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British Home Secretary Theresa May is further tighten-
ing the visa conditions for non EU students studying 

in the UK. She also wants the British universities to become 
financially independent by developing sustainable funding 
models rather than depending on the income from overseas 
student fees. Her most recent announcement is seen as part 
of meeting the government’s net migration targets. Figures 
show that net migration in to UK has soared significantly 
to 318,000 in the 12 months period up to December 
2014 caused by gross 
immigration figures 
of 641,000 and 
gross emigration of 
323,000.

Under the new rules:
1. From 3 August 

2015, new 
students from 
outside the 
EU, enrolled at 
public Further 
E d u c a t i o n 
colleges in the 
UK will lose 
the right to 
work which is 
currently up to 
10 hours per 
week and full-time during holidays.

2. From 12 November 2015, further education 
students will not be allowed to apply for a post study 
work visa from within UK, unless they first leave the 
country.

3. Also from 12 November, the length of further 
education visas will be reduced from three years to 
two. Further education students will be prevented 
from extending their visas unless they are demon-
strably progressing in their studies and unless the 
institution in which they are enrolled is affiliated 

with a university.
The new rules also would require students to have 

more funds on their arrival. It should However be noted 
that these new rules affect only those students who are 
enrolling themselves at publicly funded further educa-
tion colleges rather than those who enrol themselves at 
reputed universities which have graduate or postgraduate 
degree awarding status. 

In the meantime, the London School of Economics and 
Political Science, 
which attracts a 
large number of 
overseas students 
each year has tried 
to allay the fears of 
overseas students 
by clarifying the 
situation on their 
website. It reads,

“You may have 
recently read that 
the work rights 
for Tier 4 students 
and their ability 
to switch into 
Tier 2 or extend 
their visa in the 
UK have been 

removed. We can confirm that the change in working 
conditions and your ability to switch into Tier 2 in the 
UK will not affect students studying at degree level at the 
LSE. The changes that have been implemented only affect 
students studying at below degree level in Further Educa-
tion colleges. These colleges provide post-16 education 
mostly below degree level. You may be affected if you are 
a prospective student who has completed their A Levels 
or International Baccalaureate at a Further Education 
College.  Contact ISIS for advice if you think you may be 
affected by this change.” 

Ex-President of India, Bharat Ratna Abdul Kalam passed 
away on 27 July in Shillong. He collapsed whilst deliver-

ing a lecture on The Livable Planet Earth at the Indian Insti-
tute of Management in Shillong. He was rushed to hospital 
but died two hours later. 

He served as the 11th President of India from 2002 to 2007.  
Affectionately known as the People’s President, his death has 
led to an outpouring of grief in India with tributes from all 
who knew him all over the world. He played a pivotal part 
in the development of India’s nuclear weapons’ program. He 
strongly advocated action to make India a ‘knowledge super 
power’ by 2020.  His passing marks an irreparable loss for 
Indians everywhere.
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When Sangeeta Bahadur joined as Minister 
for Culture & Director Nehru Centre in 

2011, she had told me that by the end of her 
tenure, “The Nehru Centre will hopefully look, 
feel and behave very differently.”

Assessing her term, writer and documentary 
filmmaker from Norfolk, Diana Mavroleon 
believes Sangeeta will be greatly missed.  She says, 
“There have been far more diverse programmes 
during the past four years. Let’s hope the progress 
and imaginative curating continues.”  

Known as the Cultural Wing of the Indian 
High Commission, The Nehru Centre has been 
a hub that has been showcasing Indian literature, 
music, cinema and fine arts since 1992. A diplomat from the Indian Foreign Service, Sangeeta Bahadur as 
Director has played a significant role. In her spare time, she also added to her personal profile as a fiction 
writer by getting two of her written works, Jaal and Vikraal, published by Pan Macmillan.  

At her final event before departing for New Delhi, she addressed SACF’s 12th Phalke Memo-
rial Lecture at The Nehru Centre. To bid farewell to her London audience, she also sang some 
lines from Rafi’s popular Hindi number from Gaban (1966) – Ehsaan Mere Dil Pe Tumhara Hai 
Doston! Ye dil tumhare pyar ka mara hai doston! (My heart is obliged to you, my friends. It can 
give up everything for your love). As her voice rang through the hall, I could not help recalling that 
though we have grown accustomed to her singing now, just four years ago, when Sangeeta Bahadur 
arrived in London, hardly anyone knew of her talent as a singer. It was indeed a farewell to cherish!    
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EDITORIALLY SPEAKING

a New era ahead  
for coNflUeNce 

2 CONFLUENCE

I am delighted to write to you all in this third-quarter issue of Conflu-
ence, 2015.
As usual, this issue comes with a wealth of feature articles as well as 

review articles written by some talented writers who come from differ-
ent corners of the world. 

Just a few days before the launch of this issue we heard the tragic 
news of the sudden death of India’s former President Dr. A.P.J. Abdul 
Kalam. Dr. Kalam was an inspirational leader who was well respected 
not only by the people of India but by many people all over the world 
for his services to humanity. We too pay our tribute to Dr Kalam and 
convey our deepest sympathies to his family. 

I would like to share our plans for the future with our readers and 
contributors. Many of you know that Confluence has been published 
primarily in print for the last thirteen years. Even though we have 
a small but dedicated readership we were never able to balance our 
books. As I mentioned in one of my previous editorials, we pay for our 
printers as well as our page designer while all the contributors write on 
a voluntary basis only. 

However, we have come to a point that we can no longer afford to 
print this journal and distribute free of charge. Contrary to popular 
belief, it is not easy to run a magazine of this kind in the modern digital 
era. We are competing with many mainstream publications, blog sites 
and digital media as well. Collecting subscriptions and posting the 
journal on time to all readers are also demanding tasks. Therefore, it is 
with great regret, I share my intention to stop publishing print issues 
of Confluence. 

However I intend to continue to publish it online in digital format 
with greater flexibility and I hope our readers will understand our 
plight and continue to support this journal by visiting our website 
www.confluence.org.uk  or www.confluence.mobi which can be 
accessed from any computer or handheld device.

Vijay Anand

SANGEETA bAHADUR, A TRUE  
CULTURAL AMbASSADOR

by Lalit Mohan Joshi
Sangeeta bahadur flanked by the author and 
his family.

http://www.confluence.org.uk
http://www.confluence.mobi


Everyone, without exception, agrees 
that India is wonderfully blessed in its 

ancient and beautiful epics, of which the 
Ramayana and the Mahabharata are the 
best known. The Tamil culture of the South 
has also, along with its sister languages, given 
the World masterworks like Silappadhi-
karam [“the story of the anklet”]. There are 
also the wonderful plays of Kalidasa, Bana 
and Bhavabhuti which are the jewels in our 
cultural crown. 

I want to focus here on a very peculiar 
paradox of modern India. The works named 
tell tales of very remarkable men and women. 
In particular, they relate with extraordinary 
integrity, the courage, fortitude and sheer 
strength of character which women exhib-
ited in equal measure with their menfolk 
in ancient times. Recall that the poets who 
wrote these marvellous epics were generally 
(as far as we know) men. Yet they celebrated 
the qualities of Sita, Draupadi and Rukmini 
to the extent of regarding them as incarna-
tions of the great goddesses of the Hindu 
Pantheon.  All this is well-known to almost 
every Indian, even to those who do not 
profess to be Hindus: after all, literary hero-
ines can be admired whether or not they 
share one’s religious affiliations.  If this is 
broadly accepted, why do we now encounter 
in our beloved Bharat so much misogyny 
and bloody-minded behaviour towards one 
half of humanity?

Not a day passes without the media 
reporting yet another outrage against our 
long-suffering womenfolk.  The very people 
who would glorify our culture as the most 
ancient, the most wonderful and peerless 
in the world talk about our “traditions” as 
though they are uniquely incomparable. I do 
not know how supposedly educated lawyers 
can justify “honour killings”, rape and inde-
scribable violence meted out to a young 
woman and her boy-friend and can attribute 
their horrific treatment by a vicious band of 
drunken thugs to the dress, deportment and 
“un-Indian” behaviour of the victims. 

For want of a better word, the people who 
do “honour killings” of their own daughters 
and sisters in the name of India’s hoary tradi-
tions should be labelled “anti-traditionalists”. 
What does Valmiki say of Sita? He is quite 
honest about her failing: she unjustly 
accuses Lakshmana of desiring her in Rama’s 
absence, quite mistaking his brotherly devo-
tion and reverence towards her and the depth 
of his love and understanding of Rama. He 
also says that her joy of being re-united with 
her beloved was shattered by Rama’s appar-
ently cold and legalistic demand for the first 
trial by fire. And yet, she undertakes it with 
dauntless courage and burns Agni in the 
process! Later, in the continuation of the 
story, we learn that she tells Rama and his 

court that the second fire test is unworthy 
of a great and just emperor. The culture 
that produced this amazing yet tragic work 
should not be sullied by ignorant, uncivilised 
people who use it to justify their abhorrent 
activities towards womankind.

What then do we learn from that even 
darker epic, the Mahabharata? Draupadi is 
indeed a very remarkable woman. She is vili-
fied by Karna and many others for her poly-
andry. And yet, she and her five husbands 
work out a reasonable conjugal arrangement 

which all the elders of the family includ-
ing Krishna accept as chaste! When she is 
dragged clad in a chemise, to the court in 
what she herself calls her “impure state” by 
Dushasana, the way she berates the assem-
bled court, the King, his senior advisers and 
her own husbands, in particular Yudhishtra 
(who shamefully used her as a gambling 
stake) in no uncertain terms makes  wonder-
ful reading. Her salvation comes about 
through a Divine Intervention-a result of 

her devotion to Krishna. What is clear is that 
Vyasa thinks that all the elders (supposedly 
the repositories of Dharma) in the court and 
the King himself misbehaved dreadfully in 
their horrific sexual abuse of a defenceless 
woman:  note that she was not defended by 
her powerful husbands due to their mistaken 
adherence to a “code of obedience” to rules 
which, strangely, did not distinguish between 
fair and unfair gambling! Indeed, as I recall, 
her only defenders besides Krishna himself 
that fateful day were Vidhura and Duryod-

hana’s brave and just brother Vikarna. 
The epics also tell us about many other 

remarkable women.  Thus we learn of Savitri 
who takes on the God of Death himself 
in argument to save her husband. There is 
Rukmini, who defies her family to elope 
with Krishna. We find that Kaikeyi (usually 
portrayed as a baddie who sent her step-son 
to exile to get her son crowned) actually 
took on the driving of her husband’s chariot 
in battle to save his life. Finally, there is 

Kannagi who destroys the city of Madura 
and drives the Pandyan King to suicide to 
avenge the unlawful murder of her husband. 
These, among many other examples,  are all 
instances of the importance, independence 
and formidable  authority women could 
exert on occasion even in those far off times 
in an apparently male-dominated culture 
with institutionalised misogyny embodied 
in various shastras  (including Manu’s) writ-
ten by self-aggrandising men. 

Presumably, the “honour murderers” rife 
in many parts of India these days would have 
killed both Rukmini and Krishna, had they 
been powerful enough to destroy the Lord!  
Driving a chariot? Clearly women should 
not be given a licence to do that, should 
they? Perhaps the traditionalists would want 
to change the Law to ban women drivers as 
in certain kingdoms to this day. 

I find it paradoxical that all Indians want 
to bask in the glories of Indian (inclusive of 
Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, Muslim, Christian 
and well-known non-theistic Sankhya contri-
butions of immense value and splendour) 
literature, art, music, philosophy, medicine, 
mathematics and astronomy, and yet treat 
women as worse than “holy” cattle in many 
ways. Of course, such generalisations are 
by definition imprecise, and yet, we hear 
of many reports from India of physical and 
sexual abuse, sex-discrimination in the work-
place, “eve-teasing”, and brutish disrespect 
shown to women young and old, so much 
so that I wonder how many yugas of educa-
tion will lift our present-day contra-cultural 
ethos to a genuinely democratic, tolerant 
and civilised level. Yes, we have had a woman 
Prime Minister and a President. This is a 
sign of democratic and cultural good health, 
whatever one may feel about the individuals 
in each case. It is however rather shameful to 
have to witness the inhuman events narrated 
in the BBC documentary, “India’s Daugh-
ter” and, even more, to find that it is banned 
in India because it is offensive to women! The 
truth here is rather revealing: in reality those 
who are offended are the perpetrators and 
their defenders-the rest of us hang our heads 
with shame and sadness.
Anantanarayanan Thyagaraja was born 
in Thanjavur India and was educated 
in India (IIT Madras) and the US( Cali-
fornia Inst. of Tech.). He is a theoretical 
physicist who retired after working at the 
Culham Science Centre (1978-2010). He 
continues to do research on plasma phys-
ics and astrophysics at Culham, Bristol 
University, the Institute 
of Plasma Research 
(Ahmedabad) and the 
Chennai Mathematics 
Institute in an honorary 
capacity.  
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A PARADOx OF CULTURE
by A Thyagaraja

"what does valmiki say of sita iN ramayaNa? iN 
mahabharata draUpadi was Not defeNded by 
her powerfUl hUsbaNds...we learN of savitri 

who takes oN the god of death himself to save 
her hUsbaNd...there is rUkmiNi, who defies her 
family to elope with krishNa...fiNally, there is 

kaNNagi who destroys the city of madUra to 
aveNge the UNlawfUl mUrder of her hUsbaNd...”
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THE PRAbHAKARAN PHENOMENON: 
TOWARDS AN ExPLANATION

by Charles Ponnuthurai Sarvan

A Sri Lankan Tamil friend wrote to me 
wondering why thousands of Tamils, 

both within and outside the Island, devoutly 
followed the Tiger leader. Even more, why 
do so many—more in the diaspora, he 
thinks, than within Sri Lanka—still ‘believe’ 
in him? Why did they ignore evidence 
which pointed to major errors and crimes 
committed by him? Why do they refuse to 
see them even now?  The murder of Rajiv 
Gandhi is just one instance of Prabhakaran’s 
fatal mixture of crime and folly. Reviewing 
my anthology, Sri Lanka: Paradise Lost?, 
Dr Subramanyam  Chandrasekharan states 
that on the day the Tamil Tigers killed Rajiv 
Gandhi, they also killed whatever chances 
they ever had of gaining Tamil Eelam. In 
other words, the war for Eelam was lost 
on 21 May 1991. (Dr Chandrasekharan 
is Editor of the New Delhi-based South 
Asia Analysis Group, and a former Deputy 
Director of Indian intelligence. The opin-
ion of such an individual on this subject 
cannot be lightly dismissed. Carl von 
Clausewitz, 1780-1831, author of the clas-
sic work, On War, as of other works such as 
The Campaign of 1812 in Russia—a war in 
which Clausewitz fought on the side of the 
Russians—observes that Napoleon, though 
he didn’t realize it, had lost the campaign 
even as he crossed into Russia.) Prabhakaran 
had a goal, a dream, a desired end; he was 
often brilliant in tactics but abysmal in strat-
egy, both political and military.

Future generations will want to under-
stand Tamil response to the Prabhakaran 
phenomenon. I cannot furnish a compre-
hensive answer but suggest for consideration 
just one possible factor, namely, the Tamil 
post-independence experience of exclusion, 
subordination and violence —violence 
(riots and pogroms) by mobs excited and 
encouraged by the state, and by the state 
itself via its armed forces.

Since things are understood by compari-
son and contrast, I look elsewhere. The 
Bible warns of “false prophets” and this was 
because the Jews, suffering prolonged and 
extreme persecution, longed for a saviour; 
someone with divine or superhuman power 
who would rescue them miraculously. (In 
ancient Greek drama, when a situation 
seemed without any hope, there appeared 
a Deus ex machina—literally, the god from 
the machine. He suddenly descended onto 
the stage and put things right.) A people 
in a situation where they do not have the 
means or the hope of freeing themselves, 
long for a saviour, be the “saving” of a 
spiritual or earthly nature. The greater 
and more prolonged the suffering; the less 
cause for hope, the greater the longing for 

a rescuer—and the willingness to believe in 
one. The Jews have had several individuals 
either claiming to be the messiah or being 
so proclaimed by their followers. Among the 
early known messiahs is Simon of Peraea, a 
former slave killed by the Romans in 4 BCE.

