing an event or thing, to thinking of
memory as a cure for psychological
states (such as when a depressed
Hanuman is told his origin story
to awaken him), to recalling that
which was forgotten due to Fate or
a clever dramatist (as in, when Du-
shyanta remembers Shakuntala in
Kalidasa’s Abhijiiana Sakuntalam),
to models in Nyaya philosophy
wherein memory (smriti) fuses with
sustained awareness (pratyabhijiia) to
constituteimagination (bhavana), to
an omniscient recollection of previ-
ousand futureslives(what theJainas
call ‘kevali’), memory has had more
valencesin our cultural pastthan we
realise in our secularised present. In
our times, memory is deemed preg-
nantwith the possibility of superven-
ing the political status quo—a possibility that the Czech-French
writer Milan Kundera summarisesas ‘the struggle of man against
power is the struggle of memory against forgetting’.

Perhaps nowhere is the interplay between memory and for-
getfulness mined more fruitfully in the Indian tradition thanin
the Ramayana. Here memory and forgetfulness sometimes ap-
pearinthesame character. Hinuman, who famously remembers
Ramaforall eternity, isoften mysteriously forgetfulaswell. Tothe
amusementof children for centuries, in the ‘YuddhaKanda’ of the

Unhké 3 chorch
or mosque, a temple is a
more elastic and capacious
site of social renegotiations.
In most Hindu traditions,
the very process of
transfiguring space into a
temple involves the act of
inviting the gods who are
out there, placing them
into an enclosed space

RamayanaHanuman goesinsearch ofacure for the wounds that
Ravana’ssonIndrajithadinflicted on Lakshmana. Butdespite the
guidance and instructions of Sushena, an aged physician-ape in
Sugriva’ssimian army, tolook for the sanjivaniherbs upon arriv-
ingatthe Gandhamadana Hills, Hanuman forgets whatitisthat
heislooking for. Thave forgotten the very thing forwhichThave
come here,’ says Hanuman in Valmiki’s Ramayana. Later in the
epic, after the War of Lanka, Hanuman is instructed by Rama to
head to Ayodhya, scope out the nature of his brother Bharata’s
intention—Was he amenable to his elder brother’s return? Did
he have mala fide intentions? And so on—and return to report
the status. But, once more, Hanuman forgets to follow through
and, instead, ends up bonding deeply with Bharata. More strik-
ingly, even Rama himself every so often ‘forgets’ who he truly
is.In turn, he is prompted by others who emerge onto the scene
andremind him of his true nature, whichisthatheisanavatarof
Vishnu tasked with ridding the world of Ravana, who embodies
choasand cruelty despite all hislearning. In essence, even Rama
whoisaccordingto Hindu tradition theembodiment of Dharma,
of righteousness codified by procedure and precedent, every so
often needsa prompt and reminder of what truly matters.

Unliketextswhere theauthorcandevisethemeanstoremind
charactersand readers of the narrative needs of the plot, cultures
and civilisationsarriveatother waystoinstitutionalise memory.
Among these, solutions devised by
early Hindu and Buddhist tradi-
tions to ameliorate this problem of
forgetfulness—be it of ourreliance
onandsustenance of thegodsorthe
debt we owe to our ancestors—the
most prominent has been to con-
structarchitectural assemblagesin
the privacy of homes as aedicules
forworship orin publicin theform
of monuments. In both cases, the
actofremembering the pastand the
godsis married to physical edifices
thatcan withstand theelements. So
strongis thiscommingling of stone
structuresandideasof the hereafter
thateven tothisdayin Tamil Nadu,
funeralsarestillsometimesreferred
toas kaleduppu(awakening orerect-
ing the stone). Over time, these
structures—some of them were
hypaethrals and others were closed-roof structures—acquired
and accreted upon themselves other meanings, including the
idea that within these structures were housed the gods. A vast
litany of termsand their cognates—mandira, sthana, grihain San-
skrit; podiyil, manram, kottam, koyil, madomin Tamil; vihara, palli
in Jainism-Buddhism-inflected usage—has been used over the
last three millennia toaccommodate whatis, ultimately,a public
space for that most private of acts: communion with oneselfand
the unseen that thrives amid us.
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Inourownlifetimes, perhapsthe most wide-

lywatched and eagerly anticipated structureis
the creation of the Ram Janmabhoomi temple.
But this structure comes up at a time when we
havelargelyforgotten what temples have often
meant tosocieties—andsimplyinsist on think-
ingoftheseas places of worship. Itisatestament
totheaetiolationinourthinkingand theinabil-
ity tothink past colonial readings or thelack of
vocabulary in our republic’s secular discourse
which insists on reading the temple as merely
aHindu church or aHindu mosque. It has not
helpedthat overthe past 40-odd years, thelegal
quagmiresand violentdiscontentswith which
the Ram Janmabhoomi movement has often
been aligned with hasuniformly traduced our
understanding of the temple asthe byproduct,
or the end goal, of a property dispute and a po-
litical project. To thisend, the result hasbeen a
curiousdesiccation of our understanding of the
role temples have played in India’s collective
imagination and, more importantly, a failure
toask what particularrole the Ayodhyatemple
will play in the future of India. Those who liti-
gatein the public square on the proposed Ram
templein the name of ‘secularism’ often forget
that temples have rarely existed outside the
social environs in which they are part of. The
consequence is that temples accrete norms,
findmeansfornew negotiationsbetween their
devoteesand theirneedsand ultimatelyacquire
abivalent character—which,ontheonehand,
is steeped in ritual and procedure, and, on the
other, acquires the all-too-real functions that
any thriving institution needs. Temples, in this sense, are texts
built out of stone—where the reader and the author are in per-
petual tension on the question of interpretation.

Unlike a particular church or mosque, contrary to how itis
often portrayed, a temple is a more elastic and capacious site
of social renegotiations. In parts this capaciousness is born out
of the understanding of how the gods emerge into a particular
space. Inmost common forms of Christianity and Islam, itis the
community of worshippers that transforms space into a formal
church oramosque. In both cases, the space or geography itself
haslittle codified meaning and all meaning arrives through the
presence of devotees. In contrast, in most Hindu traditions, the
very process of transfiguring spaceintoa templeinvolvestheact
of inviting the gods who are out there and placing them intoan
enclosed space. Elaborate rituals are devised to house the gods,
who aren’t often amenable to human entreaties and efforts to
situate them. In exchange for taking away the gods’ freedom to
meander and make playthings out of our lives, humans offer to
worship the godstosustain their prowess. Intimately tied to this
metaphysics of space and consecration are questions like who
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For much of the cofomal
period, the Maha Bodhi temple at Bodh Gaya
in Bihar—which was then controlled by Naga
Sadhus, not Buddhists—the primary object
of veneration and prayer for Hindus was
the Bodhi tree. The idol inside the temple—
a Buddha with a Vaishnaivite mark on

his forehead—was secondary

candotheinvitation,how doesonespeak to the gods, whatisthe
signification of worship, whatkind of gods are acceptable, what
istherelationship among them? The different answers to these
questions haveledtoanefflorescence of religiousexpressionsand
social functions. Threerelatively lesscommon examplesshould
helpusseethediversity of interplay between the templeand the
societies in which it findsitself.

Atthe Udayagiri caves, near Vidisha in Madhya Pradesh, over
thepastcentury,archaeologistshave patiently worked toshedlight
on inscriptions that speak of the tenure of Chandragupta Iland
Kumaraguptalinthe 4th-sthcenturies CE. Whatmakes Udayagiri
fascinatingisthe comingtogether ofritual, kingship andreligion.
Here, we learn of Chandragupta II's rajasuya yajna, which conse-
crated himas chakravartin(the emperor), by describing himselfas
paramabhagavata, the most prominent of devotees of Vishnu. To
thisend, in Cave 8, there are versesrecorded in the anustubhmetre
that describes the consecration of a cave into a shrine and Chan-
draguptall'sblessednesscourtesy the worship of Narasimha. This
place of worship was crucialin the constructionand legitimation
of a sovereign, who governed over diverse principalities which
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Vishnu as Varaha Avatarin the Udayagiri caves in Madhya Pradesh

had agreed to the legitimacy of Chandragupta II's powers. This
isaroundabout way of saying that right from the Gupta era—to
say nothing of Ashoka nearly a millennium earlier—there were
ideologically coherent claims of state formation that was linked
tothe creation of formal places of worship.

isatemple of Draupadi Amman—the heroine of the
Mahabharataasthe Mother Goddess—outside which
aresmallertemplestootherdeitieswhoare guardiansofthe place.
Oneofthesedeitiesis the figure of Muttaal Ravuttan—agodhead
withabelly,whodemandsmeatand toddy as offering. And there
isone other detail: Muttaal Ravuttan is a Muslim warlord who
is the descendant of north Indian horseriders who had arrived
into Tamil country.Insome versions of his origin story, Ravuttan
agrees to abandon Islam in order to serve Draupadi after she ap-
pearsinhisdreamand prevents him fromkilling hissister. In this
case, the temple of Draupadi Amman becomes a site of complex
socialnegotiations over generations where historical chronology
of belief formation islargely irrelevant.
For much of the colonial period, the Maha Bodhi temple at
Bodh Gayain Bihar—which wasthen controlled by Naga Sadhus,
not Buddhists—the primary object of veneration and prayer for

O ntheotherend,in Tamil Nadu’s South Arcot district

ALAMY

HinduswastheBodhitree. Theidolinside
the temple—a Buddha with a Vaishnaiv-
itemark on hisforehead—wassecondary.
Later when the questions of temple own-
ership rose to the fore, the mahanttrans-
formed theBuddhafromaVaishnaviteav-
atarintoaShaivitemanifestation of Rudra
bysmearinghisforehead with vermillion
and describing him as Shiva’s dreaded
form of Mahakala Bhairava. In his won-
derful biography of Anagarika Dharma-
pala, the great Sri Lankan reformer-radi-
cal, the author Steven Kemper quotes an
anonymousauthorwhohad complained
aboutthistransformation ofadeityintoa
shapeshifting being.

