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Once again, the referendum 
due to take place on Thursday, 
23 June, will decide whether 
Britain should leave or remain 
in the European Union. A 
decision to exit EU will impact 
profoundly on the country’s 
economy as much as its politics 
and very likely wreck the careers 
of Prime Minister, Cameron 
and his Chancellor Osborne.  
  

The Prime minister has 
told his wavering Tory Party 
members that leaving EU would 
badly hit British business. He 
warned the country against 
taking a ‘step into the dark’. 
He asked parents to “think 
about their children”, warning 
against jeopardising European 
peace and claiming that Brit-
ain’s relationship with Europe 
could be frozen for a decade 
if there were a vote to leave.  

Britain joined the EEC in 
1973 under the leadership of 
Edward Heath. Prior to that the 
President of France, Charles de 
Gaulle had opposed Britain’s 
entry, claiming, “The British 
government lacks commit-
ment to European integra-
tion”. He resigned in 1969. 
Prime Minister, Harold Wilson 
called for a referendum in 
1975 on continued member-
ship of the EEC. The Yes Lobby 
won by a majority of 35%.  

Forty years later, Britain is 
still debating its position in the 
Union. There is unease over Brit-
ish sovereignty. Those who wish 
to stay advance the economic 
benefits argument.  The fact is 
that international mega corpo-

rations and the global economy 
virtually dominate the decision 
making process. In the modern 
world, collaboration, partner-
ship and collective decision 
making are the only way to 
provide economic stability and 
nurturing of the peace. 

The Eurosceptic (Brexit) 
lobby points to a perception 
of loss of national sovereignty.  
They fear gradual transfer of 
powers to the Europe Parlia-
ment where the bureaucrats 
are more powerful. It is esti-
mated that around 50% of UK 
legislation that has “significant 
economic impact” actually 
originates from EU legislation. 
However, Britain has hugely 
benefited from many decisions 
of the European Court which 
had led to social reform. The 
Prime Minister promises to look 
at strengthening the powers 
of courts to over-rule judge-
ments from the EU courts in 
Strasbourg. 

There is a lobby that advo-
cates that Britain leave the 
EU and instead strengthen 

links with the Commonwealth 
countries. The reality is that the 
Commonwealth has become 
considerably irrelevant in view 
of the Development Bank 
agenda for a global economic 
governance system that gives 
increased voice to developing 
countries.  

The largest investment by 
India in Europe is in the United 
Kingdom.  The relationship 
with India is summed up by the 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
during his first official visit to 
the UK. He remarked, “Britain 
is India’s “entry point” into the 
EU, an indication that he would 
like the UK to reject leaving the 
EU in the forthcoming referen-
dum”. Though it is breaking 
protocol for a foreign PM to 
pronounce on British politics, 
there are other world leaders, 
including Obama who have 
expressed similar views. It is 
trade which is the main driver of 
growth and prosperity. Growth 
forecasts by the IMF for the UK 
were slashed, mainly due to 
the uncertainty over the refer-
endum. Leaving the EU would 

impact on corporates, fisheries 
and farming as they would need 
to renegotiate their terms else-
where. The Fund’s chief econo-
mist has warned of “severe 
regional and global damage”. 

The Prime Minister faced 
rebellion from the Minister for 
the Dept. of Work and Pensions, 
Priti Patel, when she expressed 
her reservations about the new 
deal Cameron had secured. 
Lord Popat of Harrow, an 
Indian politician came out in 
support of Cameron by stat-
ing in the House, “We need 
the European Union for trade 
and the European Union needs 
us”. Followed by Sajid Javid, 
Secretary of State for Business 
declared his backing for the 
‘Remain campaign’, saying that 
though his ‘heart’ was for Brexit. 
Alok Sharma an Infrastructure 
Envoy to India supported 
staying in and said, “My own 
view is that the country’s 
best interest is in a reformed 
European Union focused 
on maximizing trade and 
increasing competitiveness”.   

 However, Cameron is in 
somewhat a better shape as 
he retains full confidence and 
support of most of his Cabi-
net Ministers over Europe. 
Also, the opposition parties, 
Labour and Lib-Dem are in 
favour of remaining in Europe. 

Cameron’s predecessors, 
John Major and Margaret 
Thatcher saw the Europe issue 
as the reason for their downfall. 
Cameron may be on the brink 
of his downfall. June 23rd will 
prove to be an historic date.
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I am very pleased to write to you again via this second issue of 
Confluence this year.

In this issue we offer you some very interesting work by our 
contributors and we hope you will enjoy reading their work which is 
so diverse.  I am very pleased to say that the changes we introduced 
in our February issue were well received as we received numerous 
emails from our readers and writers telling us how pleased they are 
with the new printer friendly format and the presentation of articles. 

Our website also continues to enjoy an increasing number of visi-
tors throughout the last few months while more and more writers 
are coming forward to write online. More importantly, we constantly 
receive requests from various poets expressing their desire to 
publish poetry on our publication. While welcoming poems for our 
poetry corner, we would like to publish shorter poems as they are 
more likely to be read and enjoyed and more likely to find space 
in our magazine.  

In an unexpected development, our page designer Howard Lake 
who has been part of our success story for the past seven years 
has stepped down from his role due to personal commitments and 
we wish him very well. Meanwhile, we welcome our new designers 
Professional Systems Integrators Ltd and we hope they will bring 
new ideas and add more value to our publication. We look forward 
to your comments and feedback once again. Enjoy the summer!
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Film Review 

The Western World, especially Europe, 
is facing an unprecedented crisis. The 
influx of refugees and the hordes of 
migrant boats that do not cease to arrive 
is fuelling distress and chaos. This anguish 
is fundamentally rooted in the question of 
identity, the identity of Europe, its homo-
geneity that is suddenly being shaken by 
the arrival of migrants of diverse faiths, 
color and culture. Maybe it was this sense 
of uneasiness and fear of the unknown 
that transpired into boos and disappoint-
ment at the festival hall, primarily made 
up of film critics, when Dheepan won 
the prestigious Palme d’Or at Cannes 
this past year. Cameron Bailey, the Artis-
tic Director of the Toronto International 
Film Festival (TIFF), who was present at 
the ceremony tweeted “Dheepan hit me 
hardest at Cannes but it left others cold. 
Partly a question of how and where we 
identify at the movies”. The protagonists 
of Dheepan, directed by the renowned 
Jacques Audiard, are people of color, Sri 
Lankan Tamil refugees to be precise, who 
are confronted with the realities of creat-
ing a new life in a rough suburban French 
neighbourhood. Added to this mix is 
a French production that is primarily in 
Tamil. It must have been a strange experi-
ence for these critics to witness a French 
film that celebrates individuals that they 
aren’t used to seeing on celluloid and 
that too in a language unfamiliar to them. 
Responding to the critics Joel and Ethan 
Coen who were part of the jury mentioned 
“We all thought it was a beautiful movie. 
This isn’t a jury of film critics. This is a jury 
of artists looking at the work”. 

Its Northern Sri Lanka right at the end 
of the civil war where Sivadasan is shown 
as an injured LTTE member abandoning 
his uniform. A young woman is in search 
of an orphan child in a refugee camp and 
finds a girl who has just lost her parents. 
The scene immediately cuts to a make-
shift office where the three of them are 
given passports of deceased individuals 
and are told to act as family thereafter. 
The identities of Dheepan, Yalini and 
Illayal are assumed and we are shown 
the three of them cramped in a small 
fishing boat headed to India where they 
will be boarded onto a flight to Europe 
to seek political asylum.  Here begins 
the story of Dheepan. Immediately the 
scene is completely dark with blinking 

red and blue lights slowly appearing on 
the screen. We are made to think that it 
might be lights from a police car but then 
it’s revealed that Dheepan is selling blink-
ing head bands in the streets of Paris only 
to be interrupted by the police who are 
cracking down on illegal workers. Next 

we follow the characters undergoing the 
migrant experience, struggling at first and 
then getting on with life in a rough French 
neighborhood. Dheepan and Yalini who 
were random strangers at the beginning 
start to develop a liking for each other. 
But things take an ugly turn when they 
are confronted with situations similar 
to those left behind in Sri Lanka once 
again. This transition and foreshadowing 
is developed in an interesting way where 
Dheepan, Yalini and Illayal visit a temple 
and observe a libation ceremony on the 
lord Nataraja, the cosmic god of renewal, 
whose dance is to destroy and make crea-
tion, the new, possible. Here Jacques is 
letting us know that in order for these 
characters to move forward they need to 
confront and destroy their demons both 
internal  and external which unfolds in 
one of the most riveting and gripping 
action packed climax dramas I have seen. 
This might also be the director indirectly 
hinting, as he does with one of the scenes 
where Illayal’s T-shirt reads “New World 
Order”, at the current scene in Europe 
whose citizens must confront and abolish 
prejudices to bring in a new norm.

Dheepan is beautiful cinema as the 
Coen Brothers announced. A film that 
needs to be celebrated as much for 
its cinematic experience as it is for its 
authentic portrayal of life of a refu-
gee “family”.  In the two hours you are 
completely immersed into the lives of 
Dheepan (Antonythasan Jesudasan), 
Yalini (Kalieaswari Srinivasan) and Illayal 
(Claudine Vinasithamby). You feel that 
you are a silent observer witnessing the 

intimate and personal moments of these 
three lives and somehow identify your-
self with them. Conflict, fear, triumph, 
isolation, humor, love and solace are 
intertwined in the most honest way that 
it’s quite impossible to separate yourself 
from the film even after it’s over. This is 
director Jacques Audiard’s success. So 
is his skill is crafting some of the most 
interesting scenes. The last set of action 
sequences are totally in the perspective 
of the main protagonist Dheepan. The 
camera follows him be it at eye level or at 
his feet level, while the surroundings are 
somewhat blurry with bullets penetrating 
through, blood splashing or the attackers 
falling over. It created such an impact that 
everyone around me in the cinema were 
at the edge of their seats, some even 
vocally expressing their involvement with 
the scenes. The casting is equally spot 
on where non-actors Antonythasan and 
Claudine along with seasoned Chennai 
based theatre actor Kalieaswari perform 
extraordinarily well and have literally lived 
as these characters, thereby creating last-
ing impressions. 

The intention of art is to elevate human 
experience and push boundaries in the 
process. Art also has a deep sense of 
responsibility. When art is rooted in real-
ity, made with great skill and is able to 
do all of the above in the process, then 
it stands out and is bound to make a last-
ing impact. Dheepan is not short of that 
definition. I believe that’s what the Coen 
Brothers meant when they remarked, 
“they are a jury of artists looking at the 
work” and this piece of art deserves all 
the recognition.  

When the film came to an end and the 
credits started to roll, the cinema hall I was 
in, in Toronto, was eerily quiet. People 
didn’t move. It took about ten seconds 
before everyone started clapping and 
then nodded at each other approv-
ingly at what they had just witnessed. 
Does Dheepan need anything more?   
 
Parthiban Manoharan is an 
upcoming writer currently lives in 
Toronto, Canada. With interests 
in Carnatic music, world issues 
and culture, Parthiban holds an 
MBA from the Rotman School 
of Management, University of 
Toronto.

DHEEPAN – A POWERFUL MASTERPIECE  
A FILM ABOUT MIGRANTS 

By Parthiban Manoharan
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South African newsletter

Indians in SA are presently under the spot-
light following negative public reaction towards 
the too close relationship between President 
Zuma and the India born Gupta family alliance. 
Thanks to the Economic Freedom Party(EFF) a 
robustly critical opposition party, “ZuGupta”is a 
new word in the lexicon of SA political speech. 
It has become the proverbial red flag to the 
racist bull lying dormant in the recesses of the 
SA psyche. The South African Indian commu-
nity is taking exception to being labelled as of 
the same ilk as the Guptas. In one racial incident 
between an ANC councillor of Indian origin 
and a Black civil servant, the councillor was 
referred to as a Gupta. This matter was taken 
to the equality court for a dispute resolution. 

After six generations over a period of 150 
years, South Africans Indians are still in fixed 
stereotypes as corrupt exploiters. Much as we 
may all protest at these gross generalizations 
these sentiments are deeply embedded due 
to a lack of meaningful ‘equal status’ contact. 
Who are South African Indians? When, where 
and why did they come to South Africa? Few 
S. Africans today from all racial groups are 
clear about the answers to these questions, 
which have arisen on account of an unholy 
relationship between our President and the 
eminent and wealthy family from India who 
bear the Gupta name. Neither India their 
mother country nor SA their country of adop-
tion over 20 years wants to accept them as 
bona fide citizens. Yet they are within their 
rights to regard themselves as South Afri-
cans after investing in business here for 20 
years. Indeed despite claims of their corrupt 
ways they have rights that no democracy can 
negate. In the process they are managing 
to bring into disrepute an entire community 

with deep roots of indenture because race 
is perceived to be more salient than nation-
ality in our country. How did this happen? 

Under the apartheid regime Indians had 
been a captive community of mainly indentured 
people whom the British had brought in over 
150 years ago to work on the sugar and tea 
plantations in Natal and the coal mines in North-
ern Natal. After indenture, immigration from 
India and other black countries was prohibited 
and the non-white population was controlled 
while white immigrants from Europe were 
actively sought to increase the white popula-
tion. With the end of apartheid and the advent 
of a new democratic regime, fresh immigration 
from India was permitted and the Gupta family 
found their way into SA. They had little contact 
with the local community. Instead they made 
economic and financial links with the political 
leadership. Currently there are hundreds of 
newish Indian nationals living in SA. They have 
not mixed freely with the local Indian popula-
tion, finding company among themselves 
as well as with local black business partners.  