The following is taken from Karen 
Armstrong’s The Battle for God. Fundamen-
talism in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 

During the course of a pogrom which 
ended in 1667 in what is now Ukraine, 
entire Jewish communities were wiped out. 
The number and the nature of the cruelty 
unleashed filled Jews with horror and dread. 
A young Jew in Smyrna (Turkey), Shab-
betai Zevi, believed he had been chosen to 
lead his people to freedom and safety. He 
met up with one Rabbi Nathan in Gaza 
who believed Zevi was the long longed-
for Redeemer, and sent off letters to Jews 
in Egypt, Aleppo, Smyrna and elsewhere 
announcing that Zevi would soon defeat 
the Ottoman sultan and lead the Jews to the 

Promised Land. “The news spread like wild-
fire and by 1666 the messianic ferment had 
taken root in almost every Jewish commu-
nity in Europe, the Ottoman empire, and 
Iran” (Armstrong). During this time, “Jews 
experienced such hope and vitality” that 
the harsh world of their previous existence 
melted away. “They had a taste of some-
thing entirely different, and life for many of 

them would never be the same again. They 
glimpsed new possibilities, which seemed 
almost within their grasp. Because they felt 
free, many [were] convinced that the old 
life was over for good”. People of all classes 
accepted Zevi.

But though the Jews felt powerful, free 
and in control of their destiny, in reality 
their circumstances had not changed, and 
they were still “dependent upon the good-
will of their rulers”. In February 1666, Zevi 
set out to confront the sultan, and was 
arrested near Gallipoli. The vast majority of 
Jews turned away from Zevi and returned to 

their normal lives. “But a significant minor-
ity could not give up this dream of freedom. 
They could not believe that their experience 
of liberation during those heady months 
had been an illusion” (emphasis added). So 
they continued to believe in Zevi. It was not 
Zevi but the hope and “dream” personified 
in him. The dream, wish or deep longing is, 
in turn, the result of persecution. 

This is not to equate the Jewish and Tamil 
experience. Jewish suffering throughout the 
centuries perhaps ranks as the second worst 
blot in human history, next to the African 
slave-trade—taking into consideration the 
numbers, nature and duration of the latter. 
But the above may go towards explaining 
what I call ‘the Prabhakaram phenom-
enon’. Significantly, there is no popular and 
desperate longing for a saviour among Jews 
today. They have their arsenal of the ‘weap-
ons of mass destruction’ (nuclear, biological, 
chemical) and the unconditional support of 
the United States. It is no longer the Jews 
but the Palestinians who need a redeemer 
—ironically, from the Jews. Indeed, in 
terms of their plight (abandoned by most 
fellow Arab nations and co-religionists); the 
treatment meted out to them; the seeming 
hopelessness of their cause, it can be said 
that the Palestinians are now as the Jews 
were until the end of the Second World 
War. In that earlier sense, the Palestinians 
are now the Jews.

Context goes a good way towards explain-
ing the otherwise inexplicable. But, as I have 
written elsewhere, an explanation is not 
necessarily an excuse; to understand is not 
to absolve. The attempt here is neither to 
blame nor to exculpate but to offer a contri-
bution towards understanding. Tamils 
have much honest and courageous “soul-
searching” to do—not only in the interests 
of the past (History) but if they are to avoid 
treading false and self-damaging paths in 
the future. 

I pray you, in your letters, 
When you shall these […] deeds relate                                           
[…] nothing extenuate, 
Nor set down aught in malice.

(Shakespeare, Othello, Act 5, Scene 2. 
Emphasis added)

Charles Ponnuthurai Sarvan obtained his 
M.Phil and PhD degrees from Univ. of 
London. His specialisa-
tion was Commonwealth 
Literature. Now retired, he 
lives in Berlin, Germany 
with his German-born 
wife, a published poet.

“tamils have mUch hoNest aNd 
coUrageoUs “soUl-searchiNg” to do—Not 
oNly iN the iNterests of the past (history) 
bUt if they are to avoid treadiNg false 
aNd self-damagiNg paths iN the fUtUre.”

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simon_of_Peraea


ingly called them neo-Bhagat Singhs. 
They were lodged with hardened crimi-

nals—murderers, dacoits and rapists. These 
criminal inmates were quite amused to have 
the company of city’s top lecturers, lawyers, 
doctors and businessmen. One of them said 
to me, “Sir, why don’t you also come and join 
us.” A cruel joke, I thought.

We were convinced electoral democracy 
was natural to India and that public protests 
and free speech were immutable and no 
Indian general would dare to attempt a 
military takeover. Nobody had ever dreamt 
that Indira Gandhi who was democratically 
elected could become a dictator.

Yes, the nation was most unhappy. The 
economy was in a bad shape. The 1973-74 
budget was dubbed as ‘black-budget’ due to 
the high budget deficit of Rs 550 crore. Food 

prices had sky-rocketed. Sugar and kerosene 
had disappeared from the market. I often saw 
long queues at government fair price shops 
that often deteriorated into public scuffles. In 
the 1977 elections, that Indira Gandhi lost, 
one of the most popular slogans was ‘Ye dekho 
indira kaa khel, khaa gayi cheeni pee gayi tel.’ 
(Look at Indira’s game, she has eaten sugar 
and swallowed the Kerosene.)

Though I was one of the few lucky ones 
who got a college lectureship in 1973, most of 
the university graduates were convinced that 
there were no jobs for them. Simmering anger 
culminated in scattered student protests from 
Bihar to Gujarat. Meanwhile, the former 
socialist leader Jai Prakash Narayan, popularly 
called JP, came out of self-imposed retirement 
to lead the growing youth movement. On 5 
June 1974, JP organised a huge public rally 
at Gandhi Maidan in Patna, Bihar. He said, 
“This is a revolution, friends! After 27 years of 
freedom, people of this country are wracked 
by hunger, rising prices, corruption... 
oppressed by every kind of injustice... It is a 
Total Revolution we want, nothing less!” 

The movement spread like a wildfire. 
Protest committees (Sangharsh Samiti) were 
formed in every district. And JP began to 

tour across the country. JP came to our town 
Bulandshahr in late 1974 and the three 
lecturers were actively involved in organising 
a huge public rally. Being a college lecturer 
and a close friend of the organisers I was also 
given a place on the stage during this rally. 
My momentary prominence later came to 
haunt me. JP was always followed by dozens 
of press photographers. Hidden among them 
were government spies who photographed 
everyone involved in the JP movement.

One evening a senior clerk  from the 
District Magistrate’s office arrived at my 
home. He said his daughter was my student 
and she really respected me. Therefore, it was 
his farz or duty to save me from impending 
trouble. He said that my name was being 
discussed for inclusion in the black list 
because I was one of the organisers of the JP 

rally and I had also helped my colleague to 
escape. He warned me that at the moment 
there was no danger of arrest, but I should 
stay away from JP’s followers. I guessed he 
had been sent by the authorities. 

Later on I discovered such advice, warnings 
and threats were issued to many people in the 
city. We never came to know the truth about 
black lists, but many people were forced to 
pay huge bribes to avoid their name being 
included in these lists. 

One of the most notorious aspects of the 
Emergency was Sanjay Gandhi’s forced steri-
lization programme. All government employ-
ees were compelled to motivate at least four 
people, who had two or more children, to 
undergo vasectomy. Those who failed to fulfil 
this target had their salaries stopped. Almost 
all the lecturers of my college failed to bring 
in such cases. So our salaries were stopped for 
more than six months. 

As vasectomy invited a bit of shame, most 
middle-class people would have it quietly. 
So mostly it was the poor who were being 
forced to have the vasectomy. Many of them 
demanded a price of up to Rs 1500 from the 
motivators like us. Motivating four steriliza-
tion cases at this rate was beyond our reach. 

So the middlemen started approaching us 
with discount offers of up to Rs 300.

Angry and frustrated, we began to do 
everything that would inflame resent-
ment against Indira Gandhi. So one of my 
young colleagues proposed an ingenious but 
absolutely crazy idea. He said, “let’s ask our 
students to pay for these sterilization cases 
and in return reward them at least 10 percent 
extra marks”. 

In fact, during the Emergency a new mark-
ing system was introduced in Meerut Univer-
sity where 50 percent of marks were awarded 
by subject teachers. The idea of marks-for-
sterilization was contemptuously rejected by 
our staff association.

Yet this young lecturer was allowed to float 
the idea among students to create controversy 
and to fuel public anger. It really upset many 
parents. When some angry parents turned up 
in the college, our colleague animatedly told 
them, “Sir we have not had our salaries for 
last six months. We can’t feed our children 
and this is the only way to raise Rs 6,000 for 
motivating four cases of sterilization.” This 
worked like sprinkling petrol on the fire. 
That’s what we all wanted, to make people 
hate the Emergency. 

Initially, some people welcomed the 
dictatorship. Trains began to run on time. 
The babus started appearing in office sharp 
at 9.30 am. Bureaucrats  were afraid and 
temporarily stopped demanding bribes. 
Vinoba Bhave, the 80-year-old Gandhian, 
rather unwisely described the Emergency as 
‘Anushashan Parva’ or the festival of disci-
pline. But people in authority soon began to 
misuse their powers. The worst being Sanjay 
Gandhi’s Youth Congress leaders. Unhesitat-
ingly they terrorised and extorted money 
from local businesses. 

It is believed that Indira Gandhi called the 
1977 election on the advice of government’s 
Intelligence Bureau. From the vantage point 
of the grassroots level, my belief was that 
Mrs Gandhi knew that the initial advantages 
of the Emergency were being lost due to 
increased corruption and forced sterilization. 
She took a calculated risk and called an elec-
tion in January 1977.

During the Emergency India›s leading 
artist, MF Husain flattered Indira Gandhi by 
painting her as Goddess Durga riding a tiger. 
Surely, she had been riding a tiger. And when 
she decided to dismount, the tiger did what 
tigers were expected to do —it devoured the 
rider. Indira Gandhi lost 
the election and her party 
was thrown out of power.
Dr Vijay Rana is a leading 
journalist and the editor 
of www.nrifm.com.  
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THE EMERGENCY:  
A VIEW FROM bELOW 

Vijay Rana

At the 40th anniversary of the Emer-
gency, most of the coverage has been 

focused on the dictatorial actions of Indira 
Gandhi as well as the sufferings of her politi-
cal opponents. I would like to present some 
personal experiences of what was happening 
during the Emergency in a small west UP 
town bordering New Delhi—a ground level 
perspective of the Emergency. 

June 26, 1975 was an uncomfortably hot 
morning. As I came out to pick up my news-
paper, a neighbour told me that across the 
city there have been many arrests overnight 
including some of my colleagues. 

I wondered why lecturers of DAV College 
Bulandshahr should be arrested at midnight. 
Soon I discovered that two of my senior 
colleagues had been arrested and a third one 
managed to escape. As I went to his place, I 
found the door of his flat broken and furni-
ture scattered. His wife and two teenage chil-
dren were in utter shock. That night about 
twenty policemen had forced entry into the 
house asking for Professor Gupta, who had 
meanwhile jumped on to the neighbour’s 
roof and escaped. 

By mid-morning it was clear to us that a 
national emergency had been declared and 
most of the opposition leaders had been 
arrested with thousands of their supporters.

A week had passed and no one knew 
where my colleagues were. We had all sorts 
of rumours; perhaps they might have been 
sent to a jail in South India or perhaps had 
been shot dead. Dictators were capable of 
such things. Remember, during the mid-
70s government suppression of civic rights, 
arrests, disappearances and killing of oppo-
nents were quite common around the world, 
from Chile to Vietnam. 

In India democracy was now dead. Indira 
Gandhi was the new dictator and her son 
Sanjay Gandhi the extra-constitutional 
authority to whose tune everyone—govern-
ment secretaries, state chief ministers and 
district collectors—began to dance.

After a fortnight, we learned that our 
arrested colleagues had arrived in the district 
jail. So I went to meet them. The atmosphere 
was unexpectedly jolly. As I entered the jail 
ward they began to sing— “Sarfaroshi ki 
tamanna ab hamare dil me hai” (our hearts 
are filled with the wish of a rebellion). It was 
a song that revolutionaries like Bhagat Singh 
used to sing in Lahore prison before they 
were executed by the British in 1931. I teas-

PM Indira Gandhi 
addresses Congress 

Party members in 
June 1975,
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Myopia is a dangerous condition of 
mental burrowing. At some point or 

the other the mole in us is forced to resurface 
and for a short while we have a wider view 
of things around us.  If we as South Africans 
dare to look beyond the seas we will discover 
that religious fanaticism is the new 21st 
century scourge and that we may become 
the new battleground on which this war will 
be waged in the African continent.

On a daily basis we South Africans are 
so consumed by our own national issues 
of poor governance, crime and corruption 
that little else matters. Yet John Donne 
warned us that no man is an island and that 
we are all inextricably bound together for 
mutual survival. 

Recently however it would appear that a 
non inclusive mentality is fast developing to 
incorporate a mental contagion driven by 
religious fundamentalism that divides rather 
than unites people across cultural bounda-
ries. As Isis, makes inroads into SA spreading 
its tentacles of darkness to claim its ‘victims’ 
among our nationals, we are inadvertently 

becoming ensnared in its mire. 
How far-fetched are these suppositions? 

In reading the account of a recent SA recruit 
who described his desire to revert to a life 
strictly governed by Islamic values, I recall 
the instance of a young medical doctor who 
engaged me in a discussion of the formation 
of caliphates a good few years ago.  

He described in great depth how he 
viewed the entire world as a formation of 
geographical entities where the teachings 
of the Prophet Muhammad would govern 
every aspect of its functioning. He displayed 
no regard for the diversity of other religions. 
His mother, a progressive Muslim woman, 
was of the opinion that her son was quite 
mad. His logic was weak but his passion 
was strong. Excessive passion is a dangerous 
by-product of fundamentalism.

There is a growing religious fervour 
among youth of most faiths today. Reli-
gion may be regarded as the new opium of 
the young as they struggle to deal with an 
increasingly unsettling world. In a recent 
India Today survey of 16-30 year-olds it 
was found that religion was very much in 
vogue. 94% of the people surveyed said 
that they believed in God. A substantial 
majority (86%) categorized themselves as 
very religious. The majority of the   people 
surveyed felt that religion had become an 
essential part of their lives.

On all university campuses worldwide 
there is a resurgence of religion among the 
youth. On South African campuses the 
dramatic return to faith may be discern-
ible through an increase in the number 
of student religious clubs and societies—a 

distinct departure from the past when 
political parties were the order of the day 
and Marxism and existentialism reigned 
supreme. 

Today the scene is strange for us who were 
the youth of the 60s when humanitarian 
values informed a political consciousness 
that transcended religion and unified like-
minded people from all disparate group-
ings. So Christian, Muslims, Hindus all 
came together to fight an unjust ideology. 

At this given point in time young people 
are faced with the challenge to survive a 
cruel world of child abuse and domestic 
violence and it is perhaps this need that 
gives rise to a Godhead.com. But while this 
may be understandable it invariably also 
constitutes a problem of ethnic fragmenta-
tion and may lead to divisions among the 
youth if they choose to politicize religion 
and create walls instead of bridges.

Our world today is being torn asunder by 
mainly young men and women, who claim 
that God is on their side, and who perpe-
trate acts of violent destruction in the name 
of religion. Such individuals are driven by 
the certainty that they are privy to sacred 
truths and are therefore morally obliged to 
act upon their beliefs.  

Against this frame of reference there is a 
tendency to demonize those who oppose 
them. Religious fanatics are not easily iden-
tified as being wild-eyed or deranged; on 
the contrary, they can present themselves 
as thoughtful, educated, well mannered, 
quiet, controlled and responsible people 
inspired by the loftiest of ideals. 

Nevertheless, their absolute confidence 

in themselves and their cause, their willing-
ness to bring about death and destruction 
for a supposed higher cause indicates a 
mental imbalance of a serious nature.  The 
dynamics that underlie religious fanaticism 
have been recognized by many psycho-
logical thinkers. For example, C. G. Jung 
(1966) wrote of “positive inflation,” Gary 
Rosenthal (1987) utilized the phrase 
“inflated by the spirit,” and Greg Bogart 
(1995) warned against “the shadow of 
vocation.” More recently Robert Jay Lifton 
(2000) has described this type of personal-
ity structure in his concept of “functional 
megalomania” that fuels what he calls “the 
new global terrorism”.

The question arises as to how people 
who claim that they worship Oneness 
in God can wantonly destroy the lives of 
others in search and praise of the very same 
God. It is theorized that fanaticism and 
addiction grow by crowding out a person’s 
other values, and so, a person who is firmly 
committed to a broad range of personal 
values is better able to resist fanaticism. 

