CONFLUENCE
SINCE 2002

SOUTH ASIAN PERSPECTIVES

www.confluence.mobi

AUGUST 2016

Cover Story

HOW PAST HISTORY SHAPES THE PRESENT
By Malathy Sitaram

IN recent months it seems
that scarcely a day passes
without an incident of violence
either in our own country, Britain, or in Europe or elsewhere.
The most recent one was the
killing of a female American
tourist who was walking with
her husband in the street
close to the British Museum
in London. Five others were
injured by the knife waving
killer. My husband and I were
at the museum just a week ago
to see the superb new Egyptian exhibition. It could have
happened then! This murder
was not apparently an act of
terrorism but was committed
by a person who, early reports
claim may be suffering from
mental illness. He is a Norwegian citizen of Somali origin.
This year has seen violent
attacks in public areas in
France, Belgium and on a
German train as well as in
America and Bangladesh.
France and Belgium host very
large populations of Muslims
mainly from Morocco and
Algiers some of whom feel
alienated from European society and join terrorist organizations such as ISIS. Germany
aroused much admiration
when it took in over a million
refugees fleeing from Syria,
Iraq and Afghanistan. Sadly
the recent attacks may have
led to the reversal of sympathy
for refugees on the part of citizens of affected countries.
I have to confess to a feeling that like an undercurrent
is running below the surface
all the time. It is the feeling of
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frustration and anger over the
Brexit referendum. We are told
that Cameron made a promise
to call a Referendum on the
European question to the right
wing of his party to appease
their nagging. He should have
called their bluff and let them
join UKIP.

has ordered that more armed
police should patrol London
streets and enhance their visibility. We have been warned
that an attack will occur any
time. Britain has not been
spared terrorist violence. On
the 7th of July, 2005, four
young Muslim men committed

It seems that most people
believed that the Remain
camp would win. The person
most surprised by the result
was Boris Johnson.
Apart
from the mystery of having
a referendum, the second
puzzle is why Theresa May
appointed Johnson as Foreign
Secretary. Some people think
it was a shrewd move by the
new PM because if things go
wrong Boris will be the fall guy.
He has the most difficult and
sensitive job of negotiating
with the EU whose members
see him as the villain of the
piece.
In Britain the police force
are in a state of high alert.
The new PM Theresa May

suicide by exploding bombs
on crowded underground
trains and a bus. More than
50 people were killed in the
blasts and many were seriously injured. What went on
in the minds of the four young
perpetrators? What was the
narrative that led to such
extreme acts?
Many analysts trace the
reasons for the current terrorism in the Western world to
the illegal war in Iraq in which
millions of Iraqis died and
millions were displaced. The
decision to go to war shows
that Britain and America had
not shed their imperialist
views of the world. The rise
of Al Qaeda and ISIS is traced
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to this war. The rage and
anger that must have swept
through Muslim communities
throughout the world is being
expressed today through
terrorist violence in the Western world. Young Muslims the
world over feel vengeful and
see themselves as victims. It
seems that the massacre of
Muslims in the Middle Ages
in the Crusade battles In
Jerusalem by Christian armies
from Europe is still fresh in the
minds of the descendants of
the slain soldiers.
Public anger in Britain at
the end of the ill-fated war
in Iraq led to the setting up
of a Commission of Inquiry
in 2009 by Prime Minister,
Gordon Brown. The Chilcot
Inquiry took seven years to
publish the long awaited
report which finally appeared
in July 2016! The very lengthy
report confirmed the general
suspicion that Blair had
conspired with President Bush
to present a case for an invasion of Iraq. The President
claimed that Saddam Hussein
was in possession of Weapons
of Mass Destruction (WMD),
a claim supported by the
CIA and our own intelligence
agencies. It was in fact untrue.
There were no such weapons.
Neither Bush nor Blair
seemed to have thought the
enterprise through and there
was a glaring absence of a
post invasion strategy, which
lack ended in the chaos that
prevailed in Iraq for years after
the war. Early attempts to
impeach Blair by some Parlia-
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Editorially Speaking

JOURNEY AHEAD . . . .

This August issue of Confluence is really a features packed
bumper issue as it comes with a wealth of interesting articles covering politics, short story, book review, philosophy, humour and many
other aspects of life. Yet again, we have had contributions from
some talented new writers joining our long list of contributors.
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REMINISCENCES

I am delighted to share the news that Confluence is now entering
its 15th year of continued publication. As many of you know we
currently have a small dedicated editorial team. Since we continue
to receive an increasing number of a wide variety of works, we
would like to expand our team by having a few editorial advisors.
Therefore, we would love to hear from writers of various disciplines
if they would like to become editorial advisors on an honorary basis.
Meanwhile, we are also looking for committed writers who have
had some journalistic experience to become our correspondents.
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I hope you will enjoy reading this bumper issue of Confluence
and I look forward to receiving your feedback soon.
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While welcoming the new writers we also strongly appeal to all the
writers to stick to our guidelines by submitting your work on time.
In the modern era, our lives and thoughts are very much shaped
by internet and social media. They play a major role in our day
to day life. Many of our writers conceive ideas for their creative work from the social media. This means, occasionally, that
two stories may resemble each other giving an impression to a
seasoned reader that they have already read this story elsewhere.
While this does not occur often, we would urge our contributors
to submit original articles not published elsewhere previously.
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continued from page 01
mentarians failed but now that the Report
has made clear that the war was indeed
illegal because it went ahead without UN.
sanction and was based on misinformation, there are renewed calls for Blair to
be tried. Blair not only ignored the advice
of the Attorney General re the necessity of obtaining such sanction but also
did not reveal to Parliament that he had
received such advice from Mr. Goldsmith.
It would seem that he was most eager to
please the Americans come what may.
The painstaking work of the Commission and its damning report has not
elicited an apology or even an explanation from ex-PM, Tony Blair. He has now
declared that he would not hesitate to
make the same decision because Saddam
was an evil tyrant and his reign and regime
had to be destroyed. It seems that the
loss of the lives of British soldiers plus the
loss of lives of thousands of Iraqi civilians
as a result of an unnecessary war was of
little importance. He has rightly earned
the nickname of Bliar.
In America, President Obama has
nearly reached end of his tenure in office
and there will be elections in November
of this year. The Republicans have nominated the wealthy billionaire, Donald
Trump as their nominee whilst the Democrats have chosen Hillary Clinton. The
Trump ‘phenomenon’ is puzzling to those
of us who do not live in America. He had
shocked the world by saying earlier this
year that he would not permit Muslims
into the country and that he would build
a gigantic wall to prevent Mexicans from
crossing the border. His total lack of tact
has lost him a great many votes when he
recently disparaged a Muslim couple who
had lost their son, a US Army Captain in
the Iraq war. He is, it seems as ignorant
as he is crass.
In the last few years in America, there
have been several killings of black people
by the police force in more than one
state. Cold blooded shooting of young
black men by police has been caught on
camera now that most people seem to
own Smart phones. The spate of killings
of black citizens by local police has led to
demonstrations by young black people
shouting “Black Lives Matter”. What a
damning indictment of race relations in
America! The anger felt by black Americans has spread to the U.K. as we have
seen demonstrations by black people this
weekend uttering the same cry. There is
a long history of complaints in Britain too
about the racist treatment of black people
by the police.
History is made by action and reaction.