In Natal where 78% of the Indian commu-
nity reside, totalling at present 1, 007300 and 
comprising 3% of the country’s population, 
their numbers exceed that of whites. Indians 
are the most urbanised of South Africans with 
a relatively stable family structure. Contem-
porary Indians today are not a homogene-
ous group. They range in profession and 
privilege from street sweepers, waiters and 
market gardeners to accountants, doctors 
and ministers in government yet the percep-
tion is that they are all wealthy and belong 
to the business class. The reality is that in 
comparison to the other Indians in the dias-
pora especially the NRIs in the UK and the 
USA, their financial status is unimpressive.  

Indians in the diaspora left the mother coun-
try essentially in search of greener pastures 
either as immigrants or temporary sojourners. 
By and large wherever they settled in the world 
they seemed to have fared well, contributing 
significantly, in relation to their numbers to the 
GDP of their host country or the country of their 
adoption. In SA, both indentured and traders 
alike contributed to the welfare and economic 
growth of Natal in terms of labour, goodwill 
and economic expertise for the general good 
of the entire South African community.

In terms of their cultural assimilation in the 
land of their adoption they have made some 
interesting modifications in the creation of a 
vibrant hybrid culture that is both unique and 
uniform. Today, 150 years later it is significant 

INDIANS IN SOUTH AFRICA 
by Devi Rajab

that Ashwin Desai in his book “The Poors of 
Chatsworth” highlights the sad plight of the 
children of indentured labourers because 
class and race still loom large. The stories of 
their hardship appear to be worse than those 
that caused them to leave their country of 
birth. The question arises “Was it worth leav-
ing India for a tough existence in Africa?” 

In researching the dynamics of oppression 
that I undertook with, Professor Josephine 
Naidoo we posed this question to 100 fami-
lies and the answer was an unequivocal “Yes, 
South Africa is our home. We are South African 
first and Indians after”. While the older genera-
tions may still nurture cultural links with India a 
new breed of fourth and fifth generations born 
in the republic of SA have no ties with India 
other than an adoption of a popular culture 
absorbed through film and music. As a minor-
ity group, Indians were forced to create their 
own world of temples, mosques, vernacular 
schools, residential living, all of which demar-
cated them from others and linked them into 
a small cohesive community. Today in SA, new 
economic and social opportunities are creating 
an emergent wealthy class thus fragmenting 
a once homogeneous community.  However, 
the Indian extended family structure is still very 
strong and it is this aspect that provides the 
social glue for the cohesiveness of the commu-
nity in which there is a strong sense of self help. 

In 1941 the conservative English speaking 
journalist GH Calpin wrote the book, There 
are no South Africans in which he lamented 
the lack of any shared national sentiment 
and dismissed spurious attempts to culti-
vate a special brand of ethnic identity and in 
this regard he may still be correct.  So how 
do we become real South Africans and not 
fragmented units of disposable minorities? 
Can the Gupta saga force us all to take a 
closer look at who we really are as a nation? 

It is a conversation that we simply must have 
to bring our minorities into the national fold.  

Post Script: The London Times newspaper 
carried an extraordinary news item on Tues-
day, 12th April, that the powerful and corrupt 
Guptas had fled to Dubai as the major banks 
in S Africa had closed their accounts. Their 
corrupt practices which had ensnared the 
President’s family is unexpectedly terminated. 
There had been calls for the President to resign 
for some time. The future is uncertain. 
Dr. Devi Rajab is a respected South African
journalist and former Dean of Student
Development at UKZN and the author of
several books. 
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Literary Essay

The Americans (those whose mother 
tongue is a variant of 'English' English) 
are today the world's favourite whip-
ping-boys. For all that goes wrong we 
blame the Americans. However, in the 
area in which I work and earn a living, I 
can testify that the Americans discov-
ered two worthwhile educational ideas: 
firstly, that the trade of journalism has 
to be taught and, secondly, that the 
profession of writing has to be fostered 
through careful and caring assistance. 

In the western world 
“shahgirdi”(discipleship/appren-
ticeship) in writing, particularly 
poetry, was practically unknown. 
In the east it was the accepted 
norm. The Zen poets of Japan 
had disciples and it is a tradi-
tion in Urdu for an aspiring poet 
to have an ustad. The poet-
emperor Zafar's mentor was 
none other than Zauq whose 
ustads were Shauk and Naseer. 
A practised poet could always 
comment upon, suggest amend-
ments and thereby sharpen an image 
or polish a couplet. Since humility is not 
often the hallmark of poets, it is there-
fore all the more surprising that Eliot 
submitted his draft of The Waste Land 
to Ezra Pound. Pound set to work with a 
will and literally cut the poem to pieces. 
He reduced it considerably and made 
changes. What resulted was a master-
piece of the 20th century. Eliot gratefully 
dedicated the poem to Pound accepting 
him as it miglior fabbro, 'the better crafts-
man'. Eliot was an exceptional man and 
big enough to accept deletions and the 
killing of his 'darlings', which was Quiller-
Couch's description of a writer's favour-
ite lines or much worked-upon phrases. 

However, there still exists an inbuilt 
distrust in many quarters. Some 
months ago the celebrated Wendy 
Cope declared her suspicions in a BBC 
programme in no uncertain terms. She 
said that there were too many poetry 
workshops and creative writing courses 
based on the US model in the United 
Kingdom. She implied that spent poets 
and writers, with nothing more to write 

about, sought refuge in these courses as 
professors and experts. Now I've known 
Wendy for many years and respect her 
views but I don't quite agree with her. 
After all, when she was comparatively 
new to poetry (when I first met her) she 
herself benefited from the Arvon Foun-
dation's excellent poetry course. Being 
a satirist she likes to stir things up which 
is no bad thing in the world of letters. 
Recently when Andrew Motion retired she 
was a favourite for the Poet Laureateship  

but from the very outset she said she 
wasn't interested in penning paeans for 
royal occasions. She went further; she 
advocated the abolition of the post itself 
since she believed it was redundant in 
today's world. Later when I phoned her 
and mentioned that she was the right 
person for the Professorship of Poetry at 
Oxford she said that she was too busy 
writing poetry and wouldn't want to waste 
her time delivering weighty lectures on 
the subject of poetry and its uses and 
abuses. You will note, dear readers, that 
poets are a difficult species to deal with. 

The following questions therefore 
continue to persist: Can poetry be taught? 
Can anyone teach a student how to write 
a publishable novel? Can you coach 
an aspiring screenwriter to spin out a 
successful TV series? Can a creative piece 
be written to order? Are writers born or 
can they be made?

The basic and obvious truth is that no 
one, no matter how much of a genius, 
can make a silk purse from a sow's ear. 
Only those committed to the art and 

craft of writing (those with 'fire in their 
bellies') can be helped to varying degrees 
depending on their ability to absorb from 
the experience of others who have been 
through fire and brimstone. Creative writ-
ing courses cannot 'make' writers. They 
can certainly help those who have been 
bitten by the writer's bug.

I can cite examples of several first rate 
authors with international reputations who 
have gained immeasurably by attending 

such courses. The novelists Ian 
McEwan and Kazuo Ishiguro 
are graduates of the University 
of East Anglia's Creative Writ-
ing Course. The course, the first 
of its kind in the United King-
dom, was set up by Malcolm 
Bradbury who had authored 
The History Man, a landmark 
in the campus novel genre. 
Bradbury, later knighted for his 
services to literature, followed 
the American example by which 
he was greatly impressed. 

In my experience the difference 
between a professional and an amateur 
is the following: the professional accepts 
changes and improvements, the amateur 
believes that what he has scribbled in 
his inspirational ecstasy is sacred writ. 

The sensitive poet Sujata Bhatt, whose 
family originates from Gujarat in India, 
attended Iowa University's International 
Writing Program directed by Christopher 
Merrill. The result is that she writes with 
an assurance and a certain poignant 
beauty that appeals to readers far beyond 
national borders, cultures and ethnicities. 
In her personal life she is transnational; 
her husband is a German. One of her 
poems, Search for My Tongue, is in the 
English school curriculum

 
In September last year one of Reginald 
Massey's poems was awarded the first prize in 
the all-British Forward Poetry competition.  
He has been writing a regu-
lar Book Page for CONFLU-
ENCE for years. Most of his 
books are available from 
Amazon UK.

THE CONUNDRUMS OF CREATIVE WRITING
by Reginald Massey
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Politics

Priti Patel, a woman of Indian origin, 
was perceived as a rising star within the 
Conservative Party after the departure in 
2014, of Baroness Warsi, (a British born 
lawyer of Pakistani origin) from the Coali-
tion Cabinet. Priti Patel has been an MP 
in Essex since 2010 and was appointed 
Minister of State for Employment in 2015. 
The meteoric rise of Baroness Warsi had 
been seen by political pundits as a master 
stroke of gesture politics on the part of the 
Conservative Government. She had been 
spotted at a Conservative Party fringe 
event in Dewsbury where she had made 
a good speech. She stood for election 
as a Conservative candidate in her home 
town of Dewsbury in 2005 but failed to 
win.  Despite that, the party did not aban-
don her and soon she was appointed Vice 
Chairman of the Party.  In 2007 Cameron 
made her a peer and she became the 
youngest member of the House of Lords. 
This enabled her to hold the new post of 
Shadow Minister of Community Cohesion 
and Social Action. Much later, in 2014 
when the Baroness was a senior Foreign 
Office Minister, she resigned from the 
government in protest over its policy on 
Gaza, describing it as “morally indefen-
sible”. Many ethnic minority politicians 
often get caught up in the dilemma over 
policies that affect either their country of 
origin or their religious faith. 

Priti Patel has recently expressed some 
reservation with regard to David Camer-
on’s ‘Stay in Europe’ position by saying,” 
The PM's EU deal could be ripped up by 
EU judges”  at the same time as the PM 
was telling MPs it was 'legally binding'. 
She is judged to be on the right wing of 
the party which might explain her posi-
tion on the EU. Perhaps, in her political 
judgment she calculated that it was wise 
to throw her hat into the ring on the side 
of the Brexit lobby. That the Employment 
Minister, an Asian woman, may have put 
the PM in an embarrassing position must 
count as a really gutsy move. However, 
as a new comer, Priti may have missed an 
opportunity to strengthen her power base. 

Most ethnic minority politicians usually 
rise up in the ranks by being in the winning 
team, their position often guided by politi-
cal considerations on the part of the leader 

of the party rather than their qualifications.  
This does not mean that they do not have 
to work hard to prove their calibre and 
overcome prejudice in their own parties. 
The reality is that at both  the local author-
ity level as much as the national level, 
‘good’ candidates from the ethnic pool are 
often selected for demonstrating political 
correctness on the part of the government 

and then quietly shed.  Only those who 
have the wisdom to lie low during sensi-
tive periods when controversial issues are 
in the news and prudently ally oneself with 
the ‘right’ side are most likely to survive! 
As a newcomer, Priti may have missed an 
opportunity to strengthen her power base. 

Since the General Election in India 
most political pundits perceived Priti as a 
supporter of the Modi camp. In November 
2013, the British Prime Minister appointed 
her as the first ever UK Indian Diaspora 
Champion. Her recent announcement of 
support for the Brexit camp is most likely 
to place her at odds with the comments of 
the Indian Prime Minister Modi. Mr Modi 
said, “Britain is India's ‘entry point’ into the 
EU”, thereby indicating that he prefers the 
UK to reject Exit at the upcoming referen-
dum. An unusual move for a foreign PM to 
make on issues relevant to another sover-
eign nation! 

 
 In January 2016, the Reading West MP 

Alok Sharma, another politician of Indian 
origin was appointed Infrastructure Envoy 

to India by Cameron. He had taken part in 
the eighth UK-India Economic and Finan-
cial Dialogue, held in Downing Street, 
led by UK Chancellor of the Exchequer 
George Osborne and the Finance Minister 
of India, Arun Jaitley.  Alok seemed have 
taken a considered position over EU by 
saying, “My own view is that the country’s 
best interest is in a reformed European 
Union focused on maximizing trade and  
increasing competitiveness, which is why I 
am delighted that the Prime Minister has 
committed to renegotiating our position in 
Europe and to bringing back powers from 
Brussels to Westminster.”  (Yes, Alok, well 
said!). 

Lord Popat of Harrow, a politician of 
Indian origin, came out in support of 
Cameron on the EU issue by declaring in 
the House of Lords, “We need the Euro-
pean Union for trade and the European 
Union needs us. So exit is not an option. 
What is important is that we renegotiate 
some of the reforms within the European 
Union to make the European Union more 
practical in terms of business and produc-
tivity." In January, the Prime Minister 
Cameron appointed Ugandan-born peer 
Lord Dolar Popat as the new Trade Envoy 
to Uganda. 

Recently, the IMF has slashed the UK’s 
growth forecasts for this year, due to the 
uncertainty over the referendum. The 
Fund’s chief economist warned of “severe 
regional and global damage” caused by 
the disruption of trade arrangements. This 
is at a time when the economy seems to 
be showing signs of recovery; the commer-
cial interests in the City will not forgive or 
forget.  In a show of loyalty, Sajid Javid 
the Business Secretary, played safe to an 
extent by backing the Remain campaign 
even though his 'heart' was for Brexit.  He 
shows political acumen! The Labour leader 
Jeremy Corbyn has ended speculation over 
which way the party would go, confirming 
a pro-Europe campaign irrespective of the 
outcome of Cameron’s renegotiation.

The main argument of the Eurosceptic 
lobby rests on the perception of a degree 
of loss of national sovereignty. Tradition-
ally, they have held the view that integra-
tion weakens the nation state and a desire 

HOW TO SUCCEED IN POLITICS
By Buddhdev Pandya MBE
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Anita Nahal is currently a diver-
sity consultant, and has previ-
ously served as Assistant Provost 
for International Programs and 
Associate Professor of History 
at Howard university. http://  
diversitydiscover.com/founder.
html

Poets‘ Corner

 
Buddhdev Pandya MBE is a political column-
ist. He is Managing Director of a 
medical journal for physicians and 
also Director of Policy and Promo-
tion of the British Association of  
Physiciansof Indian Origin.