Kofi Annan, former United Nations 
Secretary General, argued that “true faith 
elicits respect for others and also demands 
respect for what is sacred to others”.  In this 
regard SA has hitherto had a proud record 
of religious balance worthy of emulation 
and preservation. The question arises: Will 
it remain steadfast to principle in the face of 
religious fanaticism?
Dr. Devi Rajab is a respected South Afri-
can journalist and former Dean of Student 
Development at UKZN and the author of 
several books.



Located between India and Bangladesh, 
the 10000 sq. kilometers area known 

as Sundarban is the site of the confluence of 
the great rivers Ganges and the Brahmaputra 
emptying into the Bay of Bengal and has 
evolved over the millennia through natural 
deposition of upstream sediments accompa-
nied by intertidal segregation.

Though sketchy, a survey of the region 
began in 1761. In 1861, Hugh Morrison 
of His Majesty’s government conducted a 
proper survey. In his report, he writes:  Great 
difficulties arise in carrying on…the immense 
extent of jungle, the habitation of tigers and 
other beasts of prey, prevent landing on almost 
every part of this extensive tract. The variety of 
tides, currents and counter-currents, flowing 
from a hundred different channels, will in some 
measure explain the intricacy of keeping an 
exact log on board the vessel.     

A fierce thunderstorm struck the region 
on 25 May, 2009, causing devastation in the 
region. The mangroves withstood the fierce 
onslaught of the storms and saved the city 
of Kolkata from its impact. Nature, due to 
lack of oxygen in the soil, has devised pneu-
matophores for the mangroves to breathe, 
with the widespread roots emerging from 
the ground like thousands of rhino horns 
or pine needles. The fresh waters from 
glacial rivers meet the ocean, bringing with 
it thousands of tons of silt from the hills 
every day. These agglomerate into islands 
around which the canals are formed. The 
high and low tides change the water level 
by almost twenty feet every six hours or 
so.  The currents and under-currents are so 
strong that efforts to build concrete banks 
have been thwarted repeatedly.

My special attachment to Sundarban 
began three decades ago when I went there 
for photography and to check the prevailing 
medical facilities with a few doctor friends.  
The living conditions of the people there 
were appalling and I went back several times 
to assist in my small way. Later in 2006, as a 
keen wild life photographer, I published my 
first coffee table book of the region with the 
title: Silhouettes of Sundarban. 

On my first trip, sometime in the early 
80s, I drove to Canning, a distance of 70 
Kms. from Kolkata, from where I boarded 
a boat, accompanied by a friend. The Brit-
ish had developed Canning as an alternative 
port to Hooghly port at Kolkata, as the latter 
was prone to silt up.  In fact even Canning 
silted up and during ebb tide one could walk 
across the river at Canning port. Boats now 
can navigate only during high tide restricting 
the use of the river at this port.  As we sailed, 
the topography was changing rapidly, with 
mangroves appearing all around, the eerie 
silence only breached by the tearing winds 

over the sheets of water. Today, one can travel 
by road from Kolkata to Sonakhali to board 
the boats anytime of the day.

Soon we touched Sonakhali.  The boat 
moored at Gosaba for a while and I went to 
see Hamilton’s bungalow. Daniel Hamilton, 
a businessman negotiated with the British 
in 1903 and bought three islands, where 
he built bunds, employing labourers from 
adjoining states and ran a business in the 
timber trade.

We continued our journey and reached 
Sajnekhali, registered our arrival and 
crossed the river to stay at a small motel 
at Pakhiralay. The road was dotted with a 
few shops lighted by lanterns. All the shops 
closed before 8pm and as the lights went 
off, I could see millions of stars twinkling 

in a clear sky, a sight, that as a dweller in a 
polluted city, I would never forget.

The next day we left early, and took on 
board an armed guard and a guide, as per 
regulations. Our route was approved as the 
boat with a small diesel engine spluttered 
to life. The engine was a common water 
drawing pump type and the controls were 
slender ropes that reached the pilot on the 
upper deck. There were two cooks on board, 
an oarsman and an assistant.  Though it was 

early in the day, there were many women 
and a few girls collecting shrimp seedlings 
in the river.  A few men were casting nets 
to catch fish. I talked to a girl in a forlorn 
place, who had to forego schooling to help 
collecting shrimp seeds that were sold to the 
traders.  This girl and many like her tread in 
the crocodile infested waters everyday earn-
ing ten rupees a day. My heart felt heavy as 
we moved on.

At another lonesome spot, in the core 

area, where fishing boats were barred entry, 
a small rowboat was in sight. The boatman 
was a local and braved tiger attacks with the 
talisman around his neck, which he proudly 
claimed to have bought for a princely sum 
of seven thousand rupees. “Usually it is five 
to keep the tigers at bay, the extra two is 

to divert the attention of the police boats, 
which are on the vigil,” he claimed, adding 
that the ojhas, (spiritual men) even provide 
loans on easy repayment instalments.  I 
pitied their innocence.

The pugmarks of the tigers, sometimes 
with their cubs were seen in many places. I 
could find a healthy habitat of spotted deer 
with abundant supply of a kind of grass they 
fed on. More than the sighting of tigers, the 
eerie silence evoked a lurking fear that from 

somewhere behind the trees, the big cat 
could be currently watching us and would 
be able to take a plunge at us. The numbers 
of tigers have greatly reduced due to recur-
ring man versus animal conflicts. The 
highest concentration of wild tigers in the 
world is at Sundarban and is estimated at 
seven hundred.  The Indian area could have 
about 300 tigers.

My first encounter with a tiger was in 
one of the core areas. The screeching of 
the monkeys and the chirping of the birds 
reached a crescendo, the deer bleated in fright. 
The pilot of my boat, an old and experienced 
hand shut the engine off, as we sat motion-
less, keeping our fingers crossed. The bush 
moved, but it was a false alarm. The boatman 
signalled for silence. Then the majestic form 
appeared; it could have been full eight feet 
in length; it had just killed a deer, which it 
effortlessly dragged by its neck. It is a sight 
I will never forget in my life. Calmly it laid 
the limp body down and rested for a while, 
before tearing and devouring the warm meat 
leisurely. The deer herd now resumed their 
grazing, not too far from a now unconcerned 
and satiated tiger. I sighted tigers, sometimes 
in pairs too, a few times thereafter and the 
thrill remained during every sighting.  I 
learned a great deal about animal behaviour.

Crocodiles are another menace and 
not spoken or written about as much as 
tigers are. They come stealthily, grab and 
sink with their prey to the deep waters. 
Many village wives have lost their spouses 
to crocodiles in the treacherous waters.  
The island is rich in flora and fauna and 
is home to about 102 persons. The main 
legal vocation of the people is collecting 
honey, which is seasonal. Illegally, though, 
many indulge in the felling of trees and 
fishing, often collecting crabs or turtles. 

The government of West Bengal has 
embarked on better road connectivity to the 
region, which could have a positive bearing 
on the lives of the 4 lac people settled there, 
but could play havoc with the environment.  
A few islands have already  vanished into the 
sea and a large part of Sundarban with its 
four lakhs plus population and its rich flora 
and fauna could also be forever consigned to 
history books if we do not care to preserve 
our environment.

Our boat headed back, towards the hustle 
and bustle of Kolkata, leaving behind many 
mysteries of the Wondrous Land unrevealed.
The author is a social worker, poet, 
writer and photographer and has 
published three coffee table books, 
including one on Sundarban. His debut 
novel, Frozen Waves too is centred on 
Sundarban. He was knighted by the 
Italian government in 2006.
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SUNDARbAN–LAND OF WONDERS!
by Sampath Kumar Iyengar



Calcutta, the capital of West Bengal, now 
a heaving and overcrowded metropolis 

was once the first capital city of British 
India. It achieved a lofty status in the days 
of the East India Company, whose direc-
tors amassed enormous wealth from their 
various business ventures including the 
nefarious opium trade. It held sway right 
up to the early days of the 20th century. 
Its unpleasant climate was one of many 
factors that played a part in the transfer of 
the capital to Delhi in 1911. In the 1920s 
and 1930s, attracted by its commercial 
reputation, large numbers of migrants from 
other parts of India arrived seeking gainful 
employment and a chance to make a lot of 
money.

Some of those migrants were from the 
south. Tam-Brahms (shorthand for Tamil 
Brahmins) whose ancestors ranged from 
temple priests, cooks and principals of 
schools to land owners in today’s Tamil 
Nadu and whose adherence to the rigid 
caste system had condemned thousands of 
lower caste people called Shudras to lives of 
harsh servitude, were now paradoxically the 
new outcastes of the south due to slow but 
powerful socio/ political change. They were 
given a taste of what it feels like to be treated 
as of no value. The activities of the Justice 
Party founded in 1916 and led by the great 
non-Brahmin reformer E.V. Ramaswamy 
Naicker ushered in the end of ‘high’ caste 
supremacy. He founded the Self-Respect 
Movement in 1916. His Marxist views and 
hatred of the in-built inequality of the caste 
system led to the slow erosion of Brahmin 
supremacy. The oppressors became the 
oppressed. It was the turn of Brahmins 
to experience the demise of easy access to 
higher education, professions and business 
opportunities. The new Dravida Munetra 
Kazhagam (Dravidian Association) set up 
in 1944 ruled supreme in the South. It was 
the turn of the under- privileged classes 
to have reserved places in higher educa-
tion and jobs. Brahmins had to seek their 
fortunes in the great cities north of Tamil 
Nadu. Many young men left for Calcutta 
and later to Bombay and Delhi.

They were known for their mathemati-
cal genius as well as for their fluency in the 
use of English. They were able to secure 
government jobs as clerks and secretaries 
as they became proficient in the new short-
hand taking and typing skills. They worked 
for British and Indian ICS officers as well as 
for the business class. Calcutta was at that 
time an industrial power house owing to 
its proximity to coal fields and an emerg-
ing steel industry. The British had made 
it their trading base since the 17th century 

and with the passage of time it had all the 
trappings of a great city with roads, rail-
ways and offices. And it was here that that 

the young Subramanyams, Ramaswamys, 
Manis, Krishnans Venkatramans etc. began 
to flourish. There were jobs aplenty for the 
multi-skilled Tamils. Their competence in 
accounting practice was proverbial.  They 
rented shared rooms and ate at a canteen 
whose owner, Mr. C. Raman profited and 
kept them fed with good, homely food 
three times a day. In order to distinguish 
between the men with similar names, he 

would ask for the name of the company 
that employed them. 

And so it began—Bata Krishnan, Kilburn 

Gopalan, Philips Ramaswamy Iyer, Metal 
Box Ganeshan, Ford Motors Sitaraman 
,Kodak Mani, ICI Srinivasan, Port Trust 
Venkateswaran, Parke Davis Padmanab-
han and so on. This form of nomenclature 
carried on upto the 6os. The company was 
the name tag. To this day, a descendant of 
one of the pioneers might still identify her 
ancestor by linking him with a company. 
There were innumerable British companies 

in the first half of the 20th century. The 
British traded in Tea, Jute, Cotton and 
other commodities, ran shipping lines and 
made their fortunes, sometimes colossal. 
The birth of independent India in 1947 
brought unionism in its wake. Militant 
unionism led to a Marxist government in 
W. Bengal that was only unseated recently. 

The long established Tam-Brahms, no 
longer recent immigrants, had retired and 
British companies had closed down or left 
Bengal for less leftwing states. The Tamil-
ians now saw themselves as Bengalis with 
their offspring born in the newly named 
Kolkata. The younger generation spoke 
Bengali fluently and spoke it even within 
their homes. The Tamil community had 
tended to live in a certain area amicably 
with Bengali neighbours. They had the 
reputation of being hardworking, honest 
and reliable. So the Calcutta Corporation 
gave the name of the Tamil Poet Laureate, 
Subramanya Bharatiyar to the street in 
which many of them lived. The street had 
a very South Indian ambience with women 
wearing Kancheepuram saris, jasmine in 
their hair and the sound of Carnatic music 
emanating from windows. Great Tamil 
musicians visited annually, including M.S. 
Subbalakshmi, Chitti Babu, S.Balachander 
and many more.

Today, the South Indian families have 
moved further south to a locality called 
Brahmapur in South 24 Parganas, where 
they have had houses built for them and 
where they enjoy a well-earned comfort-
able life style. Their love of Carnatic music 
and dance is undiminished but their names 
are no longer tagged with the name of a 
company.

Almost a hundred years later the direc-
tion of migration has changed. Indian 
students from all parts of India try hard to 
be accepted for further study at American 
universities and many Tam-Brahms are 
settled there holding very good jobs in IT 
and other fields.
Gomathy Venkateswar has been an 
educator for the last 35 years and has 
been the principal of several prestigious 
private schools in India as well as in 
Nepal. She was a Fellow of the Fulbright 
Studies Program at the University of 
Minnesota in 1987. Now retired from 
active workm she enjoys working with a 
few NGOS both local and International 
for promoting literacy 
for women and chil-
dren in the slum dwell-
ings in her locality, and 
empowering the status 
of women. 
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   CALCUTTA, THE TAM-bRAHMS AND 
THE OLD CORPORATE WORLD

by Gomathy Venkateswar

“the tamil commUNity had teNded to live iN a certaiN 
area amicably with beNgali NeighboUrs. they had 

the repUtatioN of beiNg hardworkiNg, hoNest aNd 
reliable. so the calcUtta corporatioN gave the Name 
of the tamil poet laUreate, sUbramaNya bharatiyar to 
the street iN which maNy of them lived. the street had 

a very soUth iNdiaN ambieNce with womeN weariNg 
kaNcheepUram saris, jasmiNe iN their hair aNd the 

soUNd of carNatic mUsic emaNatiNg from wiNdows.”



Consciously or unconsciously, everybody responds to 
music. The lilt, rhythm, gait or speed in music has the 

power to waft away our sorrows, disappointments or depres-
sions. Hegel, the German philosopher had once observed 
that music alone is capable of expressing many nuances of 
emotion, and hence it is more useful than any language 
invented so far by the mankind. Yet another German 
philosopher, Arthur Schoppenhauer found music stronger, 
quicker and infallible than any language invented by man, as 
it restores all emotions of our innermost nature far removed 
from their pain.

Music Hugs
Be it folk or classical, eastern or western it is a plain fact 
that music affects our moods. It also promises an unfail-

ing companionship to those among us greying, and getting 
marginalized with age. It can work as an anodyne for those 
who have undergone trauma and emotional upheavals in life 
by way of accidents, ageing, losses of near and dear ones etc. 
Music helps them to get rid of their miseries and surrounds 
and hugs them very much like a mother, caring for her 
new-born.

Music and Biology
All biological activities involve patterns of rhythms similar 
to what we find in music. Breathing, snoring, walking, 
jumping, jogging, eating, nay, all the body processes such 
as metabolism, respiration, circulation etc. follow a definite 
pattern of timing and cycle. When this pattern or cycle 
gets badly affected, we term it as an ailment and seek for its 
restoration.

Perceiving its importance in restoration and renewal of 
life-rhythms, the ancient communities across the globe had 
incorporated music and rhythm in their everyday living. 
Rhythms and tunes have been used in acknowledging the 
power of Nature e.g. prayer and iterative chants in celebrat-
ing the change of seasons, in expressing the joy or sorrow and 
in expressing the inexpressible. Very ordinary human activi-
ties such as pounding the grains, putting the babies to sleep, 
rowing a boat, doing the manual labour, cooking the game 
etc.—all assumed a touch of glory or grandeur, thanks to the 
addition of certain rhythms and tunes in them.

Music Eliminates Negative Emotion
Not only physiologically, but also emotionally, music works 
wonders. In a recent lecture/demonstration (August 2003) 
of Indian ragas affecting the moods, conducted before the 
senior citizens of Visakhapatnam it was demonstrated by 
this author how a musical form representing certain emotion 
could help to remove the very same emotion. Thus, a raga 
known for its melancholy—Subhapantuvarali—could per 
se act in melting the trauma of a listener. Are you short 
tempered and prone to bouts of anger? Then try, any of 
these ragas: Deepak, Gauri Manohari, Hamsadhwani, Hari 
Khamboji and many others.,  A fiery composition of Vivaldi 
and the Carnatic raga Atana both forms of music equally 
representing the moods of anger or rage, were demonstrated 
to explain how the accumulation of anger and frustration 

over the years in an individual could be melted away again 
with their very inclusion! Sensual elements found in music 
also came up for review during the demo and the ragas 
Behag and Khamas were found to exude shringara rasa in 
abundance! There are many other erotic ragas.