ZEE JAIPUR LITERATURE FESTIVAL:
CONVERSATION ON INNER LIFE OF TRANSLATIONS

A Report

A Conversation on Inner Life of Translations was one of the programmes held
by Zee Jaipur Literature Festival in the
Function Room of the Royal Festival Hall,
Southbank London.
South Asia’s vibrant multi-lingualism
is an important part of its literary herit-

age and of its local and diasporic culture.
Eminent authors/translators Divya Mathur,
Rakhshanda Jalil and Jerry Pinto discussed
the intangibles of translation and the
silences between languages along with
Gillian Wright, who was the convenor of
this session.
The world’s largest free festival of its kind,
the ZEE Jaipur Literature Festival has been
described as the ‘greatest literary show on
Earth’. Celebrating writers from across the
world, the Festival has hosted some of the
best regarded and loved names.
Divya Mathur, Founder of Vatayan:
Poetry on South Bank and a Fellow of the
Royal Society of Arts, is an award winning
and widely published author, said that
in spite of the demand of South Asian
literature in this country, there is a dearth
of professional translators and this is why,
there such a silences between languages.
Divya founded the poetry organisation,
Vatayan, precisely for this reason, to bring
together poets and story writers of Indian
regional languages on one stage, encouraged them to translate their own works
into English and get their works edited by
good editors so that people get a taste of
literature in a variety of Indian languages.

Honoured by the Arts Council of England
for her outstanding contribution and innovation in the field of Arts, Divya is committed to promote the cultural aspirations
of the Indian community at the level of
thought and shared experience for a long
time.

Dr Rakhshanda Jalil, well known Indian
writer, critic and literary historian, who is
best known for much-acclaimed book on
Delhi’s lesser-known monuments called
Invisible City: The hidden Monuments of
India. Rakhshanda runs an organization
called Hindustani Awaaz, devoted to the
popularization of Hindi-Urdu literature and
culture.
Jerry Pinto, Mumbai-based author, poet
and translator, spoke about his translation
of a Dalit novel, Baluta, at length. Baluta
is a gut-wrenching, candid personal narrative, sensitively interpreted. Jerry has won
the Hindu Lit for Life Award, the Crossword
Award for Fiction and the 2016 WindhamCampbell Prize for his first novel Em and
the Big Hoom.
Gillian Wright
has translated two
modern classic novels of Hindi literature,
Raag Darbari by Shrilal Shukla and A
Village Divided by Rahi Masoom Reza,
as well as a selection of the acclaimed
short stories of Bhisham Sahni. Her books
include Presidential Retreats of India and
The Darjeeling Tea Book She has worked
with her partner Mark Tully on all of his
books, co-authoring India in Slow Motion.
CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2016
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Doctor Diplomat & Kathakali Dance Theatre
Two Reviews by Reginald Massey

The Portuguese empire which was
established in India before the advent
of the Mughals and outlasted the British empire in India has left an indelible
imprint which is not fully recognised. A
small country on the western coast of
Europe established itself from Brazil in
south America to Macau in China on the
principle of ethnic and cultural integration. Intermarriage between whites and
non-whites was never frowned upon. It
was indeed encouraged. In Goa those
Brahmins who converted to Catholicism (such as the Gaud Saraswat family
of the artist and cartoonist Mario Carlos
do Rosario de Brito Miranda) always
respected Brahmin ritualism.
The Mumbai journalist Reena Martins
has edited a very readable book (Bomoicar: Stories of Bombay Goans) about the
Goans living in Mumbai and their contribution to Bombay’s cultural life. The cover
shows Lata Mangeshkar and Anthony
Gonsalves, the well-known musician of
Bollywood films. Now Selma Carvalho,a
London based writer of Goan origin who
grew up in Dubai and spent many years in
the USA has authored a well-researched
account of the Goans in Zanzibar and East
Africa who under British suzerainty developed the railways, the commerce and the
professional and educational infrastructure of those backward areas of Africa.
Baker Butcher Doctor Diplomat: Goan
Pioneers of East Africa (Selma Carvalho
2016. http://selmacarvalho.squarespace.
com/) documents the marvellous achievements of those Luso-Indiansof South Asia
who contributed so much to the development of East Africa. They first landed
in Zanzibarwhere they were welcomed
by the Muslim Sultan and this book has
an historic photograph that records this
event. The leading Goan in Zanzibar at
the time was Dr Luis Andrade who was
educated in Bombay and the University
of Lisbon. He served Sultan Sayyid Ali Bin
Sayid with distinction.
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Later the Goans established shops,
bakeries, restaurants, and stores to provision British ships that visited Zanzibar. But
the great influx started when the British
started the development of East Africa.
In Mombasa the Goans had tailoring
CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2016

and safari shops for the white establishment as well as workshops for repairing
shooting rifles. Those were the days of
big game hunting. The best bandsmen,

chefs, teachers, nurses, doctors and
tailors were Goans. And when the railways
were constructed the most reliable foremen, supervisors, guards and drivers were
Goans. Their contribution to the development of East Africa was enormous.
This book must be read by members
of the worldwide Goan diaspora.

An Important Book on
the KATHAKALI Dance Drama
The Kathakali dance drama of Kerala
has attracted international attention
and volumes have been written about

it. So far as Indian dance is concerned
it is a comparatively recent genre that
was performed mainly by the Nairs, the
warrior caste of Kerala. The most recent

volume on Kathakali (and the most lavish)
has been sent to me for review and I am
happy to do so. Kathakali Dance-Theatre:
A Visual Narrative of Sacred Indian Mime
by K.K. Gopalakrishnan is published by
Niyogi Books, New Delhi. ISBN 978-9385285-01-1. In the UK and Europe the
distributors are Kodansha Europe Ltd
(info@kodansha.eu)
Gopalakrishnan is the leading authority on Kathakali today and this is the
culmination of his lifelong study. I as a
dance critic for a period of four decades
have not met a man who would give up
a promising careeer in banking in order
to study a dance style with which he had
fallen in love. Now that is commitment.
The only other instance of such commitment was Paul Gauguin the Post Impressionist who deserted stockbroking to
become a painter.
To date, this is the most important
book on Kathakali which must be lodged
with every university dance department
in spite of its somewhat convoluted
language which takes some getting used
to. No matter. The Appendices, extended
Bibliography and informative Glossary
add to the usefulness of the book. The
author presents the vast panorama of a
sophisticated dance drama by relating its
history, grammar, practices, and training
methodology. He also details the lives
and achievements of the great Kathakali
gurus.
Dance academics and practitioners
the world over will benefit immensely
from perusing this iconic study. Leela
Samson, former head of India’s Sangeet
Natak Akademi which is now in turmoil
and dreadful infighting, has provided
a fitting Foreword. In fact, the Sangeet
Natak Akademi’s future is now at stake.
But that is another story.

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 regular
Book Page for CONFLUENCE
for years. Most of his books are
available from Amazon UK.
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The Curse of Nalanda by Manna Bahadur
A review by Meenakshi Mohan

Hatred in the name of religion is becoming the biggest problem for mankind in
today’s times. Through “what was,” and
“what is,” Manna Bahadur has skillfully
blended fact with fiction, history with
a modern way of life and thinking, and
leaves her readers wondering how the
world has become a “global village,” yet
arcane prejudices have hardly changed.
The Curse of Nalanda brings this to life by
knitting a story around Devahuti, a childwidow from the Nalanda era, and Chandini, a modern-age journalist.