ON THE WAY  
BACK 

by Amarendra Khatua

Seal the sachet of broken bones,
Spray the dust. Count few
Unwritten lines hatching sunshine
Inside the unspoken exile. Time
To return home, it is. The unattended
Garden has charmed the cursed
Weeds, the name plate is missing. The 
Meaningfully melancholic birdsong on
The guava tree across the 
Windowed vision must flow in
Usual familiarity.

Does your comfortable shoeless
Present hold you back in the 
World of experimented assurances?
How did you accentuate this
Tonnage of desire and desperation in
A sojourn of temporary addresses?

Every meaning must have its
Lost definition, each word an echo
Etched in silent atonement. It is
Time to pack your bags, leave
Behind the notes of stale emotions
And unshed tears. You are the 
Hushed poet of dead songs 
Littered on the path you chose
But never sought, that should be the 
Way it must remain.

Go away, before it is dark. Nights
Possess dark fairy tales that promise
Returns for another lifetime, 
not your own.

MY COUNTRY
Every morning
When the sun rises
Like a baked sunflower
Over a thatched roof tilted
In any nameless countryside,
Do you see the movement
That ideate inside empty stomachs
With buds of coloured hopes?
A naked chest of a child
Burning with dreams for
Bread and words?
A woman praying for her
Unseen hero and endangered chastity?
Many leaders of half baked words
Sprouting fluid sentences
And well meaning betrayal?

Where are our presence, the 
Doubling civilization of
Middle class virtues and
Achievements, creating a movement
Of hope and happenings?
It is our doing, the
Mahabharat of unmade destiny
Will surely curse us with the 
Beauty of living surrounded
By the dirt of distress. We
Tell the truth with closed 
Eyes and inside the prison of
Sacrificeless individualism.

The map has to bleed in front of
Our impotence. We are the 
Sons and forefathers of our
Tomorrow, poor country, we are
Entrenched duly in our takings
From a bloodied soil.

Ex-Diplomat Amarendra 
Khatua is now Secretary in the 
Ministry of External Affairs and 
Dean in the Foreign Service 
Institute in New Delhi.

The Veil 
  By Anita Nahal

Women stand or sit
behind a veil
of womanhood
being denied
of colour
being shunned,
of woman
pitched against woman.
Inside alone 
outside a glossy display
inside seething
outside muffled
inside the heart beats
outside it is silenced.
The veil
Open now...
Closed now...
Like a job at will.

to reduce, halt or reverse integration within 
the EU. Other views often held are that the 
EU is too bureaucratic and that it would 
mean that Britain would have to accept 
the rulings of the European court, thereby 
reducing British sovereignty. In many EU 
nations there are nationalist lobbies which 
are not comfortable about the free move-
ment of citizens within Europe. There 
would be no border checks. There has 
been a rise in the growth of radical right 
-wing parties in Europe

The Conservative Party has seen much 
political bloodletting during the post-
Thatcher era when the deep divisions over 
the EU had left the party unity in tatters.  
The Conservative Party and indeed Prime 
Minister Cameron and his Chancellor, 
Osborne, are taking a huge leap into the 
dark by joining the pro-Europe group 
which might prove to be a risky venture 
for their future careers in politics.  The 
previous leader of the Conservative Party, 
John Major, suffered hugely at the hands 
of the ‘anti-Europe’ lobby. During his lead-
ership of the Tory government, the party 
succumbed to bitter internecine warfare 
over the European Union issue.  It contrib-
uted to the the defeat of the Conservative 
Party in 1997, the year that saw the victo,r 
Tony Blair, Leader of the Labour Party, take 
up residence at 10 Downing Street. Both 
Blair and Brown were able to capitalise on 
the economic model left by theTory Party. 

If the ‘exit’ lobby succeeds, then the 
Conservative Party would be in a state of 
turmoil leading to a sink or swim scenario. 
This would lead to the reopening of old 
wounds! The party will have a very small 
window of opportunity to recover before 
the next general election. If the Remain 
camp wins    the referendum, Cameron 
would remain in No.10.  Will his victory 
rebound on Priti and those who

In his view were dis-loyal? 

But as the former Indian Prime Minis-
ter Dr Manmohan Singh once remarked, 
“In politics there are no friends and no 
enemies”. 
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I was trained in pure classical Kathak 
dance in a highly traditional environment 
for fourteen years in India and three years 
in the U.K. As a dancer when I started inter-
acting with the world, I came to know about 
this concept called ‘gender-bias’. I then 
started academic research and applied 
its principles to classical dance. It was a 
revelation to me to see how openly some 
aspects of classical dance that 
has come down to us as dance-
themes and stories are gender-
biased. What was more shocking 
to me was how easily our society 
has simply accepted these.  

Let me put two things clearly. 
I am not against society, nor am 
I against classical dance. I have 
great regard and deep affection 
for both. I love dance and under-
stand its place in society.   The 
performing arts add beauty and 
harmony to life, the social fabric 
and culture. Hence, it pains me 
that our tradition and heritage are both 
affected. We need to think objectively 
about gender-bias in dance and arts. 
Doing this is not disrespectful of our artistic 
tradition. There is no disrespect intended 
against the deeply held sentiments that I 

share with others regarding the sacredness 
of Indian classical dance. Putting aside 
my pain and fear, I will proceed towards 
explaining gender-bias in the  performing 
arts and suggest strategies to remove it. 
Ask a classical dancer to show a woman 
in dance. We see four things. First, dancer 
posing to show ghunghat (veil) on head, 
second, neck bent a bit sideways to show 
tenderness, third, eyes looking downward 
to show shyness, as she avoids direct 

eye-contact with anyone, and fourth, a 
mild smile to express politeness. This is a 
basic, popular form of dance-pose to show 
a woman (nayika) in classical dance even 
before any abhinaya or a story begins to 
unfold. What does this mean? Does it mean 
that only women feel shy and men don’t? 
Are only women capable of tenderness? Or 
is it that, our society does not entitle men 

to feel shy or express tenderness, person-
ally or in public or before an audience? 

This simple issue is not trivial. A nayika 
portrayed in dance is often shown wait-
ing in her house for her husband to come 
back. Note; it has to be her house and 
not any other place! So she opens the 
door (in dance), holds her palm gently 
below her chin (a truly feminine gesture 
among Indians), and shows how she grows 
increasingly anxious and finally sad. This 
might have had some relevance in the past 
for some reason, but can this be consid-
ered valid now? In fact, being a classical 
dancer, I have personally enjoyed learning 
these expressions and performing them 
on stage. It has given me understanding 
and mastery over communicating one’s 
emotional state through facial expres-
sion and intense communication with 
the audience who in turn appreciate 
such intricate abhinaya-skills. This part 
is fine. However, as a dance-researcher, 
I ask myself certain serious questions 
that bring some interesting dimensions.  

Does such abhinaya indicate to my 
audience that women become anxious, 
sad or emotional very easily? Does such 

UNCONSCIOUS GENDER-BIAS IN THE PERFORMING ARTS:
CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS

By Ojasi Sukhatankar 
portrayal in dance suggest to my audi-
ence that, this is how women in society 
must develop and behave? Also, is that 
the right way for women to become a part 
of a family and society? Why do I always 
choose for such themes abhinaya of a 
woman, and not of a man? In real life in 
this modern era, wouldn’t a husband get 
equally anxious if wife doesn’t return back 

home from some work outside 
at an expected time? Our 
unconscious gender-bias here 
is that, we have accepted that 
shyness, anxiety and sorrow are 
exclusively feminine expressions, 
and we have forgotten that they 
can be even applicable to men. 

Thus in a classical dance-
choreography and performance, 
emotional expressions and feel-
ings are associated with gender. 
This is seen in almost all the 
themes that are danced as a 

part of our dance-tradition and cultural 
heritage. It is clear and open portrayal of 
gender-bias. Today’s dancers who dance 
these themes and society which appreci-
ates these themes, both need to accept 
the deeper truth of human life, that the 
same emotions exist naturally in human 
beings irrespective of gender. 

As Dance is a powerful medium of 
communication, the issue of unconscious 
gender-bias in performing arts becomes 
serious. For example, some forms of Bolly-
wood dances and portrayals that we very 
often see are contaminated this bias. The 
gender-discrimination between heroines 
and heroes is portrayed just for making 
dance-songs a source of mass appeal 
and financial profit. If in classical dance, 
females are portrayed as delicate and men 
as strong both physically and emotion-
ally in an artistic way, in many film dance 
scenes, the same portrayal is made crudely 
without artistry. As if heroines in films are 
meant to please men only and heroes to 
please women. Like classical dance, most 
film-dances do not resemble our gender 
roles and identities in real life.

Now, let me turn to another interest-
ing dimension of gender-bias. If this is all 

Based on a talk 
given on Interna-

tional Women’s Day, 
8th March 2016, 
at Symbiosis Law 

School, Pune.
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Essay
about dance, what about dancers? How 
does our Indian society look at youngsters 
who take up dance as their sole profession 
and career? Here too, both girls and boys 
face a serious socio-cultural-economic 
challenge. I view this as a challenge to 
artists in three F’s: finance, fame and family. 
All dance artists face these challenges in 
varying degrees of severity 
and at least once in their 
life-time. However, the 
problem becomes intense 
on two counts: the profes-
sion of dance and gender-
based norms that are 
prevalent in today’s Indian 
society.

Suppose a boy takes up 
dance as a profession, then 
questions arise regarding 
the possibility of regular 
income for his future life. 
This is not impossible, 
but strong doubt arises. 
All professional dancers, 
dance-scholars and histo-
rians would agree that 
profession of dance has 
always been financially 
challenging. It is more 
so in modern India. For a 
boy this professional chal-
lenge becomes twofold: 
one: balancing finances 
until he stabilizes his dance 
career and two: limitation 
in marriage-prospects as 
our society still believes that every man, 
if he has to become a husband and a 
father, must have a livelihood that brings 
in regular income irrespective of his wife’s 
earnings.. Is not this mindset a result of 
gender-bias?

Female dancers on the other hand do 
not have to live up to such expectations  
as there is still a belief that a female can 
always opt for a less regular source of 
income as she can depend to some extent 
on a husband’s or father’s income. And this 
too is gender-bias towards female dancers, 
though it happens to be advantageous 
for them. Challenges faced by them are 
usually about fame and family. It is known 
among the dance-fraternity that popularity 
walks straight into a house of a talented 
and persevering dancer, no matter male 
or female. However, apart from social 
norms of whether girls from what is socially 
perceived as “good families” can plunge 

into film-dance or can remain in the protec-
tive culture of classical dance, excess popu-
larity earned by a female dancer especially 
before marriage can obstruct her being 
accepted as a prospective bride and as 
part of her husband’s family. However 
there is one positive side to such popular-
ity. For a talented and popular artist, soci-

ety itself becomes his/her family. Yet the 
question remains; to what extent does our 
Indian culture sanction a popular dancer-
wife or dancer-daughter-in-law? This calls 
not only for a redefinition of gender-roles 
in a family, but also for a fresh approach to 
understanding the life of a dedicated artist 
by valuing his/her artistic contribution.

Whether Dance,dancers or society, the 
core issue of unconscious gender-bias is 
the same.  Dance tradition in India has 
travelled an extremely lengthy road for 
many centuries, from classical to film styles, 
and yet nothing has changed as far as 
gender-identities, roles in dance and exist-
ing biases are concerned. In other words, 
we have not yet learnt to raise and adjust 
our approach to dance over and above 
our limited ideas of gender. Sadly, this is 
true with other arts and artists as well with 
major or minor variations. At this juncture, 
we have two paths for solving this.  One is 

the bottom-up approach and the other is 
top-down.

The bottom-up solution is an individual 
approach to solve the issue. It is to start 
living one’s own idea of gender-identity. 
For example, a female classical dancer 
need not assume anymore that she must 
maintain long hair for her dance-perfor-

mance. She can very well 
choose to cut her hair as 
short as she might want 
and give a fantastic clas-
sical dance performance 
in that new attire. Can we 
imagine a female dancer 
performing Kathak, with a 
short bob-cut? Even one 
such small step can help 
dethrone the centuries-old 
gender-bias!

The top-down approach 
calls for strategies directed 
towards the whole popula-
tion. For example, we must 
understand that apply-
ing laws of censorship on 
Indian films only limits the 
display of obscenity; it 
does not change anything 
at all regarding gender-
bias. The time has come 
for the Indian film industry 
to take serious action for 
changing our conventional 
gender-biases. Today if 
we all understand the 
necessity of Corporate 

Social Responsibility, should there not 
be an outcry for one more C.S.R. that is 
Celebrity Social Responsibility? Today the 
heroes and heroines of our film industry 
wield a huge influence on people’s beliefs, 
ideas and life-styles.  If these celebrities 
combined efforts to challenge and change 
the old ways of thinking about the roles of 
men and women in daily life, perhaps we 
could hope to see the end of gender bias 
in the near future and would be the most 
effective top-down solution for India. 

 
Ojasi Sukhatankar (M.A. in Dance Cultures, 
Histories and Practices from University of Surrey, 
U.K. & B.E.) is a classical Kathak exponent and 
software engineer. She has widely 
performed, choreographed and 
taught classical Kathak in India, 
U.K. and U.S.A.  She regularly 
speaks on dance, art and women’s 
issues.
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the universal message of Vedanta, 
through folk and classical dance 

forms, with  music that incorpo-
rated North and South Indian 
raags and resonant Sanskrit 
verses from Hindu Scripture.

The show opened with a 
traditional joyous folk dance 

of Kerala marking the cele-
brated birth of Balan (who 

would later become Swami 
Chinmayananda). It went 

on to depict colourful 
scenes of his turbulent 
days as an Indian free-
dom fighter and then 

journalist, culminating 
in his spiritual journey to the mighty 
Himalayas that ultimately spawned 
the creation of the Chinmaya Mission 

global movement.