 .
Music Enhances Positive Emotion
It was quite interesting to watch the participants—smil-
ing naturally and unconsciously as the ragas depicting joy 
(Kathana Kuthoohalam), wonder (Suddha Saveri), compas-
sion (Natta Kurinji) and peace (Sama) were demonstrated in 
veena. The same was the case, when a selection in Western 
classical compositions of Bach, Mozart and Strauss, played 
in audio cassettes were played.

In the Wonderland of Juniors
We all know that it is the freshness of the child’s mind that 
wonders at every thing around. It is a pity that as the child 
grows into adulthood, the freshness of the mind along with 
its capacity to wonder get slowly replaced by indifference, 
sloth or cynicism. As we grow older and older, it is neces-
sary that we retained the mind of a child so that we could 
watch with wonder the roller-coaster path that our life may 
take as a witness, without getting seeped in to them. Here 
melodies and rhythms can come handy, as they are capable 
of re-injecting in us the patterns of freshness that can keep 
us child like once again as we age. The participants during 

demo wondered how the raga Suddha Saveri enabled them 
wonder as it meandered in Veena! 

On Compassion: The Ultimate Virtue
There is an ancient saying in the Sanskrit language that 
there is no dharma (virtue) in heaven or earth, which can 
equal karuna or compassion, shown to one’s fellow-beings. 
The great saints and savants such as Gautama Buddha, 
Manimekalai, Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Theresa and 
others have all demonstrated by their life-styles, how 
compassion could erase human miseries and sufferings. 
The participants of the lec-dem could feel the pulsation 
of compassion hidden in the raga Natta Kurinji, a nascent 
raga, born out of an ancient melakarta (parent) scale, Hari 
Khamboji. The wide-ranging movements of the raga (it is 

a non-standardized raga), played in slow tempo enhanced 
the feelings of compassion.

Musical Peace
Shanti or peace is the ultimate goal sought by all religious 
groups. According to Saint Thyagaraja, no well-being could 
be possible, without peace! The participants found peace and 
harmony in the vibrations emanating form the raga Sama, 
when played in veena. A piece from Blue Danube composed 
by Strauss also sounded peace and majesty. Do you want to 
immerse yourself in harmony and peace? Try any of these 
ragas that can impart them in abundance: Desh, Hamsa-
manjari, Kaanada, Nilambari Sri, or Yadukula Khamboji. 
Observe how your anger and inner frustrations melt away 
over a period of time, leading you toward a state of bliss, 
causeless but conducive to universal harmony.

T. V. Sairam is a former civil servant, who is also a best-
selling  author of a number of books and dictionaries 
on music therapy, alternative medicine etc. He has 
done pioneering research on Indian therapeutic music. 
He is the course director for a popular 
distance learning programme in music 
therapy. He heads a small non-profit 
organization, Nada Centre for Music 
Therapy (www.nada.in) and lives in 
New Delhi, India.
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  MUSIC AND MOODS
by  T.V. Sairam



Over the last couple of centuries, owners 
of capital, the bourgeoisie on one 

side, and workers, who offer their labour 
in exchange for wages in the production 
of goods and the creation of wealth on the 
other, have been depicted as forming oppos-
ing sides in a class struggle. The capitalists 
aim to maximise profit by keeping wages 
low. The workers organise themselves and 
seek to match the power of the bourgeoisie. 

The capitalists have centralized the means 
of production concentrating property in a 
few hands. They constantly revolutionize 
the instruments of production and turn 
the worker into a mere appendage of the 
machine (Jacobus, 2010). The result of all 
this is to convert even small tradespeople, 
shopkeepers and peasants into the prole-
tariat. With no means of sustenance outside 
the capitalist system unless the proletariat 
organizes itself and takes power into its 
own hands (Marxist Communism), the 
labour force is doomed to suffer periodic 
unemployment. 

Unemployment, as defined by the Inter-
national Labour Organization, occurs 
when a person is without a job and has been 
seeking work for the previous four weeks. 
The unemployment rate of a country is 
calculated as the percentage of the number 
unemployed divided by the number in the 
total labour force. 

Currently these rates are very high due to 
a global economic downturn. In the United 
States it stands at 9.7%, with the European 
Union rate at 9.5%. Canada fares slightly 
better with 8% and the United Kingdom 
at 7.9%. Even within the EU, Spain and 
Greece have a very high unemployment 
rate of over 20%. These figures may be 
unfavourably compared with China’s 4%. 

Causes of unemployment are so varied 
that there is no agreement on definitive 
reasons for this fluctuating phenom-
enon. Explanations in terms of classical, 
structural, frictional and cyclical theories 
abound. 

If wages are kept high, for example by the 
state decreeing a minimum wage, unem-
ployment that results falls under the classi-
cal term. Structural unemployment occurs 
when there is a mismatch between the 
skills of workers and the skills demanded 
in the workplace. When unemployment 
is temporary while people are looking for 
work, then the term frictional applies. 
Cyclical or Keynsian unemployment is due 
to fluctuations in the economic cycle and 
may be eased by state intervention. With 
increasing globalization, causes of unem-
ployment are not easily isolated and may 
take us into hitherto uncharted territory. 

To cite an example, unemployment 
within the USA, affects different kinds 

of people disproportionately. According 
to January 2008 statistics, while 4.4% of 
men were unemployed 4.2% of women in 
the workforce were without work. Among 
the unemployed, 4.4% were Caucasians, 
6.3% were Hispanics/Latinos. While only 
3.2% Asians were out of work, 9.2% 
African-Americans were unemployed. As a 
group, teenagers were the most likely to be 

unemployed with the rate at 18%. Obvi-
ously in most countries different groups 
of people (e.g. minorities) are affected 
disproportionately. 

Robert Reich (1991) reports how level 
of education influences employability. His 
main argument is that a nation’s prosperity 
no longer depends on the profitability of 
industries based within its borders, but on 
human capital. 

Capital investment is now global and 
‘footloose’. America’s 500 largest corpora-
tions failed to create a single new net job 
between 1975 and 1990. Indeed their use 
of the labour force dropped from 17% to 
10% during that period.  Reich believes 
that it is the high level of education and 
skills of the workforce which creates value 
in a ‘global web’ that no longer relies on 
mass production in giant factories to create 

wealth. High value production has replaced 
high volume production.

Today’s custom-tailored goods and 
services need an elite group of highly 
qualified ‘symbolic-analytic’ workers whose 
earnings are way above the rest. They are 
further identified as composed of problem 
identifiers, problem solvers, and strategic 
brokers. They form 20% of the work-

force but are at the core of the world’s 
wealth creators. Reich (ibid) says that the 
rest of the workforce consists of the ever-
dwindling blue collar workers in routine 
production jobs, and ‘in-person’ service 
providers like waiters, waitresses, janitors 
and care workers. While the symbolic-
analytic group are highly mobile, and can 
provide their services from any part of the 
world, only the in-person service providers 
remain local. 

Unemployment leads people to claim 
state benefits in order to survive. Although 
there appears to be a sizable minority 
who have settled for an existence on state 
handouts, the majority are unhappy, under 
stress, insecure, and are willing even to 
settle for lower wages in order to escape the 
stigma of being unemployed. Inequalities 
widen and social cohesion is under threat. 

Crime increases, and where there are pock-
ets of unemployed concentrated in certain 
localities, there is said to be an identifiable 
culture of despair. Street riots are a conse-
quence of such despair. Overall, linkages 
(statistical correlations) to poor health, 
premature death, attempted and actual 
suicide, divorce, domestic violence, racial 
tension (radicalisation of a Muslim minor-
ity), and hooliganism are made where there 
is a high incidence of unemployment. Not 
only is there a loss of tax revenue to the 
state, but benefit payments as well as the 
increased social and financial costs attached 
to the negatives cited above, become a 
greater burden on the taxpayer.  

Various solutions have been attempted 
to stem the tide of mass unemployment. 
As demand for products and services fall, 
Keynsian policies may be implemented. 
These include lowering the interest rate, 
so that entrepreneurs are more likely to 
borrow capital to start new projects. The 
central bank of the state could print more 
money for circulation, so that this is avail-
able as credit. This move is referred to as 
quantitative easing. The problem is that 
such policies take time to make even a small 
difference in the expected direction. 

Employment subsidies and tax breaks to 
firms taking on more people, even as part-
time workers in a recession are also a means 
of boosting the economy. Even if much 
of the unemployment is cyclical, there 
are pockets of structural unemployment 
because of a lack of needed skills.

Programmes aimed at education and 
training of the long term unemployed help 
even partly,to resolve this problem. Here, 
economists recommend more vocational 
training as against purely academic degrees 
which do not necessarily lead directly to a 
job. Reducing the minimum wage has also 
been advocated, but there is no guarantee 
that this would result in the creation of 
extra jobs. 

Zero-hour contracts of employment are 
another negative outcome of this situation. 
These have the opposite effect of reducing 
demand for goods, due to less spending 
power among the workforce, and could 
result in further layoffs.   
References
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VIEWPOINT

GLObAL UNEMPLOYMENT 
By Migel Jayasinghe 



Musing time is here again and I have been musing a 
lot. I hope you will find the resulting mix makes 

interesting reading. 
My husband and I had a week’s holiday in SW France 

in mid-June, travelling with Great Rail Journeys. Having 
studied French in school and college in Bombay, many 
moons ago, I have always had a soft spot for that country 
and have even wished that I had lived there rather than 
here in England. But that would require India to have 
been a French colony and that might not have been at 
all palatable. The French reputation as colonists does not 
stand up to close examination. Interestingly, their former 
possession, Pondicherry is now the ‘cool’ place to be. Lots 
of young people like to hang out there. I have been there 
many years ago and thought it must be the hottest place on 
earth and that was in mid-January. The sea-food curries are 
superb though! Some streets still bear French names and 
the policemen or gendarmes still wear French head gear or 
‘kepi’ as it is known, or at least they were worn in the 90s.

Sri Aurobindo, the Bengali nationalist, philosopher, yogi 
and poet founded an ashram there where he developed a 
method of spiritual practice called integral yoga. He lived 
there with his French spiritual collaborator, known as The 
Mother. He died in 1950 but there are many disciples of 
his philosophy who continue to live there and the place 
also attracts a great many French tourists. I think it is 
the French atmosphere in parts of Pondicherry that now 
attracts Indians. In Goa it is the area around Panjim which 
is much frequented and it is still very Portuguese in charac-
ter. In Mumbai, the suburb Bandra is the coolest place to 
live. It used to be where many Goans and Anglo-Indians 
used to live during my childhood and youth. It was always 
very attractive as the sea bordered it. I was there in Febru-
ary and I admired the newly cobbled streets, the Cathe-
dral, the lovely cafes and bistros, boutiques, all suggesting 
a Mediterranean atmosphere. The most famous Bolly-
wood stars live there, I was told, and property prices have 
rocketed which means that only the rich can live there. All 
this suggests that the mock European atmosphere in parts 
of India is now deemed ‘cool’ and draws tourists. You may 
have noticed the frequent use of the word ‘cool’. I seem to 
have picked it up from my grandchildren.

From Sri Aurobindo to Prime Minister Modi may seem 
strange but the practice of yoga is the link. The 21st of 
June, 2015 was truly a ‘red letter’ day for India. Prime 
Minister Modi’s call for an International Yoga day was 
taken up all over the world, whilst in Delhi at least 40,000 
people took part in the half hour of asanas with the PM in 
lead. He will go down in History as the first PM to display 
Yogic virtuosity to a world audience. Yoga has long taken 
root in many Western countries despite early objections by 
some Christians that it was a Hindu practice. Its proven 
health benefits have sidelined the sceptics. Yoga was born 
in India and we associate it with the sages of olden times as 
well as their modern counterparts who live out their lives 
in caves in the Rishikesh area and who attract an army 
of followers. The West has glamorized the practice with 
its hordes of lissom men and women clad in Lycra outfits 
performing with apparent ease some of the most difficult 
postures. Rishikesh has been flooded with eager acolytes 
from the West since the Beatles got there and in the West, 
hundreds of people sign up for yoga classes.

My father was a serious practitioner of yoga and every 
morning before going to work, he would spend the best 
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LIFE, THE UNIVERSE AND EVERYTHING
by Malathy Sitaram

part of an hour going through various postures including 
the head stand and ending with about 10 minutes of silent 
meditation. The three daughters of the house learned very 
early about the benefits of yoga and I continue the prac-
tice most mornings. Meditation and mindfulness are now 
being taken seriously by educationalists and the medical 
profession. Stress, depression and even early onset demen-
tia can be reduced, it is claimed.

Whilst there is plenty of evidence to back these claims, 
there is none to lend credence to truly outlandish claims 
made recently at a five day conference on “Ancient 
Sciences Through Sanskrit” held at a campus of Bombay 
University from 3rd January, 2015. Submitted papers 
talked of advanced aviation in the Vedic age, interplan-
etary travel, advanced surgery, civil engineering and archi-
tecture in ancient India. Why, one is bound to ask, is there 
no trace of such sophistication available today? India is a 
country where millions do not have access to toilets leave 
alone space travel. Numerous scientists across the world 
and in India signed a petition to prevent the paper being 
presented. An Indian scientist at NASA dismissed the 
claims as pseudo-science and said that mythology should 
not be mixed with science. Such claims shorn of evidence 
would reduce the credibility of what Indian scientists have 
actually achieved. 

A few years ago when Amartya Sen discussed the UN 
paper on poverty levels in India being worse than in 
sub-Saharan Africa, one of these ultra-nationalist loons 
demanded that he be punished severely for his public 
stance on poverty and inequality in India. As someone 
who lives in the West and who suffers anguish over bad 
news from India, I often wonder why Indians feel such 
triumphal elation when an Indian has achieved praise 
abroad but seem unmoved when presented with statistics 
about poverty in India. Why do we adopt the unpraise-
worthy elements of Western culture that may have been 
learned from films but remain oblivious of the building 
blocks of that culture which include civic responsibility, 
respect for others and other virtues? A depressing televi-
sion documentary about obesity and diabetes in India 
found that when some young Indian munches a burger, 
he thinks he is living the Western life and that makes him 
very happy. Many Western fast food joints are now in India 
too. Are Indians still mentally colonised? Is eating burgers 
really ‘cool’? That word is used so much by young people 
today as a term of approbation. What about our own artis-
tic heritage, our textiles, our music and dance? The same 
documentary showed the lives of some rich, upper class 
Indians as similar to those of rich New Yorkers, the only 
difference being the multitude of servants, one ayah for 
each child. The self-satisfaction of such people is repulsive.

I should end on a more positive note. When we returned 
from our French holiday, we were delighted to see that the 
myriad shrubs in our garden had flowered at last, having 
remained obstinately in bud because of the unseasonable 
cold. I love my garden and will talk about it next time. 
Also the long wait for Amitav Ghosh’s final book which 
completes his Ibis trilogy is over and I have it. Rejoice!

Malathy Sitaram was the first Asian 
teacher of English in Wiltshire schools. 
Also she was the first Asian to be 
appointed to the Swindon Bench of 
Justices of the Peace.
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VIDHA SAUMYA
by Rashmi Sahi

I was introduced to Vidha Saumya through 
her mother, the multitalented artist 

Vibha Rani. Primarily a ‘drawer’, Saumya 
received a Diploma in Visual Communi-
cation Design from Srishti School of Art, 
Design and Technology, Bangalore and a 
BFA from Sir J.J. School of Art, Mumbai. 
In 2007-2008 she completed an Inde-
pendent Study Program at Beaconhouse 
National University, Lahore, Pakistan. 

Here is Vidha on her life and the art:
RS: How would you describe yourself as an 
artist?
VS: I like to call myself a drawer. I draw. 
Documenting a space by observing, 
photographing, making notes, recording 
sounds, collecting objects and conversa-
tions form the basis of my artistic practice. 
As a response to the wide range of stimuli 

I receive and gather, I draw. I have a keen 
sensitivity to paper—the fragile receptive 
quality of the paper and the tools I draw 
with are selected carefully. 
RS: When did you know that your life call-
ing was to be an artist? 
VS: My mother knew it before me and 
she ensured that I received all the required 
training, participation and practice that 
were required for me to pursue my goal of 
being an artist. She went out of all possi-
ble ways, curiously looking around to find 
something that could give me the right 
footing and platform for my talent, if you 
will.

However, the realisation of my life calling 
came to me in 2009. It is then it dawned 
on me that all my learning, at all levels and 
in all forms had led to this and I was deter-

mined to follow it through.
Hence, my talent is trained, honed and 

worked towards. What is perhaps natural 
are intuition and the ability to empathise.

