JAMES ASTILL ON AMERICA | SWAPAN DASGUPTA ON SHIVSHANKAR MENON
AFTER THE INSURRECTION | THE EVOLUTION OF BJP ON THE CULTURAL CHINA

LIFE SAVING MEDICI

USHVACCINE g
~ 10 BE STOR EN 43

HEALING PRUJECT

SIDE THE INDIAN VACCINE ROLLOUT

A nealth worker shifts a box of
[ Govishield vaccine fo & cold storage
/ in Hyderabad on January 12



Group

\J= 5 -
i N RP - Sanjiv Goenka

— MEETS —

PODCAST

ARTISTES SPECIALS ~ GEETMALA

LATA I“IHNGESHHHR

LAG JA GALE KE PHIR YE

SAREGAMA

CARVAAN

(AVAILABLE AT SAREGAMA.COM)




CONTENTS

25 JANUARY 2021

LOCOMOTIF

The American unravelling
By S Prasannarajan

©

©

©

20

OPEN DIARY INDIAN ACCENTS WHISPERER OPEN ESSAY LETTER FROM WASHINGTON
By Swapan Dasgupta TheenigmaofKrishna By Jayanta Ghosal BJP’sdouble helix Aftertheinsurrection
By Bibek Debroy By Swapan Dasgupta By James Astill
THE HEALING PROJECT

India'svaccinerolloutis more thanabout
protection from the pandemic. Itissymbolic
of economicrejuvenationandareturn
tonormalcy

By PR Ramesh

ASHOT OF HOPE
Indiaexpectstopull offthe unprecedented
withitsmassvaccination programme

By Nikita Doval

THE JOURNEY

OF AVACCINE

Serum Institute willneedall of its capacity
andexperience toensure Covishieldbegins
theend of the pandemicinIndia

By Lhendup G Bhutia

THE OTHER VACCINE
Thebiggest challengeisyettocome
forBharat Biotechand Covaxin

By Amita Shah

ASTAGE FORTWO ONLY
Itisastraight contestin Tamil Nadubetween
MK Stalinand EdappadiK Palaniswami
after Rajinikanth’sretreat

25 JANUARY 2021

By V Shoba
THE THE THE MAN PANDEMIC KOREGAON HOLLYWOOD STARGAZER
MARATHON MAN HISTORIAN’S EYE AND THE IDEAL REFLECTIONS PARK CALLING REPORTER Oldest newcomer
AnilKapoorisin ~ RomilaThaparprovidesa ArshiaSattarbrings VinayLalgives Anewgalleryputs ~ SachaBaronCohen By Kaveree Bamzai
nomoodtostop nonjudgmental cultural outthemany historical contexttoour Puneonthe onhislatestfilm
reinventinghimself ~ perspectiveonChina shadesofdharma  collectiveandindividual — nationalartmap Borat Subsequent
By Kaveree Bamzai By Shivshankar Menon intheRamayana responses to Covid By Nandini Nair Moviefilm
By Bibek Debroy By Ullekh NP By Noel de Souza
Cover Photograph by AP

www.openthemagazine.com 3 [l




EDITORS Prasannarajan

MANAGING EDITOR PR Ramesh
EXECUTIVEEDITOR Ullekh NP
EDITOR-AT-LARGE Siddharth Singh
DEPUTY EDITORS Madhavankutty Pillai
(Mumbai Bureau Chief),

Rahul Pandita, Amita Shah,

V Shoba (Bangalore), Nandini Nair
CREATIVE DIRECTOR Rohit Chawla
ART DIRECTOR Jyoti K Singh
SENIOREDITORS Sudeep Paul,
Lhendup Gyatso Bhutia (Mumbai),
Moinak Mitra, Nikita Doval
ASSOCIATE EDITOR Vijay K Soni (Web)
ASSISTANTEDITOR Vipul Vivek

CHIEF OF GRAPHICS Saurabh Singh
SENIOR DESIGNERS Anup Banerjee,
Veer Pal Singh

PHOTOEDITOR Raul Irani

DEPUTY PHOTO EDITOR Ashish Sharma

NATIONAL HEAD-EVENTS AND INITIATIVES
Arpita Sachin Ahuja

AVP (ADVERTISING)

Rashmi Lata Swarup

GENERAL MANAGERS (ADVERTISING)
Uma Srinivasan (South)

NATIONAL HEAD-DISTRIBUTION AND SALES
Ajay Gupta

REGIONAL HEADS-CIRCULATION

D Charles (South), Melvin George
(West), Basab Ghosh (East)
HEAD-PRODUCTION Maneesh Tyagi

SENIOR MANAGER (PRE-PRESS)
Sharad Tailang

MANAGER-MARKETING
Priya Singh

CHIEF DESIGNER-MARKETING
Champak Bhattacharjee

CFO&HEAD-IT Anil Bisht

CHIEF EXECUTIVE &PUBLISHER
NeerajaChawla

Allrights reserved throughout the
world. Reproductionin any manner

is prohibited.

Editor: S Prasannarajan. Printed and
published by Neeraja Chawla on behalf
of the owner, Open Media Network Pvt
Ltd. Printed at Thomson Press India Ltd,
18-35 Milestone, Delhi Mathura Road,
Faridabad-121007, (Haryana).

Published at 4, DDA Commercial
Complex, Panchsheel Park,

New Delhi-110017.

Ph: (011) 48500500; Fax: (011) 48500599

To subscribe, WhatsApp ‘openmag’ to
9999800012 or log on to
www.openthemagazine.com

or call our Toll Free Number
18001027510

oremail at:
customercare@openmedianetwork.in
For alliances, email
alliances@openmedianetwork.in

For advertising, email
advt@openmedianetwork.in

For any other queries/observations,
email feedback@openmedianetwork.in

Disclaimer

‘Open Avenues’ are advertiser-driven marketing
initiatives and Open assumes no responsibility
for content and the consequences of using
products or services advertised in the magazine

Volume 13 Issue 3
For the week 19-25 January 2021
Total No. of pages 68

OPEN MAIL

editor@openmedianetwork.in

& LETTER OF THE WEEK

Letthe Government do governance (‘The Politics of
Grievance’,January 18th, 2021). The Supreme Court
has come up with a way out of the impasse between
agitating farmers and the Centre. Several rounds
oftalksbetween the Narendra Modi Government
and farmers’ unions have not been able to resolve
the differences so far. And when the apex court steps
in,noside loses. Let’s see what the Supreme Court-
appointed committee suggests. The entire nation
ishopingfarmers’ protests donot turnintoalaw
and order problem. The criticism of the Centre not
consulting those who are affected hasbeen denied by
the Government, which has clarified the new farm
laws were a result of decades of deliberations and
intensive engagement with states. It is only building
on the work of previous governments. Even aslakhs of
casesremain pending at several levels of the judiciary
inIndia, the Supreme Courtis trying to play referee
inthe current deadlock. The process of the resolution
ought to beleft to the wisdom of the Government. The
arms of government should not disrupt the delicate
balance of powersand duties.
CK Subramaniam

POLITICS OF REGRESS
Oneneedstounderstand the
frustrations of opposition
parties whokeepfailing to

findaway of putting the Modi

geniebackinto thebottle
(‘The Politics of Grievance’,
January 18th, 2021). They

jump atanyissue,irrespective

of whether that contradicts
theirmanifestos, want to
keepIndiansbeholden
tooutmoded worldviews
and hopingthatNarendra
Modi’s message of change
failstoreach everyone. Their
disingenuity makes them
worse offendersthan China
orPakistan. Anindustry

of grievance has popped
uptospinendlessyarns of
obstruction and obfuscation.
Buttheyarenotgoingto
getveryfarwith thisasthe
masses will finally see their
pattern. 2021 shall see better

sense prevailin India.
Bholey Bhardwaj

BIDEN’S WORLD

It makesa world of difference
to ChinathatJoe Biden’s
Americadoesnotlook at
itthe way Donald Trump
did (‘The Day of the Wolf
Warrior’, January 18th,
2021). Theincoming US
president’sregime will be
way more broadminded
than Trump’s tunnel vision
ininternational relations.
While Pakistanis sure to be
backinfavourand will add
toIndia’s headaches, India
mighthaveachance here
given that Democrats would
be on the mend post-Trump.
But Biden has seriousissues
athome to confront first.
Trump’s tenure saw America
and Chinaat daggers drawn
for onereason oranother.

M WHAT TO READ AND WATCH THIS YEAR i@

@PEN
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A TIME FOR STIMULUS

THE FUTURE OF WORK

In the next few months,
India will have toupits
anteand build bridges with
thenew administration.
India’s European Union
policyisalsoinamess. Our
overdependence on the US
may become a weakness
and weneed to balance our
strategy. Biden’s America
may not beabout making
itgreatagain but will work
tobeaswitchaway from
Trump’s vision. Nations
chooseleaders butleaders
must choose their own
course. India will have to
ensure that during this
American course correction,
itremains highly visible
tothe US.

Ashok Goswami

Indiashould be prepared for
atough dialogue on sensitive
issues. Under Biden, India
should try to correctits
trade balance with the US.
Arecentanalysisby CARE
Ratings shows that ourtrade
surplusfell to $17.3 billionin
2019-2020 from $21.2 billion
in 2017-2018. Trump’s attack
onskilled visas hurt India
the most. Though Trump
failed to close that avenue,
Indiamust seek permanent
institutional resolutions to
suchissues.

Priyanka Saurabh
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By S PRASANNARAJAN

THE AMERICAN UNRAVELLING

HE SECOND IMPEACHMENT of President

Donald Trumpis the denouement of an American

dramain which the individualisticis what strikes us

first: the protagonistislarger than the plot. There he

is,aloneand defiant,abandoned by social mediaand
stilladored by his base of the white working class, standing in
front of the broken mirror of history,a man suspended between
delusion and disgrace. The individualistic is what brought him
down, from the glass palace of a Narcissus to the hard terrain of
aruler whose transgressive powers could not turn defeatinto
victory. Till thelastlie, hislegions stood by him, resisted facts
and endorsed his uplifting fiction, read his gospelsin capital
lettersand exclamation marks, preferred his self-portrait ofa
persecuted president to the mainstream media’s caricature of an
unhingedautocrat. In thelonely, final hours of the reckoning,
nothing matters except the last residue of a parallel reality.
Donald Trumpis holding on toit, maybe quietly hoping for the
dignity of atragedy in the moment of retribution.

Heisnotalone here. Before him, they wore medalsand
satonthrones,and loomedlarge over their subjectsasthe
appointees of God, the only higher sovereign. They stormed
the Winter Palace; they legitimised revolutions as the only road
toliberation; they established the religion of terror; they built
slaughterhouses for the impure; and they saw no difference
between the state and the ruler. In the words Frank Dikétter,
the author of How to Be a Dictator: The Cult of Personality in the
Twentieth Century, the personality cult was the most efficient
strategy of the dictator: “The cult debased alliesand rivals alike,
forcing them to collaborate through common subordination.
Most of all, by compelling them to acclaim him before the
others,adictator turned everyone into aliar. When everyone
lied, no one knew who waslying, making it more difficult to
findaccomplicesand organiseacoup.”

The dictatorship of Trump also turned his followers, now
apowerfuland incendiary constituencyin
American politics, into carriers of hislies
andfantasies. The cult of Trump was built by
the most effective manipulator of the social
and traditional media. When theliberal
broadsheetsand television channelsdeclared
war on the billionaire insurgent who shattered
the Washington idyll, Trump wallowed in
adversity and portrayed himselfas America’s
First Victim. Then he tweeted, like amidnight
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messiah for America’s shirtless, his own mythology, which
would become a user’s manual for hislegions. There were two
Trumps, both eagerly accepted and indulged by theirrespective
audience. The one thatemerged from the liberal media wasa
lord oflies,athugand aconman, aslayer of institutionsandan
eraser of constitutional traditions. The other Trump, written
by the man himselfin the style of, allow me a pun, scream of
consciousness, wasavictim of the elite, aleader disrespected
and hunted. Each Trump delegitimised the other. Each one built
hisownrighteousreality. They needed each other for their very
survival. Both were mutually dependant exaggerations. Both
are here tostay, convicted ornot,as dominant, divisive ideas.
Trumpism asa ghost story will be equally gripping.

Which makes the story more than individualistic. The
Trump legions that stormed the Capitol, the seat of American
democracy, are not going away, even if Trump does in disgrace.
Trump came to power on the plank of a great betrayal: a white
working classbetrayed by the establishment. He played the
outsider liberator, which was also the abidingimage of the
populistinsurgent. In 2016, fuelled by his salvation theology that
avoided any kind of linguistic orideological complexity but drew
heavily from plain nativism, hislegions stormed Washington.
That was the firstinsurrection. The insurgent-in-chief hasnot
stopped ever since. He has not stopped churning the cauldron
of grievance; throughout his presidency, he sethimself apart
from the political class, which was either useful subordinates
or enemies of the kingdom. Trump promised his followers a
gloriousnew America. They believed him. They still do. They
onlyneedanod from himand they will storm any citadel for his
reinstatement. The lie of a defeatis the only truth they want to
hangon to. Four yearsago Trump capitalised ona class war that
wasmore latent than manifest. The classtodayisasstrongas 74
million,and too visible to be ignored as a Big Lie. Politics after the
pathology of Trump will be swayed by the rage of hislegions.

Pessimists may ask:Isthe nextroad to
democracy’sruinselectoral? The questionis
relevant onlyif we are allidealists. Resentment
iswhatkeepsthe system imperfectand
necessary. Demagogues may come and go,and
some exits will be as disgraceful and theatrical
as Trump’s. What’s permanent is the politics of
resentment,and America once again provides
democracy’s freest expression, for better or
worse. A challenge for the next Tocqueville. m
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HERE IS ALWAYS an

unnatural hesitation in being
less than supportive of Supreme
Courtjudgments.

The firstis because publiclife is
too full of simpletons who imagine
that the verdicts pronounced by their
Lordships constitute the gospel and
thatanything suggesting otherwise
constitutes a grave disrespect to one
of the pillars of the Indian Republic.
Thereisalso the corresponding
risk that a pathologically litigious
individual or group will seize on
acontrarian comment tofilea
contempt petition before a court. No
doubt this will eventually be thrown
outbut the process of warding off
such attacksis bothersome and could
even prove expensive. Despite being
in publiclife, Thave steered clear of
thelaw courtsand don’tintend to
break this self-imposed rule.

The second is because my political
orientation, being avowedly conserva-
tive, tends to be inclined against what
iscalled judicial activism. I believe in
the separation of powers and insist
thatthejob of the courtsistoresolve
disputesarising from either the viola-
tion of laws or conflicting interpreta-
tions of the law. It is the job of the legis-
lature to formulate laws, the executive
to govern keeping in mind such laws
andrules and for the judiciary to
arbitratein the event of disputes. Itis
not thejob of the judges to make laws
but tointerpret them, although some
judicial verdicts may end up setting
the definitive guidelines. Legislation, I
feel, belongs exclusively to the elected
legislatures. Judicial review should be,
ideally, confined to ensuring that the
laws have been made keeping in mind
the letter (and, occasionally, spirit)
of the Constitution, not to mention
natural justice.

Swapan Dasgupta

My third wariness over seeing
judicial pronouncements as sacro-
sanct—though we must necessarily
adhere to them—Iliesin the fact that
judgmentsinvariably have a context.
They reflect the values and the over-
allmood of the times. The strictures
against homosexuality in the 1950s
seem a terrible travesty whenread
in the 21st century when the notion
ofindividual choice hasacquired a
more expansive meaning.

Finally, there is the question of the
inclination of the judges themselves.

In theory, judges are neutral umpires.

Inreality, each judgeisrootedina
social environment and hasimbibed
adivergent philosophy of jurispru-
dence. This may not matterin a trial
centred on a murder but becomes
highly relevant when social and
political matters come up for review.
The political debates in the US, for
example, frequently veer round to
the appointment of judges to the
Supreme Court. Whois appointed
becomes important not because of
the formal qualification of the presi-
dent’snominee but because every-
oneisaware that law isn’t absolute; it
iswhat the judges sayitis.

All these caveats came to mind
after the Supreme Court stayed the
implementation of the new legisla-
tion governing Indian agriculture
and referred the matter toa com-

mittee. Had the decision of the

court been based on the question of
legislative competence—does the
Centre have the constitutional right
to frame an all-India law on agricul-
tural marketing?—it would have
been perfectly understandableand a
question of law. However, as farmy
understanding of the decision goes,
thejudges have chosen to adjudicate
on the vexed question of what consti-
tutes the ‘publicinterest’.

This question isajudicial mine-
field. Asfarasthe Constitution is
concerned, thelegislature—whose
composition changes periodically af-
ter public consultation through demo-
cratic elections—is the authorised
guardian of the publicinterest. They
mayread the tealeavesright or getit
horribly wrong. Ifitis the latter,a sub-
sequent legislature has the full right
tosetitright by eitheramending the
laws or even scrapping them entirely.
Thejudges,ifasked, can only deem the
process of law-making was flawless
and in keeping with the Constitution.
They can’t determine whether the de-
cision wasright or wrong. Democracy
allows governments to even take bad
decisions for which they can be voted
outinthenextelection.

Apart from this, thereis the geogra-
phy of the protests that have pro-
pelled the judges to take the unusual
decision of trying to assess public
interest. The protests have been con-
fined to well-off farmersin Punjaband
Haryanaand, maybe, some corners of
western Uttar Pradesh. Ithasleft the
rest of India unmoved and, indeed,
welcoming of new investmentsin the
agrarian economy. Should judicial
activism be dictated by proximity to
Delhi?In that case, does the Supreme
Court of India become the Supreme
Courtof Delhi? m
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The Court in the Middle

T IS RARE for the Supreme Court to get caught in politi-

cal crossfire. Usually, its decisions are hailed or derided on

thebasis of political affiliations. After the court passed an

interim order ona clutch of petitions related to three farm
reform laws passed by Parliament, it found itselfin the midst
ofafirestorm. Analystsand commentators of liberal and con-
servative hueslaunched afusillade of criticism at the court.
Both sides made one common point: the court had entered a
‘political thicket’ and did not give any coherent reason why it
stayed the implementation of the three laws. But fora change,
the court has done well to exercise its authority.

The chargesagainst the court make forinteresting reading.
On theliberalside, the source of angeris the alleged ‘judicial
rescue’ of the Government. The basis for this claim is that after
multiple rounds of ‘negotiations’ between protestorsand the
Government, there has been no forward movement. The Gov-
ernment was willing to create acommittee to consider farmers’
grievances about the laws, a proposal theyrejected at the outset.
Now the court has done what the Government wanted to: create
afour-member committee, allegedly packed with pro-law ex-
perts. This, itis felt, will either dilute the farmers’ protest or will
serve asadilatory tacticand enable the Government tomove
ahead with its objectives. It isanother matter that within hours
of the orders being delivered by
abench led by the ChiefJustice
of India, SA Bobde, the farmers
‘rejected’ the committee and said
the protest would continue.

Anargument thatisseem-
ingly more substantial is that the
courtshould have pronounced
the constitutionality of the three
lawsinstead of staying their
implementation and thatby
doing soithas transgressed into
the domain of Parliament. An
evenmore alarming claimis that
by staying these laws without
goinginto theirmerits, the court
hasallegedly acquired a veto over
anything passed by Parliament.

Both claimsare disingenuous.
If one goes through the court’s

[OPENR:

After the court passed an
interim order on a clutch
of petitions related to three
farm reform laws passed by
Parliament, it found itself

in the midst of a firestorm:
it had entered a ‘political
thicket’ and did not give

any coherent reason why it

stayed the implementation
of the three laws

order, issued on January 12th, one can see thatakey part of the
legal challenge before the courtis the validity of the Constitu-
tion (Third Amendment) Act, 1954 that added the provision
enabling Parliament to pass the three laws. Thiswas entry 33
inthe Concurrent List in the Seventh Schedule of the Constitu-
tion that permits the Union Government to control trade in
foodstuff,among other things. Thisisnot a bail matter orsome
othermundane issue that can be disposed of by the courtina
single hearing. One can, of course, argue in that case that the
courtshould not have passed astay orderat all. On the surface,
thisseemsa plausible argument. But if one scratches the surface,
its disingenuous nature becomes clear: let the farmersand the
Government slugit out. Itisthe judicial rescue’ claim worded
differently. Thisis a nakedly political argument that gives vent
to the feeling that Narendra Modi and his Government should
squirm a bit, never mind the damage the protestis doing to the
political fabric of the country. Viewed dispassionately, the ‘test
constitutionality first' argument is merely nit-picking about
timing and not the substance of the case before the court.

The reality is thatitistoo late to be worried about the court
enteringa ‘political thicket’. That happened along time ago
and was continuously celebrated as judicial activism by liber-
alsand leftists. The years and decades from 1990 onward are
littered with numerous such
cases. Examples of the court’s
expanding power in thisregard
abound: Holding the decision
ofaspeaker of an Assemblyin
anti-defection cases to be subject
tojudicial review; prescribing the
procedure for an Assembly on
conducting a vote of confidence,
and much more. The celebration
continued aslongasthe courtand
the executive were on oppos-
ingsides, for then, according to
Indian theorists, democracy and
liberalism were safe and rule of
law was furthered. Never mind
the fact that separation of powers
wasincreasingly blurred and the
court was effectively a political
veto chamber when it chose to
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be one. This was the liberal theory of limited government’ by

whittling down the powers of the executive and the legislature.

Itis faintly amusing to see now that the shoe is on the other
foot, Parliament’s authority is claimed to be in danger.

Atthislate stage in the court’s history of interventionin
politicalissues, one can make a bold case that thereisa class of
matters where order and stability and national security are in
question. Here, the court does have a narrow room for posi-
tive intervention. It is happy to note that the court hasshown
thatitisalive to theserealities in the last one-odd year. It is
important to emphasise that thisis an extremely limited and
uncharted arena. This has to be soasitisin response to emer-
gent situations—such as the present one—where the court is
responding to events. Itis certainly not a well-known or even
delineated part of its domain. In this sense, the present time
isnotvery different from the one in the late 1980s and early
1990s when the court entered the sphere of the executive and
thelegislature. Seen from the court’s perspective, thereisno
difference between then and now: in both instances, it can say
thata helping hand is being given to overcome shortcomings
of the time. That it should cause heartburn in liberal opinion s
understandable. What is baffling is the conservative response
tothe present case.