One of Swami Chinmayananda’s 
greatest contributions to society has 
been the ability to inspire count-

He Did It! A unique dance 
performance on the life of 
Swami Chinmayananda

The life of Swami 
Chinmayananda was 
one of extraordinary 
spiritual strength, 
immeasurable 
love and tire-
less service. In 
less than half 
a century, he 
left behind 
a worldwide 
organisation, 
hundreds of 
institutions, 
and millions 
of devo-
t e e s , 
w h o s e 
single-pointed aim is discovering the 
Eternal within.

2016 marks 100 
years since his birth, 
and as one of a series 
of events this year to 
mark the occasion, 
Chinmaya Mission 
UK collaborated 
with internationally 
acclaimed dancer 
Usha Raghavan to 
stage a one-night 
only performance of 
‘He Did It! Journey of 
a Master,’ at the Beck 
Theatre, Hayes on 
21st February 2016 
to a crowd of 500.

The uplifting musi-
cal and dance jour-
ney encompassed 
various scenes 
depicting the epic 
life of Swami Chinmayananda, accom-
panied by engaging narration. It also 
aimed to capture the essence of 

less people to live the Gita way of 
life. Among the most striking scenes 
performed by Usha and one of her 
students was the depiction of the 
transformation of Arjuna’s mental state 
in the Bhagavad Gita from dejected 
and disillusioned to a poised readi-
ness to fight in the war. With clarity of 
form, motion, mudras and bhava, the 
Holy Gita was dramatically brought to 
life on the stage.

The various scenes were care-
fully choreographed and elegantly 
performed by Usha, interspersed by 
synchronous dance sequences by 
her young students who seamlessly 
switched between a range of roles 
from passionate freedom fighters to 
the flowing waters of Mother Ganga.  
Usha had thoughtfully selected raagas 
to evoke the mood of each scene, such 
as Vasantha (spring) to mark Swami 

Chinmayananda’s 
birth and Desh (patri-
otism) to portray the 
freedom struggle.

Another highlight 
of the performance 
was the brilliant, 
live orchestra, led 
by vocalist Vamshi-
krishna Vishnudas 
whose devotional 
musical rendition of 
spiritually uplifting 
hymns such as the 
‘Shiva Panchaak-
shara Stuti’and Adi 
S a n k a r a c h a r y a ’s 
‘Bhaja Govindam’ 
created a spiritually 
charged atmosphere 
when the danc-
ers presented with 
illustrative dance 
movements.

Weaved throughout the perfor-
mance - but featured most prominently 

Dance Review 
HE DID IT! 

By Vishva Samani    
Photography:  Sriram Sivasankaran

The Majestic Himalayas
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Dance Review 

sia and Pandit Ravi Shankar, to name 
just a few. In doing so, he drew atten-

tion to the inextricable link between 
divinity and the arts in Hindu 
c u l t u r e , 

inspir-
ing performers such as all 

those who participated in this show to 
dedicate their art to the higher.

But Swami Chinmayananda also 
emphasized that the spiritual poten-

tial expressed in an art 
form is not the exclusive 
privilege of the artist. In 
a message to a crowd 
before a Bharatanatyam 
performance he once 
said, “Unhook your mind 
from the outer world…
flow with the rhythm 
of the dancer’s move-
ments. Allow her to lift 
you into realms unknown, 
where you can be in Bliss 
Supreme.”

And such was the case 
with ‘He Did It!’, a very 
special performance that 
provided a unique oppor-
tunity for the audience to 

connect with 
the tran-
scendental 
through the 
Journey of 
a Master.

at the very start and end of the show 
-was the original Sanskrit composition 
‘Chinmaya Mahima Stotram’, 
that extols the greatness of 
the realized Master Swami 
Chinmayananda.

‘He Did It! Journey of a 
Master’ was ultimately a 
loving tribute and offering 
to a great spiritual teacher 
of modern times by an 
accomplished artist and the 
entire supporting team.  The 
mammoth task that brought 
out the essence of his life 
was clearly the fruit of Usha 
Raghavan’s total involve-
ment in the subject, internal-
ization of the main themes 
and infusion of emotional 
depth into each scene and 
character.

During his lifetime, Swami Chin-
mayananda was a patron and 
connoisseur of 
the arts, and 
encouraged 
many devo-
tees who were 
artists to excel 
in their craft. 
He blessed the 
per formances 
of hundreds of 
budding and 
established artists, 
such as MS Subbalakshmi, Padma 
Subrahmanyam, Hari Prasad Chaura-

Jai Ganga Mata (Ganges - the source of inspiration)

Rejoicing in bhakti to a bhajan

Vishva Samani 
is a freelance journalist.

The Majestic Himalayas
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Happy Retirement 

The good fortune to run into the ones 
I do, And the eyesight to tell the differ-
ence.’ -Anon

We jostle for space in our sprawling 
grounds, bridging the gap between 
Montessori and Age Concern.  We elders 
throng the courtyard to gaze wistfully at 
the children trooping into the Learning 
Centre- dreams coming true - for both! 
Some of us wend our way to the temple 
nearby for the second sighting of the 
day, some sing the glory of Vishnu; some 
others chant Saiva hymns, the liberal 
ones singing both, in a low tone 
though! The ignorant and the 
shy mumble. Some veterans 
partake of the offerings, particu-
larly the balls of sweet rice called 
Sakkarai Pongal, with a nimble-
ness that belies their age.  The 
non- temple-goers rush to have a 
bite at one of the dining rooms, 
while some others repair to the 
library to grab The Hindu lest 
they have to make do with a lesser daily. 
Some manage to go through all these 
motions in seeming overdrive befitting 
a Ferrari in a Formula One race, to head 
the modest queue in the doctor’s office. 
Some prefer to stand, stare and share 
gossip with a mischievous grin. Accord-
ing to our poorly-informed NRI progeny 
we have a lot of time to spare. Far from it. 
We run short of time day after day and the 
deficit is cumulative, like the government 
budget. That explains my mislabelling 
medicines and my dear friend forgetting 
his hearing aid!  

Our community of elders of ages 
between 60 and 100 celebrated its tenth 
anniversary this month. 50 percent of 
the 324 residents are single females, 18 
per cent are single males and the rest 
are couples, served by an army of 376 
employees. A word about the single 
females: they look after themselves effi-
ciently, form alliances with likeminded 
persons and organise leisure activities. 
Males are rather laid back; I run a Literary 
Club, though. I had to wait one year to 
gain entry; such is the demand. 504 new 
units will be added shortly. I am hoping we 
might get a mini auditorium by and by as 
well as SOS buttons in all dwellings. 

On gaining residence, we are shep-
herded into the fold with the help of a Rule 
Book, fondly renamed the Residency Bible. 
It is a ‘Dos & Don’ts’ manual which also 
includes helpfully, the dinner menu, ambu-
lance hiring protocol and the like. One 
rule forbids plucking flowers, the heinous 
act being compared to infanticide by the 
Managing Trustee.  This does not however 
deter some pre-dawn raiders from doing 
just that with formidable bravado.  There 
is a sacred grove with flowers that can be 
picked for prayer rituals and also a tulsi 

upavanam (auxiliary garden) maintained 
by a saintly octogenarian. 

‘God grant me the  
senility to forget 

the people I never 
liked anyway,

We celebrate national holidays, the 
month-long Margazhi Utsavam, (the Divine 
Wedding) with   prayer recitation at 4a.m. 
and Navrathri with live concerts and a 
display of dolls. Some female residents 
display a high degree of aesthetics in 
these festivities. The Trust gifts us branded 
apparel of our choice for Deepavali and 
the workers are given a bonus by residents 
and the Trust. We also have fitness freaks 
in our midst. Some walk the mandatory ten 
thousand steps at top speed; some stretch 
and yawn in the same  breath. One inven-
tive guy has improvised his own Gym. You 
guessed right; he is yours truly. 

We are a contented lot having opted for 
cosy living sans responsibility. Familiar with 

the nursing homes and hospices in the 
Western world, I opted for this Residency 
in Chennai with my children endorsing the 
decision. My son likened it to a typical UK 
Army Mess regime and commended it. 
The security is tight and we are comfort-
ably ensconced, well-fed and are assured 
24 x 7 medical attention. Most gain weight, 
but live longer! An assisted care unit and 
a cottage hospital/hospice complete the 
picture. Cars are available for hire, as the 
Chennai airport is 17 kilometres away. We 
hear that a medical college may be arriving 

in the area.  I hope the Trust will 
install a commercially viable 
wing for Alzheimer patients, 
as there is much demand from 
overseas. 

Plentiful magazines and 
dailies adorn the tables in the 
reading rooms. The Library is a 
treasure house of rare books. 
Upwardly ascending residents 

leave them as a legacy. You are your own 
credit card, signing for items bought and 
ordered in our mini-shop. Last year, we 
escaped the fury of the deluge, about 
which I wrote in the last issue. In sum, all 
needs are always met. The deposit and 
monthly charges are competitive and 
are increased periodically. Sociologically 
speaking, the Trust has done a great 
service to the adjoining villages from 
where staff are recruited, trained and well 
paid. Their children receive free educa-
tion. They flourish and can apply for higher 
education. I commend the Trust for this far 
sighted provision. 

Last, but not least, you may like to view 
this video-clip of 2009 vintage, already in 
the public domain. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=jmOUzmc4iH0 -x- 4

Srinivasan Soundararajan (Innamburan)is a Ta-
mil scholar with degrees in Economics, Applied 
Sociology and Tamil Literature. He has long re-
tired from the Indian Audit and Accounts Service 
in which he served as Additional 
Deputy Comptroller &Auditor 
General of India. He has also 
spent some years working in the 
UK as an Adviser for the Citizens’ 
Advice Bureau.

VINTAGE VISTAS 
By Soundararajan Srinivasa (Innamburan)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jmOUzmc4iH0 -x- 4 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jmOUzmc4iH0 -x- 4 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jmOUzmc4iH0 -x- 4 
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around the 10th century. However the 
rules of chivalry were not observed in 
the savage bloodletting that took place 
then in what we now call the Middle East. 
Did Arthur ever exist? If he did it would 

have been in post 
Roman times in the 
5th or 6th C. In the 
legend he is called 
the Once and Future 
king who would return 
if and when England 
needed help. The 
story goes that after 
the last, deadly battle 
against his enemies, 
Arthur was mortally 
wounded.  A royal 
boat appears to take 
him away to a sort 
of paradisial island 
called Avalon. There 
have been many theo-
ries as to its location. 
Some say it is the Isle 

of Man but those who dabble in New Age 
beliefs insist it is in Glastonbury because 
apparently that is where Arthur was buried. 
In the Middle Ages, monks at Glastonbury 
also laid claim to having the legendary cup. 
This rumour enriched the monks as it lured 
a great many people to visit the abbey.  

It was Geoffrey of Monmouth in the 
early twelfth century who wrote in Latin 
the story of Arthur and Merlin as part of 
the History of Britain. Arthur’s name was 
already established in Wales and Brittany. 
He may have lived in the fifth century. He 
was an important part of the strange but 
bewitching legends that are to be found 
in the great Welsh compilation of the 
earliest tales of British literature, known 
as the Mabinogion. Chretien de Troyes 
then wrote his own version in French verse 
much later but he too placed Arthur’s court 
in Carleon in Wales. I visited the town 
many years ago just to look for traces of 
this court.  Today, in Winchester, one can 
see in the museum a great table which is 
supposed to be the Round Table that sat in 
King Arthur’s court.  Today, Geoffrey’s tales 
are not credited as being strictly historical. 

What is it with the Arthurian legend 
that it continues to grip one’s imagination 
after so many centuries?  I must confess 
to being a serious fan even though child-
hood has long passed me by and I know 
that there are no fairies 
in the garden.  I could 
not resist watching 
the children’s televi-
sion serial ‘Merlin’ a 
couple of years ago, 
even though the 
basic facts had been 
hugely altered whilst 
the background of 
jousting knights and 
castles, wizards and 
witches was preserved. 
In this version, Merlin 
is not the old wizard 
who engineered the 
crowning of Arthur 
as king but is now a 
young lad who is serv-
ant to Prince Arthur.  
He has magical powers and knows that 
his life plan is to guard Arthur but he 
plays the subservient role of valet very 
well. Perhaps it was thought that his youth 
would appeal to modern British children. 

I fell in love with the legend as a child in 
India. A voracious reader, I was smitten by 
the glossy illustrations in my much loved 
book in which I read over and over again 
the story of King Arthur and the Knights 
of the Round Table who lived in a world 
of beauteous damsels, nymphs, handsome 
knights, but above all by the story of the 
mighty sword, Excalibur, the crowning of 
Arthur, the awesome wizardry of Merlin 
and the evil designs of Arthur’s half-sister, 
Morgan le Fay. Who would not be infatu-
ated with Lancelot of the Lake? Arthur’s 
wife, Guinevere was. He was the embodi-
ment of all the necessary characteristics of 
a perfect knight, yet, betrayed his master 
and king through his fatal love for Guinev-
ere. She paid for this by being banished to 
a nunnery, having been spared execution 
for her adultery. Lancelot was banished. 

The fascination of the tales that accom-
pany the quest for the Holy Grail still holds 
sway in my imagination.  The Holy Grail 

is an early Christian legend about the 
cup from which Jesus drank wine at the 
Last Supper and which was used later by 
Joseph of Arimathea to catch the blood of 
Jesus on the Cross. The legend goes that 

this Joseph arrived in Britain with the cup 
but its whereabouts are not known. The 
Knights of the Round Table competed with 
one another to find it and bring it back 
safely. Sir Gawain, King Arthur’s nephew 
set out on such a quest and his mesmer-
izing adventures held me spellbound.  