RS: Coming from a very creative family, 
with well- known film journalist for a father 
and a respected dramatist for a mother, and 
now married to another artist Ali Akbar 

Mehta, what kind of family conversation 
happens around a meal?
VS: We enjoy conversations. Around the 
table conversations are embedded with 

humour, discoveries, information and 
laughter along with food discussions, reci-
pes and recounting great meals. 
Sometimes we talk about work too.

RS: Artists are known to draw their inspira-
tion from outside and inside of themselves. 
Where does your inspiration come from?
VS: Looking at great works of art inspires 
me. The fact that I am working every day to 
be able to achieve a similar space motivates 
me.

When I wake up every morning the pros-
pect of what I can do in the day ahead of 
me inspires me. I feel an urge to create and 
accomplish something every day. When I 
go to sleep it is the excitement of the next 
day that makes me dream. I am easily 
inspired. It could be encountering a daily 
wage worker to watching a chef prepare 
a meal to discovering a seed that has just 
sprouted in my garden to achievements and 
failures of other people. The knowledge 
that each day is independent gives me the 
energy to put in my best into each day.
RS: A few years back, you were in Lahore 
for a few months, learning and teaching at 
Beaconhouse National University. How is 
the art scene in Pakistan different or similar 
to the one in India?
VS: Pakistani artists have more condi-
tions working against them. The fact 
that they continue with such fierce fire 
in their belly is inspiring and that is what 
distinguishes them from Indian artists. 
Barring a few, most Indian artists often 
slump into a comfort zone. It is difficult 
to be constantly charged up in a country 
where the surface seems to be so stable.  
Having studied in art institutes in both 
India and Pakistan, I have come to the 
conclusion that our art schools definitely 
have a long way to go to be at par with 
the art institutions in Pakistan. I am glad 
that I had the opportunity to be tutored by 
outstanding teachers and senior artists both 
in India and Pakistan. 
RS: You also took residency in Northamp-
tonshire. How did it evolve you as an artist?
VS: It made me realize the importance of 
research and development of research tools, 
and attentive curiosity. It made me realize 
how imperative it is to ask questions, inter-
act locally and read.
RS: ‘Love Charades’, your first solo exhi-
bition is about masquerade and charades, 
pretences and about big women.. Why 
pretend? To whom? For Whom?
VS: The drawings in my solo exhibition 
‘Love Charades’ were exploring an observa-
tion. My massive- shaped women laugh, 
flirt, mount each other, hold the moon, 
scream, fly, freeze into a limbo. While the 
elaborate masquerade performed by these 
wild women protagonists is flagrantly on 
display and their gaze is often directed 
at the viewer, we draw a blank when we 
wonder who they perform for. Perhaps 
they perform only for themselves—their 

Audrey, 2013, ink on paper, 12 x 20 in
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Wilma, 2013, ink on paper, 12 x 20 in
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This most distinguished of Indian diplomats 
died on 6th March 2014, in his early nineties.   

Hailing from a family of civil servants belonging to the 
princely state of Mewar (Udaipur), he was educated in 
Allahabad and at St. John’s College Cambridge in the 
1940s, and was subsequently selected for the Indian 
Foreign Service; interviewed, with my father, future 
Pakistan High Commissioner to India Sajjad Hyder, 

by Pandit Nehru himself. In Ambassador Mehta’s own 
words, “My generation, ‘Midnight’s Adults’, was unique 
in world history; educated in undivided India, then work-
ing professionally for one of the two successor countries”.                   

Their training took place in New Delhi, where our 
families—coincidentally both originally of Rajput line-
age—became firm friends. 

Rama Mehta, like her friend Ruhafza Hyder, grace-
fully complemented her able husband throughout his 
stellar career, until her untimely demise in the 1970s 
when he was Foreign Secretary at the Ministry of Exter-
nal Affairs (MEA).

Ambassador JS Mehta was—like Ambassador and 
Prime Minister IK Gujral, Foreign Minister Sardar 
Swaran Singh, and Ambassadors Ashok Mehta, Amreek 
Singh, Avtar Singh, and Amb/Foreign Secretary Ram 
Sathe—among that rare species of diplomat capable of 
fostering ties bilaterally, regionally, and multilaterally 
whilst maintaining core national interests.

The Mehta children have followed in their parents’ 
enlightened footsteps; eldest son Vikram and only 
daughter Vijay being my class fellows at Oxbridge in 
the 1970s, just as son-in-law Suleiman of Mahmu-
dabad—dignified successor of the revered Raja Sahib 

Mahmudabad—is the 1960s Oxbridge contemporary 
of my elder brother Tariq (likewise a diplomat), Sunetra 
Bandranaike, and Aung San Suu Kyi. Younger sons Uday 
and Ajay are contemporaries of my younger brother 
Saad, and friends of India’s current High Commissioner 
to Pakistan T.C.A. Raghavan. The grandchildren have it 
seems graced the gamut of Ivy League institutions.

Following family interaction in Delhi in the late 60s, 
in the 70s I had the opportunity of meeting Uncle Jagat 
when he hosted Vikrams’s friends in his elegant rooms 
in Magdalen College Oxford and in Moscow where he 
snatched some time from his hectic schedule as visiting 
Foreign Secretary to come see us, my father being our 
Ambassador there: I remember vividly how he and my 
parents talked mostly of Aunty Rama’s passing.

Post retirement, Ambassador Jagat Mehta was active 
as an academic. He was a fellow at Harvard and at the 
Woodrow Wilson School. He was nominated as the 
“Tom Slick Professor of World Peace” at the LBJ school 
of Public Affairs, University of Texas, Austin in 1983-84. 
From 1985 till he passed away he was actively involved 
with voluntary organisations engaged in education and 

rural development in Udaipur.  
On a post-retirement reunion in Islamabad in the 

1990s, Uncle Jagat told my parents with pleasure and 
pride that one of his three able daughters-in-law was 
Collector of Ajmer district, where the major Sufi shrine 
in Rajasthan, of Khwaja Gharib Nawaz, is located. 

Amongst his Ambassadorial postings were Tanza-
nia and China. He strove specifically, as alluded to, 
for improved Indo-Pak relations; and was an abiding 
advocate of nuclear and missile non-proliferation as 
“the 20th century has been a succession of monstrous 
misjudgements: two World Wars, the Cold War, and 
so on.”

I can still hear Uncle Jagat’s welcome, avuncular voice, 
on my return to Delhi in 2006, condoling his dear 
friend my father’s demise, and inviting me to Udaipur. 

He is much missed by many, and was a role model for 
diplomats everywhere.

Rehana Hyder is from Pakistan. She 
was born in London and educated at 
Oxford. Coming from a diplomatic 
family she has travelled to and lived in 
many countries, and is now based in 
Islamabad.

anchorage being each other’s embrace. 
I am not critical of pretence. It is naïve to be ignorant 

or in denial of it. The drawings critique the idea of show, 
pretence, interpersonal proximity and social norms.
RS: How difficult or easy is it to be an artist as compared to 
doing any normal 9 to 5 job?
VS: Nothing is easy. For me it is as ‘normal’ to be an artist 
as it would be normal for someone to take up a 9 to 5 job. 
It is the inspiration and satisfaction to do that job that is 
important and therefore easy at times and difficult to get by 
sometimes. 

I am a 24/7 artist and the times when I cannot spare time 
to spend with family and friends, makes me wish I had a 
‘regular 9 to 5 job. But that wish is not something I want 
to come true. Developing a rigorous routine and staying 
disciplined is difficult to achieve. 
RS: Federico Fellini said All art is autobiographical; the 
pearl is the oyster’s autobiography. How much of you is in 
your art? Where do you draw the line if you do?
VS: My entire mind is in my work. I’m attracted to individ-
uals and communities and I keenly observe their relation-
ship within a given space, city, country and institution, the 
culture they prescribe and belong to, and their interpersonal 
behaviour. It is always a spontaneous decision combined 
with the larger intent of my position and placement in 
an environment that makes me select singular or multiple 
projects that I execute over a period of time
RS: Describe your relationship with Chinese rice paper and 
Cello Gripper pen.
VS: Chinese rice paper has been part of my growing up. 
When my father came back from China he brought with 
him many Chinese paintings and scrolls. In 2009, I found 
this paper at a stationery shop and in the same year made my 
first drawing on this paper. Cello Gripper was my favourite 
pen during my Junior college years. When I draw with this 
pen I feel it is an extension of the process of writing. Over 
the last 6 years, I have developed a unique vocabulary with 
this pen-paper partnership. I have explored possibilities in 
rendering with this pen. There is a long way to go before I 
exhaust what is possible in this combination.
RS: You have an upcoming show in September. Tell us more 
about it? 
VS: The upcoming exhibition will see seven large drawings 
and a series of tiny sculptures. The drawings have shifted 
focus from large women to androgynous bodies and explore 
the idea of feminine in the man and a chiselled non-sexual 
body of the woman. Sensuousness is not confined to estab-
lished relationships but you see them evolving and getting 
formed in the new compositions. Close physical proximity 
of complete strangers forms the undercurrent of this series. 
RS: What do you do to strengthen your mind and body for 
the art? Is there any special ritual that you perform before 
you start?
VS: I can’t think at all on an empty stomach. I eat so that 
my mind and body are comfortable and have the strength 
to beat the banality and mundaneness of life. Once that 
is done, one can create, accomplish and look forward to 
another such day.
RS: Are artists born with the art in their DNA or they can 
be cultivated with practice and patience?
VS: Practice and patience help us imagine and achieve the 
impossible. I have certainly learnt it.
Thank you Vidha for the interesting interview. We look 
forward to the September show and many 
other more to come. 
Rashmi Sahi lives and teaches in Hong 
Kong. She also writes a motivational and 
self-help blog. Access it at www.inwar-
dupward.tumblr.com
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travel virtually on top of each other.
The other two women had shared their 

harrowing accounts in a straightforward 
manner without fear, “Shame” or inhibitions 
of being similarly abused.

Police figures indicate a rape reported on 
average every 18 hours, rape cases rapidly rose 
between 2007 to 2011.  Nirbhaya case was 
the only conviction among the 706 cases filed 
in New Delhi in 2012.  New Delhi has the 
highest number of rape crimes among India’s 
major cities. A rape is committed every 27 
minutes in India.  Rapes occur in all coun-
tries, but New Delhi has earned a name for 
itself as a rape capital of the world. 

Nirbhaya is the live stage play. The BBC 
has also made a documentary, Daughter 
of India, about this tragic event which was 
shown here on March 4. The government 
of India has banned it from being shown in 
India, fearing the reaction and subsequent 
chaotic demonstrations by women’s rights 
campaigners who are more active now than 
ever before.

Farber’s idea of staging this play illustrates 
graphically that rape in caste-ridden and male 
dominated India is widespread and nothing 
much is done about this plague. 

Five Asian countries, India, Pakistan, Bang-
ladesh, Sri Lanka, and newcomer Nepal,  took 
part in this sixth year’s Alchemy extravaganza. 

Those who missed this extraordinarily 
colourful event with installations, posters, 
and big audiovisual TV screens all over Royal 
Festival Hall will have to wait 
until next year.

The writer is a London-
based journalist
Email: n-shah@sky.com

Sir Edmund Hillary, the mountaineer, was 
once asked why he climbed mountains. 

He answered: “Because they are there.”   If a 
question is put to a serial rapist why he raped 
women.  He may emulate by saying because 
they are there. 

Man-woman and man-mountain relation-
ships have always been tricky.  An assault on a 
mountain does no harm, assaulting a woman 
does irreparable damage or death.  The most 
horrible cruelty and death in recent rape crime 
history occurred on December 16, 2012.

Jyoti Singh Pandey, 23, boarded a bus in 
Delhi with her male friend going home after 
a cinema outing. She was set upon by six men 
already on the bus and brutally gang-raped 
her.  Her friend, Awindra Pratap Pandey was 
badly beaten, gagged and knocked uncon-
scious with a long, sharp metal bar.  While 
half dead she and her friend were thrown 
out of the moving bus. The whole world was 
shocked and condemned this horrible crime 
in the most condemnable terms.

For weeks her name was not revealed 
because India does not permit a rape victim’s 
name to be published.  Her parents agreed to 
publish her name. Until then, reporters called 
her Nirbhaya, which means the fearless one. 
This gender-based crime was widely reported 
globally and the world has not fully recovered 
from the shock of this intense brutality perpe-
trated by six rapists against this unfortunate 
physiotherapist.  She died from her intestinal 
internal injuries in a Singapore hospital after 
two weeks in intensive care unit.

We were shown how the metal rod was used 
in this extreme sexual violence. The audience 
was stunned in disbelief to watch this power-
ful simulated rape scene, the struggle, and the 
cries of the actress. Some people were moved 
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NIRbHAYA (THE FEARLESS) 
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 REGINALD MASSEY’S bOOK PAGE
The South Asian diaspora inhabits several 

countries and is, in fact, the largest dias-
pora on the planet. Poverty and persecution 
forced many to migrate but in equal measure 
it was the spirit of enterprise that propelled 
people to a better life not only for themselves 
but for their descendants. 

The abolition of slavery in the British 
Empire created a serious vacuum in the labour 
market and the white masters hit upon the 
idea of ‘indentured coolies’. The British-owned 
plantations across ‘the black waters’ (in Natal, 
Mauritius, the Fiji Islands, British Guiana, 
the Malay states, and the many Caribbean 
islands) were in desperate need of cheap and 
willing labour. South Asia, already stripped to 
the bone by the East India Company, therefore 

became the natural 
recruiting region for 
‘indentured coolies’. 

Much has been 
written on this subject 
but most is popular 
mythology. It portrays 
the merciless white man 
and his brown minions as 
the demons of the human 
drama and the poor 
coolies as the innocent and 
the exploited. As any histo-
rian will testify, nothing is 
ever stark black or brilliant 
white. History is mostly grey 
and, confusingly, in several 

shades of grey.   
Basdeo Mangru who 

currently teaches at the City 
University of New York, 
has just authored  Kanpur 
to Kolkata: Labour Recruit-
ment for the Sugar Colonies 
(Hansib, London). This 
meticulously researched 
account dispels many 
accepted notions such 
as that the coolies were 
usually the dregs of 
Indian society and 
that they were devi-
ously lured to leave 
the subcontinent. 

In Hindustan impoverished Brahmins and 
Thakurs could not be seen to be performing 
manual tasks. But overseas they were allowed 
to be land labourers with impunity. And hence 
they too became ‘coolies’.

And then there was the sad state of upper 
caste Hindu widows who were blamed for the 
deaths of their diseased or dissolute husbands. 
And since they had not committed sati on the 
funeral pyres of their patis they were ostracised. 
Hindus never married widows and these poor 
women were treated abominably. In fact they 
still are even today in Modi’s ‘New and Resur-
gent India’. If you do not believe me please 
visit the widows’ ashrams in places such as the 

Continued on page 18

to tears.  
This story was retold on the stage at the 

South Bank Centre, London, from 21 
to 24 May to packed audiences. It was a sold-
out show for all four days.

The popularity of this stage play, produced 
by Yaël Farber, was such that this could have 
continued for months or years, but the Indian 
performers were on a short tour under the 
yearly festival called Alchemy, between 15-25 
May.  I saw the show on May 22.

The tragic death of Jyoti broke culture of 
silence on rape crimes with an astonishingly 
loud bang that cannot be ignored. 

Encouraged by the worldwide media 
support, five women participated in this real-
ity theatre and narrated their experiences of 
being raped when younger.

Ms Neel said that she was forced into 
marriage at 12 years old, she did not love 

him and was reluctant partner. Her husband 
attacked her when she was 14. He demanded 
dowry, but her family could not provide one. 
He wanted to sell her, when she refused he 
threw acid on her face and fled with their 
five months old son.  She spent six months 
bandaged up and could not move. She looks 
horribly defaced.

Another woman told the audience that she 
was raped by a stranger in her own flat. She 
was confronted with an intruder waving a 
knife and threatened to kill her. She said she 
struggled but was overpowered and was raped 
on knife point.  She suffers from psychologi-
cal scars. The rapist was never caught.