The conservative case, too, is based on the claim that the
courtisinterferingin the executive’sdomain and the latter
alone has the power to sort out political issues, including the
farmers’ protest. Here, asin the liberal reaction, there isfear at
work. After decades of fragmented governments and author-

lllustration by SAURABH SINGH

ity, Parliament and the executive regained what originally
belonged to them, and the court’sintervention allegedly
threatens to undo these gains. Usually, conservative positions
are marked by pragmatism to solve issues. This time, when the
court’sintervention is clearly pragmatic, conservative opinion
refusestoseeitin thatlight. The fact remains that thereisa
deadlock between the Government and farmers. There are two
ways out of this situation: either the Government uses force to
disperse the farmers or it settles down for what will be a battle
of witsand attrition that will leave it with little attention to do
anythingelse. The court’sintervention is practical and ought
nottobe seen asencroaching on the rights of Parliament and
Government, let alone some kind of a judicial rescue’ as it has
been imagined by others.

There are two remedies for restoring the original separation
of powersasit wasin 1950 when the Constitution wasinau-
gurated. The more durable, and difficult, one is for different
institutions to respect their boundaries and stay within their
domains. In a country like India, where these institutions were
planted from foreign soil, thisis a tough ask. Even if one sets
aside this way of looking at things, it is highly unlikely that
inter-institutional politics can be ended merely by good wishes.
The other optionis to put an end to political fragmentation
thatled to unwieldy coalitions and a weak executive. Once that
happens, restoration of institutional balance becomes feasible
once again. Thatis the course India has taken fornow. m

By SIDDHARTH SINGH
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INMEMORIAM « VED MEHTA (1934-2021)

EXILE AND THE KINGDOM

The writer who famously took India
to America was his own biggest story

E BEGIN TO SEE when we can nolonger see. That’s more ofa

truism than learning to hear after we lose our hearing. Yet, to be
robbed of one of the sensesis to experience all the others sharpened. Why
else would history abound with blind seers? Ved Mehta, who died in New
York on January gth at 86, had been blind almost his whole life, having lost
hiseyesightin early childhood. Born to a fairly affluent family in Lahore,
he could travel continents. And become an expatriate at an early age and
subsequently an exile. Although ‘exile’ comes straight off the title of hisau-
tobiography series published over three decades, one is uncomfortable us-
ing the word aslabel foraman who felt at home everywhere and nowhere.

Sowhat was Mehta in exile from? Perhaps the answer that comes
nearest the mark is: himself. And perhaps for that very reason, he remained
his mostimportant subject, no matter what and where he wrote. Thatis
not to commit sacrilege by taking anything away from Mehta’s gamut
of works about his country—or countries—and the world around him.

In fact, the finest wonder of his writing is his descriptive acumen. More
precisely, its ability to consistently describe what only an excellent pair of
eyes could see and asharp mind observe, preserve and process.

It wasin many ways a matter of chance. Mehta became known as the
writer who took India to the Americans because of his three-decade-plus
career asa staff writer for The New Yorker, a position he could not havelanded
and held without William Shawn. Shawn is on record for pronouncing

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

one of the best-known clichés about his protégé’s
skill: Mehta “writes about serious matters without
solemnity,about scholarly matters without pedantry,
about abstruse matters without obscurity.”

Mehta travelled, and he wrote. His most cited
efforts would be his navigations through the history
of India asithad happened and continued to happen.
He wrote about walking Indian streets, Gandhiand
whatever lay in his path and whoever caught his
fancy. Thus hebuilta reputation asa profiler. His
sharpnessasaninterviewer added to his growing
weight at the New Yorker. Butas usually happens
when a disability lies, oris perceived tolie, at the
heart of brilliance—orwhen brilliance is despite the
disability oreven the result of it—that subjectivity
conditioned the world according to Mehta. His
blindness remained his profoundest study.

The controversies—and the fall from grace—
engulfed both matters of intellectand character.
Inmany ways, Mehta had perfected, for himself
and others, the art of journalistic writing. Elegant
but informal. Lucid and sinewy. You could lose
your way in the prose but asa compliment to its
creator. Yet, not everybody believed he should have
trodden everywhere he did. Fly and the Fly-Bottle:
Encounters with British Intellectuals(1962) was built
on and expanded from hisinterviews with Oxford
philosophers published in 1961. The response to the
exercise, back in Oxford, was bloodlust. Isaiah Berlin
was polite enough when he wrote to the author
about the reaction of his colleagues: ‘outraged or
indignant’. It was ultimately blamed on, or excused
as, the New Yorker's penchant for satire. It was at
the New Yorkerthat Mehta would be attacked and
taken to task. By the late 1980s, his colleagues openly
questioned the merit of his writing. More serious
were the allegations of misogyny. And he was shown
the doorfinally.

Continents of Exile, the collective title of his
autobiographical works, ismore than an individual’s
story. Itis, of course, the story of everything he
had seen without hiseyes. Depending on readers,
reading on Braille ata time when too few works were
available onit, dictating his oral compositions to
hisassistants,and doingitall overalonglife, needed
aspecial kind of strength. Add to that the fact that
Mehtaneverliked a stranger to pity him orafriend or
stranger to assist him—physically. The no-walking-
stick-no-guide-dog legend of Ved Mehta was actually
aclueto hisinner workings. Perhapshe becamea
writer out of defiance. Just as with his descriptions of
aworldhecouldnotsee. m
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AN ABSOLUTE RIGHT TO CANCEL

By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

WITTER CEO JackDorsey came

outwithastatementonJanuary 13th
inwhich hesaid that the platform wasnot
proud of permanently removing US Presi-
dentDonald Trump. Whilearguingthat
whatthey did wascorrect, hesaiditseta
dangerous precedent. Theshortanswer
tothatisifyouknow the precedentbeing
setisdangerous,don’tsetit. Because,
whiletheshock of theattack on Capitol
Hillmighthaveallowed themtogetaway
withit, theenormity of whathasbeen
doneisinescapable. A private company
hasdecided tomakeanelectedhead of
statean outcastand have gotaway withit.
Othersocialmediacompanieshavealso
takensimilaractionsagainst Trump.

This might seem acceptable
because of his character butitis good
toremember some things. The social
media companies themselvesare not
going to remain as they are today. Their
CEOs will change. Theirideologies
could change. And, hence, the people
who they deem fit not to be present on
their platforms will change. It could
allgoin the other direction. You might
have amoment farin the future when
some ultra-right-wing billionaire could
take control of companies like Twitter
or Facebook and then precisely these
precedents will be used to deplatform
liberals. By then, the idea that deplat-
formingisethically questionable fora
private company would not be tenable.
Dorsey claims to recognise this but

hehasbeen saying thisforalong time
and, meanwhile, Twitter has continued
to heavily censor opinions of the right
wing. Because it is backed by virtue

Social media companies have
turned an authoritarian corner
after the Capitol Hill riots

signalling and the reasons themselves
are deceptively noble (promoting
violence, racism, etcetera), it also leads
toherd mentality with companies like
Facebook, which are more commer-
cially driven, following suit. In the latest
round, even Apple and Google have
participated, and that only makes such
actions even further worrisome.

Both Google’s Play Store and Apple’s
App Store summarily removed Parler,a
fast-growing Twitter alternative for the
right wing, after the riots. But the worst
of all was Amazon removing Parler from
theirserverswithout giving themany
timetoshift toanother provider. That
effectively took Parler offline. In this,
these private companies turned another
corner of authoritarianism. They are
notjustregulating free speech butalso
preventing opposing opinions from be-
ingvoiced anywhere else. Whatis being
enforcedistotalsilence.

Itis possible, as Dorsey tweeted, that
this was done because of the circum-
stance that confronted them—Tbelieve
this was the right decision for Twitter.
We faced an extraordinary and unten-
able circumstance, forcing us tofocus
all of ouractions on public safety’ But
these are undefinable general terms.
Anything can be ‘extraordinary’ or
‘untenable’. They can be used against
anyoneatany point of time. It shouldn’t
have mattered when these companies
were startups, but now they are effective
monopolies of online discourse. These
platformsshould never have been
playingjudge, jury and executioner of
speech, but theserolesare here tostay. m

IDEAS

GETTY IMAGES

HYPOCRISY

Therecently held Test match in Sydney
hasbrought theissue of racismin
cricketto the forefront. The match
washeld up briefly asthose who
hadshouted racistslurs were evicted
from the stands. Indian cricketersand
administrators,and fansback home
expressed theirannoyance; BCCI
Secretary Jay Shah put outastatement
thatsaid suchactsof discrimination
wouldn'tbe tolerated while the
Australian cricket board and former
Australian cricketers apologised
profusely. But thereismore thanan
elementofhypocrisy inall this. Racism
ishardlyrestricted to Australian
grounds. Cricket groundsin India can
beracist cesspitson occasions, visible,
forinstance, when some fansabused
Andrew Symondsin 2007. And the
BCCIshowednone of thealacrity
when Darren Sammy revealed last year
thatan Indian playerused aracistslur
when they played foranIPL team. Not
toforget thatincredulousdefence the
Indian team came up with to protect
Harbhajan Singh forwhathe had told
Symondsinacricketmatch. m

WORD’S WORTH

‘Every man alone is
sincere. At the entrance
of a second person,
hypocrisy begins’

RALPH WALDO EMERSON
AMERICAN POET AND ESSAYIST
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By Bibek Debroy

The Enigma of Krishna

The origins and message of the Pandava Gita

AM NOT GOING to use Devanagari. Thereisa

shloka that goes, ‘Janaami dharmam na cha me pravritti,

janaami paapam na cha me nivritti’ This is often quoted

by various people and was spoken by Duryodhana.
The second part of the shlokais also familiar, though not
quoted that often. ‘Kenaapi devena hridisthitena yathaa
niyuktosmi tathaa karomr. I have often been asked, where
in the Mahabharata did Duryodhana say this? The answer
is,nowhere. This shlokais not from the Mahabharata. It
is from a text known as the Pandava Gita or the Prapanna
Gita. Itis called a Gita and it isnot a text that is part of the
Mahabharata. Butitis a text that generally has protagonists
from the Mahabharata, singing chants about Krishna’s
greatness. It is permeated with bhakti. Therefore, though
not a part of the Mahabharata, it has strong links with the
Mahabharata. Among the protagonists, the most important
are the Pandavas. Hence, it is known as the Pandava Gita,
though itisreally about what the Pandavas and others
chanted. The word ‘prapanna’ means ‘to seek refuge in’.
Since thisis about seeking refuge with Krishna, itis also
known as the Prapanna Gita. No one knows who compiled
this collation and when. Some of the shlokasare indeed from
the Mahabharata, others from various Puranas. Though
anonymous, it is a popular and Mahabharata-related Gita.
Depending on which edition you use, there will be a single
chapter, with around 83 shlokas. I have not seen an edition
with a translation in English. But translations in Indian
languages exist.

The most famous shloka is undoubtedly the quote
ascribed to Duryodhana. Actually, there are two shlokas
in Duryodhana’s quote and only the first is generally
familiar. Therefore, let me give a translation of both shlokas.
Duryodhana said, ‘Tknow dharma, but do not practise it. I
know sin, but do not refrain from it. There is a divinity who
isestablished in my heart. I do whatever he engages me in. O
Madhusudana! I am only a machine. Please pacify my sins. I
am the machine, you are the one who controls the machine.
Please do not blame me for my sins.’
AsIsaid, shlokasfrom other places have been used to

compile the Pandava Gita. Most people will have heard of

the following: ‘Tvameva maataa cha pitaa tvameva, tvameva
bandhushcha sakhaa tvameva, tvameva vidyaa dravinam
tvameva, tvameva sarvam mama deva deva.’ In the Pandava
Gita, Gandhari says this. It is translated as: ‘You are the
mother and you are the father. You are the relative and you
are the friend. You are knowledge and you are wealth. O lord
of the gods! You are everything to me.” ‘Yatra yogeshvarah
krishno yatra partho dhanurdharah” Who does not know
that one? Itis the concluding verse of the Bhagavat Gita,
spoken by Sanjaya. In the Pandava Gita, it is spoken by
Vaishampayana. It is translated as, ‘Wherever Krishna,
lord of yoga, and Partha, the wielder of the bow, exist, it is
my view that wealth, victory, prosperity and good policy
certainly exist.’

To give you a flavour of the Pandava Gita, let me give you
some other examples.

Brahma said, ‘There are men who know about the
supreme and are devoid of attachment. They always
remember Narayana, the guru of the gods. Through this
dhyana, they destroy all sins in their minds. They do not
drink the mother’s milk again.’(That s, they are not born
again.) Indra said, ‘The man named Narayana is famously
spoken about among men on earth as a thief. As soon as
heisremembered, he steals away all the accumulated sins
earned over many births.’

Yudhishthira said, ‘His complexion is like that of a dark
cloud. He is attired in a yellow silken garment. Because
of Kaustubha, his body is radiant. He associates with the
virtuous. His large eyes resemble a lotus. I worship Vishnu,
whoisalone the lord of all the worlds.” Bhimasena said,
‘The earth, with all its mobile and immobile objects, was
submerged in the flood of water and the one whose form
is the universe assumed the form of a varaha [boar] to raise
her up on his snout. May that illustrious Svayambhu show
me his favours.” Arjuna said, I seek refuge with Hari, the
destination for great-souled ones. He cannot be thought
of. He is not manifest. He is infinite. He is the lord without
decay. He is the lord who thinks of the creation of the
universe. He is the one who thinks about the extension
of the three worlds.” Nakula said, ‘Bound by the noose of
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destiny, if I descend downwards [into hell] or am born in an
ignoble lineage or as a bird or insect or have hundreds of
births asa worm, let my inner atmanmeditate on Keshava.
Let him be in my heart and let me have singleminded
devotion towards him alone.’ Sahadeva said, ‘There are those
who prostrate themselves before the infinitely energetic
Vishnu, in the form of a Yajna Varaha. I bow down before
them repeatedly.’ Karna said, ‘I do not speak of anyone else,
hear of anyone else, think of anyone else, remember anyone
else, worship anyone else or seek refuge with anyone else. O
Shri Shrinivasa! O Purushottama! Devotedly and lovingly, I
seek your lotus feet. Please make me your servant.’

Kunti said, ‘O Hrishikesha!
Determined by the fruits of my
own karma, whichever birth I
proceed towards, in that form,
let my devotion towards you be
firm.’ Madri said, ‘There are those
who are devoted to Krishna. They
remember Krishna in the night
and also remember Krishna when
they wake up. Like oblations
aided by mantrasenter the fire, in
other bodies, they enter Krishna.’
Draupadi said, ‘O Keshava!
Wherever I am born, as an insect,
bird, animal, reptile, rakshasa,
pishacha or as a human, through
your favours, let me behave in such
away that my devotion towards
you does not waver.’ Subhadra said,
‘Prostrating oneself before Krishna
alone is the equal of performing
avabhritha after ten horse sacrifices.
However, there is rebirth after ten
horse sacrifices. After prostrating
oneself before Krishna, there isno
rebirth.’ (Avabhrithais the most
important final component of
asacrifice, characterised by the
taking of a bath.) Dhritarashtra

IN THE PANDAVA GITA,
KRISHNA HIMSELF SAID,
“O KRISHNA! ‘O KRISHNA!
‘O KRISHNA! IF A PERSON

during the day, or at night. Let Janardana be satisfied with
whatIhave done.’ Sanjaya said, ‘There are those who are
afflicted, distressed, limp and scared, with terrors like tigers
and other things present. As soon as they chant Narayana’s
name, from that very sound, they are freed from their
miseries and become happy.’ Akrura said, Tam Narayana’s
servant, the servant of his servant, the servant of the servant
of his servant. Indeed, in this world, there isno other lord
for men. Therefore, I am the most blessed in this world.’
Shalya said, ‘His complexion is like that of the atasi
flower. He s attired in yellow garments. Those who prostrate
themselves before Govinda have nothing to fear.’ Virata said,
‘There are those who are Vasudeva’s
devotees, serene, with their minds
only on him. From one birth to
another birth, let me the servant of
their servants.’ Virata also said, ‘I
prostrate myself before the divinity
of Brahmanas, who ensure the
welfare of cattle and Brahmanas. I
repeatedly prostrate myself before
Krishna Govinda, who ensures the
welfare of the universe.’ (This is
also a famous shloka, though few
identify it with the Pandava Gita.)
Bhishma said, ‘O Krishna! O one
who is affectionate towards those
who seek refuge! When destiny is
adverse and relatives dwindle away,
please show your compassion and
save me.’ Drona said, ‘Janardana is
the lord of the three worlds. The
wielder of the chakrahas killed
daityas and lords among men. But
they have gone to Vishnu’s city.
Therefore, the divinity’s rage is
equal to a boon.’ Kripacharya said,
‘O one who removed the burden
of Madhu and Kaitabha! O lord of
the worlds! As a result of my birth, I
pray for only this fruit. Please show

said, ‘Trepeatedly prostrate ALWAYS REMEMBERS ME IN me your favours and remember me
myself before the cause behind THIS WAY, LIKE RAISING I want to be the attendant of your
vamana, the infinitely valorous A LOTUS OUT OF WATER, servant’s servant, the servant of the
Narayana. I prostrate myself before I RAISE HIM UP FROM HELL servant of your servant.’

Purushottama, who wields the Shri

Krishna himself said, “O

Sharnga bow, the chakra, the sword
and the mace.’

Uddhava said, ‘If a person forsakes Vasudeva and
worships another deva, he islike an evilminded and thirsty
man who digs a well along the banks of the Jahnavi.’
(Jahnavi is the river Ganga.) Dhaumya (the family priest
of the Pandavas) said, ‘There may be good deeds I have
performed near the water, while lying down, while seated,

Krishna! ‘O Krishna! ‘O Krishna!’

If a person always remembers me
in this way, like raising a lotus out of water, I raise him up
from hell’ ‘O men! I raise up my arms and always say that
if abeing performs japa every day, at the time of death, or in
the field of battle, addressing me as Mukunda, Narasimha
and Janardana, I will grant him his wishes, even if he is like
ablock of stone or a piece of wood. ®
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PAWAR POINT

ationalist Congress Party leader Sharad Pawar

made alow-key visit to Delhi recently and met
CPM leader Sitaram Yechury and CPI's D Raja
separately. Why? If the grapevine is to be believed,
Pawarisin constant touch with West Bengal Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee as he wants her to return to
power in the state by trouncing the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) in the upcoming Assembly election. So he
told opposition party leaders like Yechury and Raja not
to take any steps that could help BJP. It could even pave
the way for a united oppositionin the 2024 Lok Sabha
elections. The speculation is that after the death of
Congress leader Ahmed Patel, Pawar could be made
United Progressive Alliance convenor. He now plans
to go to Kolkata along with other opposition leaders to
campaign for Banerjee. Doesn’t it undermine the roles
of the already vociferous state Congress chief Adhir
Ranjan Chowdhury and the Left’s Sujan Chakraborty,

known for their tirades against Banerjee?

SPIRITUAL
CONNECT

ctor Kangana Ranaut has become a devotee of Swami Vivekananda. This year, on

his birth centenary, Ranaut tweeted: ‘When | was lost, you found me. When | had
nowhere to go, you held my hand. When | was disillusioned by the world and had no
hope, you gave me purpose. There is no being, no God higher than you, my Guru. You
own every bit of my being...” Now, the gossip is Ranaut will be joining BJP and before the
Bengal election, she’s playing the Swami Vivekananda card, an evergreen emotive issue in
the state. Or, is she leaning on Swamiji to inspire other women?

Outsider Status

As the West Bengal Assembly election approaches, Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee is out to appease the common
man, even those from outside the state. Owing to Covid restrictions, though the Kolkata International Book Fair
went virtual this year, Banerjee ensured the Ganga Sagar Mela didn’t. Each year, the mela is held on the occasion of
Makar Sankranti at a location where the river Ganga meets the Bay of Bengal. And a lot of outsiders throng Kolkata’s
Babughat to attend the mela. Despite Covid, the state government made canopies for those coming in from Bihar and
Uttar Pradesh as Banerjee did her rounds and even gave a speech in Hindi. It seems she’s on a mission to prove that
she’s not against ‘outsiders’, but maybe only against the cultural invasion of Bengal.
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Vaccine Eloquent

xternal Affairs Minister S Jaishankar is a
busy man. Both Health Minister Harsh
Vardhan and Prime Minister Narendra Modi are
counting on him for Covid ‘diplomacy’. It really
cuts both ways. One, overseeing the arrival of
vaccines from outside that can be gauged
by Jaishankar’s frequent travels and negotiations
abroad. Two, the foreign minister is also
involved in finalising the timetable for India’s
vaccine outgo to other countries,
like Brazil and Bangladesh.

Envoy Vacancy

Kenneth Juster, who has been the US
ambassador to India since 2017, has just
delivered his farewell speech and all eyes are
now on who’s replacing him. There is gossip

that the Biden era might pitchfork Alyssa Ayres,
senior fellow for India, Pakistan and South Asia at
the New York-headquartered Council on Foreign
Relations, to the post. In 2013, Ayres was even
assistant secretary of state for South Asia. Her
husband, Sadanand Dhume, is an author and
journalist of Indian origin. Obviously, the Indian
diaspora in the US is actively lobbying for Ayres.
Back home, the Prime Minister’s Office says that
the choice of the next US ambassador to India
rests squarely with the Americans.

Goan
Adventure

ith the Goa

Assembly election
slated to be held next
year, Delhi Chief Minister
and Aam Admi Party (AAP)
National Convenor Arvind
Kejriwal has announced the
setting up of a Konkani
Academy in Delhi. However,
the national capital doesn’t
boast a formidable Konkani
population. We learn that
this is Kejriwal’s strategy to
kickstart his Goa campaign,
particularly when AAP hasn’t
fared so well in Punjab and
Haryana in the past.

Illustrations by SAURABH SINGH

Return Ticket?

Former Rajasthan Chief Minister Vasundhara
Raje hasalways been a headache for BJP’s
central leadership. In the latest development,
supporters of Raje in Jaipur have launched a
‘Vasundhara Raje Samarthak Mancl?, which
is being seen asamove to resurrect heras
BJP’s chief ministerial candidate in the 2023
state election. Apparently, this has upset the
BJP brass as well as RSS leaders in Nagpur. But
Raje remains unfazed and claims the Manch
was launched out of people’s enthusiasm.