Every morning
I wake up with the news
Of blood shed
I feel my body,
Desperate to know
whether
I am still alive!
Suman Pokhrel

The Curse of Nalanda is a book of fiction
with backdrops of history of the university,
which at one time was an eminent center
of learning, and was famous for its vast
collection of books. It was ransacked
brutally, and destroyed in fire by Bakhtiyar
Khilji in 1193. It is an interesting allegory
that this intense fire, which lasted for six
months yearning to be doused, parallels
the fire in the minds and hearts of some,
which has lasted generations.
Manna tells the story of two high-spirited
young women, separated by nearly eight
centuries, whose lives are intertwined
through the same idea of terrorism. She
says, “ The book deals with the issue of

terrorism as it existed then, and as it exists
now.” Now, when terrorism has spread
through the globe like a cancer, I see this

book as representing more than a mere
suspense-mystery.
The ruins of Nalanda allure Chandini
--the ghosts of yester-years often hound
her with gruesome precognitions. “She
was on fire . . .she was choking . . . there
was death and destruction everywhere
. . . .” Enigmatic physical signs of burnlike-wounds from a fire of another era,
over most part of her body are as dilemmatic. Is she connected in someway with
the bygone days of Nalanda University?
As I was reading this book, the lines from
The Gita kept flashing through my mind,
“Whatever state of being one remembers
when he quits his body, the state he will
attain without fail.” (chapter 8, text 6).
Devahuti aspires to be a part of the
learning community of Nalanda University,

and defies harsh societal norms against
women, especially widows. Her excitement is unexplainable when Bakhtiyar
Khilji offers to take her to visit the university library. Will she be able to fulfill her
lifelong dreams?
Chandini is given a similar opportunity to
break glass ceilings, and cover an important summit of dignitaries in England. Her
cameraman Ehsaan Ali is to accompany
her. The story takes a portentous turn when
Chandini finds herself entangled in a web
of unexpected events and encounters.
Readers are left entranced to discover if
Chandini and Devahuti are able to untangle the motives of their oppressors?
The book gradually uncoils the mystery
behind the “Curse.” Through different
characters, The Curse of Nalanda precipitates many abstruse, esoteric questions
regarding rebirth, connectivity with past
life, intuitive visions – the ability to see
beyond what is visible. Uses of metaphysical, supernatural anecdotes punctuate the
story, and give it a more mysterious and
suspenseful bend. Do we see religion as a
divider or binder of humanity?
Manna Bahadur is an acclaimed author
and has been a known figure at Doordarshan TV in India. The curse of Nalanda is
her second novel – a page-turner mystery,
and an eye opener!
Meenakshi Mohan has taught for over two decades
in America, having earned a Doctoral degree from
Chicago in Educational Administration with a
focus on Early Childhood. She has
published papers and books and has
been included twice in the Who’s
Who among American Teachers.
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REMEMBERING GURU DR ROHINI BHATE:
TRIBUTE THROUGH REMINISCENCES

Innumerable moments pass by,
Life always rushes ahead.
But memories stay on,
And experiences live forever.
Total black-out on stage. All
dancers stood still in their places.
Curtains opened noiselessly and
audience were in darkness. I felt
their presence in the hall but their
silence was as if nobody was there.
Yellow spotlight turned on and
fell straight on me. I started my
dance. It had very slow, controlled,
smooth movements. For me they
were like a meditation. Though I
concentrated on my movements,
one part of me remained in union
with internationally recognized
Kathak danseuse and my guru, Dr
Rohini Bhate, fondly called by all of
us as Babytaai in Marathi. This was
my life-time opportunity to have
her presence on the stage, while I
was to perform her choreography.
She sat among other accompanying musicians. I was only 18 years
old while she was 76 years ‘young’,
and was active and dynamic as any
other youth! While I performed
all gestures as taught by her, she
skilfully directed the singer and
controlled the speed of her lyrics to
suit to my dance. My entire being
was focused on expressing Purusha, the essential ‘consciousness’
and the origin of all that exists. The
lyrics continued:
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A feeling of transcendence
helped me to express the characteristic nature of Purusha – unborn,
formless, superior to the highest
living being of Creation, prevalent
everywhere in the entire universe,
found within us as well as outside
us, existing beyond our body’s
five senses, and yet felt deeply
within our consciousness. Soon
the stage lit up fully. My fellow
dancers expressed the working of Prakriti,(Nature) the creative force of Purusha. The show
lasted for two hours. Though my
CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2016

By Ojasi Sukhatankar
role in it was short, I felt deep joy
over the special focus that was
given to my depiction of Purusha.
When I heard the audience
begin to murmur, I understood
from backstage that the show was
over. All senior dancers and my
colleagues started packing bags.
Still lost in the memory of that first
spotlight, I strolled randomly in the
backstage area, and quite unexpectedly, I came across Babytaai.
She came straight towards me,
and I hurried forward to attend
to her. She quickly held my hands
and stared at me for a second or
two. And then to my surprise... she
hugged me! What a sweet gesture
of appreciation as well as humility
that a guru of international stature
should hug a beginner-disciple
like me! Then without loosening
her grip on my hands, she looked
deep into my eyes. My gaze was
lost in hers. Time ceased. I felt her
eyes going deep down into my
heart, searching, and finally reaching the roots of my aspiration for
this sacred art called dance. Somewhere in our spirits, we met each
other. I felt, I was made to meet her
in this life, for a special purpose.
Her eyes transmitted love, energy,
blessing and hope for my future.
In a split-second Time and Space
around me changed. I found us
standing in the midst of other dancers. All were celebrating the joy of
having contributed to a successful show. Babytaai went ahead to
meet others and I too went my way.

Every time I re-live that experience, I enter a different environment
where I feel that Babytaai is always

present in me, though I left Pune in
2005, and she passed away in 2008
while I was still abroad. In all these
years, the more I achieved in the
world of dance and life, the more I
realised Babytaai’s precious contribution to my self-development.
Since the age of 7, I had
grown up aware of Babytaai’s
powerful
personality,
though
from a distance. After finishing
basic training in Kathak under
the tutelage of Guru Sharadini
Gole, the renowned danseuse
of Nrityabhārati, I started taking
personal training from Babytaai at
her residence. In the serene environment of her small living room,
it used to be only ‘me and her’. In
that small living room surrounded

CONFLUENCE
Reminiscences
by innumerable statues of Lord
Ganesha, she taught me every
minute detail of Kathak till I crossed
the threshold of her satisfaction.
She was truly a perfectionist.
Notwithstanding that she was
a world-renowned danseuse, the
way Babytaai cared for all her
students involved minute detail. At
the end of two hours of a nonstop
riyāz at her house, my clothes
used to get completely drenched

in sweat. Every time while saying
goodbye to me, she would make
sure that I wore a jerkin to protect
myself from cold wind while
riding my two-wheeler.
There
were numerous such examples
that expressed the intimate bond
she shared with all her students.
Her simple ideas mattered a lot.
For example there was a rule to
wear only plain white dress for our
annual Gurupurnimā performance.
Without the need of any verbal
explanation, this rule embedded
in me the principle of guru-shishya
parampara that dance is first a
gurudakshinā offered to our gurus
before it can become a performing skill presented before audience. We would wear coloured
dresses only on other occasions
of performance, after we became
capable of giving solo concerts
of at least an hour’s duration.