As the temple at Ayodhya slowly
awakens into form, two things are clear.
One, the politics of how the temple came
tobe will slowly erode and onlyideologi-
cally convenientsummaries will remain.
Two, the more interesting aspect is not
the politics of the temple’s history, but
rather how Hindus deal with the creation of alongheld collec-
tive aspiration. What kinds of eclecticism, esotericisms and en-
gagementsfromacross India will accrete upon thistemple? Will
its practices and presence resemble the relatively homogenous
temples of the Swaminarayan sects or will it resemble the swirl-
ing chaos of the ghats of Varanasi where traditions have stained
and coloured the space over millennia? Will the leaders of the
temple’s administration find it within themselves to be inno-
vative by transcending caste or geography as Adi Sankara did
millennia ago when he created traditions wherein Veerashaiva
men from Karnatakabecame priestsat the templesin Kedarnath,
Namboodiri Brahmins from Kerala at Badrinath or priests from
Nepal and Maharashtra at Rameshwaram in Tamil Nadu. The
Ayodhyatemple, whichhascomeatgreathuman cost—in blood
and time—oughttobeseenasan opportunitythatallowsforthe
diversity of worship of Rama across India and beyond to burble
upinto publicview. The temple now offersitselfasasite foranew
generation to think for themselves about this wave of history
and faith that has washed in, sweeping away a great amount of
historical angstand refuse. In turn, it has produceda clearing, an
opening, a new cloistered ground unto which much ritual and
ceremony will be poured freely. All the while, man willanxiously
ask that oldest of questions he hasasked himself since the dawn
of religious consciousness: will the gods accept this offering? m

Keerthik Sasidharan is an author

who lives in New York City. His
forthcoming book The Dharma Forest
will be published by Penguin India
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A Year in the
Life of Ayodhya

Events that have followed the Ram Rath Yatra of
1990, culminating in August 2020, are a collective
testimony to LK Advani's strategic thinking
By Kanchan Gupta

aving visited Ayodhya several times
over 1988-1989 toreportonthe RamJan-
mabhoomi dispute, there wasno way I
wasgoing tomissbeing there on October
3oth, 1990. BJPleader LK Advani’s Ram
Rath Yatra, which had begun from Som-
nath, was to have culminated at Ayod-
hya on that day which was to also witness the start of ‘kar seva’,
or voluntary work by Hindus, to prepare the ground for the Shri
Ram Mandir to commemorate the place of his birth. An old di-
lapidated three-domed mosque, built by Babur’'scommander Mir
Bagiin 1528 and called Babri Masjid, stood at the site held sacred
by Hindus as Ram Janmasthan. Mir Baqi had built the mosque,
aswas proved by the Archaeological Survey of India’s excavation
and deposition by archaeologists and historians in court later, af-
ter demolishing a temple. Much of the structure, including the
granite pillars with intricate carvings of Hindu motifs, was visibly
built with the remains of a temple. It was obvious to any visitor.
The mosque had remained locked for decades after an idol of
RamLalla,orbaby Ram,appeared underits central domein 1949.
The Faizabad district court had ordered the reopening of the dis-
puted structure for darshanand worship in 1986; that coincided
with the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP)launchinga vigorous cam-
paign fortheliberation of Ram Janmabhoomi. Three yearslater,in
1989, hopingtostall therisingtide of Hinduangerover his Govern-
ment’sabject capitulation on the Shah Banojudgmentand blunt
the Opposition’s campaign against corruption in the Bofors deal,
Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi had allowed the VHP to conducta
formal ‘shilanyas’ or foundation stone-laying ceremony for the
proposed Ram Mandir. That did not quite help Rajiv Gandhi—the
Congress lost the General Election and VP Singh became Prime
Minister, propped up by both the BJP and the Left.

If seven daysisalongtimein politics,a yearisan era. The anti-
corruption agenda of 1989 had transmogrified into Mandal poli-
ticsin 1990, threatening to rip apart India’s social fabric as never
before, pitting Hindu versus Hindu, caste versus caste. Advani
stepped into the breach with his Ram Rath Yatra. Ashe would
explainlater, it wasimportant to present the nation with a unify-
ing cause that would bring together Hindus and prevent Hindu
society from fracturing and splintering along caste lines. That
cause, Advanidecided, was Ayodhyawith itscentral theme of Shri
Ram, thegreat unifier. Eventsthathave followed, culminatingin
the Shri Ram Mandir Bhoomi Puja on August 5th,areacollective
testimony to Advani’s strategic thinking.

The Ram Rath Yatra, however,did notreach Ayodhya afterset-
ting off from Somnath. Lalu Prasad, then Chief Minister, ordered
the district magistrate of Samastipur to arrest Advani as his rath
trundled into Bihar. That singular actled to the BJP withdrawing
itssupport to VP Singh which, in turn, triggered a slew of events,
including the police firing on kar sevaks, killing a large number
ofthem, on October 30thand November 2nd, 1990. Thatincident
marked awatershed in the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, mak-
inganegotiated settlement of thenearly five-century-old dispute
non-negotiable.

So there I was in my office at Statesman Building in Calcutta,
asthecity wasthen called, trying tofigure out whetherIshould go
ahead with my planned visitto Ayodhya. It wasessentially meant
to cover the arrival of the rath patrain Ram Ji ki Nagri and Adva-
ni'smoment of triumph. But now that Advani had been arrested,
and Mulayam Singh Yadav, then Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh,
had decided not to let anybody enter the temple town, let alone
conduct kar seva, it didn’t make much sense to go ahead with the
visit. On the otherhand, it would be interesting to check outhow
exactly did Mulayam Singh plan to stop the hordes of kar sevaks,
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whohadalready started out for Ayodhyafrom variouspartsof the
country, from entering the town which could be reached, apart
from by rail and road, by simply walking through the surround-
ingfields. The day before Ileft for Lucknow enroute to Ayodhya,
my editor asked me to look for birds in the sky: Mulayam Singh
Yadav had told an obliging media “Parinda nahin paar hone dunga
(Iwon'tletevenabird toflyinto Ayodhya)”.

By now, the road from Lucknow to Ayodhya had become fa-
miliarand T had a fairidea how long it would take me to reach
Faizabad, where journalists would park themselves in the two
hotels, very spartan and with rudimentary services, that then
existed in the vicinity of Ayodhya. The hotels were located, by
happenstance but to the great convenience of visiting mediaper-
sons, right across the local post office, or PCO, from where sto-
riescould be filed without much effort, unless the telex machine
was down, in which case we had to shout into a Bakelite phone,
readingoutthestorytoadisinterested sub-editorat the otherend
who would laboriously write it down. If both the telex and the
phone were down, the only way of communicating with our of-
ficeswasthrough telegram. The only problem was that the pages
with strips of text pasted on them could be stuck together by the
time the telegram reached the newsdesk.
In which case, it went into the wastepaper
basket. But we digress.

It turned out to be a rather long drive
with several diversions and many check-
points along the highway. Thisis how the
routine went: The ramshackle Ambas-
sador car in which I was travelling would
be flagged down by policemen every few
kilometres. They would peer into the car,
openthedicky,lookatmybagsand thenask
me where I was going. Ayodhya. Why? To
report for my paper. ID card? Yes. The card
would passfrom grimyhand togrimy hand
and each of them would stare atit balefully
forafewminutes.Itwould thendoareverse
journey and reach me. After a flick of the
hand, the driver wouldresume thejourney.
Atthelastcheckpost,a young police officer,
possiblyadeputysuperintendentof police,
told me that my ID card would take me up
toFaizabadandnotbeyond.Iwould haveto
geta permit from the district magistrate’s
(DM) office to visit Ayodhya.

Itwaslateafternoon whenIreached the
hotel whereIhad booked aroom. Asusual,
the place was crammed with journalists,
mostwhomIhad meton previousvisitsto
Ayodhya. A sort of camaraderie had devel-
oped amongst us. The DM’s office was to
issue permits in the evening. We set forth
in a group with the legendary Mark Tully
leading us. At the DM’s office we were told
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to wait—the wait lasted for a couple of hours. Armed with the
small pink cards, we returned to our hotel only to find there
was a power cut. Was that an attempt to stop the media from
filing stories?

We wereloafing outside the hotel whenalocal resident, who
seemed to know Tully,came with information aboutsenior RSS,
BJPand VHPleaderssneakingin through the fieldsaround Ayod-
hya. Till well past midnight, we kept going from village to village,
speaking to strangers, each of whom would tell us some more
stories of having spotted this or that leader at this or that place.
At one point we were too tired to pursue the leads any further.
But Tully Sahib would not give up. It was almost dawn when we
returned to ourrooms, withouthavingmetany of theleaderswho
hadsneakedin. (We were todiscover thenextday that UmaBharti
had cropped her hairand sneaked in ridinga motorcycle. Ashok
Singhal, the moving spirit of the Ram Janmabhoomi agitation,
wasalsoin town, aswas Sadhvi Ritambhara and several others.)

After resting for a couple of hours, we left for Ayodhya. A
strange sullen silence hung over the town, the only sound was
that of the clanging bells of Hanuman Garhi. The one-and-half-
kilometreroad tothedisputed Babristructure had beenbarricad-

Police fire tear gas at kar sevaks in Ayodhya, November 2,1990
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coagulating blood, broken glass bangles, bits of
clothes. Some of the kar sevaks grievously wounded
by the raining police lathis sat down, others
staggered along towards Ayodhya, only to be
beaten with lathis again. Then came the tear gas

pools
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ed. There was a sea of khaki—armed

next to me, when the PAC began

PAC (state armed police) men were
swarming all over the place. I was
hanging around with Manoj Raghu-
vanshi and his Newstrakteam. Manoj,
with hislarge buildand scowling face,
was elbowing his way through the
PACjawans, makingapath forus.Sud-
denly, almost magically, the lanes and
bylanesof Ayodhyacametolifeashun-
dreds of kar sevaks began pouring in,
seemingly appearing from nowhere.
Cries of ‘Jai Shri Ram’ rent the air. The
karsevaksmarched uptothebarricade
wheretheywerestopped. Tensbecame
twenties, twenties became fifties, fif-
ties became hundreds. There was
khakiononeside,saffrononthe other.
Neither side budged aninch.