CABINET GOSSIP

he media is always abuzz with news of a

Cabinet reshuffle around Makar Sankran-
ti, but that has come to naught this year. The
talk of inducting BJP MP Jyotiraditya Scindia
to the Cabinet seems to be dying out too as a
clutch of state elections are lined up this year.
Perhaps, after the elections then? Maybe. But
a section of BJP was heard speculating about
a change in Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman’s post recently. Again, the Budget
is around the corner. Perhaps, after the
Budget then? Only Modi holds the key to the
‘real’ Cabinet reshuffle.
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By SWAPAN DASGUPTA

BJP’S DOUBLE HELIX

A historical insight into the Vajpayee-Advani jugalbandi

N THE GENERAL Election of 1991, riding on the back of the Ayodhya movement, BJP emerged as the principal challenger to
the Congress. Since then, scholars have agonised over what they believed was an unexpected saffron surge, producing scores
of studies on the party and the wider phenomenon of Hindu nationalism. Most of the works by academics were hostile and
born out of anxiety that India was heading towards an intolerant majoritarian dispensation that, unless checked, would
demolish the basis on which the study of Indian politics rested. The common thread of the studies published between 1991
and today was that BJP could not and should not be assessed as yet another political party. Instead, it should be viewed asa
cluster of devilishly clever fanatics with asingleminded desire to reinvent India along the lines of anew Hindu fascism. Every
twistand turn of the party was minutely assessed and dissected on the principle that it was important to know the enemy
thoroughly in order to destroy it. In every respect, Vinay Sitapati’s study of BJP in the decades preceding the famous victory of
Narendra Modi in 2014 ismarkedly different (Jugalbandi: The BJP before Modi, Viking; 409 pages; Rs 799).
First, the author deviates from the turgid academic style of writing and successfully tries to make a history more
accessible to the non-specialist reader. This is done without compromising the nuances of the political narrative. The
storytellingis deftly blended with analysis.

Second, unlike many academics, the author does not bank exclusively on newspapers as the primary source. In fact, his depen-
dence on written sourcesis a bit too casual. He bases a significant part of his narrative history onrecollections of those who had a
ringside view of events. They include journalists and those, like me, who combined association with the movement with a presence
inthe media. Predictably, thishasmeant that the sections on BJP are far stronger than the narrative centred on the Jana Sangh.

Third, although the history covers many individuals who played a prominent part in the evolution of the Jana Sangh and BJP, it
focuses principally on two individuals: Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Lal Krishna Advani—theirlong partnership and their jugalbandi.
The writer has attempted—quite successfully, I may add—in bringing out the essence of their personalities, including their private
lives, without being judgemental. He has also avoided exaggerated adulation. Thus, while the hidden ruthlessness behind the
genial exterior of Vajpayee comes to the fore, so do the hesitations and tentativeness of Advani. Vajpayee was always the dominant
player after the death of Deen Dayal Upadhyaya in 1967 and Advani invariably deferred to him. At the same time, from 1990 to
1996, Advani was thrustinto the limelight and it appeared that Vajpayee had been relegated to the background. The hesitations and
awkwardness involving the two men has been well captured by Sitapati on the strength of anecdotes.

The divergent positions taken by Vajpayee and Advani on the Ayodhya issue that dominated national politics from 1988 have
been handled with dexterity by the author. Whereas one view of the divergent positions would have us believe that Vajpayee was
‘secular’ whereas Advani was ‘communal’, Sitapati haslocated the differences in electoral strategies. Vajpayee believed that BJP had
located its anti-Congressism in a coalition culture. In effect, this meant that while BJP wasloosely a Hindu party, it should simulta-
neously underplay the more polarising aspects of its politics. Advani—backed by a significant section of the Rashtriya Swayamse-
vak Sangh (RSS)y—felt that the disastrous election results of 1984 held very different lessons. They suggested that BJP should aim
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Atal Bihari Vajpayee

and Lal Krishna Advani,

1996
Advani, Vajpayee
B and RSS leader
KS Sudarshanin
Bengaluru, 2005

Advani during
the rath yatra, 1990
Prime Minister
Vajpayee and Foreign
| Minister Jaswant Singh
in New Delhi, 2001

UNLIKE HIS PEER GROUP WHICH HAS ALWAYS BEEN UNDER PRESSURE TO AVOID CONVEYING THE IMPRESSION OF
BEING EVEN REMOTELY SYMPATHETIC TO BJP AND ITS BELIEF SYSTEMS, VINAY SITAPATI HAS ATTEMPTED TO PRESENT
BJP AS ANORMAL POLITICAL PARTY WITH AN EYE ON OPTIMISING ITS RETURNS FROM ELECTIONS

tobe aggressively Hinduand develop a distinct and assertive
Hindu constituency. The rathyatrafrom Somnath to Ayodhya
in 1990 was part of thisapproach, as were Advani’s tirades
against ‘pseudosecularism’™—a term that became embedded in
the vocabulary of Indian politics after Rajiv Gandhi’s reversal of
the Supreme Court’s Shah Banojudgment.

My ownrecollections of the 1991 General Election campaign
prompt the conclusion that Vajpayee was out of sync with the
heady mood inside BJP. He genuinely felt that the divisionsin
the anti-Congress vote would only benefit Rajiv Gandhiand
lead to BJP getting stuck at the 5o-seatlevel. Advani, on the other
hand, felt that the Ayodhya movement had acquired sufficient
momentum to make BJPan alternative pole of Indian politics.

Advani turned out toberightasBJPwon 121 seatsin 1991. Its
tally may have touched 150 had Rajiv Gandhinot been assas-
sinated just before the third and final phase of polling. However,
Vajpayee had thelastlaugh after Advani—without any prompt-
ing from RSS—realised, shortly before the 1996 General Election,
that theincremental push BJP needed to overtake Congress
could happen onlyif the genial Vajpayee was projected as the
leader. Always apologetic athaving upstaged Vajpayee during

the Ayodhya mobilisation, Advani wasin fact relieved that he
had found a way torestore Vajpayee’s supremacy in the party.
This position would remain unchallenged till 2004.

Finally, Sitapati’s work is a major departure from the bulk of
academicand quasi-academic studies of the saffron phenom-
enon. Unlike his peer group which hasalways been under pres-
sure toavoid conveying the impression of being even remotely
sympathetic to BJP and its belief systems, Sitapati has attempted
to present BJP asanormal political party with an eye on optimis-
ingitsreturns from elections. The authoris fully aware of the
rich literature on the subject that paints the Jana Sangh-BJPasa
band of hardnosed rightwing, neofascist revolutionaries. Merci-
fully, the influence of thisideological overload on the larger tale is
patchy.I guessit will be for precisely this reason that the impor-
tance of Jugalbandi will be discounted in the academic study of
Indian politics.

Forany chronicler of Hindu nationalism, the delicate and
undefined relationship between RSS and BJP posesa formidable
challenge.Itis, of course, easy tofall back on the belief that BJPis
nothingbutan extension of RSS, the political arm of a sinisterand
secretive organisation based in Nagpur. The reality, as
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Sitapati, hasrightly noted,ismore complex. The author takesnote
of Guruji Golwalkar’s deep disdain for politicsand RSS’ strong
belief that Hindu unity is better served through social interven-
tions than divisive electoral politics. The story, however, doesnot
end here. The quantum of RSS involvement in BJP has, in reality,
depended quite significantly on theapproaches of individual
sarsanghchalaks. Balasaheb Deoras, for example, left the handling
of theJana Sangh-BJPto hisbrother Bhaurao who, in turn, was
instrumental in linking the entire Sangh Parivar to the move-
ment led by Jayaprakash Narayan. Subsequently, Rajendra Singh
reposed inordinate faith in the leadership of Vajpayee and Advani
and accorded BJP an exceptional measure of functional autono-
my. Hissuccessor, KS Sudarshan, on the otherhand was noted for
hisoverintrusiveness in all matters ranging from high policy to
theappointment of ministersand officials. It was on Sudarshan’s
intervention, for example, that Vajpayee was forced toshelve the
appointment of Jaswant Singh as finance ministerin 1998.

There were profound tensionsin the

fortable with this turn, as he was with Madhok. RSS sided with
Vajpayee and Madhok was edged out of the Jana Sangh, ending
theremainder of hislife on the fringes of politics.

The tensions over economic policy resurfaced after the liber-
alisation of the Indian economy post-1991. BJP was always pro-
businessbut was always dependant on small and medium-scale
entrepreneurs who sought deregulation with protection from
foreign capital. When the National Democratic Alliance (NDA)
came to powerin 1998, Vajpayee—under the strong influence
of Brajesh Mishra—sought to open up the Indian economy to
beat back the economic sanctions imposed by Western pow-
ersasan expression of their distaste for the nuclear tests. This
approach fetched dividends for the Indian economy as growth
ratesrose significantly. However, the entry of foreign capital
and the privatisation of some state-owned enterprises triggered
opposition within asection of the Sangh Parivar and was sharp
enough to provoke Thengadi to denounce the Government’s

economic policy as ‘rashtravirodht.

relationship between RSS and BJP dur- 'YX ) Vajpayee waslivid,asindeed was
ing Vajpayee’s tenure as prime minister. Advani who,inany case, had very little
The disagreements were replicated WITH THE DEATH OF VAJPAYEE appetite for swadeshieconomics,

in publicspatsinvolving the Prime AND THE RETIREMENT OF despite his personal proximity to
Minis;er‘; Ofﬁ}ie an(}l1 sengzﬁmsgﬁog» ADVANI FROM ACTIVE POLITICS, iSiGurumtwilqrtily—aver};imnﬁlllllential
iesofthe Sangh,such as Ashok Sing ENT THA gurein thelarger RSS family. How-
(Vishva Hindu Parishad) and Dattopant NoT Tf? I_I:IIA S MB%HT%F:\SERY T ever, Advani did attempt tobridge the
Thengadi (BharatiyaMazdoor Sangh). BJ differences between various wings of
The tensionsalso affected Advani who DIFFERENT POLITICAL RSSand the Government. The relation-
once told me that it was unbecom- TRAJECTORY UNDER MODI, THE ship between the sarsanghchalakand
%ng olfthde'RSS chiefto bes(;)rr‘u'putely TIME MAY HAVE COME TO Vag)gy(eie hz}aldtouched 331 alldlIJme loavlv ]
nvolvedin government decision- RECORD THE VARIED EXPERIENCES and Sudarshan wanted the dismissal o

making. The breakdown in the RSS-BJP

equilibrium wasafactorin the defeat

of BJPin the 2004 General Election. Since then,anew normal
hasseen RSS establish its organisational primacy in BJP. At the
same time, after 2014, RSS’ relationship with the Narendra Modi
Government has been free of any outward tension suggesting
that the terms of engagement between the two bodies are one of
constantevolution.

Afacet of this relationship thatis relatively under-explored
in Sitapati’s work centres on economic policy. Unlike the right
in Europe and North America that is distinguished from the
rest on the strength of their commitment to private enterprise
and a minimal state, the Jana Sangh-BJP,influenced to a large
partby RSS, has put culture above economics and nationalism
over globalisation.

The early tensions over economics surfaced during Indira
Gandhi’s post-1969 socialist turn when the Jana Sangh cosied
up to the free-market Swatantra Party and Congress (O) which
hadstrong links with India’s big business. While the vagaries of
politicsand a determination to fight the growing influence of
the Communist Party of Indiain Indira Gandhi’s Government
prompted the Jana Sangh tojoin the ‘Grand Alliance’, Balraj Mad-
hok sought to deepen the relationship by attempting to unite all
the disparate right elementsinanew party. Vajpayee was uncom-

peoplesuch as Brajesh Mishra from posi-

tionsof authority. Thisin turn prompted
Vajpayee and what I once cheekily described as the people at his
dining table to dig their heelsin. The cold war, which Mishra kept
alive by deftly using the media to hisadvantage, also engulfed Ad-
vani. Sitapati hasmapped this strained relationship between the
twostalwartsin the last two years of the Vajpayee Government
quite accurately. But he hasunderestimated itsintensity. I believe
itwas principally responsible for distancing the NDA from its
coresupport base and BJP’sdefeatin 2004.

Many of uswho witnessed the journey of BJP from the
marginsto the centrestage have chosen to keep their memories
largely private. Yet, with the death of Vajpayee and the retirement
of Advani from active politics, not tomention the fact that BJP
hasmoved toa very different political trajectory under Modi, the
time may have come torecord the varied experiences. Sitapati’s
bookisanimportantstepin filling up theimportant gapsin our
knowledge. Itisn’tacomprehensive work, butitis unlikely tobe

bettered in theimmediate future. m

JUGALBANDI

Swapan Dasgupta is an MP and India’s foremost
conservative columnist. Heis the author of
Awakening Bharat Mata: The Political Beliefs of
the Indian Right
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| LETTER FROM WASHINGTON |

I AFTER THE

ByJamesAstil  Donald Trump is facing ejection from the White

HEN DONALD TRUMP began falsely
claiming that last November’s general
election was fraudulent, his Repub-
lican enablers chuckled and urged
everyone who found this troubling to
calm down. “What is the downside for
humouring him for thislittle bit of time?No oneseriously thinks
the results will change,” one told the Washington Post. “He went
golfingthisweekend. It'snotlike he’s plotting how to prevent Joe
Biden from taking power on January 20th. He’s tweeting about
filing somelawsuits, those lawsuits will fail, then he’ll tweet some
more about how the election was stolen, and then he’ll leave.”

It was the same one-eyed, complacent attitude that had seen
the president’s party—the party of Lincoln and Reagan—excuse
or defend Trump’s incompetence, loutishness and abuses of
power over the pastfouryears. And it would have the sameresult:
whenever he suffers no consequences for his rule-breaking, he
behavesworse. Yetnoteven the mostjaundiced critics of Trump—
who on January 13th suffered the historic disgrace of becoming
thefirst president tobeimpeachedforasecond time—could have
predicted quite how much worse.

Trump’s legal campaign to overturn the election was every
bitas hapless as predicted. His legal team was a joke. It was led
by Rudy Giuliani, the once-admired and now unhinged former
mayor of New York. He was supported by a conservative lawyer
and conspiracy theorist called Sidney Powell, who argued that
Trump had been robbed of electoral victory by a secret cabal
comprising communists, George Soros, the CIA, Hugo Chavez
and the hundreds of Republican and Democratic officials who g 2L C JIIIIS —
administered the general election, including the pro-Trump Tul A _'bfe o o "g' Trump behaves
Republican governor of Georgia, a state Trump lost by 12,000 L 3
votes. You think that soundsridiculous? Then also consider that - WOISE Xet; not even the mOSt_
Giuliani launched this audacious effort at a press conference in w andiced critics of
Philadelphia held outside a small gardening company, known e, ek ! '
asFour Seasons Total Landscaping, which waslocated betweena
sexshopandacrematorium. It wassuggested that the unfailingly
incompetent Trump team had meant to book the nearby Four
Seasons Hotel, but got their wires crossed—as indeed Giuliani
continued to do during the press conference.

Healleged that the election had been so fraudulentin Philadel-
phia, whose state of Pennsylvania Biden had won by over 80,000
votes, that that result would need to be voided. He presented
no proof of this claim, besides a list of names of dead people,
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including the former heavyweight boxer Joe Frazier, whom
Giulianisaid had voted in the election. It was very quickly estab-
lished that they had not.

From thisinglorious beginning, things went seriously down-
hill for Trump’slegal effort. Giuliani’s 60-oddlegal challenges, filed
in the six battleground states that had voted decisively for Biden,
werelaughed out of court;including the Supreme Court. The vari-
ous audits and recounts the Trump team requested also failed to
deliverthegoods. A partial recountof the votein Wisconsin, which
the presidentlostby 21,000 votes, merely added 87 to Biden’s tally.
Increasingly desperate, as the prospect of a rare comeuppance
loomed, Trump made personal calls to Republican officials in
all the relevant states. By turns beseeching, flattering and darkly
threatening, hedemanded thatthey overturn theelection for him.
Butthere wasnothing doing. Afterheimplored Georgia’sRepubli-
cansecretary-of-state, Brad Raffensperger, forthe umpteenth time
to“find 11,780 votes” forhim, Raffenspergerhad hisofficeleak the
call to the press. And yet, even as Trump’s substantive efforts to
overturn theelection were coming tonothing, the political effects
of his contortions were a triumph. Three-quarters of Republican
voters claimed to believe Biden’s victory wasillegitimate.

This persuaded many Republican politicians who had no
direct responsibility for the election to try to win the president’s
favour by attacking it on his behalf. The fathomlessly cynical
Republicanattorney-general of Texas(who,incidentally, hasbeen
indicted on unrelated fraud charges) filed alawsuit to overturn
the results in four battleground states. Around two-thirds of

Photos GETTY IMAGES

Atnoon on January 6th, Trump
addressed a crowd of his supporters
outside the White House: “We're
going to walk down to the Capitol,
he told them. “You have to show
strength... You'll never take our
country back with weakness”

Republicanmembers of the House of Representativesadded their
namesto thesuit—beforeit, too, wassummarily dismissed. Many
Republicans had been secretly hoping that Trump’s electoral
defeat wouldloosen hisgrip on the party. Yet,in defying thereality
ofhisloss he seemed only to be tightening his grasp.

Thatled to the awful scenes in Washington DC on June 6th,
when Congress gathered to rubber-stamp the election results.
Thiscongressional process wasin the pastsuch aformality thatit
barely garnered newspaper headlines. Yet Trump, half-crazed by
thehumiliation of hisloss,sawitasalast possibleroll of the dice.

Inaseries of frenzied tweetsthrough late December, heinvited
his hardcore followers to congregate in Washington and chal-
lenge Congress to overturn the result. “J/ANUARY SIXTH, SEE
YOU IN DC!” Members of a white nationalist group called the
Proud Boysanswered the call. So did many members ofa Trump-
ultra cult, QAnon, who claim to believe the president is at war
with a shadowy cabal of socialist devil worshippers and paedo-
philes. A few days before the planned vote, an ambitious young
Republican Senator, Josh Hawley of Missouri, announced that
he would lead an effort to overturn the results as the president
wished. And suddenly things began to look more serious.

Hawley’schallenge had no chance of success—ashe,analum-
nusof Stanfordand YaleLaw who hasbranded himselfascourge
of the elite under Trump, knew full well. The election results
would beapproved by bipartisan majority in both congressional
Houses. Yet the spectacle of even a performative election heist by
the president’s party, in the sanctum of American democracy,
seemed alarming enough. It also provided additional encourage-
menttothehordes Trumphad summoned to Washington, who
had been deluded into thinking the election really was up for
grabs. Ahead of the showdown,a Harvard scholar of democracy,
Daniel Ziblatt, told me he feared we were about towitnessa “dress
rehearsal”foramoreserious Republican attempt tooverthrowa
future election.Iwondered if that wastoo pessimistic. Yetit would
very soon seem almost complacent.

AtnoononJanuary 6th,asmembers of Congress were gather-
ing on Capitol Hill ahead of the vote, Trump addressed a crowd
of his supporters two miles away, outside the White House.
“We’re going to walk down to the Capitol,” he told them. “You
have to show strength..You'll never take our country back with
weakness.” Even as he was speaking, the crowd began flowing
down Pennsylvania Avenue to the Hill, joining the hundreds of
red-capped #MAGA diehards who had already gathered there.
Swiftly, the mob then breeched the Capitol Building’s perimeter
barricades, afterattacking their hopelessly outnumbered police
guardians with chemical agentsandflagstaves.Inwhatappeared
tobea coordinated assault, the mob attacked the main building
fromtwosides. By around 2PM, Trump’ssupporterswerein. They
killeda policeman, by braining him with a fire extinguisherand
then kicking him in the head, around that time. It was the first
time the Capitol Building had been breached since 1814, when
itwas burned by British troops.

Over the next four hours, the mob rampaged through the
building, looting and wrecking offices, defecating in its pol-
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In a coordinated assault, the mob attacked the
main building from two sides. By 2PM, Trump'’s
supporters were in. They Kkilled a policeman, by
braining him with a fire extinguisher. It was the
first time the Capitol Building had been breached
since 1814, when it was burned by British troops

Trump supporters storming the Capitol
Building, Washington, January 6

policemanandabank managerfrom
Georgia, whowasarrested forhisrole
in the crime, have since committed
suicide.

The blow this debacle represents
to America’s global standing will
take some time tobecome clear. Pity
the next American ambassador, in
Kinshasa or Dhaka, whosejobitisto
lecture thelocals on the importance
offreeandfairelections. And natural-
ly, America’s adversaries, in Beijing,
Moscow and Tehran, have revelled
at the news: their state broadcasters
have been running updates on the
battle of Capitol Hill for overa week.
Yet more serious damage may have
beendone to America’sbroaderrepu-
tation for steadiness and reliability.

The country’s dysfunctional
politics has long been a drag on its

ished corridors and hunting for politicians. Mike Pence, the vice
president, who was charged with overseeing the vote in hisrole
aspresident of the Senate, appearsto have been theinsurrection-
ists’main target: Trump having falsely claimed his deputy had
the power to overturn the result. They also went looking for
Nancy Pelosi, the 8o-year-old Democratic Speaker of the House of
Representatives, whoisa particular hate figure on theright. Some
of the Trump terrorists wore combat fatigues, were armed with
zip-ties, batons and guns, and moved with military precision.
Others constructed a gallows, maybe for the symbolism of it,
maybe for possible use, outside the building. Mercifully, they
failed to take any prisoners. But it was a close-run thing.

The chamber of the Senate was evacuated—and the Senators
takentoasafe-room underarmed guard—justaminutebeforethe
firstintrudersburstin. The police were hopelessly overrun;afew
showed sympathywith theinsurrectionists, cheeringand taking
selfieswith them. Trump, watching the action from the safety of
the White House, was reportedly spellbound. To the extent that,
when he wasfrantically firstrequested tosend the National Guard
intoreinforce the police, heallegedlyfailed toact.Ina video mes-
sagetotheinsurrectionists on hisTwitteraccount,astherampage
begantoquieten, he called them “very special” people, told them
heloved them, reiterated his false and incendiary claim that the
election had been stolen; then urged them to kindly withdraw.