The third woman told her experience of 
being raped by a close relative when still a 
young girl.  Her nightmare is not over. She 
told the audience that she is regularly groped 
in New Delhi crowded buses where people 

mailto:n-shah@sky.com
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The past few months, once more, have 
revealed that fighting for causes is 

indeed a very complex matter. India is a 
country in which one can get involved with 
a hundred issues. While poverty has always 
been first on that list, in recent months, 
other causes have come into the limelight 
like the secret files of Subhash Chandra 
Bose.  He died of third degree burns after 
a Japanese plane crashed in 1945, but the 
subject has been revived by both the BJP 
government and the family. Conspiracy 
theories appeared within hours of his death 
and many inquiry commissions were set up, 
one of which stated that Bose had faked his 
own death! The issue was never resolved 
fully and now, there is an outcry for the 
declassification of his ‘secret’ files. Prime 
Minister Modi announced that it was the 
country’s responsibility to present the truth 
to the family. As expected, it has become 
political issue with the BJP and Congress 
attacking each other.

As for our cultural community— well-
known, Mumbai-based filmmaker Shyam 
Benegal (who had directed The Forgotten 
Hero based on Bose’s life), is among those 
who has commented about the declassifica-
tion. I had the opportunity to meet Benegal 
personally and asked him about the issue. 
As one of our most socially-conscious film-
makers, he feels that both political parties 
and journalists are just making a big deal 
of it. According to him: the Bose family 
already has access to most of the files and, 
in a hundred years, they will be open to 
public anyway. Also, some family members 
have been trying to rekindle the legacy for 
personal reasons. Bose had over several 
siblings, so there are lots of nieces and 
nephews scattered all over the world. The 

Asiatic Society, too, has decided to dig into 
the Russian archives again, a search that was 
abandoned in 2001. A drama of interna-
tional dimensions has opened up.

Recently, I visited south India and there 
was another controversy developing—a 
Satyagraha for the economic independence 
of handloom weavers. Creating a global 
market for khadi has had little impact on the 
lives of these workers.  For every shirt sold in 
the market, the weaver gets less than 10% of 
the price for dyeing, decorating, designing 
and stitching the garment. We all know that 

the humble khadi fabric has found favour 
in fashion cities like Mumbai, Rome and 
Paris. Theatre personality and social activist, 
Prasanna, who had spearheaded the move-
ment to revive handlooms in the country, is 
now fighting for the weaver’s rights. Accord-
ing to him, handloom is the second highest 
rural employer after agriculture. 

Innumerable Non-Government 
Organization (NGOs), supporting various 
causes, have also come under the axe. The 
government has started cracking down on 
US-based funding organizations like Ford 
Foundation and Greenpeace International 
(their bank account was recently frozen and 
the agency is facing shut down). In a war 
of words, they accused the government of 
putting ‘every Indian civil society group 
on the chopping block’ and stated that the 
home ministry was trying to ‘strangle by 
stealth, because it knew an outright ban was 
unconstitutional’. The move has distressed 

many local NGOs whose funds are drying 
up. New regulations for foreign contribu-
tions and income tax payments are having 
a far-reaching effect.

The US state department has protested 
against putting the global NGO, Ford 
Foundation, on its watch list. In defense, the 
Indian authorities government stated that 
the establishment, as an NGO donor, was 
not allowed to make donations for political 
causes to ‘companies’— it was a violation 
of regulations. Other discrepancies of the 
organization have also been shared with 

the US officials. The Clinton Foundation is 
also under the scanner. In the book, Clin-
ton Cash, released here about two months 
ago, author and activist Peter Schweizer, has 
explicitly linked it to the US-India nuclear 
deal. In a chapter, entitled, ‘Indian Nukes: 
how to win a Medal by Changing Hillary’s 
Mind,’ Schweizer suggests that Hillary Clin-
ton, after initially opposing the nuclear deal, 
reversed stand after a substantial Indian 
contribution was made to her Foundation, 
possibly routed through Non-Resident 
Indian accounts. It is indeed quite horrify-
ing to see that those who are supposed to 
serve society may be doing otherwise. But 
then, what’s new? The web of human greed 
is ever expanding!

Poets are also coming under attack. 
Marathi poet, Vasant Dattatray Gurjar, who 
had written a political satire on the father 
of the nation, will now face trial for using 
obscene words. According to the Supreme 

Court, freedom of speech and expres-
sion cannot be ‘absolute’ under the Indian 
Constitution. Apparently, Gurjar had used 
a surrealistic voice that suggested Gandhi 
was involved in appalling acts. 

In this rather negative scene, some worth-
while books have been released. Unbound 
edited by Annie Zaidi, is a collection of 
women’s writing in India from the poetry 
of Buddhist priestesses (written 2000 years 
ago) to contemporary fiction. Writings 
from several languages are included: Tamil, 
Hindi, English, Kashmiri and others. 
Amitav Ghosh also released the final book 
of his Ibis trilogy with a critique of colonial-
ism: Flood of Fire, the much-anticipated last 
instalment has been very well received.

Another insightful book published is In 
Search of Freedom. Author Sagari Chhabra 
has researched and spoken to members of 
the Indian National Army (INA) in India 
and Southeast Asia. In the book, freedom 
fighter Momota Mehta speaks about her 
days in the Indian Army.  Presently, she is 
90 years old but continues to live by Netaji 
Subhas Chandra Bose’s vision of India.  
Perhaps it is from Bose that she imbibed 
this spirit of a fighter when she joined the 
INA in 1943 in response to his call, ‘Tum 
mujhe khoon do, mein tumhe azaadi doonga’.  
Momota was only 16 and studying at the 
Bengal Academy School in Rangoon—
Netaji’s charisma was clearly a huge influ-
ence on many youngsters. 

We all fight our external battles—big and 
small—but the major one surely is the inter-
nal one: how to find equilibrium in today’s 
world. I certainly laud Prime Minister 
Modi’s decision to make yoga compulsory 
in schools and government offices. Inter-
national Yoga Day was celebrated in a big 
way on 21st June in New Delhi—an over-
whelming crowd of nearly 40,000 people, 
with Prime Minister Narendra Modi in the 
lead, exercised together. After seeing the 
massive yoga demonstration in the capital, 
Marco Frigatti of Guinness World Records, 
who had come to monitor the event, said, 
‘I don’t think this record will be broken 
anytime soon.’ But, there was opposition 
even to this event! Some feel yoga is only 
for Hindus.                           
Anju Makhija is an award-winning 
poet, translator and playwright based 
in Mumbai. Her translation of the 16th 
century, Sufi poet, Shah Abdul Latif, won 
the Sahitya Akademi English Translation 
Prize (’12). She has written/edited books 
related to partition poetry, women and 
children’s verse and Indo-English plays. 
Her columns have appeared in several 
publications. anjumakhija17@gmail.com

Annie Zaidi

Prime Minister Modi at International Yoga Day

Subhash Chandra bose
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“To be an artist is to believe in life!”
Henry Moore

What is in a name?  Bulbul, the name 
given to Sangeeta by her grandfather, 

is a singing bird, whose melodious songs 
resonates through the environment, and 
allures its listeners.  Sangeeta is that Bulbul.  
She says, “I was singing even before I learned 
to talk.”  Her innate artistic talent for paint-
ing, acting, and singing put her in the lime-
light from the very beginning of her life, 
through school and college.  After winning 
numerous acting awards in Inter-college 
theatre competitions, she wanted to become 
a professional actor.

Sangeeta, born into a conservative joint 
family in India, was not allowed to pursue a 
career in acting in spite of having the desire 
and the opportunity. She was twenty-one-
year-old when she married Rajeev Agrawal, a 
computer engineer, and migrated to America. 
Her talent in various art forms found its niche 
only after coming here, and settling into in 
her new life as a wife and mother. She learned 
Indian classical music, which led to the flower-

ing of her innate musicality and also extended 
her hitherto hidden artistic potentials in other 
forms of art.  Robert McKee, an author and 
a professor at the University of Southern 
California believes that music has the power 
to silence the chatter in the mind and lift us 
to another place. Musical cadences increase 
creative reasoning, also known as the “Mozart 
effect.” Mark Rothko, the famous artist 
confirms that significant bond. Her musical 
inclinations conjured up her other talents.

I came upon Sangeeta through her paint-
ings. Her works are vibrant, abstract, explod-
ing with color, and often tinged with a sense 
of mystery.  Edgar Degas says, “A painting 
requires a little mystery, some vagueness and 
some fantasy...” Her paintings are often para-
doxical as they derive influences from many 
sources—past experiences, philosophical 
beliefs, musical inclinations, love of archi-
tecture, and the works of other artists. In 
her paintings, we find Paul Klee’s surrealistic 
expressionism, and vibrancy of color indica-

tive of movement and flow. We also find the 
strong influence of her favorite artist, Mark 
Rothko, who is known for simplicity of 
composition, and the use of intense contrast-
ing colors.  She incubates that knowledge 
and then creates a different story in her own 
individualistic style in each of her works.  
All her paintings are acrylics on canvas, and 

some of them are in series:
Cityscape:  12x36 inches 
Sangeeta grew up in Mumbai amidst the 

hustle bustle of the city and the calmness 
of the Arabian Sea. In this painting, she 
has created depth, and texture by placing 
contrasting colors next to each other, repre-
senting her love of architecture. Using only 
straight lines, she creates the city skyline. The 
blue of the sky represents serenity in contrast 
to the chaos of crowded city life.  
Earth:  36X36 inches
The Earth series is a story of human kind 
occupying only a small sliver  in the colossal 
space of cosmic life.  The vastness of the cool 
blue sky against the hot red core highlights 
the narrow strip where life exists. Sangeeta 
demonstrates that humanity has only a 
small place in this extensive cosmology. Her 
abstract inferences express the philosophy of 
Gita:  We are so absorbed in our own egoistic 
preferences that we remove ourselves from 
the realities of this existence. 
Looming Past:  36x36 inches
Sangeeta says, “Horizons are always intrigu-
ing.  They have mystery and promise.  I often 

start by drawing a horizontal straight line 
across the canvas and let that line lead the 
composition.” Once again, she connects the 
mystery of life with her philosophical views 
- the distant abstract ruins in ‘Looming Past’ 
are symbolic of the fact that the past is always 
ahead as an inseparable part of us. ‘Looming 
Past’ reminded me of Vedic Scriptures that 

human life is a collection of Sanchit Karma—
a collection of past deeds from previous lives. 
That portion of the Sanchit Karma is called 

the prarabdha karma, which are ready to 
be experienced through the present body 
(incarnation.)
Flow Motion:  36x36 inches
Sangeeta says music evokes different 
emotions in her.  ‘Flow Motion’ is a repre-
sentation of Raag Yaman—free flowing, 
unrestricted, peaceful, and simple.  In her 
words,  “Flow Motion began as an experi-
mentation applying watercolor techniques to 
acrylic paints.  It was a complete departure 
from the straight lines of the Cityscape series.  
The watery paint has a mind of its own, and I 
really enjoyed following its lead and watching 
the composition taking a form of its own.”

Amongst her other varied interests, Sang-
eeta has tried her hand at ceramics. She says, 
“My pots are influenced by American South-
western design using symmetrical geometric 
patterns.  While I mostly worked with high 
fire stoneware, I have also used Japanese 
Raku techniques using low temperature and 
crackle glaze.”

Recently, I had the opportunity of watch-
ing one of Sangeeta’s short films, A Good 
Match, in which she plays the role of a middle 
aged Indian-American woman, abused, and 
battered by her husband.  After 20 years of 
being in a discordant marriage, she finally 
takes the drastic step of breaking loose when 
the happiness of her daughter is threatened.  
Jyoti Minocha, in her review of the movie for 
Talking Cranes magazine says “This broken 
woman is played beautifully by Sangeeta 
Agrawal. Her metamorphosis into a person 
whose core of selfhood has been displaced by 
a nervous anxiety was seamless.”

It was after her 50th birthday that Sangeeta 
sold her first painting, and made her first film. 
Her paintings have been exhibited at differ-
ent venues, such as the Touchstone Gallery 
in DC, the DuPont Italian Kitchen, and the 
Upakar Foundation Annual Art Show.  Many 
of her paintings are also in private collections.  
She has received recognition for both, her art 
and her acting roles. Her film, A Good Match 
has been screened at several International 
Film Festivals. Sangeeta is that gem that has 
remained undiscovered until now.  Knowing 

her, now  personally and through her work, I 
can say with certainty that her multiple talents 
will emerge with full brilliance in the years 
ahead.  When asked to sum up her life as an 
artist, she quotes Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni 
from her book, The Palace of Illusions, “I am 
buoyant and expansive and uncontainable—
but I always was so, only I never knew it!”

Meenakshi Mohan earned her 
doctoral degree from Chicago in 
Educational Administration with a 
focus on Early Childhood.  She has 
taught Early Childhood Educators for 
over two decades.  She has done exten-
sive research in Motivational Learning 
and Art Integrated Curriculum.  She 
recently published two 
books: Tamam Shud, 
a collection of poems 
by Kshitij Mohan, and 
a children’s book, The 
Gift.
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SANGEETA AGRAWAL—A DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH 
 by Meenakshi Mohan

(Left) Flow Motion (Above) Cityscape 1 (Right) Looming Past
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Each one of the 22 tales in the Desi Girls 
collection ends with the traditional 

‘sting in the tail’, which is an essential 
component of any short story. Sometimes 
the sting is gentle, reflective; at other times 
it is harsh—even lethal.

One thing all these stories have in common 
is their impact: another is their sheer variety.

The mainly female protagonists are fasci-
nating characters, be they a young girl in 
love who is betrayed by her sister, a new wife 
plunged into the complexities of marriage or 
an older woman contemplating what remains 
of her life. Within the powerfully condensed 
medium of the short story, we can feel these 
women’s dilemmas intensely. We can rejoice 

with them, learn from them...even pray 
for them.

The various roles played by men range 
from the most noble of heart, to the 
worst kind of cad. It’s a rich mixture!

The title of the anthology—Desi 
Girls—will no doubt provoke lively 
and profound discussion about its 
meaning and relevance in today’s 
India and the wider world.

By anyone’s standards, Desi Girls 
is serious, high-quality fiction that 
will stay with us long after we have 
read—and reread—the stories. As 
Mohini Kent says in her Foreword: 
‘Books are like the magic flying 

carpets of India, transporting us to the limitless layers of 
our consciousness.’

The twenty-two authors come from different parts of 
India, are of all ages and backgrounds, and live in different 
countries. Some of them are famous writers while others 
are complete newcomers. All are to be congratulated, as 
is their devoted Editor, Divya Mathur, who has done an 
admirable job in bringing them together to produce this 
classic collection. 
Joan Deitch, Freelance Fiction Editor 

DESI GIRLS: STORIES bY INDIAN WOMEN WRITERS AbROAD
Edited by Divya Mathur

HopeRoad Publishing 2015 / www.hoperoadpublishing .com / PRINT – 978-1-908446-44-2 E-BOOK - 978-1-908446-43-5

A full report on the launch event for Desi Girls, 
written by James Brewer, can be found at the All 
About Shipping blog here. 

It is indeed appropriate that on the centenary year of 
recalling the violence and horror of the First World War 

with its chilling statistics of death and destruction, appears 
this remarkably well researched book on women’s poetry 
and the First World War. Typically the first casual ques-
tion that can well rise in the minds of readers is what could 
non-combatant women write about during times of war, as 
most of them were deeply entrenched within their domes-
tic space, attending to monotonous domestic chores that 
did not merit recognition. Virginia Woolf had stated that 
marriage was the only profession available for women till 
the 1920s and had further emphasized that war, physical 
aggression and violence have invariably been about asser-
tive masculinity, “Scarcely a human being in the course of 
history has fallen to a woman’s rifle; the vast majority of 
birds and beasts have been killed by you, not by us” (Three 
Guineas 6) 

It has to be admitted that women had no experience 
of trenches, landmines, shellfire and the resultant psychic 
distress and trauma that soldiers serving in the First World 
War experienced. The essentialist notion about women’s 
role in war time which can be traced back to the epics and 
classical drama is about loss, lament and ritualistic mourn-
ing of the tragic deaths of the men who perished on the kill-
ing fields. Argha Banerjee’s book dispels these essentialisms 
about war poetry as being strictly a domain for male poets, 
many of them soldiers. By citing the poems of fifty eight 
women poets of Britain, Banerjee has argued that though 
patriarchal control dominated women’s roles during war 
time, women poets very often interrogated their marginali-
zation and expressed their patriotism and support for impe-
rialism; enunciated strong nationalist fervor if not jingoism, 
wrote lachrymose poems of love and longing for the men 
in the front, valorized nobility, bravery and military pride. 
On the other hand there were women poets who advocated 
pacifism, socialism and universal harmony. 