One day I came to know of a
‘principle’ related to art. It was
a sentence uttered by Babytaai,
which instantly became popular
among all her students. She said,
‘even if nritya (dance) is learnt
as vidyā (knowledge) it must
be presented as kalā (art)’. The
profound philosophy behind this
thought dawned on me fully after
I took to academic study of dance
at postgraduate level. Many times
the memory of this statement led

in Pune choose Kathak for their
profession and career, and when I
see such girls’ families encouraging them to do so, I realize Babytaai
was a ‘visionary’ who dedicated her
whole life for bringing about social
change by empowering young
girls and women of her times.
Born in the tough times of colonial India, losing her father when
she was barely two years old, her
life is for us an outstanding example of courage and commitment.

me to contemplate deeply the
‘value’ we give to classical dance.
With the increasing number of
my stage-performances I realised that a dancer requires both;
the qualities of a student with
which one learns dance sincerely
in the form of a vidyā, and also,
the qualities of a performer with
which one expresses that acquired
vidyā in the form of a kalā.

Throughout her life, she displayed
the strength of a diamond. Also,
like a well-cut diamond she had
numerous facets of being simultaneously a dedicated performer,
a meticulous teacher, an innovative choreographer and an ardent
dance-researcher and writer. That
is why, although she is no more
present among us physically, the
teaching she gave to everybody
around her remains alive in our
hearts forever.

Gradually I also understood
Babytaai’s contribution to society
as a whole. She was the pioneer
who brought Kathak to Pune. It
was during those days, around
1947, when the population in Pune
was so small, that almost everyone
knew everyone. Babytaai set out
to teach people that dance was
not a low-status activity and that
they were not doing any wrong by
sending their daughters to a Kathak
class. Today, when I witness the
zeal with which innumerable girls

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 performed, choreographed
and taught classical Kathak
in India, U.K. and U.S.A.
She writes performancereviews, research-articles,
and also lectures on Dance,
Art and Women’s issues.
CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2016
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I am a new “ageing”
woman
by Anita Nahal

I prefer
wearing spectacles now…
no eye make-up,
no make believe...my story,
my naked eyes,
take my story without filters or fear,
no small talk either...or stay away.
Stay...and see my soul, as is, keeping
your deceit away.
Fancy, colourful designs call me,
filling missing colors around
and over my lids from a young
life turning…not looping…
just turning.
And I am drawn to the ones
with tiger-leopard
prints…softly strong and confident,
or the reds that glow in the sun and
the yellows that brighten
my quiet nights
or silvers that outrun my greys and
the golden that dance with me or
the blues that rid me of the
burden of feeling blue.
Crow’s feet have no chance of
attention, and eye liners rust away,
while eye shadows remain in the
shadows for
I am a new “ageing” woman... not
afraid of any extra age
my spectacles add...
It’s just me as I view the world freely...
no blurs, no tints...without bother of
being judged.
Spectacles for no spectacle!

Spilt Milk
Life is quite odd
spilt milk dries up yet returns
again and again, smelly, damp, jeering
and jarring.
Spilt milk was spilt a long, long time ago
then why are we discussing now?
Was it really spilt though?
Perhaps it fell but stuck to our garbs.
Stuck to our mind.
Stuck to our hearts. To our conversation.
To our expectations, to our losses, our
hopes, our smiles and tears.
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To our memories.
The heart surely tried for milk
not to be spilt
The eyes surely tried not to see milk spilt
The taste buds surely tried
not to miss milk spelt
What is the use, milk spilt is
usually sour or bitter
Spilt milk
Milk spilt
Spilt milk
Milk spilt
Either way, I am just tired.
Let’s go buy some new milk.
Anita Nahal, poet, children’s books writer, and
dancer is currently a diversity consultant,and has
previously served as Assistant Provost for International Programs at
Howard University and Associate
Professor of History, Sri Venkateswara
College, New Delhi, India

Redemption Through
Summer
By Sumantra Nag
Green to yellow
Leaves and buds
Fire in the breeze
Assume in the sun’s
Molten eye
A watchful transformation
Will the summer singe
And cauterize
The septic in our motives
Shabby acts committed
In the name of need?
The flame decree
A re-birth of grace
Purified of postured speech
A clear leap
To a clean
Target?

Night
You turning in your sleep decried
The moaning of my mouldering sorrow
Awake in the dark beside
Your sleeping form I watched
Tired lights divide
The night from the morrow.
Unmoored from a hard shore
Asleep or awake we drift
On a broken raft your hair
Streaming in sleep.

I stretch out to lift
Sleeping fingers latent with care.
The balcony invites without permission
A river of the full moonlight
And its shadowed pattern on the floor.
Little is there to grasp
Beyond the night where the open door
Watches us await our remission.
Sumantra Nag has been writing poetry in English
since the 1960s. Some of his poems were recently
published in the Journal of The Poetry Society of
India and in The Indian Express.

Dispersion
A full stop asserts
itself at the centre
flowering as waves
A whale punctuates
time. A moment hangs
exclaimed in a sky
A sundial submerged
The dot becomes time
Gagged, suspended
The entity just
Disperses as lines
Untraced to live!

Whale’s Sunburn
All those sunburns
And no holiday snaps!
Whales can only record them
As blisters and burns
Been there, done that!
Be they blues bluer
Sperms browner
Or fins greyer
No sitting on the UV bed
Poor pale blues
Like pale Brits in Baja
A twisted taste of pain of migration!
Asks it to the sperm whale
As one does to any brown Indian,
‘Enjoy this weather, don’t you
No need for sunblock, eh?’
A whale couldn’t be bothered
To comment on racism
Yogesh Patel recently received Vatayan International Award for the Excellence in Poetry. A Freeman
of the City of London and the past president and
founder of the charity Gujarati Literary Academy
Britain, he edits Skylark and runs a non-profit Word
Masala Foundation to promote diaspora poets. He
is an optometrist and an accountant by profession.
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Mythology

WHEN MYTHS TALK
By Vidya Kamat

“How about sending in a story that you
know?” I would request my friends to
contribute a story to the ‘Talking Myths
project’- an online archive of traditional
tales from the Indian subcontinent.
“Story? I don’t know any”, would
often be the curt reply.
Talking Myths project was started with
the intention to gather those narratives
that were still alive and part of the oral
literature of India. Repeatedly, I am
told lot of work has happened in oral
histories, and there is very little scope to
explore new dimensions in this sphere.
However, I believe that oral history and
literature is an inexhaustible field, and
oral and written narratives are deeply
intermeshed in one other.
To quote celebrated folklorist, A.K.
Ramanujan “An oral story gets written
up or down in Jatakas or Panchatantra...
the written text may reach an audience
who would pick up the story and retell it
orally, may be in another language, and
then it gets written down somewhere
else, perhaps starting another cycle of
similar transmission. That’s one kind of
cycle: another kind may not be entirely
oral, and may run parallel to the written
complex.”
Thus in India, many classical texts
are not ‘fixed’ (written) within the written literatures, but become ‘fluid’ (oral)
when reworked through oral cycles that
surround the written word. It is these
oral cycles, that intrigue and interest me,
as they reveal interesting details that are
never part of the classical narrative.
Getting back to my effort to gather
oral tales; one day in response to my
“Send in a story that you have heard,
even if it is a half story it would be worth
my time” request, I was pleasantly
surprised to find the following story in
my inbox. The friend who sent in the
story had initially rebuffed me by saying
he does not know any. Here is the story...
There were five tribes in Wayanad,
a district in state of Kerala, located in
southern tip of India. Long ago, each
tribe had its own culture, traditions
and language. Then outsiders filtered
in and slowly corrupted the tribal life
and customs. The tribals began to
brew liquor and work as wage labour.
They became impoverished. Their selfrespect and discipline vanished. Their