By the time they did so, another four people were dead. An air
force veteran, who had lost her head to the QAnon cult, was shot
by police asshe launched herself through a shattered window. It
isstillunclear how the three othersdied. Twomore participants,a

ability togovernitself. Yetitsalliesand
foreign investors have for the most
partfeltable to shrug this off. That will now be harder. A country
that cannot manage a peaceful democratic transition is not well-
placed to provide allies with policies and investors with contracts
thatthey can expect tolast from one administration to the next.
The damage might blow over, of course. It is still America, a
country with more reputational credit than almost any other.
But that will mostly depend on its ability to reform and improve
its politics. What are the chances of that?

HEY ARE AT leastmuch better than theymighthave
been. Underanunprecedentedauthoritarian challenge,
America’s institutions held. The courts now look less
straightforwardly partisan than many feared; many
state-level Republican officials played theirpart. So Trump willbe
outofoffice onJanuary 20th. Moreover, the second impeachment
trialheisnowfacing—afterthe House voted onJanuary 13thtotry
himintheSenate with ‘incitement of insurrection’ against the US
government—could lead to an even stiffer reckoning.

When Trump wasimpeached by the Democratsthe first time
round—forhaving coerced his Ukrainian counterpart tolaunch
abogus graft investigation into Biden—the process withered,
like most political initiatives, in the fires of partisan animus. No
Republican House member joined the Democrats in voting for
theimpeachment(thoughin private many conceded thatit was
warranted). And after Trump was duly tried in the Senate, onlya
single Republican there, Mitt Romney of Utah, joined the Demo-
cratsinfindingthe presidentguilty ascharged. Thistimealready
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looks different.

Evensome of Trump’s mostloyal Republican defenders were
badlyshaken by theriot. “Enoughisenough...countmeout,” de-
clared Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, a favourite
presidential golf partner and poodle. A near brush with alynch
mob concentrates the mind, it seems. And the anger towards
Trump among more principled conservatives—who have long
despised him though they have defended him—ismuch fiercer.
Liz Cheney, the third-rankingRepublicanin the House (and eldest
daughter of former Vice President Dick Cheney) was among 10
Republicans to vote for Trump’s impeachment this week. “The
president of the United States summoned the mob, assembled

then banned by the Senate from holding public office. America
isin uncharted constitutional waters. Yet, most constitutional
lawyers do not seem troubled by the lack of precedent. And if
McConnell does indeed move against the president, itis highly
possible that another dozen or so Republican Senators would
join him and the Democratsin doingso. That could be sufficient
tomake up the two-thirdsmajority required forafirst-ever presi-
dential conviction.

Trump’s party would beshot of him. The prospectsforareturn
to functional governing—with Biden’s administration finding
modest bipartisan support for tackling the many problems his
predecessor has largely ignored (including the pandemic)—

would rise. It is an optimistic case. And to do

GETTY IMAGES it full justice, it did not exist before the insur-

The Oval Office, White House

What are the chances of America
reforming? They are much better than
they might have been. Its institutions held.
Trump will be out of office on January 20th.
Moreover, the second impeachment trial
could lead to an even stiffer reckoning

rection. MostRepublican lawmakersformerly
assumed Trump would retain his grip on their
partyevenafter heleftoffice,and thathe would
betheircandidateagainin 2024. Thatislesslike-
lynow—evenifitisstill far from improbable.
Trump has not yet been repudiated by his
party’s establishment. Indeed, 197 Republican
House members have just voted against im-
peaching him for launching an insurrection
against their own branch of government. The
explanation is that a large majority of their
voters are still for Trump—and so long as that
remains the case, relatively few Republican
politicians will turn on him. Stunningly, in
the immediate aftermath of the insurrection,
45 percentof Republican voterssaid they stood
with therioters.Itisnot hard tosee why Ziblatt,
the Harvard democracy expert,is so pessimistic
about America’s democracy.
Itonlyworksifboth the twomain partiesare
committed toit. Thatrequiresboth toacceptde-
mocracy’s basic conditions: including the sanc-
tity of elections, thelegitimacy of the opposition
andthedegree of bipartisanmutualrespectand
restraint that underpins them. Under Trump,
the Republicans have ventured along way to-
wardsabandoningsuch things. And, toreiterate
the fundamental truth of the 45th president, so
longasheevadesrepudiationand censureforhis

the mob, and lit the flame of this attack,” she declared in a state-
ment,announcing her decision. “There hasnever been a greater
betrayal by a president of the United States of his office and his
oath to the constitution.”

More dramatically still, Mitch McConnell, the Republican
leader in the Senate, has let it be known that he might vote to
convict Trumpwhen hisimpeachment trialisheld. That willnot
bebefore heleavesoffice. And thereisalready alegal wrangle over
whether a former president can be put on trial and, if convicted,

corruption and rule-breaking, he will push his
partyeverfurtherdown thatauthoritarian path.
Over to the Senate then, to which the belated second stab at
repudiating Trump will fall. His trial promises to be another close-
run thing in the Capitol Building. And the future of American
democracywillbeeven more atstake thanit waslast week, when
the president’s shock troops rampaged, wrecking and killing,
through the building’s polished halls. m

James Astill is the Washington bureau chief and Lexington
columnist for The Economist. He is a contributor to Open
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THE HEALING

India’s vaccine rollout is more than
about protection from the pandemic.
It is symbolic of economic

rejuvenation and a return to .
normalcy after a year of distress =
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January 6th, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi assured German Chancellor
Angela Merkel that India would deploy
its capacities to combat the Covid-19
pandemic across the world. Merkel was
briefed by Modi, via video conferencing,
on the vaccine developmentsin India on
the yothanniversary of the Indo-German
diplomatic relationship and the 20th
anniversary of the bilateral strate-
gic partnership. The German federal
government’s spokesperson, Steffen
Seibert, tweeted later that the two leaders
discussed the pandemic, advancesin vac-
cine development and production in the
Indo-Pacific region. But this wasn’t the
first time Modi and Merkel were talking
about vaccine developments. Merkel was
the first to call and congratulate Modi on
his Covid containment strategy in a na-
tion the size of India soon after the prime
minister announced the emergency
use authorisation (EUA) granted to two
vaccines, both made in India. The laud-
ing of Modi’s efforts came days prior to
Bharat Biotech signing an agreement

with Brazil on vaccine supply.

Merkel’swasnohollow appreciation. An editorial in the New
York Timesa fortnight ago had detailed how, in the US, the num-
ber of people vaccinated was nowhere near the two crore target
set by the end of 2020. Of the 1.4 crore vaccine doses delivered to
hospitals and health departments across the US,amere 301lakh
estimated people had been vaccinated. In one Kentucky county,
pharmacistshad evenretrieved vaccine shots dumped in garbage
binsand offered themtoluckyrecipientson thespot.InIndia, the
chain from the vaccine manufacturerstoindividual recipientsis
alongand complex oneand would needstringentmonitoring to
ironoutglitchesnotwithstanding the country’shistory of vaccine
success with polio and other ailments.

Fivedaysahead of theJanuary 16throlloutacross India—the
largest in the world to date—Modi spelt out his Government’s
detailed plan to the chief ministers: the exercise would cover
three crore first response workers in the first phase, including
one crore medical professionals/health workers and two crore
other Covid warriors, including sanitation workers,ambulance
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staff, those working in burial grounds, crematoria and civil de-
fence personnel, totally free of cost. The second phase would be
for those above 50 years of age and those younger but with co-
morbidities, roughlyaround 27 croreinall. The Government had

capped the price per shot of vaccine at
Rs 200. Asserting that he was proud of
the two India-made vaccines, AstraZen-
eca-Serum Institute of India’s Covishield
and Bharat Biotech’s Covaxin, the prime
minister pointed out that Indianowhad
the privilege to be the pharmacist to the
world in combating the pandemic. The
presidents of Brazil and Ecuador, Jair
Bolsonaro and Lenin Boltaire Moreno
Garcés respectively, have already re-
quested India for urgent supplies of the
vaccineandseveral nationsarein queue
for vaccines from the world’s largest
vaccine-maker.

THE ROLLOUT FOR
A POPULATION OF
1.3 BILLION IS NOT A
CAVALIER EXERCISE.
NOR WAS IT PLANNED
OVERNIGHT. IT WAS
INITIATED MONTHS
AGO BY MODI AFTER
LONG MEETINGS WITH
PHARMA LEADERS

Holding out assurances about both vaccine efficiency and
efficacy,Modi said that the world was also observing the nation’s
longestablished vaccineliteracylessonsand experienceand how
these wouldimpact the successful executionon the ground of the

currentexercise. Modialsotold the chief
ministers that by the time the second
phasestarted, fourmore vaccineswould
beavailable tothe public,makingitthat
much easiertoplanandexecute theroll-
out for the much bigger second phase.
Therollout plan for a population of
1.3 billion was not a cavalier exercise.
Norwasitblueprinted overnight. It was
initiated months ago by Modi follow-
ing prolonged meetings with pharma
industry leaders. As far back as April
2019, he had urged the industry to con-
sider the nation’s battle against the pan-
demicastheir “bounden duty”andfocus
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pointedly on vaccine development. Some of those present
promptly asked for huge state funding. Without demur, Modi
tapped the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to allot funds for
research. That was barely weeks after the Wuhan-origin virus
hadledtountold misery,adevastated economy and forced reverse
migration. Modi was battling an unknown enemy. The World
Health Organization (WHO) had not shared the sequence of
events, next tonothing was known about the rapidly spreading
virus and Modj, trying to impress upon people how dangerous
the developmentswere by enlisting theirsupport through hand-
clappingand thaalibanging, wasunderattack from hisdetractors
about the stringentlockdown.

ButModi’s detractorsin the political arena seem to be follow-
ing theirnow familiar path—using even the vaccine success for
cranking up the anti-Governmentrhetoric. Jairam Ramesh said it
was puzzling thatinternationally accepted regulatory protocols
weremodified for Covaxin trials. The fact that Covaxin'sfirstdose
in the Phase 3 trial data for 22,500 volunteers was analysed by
expertsappearsnot to be theleastimportant to the vaccine scep-
ticsamong Modi’s critics.

Bharat Biotech is a traditionally sound, tried and tested com-

GETTY IMAGES

pany which hasalegacy of coming to the aid of the country in
times ofhealth distress. Asaleading manufacturerofinnovative
Hepatitis Bvaccines, it supplied a million doses for the National
Immunisation Programme at Rs 10 a dose. Ata time when Big
Pharma controlledby MNCswassellingitatRs 1,400adose,itwas
Bharat Biotech that supplied affordable vaccine to the country.
It was also the company that led the fight against Rotavirus that
affected lakhs of Indians. A company with such sound creden-
tials and credibility, a proven warrior, was being tarred with a
nasty brush by Modi’s detractors in a concerted fashion to score
brownie points.

Confusion about vaccines does immense damage to im-
munisation programmes run by the state and creates a trust
deficit in the public about the hard work put in for prolonged
periodsby professionals. Andatrust deficit takesagesto bridgein
the minds of people. None of this appears to have distracted
Modi’s critics from their primary goal of dissing every considered
decision and politicising his intentions, irrespective of how
unsuccessful their efforts ultimately prove to be. Even
Gagandeep Kangand Kiran Mazumdar Shaw were ropedin. The
director of the All India Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS),

UNION HEALTH MINISTER HARSH VARDHAN REVIEWS A VACCINATION DRY RUN AT GURU TEG BAHADUR HOSPITAL IN NEW DELHI, JANUARY 2
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Randeep Guleria, had said that Covaxin could be kept as back-
up for the rollout until after the Phase 3 trials were completed.
This was twisted to amplify questions on the credibility of the
Hyderabad-based vaccine producer. The line of attack was as
familiar astherhetoric: under Modi, India has entered a coercive
era of medical tyranny and vaccine nationalism.

nJanuary 12th, at the end of along and anxious
period of countrywide anticipation, the first doses
of the Covishield vaccine produced by the Serum In-
stitute of India (SIT) were finally shipped to six cities
from Pune. In all, the Government shipped out 56 lakh vaccine
vialsearmarked for 13 cities. There were emotional scenes—tears
ofrelief,joy and pride, selfiesand spontaneous clapping—asthe
first batch of vaccine consignments were unloaded at the Rajiv
Gandhi Hospital in Delhi and in Chennai, where five lakh vac-
cines, both Covishield and Covaxin, were flown to. Bengaluru,
Hyderabad and Kolkata were other citieswhichreceived vaccines,
and Mumbai was to follow soon after.
Such emotional scenes as the consignments arrived at vari-
ous destinations were understandable.
Thevaccinesarenotjust protection from

anti-Modi activists disguised as Covid clairvoyants. They had
also predicted mass starvation and destitution as a result of un-
employment. True, the economy contracted, jobs were lost,and
people’sincomes crashed, cutting across class. But the predic-
tionsof massstarvationand destitution came tonaught, given the
Government’stimely and tailored new schemesand the revamp-
ing of the older ones to ensure cash in the hands of the rural un-
employed and migrant workers forced to return to their villages
after their workplaces shut down. In addition, supply of addi-
tional free foodgrain totheeligible, right up to Diwaliand beyond,
ensured there were no starvation deaths. The Pradhan Mantri
Garib Kalyan Yojana and Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Anna
Yojana were boosted and became key conduits of direct relief to
the mostaffected.

Modi’sopponentshave continued tofind fault unrelentingly
with his Government’s handling of Covid. But it has become
clear that people at large are more than satisfied with the man-
nerinwhichhehandled thesituationand nowhere hasthisbeen
proved decisively than through the ballot. In the past year, the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has chalked up electoral successes
time and again, from civic polls to panchayat elections to state

Assembly elections and bypolls; from
Jammu and Kashmir to Bihar, Telan-

apandemic that hastaken over 1.5 lakh
lives in India. They are a telling meta-

gana to Madhya Pradesh (MP). In fact,
2020, despite the all-pervasive distress,

phor for the revival of the economy and IT IS IRONIC THAT could well be known as B]P’s year. In Bi-
thereturn of normalcyinanationunder THE SAME PEOPLE har, the party became the second larg-
lockdown for rpost of. ayear. Workp'laces, QUE STIONING THE est, with 74 of 243 s'eats, only one seat
schools,smallindustries, trade, business, lessthan the Rashtriya Janata Dal (R]D)
eventhemostbasiceconomicandsocial DELAY IN THE whichemergedasthesinglelargestout-
activities, had been affected in this peri- MANUFACTURE OF fit. BJP returned to power in Patna with
od,devastating themost vibrant of societ- VACCINES HAVE NOW the Janata Dal (United) towardsthe end
iesworldwide. Therolloutin India—the SHIFTED THE oftheyear, butasthe clearheavyweight
second most populous country—will in the alliance. It also wrested the Dub-
serve that macro effort of dispelling the GOALPOST TO baka Assembly by-election from the
insecurities of awretched year that deci- THE EFFICACY OF ruling Telangana Rashtra Samithi (TRS)
matefi lifeaswe hafi known it, life as it THE VACCINES , and putupan impressive s‘how inthe
was lived and experienced before 2020. Greater Hyderabad Municipal Corpo-

However, as the country stands on PARTICULARLY ration polls. The same was the case in
the verge of a momentous executive COVAXIN the MP bypolls and in Rajasthan, even

and scientific feat—makingnotone but

as the Congress performed abysmally.

twovaccines—it has sparked a different
type of concern among the regime’s op-
ponents. The developments on the vaccine front spell doom for
those hoping to stage acomeback on the political front—some-
thingtheyhavenotbeenable todosuccessfullyatthe hustings—
by tripping Modi.

Their hopes of Modi’s failure on Covid management and on
vaccine manufactureandrollout werereinforced andselectively
amplified by tappingintoasmall network of fearmongersamong
thescientificcommunity. Every setback in containing thespread
of the pandemic wasmagnified in the initial days, exponentially
raising fears of infection and fatalitiesamong the public.

Despite that, India defied the scenarios of doom peddled by

Modi retained more than his personal
credibility and popularity.

Irrespective of the politically motivated narratives crafted by
the opposition, the fact remains that the prime minister’s inter-
ventionand owning of responsibility in urging pharma industry
leaders early on in the pandemic went along way in conveying
theurgency of vaccine developmentin India. Indiahasbeenable
totakeahugeleap taken by BigPharmaelsewhere withoutstate
oversight of any sort.

Self-styled experts here objected to virtually everything that
prevailed in other developed countries, including shorter dead-
lines, abridged trials, insufficient peerreview andlack of transpar-
ency on trial data, to cry wolf about the efficacy of the vaccines.
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Withoutcompromising safety orefficiency, thelikesof Pfizerand
Moderna availed of concessions from the UK regulator to deal
with the emergency situation. No questions were raised by the
vaccinesceptics hereabout these shortcuts,but Modi baiters criti-
cised the same in the case of India’s own commendable efforts.

Onlytheverynaive can claim that vaccine and science canbe
totallyinsulated from politics. In the wake of Covid and the race
tofindacure, ‘vaccine nationalism’ hasbecomeafamiliar phrase
in therealm of politics. Additionally,ina democracy, everything
aboutvaccinedevelopment,clearanceandrollout, platformsand
costs, is certain to become part of the debate. That is as it should
be. For, public health is too sensitive an issue to be left solely to
pharma ‘experts’.

AVACCINE REGISTRATION TRAINING FORHEALTH OFFICIALS IN BARAMULLA, JANUARY 12

But while one can debate, hold a government toscrutiny, the
line cannot be crossed into overt politicising of public health,
especially in a pandemic. It is ironic that the very same people
questioning the delay in the manufacture of vaccines have now
shifted the goalpost to question the efficacy of the vaccines, par-
ticularly Covaxin.

Cynicism is now giving way to outright opportunism. The
fear-mongering is aimed at causing vaccine scepticism among
asection of the population that has always seen such efforts as
conspiraciesagainst theirfaithand meantto causeserious bodily
harm, such asinfertility and so on. Statements from Samajwadi
Party’s Akhilesh Yadavand RJD’s and Tejashwi Yadav—the for-
mer called it “BJP vaccine” and the latter asserted that he would

get vaccinated if Modi would lead by example and take the vac-
cinefirst—seem tobemeant toincrease vaccine aversionamong
already vulnerable sections.

Casting doubt on established regulatory processes followed
by vaccine companies with a credible background was not
enough. In tandem with the political opposition to Modi, activ-
istsand NGOshave alsojumpedin at thiscritical vaccine rollout
time to claim that in some pockets in Bhopal, in BJP-ruled MP,
the poorand Bhopal Gas Tragedy victims’familieshave been tar-
geted with a payment of Rs 750 to enlistin Covaxin trials, many
with no phone connections and not even aware that they were
part of a trial and not the larger official government-driven vac-
cinerollout tobegin only on January 16th. Itisimportant tonote
that in countries like the US,
there have beenloud protests
about Moderna: not enough
African-Americans and Lati-
nos were being included in
the vaccine’s Phase 1 trials.
The concerns prompted the
company to proactively en-
list more from among these
groups in the second phase.
Critics here are, no doubt,
just as acutely aware that if
samples of vaccine-testing
in Phase 1 and Phase 2 trials
are not representative of all
groups, the conclusions are
unlikelytobe considered fully
credible.

The Government, how-
ever, had anticipated this
line of attack—especially on
alleged opaque efficacy data
on vaccines slated for rollout
and on the equity aspect. It
was to counter this deliberate
disturbia that the prime min-
ister announced that three
crore people in the first phase
of rollout would be vaccinated free of cost. Apart from other is-
sues, thisalso called out those claiming their state governments
would provide free vaccines to all state residents, a move seen
as purely politically motivated. In other opposition-run states,
such as Chhattisgarh, the governments have fallen prey to their
own rhetoric and demanded supply of only Covishield and not
Covaxin. With that one decisivemove, Modi hasmanaged toput
torest the falsehoods peddled about the vaccine rollout. While
countries like the UK and Sweden, and even Israel, have been
forced to repeatedly restart lockdown following a resurgence of
infections, after firsthaving eased up on this, Modi hasremained
on top of the criticism from his detractors and steps ahead of his
political opponents. m
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A SHOT OF HOPE

tishard to quantify hope, but on the morning of

January 12th, ithad a shape—a glass vial of just 5 ml

capacityfilled with a transparentliquid: the Covishield

vaccine. It was being carried in three pharma trucks

that rolled out of the Manjri premises of the Serum

Institute of India (SII). By 7:23AM, Puneairport’s Twit-

terhandle had posteda video of the boxesbeing placed

ona conveyor belt, with the message ‘Stand by India!’

Each box had ‘Rush Vaccine’ stamped on its side apart from the

legend ‘May all be free from disease’ in English and Sanskrit. By

4PM, more than 54 lakh doses of Covishield had travelled across
the country according to the Union health ministry.

The country’s capital was one of the first cities to receive its

instalment, more than two lakh doses, by 10AM that day. But

even before the SpiceJet flight that was carrying the vaccine took

covip-19
VACCINE
CARRIER=1

off from Pune, anticipation hummed through the corridors of
the Rajiv Gandhi super specialty hospital in East Delhi. “If vac-
cine is gold then we are RBI,” laughed Dr Chhavi Gupta, media
spokesperson of the hospital. In late November itself, the Delhi
government-run hospital wasidentified asa vaccine storagefacil-
ity and since then work has been on here in full swing. A three-
storied utility building in a secluded corner of the hospital cam-
pus was identified, a few metres away from a gate so that entry
and exit of refrigerated trucks and vans could be facilitated. The
building has been taken over by the state government’s health
department. On the day Openvisited thesite (before thearrival of
thevaccines),security guards questioned those who were within
walking distance of the building even as life-size Godrej crates
were being placed side by side. “There isa CCTV room and the
storage facility will be manned 24 hours, to maintain inventory

covI)
wAcay
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In rplling out its mass vaccination programme,
India expects to pull off the unprecedented I
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and security,” says Gupta. The hospital will play norole in the
handling of the vaccine.

Sushila, a healthcare worker at the Gayatri Hospital in Uttar
Pradesh’s Ghaziabad district, usually reaches her workplace by
9AM.ButonJanuary 16th,shewill be thereatleastan hourearlier.
“lamnotevensureIwillbeabletosleep,out of both nervousness
and some excitement too,” she laughs. It is on this day that one
of the world’slargestimmunisation programmeswillroll out as
India beginsthe project of vaccinatingitsbillion-plus population
against Covid-19.