This book very ably foregrounds the poems written by 
British women between 1914 and 1918, and commences 
with the focus on women’s elegiac poems, poems of lament 
and loss, often quite distinct in spirit from the sentiments of 
trench poetry written by male war poets. As is well known, 

the common practices of the average women’s support for 
the war were mostly about sending knitted woolens and 
other items to the warfront, and hoping and praying that 
war, the worst collective barbarism of the human race for 
power and profit should end soon. The significant feature 
of Banerjee’s book is the fact that he introduces more 
than fifty women poets, to the readers of British poetry, 
perhaps for the first time. This meticulous exploration of 
the systematically neglected women’s poetry, neglected on 
the ground of gender, has opened up new areas of research 
germane to the understanding of the impact of the FWW 
on British society, culture and the radical transformations 
in traditional gender roles.  

So we become aware of several British women poets who 
resented their civilian, non-combatant status and longed 
to be a part of the combat force. The powerful poems of 
Rose Macaulay directly addressed patriarchal discrimina-
tion against women’s active roles in the war front. “Oh, it’s 
you that have the luck, out there in the blood and muck:...
In a trench you are sitting, while I am knitting/A hopeless 
sock that never gets done…” (198) The book under review 
very appropriately cites Virginia Woolf ’s scathing critique 
about the marginalization of women in times of war in her 
book Three Guineas and uses the following extract from 
Woolf ’s book as an epigraph for the fourth chapter, “ If you 
insist upon fighting to protect me or “our’ country, let it 
be understood, soberly and rationally between us, that you 
are fighting to gratify a sex instinct which I cannot share; 
to procure benefits that I have not shared and probably 
will not share; but not to gratify my instincts, or to protect 
either myself or my country. For, the outsider will say, “in 
fact, as a woman, I have no country. As a woman my coun-
try is the whole world.” 

 British women became workers in factories and farms, 
not as volunteers but as paid workers. Many women 
worked in industries such as grain milling, sugar refining, 
brewing, building, surface mining and shipyards. However, 
most women workers preferred to work in the munitions 
factory, as production of explosives was a comparatively 
better paid job than jobs in the clothing and textiles indus-
try. The traditional jobs for women were that of nurses 

and hospital–related work. Banerjee points out that due 
to the attractive wages women not only from the working 
classes, but from the educated and cultured classes joined 
as workers in munitions factories, even handling hazardous 
chemicals as TNT for filling shells. It may be stated that the 
Great War, quite unintentionally facilitated the liberation 
of western women from rigid patriarchal control by using 
their services in paid labour, as a crucial wartime emergency 
need. 

.As mentioned earlier, Banerjee has made specific refer-
ences to fifty eight women poets, identifying several major 
themes in women’s poetry written during this period 
of war. These poems understandably cannot be uncriti-
cally described as “war” poetry, but as Banerjee asserts are 
“cultural texts”. Apart from women’s poetry that registered 
loss, mourning and the complex nature of grief, the five 
chapters of the book focus on women’s poems that were 
overtly political and propagandist, women’s work experi-
ences and the more aesthetic representations that fore-
grounded myths, folklore and the pastoral. In course of 
discussion, the poems of male war poets have also been 
referred to extensively. 

It must be mentioned however that a more appropri-
ate title of the book could have been British Women’s 
poetry and the First World War rather than Women’s 
Poetry and the First World War, as the non-specific title 
“women’s poetry…” may well trigger expectation that 
French, German, American and Australian women’s poetry 
written during the first world war, has been included. It 
is hoped that the undergraduate and postgraduate syllabi 
of English literature studies, cultural studies and gender 
studies will consider including the powerful voices of the 
non-combatant British women poets who inscribed their 
responses to the FWW underscoring the transformations in 
British society and culture and how a violent and devastat-
ing World War engineered by men quite 
inadvertently liberated British women, 
from the claustrophobia and lack of agency 
that Victorian conservatism had imposed. 
Sanjukta Dasgupta is Professor, Dept of 
English. Dean, Faculty of Arts Calcutta.

WOMEN’S POETRY AND THE FIRST WORLD WAR (1914-1918)
By Argha Banerjee.   Atlantic Publishers, 2014 

Review by Sanjukta Dasgupta
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A World Elsewhere is Shanta Acharya’s first book of fiction. 
Set in the eastern state of Odisha in India, the novel 

chronicles the life of Asha, born after a prolonged preg-
nancy, into what appears a loving, privileged family.  There 
are several books written about Odisha’s 
neighbour, West Bengal, and Calcutta in 
particular, while Odisha remains a not very 
often depicted place in English Literature. It 
is therefore refreshing to see sketches of life in 
this coastal state and Odia customs described 
in detail as the Guru family is introduced.

The Guru family are mostly academics who 
live in Cuttack.  A large, close-knit family, its 
members observe their values and belief system 
even as tragedy strikes over the years. The author 
observes, ‘Home is not just bricks and mortar, it’s 
a vision of the world, a way of living, of finding 
one’s place in the universe.’ It is this sense of home 
that is portrayed and conveyed throughout the 
book, even as the protagonist leaves home and find 
herself quite lost. The four children are brought up 
with a certain value system and a routine, which 
they adhere to as they grow older. Complexity arises 
when they and especially Asha and Vikram the two 
older ones, face the world and its rather bewilder-
ing value systems after  marriage, when other people 
become members of the family.The idyllic life style 
gets shattered.

The first part of the novel describes Asha’s childhood. 
She is the only girl in a family of three brothers, apple 
of everyone’s eyes, usually lost in her world of books and 
dreams. Here the reader is introduced to the developing 
relationship between the mother, Karuna, and her daughter. 
In fact, the first part of the book offers the reader Karuna’s 
perspective. A strong and complex character, she is caught in 
the struggle between her desire to establish her  own identity 
and her role as a mother in bringing up her daughter in a 
somewhat conservative environment. She is a mother of four, 
a much pampered wife, but towards the middle of the novel, 
the stresses and strains of married life appear between Karuna 

and her husband, Aditya. It is not wholly clear if it is the 
normal pressures of life, or inevitable differences in personal-
ity as Karuna was married whilst still very young.

Whilst Asha is 
encouraged to study, it 
is the performance of 
domestic household 
duties which is taken 
more seriously. Over-
whelmed with her 
own responsibilities, 
Karuna tries to run 
the household with 
a rather strict baton 
and appears to be 
more unbending 
when it comes to 
the only girl in 
the family. 

When Asha 
takes up a job, 
there is some 
surprise  a 
woman should 
want to  work 
and earn her 
own upkeep. 
‘You try being 
a girl for some 
time and then 

tell me how it is,’ the young Asha says at 
one point to her older brother, summing up the complexity of 
feelings she feels at that time, but unknown to her perhaps, at 
that time, she is speaking an universal truth. It is not easy to be a 
woman, especially if you are a thinking woman, born in a small 
conservative community, wherever in the world it might be.

It is in the second half of the book, when it clearly 
becomes Asha’s story, the book comes into its own. Desired 
by many, but choosing the worst of her suitors—Bathsheba 
like—Asha is trapped in a horrific marriage. Why do intel-

ligent, independent, beautiful women often make the silliest 
of mistakes? Whether it is Hardy’s Dorset in the 1870s or 
Acharya’s Cuttack in the 1970s, the tribulations of women 
following from their marriages remain. The love Asha has 
been dreaming of and which she thinks she has found, turns 
cold, when she realizes that her husband is  a callous man who 
has married Asha with the sole desire of breaking her spirt. 
‘Asha worked away at her weaknesses. No one taught her how 
to protect herself from her strengths.’ It is these strengths that 
cause her husband to feel inferior and arousing  his determi-
nation to prove himself by suppressing her in whatever ways 
he can think of. The diary entries of Asha as she slowly tries to 
understand why and how her life has suddenly gone so badly 
wrong adds poignancy to the overall tone of the book.

This is when the bigger questions arise: What is the identity 
of a woman? Can she, should she break away from unhap-
piness and if she does, where does she go next? What is 
the support offered by society when a woman’s intellectual 
strengths and spirit have been stripped from her? Her parents, 
even though loving and supportive, are a part of society’s 
fabric, and would rather not have their daughter back in the 
family home. If Asha had been an educated and financially 
independent woman what could have been her recourse?

But, in the end there is always hope; there is always a world 
elsewhere that you can explore and claim as your own. The 
novel ends with the hope of a new beginning for Asha. A 
World Elsewhere is a powerful statement about women’s iden-
tity and rights. 

Mona Dash was born and educated in India, and came to 
London to work, in 2001. She writes fiction and poetry 
and her work has been published in various magazines 
internationally and anthologised widely. She has recently 
gained a Masters in Creative Writing, with distinction, 
from the London Metropolitan 
University.’ Dawn-drops is her first 
collection of poetry published by 
Writer’s Workshop, India. Her first 
book of fiction is represented by 
Redink Literary agency.
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A WORLD ELSEWHERE bY SHANTA ACHARYA  
(iUniverse, Bloomington, Indiana, 2015. ISBN: 978 1 4917 4364 5. 360 pp $19.95) 

Review by Mona Dash

Cont. from p. 14 Reginald Massey

holy cities of Mathura and Vrindavan in what 
is now Uttar Pradesh. The older women beg in 
the streets and by the ghats of the Yamuna. The 
young ones are often reduced to prostitution.

In Raj times these poor women had to 
escape and they often told lies and gave excuses 
just to leave Mother India. We cannot blame 
the British for this tragic state of affairs. 

Professor Mangru relies heavily on the 
unpublished  Report  cum Diary of  Major D.G. 
Pitcher, a judge in the Indian Civil Service. 
Pitcher emerges from what I have read as a fair 
minded man of considerable integrity. In 1882 
he was commissioned to undertake a compre-
hensive study of colonial recruiting operations 
in the North Western Province and Oudh.

According to Pitcher the teeming millions of 
South Asia became the main reservoir of colo-
nial manpower. Throughout the nearly eighty 

years of organised emigration (1838- 1917) 
the port of emigration in North  India was 
Calcutta and Madras in South India. North 
Indian recruits, upto the1860s, comprised 
principally of tribals from the hilly areas of  
Chota Nagpur with some indigents from the 
Calcutta metropolitan area and the Twenty-
Four Parganas and its environs.  Recruiting 
was later extended to the north west regions 
and Oudh and the western part of Bengal 
which became Bihar. By 1882, one-sixth still 
came from Bengal and Bihar.

There is no doubt that the despised coolies 
did well. They, both Hindu and Muslim, 
worked hard and pulled themselves out of 
poverty via the magic of education. Many are 
now millionaires  and successf ul businessmen. 
Several are lawyers, doctors, politicians and 
civil servants.  

Pitcher noted that many recruiting agents 
and sub-agents resorted to subterfuge and 

corruption and that many agents were Indian 
Jews. He made valuable suggestions which the 
government took on board. Worth mentioning 
here are the views of those who had returned 
after completing their periods of indenture. 
Most of them had “nothing but good to say 
of Trinidad, and had heard that Demerara was 
even better”. Hindustan, they thought was a 
“country of thieves and liars”.  Their masters 
in the West Indies were “very kind to their 
men”. They claimed that American flour 
was far superior to that sent from India. Also 
American rice and corn-flour, and salt-fish 
from Newfoundland were plentiful and fresh 
fish were easily available.

Pitcher writes: “A well-known result of 
emigration is that every year witnesses ship-
loads of emigrants returning, many of whom 
possess considerable sums of money. It is 
within my experience, from conversation with 
various returned emigrants, to say that colonial 

life, more often than not, works a very remark-
able change in rendering them far more wide-
awake and independent, and less inclined to 
bow the neck to caste distinction, than are 
those who are untravelled. The wealth of the 
returned emigrant often excites the cupidity of 
his neighbour …. And so, many re-emigrate 
after a few months, fairly disillusioned with 
Hindustan.” 

It is a tired cliché to say that history repeats 
itself  but after India’s independence and the 
creation of Pakistan and, in 1971, the creation 
of  Bangladesh, there was a huge West-ward 
emigration from the entire subcontinent. 
When Sri Lanka was convulsed by civil war 
many Jaffna Tamils came to Britain and moved 
on to Europe and Canada.

The diaspora has done well. In fact, too well 
and this excites not a little  envy amongst the 
local population. The Sikh langars in London 
are today feeding homeless whites.



As a well-known poet, translator, jour-
nalist and children’s writer in India, 
Vasantha Surya has been observing 
the dynamics of cultural and linguistic 
changes in modern India over the past 
four decades, specifically in Tamil Nadu.

DO NOT look back, DO NOT look back, he urged 
himself as he walked briskly away from Leela’s home, 

sensing that she would be hanging out of the balcony on 
the first floor of the apartment block, watching him leave. 
If he looked back, his resolve to stay silent, bottling up his 
secret passion for her would crack and his family’s long 
cherished plans for his future would unravel and furious 
recriminations would rain upon him.

He had paid his farewell visit to Leela’s family that morn-
ing on the eve of his departure for the States where he would 
spend the next four years having won a scholarship to study 
engineering at the prestigious Massachussets Institute of 
Technology. Mohan Narayan was 21, a high achieving son 
of a high achieving Indian family whose forebears included 
statesmen, scientists, diplomats and even an inventor. He 
was expected to continue in that mould.

Leela at 16 was the daughter of close family friends who 
were somewhat more modest in their background and aspi-
rations. Their mothers had been school friends and had not 
lost touch after marriage. Leela Raman along with her two 
sibling brothers and parents would spend most weekends at 
the Narayan’s spacious, beautiful home that overlooked the 
Arabian sea in an exclusive suburb of Bombay some distance 
from the Raman’s modest flat. Mohan and his sister Meena 
would play innumerable games of monopoly, rummy and 
scrabble with Leela and her brothers during monsoon 
weekends when the wind and the sea raged and crashed so 
near the beautiful long windows running the entire width 
of the house. As they grew out of childhood, Leela’s puppy 
fat melted into sinuous curves, her complexion took on 

the tinge 
of honey 
and her dark 
eyes shone under 
arched eyebrows whilst 
her long black hair took on 
the sheen of satin.  A new shyness 
overtook her as she became conscious 
of her body which figured nightly in 
Mohan’s dreams. The old games of hide and 
seek and noisy banter were replaced by stilted 
conversations about books and films. Leela became 
reserved; she blushed when Mohan spoke to her and 
began to avoid his company, anxious to conceal her 
painful crush on him. Mohan was consumed with lust 
and passionate love for her. He waited all week for the 
Ramans’ weekend visits. 

He had always known that when he got his B.Sc. he 
would go abroad for further studies and continue in the 
illustrious footsteps of his father and others before hiim.  
His parents expected his life to follow its predestined and 
privileged course. .He knew that on his return, he would be 
expected to marry someone that his proud mother deemed 
worthy of their family. Traditions in India are sacrosanct 
and rebellion would tear the family apart. The Raman 
family had neither wealth nor history.

As he walked away, he felt a physical pain in his chest and 
his eyes stung with suppressed tears. He resolved to write 
a letter to her parents before his departure the next day, 
telling them that he hoped to marry Leela on his return in 

4 years’ time. 
The letter was not written.

Mohan arrived in America and did very 
well in his studies and was also a popular 

student. He fell in and out of love several times 
with American girls who did not have to seek 
their parents’ permission to date the boys 
they met. Not one of the girls who willingly 
shared his bed met his emotional needs and 
often after making love he felt a deep empti-
ness. Leela was his soulmate.

He got sporadic news of Leela from his 
sister and fantasized about meeting her 
again and laying his heart bare to her. He 
would face his mother down.

Five years after his departure, Dr. Mohan 
Narayan returned to Bombay and heard 
that Leela had married and had moved 
away. Very soon, he got a suitable job with 
an engineering firm and was perceived as a 

desirable bachelor on the party circuit. At 
a Diwali party that year, he saw a stunningly beauti-
ful woman across the room. He moved towards her and 
his heart lurched as he realised who it was. They looked 
at each other and he thought her eyes mirrored the pain 
that seemed to be crushing his heart. She introduced her 
husband, a somewhat portly man who murmured the 
usual courtesies before turning away. 

“If only I had written that letter---------

THE LETTER
by Malathy Sitaram
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FOUR POEMS bY VASANTHA SURYA
Servant

One can't call mine a bad life.
My master and his wife
are good to me. I eat the food
they eat, except for curds
and ghee.
Once a week I watch T.V.

The work is light.
I cook and wash. I sweep each room.
They watch me as I ply my broom
with thoughtful eyes.
They realise my situation.
There's no doubt they sympathise.

They like to have me well turned-out.
"Keep this shirt!" he often says,
tossing me one across the room.
"Terycot,  as good as new!"
She doesn't say, or even think
"Far  too good for the likes of you!"