children were selling liquor and drugs.
They became ashamed of their background, their culture, of themselves. But
all this happened because of the trickery
of a goddess.
There was once a time when the land
was prosperous, when everyone was
equal, a time named after the ruler King
Maveli. There were no lords and no
slaves when King Mavelimantru ruled
the land. Then three outsiders came and
killed Mavelimantru and grabbed the
land and broke up the tribes. They split
the people into castes. The lower castes
became the slaves of the outsiders who
now considered themselves as lords.
The lords were known by different names
such as Gounders, Chettiars, Nairs and
Nambiars. The tribal slaves were forced
to clear the thick and dense rainforests,
cut the hill slopes to make paddy fields
and grow crops for the masters.
The lords appointed a goddess
named Mali to watch over the activities
of the tribal slaves. Mali’s watchful eyes
followed the tribals everywhere. They
lost their freedom altogether. Somehow, Melocharan (the first father) and
Keeyaruthi (the first mother) managed
to escape from the clutches of the lord.
The legend describes them as ‘brother
and sister above the hip, man and
woman below the hip.’ They travelled
and reached Pakkathapan, where the
goddess Mali caught up with them and
cursed them with slavery both in life and
after life as well.
Melocharan was sent to work in the
forest and Keeyaruthi in the kitchen.
One day Melocharan persuaded
Keeyaruthi to come with him into the
forest. But Keeyaruthi could no longer
adjust to life in the forest. She had
become affected by the spell of modernity. She no longer wanted to drink from
the natural springs but wanted water
from the silver pond of Pakkathapan.
They went to the silver pond. But the
water eluded her and she had to climb
down the steps to reach it. Lower and
lower she went till she reached the
bottom, when the water rose suddenly
and she drowned. Melocharan could
only grab a tuft of her hair. In despair and
sadness, he flung it on the ground. And
it became a grass called Maanippullu.

I was delighted to receive the story. “It
is a gem of story”, I wrote, as I thanked
my friend.
Let me explain why it is a gem. First of
all, it is a myth, and then it was collected
from a tribal community which is rapidly
dwindling in number due to various
reasons. And finally it is a recounting
of the subaltern history of a clan. Myths
are very special tales, and some scholars define them as the ‘sacred’ tales of
a community. Unlike folktales, legends
and various other traditional tales,
mythic narratives play a key role in defining a clan’s identity. Mythic narratives
often describe the origin of the clan,
their role in the social order and beliefs
they follow. In short mythic narratives
underlie the worldview making of any
civilisation, and therefore these are very
precious tales for its people.
The story of Maveli describes the
tribe’s plight of having lost their place in
the world to ‘outside’ forces. They attribute their slavery to goddess Malli, and
describe how their ancestors fell into the
trap of modernity.
Today mythological studies have travelled further away from the notion that it
is a pseudo science or that it is opposed
to truth. Instead of looking at myths in
terms of truth or falsehood, scholars
have tried to see how myths affect the
social life and what roles these stories
play in defining the attitudes of people
towards life, death, and afterlife.
‘Dreaming with Vishnu’, a short course
in Comparative Mythology will look at
the some of the basic concepts present
in mythic narratives across the ancient
world. This course will be at The Bhavan,
London, from September 26 -30, 2016
from 6.30 to 8.30pm. For registration,
please contact curator@bhavan.net.
http://talkingmyths.com/
Dr. Vidya Kamat is an artist and professor of
Comparative mythology, and research scholar. She
is the co -founder of the Talking Myths Project- an
online archive of oral tales from Indian Subcontinent. She is currently the Founder and Member
Secretary of Centre for
Study of Mythology and
Culture - a non-profit
organisation dedicated to
the study and research of
Indian Mythology.
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REVISITING TAGORE AND GANDHI,
AND THEIR COMPLEX RELATIONSHIP
by Kalyanee Rajan

7th May, 2016 marked the 155th
birth anniversary of Nobel Laureate
and renowned Indian writer Gurudev
Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941).
Apart from being an accomplished
writer and philosopher, Tagore donned
many hats including that of a visionary
educationist, a universalist-humanist, a
musician and a painter to name a few.
Along with his emancipated Brahmo
family, Tagore was also a patron of
liberal arts and culture, playing a
pivotal role in ushering in and furthering the Bengal Renaissance. The

tional ideas of life and society found
ample expression in his literary oeuvre,
including the Gitanjali and his wideranging long and short fiction. Tagore
too denounced the oppressive British
Raj, but in his view, took a more realistic and pragmatic stance towards the
whole issue, as opposed to the rather
conservative and strong opinions held
by other popular leaders and the
Indian National Congress. As an artist,
poet and playwright, Tagore was often
labelled as a mystic and an ecstatic
lover of nature, known for his portrayal

stint as an expatriate lawyer in South
Africa (1893-1914) was largely responsible for restructuring and opening
up his hitherto limited worldview. His
resistance to oppression and racism
gathered momentum while organising
a systematic response to Apartheid
and franchise rights in South Africa,
which were later applied to the Indian
context upon his return in 1915. He
was able to employ effectively his
thesis of non-violent resistance to the
British Raj once he assumed the leadership of the Indian National Congress

talented Tagore family came together
to nurture various literary endeavours including publishing magazines,
promoting theatre, and providing an
impetus to both Bengali and Western
classical music. As someone averse to
formal schooling throughout his own
childhood, Tagore established the
Visva Bharati University with the aim of
imparting holistic and practical education to students. Tagore himself could
not complete the law degree for which
he had enrolled at University College
London, but his first-hand exposure
to the West helped shape his views
greatly, which he later moulded to
suit the Indian context. Awarded the
coveted Nobel Prize for literature in
1913, his revolutionary and unconven-

of unconventional, emancipated and
strong women. A firm believer in the
transformative potential of education, Tagore’s liberal pedagogy was
exemplified in the serene precincts of
Santiniketan.
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi or
Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948) was
Tagore’s contemporary and together
they were the two great influences
on public consciousness with their
respective key contributions in the
national movement for independence. Gandhi was born and raised in
a traditional Gujerati Banya family, and
his budding years were influenced by
his mother Putlibai’s conventional
Vaishnava views. Gandhi trained in
Law at Inner Temple, London and his