A gigantic project involving 19 ministries and all the les-
sons garnered over three-and-a-half decades of the Universal
Immunisation Programme (UIP), this vaccination drive will
testjustaboutevery system the country hasin place, from trans-
portationtolast-milerural health coverage. The first phase will
seethevaccination of three priority groups: healthcare workers,
frontline workers, who include personnel from state and Cen-
tral police departments, the armed forces and even municipal
workers,and people above 50. Those
under 50 but with co-morbidities

is vital for successful planning and implementation of
Covid-19 vaccination.’

Dry runs have been conducted across districts to simulate
actual vaccine administration with the election process serv-
ing as a blueprint. Each site will administer the vaccine to 100
beneficiaries every session which in turn will be managed by a
five-memberteam. A text message willinform the beneficiary of
thetimeand place whenand where they will firstencounter Vac-
cination Officer —a police orhome guard personnel whowill be
incharge of pre-checking theregistration status of the beneficiary
as well as verifying his or her photo ID. “Once inside, the benefi-
ciary’sdocumentwill be verifiedin the Covid Vaccine Intelligence
Network (Co-WIN).Social distancing normsare to be followed at
every step of the way,” says Dr Sanjay Agarwal, Additional Chief
Medical Officer of Ghaziabad. The actual vaccination will be car-
ried outbyatrained vaccinatorevenassupportstaffuploadsthe
details on the Co-WIN app. Aftervaccination, the beneficiary will
be taken toa third room fora 3o-minute monitoring of any After
Effects of Immunisation (AEFI) before
he/sheleavesthe premises. Text details

will also be included in this phase.
The Government aims to vaccinate
30 crore people by summer of this
year. To put it in perspective, a little
over two crore people have been
vaccinated worldwide since De-
cember when the UK became the
first country to start vaccinations.
Thelist of healthcare and frontline
workershavealready been provided
tostatesand Central ministries from
the data sent by health institutions
and uploaded on the Co-WIN plat-
form. The aim of vaccinating those
onthefrontlinesis well-thought-out
so that services do not falter, accord-
ingto Srinath Reddy, president of the
Public Health Foundation of India.

A PROJECT INVOLVING
19 MINISTRIES AND ALL
THE LESSONS LEARNT
FROM THREE-AND-A-
HALF DECADES OF
THE UNIVERSAL
IMMUNISATION
PROGRAMME, THE
VACCINATION DRIVE
WILL TEST JUST ABOUT
EVERY SYSTEM INDIA
HAS IN PLACE

of the second vaccination date will be
sent in real time to the beneficiary.
All of this, including the monitoring,
is standard protocol during vaccina-
tions, says Agarwal.

In the dry run that was conducted
on January 11th, Sushila was the
vaccinator while her colleague Sub-
hinesh was in charge of uploading
the information on the Co-WIN app.
“The first couple of shots took over
five minutes mostly because of ner-
vousness even though thiswasadrill
andIhavebeen avaccinator for three
yearsnow,” says Sushila. Butonce she
found her groove, it was smooth sail-
ing. Subhinesh, too, struggled with
the app but it is precisely to identify

use all over the globe till date, there are three manufac-

turers whose vaccines have been the most anticipated:
Pfizer, Moderna and AstraZeneca. In India, two vaccines have
been given emergency approval: Bharat Biotech’s Covaxin and
Covishield, whichisaresult of SII’s tie-up with AstraZeneca. Ob-
taining the vaccines may have been the easiest step in the long
march that should culminate in the defeat of the pandemic.
From cold-chain logistics to trained vaccinators, from the cor-
rect messaging to adequate security protocols, the Union and
state governments face the unenviable task of pulling off a
globally unprecedented exercise. The health ministry itself ac-
knowledgesinitsoperational guidelinesthat ‘the highestlevel of
politicalandadministrativeownership,commitmentandsupport

O fall the vaccines that have been approved for

these issues that the dry runs were

conducted. States such as Maharash-
tra have identified internet connectivity and even inadequate
health servicesin rural areas to deal with possible AEFI-related
complications and have recommended that data be uploaded
offlineas well. Health expertshave alsoraised similar concerns
along with the possibility of there not being enough trained
vaccinators as the drive expands. As it happens, both Covaxin
and Covishield are intramuscular injections.

Co-WINisan extension of the electronic Vaccine Intelligence
Network (eVin) launched in 2015 for the UIP and is meant to fa-
cilitate every aspect of vaccine distribution, from maintaining
digital records of usage and available vaccine stocks, as well as
monitoring temperature. Theapp, which willbeavailable tothe
larger public only later, will also allow the monitoring of utili-
sation and wastage of the vaccine as everything, from the batch
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number of the vial to doses utilised per vial, will be uploaded on
it. Theapp will come aliveatgAM and shut offat 5PM, keepinga
tight control on vaccination schedules.

maintenance of the cold chain. UNICEF definesitasa

‘chain of precisely co-ordinated eventsin temperature-
controlled environments to store,manage and transport.’ Both
Covaxin and Covishield require temperatures between 2 to 8
degrees. One of the main reasons why Pfizer remainsa vaccine
for rich countries is because its temperature requirement is
(-)70 degrees and this needs specialised freezers that can cost
anywhere between $10,000 and $15,000. According to figures
cited by Union Health Secretary Rajesh Bhushan, in a brief-
ing made on December 15th, 2020, India currently has more

O ne of the biggest challengesin this battleisthe

than 28,000 cold-chain points apart from 240 walk-in coolers,
7o walk-in freezers, 45,000 ice-lined refrigerators, 41,000 deep
freezers and 300 solar refrigerators, which will be used for stor-
age of Covid vaccines. At centres where vaccination is taking
place, the vaccine will be kept in cold boxes with the lid closed
tillthe beneficiary enters the premises. At the end of the day, all
unopened vaccine vials are to be sent back to the distributing
cold-chain point. The onesreturned from the previousday have
to be marked and stored separately so that they are used first
on the following session day. The date and time of opening a
vial must be carefully recorded and an open vial will have to be
discarded after four hours of having been opened.

SII has said that they already have 500 lakh doses of the vac-
cine ready although the group also has commitments to other
countries. Bharat Biotech hasaninitial order of more than 50lakh
from the Governmentandisconfident that they can manufacture

HEALTH WORKERS AT A SCHOOL ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF AHMEDABAD THAT HAS BEEN
CONVERTED INTO ATEMPORARY VACCINATION CENTRE, JANUARY 8

\ VACCINATION
/)  ROOM

REUTERS
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7,000lakhvaccine dosesby the end of the year. Whethervaccine
shortage will become an issue in the days to come remains to be
seenbutthereisan urgencytoensure thatadditional medical sup-
plieslikesyringesand gloves are availablein adequatenumbers.
Covid-tgmayhavebeen declared a pandemic onlyin Marchlast
year butRajiv Nath, managing director at Hindustan Syringes &
Medical Devices, the manufacturers of Dispovan syringes, knew
in February itself that the company would have to expand its
manufacturing capacity. Thanks to India’s immunisation pro-
gramme, there is an adequate supply of 0.5 ml intra-muscular
syringes of the auto-disable variety. It is the same syringe that is
required for the Covid vaccine. Nath says the Government only

AHEALTHCARE WORKER ENTERS DATA ON THE CO-WIN
APPIN GANDHINAGAR, DECEMBER 29, 2020

woke up to the need for more syringes in September last year,
askingsyringe-makerstoramp up theirmanufacturing capacity.
“Iknew that we would have a vaccine but unless we ramped up
production early on, there might be a problem of enough doses
being available but not enough syringes to deliver them.” With
over 30 crore intended beneficiaries in the first phase itself, the
requirementgoes up toapproximately 7o crore syringes. By June
2021, the companyison target toraiseits production to 100 crore
pieces, butlike SII, it too hasinternational commitments. At this
stage however, Nath does not foresee a shortage unless the Gov-
ernment clears the private sector for administering the vaccine.

India’s UIPis widely considered to be one of the success stories

of global immunisation and comparisons between its success
and the Covid vaccination drive are inevitable. But Dr Suneela
Garg, a public health expert, says that there was a lot of struggle
atthebeginning of that programme too. “There were mythsand
misconceptionsthenastherearenow. Theseneed tobe countered
at every step of the way.” The mindset of teeka lagana hai(a vac-
cinationshot) hasentered the psyche ofatleast themotherin the
country says ShailajaChandra,aformersecretary with the Union
Government. “When UIP wasfirst started, there were naysayers
who balked at the thought of setting up cold-chain supplies in
stateslike Bihar, but we have built systemsand structuresin place.
Even as early as March we were spreading the message about
Covid through ASHA and Angan-
wadi workers and that helped cre-
ateawareness,” she says.

From election rolls to Census
data to satellite imaging, every re-
sourceatthedisposal of the Govern-
ment needs to be called in for this
driveand Chandrasaysitalreadyis.
The loss of income brought about
by the lockdown instilled a fear of
the disease in people’s minds. In-
diaisincreasingly reporting fewer
Covid cases on a daily basis despite
consistent testing. Yet, this should
not make us complacent. “Rich
people have the ability to remain
secluded, but the ordinary man
hasnosuchluxury.Hehasbeen hit
onceandassuch thereshouldn’tbe
resistance,” she says.

Thesecond phase of vaccination
will ideally be meant to provide
herd immunity but alot of factors
will ride on its success, beginning
first and foremost with the stage
the pandemicisin. “Will it be rag-
ing? Willitbereceding onitsown?
These questions will have to be
taken into account when the sec-
ond phase is being planned. More
than a crore of infections have come to our attention but there
would have been several lakh silent ones also so that cohort has
memory cells. Questionslike would only peopleabove theage of
18be vaccinated will need to be answered. But before we address
all of that, we have to ensure the first stage goes off well,” says a
public health doctor who does not wish to be identified.

January 16th will begin with a prayer on everyone’slips, the
answer towhich wemaynotfully receive formonthsyetbecause,
like intelligence operations, the success of a public health initia-
tiveisusually notvisible for years. But by the time the first phase
draws to a close, India should have some answers as to how the
pandemicislikely to farein the second halfof 2021.m
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* THE JOURNEY
/" /OF A VACCINE

Serum Institute will need all of its capacity and experience to
ensure Covishield begins the end of the pandemic in India

| By LHENDUP G BHUTIA

n the early 2000s, when international
health organisationssuchas PATHand the World
Health Organization (WHO), supported by a
grant from the Bill &Melinda Gates Foundation,
decided tocomeupwithavaccinetoeradicatethe
deadly meningitis A epidemicsfromsub-Saharan
Africa, they got stuck over one question: who
would manufacture it?
The‘meningitisbelt’isaregion thatcomprises
25 countriesin Africa, from Ethiopiain the east to Senegalin
the west. The disease manifestsasaninfection of thelining of
thebrainandspinal cord. Peoplein thisregion have suffered
from epidemics caused by this bacteria for nearly a century.
Reports of the disease usually start at the beginning of the
calendaryear, when the drysand of the Saharan desert blows
southwards carrying tiny spores of the bacteriawith it. Every
year, many getinfected and die. And every few years, a full-
blown epidemicbreaksout. Whathad got the world startled
when organisationssuchasPATH stepped in was theregion’s
worstreported outbreak. Around 25,000 peoplehad diedand
over 250,000 infected in 1996 and 1997.
Itwasn’tasthoughavaccine could notbe developed. Just
notanaffordable one.
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For a vaccine to work in this region, researchers realised, it
would have to be priced nomore than halfa dollar. According to
aPATHreport,alocal official from Niger told Dr Marc LaForce, the
director of the Meningitis Vaccine Project (MVP), a partnership
between PATHand WHO, “Please don’t give usa vaccine that we
can’t afford. That’s worse than no vaccine.”

The MVP team began to scour through the developed world,
looking to interest a pharmaceutical company that could mass-
producesuchavaccine. Butnoone was willing tocome on board
atthat price. Itjust wouldn’t cut it.

That’s when the Serum Institute of India stepped in.

The Pune-based company, already a major vaccine manufac-

turerthen, wasexpandingitsreach. It was tying up with interna-
tional bodies, negotiating deals with foreign governments and
health bodies, importing the latest equipment and enlarging its
facilities and capacities. To anyone else, a 50-cent vaccine made
nosense. But for Serum Institute, it fitjust right in.

The company had built, and was further building, a vaccine
empire based on amodel of scale. Working on the economies of
scale,itchurned out massvolumesof vaccines cheaper thanany-
oneelse and yet turned a profit.

Itcame out with MenAfriVac,ameningitis A vaccine that cost
just $o.50 for asingle dose in 2010. According toa 2015 report by
WHO, just five years after its introduction, the disease has been

nearly eliminated from that region.
Dr SV Kapre, the executive director

SERUM INSTITUTE'S MACHINES CAN FILL 500
VIALS A MINUTE. CEO ADAR POONAWALLA
STOPPED BY ONE SUCH MACHINE TO EXPLAIN
TO A STUNNED JOURNALIST, ‘SO THAT'S 5,000
DOSES PER MINUTE FILLED. AND BY THE WAY
THAT WILL DOUBLE IN FEB'

JOPENIY]

of Serum Institute, was reported as
saying then, “Making a vaccine is a
technical issue, but making the vac-
cineavailableatanaffordable priceis
areal challenge.”

Serum Institute has grown even
largernow.Itsbusinessmodel of mass-
producingvaccinesatcheaprateshas

led tomore orders, whichinturnhas
motivatedittofurtherexpand.Ithas
acquired more companies, enlarged
its plantsand manufacturing capaci-
ties, and by manufacturing about
1.5 billion vaccine doses annually
become the world’s largest vaccine
manufacturer by doses produced.In
the 199o0s, it exported its vaccines to
around 35 countries. Today, the bulk
ofits business comes from abroad. It
exportsits vaccines to an estimated
170 countries, and until recently
claimed that 8o per cent of its busi-
ness came from foreign shores (now
it claims exports contribute 60 per
cent of its business; the rest coming
from India). As Cyrus Poonawalla,
the founder of Serum Institute, has
been known to say, the company
reaches more children than Coca-
Colaand PepsiCo can ever hope to.
Thisexpansion ofitsbusinessand
manufacturing capacity hasnow put
the company in a crucial position. If
the Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine (or
Covishield, asitisknowninIndia)is
the vaccine that will lead to the end
of this pandemic—especially given
how expensivethe othertwoleading
vaccines, the Modernaand Pfizervac-
cines,are—forIndiaand manyother

REUTERS
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ACOVISHIELD CONSIGNMENT ARRIVES IN KOLKATA, JANUARY 12 (LEFT); GUJARAT DEPUTY CHIEF MINISTER
NITIN PATEL CONSECRATES A COVISHIELD CONSIGNMENT AT AHMEDABAD AIRPORT, JANUARY 12

countries in the developing world, it will need Serum Institute
to use all its capacities and experience to churn out the vaccine
atanincredibly fast clip.

Overthe pastyear,much of the conversationaround the world
hasrevolved around whether researchers can develop a vaccine
fast enough. Now, there’s another equally important question:
can the vaccines be mass-produced fast enough? For the pan-
demicto end soon, just the fastest developed vaccines in history
will not do. It will also have to be the fastest ever produced on
suchamassscale.

had yet to strike five and the city was covered in darkness, a

small crowd ofjournalistsand camera crew had gathered out-
side the gates of Serum Institute in Pune. For daysnow, journalists
had stood outside these gates, trying to film the goings-onin the
factory, trying to learn just when the vaccines might make their
way to therest of the country.

Now finally, across the steel gate, in the darkness ahead, lay
the objective for which they had gathered all of the past few
days. Amid a small army of policemen and security personnel
lay three trucks, packed to the brim with boxes of whatappeared
tobevaccines.

But everyone would have to wait. A policewoman, Deputy
Commissioner Namrata Patil, materialised in front of the truck
to carry out a little prayer ceremony. And then, a little scramble

I nthe early morning of January 12th, when the clock

brokeout,asthe trucksmade theirway out. Fortherest of the day,
several trucks left the premises—some to the airport and from
there to therest of the country,and a fewlaterin the day viaroad
to the rest of Maharashtra. Through the day, as these vaccines
began to show up elsewhere, their trucks would be garlanded
and more prayer ceremonies would take place.

Theexcitement wasunderstandable. With these vaccines (and
some from Bharat Biotech’s Covaxin), Indiais going tolaunchits
largest vaccination drive in history.

Fornow;, the Centre has contracted Serum Institute tosupply
1.1 crore doses of Covishield. Once the vaccination programme
officially kickstarts, a larger order is expected. In all, 30 crore are
expected tobevaccinatedin the first phase. Since both Covishield
and Covaxin require double doses, that is at least 60 crore doses.
Serum Institute of course will not be producing vaccinesjust for
India. It also has deals and requests from other countries, apart
from a commitment to supply 200 million doses to India and
othermiddleandlow-income countriesby 2021 aspartofitsdeal
with COVAX Facility, a vaccine alliance that wants to ensure a
rapidandequitable distribution of vaccinesacross the world (this
includes doses of both Covishield and another Covid-19 vaccine
that it is manufacturing for the US company Novavax). Overall,
ithasalicensingagreement with AstraZenecatosupply 1 billion
dosesof the Oxford vaccine tomiddle and low-income countries.
Serum Institute hasnow also begun toappeal forasimultaneous
rollout of its vaccines for the private market in India.

Thatisalot of vaccines.
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THE OTHER VACCINE

The biggest challenge is yet to come for Bharat Biotech

By AMITA SHAH

ovaxin, the country’s first indigenous

vaccineagainst the coronavirus,hasbeenintheeye

of the storm. In the summer of 2020 as Covid cases

rose and a vaccine was still elusive, the emergence
of an Indian vaccine came as a ray of hope, but was clouded
by scepticism given the deadline set by the Government for
avaccine tobeready.

The Covaxin story began when the Indian Council of
Medical Research’s (ICMR) National Institute of Virology
(NIV),Pune,isolated strains of the SARS-CoV2 virus, lessthan
twomonthsafterthefirst Covid case wasreportedin Indiaon
January 3oth, 2020. By early May, Hyderabad-based biotechnol-
ogy company Bharat Biotech received the strain. Since then,
behind the secure walls of the Bio-Safety Level 3 (BSL-3) high
containmentfacilityin Genome Valley,abouta
hundred invisible faces pored over developing
avaccine against the coronavirus. For the next 1
couple of months, they dedicated themselves
to their mission, desisting from going home
to their families, as a precaution against any
chance of exposing them to the virus. In two
months, the team completed animal toxicol-
ogyandimmunisation onrat, miceandrabbits,
establishing 100 per centsafety on the animals.

Outside the high walls of the facility, Co-
vaxin created a flutter. The Drug Controller
General of India (DCGI) cleared it for human
trials on June 2gth. When Bharat Biotech an-
nounced that it has successfully developed
Covaxin, BBV152, an inactivated virus-based
Covid vaccine, in collaboration with ICMR
and NIV, the company’s founder Krishna Ella,
ascientist-turned-entrepreneur, wasstill unsure
ofthereturnsoninvestment. He describeditasa
“moral responsibility”. The company had shut
downitsinjectable polio projectand converted it fordevelop-
ment of the coronavirus vaccine.

The announcement came on a day when Prime Minister
Narendra Modi had reviewed India’s preparations for vac-
cinating the country’s over 130 crore population. June had
witnessed a 66 per centincrease in the number of Covid cases
reported till then. Two days later, ICMR Director General
Balram Bhargava, in a letter to the 12 institutions chosen as
clinical trial sitesfor the vaccines, underlined the need to fast-
track the vaccine trials. He set a deadline of July 7th to enrol
candidates for trials.

The haste sparked off a controversy, raising experts’ eye-
brows and drawing political criticism, casting a shadow over

BHARAT BIOTECH FOUNDER KRISHNA ELLA IN HYDERABAD

thejubilation of developing an indigenous vaccine.

Alow-profileElla,who termed the vaccineasa “small drop
inthe ocean”, however,had notindicated any timetable forit.
His goal was to give global access to people who needed the
vaccine most. Bharat Biotech evaded getting drawn into the
row, maintaining a stoic silence.

AccordingtoDrRajniKant, director, ICMR Regional Medi-
cal Research Centre (RMRC), Gorakhpur, and head, Research
Management, Policy, Planning and Coordination,ICMR Head-
quarters, Covaxin hasshownsafety and efficacyin pre-clinical,
Phase 1 and Phase 2 studies. Bharat Biotech was chosen be-
cause of its state-of-the-art facilitiesand ICMR’s experience of
working with it.

The dust had barely settled on the controversy over rush-
ing the vaccine when it got embroiled in anew one. Covaxin,
along with Covishield developed by Oxford University and

GETTY IMAGES

AstraZeneca Plc, got the DCGI’s approval on January 3rd this
year, even before the Phase 3 trial data for the Bharat Biotech
vaccine was available. Ella, pushed into defending the vac-
cine, told the media that permission for Covaxin was based
onimmunogenicity data. “The tests on hamsters and mon-
keysdisplayed oo percentprotection offering the bestanimal
challenging data compared to other vaccines.” He said that
approval means that the company will nolonger be required
tohaveaplacebo groupinitsongoinghumanclinical trial,and
willvaccinate peopleinan open-label format. Vouchingforits
safety, he sought a few days to announce its efficacy level, as
done by Pfizer, Moderna and AstraZeneca.

The Government came out with an explanation justifying

el



itsnod for Covaxin, and said it was for “restricted emergency
use”. Health Minister Harsh Vardhan said Covaxin would
be used in clinical trial mode, and claimed that it was more
likely to work againstnewer variantslike the UK one. Amidst
apprehensions over its authorisation, the Government has
ordered 40 lakh doses of Covaxin at Rs 309 each, besides 1.1
crore from the Serum Institute of India (SIT)atRs 220 perdose,
fortheinoculation drive beginning on January 16th. Covaxin
wasbeing purchasedata higher price because Bharat Biotech
wasalso giving 16.5 lakh doses free of cost, taking the cost per
dose toRs 206.

Covaxin is based on traditional technology, in which vac-
cines insert an inactivated virus into the body. In the new
mRNA vaccines, they teach cells how to make a protein to
triggeranimmune responseinside the body, which produces
antibodies protecting against the virus. Dr Sanjay Rai, who is
the principal investigator for Covaxin trials at the All India
Institute of Medical Sciences (AIIMS),says themain objective
during Phase 1 trial was to establish the safety of the vaccine.
“Covaxin is based on an old technology of making vaccine.
That’s why the safety concern is minimal, even in the long
term. There are nine vaccines in the world and two—Pfizer
and Moderna—use thenew mRNA method, forwhich there’s
no evidence of long-term safety. All the information isin the
publicdomain. Those whoareinadilemmashould findout.”