Afterawhile wewenttothebridge over Saryuriveranditwas
asight to behold: hundreds of men and women were trying to
cross thebridge, only tobe met by lathiwielding policemen. They
were struck with full force, they fell down bleeding, they stood
up, and they started walking again. The bridge was littered with
rustic shoesand worn slippers. The small bundles the kar sevaks
had carried with them on theirjourneylayaround pitiably. There
were pools of coagulating blood, broken glass bangles, bits and
scraps of the clothes they were wearing. Some of the kar sevaks
who were grievously wounded by the raining police lathis sat
down on the bridge, others staggered along towards Ayodhya,
only tobebeaten with lathisagain. Then came the tear gas—can-
ister after canister was fired at the kar sevaks, a large crowd now;,
snaking well beyond the other bank of Saryu. But I did not see
anybody turning around and walking back. Theyjust kept surg-
ingahead, step by another step.

Manojsaid we should goand find a vantage point for ourselves
before the crowdsoverran the place. Aswe were walking towards
thebarricade, something extraordinarily dramatichappened. A
sadhujumpedintoa UPPolicebusthathad been parked near Ha-
numan Garhi, gotintothedriver’sseatand droveitat break-neck
speed through the barricades towards the Babri structure. With
the barricades down, the crowd rushed in from all sides, almost
sweeping usfrom ourfeet. Wescurried toaraised platform where
we stood and watched Mulayam Singh’s arrangements to stop
evenabird from flyinginto Ayodhya come crashingdownasthe
airreverberated with thousandsof voices chanting“Jai Shri Ram”.

I'wasstanding next to Manoj,and there was asadhu standing

Jt was ymporiant
to present the nation with a
unifying cause that would
bring together Hindus and
prevent Hindu society from
fracturing. That cause,
Advani decided, was
Ayodhya, with its central
theme of Shri Ram,
the great unifier

firing at the crowd of kar sevaks. By
then,some of themhadreached the
Babristructureand clambered atop
the domes and raised saffron flags.
Among them were Ram Kothari
and Sharad Kothari, the ‘Kothari
Brothers’ from Calcutta. A helicop-
tercamesweepingin,and we heard
snipershots. Thatwasamomentary
distraction. A bullet came and hit
the sadhu standing next to me, a
large crimson spot appeared on his
forehead, and he crumbled on the
spot. Manoj pulled me aside and
weranforcover. Thatmomentwas
subsequently frozen on the cover
page of a popular magazine called
Probe which was published from
Allahabad and isnow defunct.

Later thatevening, Ifiled mystory,asdid the others. We went
with the official claim of ‘17 killed, many injured in the firing to
control unruly mobs’. With curfew imposed and all passes can-
celled, it wasimpossible tofact-check that claim. Three dayslater,
the kar sevaks, wounded but not defeated, returned to continue
theirmarch toRam Janmasthan. Some of them managed toreach
the disputed structure, some climbed atop it with saffron flags,
onlytobeclobbered and shotbythe PAC.On thatday, thebodies of
the Kothari brothers were found in alane near Hanuman Garhi.
There were stories of how they had been dragged out of a house
and shot dead. Till date, nobody knows for sure.

In 2017, Mulayam Singh, pretending repentance, admitted
28 kar sevaks were killed over October 30th and November 2nd,
1990. Those who know better peg the number of fatalities at 56
or more. Rajnath Singh, the editor of Swatantra Bharat, was the
onlyjournalist to dare Mulayam Singh and call his bluff. He was
hounded out of hisjob.

In many ways, 1990 determined the denouement of the pas-
sionplay called Ayodhya. After October 3oth thatyear, there was
to beno going back, there could not have been any going back.
Those who thought otherwise clearly have no feel for the pulse
of the masses whose consciousness is rooted in the life of Shri
Ram, for whom 7ai Siya Ram’ are three words that lie at the core
of India’s civilisation and culture, faith and religiosity. I recall
ending my report along these lines; my conclusion was excised
by myeditor who thoughtI wasexaggerating. Iwonder what he
thinkstoday. m

Kanchan Guptais a political
analyst and chairman of Raja
Rammohun Roy Library
Foundation
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Workless at home

What it's like to be suddenly unemployed during a pandemic
By RAHUL PANDITA

he Covid pandemic haslenta

severejolttoIndia’s pre-existing

economic slowdown. The im-

pact of the pandemic now has

resulted in a surge of job losses.

According to the Centre for
MonitoringIndian Economy (CMIE), 122
million people lost their jobs in March
and April alone. Most sectorsare affected,
but those hit the worst include aviation,
food, tourism and entertainment.

The Government’s data reveals that
the pandemic has adversely impacted
over 555 million workers, with the unem-
ploymentratereaching 27.1 percentinthe
beginning of May. The employment rates
may have eased since the unlocking pro-
cess began, but the crisis is far from over.

In the IT and BPO sector alone, 30,000
jobshavebeenlost, while estimatesreveal
that twice thisnumber are on leave with-
out pay currently. Hotel industry experts
say thataround 35 percentof theindustry
may shutdown, which could climbtohalf
by the end of this year. The International
Air Transport Association (IATA) has es-
timated that around 30lakh jobs may be
lostin aviation and its allied sectors.

Openspoketodozensof people, young
and middle-aged, who havelost theirjobs

“MANY WHO HAD PAID

ME AN ADVANCE FOR
DESIGNING FESTIVE WEAR
ASKED METO HOLD ONTO
IT, SAYING THEY WOULD
GET BASIC CLOTHES MADE
OUT OF IT LATER”

Joe Mansoori _ ' _ A \\
AW
A
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due to the pandemic. Many, including
pilots and top chefs and software
engineers, have been laid off. But they
were not willing to come on record.
Some feared that their industries were
vengeful and talking about how their
previous companies treated them would
affecttheirfuturejob prospects. Many did
not want to be identified as they hoped
that the lockdown will ease up further
and they will join back, if not in their
previousjob, then atanew place.

But some chose to speak about their
experience of losing a job or source of
livelihood. Hereis the story of five of them.

Joe Mansoori,
45, Designer, Mumbai

illMarch thisyear, Joe Mansoori was

asuccessful designer. Heran a studio
and workshop from Mumbai’s Bandra
area, catering to over 250 clients, includ-
ing several actors from Bollywood and
TVindustry (hehasbeenastylisttoactors
like Juhi Chawla and Raveena Tandon).
Hisworkshop employed 15 workers,who
worked on designs made by Mansoori, es-
pecially bridal wear.

From March, as the coronavirus scare
became pronounced, Mansoori’s orders
took abighit, tillit came toa point where
hesays he wasnot even earning Rs 500.

Initially, Mansooritried toworkit out.

“Itold my workers that I would still pay
them sopercentsalary,”hesays. Butsoon
itwasclearthathe could notsustain him-
self. He had to shut his studio as he could
no longer afford to pay the monthly rent
ofRs1lakh. Herentedagodown wherehe
had to dump hismachinesand cloth ma-
terial. He also had tolet go of his workers.

Around this time, Mansoori’s biggest
deal of the year, a bridal trousseau order
fromaclientinLondon whowastohavea
weddingin Tuscany,cameacropper.“The
client called me and said: ‘we will let you
know;,” says Mansoori. Similarly, many
otherorders,including several from NRIs,
got cancelled simply because the wed-
dings got cancelled or they got curtailed
down to a handful of guests. TV shoots
and films got cancelled, too, resulting
in further loss of work. “Many who had
paid me an advance for designing festive
wear asked me to hold on to it, saying
they would get basic clothes made out of
itlater,” says Mansoori.

As he stayed home with his ailing
mother, Mansoori fell into depression.
“Every morning, I would wake up star-
tled, thinkingwhat willhappen now,” he
says. After he locked himselfin hisroom
for two days, Mansoori’s sister came and
took him out. “Ilove my work, soI cried
because Iwasno longer able todoit,” he
says. He had to undergo a few sessions of
therapy togetout of it.

Currently, Mansoori is supported by

“EVEN BEFORE THE
LOCKDOWN, THE FIRST
ONES TO STOP TAKING
CLASSES WERE THE
ELDERLY PEOPLE
SINCE THEY ARE

AT MAXIMUM RISK”

Krishna Kumar Mishra

hissister and a few friends from the enter-
tainment industry. The medicines for his
motherand thegroceryandelectricitybills
are taken care of by them. “Earlier, Iwould
sometimesjustventure outand buysnacks
forafewhundred rupees. Butnow, Iamso
conscious of spending money because
someoneissupportingme,”hesays.

But Mansoori still thinks that he is
lucky that he has a support system. He
speaks to his workers who have returned
to their villages and are finding it difficult
torun their households. “The other day I
metsomeoneinmysociety’sdepartmental
store who wore proper clothes. He said he
wasnotabeggarbutsomeoneoutofjob. He
requested me ifI could buy alittle milk for
hisinfant. Herefused whenIofferedalittle
grocery aswell,” says Mansoori.

Henowwaitsforthe crisistobeover.“I
want to return to my work, and so domy
workers,” he says.

Krishna Kumar Mishra,
42, Yogateacher, Delhi

or almost 20 years, Krishna

Kumar Mishra has been teach-
ing Yoga in Delhi. Originally from
Madhubani, Bihar, Mishra’s clients are
either young professionals who have a
paucity of time or elderly people who
hardly venture out of their homes. So
Mishra visits them at their homes to
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teach each one of them thrice a week.

Before the Covid-19 crisis, Mishra had
about 1oregular clients,ensuringasteady
income for his family—a wife and two
school-going children.

But as the lockdown began, Mishra
found himself stuck at home without
any source of income. “Even before the
lockdown, the first ones to stop taking
classes were the elderly people since they
are at maximum risk,” he says. Then oth-
ersstopped as well.

Only recently, three clients have re-
sumed classes online with him. “But itis
very difficult tosustain onsolittle,”hesays.

The Yoga institute Mishra is affili-
ated with has 32 teachers, includinghim.

“I KNEW THAT THE MARKET
WAS LOW AND SO

MANY PEOPLE HAD

LOST THEIR JOBS. BUT|

STAYED OPTIMISTIC”
Neil Anthony Plumb

Most of them are finding it difficult as
peopleare scared to come in touch.

“I'hope this is over soon,” he says. “I
would have neverimaginedit.”