in
1921.
Interestingly,
Gandhi
propounded his views regarding all
aspects of reforming the Indian society, including basic education or nai
taleem, role of women, the notion of
self-rule, swadeshi, charkha-spinning,
establishment of small communities
working on the basis of self-sufficiency,
besides some deeply personal spheres
of an individual’s life, i.e. religion,
fasting, celibacy, truth and service.
Leading popular movements like the
Dandi March, the Non-cooperation
and Quit India movements from the
front, Gandhi and his philosophy had
a profound impact on both the individual and collective consciousness of
the people.
Tagore and Gandhi shared a dialec-
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tical relationship and despite their
basic ideological differences, they
engaged in a continuing discourse
on a wide range of issues including
art and literature, education, Swaraj,
charkha-spinning, boycott of foreign
cloth, ideas of nationhood and citizenship, nature and culture, religion, noncooperation and the role of women. It
is a well-documented fact that
Tagore neither
agreed
with
Gandhi’s methods in the noncooperation
movement nor
did he accept
the
disproportionate
significance that
the
Mahatma
attached
to
the
spinning
of the charkha.
Also documented is the ideological
conflict between Gandhi and Tagore
which came into sharp focus when the
former’s remarks regarding the Bihar
earthquake of 1934 being karmic retribution elicited strong reactions from
Tagore.
Commemorating Tagore’s 155th
birth anniversary, Sahitya Akademi
(Indian Academy of Letters), New
Delhi organised a Symposium on the
theme “Tagore and Gandhi: Dilemmas, Dialogues, Dichotomies” on 9th
May 2016. Spread over two sessions
chaired by distinguished scholars
Bharati Ray and Alok Bhalla respectively, the Symposium witnessed
prominent scholars like Bashabi Fraser,
Reba Som, Radha Chakravarty, Bindu
Puri, Anita Sharma and Arttatrana
Nayak, and Malashri Lal present their
reflections on the theme.
The inaugural lecture titled “Tagore
and Gandhi: Their Intellectual Conflict
and Companionship” was delivered
by Indra Nath Choudhuri, former
Director of the Nehru Centre in
London. Choudhuri focused on philosophical questions regarding an ideal
society and a universal humanism and
emphasised Gandhi’s specific warning
against developing a colonial mentality. Interestingly, Choudhuri sees
Gandhi and Tagore as bridges to the

future, with the caveat that though the
twentieth century could be called that
of Gandhi, Tagore goes beyond time
and cannot be limited to the ambit of
a century. Covering various incidents
from both Tagore and Gandhi’s lives,
Choudhuri highlighted the motto of
“rejoice and renounce” as given by
Tagore and the exact reverse given

by Gandhi, indicating the essential
clash of principles between the two
great leaders, who nevertheless had
the courage of spirit to speak and walk
alone. Exploring another crucial point
of reference, Radha Chakravarty spoke
on “Language and Identity: Reconsidering Tagore and Gandhi”, talking
about how both Gandhi and Tagore
held varying views on the importance of language in the creation and
expansion of the self and national
identity.
Chakravarty
explained
Tagore’s detection of “the worst kind
of provincialism” in Gandhi’s insistence on the mother tongue, while he
himself endorsed a broader approach,
and imparting education in foreign
languages. She underlined the importance of translation in this context.
The Symposium was enriched by Reba
Som’s soulful rendition of Tagore’s
lyric ”Jeebono Jokhon Shukaey Jaey,
Korunadharaey Esho…”, translated by
Tagore himself as, “When the heart is
hard and parched come upon me with
a shower of mercy”. Tagore had sung
this in an extempore tune for Gandhi
in Pune.
Eminent academic Alok Bhalla
shared an interesting anecdote about
Gandhi being challenged by a gathering of migrants in Kingsway camp,
New Delhi, regarding the interpreta-

tion of the line uniting India’s two major
religions seamlessly in the Ram Dhun,
“Ishwar allah tero naam”. Drawing the
discussion towards an extremely interesting facet of Tagore and Gandhi’s
relationships with and their views
regarding women, prominent women’s
studies scholar and critic Malashri
Lal in her presentation titled “Tagore
and
Gandhi:
Perspectives
on
Women”
brought
out
their
views
about the role
of
women
in
individual
and
national
capacities.
Citing various
vignettes from
the
personal
lives of Tagore
and
Gandhi,
Lal interpreted
the values behind their respective
relations with their spouses Mrinalini
and Kasturba. She made a significant observation regarding Gandhi’s
successful employment of ‘feminine’
symbols like a fistful of salt, charkha
weaving and so on for the Satyagraha
as opposed to Tagore’s poetic validation of futuristic, empowered women
who could only exist in literary texts.
She talked about how desirable
companionate relationships as envisaged in contemporary times would be
a fitting tribute to Tagore and Gandhi
and would go a long way towards
grasping the ideals of equity and
equality of sexes in society.
Symposia such as this are a welcome
addition to the many possibilities of
exploring the relationship between
the two giants of Indian popular
consciousness and bringing to the
fore many more issues pertinent to the
contemporary global or local scenario,
which is fast losing the culture of
informed discourse as well as the ability of agreeing to disagree.
Kalyanee Rajan is an Assistant
Professor at University of Delhi.
She teaches English Language
and Literature at Shaheed Bhagat
Singh Evening College.
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THE SECOND MEDAL
By Subhash Chandra

As I jerked open the jammed drawer to
look for a stapler, some of the contents
tumbled over to the floor. I picked up the
two small, dainty boxes and looked at
them nostalgically. A phantasmagoria of
events that had happened long years ago,
vividly played out before my mind’s eye.
#
When I went to the office to get the
attendance register, the Section Officer
said to me, “One Dr. P.C. Marathe rang up
for you. You were in the class.”
“Left any message?”
“Yes, wanted you to see him urgently.”
Dr. Marathe was the Principal of the
Nalanda Institute of Mass Communications. The Institute with several branches
all over India was managed by a Trust,
comprising distinguished persons in
different fields. Its courses, though part
time, commanded good value in the
professional market.
#
“Mihir, are you a fighter?” asked Dr.
Marathe.
“Sorry?”
“Will you take injustice lying down?”
“No way, Sir!” I was young, energetic
and starry-eyed.
“Then there’s good and bad news for
you.”
“I don’t get you, Sir.”
“Go and look up the Notice Board.”
I had topped the Journalism course.
I would get the Times of India Medal, a
cash prize of three hundred rupees, and a
set of books. My classmate, Akshara, was
bracketed with me and against her name
was mentioned the Vice-Chancellor’s
medal, though her marks were less than
mine.
“Mihir, injustice has been done to you.
The topper always gets both the medals.
And a job offer from TOI to work as a
Sub-editor.”
“Oh!”
“I want you to fight for what’s legitimately yours.”
“How to go about it, Sir?”
“Make out a representation to the
Honorary Vice-Chancellor of Nalanda, Shri
Dattatreya Deshmukh with a copy to me.”
Mr. Deshmukh was a celebrated Supreme
Court Lawyer of the time.
“Okay, Sir.”
“Hand over the representation at his
residence to his Secretary personally. Then
I’ll get you an appointment with him. Meet
him and argue your case for the second
medal that has been denied to you.”
When I got up to leave, he said, “And
don’t lose your one medal.”
“Sorry Sir?”
“Nothing. Best of luck! You will need it.”
#
The Secretary sent me to Mr. Deshmukh’s room. While waiting I had butterflies in my stomach. The prospect of arguing with a famous Supreme Court lawyer
was unnerving. In a couple of minutes