Just when Covaxin was battling controversy, SII's Adar
Poonawalla said that apart from Covishield, only vaccines by
Pfizerand Moderna had shown efficacy while others, includ-
ing Covaxin, were only “safe, like water”. Ella,ata press confer-
encerefuted the charge,and said hiscompanyhad carriedouta
“200% honest trial in nationalinterest” withoutany financial
aid, and did not deserve such a backlash.

For Ella, the biggest challenge is yet to come, once the vac-
cines startrolling out. As of now, he has moved away from
public glare, focusing on the vaccine, for which Phase 3 trials
involving 25,800 volunteers across India, each of whom will
gettwo dosesinaspace of 28 days, had begun in November.

Founded in 1996, when Ella returned from the US after
studying molecular biology, Bharat Biotech was started with
atotal cost of Rs 12.5 crore. It has a track record of innovation
withmore than 140global patents,a product portfolioof more
than 16 vaccines, delivering four billion doses of vaccines
worldwide, four bio-therapeutics, registrations in more than
116 countriesand WHO pre-qualifications. Amongits biggest
achievementsisRotavac, the vaccine for Rotavirus, theleading
cause of diarrhoea in children across India.

In an interview nearly a decade ago, Ella had drawn simi-
laritiesbetween science and business. “For both, you planand
implement ideas. If it is hypothesis in science, it is business
planinbusiness. Ifit'srisk analysisin business, it’stesting the
methodsinscience..Thereare dogmasagainsthigh technolo-
gy andhigh capital-intensive projects. WhatIhad planned was
high technology and high capital intensive. The third dogma
wasthefeelingthatIndianscouldnotdoit. Fourthdogmawas
thebeliefthatascientistcouldnot thinklikean entrepreneur.”

Asoftoday, Ellais thinking more like a scientist. |

COVER STORY | COVISHIELD

According to an executive in a rival vaccine manufactur-
ingcompanyinIndia, Serum Institute hasboth the scientific
expertise and manufacturing capacities, apart from the fi-
nancial strength to produce vaccines at such amassive scale.
“Manufacturing vaccines at such scale is quite complicated.
But Serum has alot of experience in this field. Out of all vac-
cines sold globally, probably over 60 per cent has been man-
ufactured ata Serum plant,” the executive said requesting
anonymity.Serum Institute also hasdeep pockets. According
to MoneyControl, the company clocked a revenue of around
Rs 5,900 crorein 2019-2020,about six times the revenue of its
nearestrival, the Hyderabad-based Biological E, which gener-
ated Rs 952.4 crore.

Institute would be manufacturing the vaccines, CEO Adar

Poonawalla had said that apart from the 1.5 billion vac-
cines it produces annually, the firm has an extra capacity of
400-500 million doses.

The Poonawallas have an impressive facility. They have
massive bioreactors, cameras that can scan for particles in
vials and machines that can fill 500 glass vials every minute.
During arecent interview, he stopped by one such machine
to explain to a stunned journalist, “So that’s 5,000 doses per
minute filled... And by the way that will double in Feb.” He
hasalsobegun to construct amassive facility in Pune which,
when complete, he claims, willadd another 1 billion dosesto
Serum Institute’s annual capacity.

But even Serum Institute’smassive facilities weren’t going
to be enough to mass produce a Covid-19 vaccine in record
time. The company reportedly had tobuild new facilitiesand
rejigold ones,apart from halting the production of othervac-
cinesinsome plantsto prioritise onaCovid-19 vaccine toscale
up production. Theyalsostarted producing the vaccine even
beforeitwasgrantedalicence or theresults of itsstudies were
out, risks probably no listed company could have managed.

A few months ago, Poonawalla told Open that such risks
had to be taken to protect lives. “If | had waited till Novem-
ber[2020]... we wouldn’t have seen the vaccine till the end of
[2021]. We would have lost countless numbers of lives had I
not taken thatrisk,” he said.

Later in the day when the first batches of vaccines were
beingsent out, Poonawallaheld a press conference where he
spoke about the challenges the company faced in produc-
ingsuchlarge volumesinrecord time. According tohim, the
company will continue to produce more than 70-8o million
doses every month. “Smaller companies are taking time to
bring out theirvaccines. Theirsupply willbe scaledupin the
second and third quarter[of 2021]. Till that time, the world will
be dependent on us,” he said.

Producing millions of vaccines until more supplies from
elsewhere begin to show up will benomean feat. m

In 2020, when it was announced that Serum
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It is a straight contest in Tamil Nadu between MK Stalin and

OR A WHILE, it

seemedlike therinse-

F repeat cycle of Dra-
vidian politics was

about to be broken.

There were othersin

the fray who had set out to disturb the
settled order of things. Orsoitseemed. As
the pollsloom closer, however, the great
cinematic hope of Tamil Naduandalleged
one-time unmaker of ] Jayalalithaa,actor
Rajinikanth, has exited the stage with-
out even making an appearance, and
Kamal Haasan remains a shadow-boxer
intheentrenched duopoly of the Dravida

MunnetraKazhagam (DMK) and the All
India AnnaDravida MunnetraKazhagam
(AIADMK). Meanwhile, the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), no longer content to
be an éminence grise, has been eyeing
opportunities amidst the messy remain-
ders of Jayalalithaa’s legacy and is yet to
find its moment. Other parties in the
state, such as Vijayakanth’s Desiya Mur-
pokku Dravida Kazhagam (DMDK) and
Seeman’s Naam Tamilar Katchi (NTK),
are scrabbling at small vote banks. De-
spite the flux in Tamil politics in the past
four years, the tradition of two-to-tango
remains surprisingly unbroken. Outgo-

-

=

ing Chief Minister EdappadiK Palaniswa-
miand DMK President MK Stalin are the
only jousters in the arena, with all other
contenders reduced to rumbles in the
distance, and even their own eminent
predecessors, thelateJJayalalithaaand M
Karunanidhi, made part of the furniture
of the post-hero politics of Tamil Nadu.
While it is not a multi-cornered
contest, Tamil Nadu 2021isunlikely tobe
acinch for either party. For one, the aspi-
rants, who are each seeking the people’s
mandateforthefirsttimein theircareers,
arefarfrom equally matched. Stalin,who
for the first time faces an Assembly elec-

JOPENIT:
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tion with the full supportof the DMK cad-
res, is up against sacks of money and the
desperation to hang on to power that has
kept AIADMK together despite vicious
infighting since the death of Jayalalithaa
in2016.Inalliance with the Congressand
smaller regional parties, DMK isin a bet-
ter position to contest a vast majority of
the 234 constituencies than AIADMK,
which will come under pressure to cede
ground to Anbumani Ramadoss’ Pattali
Makkal Katchi (PMK), BJP and other al-
lies. While the anti-incumbency that
hasbuilt up over a decade and the split
leadership of AIADMK are handy weap-

Edappadi K Palaniswami after Rajinikanth’s retreat

ons in DMK’s arsenal, the party has be-
trayedits anxiety byrelentlessly catastro-
phising AIADMK rule, tothe extent thatit
rananentireround of campaign meetings
across the state on the theme of ‘rejecting
ATADMK’. “Tagreeitmakesuslook weak.
The negative campaign was Prashant
Kishor’sideaand he got theleader’s okay,
sowecouldnotdoanythingaboutit,”says
a DMK spokesperson, peevishly adding
thatwhile Stalin hasadopted amore con-
sultative approach with his partymen in
the past year, ground truths sometimes
fall by the wayside in a professionally-
run campaign. Besides, the doom loop

Edappadi K Palaniswami

ByV SHOB‘A..

of dynastic politics continues to impact
DMK’spopularity,especially with therise
of Stalin’sson, actorand party youth wing
secretary Udhayanidhi.

There is no crisis of narrative, argues
Su Thirunavukkarasar, Congress MP
from Tiruchirappalli and chairman of
the party’s campaign committee for
Tamil Nadu. “Corruption, thelack of unity
within the party, unpopularleaders, ten
years in power and a doomed alliance
with BJP—the odds are stacked against
ATADMK,” he says. The key charge
against AIADMK—that of throwing its
traitorous lot with the ‘anti-Tamil’ BJP—
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“Corruption,

the lack of

unity within

the party, 3
unpopular

leaders, ten
years in power and
a doomed alliance
with BJP—the odds
are stacked against
AIADMK”

SU THIRUNAVUKKARASAR
Congress MP

“I believe

thatwe {
have

reached y

a stage

in Tamil Nadu

where more than
caste or freehies, itis
the performance of @
government that will
guide voters”

TKS ELANGOVAN DMK MP

thing
affecting
AIADMK
cadresisthe
alliance with BJP,
whom they blame
for the drubbing they
tookin the 2019 Lok
Sabha polls”

MAALAN NARAYANAN
political analyst

islikely to stick, especially when framed
in the tautology of Dravidianspeak. The
AIADMK leadership haslittle choice but
todefertoPrime Minister Narendra Modi
and Home Minister AmitShah evenasits
second-rungleaders criticise the national
party in a bid to raise the morale of party
workers.Inasupplere-negotiation of the
alliance-of-convenience, AIADMK, in its
annual general council meeting on Janu-
ary gth—whereitratified the declaration
of Palaniswami as the chief ministerial
candidate—commended the Centre for
its vaccine drive and welfare schemes
on the one hand, even asits deputy coor-
dinator, KP Munusamy, speaking at the
event, dubbed the national party “imma-
terialtotheelection”.“Ouronlyrivalisthe
DMK,” he told partymen in clear terms,
in a throwback to AIADMK under MG
Ramachandran,whohadrelied onleaders
like K Kalimuthu to lyrically dismiss the
Congress—thenanallyatthe Centre—as
aspent force in the state without having
to personally implicate himself. Impor-
tantly, BJP, which had been openly bicker-
ingwithitsregionalally, hasnowsoftened
itsstance, with party national general sec-
retary and Tamil Nadu incharge CT Ravi
admitting on January 11th thatitisa
“minor partner in an alliance led by
ATADMK?”. Says senior state BJP leader
KT Raghavan, “We believe thisisamutu-
allybeneficialalliance. We know forafact,
forinstance, that the reduced margin in
the DMK’svictoryin the Vellore bypollin
2019 was due to the Triple Talaq Bill.” In
his 3oyearswith the party, therehasnever
beenamore conducivesociopoliticalmo-
ment for BJPin Tamil Nadu, he says.
“Thisisanissue-less election. The one
thing affecting AIADMK cadres is the
alliance with BJP, whom they blame for
the drubbing they took in the 2019 Lok
Sabha polls. They believe that in a direct
contest between AIADMK and DMK,
they would have a fighting chance,” says
political analyst, journalist and author
Maalan Narayanan. AIADMK won just
oneoutof 38 Lok Sabhaseatsthatwentto
thepollsin 2019, withits vote share tank-
ingfrom 44.3 percentin 2014 whenithad
contested the Parliamentary polls alone
under Jayalalithaa, to 18.8 per cent. Even

adding the 5.25 per cent votes polled by
thesplintergroupled byJayalalithaaaide
VK Sasikala’s nephew TTV Dhinakaran,
the volley of votes that went to the DMK
camp seems to point to women and the
SC community of Arunthathiyars, who
had traditionally voted for Amma,switch-
ing sides. “Itis very simple this time. The
side backed by BJP will lose,” says TKS
Elangovan of DMK, citing among the
failuresof the ATADMK itsinability to get
the BJP Governmentat the Centretoscrap
the National Eligibility-cum-Entrance
Test (NEET) and to disburse the Goods

and Services Tax (GST) dues.
HERE ARE LARGE chinks
T inDMK’s own armour.Ina
show of strength, the party

launched its campaign
from the Kongu belt in western Tamil
Nadu, considered an AIADMK strong-
hold because of caste affiliations and
its representation in the Cabinet, with
the chief minister and several ministers
hailing from the Gounder community
that is among the dominant castes in
theregion. In 2016, AIADMK won 42 of
47 Assembly seats from the region. More
recently, it proved its hold over western
Tamil Nadu in the local body polls held
inthestatein December 2019 by winning
bigin the chief minister’shome district of
Salem, and in Erode, Namakkal and Co-
imbatore. The DMK organisation in the
Kongu region, insiders say, has been busy
battling its own internal issues. After the
passing of senior leaders like CT Dhanda-
pani and Veerapandi S Arumugam, the
party haslacked popular faces from the
western belt. Campaigning in Edappadi,
DMK’s Salem West district secretary TM
Selvaganapathi admits the Vanniyar-
dominated constituency will be a hard
one to bag. “We are a lot more confident
of winning Mettur and Sankari. The only
surprise element now is money—and in
every grama sabha, we tell the people to
lookbeyond the directand indirect bribes
the government is giving them, eitherin
theform ofthe PongalbonanzaofRs 2,500
orascashforvote.” DMK hascharged that
thestategovernmenthaswasted precious
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resources on Smart City and other badly-
executed programmes, leaving its coffers
empty. While Palaniswami is on a freebie
spree, announcing a generous Pongal
bounty—financed by borrowings, the
Opposition has pointed out—and free
internet for students for four months,
competitive populism alone will not win
himan election.

“Ibelieve that we havereached astage
in Tamil Nadu where more than caste or
freebies, it is the performance of a gov-
ernment that will guide voters. We will
highlight the corruption rampantin this
industrial corridor and the Salem-Chen-
naiexpressway that will displace farmers;
and talk about investmentsand jobs that
have not materialised,” Elangovan says.
Among DMK’s more realistic promises
isanincreasein the number of workdays
under the Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act from
10010 150, with payment of wageson the
same day. DMK also understandsa priori
the need to tune its ideological timber to
appeal to women and young voters. Itis
creatingalarge number of posts for wom-
en within the party organisation and ex-
panding its digital presence across plat-
forms. Theinvolvement oflocal ATADMK
functionaries in the sexual assaults in
Pollachi against nearly 50 young
women has posited room for a narrative
on women’s safety—one that Opposi-
tion MP Kanimozhi Karunanidhi has
championed with urgency.

While ATADMK has further consoli-

Rajinikanth (centre)
announcing the
launch of his political
party in Chennai,
December 31,2020

dated its pre-existing support base among
the GoundersoftheKongubelt, by ‘usurp-
ing’ powerfrom Sasikalaand Deputy Chief
Minister O Panneerselvam, both Thevars,
the Palaniswami government may have
alienated the powerful OBC community
that was once a dependable vote bank for
AIADMK.Thepall oflostopportunity has
descended on Panneerselvam, whoisnow
thepalerofthetwoleavesof ATADMK.He
haslaunchedhisown campaign,whichso
far has crossed paths with the chief min-
ister’sjust once. Despite their differences,
together the twoleadersstand for the idea
of the new AIADMK. It is a stereoscopic
one that could continue to grow in scope
and perspective—butonlyifitcan pull off
avictoryin the 2021 Assembly elections.
A party that until a few years ago blindly
followed the holy writ of Jayalalithaa has
become decentralised under Palaniswa-
mi and Panneerselvam. “The Congress
under Kamaraj operated in this fashion
and encouraged regional satraps to run
the show in their own districts. Thisidea
has come of age in present-day AIADMK.
Leaderslike CV Shanmugam, SP Velumani,
Pollachi Jayaraman and KC Veeramani
have been given free rein to operate in
their regions and are held responsible
for the party’s performance there,” says
Maalan Narayanan.

“Between EPS and OPS, they have de-
livered a working government that was
better than the Jayalalithaa administra-
tion in the final years of her life,” says
political observer Raveendran Doraiswa-

WITH RAJINIKANTH
EXITING THE STAGE
WITHOUT EVEN MAKING
AN APPEARANCE,

IN THE ENTRENCHED
DUOPOLY OF DMK AND
AIADMK, TAMIL NADU
20211S UNLIKELY TO BE A
CINCH FOR EITHER PARTY

my. In an election where the farmer has
become a totem for justice—AIADMK
has presumably balanced the scales by
backing the Central Government’s farm
reform bills months after declaring the
Cauvery delta districts of Pudukottai,
Thiruvarur, Thanjavur, Cuddalore and
Nagapattinam as a protected agricultur-
al zone—Palaniswami’s humble origins
andsubsequentrise withinthe AIADMK
ranks should have made him an inspir-
ing, if self-referential, figure. And yet,
wherever he speaks, he gives the impres-
sion of being a lone rider eager to appor-
tion the credit due to him. His campaign,
‘vetri nadai podum Tamilakam’ (Tamil
Nadu on a victory march), often lapses
into a personal list of achievements, too
giddy to be bothered by inconvenient
truths or to acknowledge the scaffolding
of the establishment that backs him.
The reason the two Dravidian par-
ties have ruled Tamil Nadu by turns is
because they are both structured like
language, the smallest of their units con-
veying meanings that, when they join
with otherunits, make upinfinite truths.
And in the meticulously observed prose
of Tamil thought leaders, they inspire in-
tense beliefs, rational and otherwise, in
the people who run the show and write
thesentences. Thiselection belongsnotto
Stalin or Palaniswami orto theideologues
labouring under misapprehensions
aboutwhatit meansto be Dravidian, but
tothese swirling units of democracy. The
sentences will write themselves.m
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I CINEMA H

He’s played a street-smart vagabond, a dramatic leading man,
even a joker. Now a fine performance as a version of himself
caps an extraordinary 40-year career, but Anil Kapoor is in

no mood to stop reinventing himself

HERE’S A SCENE in

Netflix’s AKvs AK, an

extraordinary meditation

on fame and stardom, when

director Anurag Kashyap

breaks down and talks about
his midlife crisis. How he has two bro-
ken marriages, one child to whom he
wants to be a good father. He is saying
this to Anil Kapoor, playing a version
of himself, who roars back: ‘Don’t
you think I've had mid-life crises?I
have three children, a marriage that
haslasted 36 years. Do you think it’s
easy? Torunlike adog? To dancelikea
monkey?’

He forgot to add that he’s been
astar for over 40 years—far longer
than he acknowledges. He tells me, “I
remember going to Shirdi to pray to Sai
Babaji for a break in the Mumbai film
industry. I had just done a Telugu film
but was getting no work in Mumbai.
Abusload of tourists descended on
me and the girls started crowding
around me for my autograph.” It was
1980. They had just come down from
Andhra Pradesh, where his first film
asalead actor, Vamsa Viuksham, a
Telugu film directed by Bapu (who had
directed his producer brother Boney
Kapoor's first film Hum Paanch) had

By Kaveree Bamzai

become a success.

That sums up Anil Kapoor’s ex-
traordinary career. A certain respectful
disregard for his stardom, the antici-
pation of his own imminent crises, a
complete surrender to whatever movie
heisworking on,and total dedication
to his craft. Long-time collaborator and

hasreinvented himself several times.
He was the beloved tapori(vagabond)
in moviessuch as Tezaab(1988), Ram
Lakhan(1989) and Awaarygi(1990). He
then did more dramatic roles in movies
such as Virasat(1997), Taal(1999) and
Pukar(2000), for which he won the

i National Film Award for Best Actor.

director Subhash “Then something
Ghaisaysit best: “He happened tome
isamaninaconstant whileI'was shootin;
and ruthless search of WhenIdream Honey Irani’s Armain
excellence.” itis about [2003].I1decided Ihad

‘ So wh(?tl}er it charactersIwant © Fhange wbat I was
involvessittingdown doing.” He did, starting
inthe middle of to P la'Y' Not homes! offasuccessful spree
Mumbai’s Grant Road, not thousandsof of mainly comedic
bruised and battered, fans clamou:ring rolessuch as No Entry
butstill askingif the for me” (2005) and Welcome
take was good, for AK (2007). “Irealised if

vs AK, or stopping ANILKAPOOR actor you’re a comedicactor
the carand askinga like Steve Martin,
passerby to give him Peter Sellers, Walter

the shirt offhisback because it suited his
characterin Mashaal(1984), he will doit.
Hewill doit, whetherit means shav-
ing his chest forarolein Ahsaas(1979)
which required someone younger look-
ing (arole which he didn’t get eventu-
ally) or removing his moustache for the
first half of Yash Chopra’s Lamhe(1991).
Inacareer thatbeganin 1979, he

Matthau or Jack Lemmon, you can be
ageless,” he says.

Atevery point, he has taken risks
that have eventually paid off. It could
be taking the role of gameshow host
Prem Kumar in Danny Boyle’s Slumdog
Millionaire(2008) after being told by
son Harshvardhan Kapoortodoso
immediately—reminding him of the

25 JANUARY 2021

53 [



poster of Trainspottingin his office. It
could be deciding to do Zoya Akhtar’s Dil
Dhadakne Do(2015), where he hesitated
toplay Priyanka Chopra’s father.
“Because you had to go grey for therole?”
Iask.No, he says, “Because we came
close to playing romantic partners.”
Untilhisson reminded him that he was
playing a character, not himself.

And Anil Kapoor has never been
afraid of playing it different. “I remem-
ber for r1942: A Love Story[1994] T had
to play alover who would climba
balcony, Romeo and Juliet style, to woo
the woman Iloved. I told Vinod [pro-
ducer director Vidhu Vinod Chopra]
why don’t you take a younger star like
Aamir or Bobby Deol? Why me? But
both brothers [producer Vir and Vidhu
Vinod] were insistent on taking me,”
he says. He was 38 then and decided
he had to start taking care of himself.
“I started jogging, exercising, I lost
weight, I cut my hair.” In Eeshwar
(1989), he played a grandfather fora
portion of the film. He cites superstar
Rajinikanth asinspiration. “We were
acting togetherin a film called Bulandi
in 2000 where he was playing my
father and Isaw he was so secure with
himself. He needed no external valida-
tion as an actor,” says Kapoor. “When
Idreamitisabout charactersI'want to
play. Not homes, not thousands of fans
clamouring forme.”