Neil Anthony Plumb,
33, Network Engineer, Hyderabad

n May 26th, Neil Anthony Plumb

was working till 4 pm when he gota
call from his company’s HR department.
Plumb worked asa network engineer for
three years in a software development
company. “I' was told that the company
hadtoletgoofsomepeopleandIwasone
of them. I was given a compensation for
threemonthsandaskednotcometooffice
from the nextday,” he says.

Plumb’swife worksasaPRofficerinan
educational institute and wasalso forced
to take a 50 per cent salary cut from the
time the Covidlockdown began. Sowhen
Plumb lost his job, he felt scared. “My
heart wasin my mouth,” hesays.

ButPlumbsaysthathesoontookstock
of his situation. He had seen the migrant

“I FELT AS IF THERE WERE
SOME PROBLEM WITH ME
AND FORGOT THAT SO MANY
TALENTED AND HARDWORKING
PEOPLE AROUND ME WERE
LOSING THEIR JOBS IN A

SIMILAR FASHION”
Chetna Asopiya

crisis unfold a few weeks ago and told
himselfthat there were millions of people
who were less fortunate than him. That
helped, hesays.

The couple then took a trip to Vizag
where Plumb’s in-laws live. He says he
started looking atitasa break,and at the
same time began looking out for a job.
“I knew that the market was low and
so many people had lost their jobs. But I
stayed optimistic,” he says.

Luckily forhim,itworked out. He was
called foraninterview;aftermanyrounds
through video conferencing, he wasasked
tojoin.

“Iknow Iam lucky. Butit pays to keep
faith,” hesays.

Chetna Asopiya,

34, Talent acquisitor, Mumbai

hetna Asopiya has worked in talent
acquisition for companies like Star
TV. Alittle less than a year ago, she was
scouted by a start-up company dealing
with business-to-business lifestyle. “I

[OPENIE])
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“I'HAD BEEN WORKING IN THIS COMPANY FOR MORE THAN 10
YEARS. IT WAS DOING WELL, SO THE THOUGHT THAT I WILL

LOSE MY JOB HADN'T EVEN CROSSED MY MIND”
Bilal Ahmed

had always wanted to work in a start-up
becauselIfounditveryexciting,” shesays.
So,shejoined immediately.

But as soon as the coronavirus crisis
struck, her company said thatit wasfind-
ingitdifficulttosustainand had tolay off
people. “There was no support, no empa-
thy.Theyjustcalled usand said they were
letting us go,” she says.

Suddenly, she found herself without
ajob;itisthen that she began to feel low.
“Ikept on thinking, why me?” she asks.
“Ifeltasifthere were some problem with
meand forgot thatsomany talented and
hardworking people around me were
losing their jobs in a similar fashion,”
shesays.

She struggled with her lows for two

Photograph by RAUL IRANI

weeks before she decided to look up,
telling herself that there could be a silver
lining to the situation. “I realised itisa
good time to take stock of my life and see
whatIamreally good at,” she says.

Chetna has now started designing
coasters which she has put up online for
sale. “So far,Thave only got 20 orders, but
Ican make it grow;,” she says.

Once the crisisis over, Chetna hopes
that she can return to work. “The most
important thing, meanwhile, is to not
sitidle and overthink, because that will
get younowhere. It isimportant to stop
feeling sorry for yourself,” she says.

Bilal Ahmed,
36, IT Manager, Noida

B ilal Ahmed worked in a travel
company for over 1o years as an asso-
ciate engineering manager. From March,
hiscompany askeditsemployeestowork
fromhome.

OnMarch 27th,justafewdaysafterthe
first lockdown, the company addressed
over 6oemployeesinbatchesoveraZoom
callandasked them togoonleave without
pay for three months, extendable if need
be. “We were asked to get in touch with
HRif we wanted to,and we did. But noth-
ing came out of it,” he says.

Bilalis married and suddenly found
himself without a job and EMIs to pay,
including one for a house loan he had
taken earlier. “I had been working in this
company formorethan 1oyears.Itwasdo-
ingwell,sothe thoughtthatIwilllosemy
jobhadn’teven crossed mymind,”hesays.

Indesperation, helodgedacomplaint
with the Chief Minister’s Office and the
Prime Minister’s Office and with the
Noida District Magistrate. “The
Government hadissued advisory thatno
company should leave its employees in
the lurch,” he recalls. But nothing came
outofit.

In June, the company extended their
furlough. With no income, Ahmed says
hisfriends are helping him pay his EMIs.
But he is not sure for how long this can
go on. Heis looking for a job, but knows
thatitcould bedifficult given the current
scenario. “ButIam hopeful,” he says.m
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Left Alone

The psychological toll of recovering in isolation

By NIKITA DOVAL

n his first evening in the ICU, Ismail Dean,
22,thought his cousin was lying beside him. Only
itwasn’tthelivingbreathingbrotherhe had grown
up with, but the way Dean saw him last: a lifeless
bodyinaclothbag.“Istarted panickingandIlooked
upandeverywherearound me were only bodies of
Covid patients. It was a pile and I was stuck in it.”
‘What Dean experienced that night was a bout of
hospital delirium,commonamongolder patients,
particularly those in the ICU. Butnow; itisincreas-
ingly beingseenin Covid-19 patientssuchasDean. Extreme anxi-
etyandisolation fromany humaninteraction—the medical staff
attendingtoyouin PPEsonlyreinforcesthatisolation—aresome
reasonswhy patientsare experiencing these hallucinations, leav-
ingthem scared, even after they have tested negative.

Dean’sstintin the ICU at Nichani hospital in Chennai lasted
only three days. Now, the business executive isback athishome
inthecity. Hislast Covid-19 testcame back negative and he’slook-
ing to resuming his life again as his home isolation has ended,
but fear persists. “I spent so much time worrying about whoall
Iwould have infected as I was absolutely asymptomatic till my
test came back positive in the first week of June.” He had been
making errand runs, albeit with gloves and masks, and fretted
overeveryone hemighthave comein contact with. Hewanted his
sister to retrace hissteps, from petrol pumps to grocery stores, to
warneveryone. “WhatifIkilled someone? Added to thiswasthe
guilt of bringing the virushome—my fatherhad alsotested posi-
tive. My partner became very evasive whenIbroke thenews, was
reluctant totalk. My friendsdismissed my diagnosisasajokeand
then when they realised I was serious, they stopped taking my
calls.Itwasalmostasiftheyfeared catching theinfection.” Dean
isinfactconvinced that it was emotional turmoil that worsened
his condition leading to his stint in the hospital. His breathless-
nessstarted aday after his partnerand friendsavoided his calls. “I
feel thatifThad got the required emotional support, thenIwould
have neverhad togotothehospital. My fatherremained asymp-
tomatic throughout. Forme, the emotional cost of the infection
was more intense than the physical one.”

Dean isnot the only such Covid-19 patient. Increasingly, the
biggest challenge for those who are diagnosed positive but are
only mildly symptomatic is the psychological fallout. From iso-
lation in windowless rooms on empty floors almost menacing

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH
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EXTREME ANXIETY AND ISOLATION-THE MEDICAL
LATION—LEAD TO PATIENTS HALLUCINATING
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in their eeriness to feeling completely friendless and alone in
an alien city to crushing anxiety even when locked in your own
home with your family just a few feet away, men and women
across the country are finding thatitis theiremotions they have
tobe the most careful of.

“Forme, it wasnotamatterofifbutwhenIwill catch theinfec-
tion,” shares Dr Syed Faizan Ahmad, 25, a general surgeon at Sil-
char Medical College in Assam. Ahmad hasonly recently moved
toSilcharand by hisownadmission hadnot settled inenoughto
makefriendswhen he wasputinisolation for 14 days. “Itook the
news of my diagnosis very well, in fact Iactually thoughtIcould

work in the isolation ward.” But the reality was quite different.
Ahmad’ssituationremainedstable throughout, butanxiety was
his companion from the minute he walked into his room in the
isolation ward. “You would think that things that you enjoy—
social media, movies—will keep you busy, but no. Your room
isa prison cell and you endlessly pace up and down. You crave
human contact.” Ahmad chose to not tell his family in Etawah,
Uttar Pradesh until thefifth day of hisdiagnosis when he wassure
that his condition wasn’t going to worsen. His first phone call to
them waslike water toa parched man.

It has been over four months since Covid-19 was declared a
pandemic, but our knowledge of the disease, its ex-
pressions and even how the infection travelsisstill
changing almost every day. Pandemics are as old as
time and yet thisis an unprecedented situation for
almost everyone alive today, historical pieces about
the Spanish influenza notwithstanding. “Thereisa
generalisedsense of vulnerabilityand worry. Thereis
significantuncertainty.Soeven before peopleareaf-
fectedbythevirustheyareaffected by the Covidnar-
rative of isolation and helplessness,” says Dr Achal
Bhagat, psychiatrist, Indraprastha Apollo Hospital,
Delhi. The extreme narrative built around control-
ling the disease, from lockdowns to sealing apart-
mentsand coloniesputspeoplefurtheratedge.“The
emotionalimpactofall thisstartsbecomingevident
intheform ofloneliness, fear,angerandself-blame,”
saysDrBhagat. Atitsworst, thiscan manifestitselfin
suicides,asare being reported from across the coun-
try. More and more hospitals across the country are
nowintroducing counselling for Covid-19 patients.

Medical science has time and again proven
how important social interactionis for notjust our
mental butalso physical health. “Human empathy
and contactare very importantduringthe time ofa
health crisis. Theimmune systemrespondsfasterif
loved ones are around. Even in the most critical of
diseases,apatientisneveralone unlessitisrequired
medically. But thatisnot the case with Covid,” says
Dr Nikhil Modji, a pulmonologist with Apollo
Hospital. For instance, Dr Ahmad realised this the
first time someone walked into his isolation room.
“Thad been wearing a PPE kit on my rounds and I
never gave a thought to what it might be doing to
patientsuntilIwason the otherside.” Asadoctor, he
says, patients will pick cues from your expressions
when youtalk tothem. Theyfeel reassured by your
tone,eye-contact. Thereisagreater give-and-take. A
PPEkit renders a medical staffer completely unap-

STAFF ATTENDING IN PPES ONLY REINFORCES THAT 150-
AND SCARED EVEN AFTER THEY HAVE TESTED NEGATIVE

proachable. “Till the person would speak I would
notevenknow whattheirgenderwas.” Heissched-
uledtostarthisroundsthisweek and has promised
himselfthatwhen he talksto Covid-19 patientsthis

time, he will make more of an effort.
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That s certainly reassuring for Rohit Sachdeva, aradio show
host with a Delhi-based channel. Known to his audience as Yuvi,
Sachdevawasadmitted intoahospital when hesuspectedhe was
Covid-19-positive. Quarantined for twoweeksin the Philadelphia
Hospitalin Ambala, Punjab, where hisfamilyis, heisn’tevensureif
therewasanyoneelseon thefloor.“Theroom was windowless. Ev-
ery dayIwould walk 60-70stepsto pick upmy food which would
beleftat the end of the corridorand the only personIsaw was the
doctor. Butifyou asked me toidentify them,Iwouldn’t be able to,
becauseIneversaw theirface.” Sachdeva’s majorsymptom wasa
persistentstomachacheand whileheknewthere wasn’tanything
toworry about, the isolation made him think otherwise.