12

CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2016

Mr. Deshmukh entered -- a tall, imposing
and majestic man. He shook my hand, as
I stood up. “Please sit down, Mr. Chatterjee,” he said in a resonant voice.
I did not know how he had got the
impression I was a Bengali. Perhaps, this
sort of rebellion could not be expected
of a lassi-guzzling and parantha-gobbling
happy-go-lucky Punjabi. I thought it better
not to correct him.
Tea arrived in fine bone china cups. “I
learn you are teaching in Delhi University.”
He had collected information about me
from Dr. Marathe.
“Yes, Sir.”
“What subject do you teach Mr.
Chatterjee?”
“English Literature, Sir.”
“Is this a profession of your choice?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Which means you will not take up the
offer from the Times of India.”
“No, Sir I won’t. I love teaching.”
I saw an appreciative look in his eyes.
Or was it the feeling that he was about to
clinch the case against me.
“Good. Teaching profession needs the
best of the nation ... idealistic young men
… like you.”
I kept quiet.
“Hmm….You’ve got the Times of India
Medal.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“What use will the second medal be to
you? If you were to choose journalism as
your profession, I could understand. The
second medal would have helped you in
your career. ”
It was time to tread cautiously, I told
myself.
“Sir, I don’t want the Vice-Chancellor’s
medal for its immediate or future use.
It would be an extraordinary honour to
receive this medal…And I don’t want to be
deprived of it.”
He looked at me with his sharp eyes and
smiled.
“I am much older than you, Mr. Chatterjee. Take it from me, in a few years, you
will forget these medals. They would lie
in some obscure corner, dust-laden and
unnoticed.”
“I beg your pardon, Sir. Future can’t be
hinged on presumptions.”
“Will you have another cup of tea?”
“No thanks, Sir. You please go ahead.”
As he sipped his tea, he spoke thoughtfully, without looking at me, as if thinking
aloud, “I don’t know… this could be a
clerical error. Nonetheless, the medal has
been announced…. She must be happy…
and must be celebrating with her family
and friends.”
I took time to respond. I knew I would
sound callous, but went ahead.
“Sir, an error can and ought to be
corrected. Especially if it has been noticed
in time. Don’t you think so, Sir?” I marveled
at my own gumption.
Deshmukh Sir changed track, “You know

Mr. Chatterjee, what is the greatest sin?”
Without waiting for my answer, he said,
“To hurt a human being. How hurt she
would be if the medal is taken away from
her now, because you insist on it.”
Now I understood what Dr. Marathe had
meant about losing my one medal. I had to
be on my guard. I made my point slowly,
politely.
“Sir, she is the daughter of a retired
Supreme Court judge who was known for
his sagacity and integrity. I am sure she has
been brought up with the right values by
her parents. When she knows the Medal
is not rightfully hers, not only will she not
feel hurt, but also will like it to go to the
right person.”
A pause.
“Have you read the Gita?
“No Sir. But I have the hang of it. My
mother reads it aloud every day.”
“The greatest lesson it teaches is that of
detachment. One should not overly value
the material things of life.”
“Sir, but the Gita also teaches us to
fight for our right, fight to get back what
belongs to us. That is the whole point of
the Mahabharata. I’ll not be doing my
Dharma, if I don’t fight.”
“Fight against whom?”
I knew, where he was leading me, “No,
Sir. Not against my classmate. But for
preserving the glorious name of Nalanda,
the inspirational values and the magnificent traditions it stands for.”
I had got carried away by my spontaneous eloquence.
Deshmukh Sir looked serious, or a tad
sad. I could not make out which.
But I pressed on, “Sir, if Gandhi ji had
not fought for what was our right, that is,
freedom, we would have been carrying the
yoke of colonization even today.”
Thinking back I now realize, how stilted
my language was!
He had an inscrutable expression on
his face. “O.K. Mr. Chatterjee. I will think
about it.”
“Thank you very much, Sir, for sparing
time for me.”
While shaking hands at the time of parting, he said, “It was a tough day … I mean
… at the Supreme Court.”
#
I met Dr. Marathe and narrated the
whole conversation, almost verbatim.
He asked, “What were his exact parting
words?”
I told him.
“Congratulations for the second Medal!
Well done my boy!”
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.
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Malathy’s musings

THE INDIAN SHOP: A LESSON IN LINGUISTICS
By Malathy Sitaram

A highlight of the week is my visit to
the Indian shop on Wednesday mornings. We call it the Indian shop although
it and several others on the same street
are run by persons of Pakistani or Bangladeshi origin. It is Indian as far as we are
concerned because it sells Indian vegetables and seasonal fruit, Indian spices and
an array of different lentils, rice and much
else. In short, everything needed for an
Indian meal. Besides were we not all of us
Indians as recently as seventy years ago?
Shopping there is a highlight because I
love being in the midst of fellow Indians,
a few of whom I may know and above
all getting a chance to speak Hindi, the
national language of India but superseded
by English for me and countless others
like myself who attended Anglo- Indian
schools in India.. Hindi is not my mother
tongue which is Tamil in which sadly, I am
not literate or fluent. My vocabulary and
grammar would horrify a purist. I hardly
ever spoke Hindi in India and it took third
place in school in Bombay after English
and the second language, French. As you
may have guessed I am talking of the early
days of independence from the British Raj
and I enjoyed what seems in retrospect like
an enchanted childhood in the metropolis
that was Bombay.
It was as late as the early fifties that
Hindi was introduced to the curriculum in
English medium schools in Bombay State
(absorbed in 1960 into the State of Maharashtra). Like most children of middleclass families, my sister and I attended a
girls’ convent school. Our principal was a
French Canadian nun. The children came
from diverse language groups: Gujerati,
Marathi, Tamil, Bengali, Hindi and others,
with English as our common language.
The teachers were mostly of Goan origin
and were Catholics except for our Maths
teacher, a formidable Maharashtrian lady.
Just as we children spoke and conversed in
English, the Goan teachers were also fluent
in Portuguese as Goa had been part of the
Portuguese empire. Their mother tongue
was Konkani and Goan children chatted in
that language. Reluctant to cede Goa to
independent India, the Portuguese were
forced out through military action at the
end of 1961 long after the British left India
in 1947.
Indians normally speak more than one
language of which there are 18 in India
as well as several hundred dialects. We
clearly have the ability to learn languages
easily, a plus point in comparison with the
English! English too has been appropriated and is one of the many languages
spoken in India.’ Indian’ English has coined
some words and phrases which would not
be understood in England! Similarly American English differs from Standard English.

For some reason I have not been able to
fathom, people in the southern cities of
India seem to be more conversant with
English than their Northern counterparts.
Bombay is the commercial capital of India.
It was extraordinarily cosmopolitan and
westernized. Somehow it was always freer
and more modern than other Indian cities.
And it was the home of the Indian film
industry. It was secular and prosperous.
Arabs owned homes there and loved to

come over for the racing season and shopping. I went to school and university there.
We English speaking lot used the name
‘Bombay’ whilst it was always ‘Mumbai’
for non-English speakers. I continue to use
the Portuguese name. Bombay is an island
city which was gifted in 1661 to Charles11,
King of England and Scotland by the
Portuguese king as dowry, on the occasion of Charles’s marriage to Catherine
of Braganza a Portuguese princess. That
was the period when Europeans began to
divide up the world between themselves
and fought their numerous wars against
each other on foreign soil. The British
ousted the Portuguese from their supremacy in India. They also ousted the French
and the Dutch!
Ah, the joy of speaking Hindi to the
man at the till. Joy because I did not know
that I could speak it fairly well and I want
to do so now that I don’t live in India! The
brain whose mysteries have not been fully
understood has secreted in some part of it,
a memory of the language which I hardly
ever used in India, as all my friends spoke
English. How do I know these words I ask
myself. What neural pathway facilitates
this strange fluency? And why do I feel so
happy using it, when I had felt so superior
speaking only English in India being as I
was a casualty of colonialism? Some of the
Indian friends I have here are Hindi speakers. With them I dry up and cannot speak
fluently. In the shop, most people do not
know who I am and perhaps this is what
spurs me on. We were taught Hindi in my
convent school from the age of 12 and I
just about scraped through the exam as
I had little opportunity to speak it! The
loss of my mother tongue and becoming
monolingual in English whilst living in India
may well be a common phenomenon and
deserves to be the subject of research.
During the mango season, there is