To wash away my beedi stink
she gives me soap.
Down the drain goes memory
of my eighth class pass ‘degree’
and every hope
of liberty.

Quick Fix

Hang my picture on your wall.   
That’s all you have to do.
I’ll do the rest. 
I know what’s best
For  you. This misery
You’re going through
Feel free to pass on to me.
I’m not like you.
I’m wise. I’m strong.

I’ll rid you of all your furies,
Torments,  and guilty memories.
Make over to me your brain’s keys
Along with the usual small change 
At today’s rate of Faustian exchange.  

Hang my picture on your wall!
I’ll pest-control your mind, and fumigate 
Its every cubbyhole and shelf.
Don’t hesitate. Take this opportunity
 
To  opt out of all responsibility.
I guarantee to find, and eliminate
Your fleeing, feeling self.

Leading Me

Body, you tell me truths
no lover comes close enough to whisper.
A spouse can only take so much.
Kin don't have the heart to break a heart
already far from sound. 
Friends drift in and out of touch.
 
Someone usually is around 
to give advice on diet, exercise, and medication,
to chant a mantra meant to aid in meditation
to chat on bio-feedback, reiki and all  that. 
Yet no conversation really soothes
Like your truths, body. 
 
No healing hand extends as far
as you are, 
body, leading me.

Angle of Ascent

When did this train of thought
take wing?
Watching the shadows of wheeled hours, 
hearing them
hurtling down habit's grooves, I missed
the moment of leave-taking, the garlanded 
farewell, the angle
of ascent.

Flights of parrots sweep with green
the threshold of the day, preparing it for the 
sun's
fresh design.
Riding in his chariot, I have left
all time-tables and maps
behind.

Below, the landscape falls at last
into obedient shapes.
Rivers assume a manageable size, and roads
are seen to reach their destinations.
The horizon respectfully
withdraws.

FICTION
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A PERFECT GENTLEMAN 
by Subhash Chandra

Mrs. Kamini Khetri  lies devastated in her bed without 
makeup, her eyes puffy, eyebrows not pencilled, her 

hair loose and undyed, making her look much older. The 
crow’s feet usually cleverly camouflaged, spread defiantly 
around her eyes. Her friends sit in a semi-circle around her 
bed, clucking.

“Kamini, look at you. What have you done to yourself?” 
“Yes, get a hold, Kamini.”
“You know we have connections. We’ll move heaven and 

earth and find your Sameer for you!”
“Take my word, Sameer will come back on his own. 

Adolescence is a tricky age. These kids get all kinds of weird 
ideas into their heads, sometimes.”

“She’s right. When the money in his pocket runs out, 
you’ll find him walking into the house.”

“How much money was he carrying?”
Kamini is not in a position to respond.
Today is the third day, and there has been no news of Sameer.

Together with Mrs. Khetri, they form an elite group. 
Their husbands are either senior government officers 

who pocket money from big corporate houses for moving 
their files or wangling illegal permissions, or flourishing 
businessmen who transact shady deals and earn mega prof-
its, but dodge the Income Tax department.     

“Sameer, you should never eat with your mouth open 
and make chewing sounds. The proper way to eat is to take 
a small morsel, close your mouth and chew it slowly and 
silently,” advised his mother for the umpteenth time.  She 
was the beautiful, wealthy widow of a celebrity television 
producer and director, who had succumbed to a sudden 
heart attack at forty.

Sameer did follow his mother’s advice mostly, but some-
times he would get lost in the delicious taste of a dish and 
forget her instructions. Besides, this was not the only coun-
sel foisted on him. His mother was keen to make him a 
perfect gentleman, with sophisticated and fine etiquette. 

“When you walk, you should not move your neck like 
radar, staring at people or things.”

“Yes, Mom.”
“Always cover your nose while sneezing.”
“Yes, Mom.”
“And cover your mouth while yawning or coughing.”
“Yes, Mom.”
“Never sit on the edge of a chair or slump in it.”
“Yes.”
“You find this advice tiresome and unnecessary? But one 

day you will thank me for it, Sameer.”
“Sorry, Mom.”

Sameer had accompanied his mother to the dinner at the 
Katarias. The table had been laid and Mr. Kataria occu-

pied the seat at the head of the table. Dinner over, it was 
time for dessert. A large bowl, brimming with fruit-cream 
was placed at the centre of the table. Sameer had a sweet-
tooth and fruit cream was his favourite.  He took a second 
generous helping and then a third, while the Kataria chil-
dren had been content with only one. Every time he took 
an additional helping, his mother went paler.  Mrs. Kataria 
said, “Oh, did you like it, Sameer? Do have some more.” 

But she did not notice that Mr. Kataria, who was a slow 
eater and liked to relish his dessert at leisure, had not yet 
taken a serving and the bowl was empty.   When he found 
that there was nothing left, after Sameer’s third helping, 

he could not control his temper. Scraping his chair noisily 
while getting up, he hissed, “Glutton!” and left the room.

That day his mother did not get angry with Sameer, nor 
did she scold him. She threw herself on the bed, buried her 
face in the pillow and cried silently, her body racked by 
waves of sobs.  It wrenched at the child’s heart strings, while 
he stood at the door and watched guiltily.

He firmly resolved to listen to his mother and do every-
thing as per her wishes. And for a few days, he behaved flaw-
lessly. But it was impossible to be as perfect as his mother 
wanted him to be, always. He wanted to yank himself free 
to breathe, sneeze, eat and drink the way it pleased him. 
Sometimes a mad impulse seized him to guffaw. He wanted 
to scream in the lane for no reason whatsoever; or drink his 
tea in the saucer, making slurping sounds, just like Phirtu, 

his friend from the nearby slum, did. He envied Phirtu and 
his friends who were free like the breeze; their bodies were 
agile and alive, while he felt lifeless.       

                     

One day the driver didn’t turn up and Sameer took the 
school bus. As he was walking home from the bus 

stop with his heavy bag, Phirtu was playing with an old 
bicycle tyre. He saw Sameer and offered to carry the school 
bag for him. Sameer gave him a chocolate and the two 
became friends.  Every day Phirtu met him at the start of 
the lane into which the car turned from the main road and 
Sameer gave him a chocolate. Sameer requested the driver 
to keep it to himself. 

 Once Phirtu took Sameer home. It was a one room house. 
Phirtu’s mother had just come back from the factory where 
she worked. She was overwhelmed that a sahib-child was 
her son’s friend.  She affectionately patted Sameer’s head 
and fed both of them sattu (flour made of roasted gram) 
mixed with gur which Sameer relished more than any other 
dessert he had had. Phirtu’s four-year-old younger sister, 

Tumpi, sat at a little distance on the ground and smiled all 
the time at Sameer.

Sameer took out his purse and gave a hundred rupee note 
to Tumpi who looked at it with awe. But Phirtu had seen 
that the purse was bursting with money. One day, he said 
to Sameer, “I’ve a dream. I want to become an actor. I’ll go 
to Mumbai.”

“But how can you become an actor?”
“You saw Sallam Daag fillim?” (Slum Dog Millionaire).
“No.”
“Director took slum children. He trained them.”
“Oh.”
“Will you come with me?”
“I don’t know.”  But actually, Sameer was quite excited. 

Why not? This was his chance to change his life. 

The train chugged into the Churchgate Station. Phirtu 
and Sameer came out of the station along with the 

huge mass of people. They went to a small roadside stall 
and having eaten some snacks—rather unhygienic Sameer 
thought—began to wander the streets of Mumbai, as 
Phirtu wanted to go to a film studio. 

As night descended on the city, pavements were claimed 
by the regulars who had made them their homes. Sameer 
looked at these people—half-clad or covered in tatters, 
their hair matted, and bodies famished and shrivelled. Both 
of them were dead tired from walking around and sat on 
a vacant spot on the pavement, but immediately someone 
on their right cleared his throat, spat in front of him and 
shouted, “Ei chhokra log, idhar baithane ka nahin. Chalo, 
chalo idhar se” (Get away from here).  They tried another 
place, but soon a beggarly man materialized, shouted abuse 
at them and physically shoved them away.

By now Sameer was frightened and on the verge of 
tears. He began to think of his mother who scolded him, 
no doubt, but was always eager to provide him with 
all conceivable comforts. He also thought of the well-
furnished, secure home from which nobody could throw 
him out. He said to Phirtu, “I want to go home.” 

Sameer could see that Phirtu was reluctant to abandon 
the film project so quickly. 

“Sameer, let’s wait for a couple of days,” Phirtu pleaded. 
“We should be able to locate a film studio soon. Now that 
we are here, let’s see the city.”

Sameer grew desperate. “No, no. I want to go home.” 
His high-pitched voice attracted the attention of a pass-
ing beat policeman who got suspicious and asked, “What’s 
happening?”

The two looked at each other in consternation. The 
policeman took them to the police station. After a few 
enquiries from the children, the Station House Officer 
rang up Sameer’s mother.

“How are you Sweetheart? Are you alright, beta?” Kamini 
asked Sameer in a tremulous, tearful voice.

“I want to get back home, Mom.”

Dr. Subhash Chandra retired as Associate Professor of 
English from University of Delhi. He has published 
four critical books and several research 
articles. He has also published short 
stories in Indian and foreign journals. 
He is on the Advisory Board of Intersec-
tions: Gender and Sexuality in Asia and 
the Pacific (ANU, Canberra).
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For kilometers the road is clogged with lorries. The thick 
black smoke of the exhaust fumes in guaranteed to leave 

a deposit of smoke on the faces of unfortunate passengers 
in cars behind. In summer, the road crawls with tar, while 
bodies crawl with sweat. This is not quite the way that the 
Merchant Queen expected anyone to go to Dakhineshwar. 
When she built it (no, that’s a goof-up), it was a matter of 
stepping out of a large house in North Calcutta, if you were 
one of the people who belonged to large houses, adjusting 
your wear-to-prayer silks and gliding down a flight of steps 
to your peacock headed barge. After that, it was a matter 
of wind and tide.

It is still possible to go this way, not by barge, but in 
the local ferry, jostling bicycles, goats and people. However, 
few people have the sense of adventure or the inclination. 
The road seems to be quicker.

The road winds down Lower Circular Road and over 
the way to Sealdah. North Calcutta is a place few people 
see unless they happen to work there. For most, Bombay 
is closer, more frequently visited. The crumbling bricks 
of Calcutta 300 inch past—can bricks inch past?—Raja 
Somebody or Other’s Road, which is in imminent danger 
of being re-christened. “Is this anywhere near Amherst 
Street? I think my grandfather had a house here.” It is even 
possible to be vague about the whereabouts of the famous 
Marble Palace, that cool pillared place that reeks of hot 
birds from the aviary. For most people, Calcutta 300 is a 
debit note in some imaginary account book. 

The five-point crossing at Shyambazar has Netaji’s house 
surrounded by flags and banners. Election time makes it 
the best place to stage a microphone and blast the area with 
messages. It takes over an hour to get there in the slow roll 
of the road. Reaching there, one has a sense of achievement, 
an expedition feeling about it. People talk about relatives 
who retired in houses beyond Shyambazar and were rarely 
seen again. The mix of buildings is an odd combination of 
old and new, interrupted by the bougainvillea draped walls 
of the Indian Statistical Institute.

It’s almost 1 p.m. but time has not stopped the flow of 

the traffic, though the roads have widened a trifle and a 
slight village atmosphere has crept into the surroundings. 
Temples, domes and terracotta-red walls are clearly visible. 
The worry is that even if Calcutta is wide-awake, Belur and 
Dakhineshwar will be fast asleep. There is an old zamindari 
jalsaghar which people say is worth viewing..

Crossing the river you can see the domes of the main 
temple and, further down, another set which could be 
Adyapith. On both sides of the bridge, landing steps lead 
down to the water strung with nets and the bare bodies of 
bathing people. En route, under a gulmohur tree beginning 
to flame, is a mini village. Students from the Government 
Art College occasionally make forays here to sit under the 
tree and sketch village studies. Snarled behind the inevitable 
convoy of lorries, you can almost make your own sketches.

The pleasure house is hidden well away from the main 

road at the end of a winding track, which seems to unravel 
from a strip of Satyajit Ray celluloid. It follows a girl’s red 
braid and the flutter of her sari as she carries a pile of books 
under her arm. It follows the balancing act of a bicycle. The 
wind stops at a green enamelled gate. After some rattling, 
a shaven headed gatekeeper materializes, rubbing his eyes. 
He explodes into the anger of the rudely awakened: this is a 
rajbari (literally, raja’s house in Bengali). No one is allowed 
in without a permit, especially at sleep time. The owners 
are away in Calcutta. The only thing open are the gardens, 
take them or leave them.

The rajbari is a two-storeyed building, stuccoed white, 
with blue pillars decorating the verandahs that enclose the 
house on all sides. Charpoys are visible in front of the main 
door. At 1.30 in the afternoon, with the sun beating down, 
the official caretaker is found stretched out in an office 
under a checked grey blanket while a fan whirrs above him. 
The gatekeeper prods him into alertness with a request that 
he opens a few of the rooms.

The result is instant fury, an impassioned tirade in Hindi. 
Yes, this is a palace, a real palace, even though the gold and 
silver are gone. Yes, there was a ‘shooting’ here once, but 
the film was shot a long time ago. There is nothing to see 

and without a letter of introduction from the owners no 
one is going to open any doors before 4.30 p.m. That is the 
law of West Bengal and it cannot be broken even for Jyoti 
Basu. Especially when law-abiding caretakers are trying to 
snatch a few moments of well deserved rest. The gardens 
are open—they are free for anyone to wander in—with 
which he flounces back into his blankets.

Long green shutters protect all the verandah doors. A 
peek between the slats and a judicious pull at the door 
reveals Sleeping Beauty’s ballroom shrouded in sheets with 
a huge tilted mirror glimmering through the gloom. Along 
the riverfront, the gardens are paved with marble pavilions 
with an occasional sleeping body to be seen. The sun beats 
down hot and hard on the grass. The temptation to flop 
into sleep in the cool shadow of a pillar is irresistible. But 
the princess is not going to perform on the dance floor 

lighting the chandeliers with song. We back away from the 
guarded palace and decide on a quick trip to the temple.

The shops leading to the temple are crowded with copper 
bric a brac and china figurines but the shopkeepers lean 
back into the shade and do not even attempt a sale. For a 
barefooted tourist, the track to the temple gate is a truly sole 
scorching experience and, at the end of the hop, the place 
is discovered shut till 4.30, the gods and goddesses sleeping 
peacefully with the rest of Dakhineshwar. Legendary, holy 
Dakhineshwar, Ramakrishna’s Dakhineshwar, right now 
hammered by the sun and lit by the startling shapes of two 
primrose saronged priests with magenta turbans. 

The afternoon and the efforts end with the clog of traffic 
to Calcutta—this time with a salutary swing through Salt 
Lake, which has the merit of making the drive seem a lot 
faster Oddly enough, the return is like coming back from 
a ‘change’, even though nothing has been done, nothing 
been accomplished beyond a glimpse of a 
vanished city and a vanished time.
Anjana Basu is a writer and advertising 
consultant based in Calcutta. She has 4 
novels, a book of short stories and two 
anthologies of poetry to her credit.

A GOOD HOLY DAY 
by Anjana Basu



22 CONFLUENCE

POLITICS            CULTURE   LIFESTYLE              CINEMA            REVIEWS

NOW AVAILABLE ON THE MOVE ON YOUR MOBILE DEVICE

www.confluence.mobi or www.confluence.org.uk
REGISTER NOW FOR A FREE SUBSCRIPTION

rEACH YoUr CUSToMErS IN THE UK, USA, CANADA, EUroPE, INDIA, PAKISTAN, SrILANKA, 
BANGLADESH, AUSTrALIA, SoUTH AFrICA, MIDDLE EAST, FAr EAST AND MANY oTHEr DESTINATIoNS 

To ADVErTISE YoUr BUSINESS or EVENTS CoNTACT US AT
advertising@confluence.mobi 

All other inquiries

confluenceuk@yahoo.com

Phone: 0208 2900 410 or 0780 1569 640

63A Morgan road, London Borough of Bromley, Br1 3QE, United Kingdom

http://www.confluence.mobi
http://www/confluence.org.uk
mailto:advertising%40confluence.mobi?subject=Confluence%20Advertising%20Query
mailto:confluenceuk%40yahoo.com?subject=Confluence%20Enquiry


CONFLUENCE 23



24 CONFLUENCE


	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack
	_GoBack