These tales hail from a pagan past 
inhabited by witches, wizards, fairies and 
magic, but being chronicled from the 
ninth century onwards, have a strong 
Christian element, characterised by the 
quest for the Holy Grail. There are some 
weird and wonderful adventures that befall 
young Gawain in the course of his quest.  
His adventures alone make a separate 
book. He challenges the Green Knight, 
who stalks into Arthur’s castle one day 
and whose fearsome habit of carrying his 
own head under his arm deters would 
be challengers.  There are also the Black 
Knight, the Red Knight and their feats of 
arms are complex and marvellous.  Indeed 
the whole legend is a tour de force of 
magical marvels the details of which are 
so well plotted that they have a logic of 
their own, albeit supernatural. Similar 
knights fought the wars of the Crusades 

KING ARTHUR AND THE KNIGHTS OF THE ROUND TABLE 
By Malathy Sitaram
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In the fifteenth century, Thomas Malory 

writes a somewhat different version of the 
legend with a heavy emphasis on chivalry 
which required knights to show mercy 
to opponents who surrendered and to 
defend the weak. Perhaps it is the chivalric 
code that has played a part in regulating 
even modern warfare. In modern times, we 
have read Tennyson’s Idylls of the King and 
T.H. White’s wonderful books, The Sword 
in the Stone and The Once and Future 
King. Even John Steinbeck, the American 
novelist has written about the legend of 
King Arthur. Early versions of the legend 
placed King Arthur’s court in Wales but 
by the 13th C, a different locale began 
to emerge, namely Cornwall.  His court 
called Camelot now began to be placed 
in Tintagel in Cornwall.  It seems no-one 
wanted to be left out of this fascinating 
story of a legendary king. All efforts to find 
material proof of the existence of such a 
tribal chieftain have failed. Was Merlin 
Welsh? Where did he spring from? King 
Arthur’s court in Camelot was well imag-
ined in the British film of the same name. 

I remember as a child, going to friends’ 
birthday parties and sitting down on the 
nearest chair to read the book presents that 
they had received whilst ignoring urgent 
appeals to play Musical Chairs or Pass the 
Parcel.  I read everything that came my 
way.  It must be the supernatural element 
that so enthralled me in childhood, draw-
ing me into an esoteric world of good 
and evil and one inhabited by weird and 
wonderful denizens of woods and water. 

Just as I loved reading the Arthurian 
romance, I was hypnotised by the two 
great Indian epics, the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata. These epics of kings also 
abound with seers and sages and magical 
powers. The latter bears some resemblance 
to the Iliad, though it is probably fifty times 
longer. I would be so immersed in reading 
about the Pandavas and their unpleasant 
cousins, the Kauravas that I was oblivious 
of all else happening in the house. Every 
time I sat down to read a storybook, my 
fervent wish was that it would never end. 
 
Malathy Sitaram was the first Asian to teach 
English in Wiltshire Schools 
and simultaneously, the first 
Asian to be appointed to the 
Swindon Bench of Justices of 
the Peace.   Now retired, she is 
just as busy.

Nowadays, we’re never far from contro-
versy over grammatically ‘correct’ usage 
(i.e. conformity to written Standard 
English), which is guaranteed to get atten-
tion in English newspapers. For example, 
a couple of years ago, The Guardian 
reported on The Idler magazine's Bad 
Grammar Award, which included Tesco, 
as well as a group of 100 academics 
who had written an open letter criticizing 
Michael Gove (at that time the Conserva-
tive Secretary of State for Education) and 
his policies on the national curriculum. 

The second-place award went to Tesco 
'for using adjectives as nouns and failing 
to put hyphens in the right place'. To take 
the second transgression first, the issue of 
hyphenation (assuming for the moment 
that it is in fact an issue of grammar rather 
than spelling) is by no means undisputed. 
According to Fowler's Modern English 
Usage 'practice varies from country to 
country and publishing house to publish-
ing house'. The self-appointed experts 
who bestowed this award seem unaware 
of such variation in practice, just as they 
seem unaware, in identifying the major 
transgression committed by Tesco – 
‘using adjectives as nouns’ – that words 
in English can change from one word 
class to another (a feature of the language 
known as ‘conversion’ or ‘category shift’.) 
For example, ‘down’ works as a preposi-
tion in ‘She climbed down the ladder 
into the darkness’, but it’s a verb in ‘He 
downed his coffee hurriedly, and left 
the room.’ Jean Aitchison, Professor of 
Language and Communication at Oxford, 
discusses this aspect of English in relation 
to language change, using as an example 
the sentence ‘Drusilla garaged her car’.  

It’s interesting that these particular self-
appointed guardians of ‘standards’ in 
‘grammar’ seem unaware of wider issues 
of how the language is used in reality, in 
different contexts, for different purposes 

and for different audiences. It’s difficult, 
also, to engage with their thinking on 
adjectives and nouns, as there seem to 
be no examples provided, neither on The 
Idler’s website itself, nor in The Guardian’s 
report – a point also made on a language 
blog (http://virtuallinguist.typepad.com/
the_virtual_linguist/2013/05/idler-acad-
emy-bad-grammar-awards.html) which 
comments (4th May 2013) on the report 
from a linguistic point of view. 

What appears to be happening is that 
the writers of The Idler are making a social 
judgement about language uses which 
don’t happen to fit with their own (badly-
informed) preconceptions - the linguistic 
equivalent of feeling superior to someone 
who is ill-mannered enough to commit 
the faux pas of wearing a combination 
of clothing and colours unacceptable 
in a given social situation. Significantly, 
the writers give the ultimate Bad Gram-
mar award to an open letter, signed by a 
group of 100 academics, which criticised 
the changes made by Michael Gove 
(Education Secretary at the time) to the 
national curriculum. Nevile (sic) Gwynne, 
one of the judges, focuses his criticism 
(according to The Guardian’s report) on a 
particular paragraph in the letter, begin-
ning by considering the sentence ‘Much 
of it demands too much too young.’ He 
says “Presumably they mean something 
like 'demands too much when children 
are too young to be ready for so much', 
but, as worded, it simply is not English ... 
In that sentence as worded, 'too young' 
can only be two adverbs, 'too' qualifying 
the adverb 'young', and 'young' qualifying 
the verb 'demands', as would, for instance, 
'soon' or 'early'. But 'young' is an adjec-
tive, and cannot ever be an adverb. And it 
certainly is not doing the work of an adjec-
tive in that sentence, because there is no 
noun that could be 'understood' and which 
would turn that sentence into English.” 

GRAMMAR WARS
By Kevin Eames



  

CONFLUENCE

CONFLUENCE - MAY 15

Grammar Rules OK  
Such shallow self-importance is enough 

to put most readers off the study of gram-
mar, by making them feel inadequate, 
baffled by the apparent mastery of termi-
nology displayed here. However, in spite of 
Gwynne’s claim, the sentence is perfectly 
acceptable English, which communicates 
its meaning 
clearly through a 
rhetorically-effec-
tive repetition 
(‘too...too’) and 
which is, as The 
Virtual Linguist 
comments in 
his or her blog 
(see above) ‘a 
lot more catchy 
than the version 
suggested by 
Nevile Gwynne.’ 
And a lot 
more concise, 
too, I’d add. 

The problem 
is not that Gwynne is wrong in identifying 
adverbs and the other word classes he 
mentions. Rather, the problem is that the 
grammatical description he gives doesn’t 
account for the other linguistic processes 
going on in the sentence. Gwynne gets 
close to it when he reconstructs what the 
writers ‘presumably’ meant, but the kind 
of grammatical analysis he is using doesn’t 
allow him to go beyond this reconstruc-
tion and describe what has happened to 
produce the sentence he finds so offen-
sive. What the writers of the offending 
sentence have done, and which Gwynne 
kind of understands on an intuitive level, 
is to use ellipsis to delete elements in 
the sentence which are ‘understood’, but 
which have been removed for rhetorical 
emphasis, foregrounding the repetition for 
greater communicative power. The Oxford 
Concise Dictionary of Linguistics defines 
ellipsis as ‘the omission of one or more 
elements from a construction, especially 
when they are supplied by the context.’ 
Geoffrey Leech et al, in their clear and 
accessible English Grammar for Today, 
discuss the difficulties sometimes posed 

by ellipsis, commenting that many prob-
lems ‘in writing English have to do with’ 
this feature of the language. ‘Describing 
the rules ... in this area is not easy, and 
it is difficult to draw the line between 
prescriptive and descriptive grammar.’ 

Self-styled experts such as Gwynne tend 
to look at the language from a ‘prescrip-
tive’ viewpoint – i.e. there is only one 
acceptable usage, and others are wrong. 
However, a ‘descriptive’ approach would 
attempt to understand and explain what 
is going on. ‘If people are communicating 
effectively with language, then they must 
be following rules, even though those rules 
are not universally approved. The role of 
the linguist is thus analogous to that of the 
anthropologist who, if asked to describe 
a particular culture’s eating habits, would 
be expected to do so without expressing 
a personal opinion as to what they should 
be like,’ as Leech et al. put it. Gwynne 
and his fellow judges are expressing their 
social preferences, rather making valid 
comments on the usages they find offen-
sive. It’s indicative of their social and politi-
cal stance that Gwynne is a contributor to 
the Daily Telegraph and the Daily Mail, as 
is Harry Mount, his fellow judge. Mount is 
also a former member of the Bullingdon 
Club and a relative of the Prime Minister, 
David Cameron. Toby Young, the third 
member of the panel, is a supporter and 

beneficiary of Michael Gove’s policy of 
starting up ‘free schools’. It’s possible, 
therefore, that their judgements about 
the letter upon which they conferred the 
Bad Grammar Award may have been influ-
enced by their political and social opinions. 

So why does 
this matter to us? 
Certainly, it high-
lights the way in 
which the issue 
of grammar stirs 
up controversy 
and passion in 
society and in the 
media. It also high-
lights contrasting 
approaches to 
grammar – the 
prescriptive (‘this is 
the correct usage; 
all others are 
wrong.’) and the 
descriptive (‘this 

is what is happening in this usage here, 
and this is why.’). Teachers, in particular, 
need to be aware of the contested nature 
of ‘grammar’ but they also need to be 
confident in their knowledge to explain 
what is happening, to themselves and to 
their pupils. However, they also need to 
know when certain usages are not accept-
able, or not appropriate in terms of form, 
context, purpose and audience – and they 
need to have the confidence and the abil-
ity to explain to pupils what an appropriate 
usage would be, and the reasons for this. 

 
Kevin Eames has been an enthusiast for education 
all his professional life, having taught at all levels 
from primary school to Master’s degree. Now retired, 
he keeps in touch with the 
education world through his 
activity as a governor at a 
local comprehensive school 
and through occasional 
part-time work with a local 
university.
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Obituary 

Many accolades have been 
extended and still more shall be to 
this most distinguished of diplo-
mats who passed away this week. 

His patrician Rampur pedigree, mili-
tary training at Dehra Dun (also my 
father's alma mater), eventful army 
career, and exalted ambassadorial 
appointments could be discussed 
for days, months, and years to come. 

His linguistic prowess - acquired 
famously during his WW2 incarcera-
tion in Monte Cassino - was legend-
ary, and likewise an ace in his array 
of diplomatic skills. His impeccable 
English inspired William Safire to 
devote an entire column in the New 
Yorker to Sahibzada Sb's use of the 
words 'resile' and ‘glacis’. His expertise 
in his native Urdu needs no elaboration. 

The purpose of this piece is to 
record an individual appreciation 
of the personal touches that made 
Sahibzada Yaqub-Khan: General, 
Ambassador, and Foreign Minister; 
both likeable and charming, and thus 
someone held in real regard by all who 
came across him in whatever capacity. 

My first encounter with Sahibzada 
and Begum Yaqub was in 1972 in Paris. 
My father, then our Ambassador to 
Bonn, had brought me there enroute 
to commencing my first year at Oxford 
to see the spectacular 'Flying Horse' at 
the Tang Dynasty exhibition, then at the 
Louvre, that was taking the world by 
storm.

Ambassador Yaqub-Khan had our 
hotel bookings cancelled with a grace-
ful wave of the hand, and took us off to 
the Residence - the magnificent abode 
mercifully still in Pakistan's posses-
sion - near the Champs Elysees. Here 
we were welcomed by a very young 
Begum Yaqub Khan, and their two 
little boys Samad and Najib. We duly 
described our few delightful Paris-
ian days to my mother, and remem-
bered our hosts' hospitality always. 

In 1973 Sahibzada Yaqub-Khan was 

our Ambassador to Washington DC, 
and my elder brother Tariq Osman his 
Second Secretary, and the recipient as 
he recalls of his boss’s affection as well 
as guidance. I met the Yaqub-Khans 
again that summer, when my younger 
brother Saad Salman and I were visiting 
Tariq. We were invited to a lovely lunch 
at the Residence, Ambassador Yaqub 
genial as always, and Begum Tuba like-
wise receiving us graciously, wearing a 
peach-pink sari perfect for the season. 

The boys were watching television 
in the very room where Tariq and the 
other Embassy kiddos viewed cartoons 
every Sunday at Ambassador Ispahani's 
invitation when my parents were posted 
to Washington DC in the late 1940s. 

In 1979 Sahibzada and Begum Yaqub-
Khan followed my parents to Moscow, 
where he succeeded his friend and 
colleague as Ambassador. When my 
father wrote his memoirs a decade 
later, after retiring to Islamabad, he 
incorporated in his account of the much-
misunderstood non-visit to Russia of Mr. 
Liaquat Ali a discerning cameo portrait 
of his ADC: 'The Prime Minister and 
Begum Liaquat Ali Khan's personal staff 

was to include a young, dashing Lieut. 
Col. Yaqub Khan, who spoke Russian 
besides other European languages’. 
Little could he have known at the time 
that one day he would be chosen to be 
Foreign Minister of Pakistan. (Reflections 
of An Ambassador Ch 2, 'The Visit That 
Never Was', p 11). Or that he would one 
day actually represent Pakistan in Russia.