Distress during an illness often leads to psychosomatic symp-
toms. A development professional who did not wish tobeidenti-
fiedspokeabouthow hisrestingheartrate washigherbyalmost 20
countsevery timehe checked but the doctors told him thatit was
probably hisbody’sheightened reaction to hisanxiety. “Till dateI
don’tknowifitwasanactual symptom.” Hefinally tested negative
afterthree weeksofhomeisolationin thefirstweek of Julybutsays
that even on the road to recovery, every small thing would make
him worry. “Forinstance,I would wake up parched in
themiddleof thenight.It'ssuchasmall thingthatyou
wouldn’t even think about in ordinary times. But for
meitcouldwellhave beenanothersymptom,”hesays.

‘While the world hasbeen alert about the dangers
of Covid-19,itsimpact on mental health remainsun-
deremphasized despite warning from experts.Infact,
within a week of the lockdown in March, the Indian
Psychiatry Society had released a survey stating that
thenumberofreported casesof mentalillnessin India
hadrisen by 20 per cent. Economic distress and un-
certainty about the future compound the problem.

The narrative around the Covid-19 remains centred on those
whosuccumbed toit,includinghealthcare professionalswhodied
in the course of attending to patients. Milder cases, while a well-
documented fact,don’t occupy the same mindspace in the public
discourse. “People who survive without an event donot have rea-
son to spend time countering the narrative. Many who do speak
ofrecoverysometimesbroadbrush thenuancesofthe experiences
and describing these could be retraumatising,” says Dr Bhagat. In
anideal world, there would be a nonjudgemental caring health
system, butrightnowitis“inflexible, distantand bureaucratic”, he
says. Patientsareaware that theirfamiliescannotbe with them, but
the absence still rankles. Dean says he was upset with his mother
fornotcomingtoseehimeventhoughheknewshehadtobewith
hisfather(whowashome-quarantined)and thelockdown would
have madeitimpossible for her to come. “The practical side of me
knewwhatthe problemswere, butIstill feltabandoned.” Usually,
inhospital wards patients end up forming bonds with each other,
exchanging notes on health andlife, but thatisnot the caseina
Covid-19-struck world. “Such is the fear that Covid patients feel
if we interact with each other, would we end up jeopardising our
recovery? Maybemystrainisweakerand theotherperson’sisnot?
All of thismakes the experience very difficult,” says Dr Ahmad.

“THERE IS A GENERALISED SENSE OF
VULNERABILITY AND WORRY. THERE IS
SIGNIFICANT UNCERTAINTY. SO EVEN BEFORE
PEOPLE ARE AFFECTED BY THE VIRUS THEY
ARE AFFECTED BY THE COVID NARRATIVE

OF ISOLATION AND HELPLESSNESS”
Dr Achal Bhagat psychiatrist

Quite a few of the patients Openreached out to spoke about
how consumption of news and social media made the experi-
ence tougherforthem. Both Deanand Sachdeva wereinisolation
when the actor Sushant Singh Rajputkilled himself. Both men-
tioned how it shook them up completely, adding to their sense
of despair. “Frequent checking of symptoms, the narrow focus
on [those] who did not make it, all these contribute to a potent
cocktail. It is best to keep your phone aside when not talking to
people.InfactIwouldgoastepfurtherandrecommend that this
isall you useit for, talking to people,” says Sachdeva.

Nearly everyone Openspoke to has recovered, with a few be-
ing in the last days of their quarantine. The reaction of people
around them has been an eye-opener though, because most do
sense hesitancy in friends and family in coming in contact with
them. Dean reveals how an uncle refused to let his wife’s body
come home. Sachdeva’s home quarantine ended on July 1oth.
Henow wantstomakeavideodetailing his experiencesforsocial
mediatoaddressthe fear, uncertainty and, yes, the stigmaaround
the disease. “If more and more former patients speak up, it will
help destigmatise thisaswell as offermoral support to those who

are currently positive.” The Telangana governmentisin fact con-
sideringasking former Covid patientstostep upasvolunteersfor
counselling, while in Chennai,a support group hassprung up of
such patients to provide counselling.

At the time of going to press, India had 19 lakh cases of Co-
vid-19. A serological survey conducted in Delhi has found that
oneinevery five individuals has antibodies, indicating the pres-
ence of alarge number of asymptomatic patients. The fatality
rate however continues to be low. It has been argued that the
country could have a milder strain of the virus though there is
noevidence toback this. Whatcould have played aroleisthat the
bulk of India’s population is considerably younger. While most
people who have been infected mildly and have recovered will
also go on to leave the trauma of their one month or few weeks
ofisolation behind, the largerlooming problem of mental health
cannot be ignored. “Diverse groups of people are likely to have
mental health needs related to Covid-19. From those who have
suffered butrecovered, to those whomay have unfortunately lost
someone to children growing up in these times, everyone may
need access tomental health skillsto cope. And for that we need
tomoveaway from the stigma of seeking help formental health.
Itdoesnothaveavaccine,” says Dr Bhagatm
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Manoj Bajpayee’s new film tells of an ageing

cop in a polarised city. The actor speaks to
about the limits of the msider-

outsider battle onscreen and offscreen
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N ONE SIDE, a majestic, big-bellied Ganesh
idol gets decorated by itsmaker. On the
other, afrail, ageing hawaldarremoves his
police uniform on his final day of duty.
Ganesha’s face seemsto gleam with joy
asjewellery is carefully placed around his
waist. While hawaldarBhonsle’s shoulders
droop with the burden of having tolet go
of hisidentity of decades. Ganesha moves
through the cityannouncing hisarrival,
while Bhonsle quietly locks himselfinto
hishome, awaitinga future he can’t fore-
see. The day setsand nightlooms, beforea
new journey begins, for both.

Thisishow Manoj Bajpayee’s latest
release Bhonsleopensits world to us. Its
firstlook waslaunched at the 2018 Cannes
Film Festival, and India has had to wait
twoyearsforittoland here. Directed by
Devashish Makhija, it deals with a polar-
ised Mumbai. From art works dedicated to
itstitular character to spirited discussions
around the insider-outsider debate, Bhonsle
hasalready created a dedicated online
fanbase. Dealing with the volatile yet
prevalent conflict between Marathisand
‘bhaiyyas’ (north Indians) in Mumbai,
Bhonslebrings our attention to human
empathy and fairness, hardwork and in-
clusiveness. Manoj Bajpayee, who hasalso
produced the filmisatad surprised by the
response an uncompromisingly artistic
film like Bhonslehasreceived.

Speaking from his home in Mumbai,
one Bajpayee hasreturned to after spend-
ing three months of the lockdown in
Uttarakhand, he says, “Forsuchafilmto
touch all the right chords with the audi-
ence,and not the festivalgoing ones, but
the audience that’s choosing to subscribe
tothefilm[on Sony LIV],is very heartening.
People are talking about the film being
slow paced, in the same breath asthey are
dissecting the complexities of Bhonsle’s
character and life around him. When you
see this, youreally start questioningif you
know your audience well enough, and if
youhave donejustice to them. It'smade me

understand that for years our filmmakers
and distributors have dictated what the au-
dience should watch, without understand-
ing the audience completely. It makes me
wonder if we have given them a fair chance
tounderstand and appreciate brilliant
cinema, and Bhonslehas done that.”

Bajpayee realises that Bhonslemay not
have found takers had it been aregular
theatrical release, but the democratic
nature of OTT platformsand the fact that
cinemasaren’t running currently seem to
have worked to the film’sadvantage.

Playing the role of Ganpath Bhonsle,
Bajpayeeis clearlyin his element, and this
is easily among the top five performances
inhis three-decade-long career. He shines,
asa6o-something retired constable, fight-
ingloneliness and struggling for relevance
inasociety, where the youth around him
are driven by caste divides and trifling inse-
curities. Bhonsle doesn’t say much, but he
carries within him the melancholia ofan
ageing man with no family orfriends tofall
back on and lives the same routine life.

Thanksto director Devashish Makhija
and cinematographer Jigmet Wangchuk’s
poetic visual design, you cansense
Bhonsle’s searing loneliness. We’ve seen
Bajpayee play a similar part once before
as Professor Sirasin Aligarh(2015),but
though their age and personalities seem
similar, he insists that there’saworld of a
difference between the two. “Bhonsleisnot
poeticand he’sa very strong man where
nothing can shake him, except the noth-
ingnessaround him. Siras on the other
hand enjoys hisloneliness, enjoys hismu-
sic. They both seem similar, quiet people.
But their conflictsand their environments
are different, so are their priorities, which is
whyThadtoapproachboth characters very
differently,” hesays.

More than anew artistic challenge, the
film has brought to the forefront an age-old
human-versus-human fight. An immi-
grant himself, Bajpayee moved from Bihar
toMumbaimore than 25 years ago, butstill

“Where my characters belong to is just one aspect of their
personality. And for me they all belong to the story they
are trying to tell” Manoj Bajpayee actor
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doesn’t feel completely at home in Mum-
bai. “The awareness that thisisn’t your
home neverreallyleaves you. It staresat
youevery day,and you justabout come
totermswithit. WhenIwasstarting out,
T'had to hold onto my pride, my dignity
despite knowing thatThave no one tofall
back on here.Iwasstubborn tomakeit,
and that’s perhaps why my fears didn’t
overrideme,” he says.