HATMAY ALSO be because he

hassecured alevel of comfort

with hislarge, tree-covered home
inJuhuwherealift transports you
to the floor occupied by whichever
Kapoor you want to see: the parents,
actor Harshvardhan, producer Rhea or
actress Sonam Kapoor Ahuja (while she
was living there). It is miles away from
where Kapoor grew up, in Tilak Nagar
(Chembur, Mumbai) in a one-room set
with akitchen, which housed Boney;,
Anil, Sanjay and theirsister Reena, along
with the parents. “There were 36 tenants
ineach buildingin thatarea. We used to
play football, using our slippers as goal
postsand forget them every day, with our

mothershoutingat us. We enjoyed that
era,”says Boney. Their father suffereda
heartattackin 1976,and Boney stepped
up totake on the production of Hum
Paanch.“Anil was with me every step of
the way,” says Boney, who graduated a
year earlier than Anil from St Xavier’s
College, Mumbai. He also played his fa-
therina theatrical production, forwhich
theyrehearsed, but with Anil fallingill,
he couldn’t performit.

Their father, Surinder, grew upin the
same street in Peshawar (now in Paki-
stan) as Dilip Kumar’s brother and Shah
Rukh Khan’s father. Partition brought
them to Meerut. Their grandfather
finally handed over their fatherto
cousin Prithviraj Kapoor who puthim
towork in production, most memorably
on Mughal-E-Azam(1960). From there,
Surinder Kapoor stayed with Prithviraj
Kapoor,and when Shammi Kapoor’s
assistant went away for a while, his
wife, actress Geeta Bali, asked him to
handle her husband’s work. Bali gave
Surinder Rs 10,000 which started him
offin production, which is why they still
acknowledge ‘Geeta Aunty’in the title of
all theirmovies.

Those were halcyon daysand
Boney, the family historian, remem-
bers them in detail. The birthday
parties where the best child dancer
would get a prize of Rs 2 from
Prithviraj Kapoor. The dayslearn-
ing to drive thanks to Raj Kapoor’s
daughter Rima at their Loni farm near
Pune. The day he, Anil and Shammi
Kapoor’s son Mickey banged the star’s
Chevroletinto a tree. “But Anil was
always a stickler for work,” says Boney,
recalling how he didn’t wash his face
for two-three days when he played a
young Shashi Kapoor in Tu Payal Main
Geetin 1970 (the movie was released
much later). Much later he even went
to Khadakwasla to shoot with Raj
Kapoor as a cadet in a film he was plan-
ning, Param Vir Chakra, which never
gotmade.

AK vs AK director Vikramaditya
Motwane believes his family is the
anchor, allowing him to focus on his
career and characters. “I would rather

Irealised if you’re
a comedic actor like
Steve Martin, Peter
Sellers, Walter
Matthau or Jack
Lemmon, you can

be ageless”
ANILKAPOOR
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that people come to me and say why are
younot doing hero roles than them
telling me to play the father,” says
Kapoor. Heis also, like Amitabh
Bachchan, enjoying attention from
young directors who are writing roles
specifically for him.

He’s glad the ‘chalta hat (easygoing)
attitude in the industry has given way
to greater professionalism. “Earlier
we would write the script on the set,
the choreographer would listen to the
song on the setand then create steps.
‘We would often get our own clothes,”
he says, recalling how he used his own
silver suit and red shirt for a key scene
in Ram Lakhan(1989) and bought his
own jackets for Woh 7 Din(1983)and
Mr India(1987). The nature of fame
was different too. Often he would be
away on an outdoor shoot foramonth

anda film starring him would be a
hit. “IT'wouldn’t even get to know,” he
says, comparing it with the instant
bouquets and brickbats which social
media today ensures. “Everybody has
anopinion about younow,” he says.
There isno Lakshman rekhaany
longer, he says. The industry and
audience are less emotional, less
considerate. His work ethicis
unchanged though, says Motwane. He
getsinto the script details, makes his
notes, does hisrehearsals and yet asks
the director for cues, for the simplest
of explanations. In AK vs AK it was
this:imagine the worst day of your life.
The film, which was to be made with
Shahid Kapoor earlier, has benefited
from Anil Kapoor’s bigger footprint.
Says Motwane, “He has much more to
lose, and also more to prove, in terms of

ANURAG KASHYAP (CENTRE) AND
ANIL KAPOORON THE SETS OF AK VS AK

the older man being the hero.”

Remarkably, 40 yearsin the
spotlight have not changed him much.
He remains a people’s person, whether
itis befriending a clueless young
reporter on the film sets about the
protocol around Amitabh Bachchan
(“He doesn’t like to be watched while
heiseating”) or admitting frankly that
he was often Ghai’s fallback choice for
arole. He has happily given much of
the credit for blockbusters such as Beta
(1992) and Mr Indiato the actresses,
Madhuri Dixit and Sridevi. He has
maintained a great friendship with his
co-star on many filmsin the’8os and
’90s, Jackie Shroff. Ask him about the
fine eye for the aesthetic his children
have and he creditsit to his wife,
Suneeta, who haslargely kept herself
aloof from cameras.

kaas!”,first uttered in the utterly

forgettable Yudh(198s5), epitomises
Kapoor. Ask him to explainitsappeal
and hesaysitsuggests
something fresh and lively. “I was on
the Kapil Sharma show recently and I
gotsomany people telling me they
loved seeing me laugh and smile. They
said seeing me happy makes them
happytoo.”

It’sarare actor who can say that

and it explains his staying power.
Few actors have straddled the era of
the angry young man, embodied by
Bachchan, and the three Khans. From
the pre-liberalisation era of Bachchan to
the post-liberalisation era, he hasbeen
anactorwhoisasmuchateaseatthe
Toronto International Film Festival as
heisattheIIFA awards.In 1989,ina
detailed interview to a newsmaga-
zine, he had said, “People are fed up of
violence, they want peace.” He had said
then herepresented “the down-to-earth,
uncorrupted, vulnerable, not angry
young man”. Over 3o years later, he can
stilllay claim to the same everyman. m

H ISTRADEMARK PHRASE, “Jhak-
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The Historian’s Eiye

Romila Thapar provides a nonjudgmental cultural perspective on China

By Shivshankar Menon

T TAKES A serendipitous

combination of a significant time,

aninteresting place and an astute

observer to make the diary form
work outside one’simmediate circle of
family and friends. We have all three in
abundance in Romila Thapar’s Gazing
Eastwards: Of Buddhist Monks and
Revolutionaries in China. Theresultisa
unique book, well worth reading, which
should appeal not just to scholars of
history, China and India but to the intel-
lectually aware public.

Itisan account by the historian of
hervisitto Chinain 1957 asresearch
assistant to Sri Lankan art historian Anil
de Silvaalong with a French photogra-
pher to work on the major Buddhist sites
at Dunhuang and Maijishan on the Silk
Road, or, as they should more accurately
be described, the web of Eurasian silk
and horse routes or Silk Routes. The
book is based on the diary she kept for
friends. Thapar has wisely refrained
from editing herimpressionsin the
diary, for they retain the freshness of
firstsight. She has merely added a brief
introduction and epilogue.

The art history project which took
Thapar to China marked an exploration
of China’s past, in particular of the Bud-
dhist past thatlinks India and China. It
is through sites such as Dunhuang and
Maijishan that India and China were
in contact exchanging goods, ideas,
science, technology and religion right
through the first millennium and into
the second. The intermediary king-
doms, traders, monks and others made
it possible for trade, ideas and religion to
flow and be adapted over time. Pilgrims
and travellers such as Xuan Zang and
Kumarajiva also followed these paths
thattrade and religion opened. Dun-
huang and Maijishan are sites that

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

ROMILA THAPAR’S IMPRESSIONS OF BEIJING,

NANJING, SHANGHAI AND OF THE PEOPLE SHE
MET ARE SHARP BUT SYMPATHETIC, AND QUITE
AT VARIANCE WITH THE MONOCHROMATIC
TROPES THAT NOW PASS FOR RECEIVED WISDOM
ABOUT CHINA AND THE CHINESE IN THE MEDIA
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still astound visitors with their beauty
and scale—Dunhuang’s many caves
with their murals and sculpturesin
whatis called ‘10,000 Cave Hill’,and
Maijishan (literally, ‘bushel of wheat’
foritsshape) where the hill itself has
been carved into caves with muralsand
giant Buddhas. They are much easier to
access today than when Thapar went
in 1957. She thenroughed it out, living
in cramped and primitive conditions,
revealing an admirable devotion to

her profession. Today’s visitor can
travel and stay in relative comfort,

but must share the sites with thousands
of other visitors, to the point where
most caves are now closed lest they

be damaged by the sheer presence of
tourists, and a high-technology Visitors
Centre in Dunhuang gives you a virtual
tour of thesite.

For many years thereafterno other
foreigners were allowed such access to
these sites as the three ladies enjoyed,
living among the monks and people. In
1957 they were visiting a new, hopeful
and revolutionary China that was soon
totake a darker turn and be embroiled in
the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural
Revolution. Thapar was perceptive in
sensing the tightening restraints on
academic discussion and the restrictions
that came soon after Mao’s call in 1956
forahundred flowers to bloom, encour-
agingintellectuals to speak out. The
rectification campaign that followed in
1957 was harsh and marked the start of
aturninginward and cutting off of links
with the outside world, including Soviet
allies, thatlasted through the next
two decades.

Thapar wasalso sensitive enough
tosense the growing tension between
the Chinese authorities and the Soviet
Union before this became public. She
notes how a cutting off from the world
and suppression of academic freedom
and discussion are necessary and initial
actions by incipient dictatorships. Her
disquiet comes through in heraccount
of the limited openness she encountered
inher discussions with fellow Chinese
historians and archaeologists.

Some of what she saw and experi-

enced isstill true today as it was 6o years
ago. The Chinese Communist Party
haslaunched anotherrectification
campaign in 2020, thistime concentrat-
ing on officials of the security state.

The segregation and special treatment,
good or bad,amounting to an ‘other-
ing’ of foreigners, including allies such
asthe Russians, continues today in
more sophisticated forms. The Chinese
regime utilises the innate courtesy of
the Chinese people and theirsense

of exceptionalism to distance them
from ‘dangerous’ outside influences,
especiallyideas or ‘spiritual pollution’
that foreigners carry. Thisis the mirror

GAZING EASTWARDS
OF BUDDHIST MONKS
AND REVOLUTIONARIES
IN CHINA

Romila Thapar

Aleph
340 Pages|Rs 999

image of the overwhelming hospitality
that Indians experience in Pakistan,
whichisyet another form of othering.
Thapar also perceptively notes the
problem of introducing communismin
large social and territorial systems such
asRussiaand China and the inability of
ideological systems, whether of left or
right, to answer why and how ques-
tions, leading to dictatorship. Indeed,
oneisstruck that such a young Thapar
should be asking such serious questions
and sensing so much more than she was
shown. Her healthy scepticism and re-
sistance to being guided are an example
toall students of China.

Thapar and her companions were

fortunate in the places they visited, the
access that they had and in the timing of
their visit. She shook hands with Mao
Zedongand Zhou Enlai at Indian Am-
bassador RK Nehru’s reception, spoke

to Chinese people from all walks of life,
and glimpsed ordinary Chinese life
when old China and new China were
both jostling for space. What makes
thisbook such aninteresting read is
Thapar’sreactions to the complexity of
aChinain revolutionary change. Her
impressions of Beijing, Nanjing, Shang-
haiand of the people she met are sharp
but sympathetic,and quite at variance
with the monochromatic tropes that
now pass for received wisdom about
Chinaand the Chinese in the media.
She found the ordinary Chinese she met
friendly and practical, curious about
foreignersand the world. Asa womanin
astrange environment, she found China
comfortable and non-threatening, un-
like several other societies. This too has
notchanged.

Her commentsand observationsare
made morerelevant by the parallels she
draws between India and China, and the
sense of familiarity that she feels outside
the big cities with what she knew from
India. Thisisless true today, for the Chi-
nese have worked on and transformed
notjust the builtenvironmentin their
cities but theland and environment
itselfin ways that India has not. Today,
both countries present very different
aspectsand faces to the visitorand the
gap between them has grown.

Despite writing when outside
opinion on ‘Red China’ was polarised
and China was a litmus test for where
one stood on the political spectrum, asit
istoday, Thapar was open-minded and
objective, neither adulatory nor condem-
natory but attempting to understand
what she saw. Thisis an example that we
couldall profit from. This book is proof,
if proof were needed, that the historian’s
eyeisone of the most useful tools we
have tounderstand other
culturesand societies.m

Shivshankar Menonis aformer
national security advisor
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THE MAN AND THE IDEAL

Arshia Sattar brings out the many shades of dharma in the Ramayana

N SANSKRIT, THE word

‘maryada has several meanings.

The etymological root of the word

implies something that setsa limit
oraboundary. Therefore, in geographi-
cal descriptions, texts speak of mountain
ranges between regions that arelike
boundaries. They are known as maryada
parvatas. In transactions, youand Imay
have a contract. That is maryadaand vio-
lation of maryadawill represent a breach
of contract. Associeties evolved and
large numbers of individuals gathered
togetherand interacted, norms evolved
onwhatis proper conduct. Understand-
ably, these norms of good behaviour
are often society and context-specific.
Nevertheless, these norms are maryada
tooand anyone who violates these vio-
lates maryadaand treats ethical norms
with dishonour. The word ‘dharma’
can only be translated imperfectly into
English, since in different contexts, it
means different things. There is moksha
dharma, the dharma of emancipation
from samsara, the cycle of existence,
involving birth, death and rebirth. There
is raja dharma, the rules according to
which aking should govern, punishing
the guilty and protecting the virtuous,
ensuring swift dispute resolution. There
is dharmathat individuals follow, tran-
scending, but not to the exclusion of, the
dharmaof the four varnasand four ashra-
mas. Conflicts between different notions
of dharmaare inevitable and depending
on the decision taken, an individual
reaps the consequences. Karma,a word
thatagain hasmultiple meanings, is the
flip side of dharma.

The Mahabharataislonger than

the Ramayana. Notonlyisitlonger,itis
much more complicated, encompass-
ing the views of multiple protagonists.
In contrast, the Valmiki Ramayanais

By Bibek Debroy

not only shorter, it is primarily, though
notexclusively,a portrayal from Rama’s
perspective, which is the reason itis
known as Ramayana, Rama’s progress.
Perceptionsabout the Ramayanaaren’t
alwaysbased on Sanskrit versions. There
are non-Sanskrit renderings of the Rama-
yana too, sometimes more popular today
than Sanskrit versions. Even within the
category of Sanskrit Ramayanas, there
are versions of the Ramayana story in

tions. Comparing various manuscripts,
the Baroda Institute produced the Criti-
cal Edition, excising shlokas, especially
from ‘Uttara Kanda’. Most people will
say ‘Uttara Kanda’isalaterinterpola-
tion. Indeed, the language and quality of
poetryis often inferior to that in, say,
‘Ayodhya Kanda’. Thisisalso true of ‘Bala
Kanda’. But there isnothing to suggest
that thisdivision into seven kandas
existed from the beginning. That kanda

Kalidasa (Raghu- classification also
vamsam)and the probably occurred
Ramopakhyana later. Hence, logically,
accountin the Ma- there can be older sec-
habharata. Other tionsin ‘Bala Kanda’
than Valmiki Rama- or ‘UttaraKanda’
yana, there arealso and newer sections
Adhyatma Ramayana in‘AyodhyaKanda’.
and Yogavasishtha Therefore, Ifeel slight-
Ramayana. There are ly uncomfortable with
few people who know statementssuchasthe
the Ramayanaas well MARYADA following; ‘If we work
4 SEARCHINGFORDHARMA ~ [07OWINg; WEWO
as Arshia Sattar. This IN THE RAMAYANA with the well-estab-
is particularly true of Arshia Sattar lished assumption
Valmiki Ramayana. She o thattheBalaKandais
hasdonean abridged 2 ﬂ?,g’;ergﬁygfgg alateraddition tothe
retelling,abook on middle books of what
‘Uttara Kanda’,abook we call the Valmiki
onRama’sconductand Ramayana, our first

haswritten the stories in separate books
for children. Perhaps one should add that
thereisa Critical Edition of the Valmiki
Ramayana text, published by Baroda
Oriental Institute,and most people work
with that. Today, the Valmiki Ramayana
(and most Ramayanas) has seven kandas
or books: ‘Bala Kanda’, ‘Ayodhya Kanda’,
‘AranyaKanda’,‘Sundara Kanda’, Kish-
kindha Kanda’, ‘YuddhaKanda’and
‘UttaraKanda’.

‘We don't precisely know when the
Valmiki Ramayana was composed, nor
when itreached some degree of finality
asatext, with additionsand interpola-

encounter with Dasharathaisin the
AyodhyaKanda’(page 19). But thatisa
very minor pointand doesn’t alter the
substantive arguments of this book.
‘Whatis this book about? ‘Rather
than provide a conclusive definition of
dharmain the Ramayana, the essaysin
thisbook seek the various boundaries
that differentideas of dharma come
up against, boundaries beyond which
actions become transgressive and
deserving of punishment. ‘Maryada’is
acommonly used word for ‘boundary’
in Sanskrit. It also means ‘propriety
of conduct’,and with this additional
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connotation, it holds within
itselfthe idea that the bound-
aryitrefersto cannotbe
crossed without some kind
of retributive action. In the
context of the Ramayana
tradition, the word maryada
carriesa special weight
precisely because the word
comestobeused asRama’s
defining virtue. Within the
tradition, and especially
after the later Ramayanas,
Ramabecomesknown asthe
‘maryada purushottama’,
theideal man. Infact,it could
well be that the meaning of
‘maryada’as ‘good conduct’

ideal. Sattar has explored
thatin an earlier book
(Lost Loves, 2011).

Thisbook isabout others
and their attitudes towards
maryadaand dharma. ‘Thad
intended to write about the
so-called minor characters
inthe Ramayana, suchas
Dasharatha and Vibhis-
hana.Ialsowanted to think
about major characters,
such asRavana, Lakshmana
and Hanuman, and their
narrative roles’ (page 209).
Thus, in this slim book with
seven essays, we have essays
on Dasharatha, Hanuman

comes from Rama’s essential (there are two on Hanu-
association with the concept man), Vibhishana and Lak-
of propriety itself.’ (page 2). shmana. But wealso have
That’s the reason the title of essayson Ayodhya’s wives
thebook is Maryada, with (meaning Dasharatha’s
the subtitle of Searching for wives and Sita, not Urmila,
Dharma inthe Ramayana. Mandavi or Shrutakirti)
‘Searching for Dharma’ and the women outside
would have been too vast (Shurpanakha, Ahalya,
and difficult to pin down. Svayamprabha, Tara). Those
‘Maryada narrows down the who have read Sattar’s work
domain of di ion. ! that she writesex-
e THEREAREFEWPEOPLE  lnyibiowriee.
excellent human being, WHO KNOW THE RAMAYANA ingand reader-friendly way,
though thi WO\r;(\ifﬁaS' o}’;};er AS WELL AS ARSHIA SATTAR. “.’ithoust.losmg academic 1
meanings too. Why is Rama rigour. Since so many people
anideal man?Isit because THIS IS PARTICULARLY TRUE areinterested in the Rama-
he sets norms of good OF VALMIKI RAMAYANA yanaand Rama, I think they
conduct for others to follow, will find this an engrossing
orisitbecause he doesnot read. ButI don’t think this
deviate from a contract, once will be the last book Sattar

made? The former is the more com-
mon interpretation, though the latter
resonates more. For instance, the killing
of Valiis a trade-off of dharma, justified’
by the contract he had with Sugriva.
Sita’s ordeal by fire or the killing of
Shambuka can also be justified’ by the
contract he made for ruling the king-
dom. To quote Sattar, ‘More and more,
Rama seeks arighteousness not based
in caste or life-stage (varnashrama), but
inahigher truth which an individual
can grasp through intuition... He moves
from holding thata particularised
individual dharma is the only basis for

choice (obviously limited) to the more
radicalidea that dharmaisthe truth
that transcends all boundaries.’ In other
words, dharmais even above notions
of maryada. Some have questioned
Rama’s decisions and found it difficult
to understand them. There are also
those who have composed alternative
Ramayanas in the process, unhappy
with what Valmiki portrayed in his
Ramayana. (Some of the essays do refer
to other Ramayanas.) But thisbook is
notabout Rama and his decisionsand
their consequences, though thereis

an essay about Rama and the ascetic

writes on Ramayanaand its characters.
Her exploration of maryadaand dharma
will certainly continue and she will
write more about the minor characters.
Rabindranath Tagore wrote an essay (in
Bengali) about Urmila, suggesting that
readers want to know about Urmila, but
notabout Mandavi or Shrutakarti. Wait
for Sattar’s next book. As for this one, it
isan excellent read. Go foritand do read
the others, in case you haven’t already.
(Sattar’s The Mouse Merchant: Money in
Ancient India (2015) and her translated
Tales from the Kathasaritasagara(2000)
are differentin nature.)m
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Pandemic Reflections

Vinay Lal gives historical context to our collective
and individual responses to Covid

By Ullekh NP

VER SINCE HE wrotean
op-edin The Los Angeles Times
in 1998 titled Coming Outfrom
Gandhi’s Shadowfollowing
India’snuclear tests, Vinay Lal has
earned a preeminent position asa public
intellectual. Hiskeen observationsasa
historian on Hindu nationalism, Indian
movies, American foreign policy, history
writing in India, society, people and
culture are proof of his stature as
asascholar with a vast knowledge of
history’s cyclical sweeps.
The Fury of Covid-19, hislatest book,
tracks the history of epidemics as part
of the author’s project to understand
the current pandemic in the context of
human and political behaviour.In the
chaptertitled ‘Plague and Pestilence
in India, 1896-1920’, Lal, Professor of
History and Asian American Studies at
University of California, Los Angeles,
speaksabout various epidemics of the
periodin India, including the influenza
of 1918, to offer usa big picture of current
events. He argues—and regrets—that
people ‘conversant’ with that piece of
history would have been more effective
in tackling the migrant crisis triggered
by the fear of the coronavirusin March-
April 2020. Thereferences he givesin
this 300-page work are extremely useful.
Be warned, this work isnot a statisti-
calaccount oran update of how Covid-19
wreaked havocin the worldand in India.
Instead, it isa brilliant exposition of the
pandemic—which hasso far claimed
close to 2 million lives worldwide—
againsta historical and cultural backdrop
of other diseasesand emergenciesin the
pasttounderstand this one better. In one
instance, he writes of the ‘singularity
of global social responses’to Covid-19:

‘Atthe height of wars, distinct personality
disasters, national emer- traitsto the national
gencies, even plague epi- character of a country.
demics, publiclife never Lal then goeson to
came toastandstill—cer- talk about the rallies
tainlynoton thisscale. taken out by white
Londonersdescended supremacists as those
into the Undergroundas v ‘disguised as protestsin
their city wasblitzed by defence of individual
the Luftwaffe and then, THE FURY OF COVID-19 libertiesand the

. THE POLITICS, HISTORIES, . TN
astheall-clearsirens AND UNREQUITED LOVE American Constitution’.
sounded, emerged into OF THE CORONAVIRUS Healso writesa thing
thestreetsand went Vinay Lal ortwoabout the
about their business. The . ‘American way of life’
barsin Parisremained pcmitan tak hole bei

: 300 Pages | Rs 599 €nasawnole béng
openattheheightofthe more detrimental to the
Nazioccupation. Butby interests of humankind
contrast, the coronavirus and the earth than

hadnecessitated, or soit seemed from the
adviceadvanced by scientistsand
epidemiologists, segregation and isola-
tionin extenso.’