 
The families' paths crossed often from 
the early 1980s on. Tariq again had the 
privilege of working under Sahibzada 
Yaqub, then Foreign Minister, as Direc-
tor Gulf at the Ministry. We got to know 
and became friends with Samad and 
Najib. Sahibzada Yaqub-Khan, with that 
characteristic combination of elegance 
and affection, wrote the foreword for 
my mother's book 'Delhi Yaad Ati Hae'; 
and would address me as 'Rani Begum'. 

Sahibzada Sb's Personal Assistant 
Mr. Aale Nabi, who remained attached 
to him throughout his retirement, is 
likewise well known to us since he 
worked with my father, then Ambas-
sador to Baghdad, in the 1960s. 

He hails from U.P., and her forebears 
are Iranis settled in South India. The 
Yaqub-Khans were a dignified and 
distinctive couple, often gracing events 
from select dinners to weddings to 
diplomatic dos: she svelte and youth-
fully silver-haired, timelessly elegant 
in saris; and he with his classic demea-
nor, debonair in his Savile Row suits. 
Samad's recent marriage brought them 
great joy, as did Najib's current visit on 
a long holiday from far-off Australia. 

My one regret remains not taking a 
framed copy of the photo  of his first 
stop in his 1982 Gulf tour to accom-
pany this article to him; I was probably 
confused by an idea of having already 
done so, but more so because - as with 
those few iconic, institution-like individu-
als one knows - I must have assumed he 
was immortal.

Rehana Hyder who was born in London 
and educated at Oxford hails from 
a diplomatic family and has lived in 
many countries. She now resides in 
Islamabad, Pakistan.

AMBASSADOR YAQUB-KHAN 
By Rehana Hyder
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MUMBAI EXPRESSIONS
by Anju Makhija

We live in times where even peace finds 
opposition!  One of the biggest events that 
took place in India this spring was the World 
Culture Festival organized by Sri Sri Ravi 
Shankar’s Art of Living (AOL).  In fact, Shankar 
compared it to the Olympics saying it was a 
‘cultural Olympic’. Several hundred artists 
rehearsed on a massive stage, built over an 
area of 7 acres, 1,200 feet long, 200 feet wide 
and 40 feet high.  Volunteers, artists, police, 
even Army personnel, were utilized to execute 
this massive event. One of the highlights of the 
programme was Cosmic Rhythm with 4,600 
artists performing. It included 30 dance forms, 
followed by a soulful rendition of Tagore songs 
by 1,000 artistes!

However, AOL’s efforts faced tremendous 
opposition.  The National Green Tribunal, held 
it accountable for not disclosing the real scale 
of the event at the time of taking permission. 
A 500 crore fine was imposed.  Ravi Shankar 
stated he would rather go to jail! But, in the 
end, the event did take place with Prime 
Minister Modi giving the inauguration speech.   
There were many international dignitaries and 
British PM, David Cameron, in a message 
through his party’s parliamentarian, invited 
Sri Sri Ravi Shankar to address the House of 
Commons whenever he was in UK.  It’s quite 
clear now that spiritual organizations do not 
want to be left behind and are creating their 
own infrastructure.  Prime Minister Modi feels 
it’s a good trend as Indian culture is getting 
exposure.

The regional languages too are finally 
getting considerable attention with the newly-
launched LIC Gateway Litfest which calls 
itself ‘the melting point of all regional literary 
streams’.  An interesting session that took place 
was, ‘Is Translation losing original flavour: are 
we witnessing the end of the breed of serious 
translators?’ Another, ‘Are Poets Losing Depth 
due to Facebook’? This generated consider-
able debate.  Many felt that due to the inter-
net, serious criticism no longer existed—in 
fact everyone is a critic!  On-line journals, 
mushrooming all over, are making the situa-
tion worse. Moreover, everything is getting 
‘institutionalized’.  Critics usually pat the backs 
of those who favour them by marking ‘like’ on 
their FB’ post.  The same old ‘power brokers’ 
are now controlling the social media!  Yes, 
some new voices are heard on FB, but they 
are often quickly silenced and removed--the 
so-called democracy of FB is an illusion.  

In this flurry of on-line activity, books still 
seem to be thriving.  The success of Vivek 
Shanbhag’s Ghachar Ghochar has inspired a 
deeper literary interest in the lower middle 

class, a section of Indian society that has 
been both empowered and included by the 
growth of liberalization.  Another book making 

waves is Incarnations India in Fifty Lives.  The 
historian, Sunil Khilnani, explores the lives of 
50 individuals, among them Buddha, Kabir, 
Shivaji, Amir Khusrao and Mirabai.  The book 
focuses on topics such as philosophy, religion, 
social reform and grew out of Khilnani’s BBC 
Radio 4 series.    Another book getting atten-
tion is I Dreamt a Horse Fell from the Sky: 
poems, fiction and non-fiction (1962-2015) 
by Adil Jussawalla. It brings together his 
other prose, criticism, poetry, fiction and also 
includes an unpublished novel.  

Regional poets are getting recognition here 
through ‘Poets Translating Poets’, an experi-
mental project by the Max Mueller Bhavan. 
The aim of the project is to facilitate a plat-
form for poets from South Asia to translate 
one another’s works. Most regional languages 
are covered including Hindi, Urdu, Kashmiri, 
Punjabi, English, Sindhi, Tamil, and Assamese.

The state governments are also making 
great effort to save their regional languages.  
In Maharashtra, schools and colleges were 
asked to celebrate, Marathi Din. A new subject, 
‘Marathi Literature’, was introduced for the 
first time this year, but it had no takers from 
students appearing for the Higher Secondary 
Certificate (HSC) exams from the Mumbai divi-
sion!  Academicians say that students prefer 
foreign languages such as French or German. 
The government, however, is determined 
and has announced that Marathi will become 
compulsory in schools upto Std 8.  The Indian 

mind is certainly in a state of confusion.  Here 
we have P.M Modi globe-trotting across the 
world with a view to accelerate development 
which has meant an increase in Western fast 
foods, more cars and consumer products.  At 
the same time, youngsters are being asked to 
learn the regional language No wonder they 
are totally confused!  The scenario has led to 
more youth crime such as drink driving, theft 
and even suicides.    

Government intervention in daily lives 
seems to be increasing every day.  Inefficient 
machines have taken over management 
of our parks which now look like jungles! 
Excuse: no staff, no water.   Previously, the 
parks were maintained by philanthropists 
and industrialists, but that did not suit the 
Indian government.  Thankfully, ordinary 
people are making efforts to maintain sanity 
in this frantic development scenario.  Zee 
TV’s Taas Ananya Sanmaan (2015) Awards 
for unsung heroes, rewarded those who 
have worked ceaselessly for the betterment 
of society.  Usha Madavi received an award 
in the Environment Category for protecting 
forests and trees around her village. She has 
devised a unique strategy.  A few men and 
women from Nanhwa village in Gondia, near 
the Chhattisgarh border, would hide behind 
bushes, waiting for an unscrupulous gang 
that regularly entered the jungle to fell trees. 
When vehicles approached, those, hiding 
behind the bushes, waited for a signal from 
their leader and then pounced on the thieves. 

Closer to home, another landmark of 
Mumbai is now history.  The iconic Rhythm 
House at Kala Ghoda has shut shop.  More 
than a mere music-film store, it was an insti-
tution in the cultural life of Bombay.  The 
Wayside Inn and Samovar Café also closed 
down sometime back.  The three landmarks 
together were the centre of spontaneous 
avant-garde art, music and literature the 
Mumbai 70s and 80s.  The National Film 
Awards were announced recently.  The best 
film went to Bahubali. Megastar Amitabh 
Bachchan won the best actor award for Piku, 
a film about old age.  Bollywood has under-
gone major changes in the past few years 
and new themes are being tackled sensi-
tively.  The Indian audience is finally moving 
away from the ‘song and dance’ routine. 
 
Anju Makhija is a Sahitya Akademi award-winning 
poet, translator and playwright based in Mumbai 
who has written/edited books related to partition, 
Sufism, women’s poetry and theatre. Her articles 
and columns have appeared in several newspapers.  
anjumakhija17@gmail.com 
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Fiction

I thought I was dead and in heaven.  In 
the haziness of dissipating general anes-
thesia, dawn-pink walls, Venetian blinds, 
gladioli by the bedside and two fairies 
bent over me materialized. Their faces 
resembled flowers; their fragrance filled 
the room. 

“How do you feel, dear?” one asked in 
a musical voice.

I was at Witchcraft – a private hospital 
that had come up four years ago, but had 
taken the elite of Delhi by storm. Any real 
or imaginary ailment ranging from a bout 
of sneezing to Cancer sent them scamp-
ering to Witchcraft. A visit to this hospital 
became a status symbol.

“Tell us if you need anything. We’re at 
your disposal,” said the other. I would 
learn later that the two of them belonged 
to the special task force of nurses who were 
deployed to tend on patients wheeled out 
of the Operating Theatre. 

After two days another set took over. 
They were also attractive but more in a 
physical way. They performed the routine 
nursing jobs, but in addition, they were 
also responsible for helping the patient 
to to come out of post-surgery depres-
sion. Their job was to deliver these 
patients to Eros.  But for the nameplates 
on their chests, nobody would guess that 
they were nurses. They were dressed in 
designer clothes instead of stiff, starched 
white uniforms. Witchcraft had taken 
hospitalization and treatment to another 
level.

On arrival in the morning the young 
women headed for the large storeroom  
housing several large cupboards full of 
all kinds of dresses, ranging from saris, to 
T’s and jeans, as well as flowing ghaghras 
and choli, or velvety gowns. They had 
complete freedom to choose any attire. 

I could never have dreamed of being an 
in-patient at Witchcraft, even though my 
wife, Labuki and I were working for adver-
tising agencies.  My wife had telephoned 
her sister and my brother-in-law, an 
exporter of tinned sea foods to the Middle 
East who had rushed me here, a place they 
themselves frequented. The reason? One 
morning, a fiery pain had shot upwards 
from the side of my stomach, and then 

spread throughout the body causing me to 
groan in agony... My appendix had burst. It 
was a serious situation..

After two days there, I got a roommate. 
And what a roommate!

                                                              #
I had begun to suffer from insomnia. 

Around 2.00 am., I heard rustling sounds 
on the other side of the partition. 

 “You sleeping, Sir?” He seemed to be 
testing the ground.

I was not, but I did not answer. Then 
they began to converse in low tones, 

but I could hear them. I recognized 
her voice. She was the nurse who had 
taken charge at 10 pm and had exam-
ined both of us. She was a stunner. 

I was wonderstruck. Could such a thing 
be possible? Was it with the connivance of 
the hospital which charged mad sums? Or 
was it an individual dare-devil nurse who 
was putting her job on line? Was it for 
money or love?

After some time, the door opened and 
shut. And all went quiet.

I thought of reporting the matter to 
the authorities. She would certainly lose 
her job. She might find it difficult to find 
another one straight away.  Her family 
would suffer. But this moral reason was not 
the only one. I had enjoyed listening to the 
goings-on on the other side. And espe-
cially recalling the hourglass figure of the 
nurse, I wanted her to continue attending 
on me when she came for the night duty.  

“Good morning, Sir,” a disembodied 
voice wafted from the other side.

“Good morning to you.”
“How are you feeling today, Sir?”
“Middling. They say it will take about 
a week.”
“Oh! Wish you a speedy recovery.”
“To you too.”

 In the afternoon, the MS came. 
My neighbor put in his request.
“I am sure my roommate is being incon-

venienced. Please try to shift me into a 
single room.”

 

“Sir the hospital is absolutely full. 
An exception has been made in your 
case because you are our valued 
client. Besides, your roommate 
has been kind enough to allow it.” 

Second night:
He came over to my side in the evening 

and sat in front of me in a chair. “I thought 
we should get introduced to each other,” 
he smiled. He was a toad like man: short 
and pot-bellied, with no neck to talk of. 

“I’m a bullion merchant in Dubai, origi-
nally from Surat,”

I told him that I worked for an Ad Agency 
That my wife also was in advertising.

He gave me a quizzical look. Perhaps, he 
was wondering how I could have afforded 
such a hospital.

“I’m sorry about last night.” 
“What about last night?”
He looked relieved. Actually, a nurse 

came to check up my blood pressure. I was 
feeling restless. I thought you might have 
got disturbed because of me.”

“I’m heavily sedated at night.”
That night the love-making was 
more torrid.  
The next evening also he came around 

and after talking about current politics he 
decided to come clean. His wife was a 
nasty woman. She had wanted her brother 
to be made a partner in business. But the 
fellow was a scoundrel. He was into all 
kinds of vice: alcohol, gambling, visiting 
prostitutes. “I refused. She left me. She 
lives with her parents in Delhi. I am scared 
of her ruffian brother. Sometimes my BP 
shoots up when I think of him.”

“I visit Delhi once a month for a week.  
Two days at a hotel for business, the rest at 
Witchcraft. It is business plus … I mean … 
some fun,” he smiled. “You need to deal 
with the myriad stresses of life.” 

I smiled back. “No issues.”
He was supposedly admitted for a heart 

AFFAIRS OF THE HEART
By Subhash Chandra
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Politics
problem. But his reports were normal, 
except for a small irregularity. “The doctors 
say this is the pattern of my heart beat.”

The Nurse came for the nightly 
checkup, as usual. Giving me a charm-
ing smile, she playfully touched me on 
my cheek and moved over to the other 
side. Her fingers were flowery soft.  

Third night:
Now they had become bold. They did 

not lower their voices when talking. .
He asked her, “Do your colleagues know 

about it?” 
“We keep each other’s secrets. 