He cameinto the limelightin 1998,
in therole of the Marathi man Bhiku
Mbhatre in Satya, and now;, after all these
years, he playsa Marathi man again, who
brings sanity and balance toa divided
society. “Where my characters belong
toisjust oneaspect of their personal-
ity. And for me they all belong to the
story they are trying to tell. Forme, the
local-versus-immigrant conflictisone
that’sbigger, it traces back to our history.
It'salways existed. Inall these years,
every time I went toa foreign country,
like America or the UK or Germany, I
saw the same fight. AndIwould always
ask myself why are we soinsecure as
humans?Bhonsle answered all those
questions. He’san ideal man and he’d ask
you to talk about an open drain outside
hissociety instead of which community
deserves more jobs. He will ask you to
focus on the real problemsin the state.
In that sense Manoj Bajpayee’s politics
of concern matched that of Bhonsle the
character,” he adds.

‘While he mighthave builtahomein
Mumbai, Bajpayee still feels uprooted.
“When my daughter visits my village,
she will be avisitor there. But formel
will be going back home. I thinkit’s the
same for everyone who hasleft hisroots
behind. Ifeel free whenIgoback,asense
of freedom that Inever feelin my own
space in Mumbai. A space I'strived and
sacrificed somuch to earn. Alot of people
around me now face the same fears. I
alwaystell myself thatit’'simportant to
acknowledge that,and provide people
the opportunitiesI got,” he says.

Onthe otherhand, a parallel debate
ofasimilarnature loomslarge within
the film industry. Bajpayee’s conversa-
tion with film director Shekhar Kapur
where they spoke about how Bollywood

BHONSLE

“When I went to foreign
countries, I saw the same
fight. And I would always ask
myself why are we so
insecure as humans? Bhonsle
answered those questions”

asanindustry needs tobecomeless
threatening, and not sabotage young
artists, hasbeenrepeatedly quoted, in
reference to Sushant Singh Rajput’s
death.Itstands outasasensible voice in
allthe noise. Rajput’sdeath raised many
questionsabout how outsidersare treated
within Bollywood, answers to which
Bajpayee believes don'tliein lynching the
so-called ‘insiders’,but encouraging exist-
ingnew talent. “Thisindustry,Ialways
maintain, belongs to everyone. We forget
thejourneys of hugely successful people
like Raj Kapoor, Guru Dutt, Vijay Anand.
‘Who were they surrounded by? Writers
from Punjab, UP, Bihar, all over the coun-
try. They would include real artists as part
of their space, spend time with them,
create new stories, celebrate festivals with
them,and theresultis the kind of cinema
we haveinthe 1950sand 1960s. Thisisthe
real nature of our film industry. How and
whendid that change?It’sonlyin thelast
20years thiskind of increasing divideis
seen. Even whenIcamein, allIwastoldis
Ineeded hit filmsto beaccepted in thein-
dustry.Nobody cared if Thad connections

orrelationshipsin Bollywood,” hesays.

Bajpayee feels the film industry
should be more inclusive. But he thinks
itischanging. “The power structure is
being questioned every day,and when
thereisahealthy debate around it, it puts
the power structure on the back footand
forces them to question their conduct.
You can’tallow one set of people to say
thatthisistheindustryand therestare
on the fringe. This industry will die if
this exclusivity will emerge and become
stronger. Any good cinema grows on
talent, not on power. We have tostart
intentionally and consciously pushing
new talentand I think it’supon each one
of us. Let’s make this space more demo-
craticso people are not scared of dream-
ing big within Bollywood. It shows in
every littleaspect—how we treat our
newcomers, how we treat our subordi-
nates on set, how we treat women in the
industry. Every area needs to be looked
into,and people need to change their
ways to make it healthy and conducive
togood work,” headds. It'sa fight, which
hebelieves, requires numerous partici-
pantsto persevere till the end. “Ifeel like
weareat the brink of abig change in the
industry. Change for the better, where
the cultureisnot of blind itemsand
disruption, but creation. Ijusthope we
all seeit through.”

Despite hisachievements, he believes
he would somedaylike to have the
option ofleavingitall behind. “T have
played partsin my career like in Gali
Guliyaan[2018] or Shool[1999] where the
characters have taken everything from
me. It'ssometimes at the risk of my men-
tal sanity. But that’swhat I live for. Ilove
toperform and I goto greatlengthsto
achieve whatIneed to. ButIthinkifIcan
letgo of everythingIachieve,and amnot
afraid to doso, it’s truly liberating too. My
wife sometimes saysIshouldn’tbe pres-
sured into doing a film just for survival.
She’s okay to sell everything and pack up
and goliveinavillage orin the moun-
tainsifit comesto that. That’sliberating
forme, and true freedom comes from
that. Not from holding onto the name or
fame. It’salso when you're able to pass on
the baton to the next generation.”
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Normal People

Several high-profile adaptations
of literary fiction prove that big
books can make for fine viewing

By Aditya Mani Jha




N A BEAUTIFULLY per-
formed scene from the first
episode of Mira Nair’s BBC mini-
series A Suitable Boy(adapted
from Vikram Seth’s 1993 novel
of the same name), we see young Lata
Mehra (Tanya Maniktala), a university
student circa 1951, gently disagreeing
with her English professor—a pomp-
ous, portly man dubbed ‘the great white
whale’by Lata’s brother-in-law Pran,
whoteachesin the same department.
Latahasjust turned in a paper on James
Joyce for a class on ‘British Masters of
the 20th Century’; her professor wants
herto choose a different subject since
Joyceisnoton thesyllabus. ‘Apart from
everything else, the professor snickers,
‘James JoyceisIrish.’ Lataretorts that TS
Eliotis on the syllabus despite beingan
American. ‘TS Eliotisa great writer, the
professor says, horrified at the dissent.
‘And Joyce isnota writer young ladies
shouldbereadingatall’

Thisshort exchange, by itself, tells
ussomany thingsabout 1950s India
(including and especially north India,
where Lata’s story is unfolding): the
education system’s colonial hangover,
the way women’s lives are policed and
the unmistakable whiff of Victorian mo-
rality. It'sareminder of the strengths of
literary fiction—the way a skilled prac-
titioner like Seth can, with a few quick
brushstrokes, cover several intersecting
sociological themesat once.

A Suitable Boyhas been adapted for
the screen by Andrew Davies, whois
aBritish favourite when it comes to
literary adaptations (Pride and Prejudice,
Bridget Jones’sDiaryand so on). It’s one of
several high-profile adaptations of liter-
ary fiction 2020 has seen—aroster that
includes bestsellers like Eleanor Catton’s
2013 Man Booker winner The Luminar-
ies, Sally Rooney’s Booker-longlisted
2018 novel Normal People, Nick Hornby’s
High Fidelity, Henry James’ Turn of the
Screw,Jane Austen’s Emmaand Jack
London’s The Call of the Wild.

Amongthese, it could be argued that
A Suitable Boyand The Luminarieshad the
hardest tasksat hand: these are massive

books—doorstoppers, really. To con-
dense the 1,500-0dd pages of the former
and the 850-0dd pages of the latterinto
six tighthour-long episodesisnomean
feat. And the two shows go about their
business very differently.

A Suitable Boy, of course, resembles the
greatnovels of previous centuries (think
Tolstoy, Austen, Trollope and Dickens)
initssweep and scale—Seth follows four
interconnected families (the Mehras, the
Kapoors, the Chatterjis and the Khans)
across the early 1950s,ina wide-ranging
taleinvolving forbidden love, Hindu-

always-dependable Aamir Bashir as the
genteel Nawab of Baitar, a family friend
of the Kapoors.

By the time the second episode
(which aired recently) ends, Ishan Khat-
tar comesinto his own as Maan Kapoor.
To hold one’sown opposite Tabuisan
impressive feat fora young actor. Look
out, also, for a brief exchange with his
father Praan (Ram Kapoor) in the second
episode, where he’s both naive and con-
niving at the same time.

The Luminaries,which wasadded on
Netflix last month, takesa diametrically

Muslim conflict, oppositeapproach
thepoliticsof the toadaptation.
Nfehrueraandeven ANDREW DAVIES AND Howmuch does
afascinatinglittle onechangethe
arconIndia’searly '\g :\T _ﬁ Il?\l éo‘ S‘I:E g_ﬁ g :3 \ESNOSI’:E source text, while
foraysintoindus- adapting amassive
trial growth. The ASUITABLE BOYIN novelintoamini-
book’s two protago- FAST-MOVING, WELL- series—whatisan
nists, LataMehra CHOSEN BITS OF acceptable amount of
and Maan Kapoor DIALOGUE, TAKING divergence? Canyou
(Ishaan Khattar), CARE TO MAINTAIN change the beginning
are bothinvolvedin SOME OF THE MOST andtheend? How
doomed romances: RECOGNISABLE ONES about ‘point of view’
Lataisfallingin VERBATIM characters, notto
love with Kabir mention the protago-
Durrani, adashing nist? Canyouswitch
history studentin the order of your

her college, while Maan is besotted with
the much older Saeeda Bai (Tabu, in yet
another outstanding performance).
Kabiris ‘unsuitable’ because heisa
Muslim man; Saeeda doubly so because
sheisa tawaif.

Daviesand Nair condense entire
sections of the book in fast-moving, well-
chosen bits of dialogue, taking care to
maintain some of the most recognisable
ones verbatim, like the book’siconic
opening line, spoken by Lata’s mother
Rupa Mehra: “You too will marry aboy I
choose.” There’salso a distinct emphasis
onapproachability—some of the novel’s
darker scenes (like an intoxicated Maan
pawing hissister-in-law on Holi, part of
thenovel’sfirst chapter) have been axed
from the screenplay. In other words, this
isaclassically faithful’adaptation of the
novel, helped inno small measure by
some inspired casting choices, like the

reveals,so thata deliberately fractured
narrative on paper becomesamuch more
linear one onscreen?

Remarkably, The Luminariesdoes
all of these things while also somehow
preserving—indeed, amplifying—the
source text'skey elements. It'sa well-
written, superbly shot piece of fantasia
sure to win over anew legion of fans for
thenovel. The 34-year-old Catton has
written the screenplay herself, which
makes sense given the bulk and formal
complexity of the book.