Assomeone whois obsessed with
understanding Gandhi, Lal has devoted
some pages,asa boxitem, on the Indian
leader’stough-as-nails nature innotonly
philosophisingabout how to execute
relief work butalsoin action. Theauthor
imagines Gandhi, ifhe were here today,
as punishing himself ‘to the hiltin
working around the clock, organising
relief workersand soup kitchens,and
cajoling people not torely on government
handouts but to make themselves useful
and apply theiringenuity’.

Lal, who statesin the beginning that
he hasused arguments from published
essays of his, including those in Open,
writes a stunning chapter correlating
each country’s Covid-19 response toits
national history. He hastens toadd that
he wasn’t subscribing to the views of
Margaret Mead and othersin ascribing

anything else in history, an observation
that perhapsacquiresanew meaning
after the so-called insurrection at Capitol
Hill on January 6th.

ChapterX givesusmore thana
glimpseintoasubject thatis germane
to the contemporary world, but,
again, from a historical perspective:
of how countries tend to treat ‘the
Other’ asthe source of an epidemic.

Lal, who discussesin earlier chapters
the experiences of groups considered
inimical to certain national interests,
concludesin this chapter that thanksto
the stigmatisation of other geographies
(such as Africain the case of AIDSand
Chinain the case of the coronavirus),
the way the virus outbreak has been
seen by many people ‘has considerably
weakened the hand of those who stand
by globalization and given further
impetustonationalism, already on the
risein many countriesin the world’.

Theauthor builds up hisarguments
after dwelling atlength onfeudal
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practicesinIndia that onceinsisted on
distancing between communities. The
author talks about the Kerala experience
of yore when the distance people had to
keep from others wasrigidly determined
by caste. Theidea of that distancing

was based on anotion of ‘pollution’

and lately some enthusiasts on social
mediahavelappedituptosay that their
forefathers wererightabout caste-based
distancingasa cleanliness measure. Lal
talksabout thissentiment with other
anecdotesand also about what should
now beaslapin the face of those whohad
vilified Muslims, especially the Islamic
missionary organisation Tablighi Jamaat
which had organised an international

convention in Delhi in mid-March 2020,
over ‘creating’ pandemic hotspots. Few
in the country were prepared toreason
orlisten: the view among many was that
Muslims had earlier forged a conspiracy
toseduce innocent Hindu girls, waging
‘lovejihad’,and soon the call went out
that the Muslims were now engaged

in ‘Coronajihad’and would have tobe
now stoppedin theirtracks,' Lal saysin
thisbook which was written in August
2020. Around April, the media was filled
with condemnation of these participants
forreportedly being superspreaders of
the SARS-CoV-2 virus.In December,

the Supreme Court exonerated 36
foreignerswhohad cometoattend

AS PART OF HIS PROJECT TO UNDERSTAND
THE CURRENT PANDEMIC IN THE CONTEXT
OF HUMAN AND POLITICAL BEHAVIOUR,
VINAY LAL WRITES A CHAPTER CORRELATING
EACH COUNTRY’S COVID-19 RESPONSE TO
ITS NATIONAL HISTORY

llustration by SAURABH SINGH

32"
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theTablighi Jamaat congregationin
Delhi’s Nizamuddin area of violating
Covid-19 guidelinesand asked the Union
Government to help them return to
their countries.
Theauthoris deeply reproachful
of whathe calls the ‘infantilisation’ of
itscitizens by leaders. That, according
tohim, isthe thrust of the Indian
response to the viral scourge. Asregards
themigration crisisin the country
thatforced peoplein citiestoleave for
theirhomeshundreds or thousands
ofkilometresaway, many on foot, Lal
interprets Gandhi who had said that
“Indialivesin itsvillages” thus: He was
ridiculed for hissupposed adulation of
the poverty-stricken den of superstition
and backwardness called the ‘village’, but
what Gandhi meant hasbeen illustrated
amply by the millions of Indians who
have, since thelockdown wasimposed,
taken to their feetand soughtareturn
passage to their villages.” He emphasises
thatwhathe seesin Indianowisrule
by fiat. Herecalls another occasion
before thelockdown when it was on full
display: demonetisation in November
2016.He uses French psychoanalyst
JacquesLacan’s phrase to explain the
phenomenon: ‘thelaw of the father’.
Heneither spares the Chinese, calling
them out for being ‘adept at obfuscating
the trutl?, nor approves of Americans’
unwillingness tolearn from the experi-
ences of the rest of the world and their
penchant for placing the blame at oth-
ers’ feet. Lal digs deep to put the disease
inalarge frame of history, politicsand
society since antiquity. Heis also occa-
sionally sceptical of the narratives of the
past,including that of Thucydides, ashe
weaves his own to bring out projections
of where we will stand after Covid-19.
Onalighter note, what Lal accomplishes
here can be compared to the elderly wis-
dom of analysing a person’s character
by theirbehaviourinateamsport.
He puts the spotlight on nations
byreplacing the game witha
pandemic. Which is perhaps
why,among other Covid-19
books, his stands out forits
readability.m
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MURMUR HAS arisenin the
leafy lanes of Koregaon Park
inPune. Themurmurhas
grownintoabuzz especially

inLane 8.Koregaon Park hasalwaysbeen
known foritssprawlingbanyan trees,
gated mansions, the Osho International
Meditation Resortand asahub for bars

andrestaurants. Here the city’s trendiest

walk alongside thosein Oshoslippers.In
thisneighbourhood anew entrant has
emerged.Itisanart gallery witharestau-
rant,named Vida Heydari Contemporary.

The galleryisan intimate space with

A new gallery puts Pune on the national art map high ceilingsand interestingnooks that
permitaviewer to enjoy an artwork one-
By Nandini Nair on-one. The space allows formoments

of contemplation and doesnotrush the
viewer on. The adjoining 8o-seaterres-
taurant (operating at half capacity during
pandemic times)isasexpansiveasthe
galleryis personal. The restaurantisall

BOSE KRISHNAMACHARI STANDS
NEAR BENITHA PERCIYAL'S THE
MYSTERIOUS VISITOR

“] WAS LOOKING FOR ARTISTS WHO MADE AN IMPORTANT STATEMENT IN THEIR WORK.
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chicand classy, thekind of venue where
onefeelscompelled to orderamartiniand
not chai. Apt fora cocktail lounge crowd.
The ikatinspired wall made of plants
thatborders the restaurantisan aesthetic
highpointof the open-air space.

On December 16th, 2020, VHC
opened with an art show, Origins ofa
Perennial Bouquetcurated by the artist
and Kochi Biennale founder/director
Bose Krishnamachari. Running till
February 14th, the show includes works
of five Indian artists: Benitha Perciyal,
Manish Nai, Sudarshan Shetty, Sumedh
Rajendran and Tanya Goel.

VHCisfounded by Vida Heydari,a cu-
rator and gallerist. The Iranian-Canadian
galleristhas worked with Indian, Iranian
and Chinese contemporary artists for
more thanadecade and a half. Speaking
onabright mid-December day, Heydari
says, “Thisgallery was created tobea

25 JANUARY 2021

platform for Pune artistsas well asartists
I'work with. Thereisan abundance of
artistsand artlovers here. Once Imoved
here, Ifelt Pune has given me somuch.
Whatbetter way to give back toit?”

For Heydari, Osho’s teachings were
herinitial pull to the city. Sheread a
book of hisand was so moved by it that
she chose to visit the city numerous
times. She adds, “It really added tomy
life. Andin the process, I fell in love with
Pune. The people are very gentle. The
landscape is mesmerising. And that is
whyI'wanted tomove here.”

Bose and Heydari have known each
other for close toa decade. Heydari
reached out to Bose and asked if he
would curate the maiden show for the
gallery. With sites playing a crucial
role to his vision, Bose saw the space,
suggested changes and then reached
outtoartiststo create original works for

the opening exhibition. When he first
visited the space, Bose was immediately
attracted to the high ceilings, which are
hard to find in smaller venues. Bose and
Heydari today joke over the fact that

he completely overhauled the space,
deleting her office, asking herto break a
few of the wallsand replace glass panes,
in order to systematise the lightingand
viewing experience. While this entailed
agood deal of time and money, Heydari
agreed with his plan. She says witha
laugh, “Ibecame office-less. But because
of hiscomments, the space has really
transformed.” Bose concurs, “I feel thisis
one of the finest small spaces with great
potential because of the aspect of the
restaurantandart.”

For Bose, the restaurant is fundamen-
tal to the gallery’s vision. As someone
who used to have a gallery space in Bom-
bay, whichincluded a restaurantanda

| REALLY LOVE ARTISTS WHO WORK WITH THEIR HANDS" BOSEKRISHNAMACHARI, curator

www.openthemagazine.com 63 [SIZa\



ART

VIDAHEYDARI

|

WORKS BY
TANYA GOEL

“PUNE HAS ARICH ART AND CULTURE SCENE. I'VE MET SO MANY ART
COLLECTORS WHO WOULD NORMALLY GO T0O BOMBAY TO BUY FROM
THERE. ITHAS BEEN EXCITING DAYS" vIDA HEYDARI gallerist

bookshop, he knows the importance ofa
“conversation space”. He says, “This jux-
taposition and connectingis very very
important.” Artistsand viewers of art
need a venue where they canimmerse
themselvesnot only in viewing butalso
in conversations. Always aware of Pune’s
vibrantartsscene, Heydari is happy with
theresponse,and says that she hasmet
moreartloversin the past few weeks
than she knew existed in the city.

N ENTERING THE gallery,

Sumedh Rajendran’s penciland
penon paper Skin Doubtgreets the
viewer. Within the frame of a pigeon-
like bird, the artist has drawn a grill, the
silhouette of ahuman and adoor. The
black-and-white-and-blue sketch hints
atfreedom and restraint, where there
isacage, thereisadoorout too. The art
works on display at Origins of a Peren-
nial Bouguettell of an inside and outside
world: whetheritis Tanya Goel’s cement
mixed with dye on found debris or
Sudarshan Shetty’s sculpture For All
That We Gatherwhich consists of objects
of home and travel (such asa tiffin
dabba, shoes and a potlibag) made from
reused teakwood.

Task Bose how he decided on these
fiveartists. He says, “Iwas thinking of
how in this pandemic time, I didn’t want
tomake something pessimistic. People
talk about beingsick,and loneliness. IJam
tired of things like that. Iwasalsolooking
forartists whomade an important state-

mentin theirwork. Ireally love artists
who work with their hands. Of course,
technology is part of everybody’s prac-
tice, butIbelieve in making with your
hands. That processisreally important.I
started thinking of artists who are work-
ing with materialsasaserioussubject.”

The engagement of the artists with
their materials shines through the
works. Benitha Perciyal usesa combina-
tion of frankincense, myrrh, cinnamon,
clove, bark powder, lemongrass, cedar
wood, essential oil and reused Burma
teakwood in her sculpture The Mysteri-
ous Visitor. Her work entails labour-in-
tensive toil of curing and making. Even
the pedestal, on which the human figure
in The Mysterious Visitorstands, is made
of scarred wood. Sumedh Rajendran’s
Reverse Landmade from teakwood isa
hybrid model that questions normal
representations. A viewer will come
up with her own interpretation of it
depending on the length and duration
of her gaze. From some anglesit might
look like a winged horse, from another
apeacock and from yetanotheraship
insail.

Anotherartistat the show whose
work slowly revealsitself to the viewer
isTanya Goel. Sheisknown to make her
own pigments from materials such as
charcoal, aluminium and concrete. At
VHC one can see her work sourced from
the demolitionsite of a building. In Trac-
ing Modernity in Dust, and Light, made
from cement mixed with dyes on found
debris collected from Central Public

Works Departments, she creates a geo-
metric configuration on a boulder-like
structure. In Mechanisms 8.5 (fragment 2)
she uses graphite, pen, acrylicandsilk to
createacanvas thatreveals her engage-
ment with textures and pigments. It
isadense work of semi-circularlines
that speaks of balance and its possible
dalliance with chaos. Calling her “a
really contemporary artist”, Bose says,
“She understands found materials that
are historically important. She picks up
materials from the demolished building
landscapes, which have layers of memo-
ries and colours.” Manish Nai’s work
Untitled IVis a weblike work on a fly
screen made from water colour, primer,
varnish and wood. During a walkabout
in the gallery, Bose explains Nai’s work,
“Textile isan important material, when
you talk about the history of Bombay
orthe history of people who worked in
those places.”

In the materiality of the works
ondisplay at VHC one can, perhaps,
glimpse the future of the gallery itself.
Asanew space, inacity thatisrooting
itselfinto the national art scene, it will
beavenue for tangible discoveries.
Here artists and those interested in art
will find a home under the canopy of
trees to seed new ideas and nurture
projects to fruition. m

Origins of a Perennial Bouquet,
curated by Bose Krishnamachari, vuns till
February 14, 2021, at Vida Heydari
Contemporary, Pune
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HOLLYWOOD REPORTER

Noel de Souza

‘Borat Is a Slightly More
Extreme Version of Trump’

ACHA BARON Cohen
s starsin Borat Subsequent

Moviefilm: Delivery of
Prodigious Bribe to American
Regime for Make Benefit Once
Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan,in
which he getseveryday people
and political figuresto openup
andexpose theirtrue beliefs
and, often appalling,ignorance.

How do you get people to open
up to you?

Well, this was the most
challenging movie thatI've

ever made, because I was taking
my most famous characterand
trying to make a movie with real
people. And I realised Boratis
the perfect character for Trump,
becausereally Boratisaslightly
more extreme version of Trump.
They are both misogynistic

and racist, they both support
anti-Semites, they both cannot
carelessabout democracy, they both

hold very old worldviews, and they’re
both laughable characters. So, I realised
by talking to some Trump supporters

asBorat,Icould actually get them to

Sacha Baron Cohen

whereI'dbe wearing a tee-shirt
that wasnot fully supportive of
the National Rifle Association
andso, it’sthefirsttimeinmy
career I donned a bullet proof vest
which Iwore for two of the scenes
inthemovie.

Do you think that social media
exaggerates polarised behaviour?
Well, essentially what’s
happened is there are a handful
of people who control what
information billions of people

around the world receive. That
isunfair and undemocratic,
those people aren’t voted for,
they cannot be replaced and
they’renotaccountable. And
what we have witnessedisa
revolution far more impactful
than the Industrial Revolution.
It’s the technological revolution.

increasingly threatened, soI brought
out my own fake newsjournalist to
make America and the world laugh,
and to try to occasionally show the
danger thatliesahead.

reveal how far they were willing to go,

because what s publicly said by the
president and some of his supporters
issoextreme, I thoughthowdoyou
satirise that? So, when it came to the
gunrally in Washington state and
getting a crowd of people to agree to
slice upjournalists, what I wanted
toreveal again wasthat weareona

precipice where we can see the edge of

democracy and after that we fall into
the abyss of autocracy, where it’snot
justverbal attacks on journalists, it’s

physical attacksandit’s the autocracy’s

fight. Asmembers of ajournalistic
association, I know you guys feel

Did you have problems opening a
conversation with hate-filled people?
Well, Irealise that tomake a sequel to
Boratwhich itself was astartling movie
for cinemagoers,Iwould have to put
myselfin some deeply uncomfortable
situations, soI knew that duringsome
of the scenes my heart would start
thumping, In fact,on one of the first
daysof filming at the Richmond Gun
Rally, there had been a threat thathad
been uncovered by a white supremacist
group to conductamassshooting. The
[Federal Bureau of Investigation| had
foileditand I was goingintoasituation

Afterthe Industrial Revolution
there were decades where
governments caught up with the
changes that were brought, and it took
many years for the government to
introduce legislation that curbed the
excesses of the industrialists who were
atthe forefront of that change. I believe
that we are in that period now where
there’s been a technological revolution
thateveryone assumed would be
merely positive, they’ve realised there
are some very negative effects fromit
and governments around the world
are catching up,and there’ll be a period
before thereislegislation that really
makesa change. ButIbelieve thatreal
change hastohappen.Iwould also

say thatsocial media has done more to
change in the past few weeksthanin
the pastfew years. And alot of that is
down toawonderful movie called Stop
Hatefor Profit, so there’shope. m
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STARGAZER

KAVEREE BAMZAI

[UGK UV CnaﬂCB Newsabout the

launch of Aankhen 2,asequel to

the 2002 thriller starring Amitabh
Bachchan and Sidharth Malhotra,
highlights an unusual Bollywood
phenomenon—thelucky outsider.
Few non-family newcomers have had
thekind of good fortune aserstwhile
Delhiboy Malhotra, who continues
togetsignificant work and media
coverage despite delivering a series

of movie disasters. One of the three
youngsterslaunched by Student of the
Yearin 2012, Malhotra was an assistant
directorin My Name Is Khan(2010).
While his debut movie did well, few of
the tomovies he hasdone since have
been successful. Since Kapoor & Sons, in
which he was the weakestlink, made
Rs7ocroreatthebox office, he has
hadaseries of films which have been
underwhelming. Yet, it doesn’t seem
todimeitherhisso-called starvalue,
reflected in hisendorsements, his
home being designed by Gauri Khan, or
hisstar girlfriends—the latest of whom
seems to berising star Kiara Advani,
who plays his girlfriend in Shershaah,
aforthcoming biopic of Kargil martyr
Captain Vikram Batra. Isitmerely
because he waslaunched by starmaker
Karan Johar, whom few in the industry
wanttoalienate?

0106STNEWCOMET When Luv

Ranjan was developing the script for
Ranbir Kapoor’snew film, he was clear
he wanted the father tobe played by
“someone like Boney Kapoor”. When
hesawhimin Vikramaditya Motwane’s
AKvs AK,where he plays himself, he
decidedto goforthe original. So hereis
Boney Kapoornow, at 65, making his

debutasa“rich, super confident guy”
inRanjan’sromance, whichis being
shotlargelyin Delhi. Playing his wife
will be Dimple Kapadia, whose Tenet
appearance hasreminded filmmakers
inIndiaofthe powerhouse of talent she
is. Watch out for her performanceas
awily politicianin Tundav, Ali Abbas
Zafar’spolitical series setin Delhi.

M [S | | d 1 Swaroop Sampat hasspent
much of herlifeafter hersuccessin

the TV sitcom Yeh Jo Hai Zindagias a
teacher todisabled children and wife
toPareshRawal. Arare appearance

by heronscreenis one of the many
highlights of Ramin Bahrani’s The
White Tiger. The Miss India 1979 plays
alower-caste politician whois unafraid
ofinspiring fearamongherrivalsand
supporters, whetheritisby asking for
huge amountsasbribe, hurling the
most vicious of abuse or even spitting
out paanon spotless marble tops. She
should expecther phone toringnon-
stop once the movie airs on Netflix.

Womenofa CertainAge

First,it was Neena Guptain The Last
Color(2019). Andnow Shabana Azmi
starsasaNew York chef who has
losther mojo and returnstoIndia to
reinvent herself. Directed by star chef
VikasKhanna, the movie, his second,
sees Azmi returning to the bigscreen
inaleadrole afterages, disproving
theageism and sexisminherentin
Bollywood. At 70, Azmiis very much
indemand formovies and streaming
services. She was the matriarchin
ITV’sterror thriller Next ofKin; plays
akeyfigurein the forthcomingsci-fi
series for Showtime’s Halo;and is Esan

SR el
| SHABANA AZMI

Daulat Begum, Babur’s grandmother
in Nikkhil Advani’s Moghulsfor
Disney+ Hotstar.

ADUU[“ me Shenevergotherdue

in Bollywood, soit wasno surprise
that AditiRao Hydarihaschosento
actinsouthern movies, headlining
Mani Ratnam’s Kaatru Veliyidai

(2017) and Chekka Chivantha Vaanam
(2018),among others. Her shoot with
southern heartthrob Dulquer Salmaan
for choreographer-turned-director
Brinda Gopal’s Hey Sinamikawas
interrupted by Covid-19 before finally
wrapping up in December, but now
comes exciting news for the beauty
withroyalblood. She playstheleadin
Amazon Prime Video’s forthcoming
periodseriessetin 1940s Bollywood. It
isthe work of three directors: AK vs AK
helmer Vikramaditya Motwane; Gulab
Gangdirector Soumik Sen; and Class

of ‘83 writer-director Atul Sabharwal
scripting each episode. So Stardust, as it
iscalled,shouldlive up toitsname.

DidYou Know?

Anyone wonderinghowan
Iranian-American filmmaker has
suchanacute understanding of
casteand classin India, stop.

Ramin Bahrani, the celebrated
director of The White Tiger(2021),
wasin college with the writer of the
Man Booker Prize-winning novel of
the same name, Aravind Adiga.
Bahraninow teaches filmat theiralma
mater, Columbia University,in
New York. Open The White Tiger
andyouwill find the dedication to
Bahraniright up there before the
book begins. m
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AUSTRALIAN OPEN

Since 1905, tennis’s greatest players have gathered in
Melbourne for an event that embraces constant innovation
and is elevated by the lore of history. At Rod Laver Arena,
champions are born and rising stars make their mark. The
thrill of hard-court tennis continues to inspire with the
promise of future victories. Now, more than ever, Rolex
celebrates the athletes and organisations that continue to

bring out the best in sport.
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AUSTRALIAN OPEN
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