Some of them have short-term affairs. 

Fourth night:
“Just one more night,” he said.
“Yes. You are not satisfied?” she said.
“Not at all. But what I get is more than 

in my wildest imagination. I never thought 
you would be amenable. And you are the 
best.”

“I began for money,” she said. But truly, 
I have started to love you. You are so 
magnanimous. What all have you not done 
for my family? You bore the entire expenses 
of my younger sister’s marriage. Not only 
that you gave her a gold necklace with 
diamonds in it. And my youngest brother 
is studying Engineering at your expense. 

Fifth night
“I am sorry; I will be leaving tomorrow 

morning.”
“Yes, so am I. Waiting for one month for 

you is such a torture.”
“Same with me,” he said. 
Tonight there was hardly any conversa-

tion. She left after some time, as usual..
                                                              #
Towards midnight I heard groans from 

the other side.  I asked him what was 
wrong. He hiccupped and tried to say 
something, but the words were garbled. 
He was in trouble, for sure. I rang my bell 
and the same Nurse appeared. He had 
vomited and was sweating.  She rushed 
out and brought along a doctor from the 
Emergency.  He was wheeled into ICCU.

 
The doctors tried their best, but could 

not save him. It was a massive cardiac 
arrest.

Subhash Chandra retired as 
Professor of English from Delhi 
University.   He has published four 
books of criticism, several research 
articles as well as short stories in 
Indian and foreign journals. 

INDIAN FORUM ON BRITISH 
MEDIA DISCUSSES THE IMPACT 

OF MODI’S VISIT TO UK
 

A Seminar  was organized by the 
Indian Forum on British Media  at 
the House of 
C o m m o n s 
on 24 Febru-
ary 2016. It 
was attended 
by more than 
sixty people. 
The event was 
hosted by Rt. 
Hon. Viren-
dra Sharma, 
Member of Parliament.  The speakers 
were Mr. C.B. Patel (Editor-in-Chief, 
Asian Voice),  Alpesh Patel (Entrepre-
neur and Investor), Dr. Keerti Mathur 
( Doctor & Choreographer), Dhruv 
Chhatralia(Lawyer and Gita exponent) 
and Suresh Gupta (Philanthropist)

Prabhakar Kaza, President of the 
Forum, introduced the topic  and 
requested both the speakers and the 
audience to give their free and frank 

opinion on the reception received by 
the Indian PM and the lasting impact 

on the bilateral relationship.  Mr Kris-
han Ralleigh, the General Secretary 

of the Forum 
gave a brief 
introduction 
of the aims 
and objec-
tives of the 
Indian Forum 
on British 
Media. 

The speak-
ers highlighted the economic, social 
and political benefits of Prime Minister 

Modi’s visit to Britain, India, Indian 
diaspora and British people. The panel 
agreed that the impact of the visit was 
not ephemeral but long lasting. 

The meeting concluded with a Vote 
of thanks by Mr.Krishan Ralleigh to 
Mr.Virendra Sharma, the Member 
of Parliament who made concerted 
efforts to hold the event.
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History as Comedy

And now Ladies and Gentlemen, we 
come to the most insightful film ever made 
about the British in India.

Nominees in this category include A 
Passage to India, Gandhi and Shakespeare 
Wallah. And the winner is… 

Carry on Up the Khyber!
A strange choice perhaps but let me 

defend this decision. This 1968 classic is 
set at the height of the Raj. A Highland 
Regiment (the 3rd Foot and Mouth) are 
guarding the Khyber Pass but their fear-
some reputation as ‘The Devils in Skirts’ 
lies in tatters (pun intended) when it is 
discovered that, contrary to legend, rules 

and custom, they actually do wear long 
bloomers beneath their kilts. Inevitably, a 
nationalist uprising ensues…

Ok, The Chess Players it isn’t. But bear 
with me. 

Churned out at the midpoint and the 
highpoint in a series of over 30 Carry Ons, 
this cheap and cheerful film is very much 
in the tradition of seaside postcards, Music 
Hall and Panto: lots of double entendres, 
slapstick, cross-dressing and bad jokes.

Culturally sensitive British Comedy at its 
best!

Unapologetically low brow and low 
budget, Carry on films celebrated and 
spoke to working class folk who shared 
their suspicion of authority and gently 
subversive sense of humour but who also 
weren’t afraid to laugh at themselves.  In 
the Carry on world, workers were sex-
starved, workshy cheeky chappies. Union 
officials, self-serving. Foremen, class trai-
tors sucking up to management. Those 
in power (bosses, civil servants, judges), 
weak, pompous inadequates. Caricature, 
parody or stereotype? You pays your 

money and you takes your choice.
I make no apology for loving these films, 

even though some (OK, most. Alright, all) 
are appallingly crass and can make uncom-
fortable viewing in a world where discus-
sions about cultural expropriation take 
centre stage. Those made after 1970 get 
progressively less funny and more taste-
less. Or maybe I was just growing up. But 
their predecessors played a significant and 
positive part in my childhood. They are my 
embarrassing uncle. You know the one: 
Cherished, but you wouldn’t really like 
your friends to meet him. They also made 
an important contribution to British culture 
and to the English language itself, giving 
us, for example the word ‘Phoaar!’ Admi-
ration, attraction and desire all caught in 
one infinitely extendable syllable. And let’s 
not forget the final words of Julius Caesar 
(Kenneth Williams) as he falls to the blades 
of his assassins in Carry on Cleo: ‘Infamy! 
Infamy! They’ve all got it in for me!’  Bet 
Shakespeare wishes he’d thought of that. 

Even among the gems of the golden 
age, Carry on up the Khyber stands out. 
Through toilet humour the post 1857 
nightmare of the tenuous British hold on 
power in India is explored.  But whilst it 
joyfully mocks the Victorian traditions of 
Kipling and the Great Game, there is no 
questioning the right of the British to be 
there.

 
Private Widdle and yes, you’ve got it. 

The Thin Red Line

This film also captures Britain’s conflicted 
mix of stubborn pride and growing 
discomfort about its imperial past: Brit-
ish Army officers are dim but decent and 
brave. Indians (all portrayed, needless to 
say by British actors variously made up 
and accented) are divided, devious and 

as distrustful of one another as they are of 
the British. The ruler of the Princely State 
of Kalabar (again, Kenneth Williams) wants 
to see the British quit India but that’s for 
more self-serving than patriotic reasons. 
There’s a surprising amount of inter-racial 
romantic activity (but as I’ve said, we all 
know under the make-up everyone is really 
a white Brit so maybe that’s not as radical 
as it might sound) but precious little across 
class barriers. 

An entirely convincing group of South 
East Asian characters

This film sees the Raj as every other 
Carry on film sees the world: from a decid-
edly working class perspective. It is thus 
less about Brits and Indians than it is about 
the rulers and the ruled. Where power and 
authority comes from, who has it, why, 
how its maintenance is so often based on 
belief, not fact, and thus how quickly it can 
be undermined. The massive con-trick of 
Empire and the debilitating working class 
tension between distrust and awe of those 
in power. It’s all here. Am I reading too 
much into this? Very possibly. I have no 
doubt its makers would be bemused that 
anyone could see anything more in this 
film than another profitable romp in a very 
successful franchise.

It may be childish stuff but it is also unpre-
tentious and unselfconscious. It is a film 
which at the time deeply offended at least 
one member of the Royal Family because 
of its lack of deference. Even twenty years 
after its release the BBC decided it was 
inappropriate viewing during the first Gulf 
War because of its disrespect to our boys 
in uniform: subversive credentials far more 
serious artistic endeavours would envy.  
And it has had a lasting effect on me. For 
the past half a century I cannot hear the 
word ‘Tiffin’ without sniggering.  

Like when that embarrassing but 
much loved uncle breaks wind.   
 
Dawood Ali McCallum is the author 
of three novels published in India and 
a fourth –The Last Charge- in the 
U.K. in 2014. Learn more about him 
at www.dawoodalimccallum.com

RACE, SEX AND CLASS IN BRITISH INDIA 
By Dawood Ali McCallum

http://www.dawoodalimccallum.com


  

CONFLUENCE

CONFLUENCE - MAY 21

Philosophy

Mathematics is a much misunder-
stood and much maligned subject. It has 
acquired a sometimes mystical, some-
times derogatory reputation as a subject 
studied only by uncool nerds, geeks and 
cryptanalysts. I hope to clear up some seri-
ous misconceptions and shine the light of 
truth on the nature, beauty and manifold 
usefulness of “maths”. For many people, 
including apparently the entirety of our 
liberally un-educated political class, Math-
ematics is all about “times tables” and 
the supposedly vital necessity of compel-
ling children to learn them by heart to be 
“useful members” of society and compete 
effectively with the Chinese, Singaporean, 
Indian and generally all non-British children. 
 

My first major “shocker” in this context: 
Mathematics is much more than Arith-
metic which is the science of ordinary 
numbers and their many remarkable 
properties and applications to accounts, 
business, computers etc. It is possible 
to memorise the “times tables” with 
effort, say up to 16 x16, which is what I 
had to painfully learn over several years 
when I was young. The fact is, this is not 
essential in almost any aspect of life! In 
most cases, it is much more important to 
understand the properties of numbers 
such as, why is 13x17 is the same number 
as 17x13 and why (-2)x(-2)=+4 while, (-2)
x(2)=-4. What is much more important is to 
understand how to estimate magnitudes. 
 

Consider for example the question: what 
is the ratio of the benefits consumed by EU 
immigrants to Britain to the total contribu-

tion made by them to the GDP of UK? The 
Public is told about the “billions” paid in 
benefits without a clear statement about 
the many billions immigrants contribute. 
Strangely, governments [and the media] 
are very shy about talking in ratios of this 
kind for the good reason that they reveal 
the (possibly) unwelcome truth much 
better than vast numbers like a billion.  

Just as the grammar of a language 
consists of a set of rules about how one 
strings together words to construct mean-
ingful sentences in any language, Math-
ematics is really about the logical structure 
of certain primitive notions which can be 
combined in interesting ways in order to 
make sense of the Universe we live in. 
The “purists” who insist that children must 
know the multiplication tables might like to 
ponder that while it may be convenient to 
learn them by heart up to 10, any product 
can be derived by simple rules from these. 
It is far more important to help children 
[and adults!] understand, with examples, 
the ways in which numbers are combined 
and used in calculations involved in esti-
mation. It is this latter knowledge which 
is properly called numeracy, not a mere 
memory trick. These days we seem to 
implicitly depend upon the accuracy of 
calculators and computers. At the till, the 
total that comes out could be seriously 
wrong: a simple estimate based on the 
ideas of approximation of magnitudes 
can immediately check if a gross error is 
made. What is involved are the principles 
of numerical calculations, not rote learn-
ing. Evidently the authorities can construct  
“league tables” of schools by measuring 
their “added value”, simply by counting 
the number of pupils who can recite their 
multiplication tables correctly! This may 
explain why governments believe they 
are “driving up standards” and making 
our children compete more effectively 
with those from other countries by forcing 
them to commit to memory trivial results of 
arithmetic. Following  the same misguided 
logic they should also require A-level 
students to memorise log tables or trigo-
nometric tables as a surrogate for a real 
understanding of calculus or trigonometry. 

Thankfully, we have not (yet!) descended 
to such insanity.

My second major “shocker” is this: 
Mathematics is not just about Number; 
it is also intimately concerned with three 
other key notions: namely, Form, Motion 
and Chance. Thus, a very brief answer to 
the question “what exactly is Mathemat-
ics?” is this: “Mathematics is the logical 
science of the analysis and applications 
of the concepts of Number, Form, Motion 
and Chance. Note the emphasis here is 
on logic. A basic requirement of all math-
ematical studies is the principle of “Non 
contradiction”. It was established by logi-
cians going back to Aristotle that one can 
get essentially no useful or generally valid 
conclusions from a subject containing logi-
cal contradictions. A second relevant ques-
tion one is entitled to ask is this: “why is 
Mathematics so useful and  “beautiful” as 
so many  practitioners  claim?” This is much 
more difficult to answer. I shall attempt an 
answer by describing in somewhat more 
detail what the four concepts mean in real, 
concrete terms which all of us [whether 
or not we are mathematically educated] 
can appreciate. I shall also illustrate how 
Mathematics develops these concepts 
and renders them applicable to under-
standing the physical Universe we inhabit. 
The physical sciences  [physics, chemis-
try, astronomy, geology, meteorology,.., 
collectively known as Natural Philosophy 
in Newton's time] are founded upon the 
four solid pillars of Number, Form, Motion 
and Chance. Indeed, one can say that all of 
science, including biology and economics 
are now known to be based upon them. It 
is my purpose to take up, in order, these 
basic notions and concepts, with examples, 
and show how Mathematics treats them 
and why it turns out to be so fundamental 
to describing and applying the rules of 
the Universe called the Laws of Nature. 
 
Mr. Anantanarayanan Thyagaraja is a theo-
retical physicist who was educated in Madras 
an din California. He worked for over thirty 
years at the Culham Science Centre and now 
in retirement continues to work in research in 
the U.K. and in India.

NUMBER, FORM, MOTION, CHANCE: THE FOUR  
PILLARS OF NATURAL PHILOSOPHY

By Anantanarayanan Thyagaraja
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A Must see National Park

 This memorable trip to Manas National 
Park in Assam was all too short. But the 
very fact that it came about was due to 
six members of the Centre for Ec logical 
Movement Committee (CEMO) pursuing 
enthusiast i -
cally  a trip 
that was 
c a n c e l l e d 
last February, 
2015, when 
after paying 
the first 
i n s t a l m e n t 
of advance 
b o o k i n g 
payment, a 
sudden Bodo 
i n s u rg e n c y 
in Barpeta 
district where Manas National Park is 
located  put a full stop to our proposed 
trip. We were glad in late October to 
hear from the Admin. Manager in Manas, 
that if we were still interested in visit-
ing the park, we should do so before 
March 31st, 2016. We had the first 
payment still credited to our account. 