Set during the Otago Gold Rush of the
1860s, the narrative begins with Walter
Moody;, a British lawyer, chancingupona
council meeting of sorts at the Crown Ho-
tel, even ashe heads to Hokitika,a small
town on the West Coast of New Zealand.
Adozenlocalmen have gathered to
discussastring of recent crimes—a pros-
titute named Anna Wetherell has tried
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toend her own life after being suspected
tobeinvolved in the disappearance ofa
wealthy prospector. At the same time,a
life-changing amount of gold is discov-
ered in the hut of adown-on-luck drunk.
Slowly, steadily, Catton builds upon this
foundation to give usa host of meticu-
lously sketched characters, revealinga
complex web of murder, conspiracy and
intrigue—all ‘hooked’ around a fortune
ingold, of course.

Theshow streamlines the novel’s
expansive, digressive storytellingtoa
large extent. While the book hasits male
characters on narrative duty for the most
part(although there are no first-person
chapters, most narrative strands have
aclear POV character), the showistold
mostly from the per-
spective of Anna Weth-
erell (Eve Hewson), the
prostitutewhohasa
star-crossed romance
with the prospector
Emery Staines (Himesh
Patel). Shortly after
being separated from
Raines, Wetherell is
takenunder the wing of
Lydia Wells (Eva Green),
aninnkeeper/madame
looking toswindle her
husband, Crosbie Wells
(Ewen Leslie), out of
thebagofgold he has
justreturned with after
monthsoutin thegold
fields. Lydia’s lover, an ex-convict called
Francis Carver (Marton Csokas), is help-
ingherin thisscheme, contriving tokeep
Staines occupied in the gold fieldsevenas
she grooms Wetherell into becoming her
apprentice.

Asside-by-side comparison of the
book’s and the show’s Hokitika council
scenes (which opens the novel, but
doesn’tappear in the show until the fifth
episode)isrevelatory. In the book, thisis
aclassic stage-setting exercise, wherein
Cattonrevealsboth the structure and
the slow-burning pace of the narrative.
Welearn, through the book’s opening
note, that the plot features 12 ‘stellar’
characters (the 12 men gathered at the

Crown Hotel) inspired by the zodiac
system, seven ‘planetary’ characters
and one stationary, earth-like character
(Crosbie Wells) around whose death the
plotrevolves. The twolovers, Staines
and Wetherell, are the luminaries’ of
thetitle, being guided by the sunand
the moon, respectively. The 12 stellar
characters each display the traditional
personality traits of their zodiac sign,
and they interact with each other
according to the predestined move-
ments of the night sky.

In the show, however, the scene takes
place much after we know a fair bit
about each of the 12 stellar characters
and theirrespective roles within the
Hokitika ecosystem. As for the astrologi-

A scene from The Luminaries

cal themes, we’re somewhat familiar
(thanks to Lydia Wells being an enthu-
siast who teaches Wetherell the basics)
butithasn’t quite come to the fore yet.
We know that Staines and Wetherell are
‘astral twins’, two people whose fates are
intertwined on account of beingborn in
the exact same moment under the exact
same sky (by which to say, born not too
far from each other). So when Walter
Moody sees the 12-member ‘council’
atthe Crown Hotel, Catton givesusa
descriptive voiceover by Lydia Wells that
explains The Luminaries’astrological
underpinnings: ‘Think of the skyasa
looking glass. What you see is who you
are. Whoyouare, of course, isno simple

thing. Each of usisaliving constellation
of habits, desires, notions, memories,

all shaped by the circumstances of

how we’ve lived and what we’ve been
through.’ At this point, the camera starts
panning to each character one by one,
as Wells’ voiceover reveals each of their
astrological analogues. ‘Blood: Aries,
Money: Taurus, Knowledge: Gemini....”

T'SIMPORTANT TO note thata

straightforward exposition like this
may well have come across as mediocre
literature, which is why Catton wrote
this very differently in the book. Within
the context of a streaming show, howev-
er,one designed in part for binge-watch-
ing,thescene worksasa
stunning denouement
forthemes that were
hitherto hinted at but
never fully explained.
Broadly speaking, thisis
the strategy Catton the
screenwriter favours—
she upendsthe book’s
structure, so that the
whodunnit partsare
evenly distributed
across the six episodes,
unlike the book where
thelast 50-odd pages
feature a dispropor-
tionate amount of plot
movement.

Catton is the third
youngnovelistin 2020 to be involved
with adapting their own work for
streaming. Sally Rooney’s work on the
Normal Peopleseries has already been
well-regarded by audiences and critics.
Bestselling American author Brit Ben-
nett signed a seven-figure HBO deal last
month, foraminiseries adaptation of
herrecent novel The Vanishing Half All
three of them are in their 30s. Thisis
anindication of two things: first, of the
streaming era’s ever-expanding influ-
ence on the world of letters; and second,
thatno amount of handwringing by
purists will change the fact that some of
the smartest writersin the world right
now are workingin TV.m
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Home Away

Displacement as a state of mind

By Sharanya Manivannan

WENTY YEARS AFTER Annie

ZaidileftJK Puram, an industrial

colonyin Rajasthan’s Sirohi district
thathermother’s teachingjobhad taken
their family to,shereturned totry to
learn whose land it had truly been. But,
asaman authoritatively named Mukesh
Gameti Bhil Adivasi tells her, ‘The people
ofhistribe wholived in the hillsbeyond
JK Puram didn’tlose farmland during the
setting up of the township. What they
didloseisimpossible toarticulate.’

In Bread, Cement, Cactus, her non-
fiction exploration of displacement and
belonging, Zaidi tries to articulate some
ofthose lostintangibles, presenting her
personal and familial histories against
abackdrop of concerns that range from
the usurping of indigenous heritages to
the persistent traumas of the postco-
lonial subcontinent (...was Partition
concludedin 1947, or wasitinitiated?’).
These essays travel across the places
where the author experienced
some facet of the question, or the
calling, of home’.

Occasionally, the author
maintainsan elegant restraint,
suchaswhen tracing her paternal
Punjabi Hindu bloodline to Pakistan
alongside theirony of howitis
her Lucknowi Muslimness thatis
(always derogatorily) associated
with anothernation, while also be-
ingreticent on her parents’ divorce
and father’sdemise. Elsewhere,a
sentimental abandon buoysthe
narrative. She eloquently describes
being moved while driving to take
ascreenshot ofamapin which
mandirsand dargahs were clustered
togetherinaway she feared would
change in time; of sensing the ghosts
of the 6,000 people murdered by
the British in the 1857 massacre of
the city then known asIlahabad; of

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

performing aritual at the confluence of
threeriversthatreflected herownand
India’s erstwhile syncretic fluidity; and
ofherlatearrival into the study of Urdu,
her cherished grandmother’s tongue,a
language poignantly described as being
‘homelessin theland of its birth’. So
much of Mumbai-based Zaidi’sheart is
evidentlyin Uttar Pradesh, theland of her
birth, along with tangiblessuch asanan-
cestral home and the graves of beloveds.
Sheadmitsa particular
attraction to burial grounds,and
describes how the word mittican mean
either soil or corpse, pronouncing the tie
between body and location.

The body—the gender-ed body, caste-
d, class-ed body—is also a home, and be-
comes the cause of other displacements.
Zaidi cites a census statistic that mar-
riageis the largest reason for internal mi-
gration in India, with 98.4% of nuptial

Annie Zaidi

BREAD, CEMENT, CACTUS
AMEMOIR OF BELONGING
AND DISLOCATION

Annie Zaidi

Cambridge University Press
159 Pages | Rs 237 (Kindle edition)

migrants being women. The pursuit of
bloodlines reveals the tyranny of blood
purity, including marital rape, underage
marriage and the ways in which families
are permitted to use the state against
their own children, through ‘honour’
killings and lodging rape cases to punish
elopements or consensual sex. Love, the
author asserts, can be bothahome and
an antidote to injustice.

The disenfranchisement of women,
anti-migrant and anti-Muslim rhetoric,
ghastly incidents such ashowthe body
of a Dalit person was airdropped from a
bridge to avoid the upper caste section of
acrematorium, and the British legacies
thatstill enable the displacement of for-
estdwellers and exploitation of natural
resources, are juxtaposed alongside
personal meditations. At one point, the
author recallshow an experiment
ofliving on the urban poverty line
of Rs47 aday, evenasa person
without dependents, made her
quicklyrealise: “...all the things
thatlend me afeeling of home—
language, history,memory—
would dissolve into the over-
whelming consideration of
hunger. Food would be home.’

In prose thatis admirably both
poeticand compact, Zaidi cre-
atesin Bread, Cement, Cactusboth
amemoir of herown multiple
belongingsas well asa tract that
setsout India’s various modalities
of displacement. ‘Dislocation can
be abrupt but the internal compass
dissolves slowly, she writes. This
book ponders not only that slow
dissolution, butasubsequent
reassembling too—but always,
with the sober acknowledgment of
fragmentationsyet tocome.®
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THE CAUCASUS CHRONICLER

Russian author Alisa Ganieva writes of those alienated by urbanisation
and radicalisation. Her work has now found a home in India too

By Ullekh NP

LISA GANIEVA WAS notmeanttobebomin

Moscow, butin hernative Dagestan in southern-

most Russia. Her place of birth happens tobe the na-

tional capital of the erstwhile Soviet Union because
she wasborn prematurely to her parents, both researchersat the
Moscow University and hailing from the less developed Cauca-
susregion bordering Azerbaijan and Chechnya. Her mother was
planning toreturn to her mountainoushometown of Gunib,
dominated by their Avar minority community, but her trip was
cutshort by Ganieva’s unexpected birth. Literature aficionados
andacademics, her parentsnamed herafter the key characterin
Alicein Wonderland, Alisa beinga variant of Alice.

Now 34, Ganieva is one of Russia’s most promising
young writers whose novels have been translated into many
languages, including Bengali in India. Titled
Bigyapone Mele Na, the translation of her romantic
novel Bride and Groomhas been published by Patra
Bharati. She says she was thrilled about being pub-
lished in an Indian language, especially because
her works spotlight people in heterogeneous
societies where some groups face alienation in cit-
iesand share troubled ties with various religions,
especially theirradicalised versions.