Our group of six flew to Guwahati early 
in the morning of 7th March. It is just an 
hour’s flight from Kolkata airport and by 
8am we were there at Guwahati to find 2 
vehicles waiting for us to take us to Bans-
bari Forest Lodge in Manas. It took four, 
tedious hours on a road which had a badly 
potholed section for about 20 kilometres 
which took its toll on our backs. This, we 
learned, is in fact a political tactic by the 
Assam government against the Bodo trib-
als who after lengthy deliberations had 
reached a mutual settlement with the 
govt. which resulted in the Bodos being 
given an area of land of their own that 
includes the Manas Forest Sanctuary. We 
found the people belonging to the Bodo 
hinterland to be delightful people, soft 
spoken, always smiling and courteous.  

On the afternoon of our arrival, four of 
us wanted to take the jeep safari into the 
Forest. Our guide was Roshan, a natural-
ist who was delighted to learn about our 
interest in birds and whose commentary 
was most enlightening. With his help we 

had the pleasure of seeing many birds 
and mammals in the scented forest area. 
It was wonderful to be far removed from 
the air-polluted city. We were much taken 
by the beauty of many flowering trees. The 

sights and 
sounds were 
enthra l l ing. 
At the end 
of our stay 
of 4 days we 
had captured 
on camera 
pictures of 
dozens of 
birds. On each 
of our 4 days 
of exploring 
the forest, we 
were accom-

panied by naturalists who have an encyclo-
paedic knowledge of the birds and other 
wildlife in the forest. We made early morn-
ing visits to Kurmi Bheel, the World Herit-
age Site in Manas to catch sight of the rare 
Bengal Florican. Our patient waiting on the 
Observatory Tower was rewarded as the 
birds suddenly appeared out of nowhere 
first pecking on the ground behind the 
cover of patches of green clumps of 
grass, then rising up in the air with much 
grace and circling across three or four 
times as our cameras clicked. Having 
come to Manas and not sighting this rare 
bird would have been disappointing. 

On their 
first after-
noon’s outing 
on the second 
day, three 
members of 
the group 
were lucky 
enough to 
spot a leop-
ard walking 
on the forest 
path ahead 
of them. They 
took photographs before it disappeared 
into the thick undergrowth on the two 
sides of the path.  On each day we had 
sightings of herds of wild elephants with 
baby elephants protected by the females 

in the herd. They move silently and before 
one is even aware of their presence 
they are so close to us. Similarly, we saw 
herds of wild bison and also the most 
ferocious of them: the wickedly sharp 
horned water buffaloes whose massive 
heads extend to almost 3 feet across.  

 On our second last afternoon we drove 
to Mathanguri in Namdang on the India- 
Bhutan border to see the Great Indian 
Hornbill that flies from Bhutan across the 
span of the Manas River that separates 
the two countries, to keep its tryst on the 
tall trees in India for its nesting season. 
Birds and animals are not inconvenienced 
by borders or boundaries. They follow an 
ageless routine. We saw large hornbills 
swoop down on tall trees making a swish-
ing sound. We were privileged to witness 
this.

Twice we saw big land or water monitors 
clinging to the trunks of trees. Their strong 
claws grip the trunks tightly bringing to 
mind the legend of how Shivaji used these 
Monitor lizards called Ghorpade to climb 
up the mountain fortresses in the Western 
Ghats thus succeeding in capturing the 
forts from their Muslim rulers. These dino-
saur-like creatures from a bygone era look 
like huge lizards with a snake like tongue 
that slips in and out of their mouths, giving 
them a fearsome look.

There had 
been a more 
d a n g e r o u s 
encounter on 
our very first 
outing with 
our guide, 
Roshan. It had 
rained on the 
night of our 
arrival and the 
ground was 
wet. As our 
jeep took off 
on the trail, 

Roshan who was standing at the back of 
the jeep with one foot jutting out close 
to the ground, suddenly shouted out in a 
strange, frightened voice and jumped into 
the back seat in a huddle with his two legs 

A FLYING TRIP TO MANAS  NATIONAL PARK
By Gomathy Venkateswar
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to leave for Kolkata without having caught 
even a glimpse of this big animal?

On that 
last even-
ing, three 
members of 
the group 
went off to 
take a last 
look at the 
birds at 
Mathanguri 
and the 
r e m a i n -
ing three 
stayed on in 
their rooms.  
Around 4:30 
pm, there 
was a bit of commotion outside the gates 
of our Bansbari Lodge and there was 
call at our door telling us to come out 
as a rhino had strayed out of the jungle 
and was just outside the hotel and was 
entering the tea estate on the other side. 

The three of us rushed out and what a 
fantastic sight that was: the huge beast 
very slowly and calmly walking through the 
evenly trimmed shrubs of the tea estate 
that had no fencing to keep out straying 
animals. We had the perfect opportunity 
to take pictures of the large animal which 
just stood nonchalantly, seemingly posing 
for us. The security guard, who sits at the 
gate of the jungle entrance, ran behind 
the animal throwing what looked like 
small pebbles at its thick hide.  But that 
was enough to make the huge animal turn 
around and start running out of the tea 
garden, heading back for the jungle. We 

were so happy 
that we had 
seen nearly all 
the different 
animals in the 
game park. 

But we 
had one last 
trip still left: 
Visiting the 
Bongaigaon 
area, 72 miles 
away to see 
the Golden 
Langurs, an 
endangered 

species. The manager of the Lodge had 
made arrangements with an NGO based 

A Must see National Park

pushed up holding his knees tight.
What he had shouted was ‘AJAGAR’ the 

name for python, which I heard distinctly, 
and the driver stopped the jeep. But 
Roshan was quite shaken and trembling. 
He shook his head and then said ‘Not 
python, but King Cobra’.  A black one 
with a hood that had snapped at his foot  
but which he lifted up just in time as the 

hooded cobra swung its neck and slipped 
away into the jungle.  He described what 
he had seen of the snake, a head that was 
raised to strike and as the jeep raced fast, 
he saw it was almost 10 feet long with 
black and yellow markings on its body.

By the last day, we all shared some disap-
pointment that in all our trips up and down, 
we had not seen the one-horned rhinoc-
eros, which is 
on the logo 
of this forest 
sanctuary.  In 
the swampy 
areas we 
had seen the 
water buffalo, 
herds of wild 
e l e p h a n t s 
and varieties 
of deer, the 
hog deer, the 
sambhar with 
its soft felt 
antlers, the 
swamp deer, but where was the rhino, the 
emblem for the State of Assam? Were we 

there to protect the Golden Langurs and 
to educate the community to conserve and 

protect this 
endangered 
species.  We 
set out on 
the 10th 
morning after 
b r e a k f a s t 
and reached 
there by 
10:30 am. Mr. 
Sanjeeb who 
heads the 
Conservation 
Group met 
us and took 
us to the 

bamboo grove where the bunch of golden 
langurs were swinging away happily and 
eating the tender bamboo shoots, their 
favourite diet. We went around the small 
village called Kakoijana and we were 
invited to visit his home and family. His 
mother served us a traditional snack made 
from steamed rice flour and fresh coconut.  
That was a delicious and very welcome 
treat. We were impressed with the neat 
and clean village, with fruit trees and 
ponds that kept the area cool.

 

It had been a fascinating and even adven-
turous trip that now seemed too brief. We 
returned to Kolkata on 11th of March.  We 
will have to make a second visit soon with 
all those who did not accompany us the 
first time.

 
Gomathy Venkateswar: Gomathy has had a long 
career in Education. Starting as a teacher, she 
became a sought after principal 
of schools in India and Nepal. 
In retirement she works with a 
few NGOs to promote literacy 
for women and children in slum 
areas.
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BORDERLANDS, BROKERS AND WAR TO PEACE  

TRANSITIONS IN NEPAL AND SRI LANKA 
By Jonathan Goodhand and Oliver Walton

(From a blog from the Department of Devel-
opment Studies, SOAS, University of London) 
 
Last September, violent protests in the 
Tarai region of Nepal triggered the closure 
of its southern border with India, leading 
to a spike in fuel prices and widespread 
damage to the economy. The blockade 
from Madhesi groups was a response to 
concerns that the new federal boundaries 
agreed in Nepal’s long-awaited constitu-
tion reinforced existing political marginali-
sation. The campaign was widely believed 
to be complicitly backed by India so as to 
apply pressure on Nepal’s ruling coalition 
because of unease at the new constitution. 
The renewed violence in the Tarai marks 
a worrying new chapter in a country that 
is still recovering from a long insurgency 
from Maoist guerrillas, which was finally 
ended by a peace agreement in 2006.

At the other end of the Indian subconti-
nent, in Sri Lanka, peripheral regions have 
also been at the heart of wrangling over 

the country’s future following the ending of 
its long-running civil war in 2009, though 
a military victory by the Government of 
Sri Lanka over the separatist rebels, the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). 
Conflict-affected regions in the North 
and East have seen continued military 
occupation, while in the south, the once 
economically-marginal district of Hamban-
tota (hometown of the former President 
Mahinda Rajapaksa) became a key site 
of infrastructural development and heavy 
Chinese investment.

These brief examples show firstly how 
centre-periphery relations frequently 
become (or continue to be) a point of 
contestation in war to peace transitions, 
and secondly how these dynamics vary 
greatly in different kinds of state margins. 
Yet the role of peripheral regions in post 
war contexts has been little studied.

How does the political and economic 
salience of peripheral regions shift at war’s 

end? What are the key points of contention 
between centre and periphery?  What is the 
role of political and economic brokers who 
mediate between the centre and margins 
and across the border?  Does this broker-
ing role differ where there is a maritime 
border rather than a land border? How 
do these dynamics vary when comparing 
historically marginalised peripheries (like 
the Karnali region in northern Nepal) with 
zones of great political or economic sali-
ence such as Hambantota and the Tarai? 
How are post-war transitions experienced 
by those living in the margins of the state?  
How do the interventions of international 
actors affect centre-periphery relations?

Our new 2-year ESRC-funded research 
project – ‘Borderlands, Brokers and Peace-
building in Sri Lanka and Nepal: War to 
Peace Transitions viewed from the margins’ 
– looks at post-war transitions from the 
vantage point of such peripheral regions. 
The project began in December 2015 and 
will run until November 2017.

The September 2015 blockade at Nepal’s southern border led to widespread
fuel shortages and a spike in gas and petrol prices across the country.
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In both countries, state margins have 
been important incubators of political 
grievance and central to the dynamics of 
civil war. But relatively little is known about 
the role these regions play in shaping post-
war transitions at the national level and 
influencing post-war peacebuilding and 
reconstruction processes. The project chal-
lenges traditional approaches to analysing 
post-war transitions, which have tended 
to view statebuilding processes as involv-
ing the diffusion of political and economic 
power outwards from centre to periphery.

 
Photo courtesy of 'Borderlands, Brokers 

and Peacebuilding in Sri Lanka and Nepal' 
project flyer

We see the dynamics of brokerage as 
central to war to peace transitions. Brokers, 
including military leaders, local politicians, 
fixers and businessmen, mediate valued 
resources and ideas between centre and 
periphery and across the borderline. They 
act as intermediaries and gatekeepers, 
and they are both a point of friction and 
a lubricant in relations between the centre 
and periphery.

These individuals draw strength from 
their ability to inhabit different social and 
political worlds. During war to peace tran-
sitions their roles often shift considerably 
– military actors might become political 

party leaders or morph into businessmen. 
Brokers operating in conflict-affected 
regions have to remain alert to sudden 
political ruptures, and develop strategies 
for dealing with changing patterns of 
violence, or rapid adjustments in power 
and resource relations.

A good example of this kind of shift can 
be seen in the changing role of paramilitary 
leaders like Sivanesathurai Chandrakan-
than (Pillayan) and Vinayagamoorthy Mura-
litharan (Karuna) from the Eastern faction 
of the LTTE in Sri Lanka. This faction broke 
away from the northern-led command in 
2004, and supported the government’s 
successful campaign to reclaim LTTE 
territory in the East. Once the military 
campaign was over, the group entered 
party politics and sought to convert some 
of their coercive strength into political 
power, though with limited success. After 
holding key government positions, its 
former leader Karuna and current leader 
Pillayan are now marginalised from the 
political mainstream. Pillayan is currently in 
jail for killing a Tamil parliamentarian.

We will look at the role of such border-
land brokers through detailed life histories. 
We believe that careful study of the lives 
of these brokers will reveal how processes 
of change are shaped, understood and 

negotiated by individuals and communi-
ties in the periphery.

The project is led by Professor Jonathan 
Goodhand (SOAS and Melbourne). The 
core research team includes researchers 
from the Centre for Poverty Analysis in Sri 
Lanka (led by Vagisha Gunasekera), Martin 
Chautari in Nepal (led by Pratyoush Onta 
and Bhaskar Gautam), the University of 
Bath (Oliver Walton) and the School of 
Oriental and African Studies in the UK 
(Patrick Meehan and Sharri Plonski). Inter-
national Alert (Markus Mayer) leads the 
project’s engagement with policymakers 
and practitioners. See this two-page flyer 
for further details.

Jonathan Goodhand is a Professor Conflict 
and Development Studies at the SOAS Depart-
ment of Development Studies.   His research 
focuses on the political economy of conflict, war 
to peace transitions and increasingly on the 
role of borderlands, with a particular focus on 
South and Central Asia.

 
 
Oliver Walton is a Lecturer in International 
Development at the University of Bath in the 
Department of Social and Policy Sciences. His 
research focuses on NGOs, civil society and 
peacebuilding, third party mediation and 
conflict prevention.

Photo courtesy of ‘Borderlands, Brokers and Peacebuilding in Sri Lanka and Nepal’ project flyer
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