“Asan author dealing with the topics of multi-
ethnicity, religious clashes, arranged marriages
and globalisation in traditional societies, 'm
thrilled to be published in Indian languages—Indiais not just
aplace whereitall may berelatable, but also a centuries-old
treasury of culture and book lore,” she says. Another book of
hersiscoming out in Hindinext year, a collection of stories
titled in English as Evening Transforms into Night. The Hindi
titleisyet to be finalised by the publisher, Prakashan Sansthan.

The author wasin Kolkata at the launch of herbook in
Bengali during her first-ever visit to the country just before
thelockdown. She took the opportunity to visit Goa, too, fora
brief stay, on the insistence of a Russian friend who spends her
winters there.

Ganieva, who made aname as a writerin 2009 by winning
the national Debut Prize in Russia out of over 60,000 entries,
hassince published two novels, won several awards, been
shortlisted for many others, and has been listed by The
Guardianas one of the most talented and influential young
people living in Moscow. She isalso an essayist.

She wrote her first work of fiction, Salam Dalgat/, under the
pseudonym Gulla Khirachev,amale name, and heridentity was
revealed only at the awards ceremony. The book is set in various
placesin the Caucasus and the author didn’t want to reveal
thatshe wasa peripatetic person because it wasn't culturally
acceptable in those parts where she grew up. Ganieva had lived
in Guniband then Makhachkala, capital of Dagestan, where she
attended school before shifting to Moscow in 2012 tostudy at
the Maxim Gorky Literature Institute. Her works—that include
The Mountain and the Walland Bride and Groom—reflect conflicts
she had faced in life asa member of a minority community amid
rising sociopolitical tensions, stereotyping, religious extremism,
conservatism, xenophobia,and so on, ina country that seemed
to coexistboth inits present and its past. For instance, as Russian

nationalism gainsacceptability, any criticism of its
communist past, especially during the World War
II'period under Stalin, isnot taken lightly. Under
Vladimir Putin, with therise of oligarchs who enjoy
close ties with him, there isn’t any role for compas-
sionin politics and the minorities continue being
targets of hate and ethnic profiling.
Ganieva says that when she shifted to Moscow,
policemen would randomly stop her and take
¥ hertopolicestations to question her because she
looked like someone from the Caucasus. Although
shehad a cosmopolitan upbringing, her parents
hadnot taught her how to handle such situations and question
rampant discrimination. She had tolearn it the hard way, she
avers. It was around this time that she started reading works by
her contemporaries at the Maxim Gorky Literature Institute
besides those by the masters. It helped her build her style. All
along,she wanted to offer a better perspective of the Caucasus
tothose in the rest of Russia who grew up reading works by
fellow Russians who had lived in that region as soldiers—and
surprisingly that included Leo Tolstoy himself.

Certainly, itis this commitment that makes her stand
outasadaughter of the soil who offers a native’s take on the
much-maligned region. She recalls how ignorant the rest of
Russia still is about Dagestan although it has always been part
of Russia. In fact, one of her classmates called her a Chechen
duringa furious exchange, leaving her wondering why people
didn’t understand how different the two ethnicities are. She,
however, admits similar challenges in these neighbouring
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areas despite their vastly different priorities and history—such
asthe use of religion by Islamists to woo youth.

She says her latest novel, Offended Sensibilities, will appear in
English in the USnext year. Ganieva, who works as a literary
critic for the Nezavisimaya Gazetadaily, has shared a chapter
from the forthcoming book in a magazine that offersa glimpse
into the evolving literary quality and the enthralling voices of
men and women caught in certain junctures of solitude that
are typical of Ganieva’s prose.

“ AS AN AUTHOR DEALING WITH
THE TOPICS OF MULTIETHNICITY,
RELIGIOUS CLASHES, ARRANGED
MARRIAGES AND GLOBALISATION IN
TRADITIONAL SOCIETIES, I'M
THRILLED TO BE PUBLISHED IN
INDIAN LANGUAGES”

ALISA GANIEVA novelist

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

Ganieva sharesa great friendship with the man who brought
atectonicshiftin the lives of the people of Soviet Unionand
elsewhere in the former communist bloc, Mikhail Gorbachey,
whom she occasionally visitsin anursing home. Gorbachey,
whointroduced political reformssuch as glasnost and pere-
stroika that putin motion earth-shaking changesand eventu-
ally the fall of the Soviet Union, isstill areviled figure in Russia
where nationalist pride runs deep. The author from Caucasus,
arare breed even these days, regretsit. She also feelsbad about
Stalin’s personality cult that continues to prevail after the man
islong dead and gone. She believes Gorbachev wasa brave man
because he understood individual liberties of people, especially
those on the fringeslike her, were under multiple jeopardies
under Soviet rule—when people committed unthinkableacts
evenagainst their nearand dear to ensure their fragile safety. So-
viet writer and sociologist Aleksandr Zinovyev had termed such
ultimate conformists, a product of the system, Homo Sovieticus.

Ganieva, meanwhile, recallsa story Gorbachev told hersome
time ago. The former communist general secretary told the
author that while he wasin power, he had a strange memory of
hisdaysasayoungboy when hisgrandfather wastaken away
forinterrogation by intel operatives. He returned after many
monthsof incarceration and the young Gorbachev remembered
listening from behind closed doors to the experiences his grand-
dad had shared with therest of the family: torture, questioning
and so on. The memory of those days prompted Gorbachev to de-
mand files concerning his grandfather which, when they finally
arrived, shocked him: the orders toarrest his grandfather,a com-
munistloyalist, were signed by Stalin himself. Soon, Gorbachev
ordered the release of many political prisonersand then started
thinking of implementing political reforms.

Ganieva, whohas won the coveted Triumph Prize in Russia,
and been a finalist of several other prizes, including the Russian
Booker Prize, says thatshe haslearnt over timenot to be angry at
what happensall around her. Although sheisa pro-democracy
activistwhois often photographed in Moscow rallies, Ganievaas-
serts, “There’sno point being angry all the time, especially when
yourealise the stark reality of life and politics for many years.”

Sheisalso piqued that more people these days are busy
looking forarecipe to be happy about things to do with the
past, rather than the present. For her part, she talks about her

familial background to highlight the importance of knowing
about marginalised people whom sheis givinganew
life through her works. An interesting thing about
one of her ancestors was that he was masterful in
hand-to-hand combat and had, along with others,
repelled attacks from Iraniansled by Nader Shah,
who had wreaked havoc in Delhi in the early part
ofthe 18th century.
Fond of martial arts, Ganieva says that such
skills are not necessary anymore. The skills of
thekind she possesses as an artist with words

are handier for her: they make hera profound

conjurer of charactersand plots.m
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Action Replay

Madhuri Dixit reminisced about her biggest blockbuster
earlier thisweek, marking the film’s 26th anniversary. The
actress posted a thank-younote to the fans of Hum Aapke Hain
Koun../(1994) “for watching and enjoying the film even today”.

The film had made Madhuri the highest paid leading
lady in Bollywood then, earning areported Rs 1 crore fee,
which was said to be considerably more than what her co-star
Salman Khan was paid for the film. The actress was at the
peak of her careerat the time, coming off astring of hitsand
emerging as the biggest competition to Sridevi.

Famously, she became the muse of MF Husain who fell
inlove with the movie, showing up frequently at Mumbai’s
Liberty Cinema to catch it during its years-long run. Husain
dedicated many canvases to Hum Aapke Hain Koun..],and
specifically to Madhuri, after the film’s release.

Now Streammg
It'shappening. With Covid-19 showing few signs of slowing
down, even big-ticket tentpole filmsare slowly being sent
straight tostreaming. Disney’slive-action version of Mulan,
tippedtobeabigdraw given the popularity of the original
animation film, will debut on the company’s streaming
platformin September, it waslearnt thisweek. Disney
already dialled back on theatrical releases for Artemis
Fowl, The One and Only Ivanand a forthcoming Kate
Winslet-starring Black Beautyfilm,sendingalltoits
Disney+service.

Itisunlikely that Warner Bros will send
Christopher Nolan’s Tenetstraight
tostreaming, given the filmmaker’s
commitment to the theatrical
experience, but despite arecent
announcement that the film’srelease
would be staggered in different
markets, thereisno clarity yetonits
rolloutschedule.

Thesameistrue of the situation
inBollywood. The makers of Varun
Dhawan and SaraAliKhan’s
Coolie No.1 werereportedly eyeing
an October theatrical window
before Sooryavanshi(expected to
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troop along over the Diwali weekend) takes over the screens.
Butnow oneishearingmurmurs that thelocal streamersare
aggressively trying to seduce the big players forastar-driven
tentpole, hoping that once theyland one bigfish, othersmay
takethe bait too.

Ranveer Singh has two completed projects in Kabir
Khan’s 83 and the YRF-produced Jayeshbhai Jordaar. Which
means that the makers of both projects would hope to have
agap of atleast afew weeks between them. With ’83looking
toopenaround Christmas, thiswould mean the other film
would need to explore arelease in the first quarter of the new
year. Butrapidly escalating interest on finished films could
make studios consider the streaming option favourablyif the
bucksbeing offered are big.

Hot Right Now

Instead of spending lockdown making cute Instagram videos
with her grandchildren, 87-year-old legend Asha Bhosle
hasannouncedatalent contest through which she hopes
to discover fresh new voices for Bollywood. The celebrated
singerisinvitingaspiring crooners torecordand uploada
two-minute video to her website, volunteering a cash prize
tothe most talented artist who emerges fromitand
offering torecommend a clutch of other promising
singers for music gigs. The legend believes the
film and musicindustries desperately need new,
original voices (“It can’t possibly be that there are
only 10-12 good singers in the country, canit?”),
and theidea came to her yearsago whenshe
was frequently approached by aspiring
artistsforadvice on how to get their
footinthe door. “There wasa time
acomposer would pick youon the
spotifherecognised your talent—
ithappened with me. Butit’'smuch
hardernow,and these music reality
showsaren’t helping,” she tellsme,
pointing out that the pressure on
candidatestolook and dressand
danceinacertain way takesaway
from the very core of singing. “You
~can’tsingin surif you're expected to be
) dancingatthesametime.”m
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