almost a scrimmage in the shop to get
at the nectar bearing boxes. The most
common language heard is Gujerati,
reflecting the huge influx of Gujeratis from
Africa in the 70s. There are also Punjabi
speakers, plenty of newly arrived Goans
speaking Konkani and some people from
South India with its variety of languages,
one of which is supposed to be my mother
tongue! Bengalis too. For the half hour
that I spend in the shop I feel quite serendipitous, transported as I am to a miniature
India with all the noise and linguistic Babel.
I don’t think that in India I would feel similarly exhilarated because I am not in the
minority there. Now there’s a thought.
Fresh produce arrives on Wednesday
morning. A man goes at dawn to a huge
market in Southall, not far from Heathrow,
fills up his van, drives back and lays out the
boxes of fresh veg. and fruit in a line on
the shop floor by 9a.m. These shops are
usually very small, lined with shelves that
are packed with tins and packets and jars.
An aroma of dry spices hangs over the
shop. The freezers are packed with tropical fish without which Bangladeshis and
Goans cannot live and nowadays we get
excellent frozen parathas and chapatis and
samosas all made in the UK. In a back
room, a butcher sells meat and chicken
but not pork.
I aim to get there by 9.15 and fill my
basket with fresh green coriander, spinach,
green chillies, limes, and vegetables that
the natives would not recognize. We are in
the main vegetarian and so I am delighted
that such variety is available. From April
to July, the shop is crowded because it is
the mango season. Crates of Alphonso
mangoes from India and other equally delicious varieties from Pakistan fill the shop
with their heavenly aroma that titillates
the senses with its promise of imminent
luscious delight. Most of us will indulge
in an orgy of eating mangoes for at least
two months. Every morning at breakfast,
I eat one large, luscious, golden orange
fruit right through May, June and July and
feel the better for it. It is packed with vitamins. Over indulgence though can lead to
the inevitable result. In India, my mother
would say that too many mangoes would
overheat the body and cause boils.
The owner of the shop is a Muslim but
other religious festivals are not forgotten
here, with special sweetmeats brought
from London to celebrate Diwali, Eid and
Christmas. Generally the shoppers look
cheerful and are not in a hurry as I usually
am. I fit in this half hour early in the day,
pleased that I have obtained the vegetables my mother prepared so well long,
long ago and which will see us through for
another week.
CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2016
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FAIR! BUT NOT LOVELY!!
By Our Chennai correspondent Innamburan

On this day (24 07 2016) India witnesses
the dawn of meritocracy, which has arisen
slowly owing to public perception and
participation rather than to the Government-led reforms that bobbed up and
down in confusing medley, inviting the ire
of the Supreme Court.
More than 90 percent of the over 4.75
lakh candidates who had registered for
the NEET II (NATIONAL ELIGIBILITY
CUM ENTRANCE TEST-II (UG), 2016)
took the test for admission to medical and dental colleges today in 56
cities, including violence-hit Srinagar.
On May 1, Phase One of the NEET
was conducted and six lakh students
appeared for the examination. This
reflects the hunger of the populace
for fair play and its demand for parity
for all in the process of selecting
budding doctors.
Laudable as both are, Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action are messy
partners in social reform packages. Their
goals are poles apart. Coexist they must in
the process of assimilating the ‘backward’
classes into the mainstream. The London
Economist magazine noted three years
ago that India’s experiment with affirmative action (‘an elaborate quota system of
preference given to designated, disadvantaged groups’ such as scheduled castes
and tribes’) is the world’s oldest. Dating
back to the 1920s, during the colonial era,
such preferences were enshrined in India’s
Constitution of 1950 as a transitory measure for a decade, only to be kept alive and
kicking for six more decades! Electoral
politics cast the net wider to include similar
preferences to ‘other backward classes’.
As the Economist wryly noted, over 80% of
government jobs are set aside in quotas in
states such as Tamil Nadu or in the North
East of the country, defying a Supreme
Court ruling that 50% ought to be the
maximum.
While conceding that education is in the
State sector in Federal India, the public, the
medical profession, the Central Government and the Supreme Court despaired
of the waywardness of private medical
colleges allotting seats to those who paid
millions of rupees for a seat; some nonresident Indians took to this quick fix route
as advanced countries in the West value

14

CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2016

Indian doctors.
A brief background summary can place
NEET in perspective. A Parliamentary
Standing Committee’s report found medical education to be at its lowest ebb and
suffering from “total system failure due
to corruption and decay”. The Supreme
Court had time and again expressed its
dismay at “the Fair, but not Lovely” prac-

tices, prevalent in medical colleges. The
Medical Council of India welcomes NEET
as that would avoid multiple entrance
tests and minimise corruption and irregularities in admissions to medical courses,
a view endorsed by the Indian Medical
Association.
The National Coalition for Reforms
and Restructuring of the MCI, a recently
formed group of well-known physicians
and civil society networks, termed the
tirade against NEET as a pressure tactic
by private medical colleges and other
interested parties who want the capitation
fee to continue, adding for good measure,
that nearly 80 Members of Parliament
seemingly have direct interest in private
medical education and that NEET was
a bold step to end admission to medical
colleges by means of bribery. I do not go
into the sordid details, fake degrees and
bogus doctors for brevity’s sake and as it is
not a good idea to berate one’s own country in overseas media.
More about NEET will be in order now.
While its affording an Equal Opportunity to
all the aspirants by placing them on par is
a step in the right direction, ‘the apprehension that students from State boards and
rural areas may not be able to compete
and qualify in the examination set as per
CBSE standards is equally valid’ as the
much read fortnightly Frontline magazine
put it.
The need for a common syllabus,

prepared in consultation with State governments, has been expressed. A synopsis
of the Supreme Court’s position on this
vexatious question suggested that NEET
should be introduced in 2012 but opposition from the Southern States and litigation
by private colleges in High Courts led to
the Supreme Court holding NEET unconstitutional in a 2013 judgment. On April 11
& 27th of this year, 2016, it reversed
that order and upheld NEET “echoing the prevailing sentiment for
reforms in medical education and
the health system as a whole.” It
also laid down a detailed procedure.
In view of the submissions made on
behalf of the respondents the Court
orders were explicit - “We further
clarify that notwithstanding any
order passed by any court earlier
with regard to not holding NEET, this order
shall operate. Therefore, no further order is
required to be passed at this stage.”
The respondent, viz., the Central
Government nullified this categorical order
by deferring the compulsion of the uniform
test by one year through an Ordinance.
When this came up before the Court on
July 14, 2016, a three-judge Bench headed
by Justice Dave reprimanded the Central
Government,
“What you have done is not in good
taste. It shouldn’t have been done after
the Supreme Court’s verdict. Why did you
do this? Prima facie the ordinance was not
proper. This is disturbing.”
This rebuke must have had a sobering
effect on State Governments also. Even
the state of Tamil Nadu, a vehement
dissenter, has given the utmost cooperation for conducting the test today. I do
hope for the day when Equal Opportunity
and Affirmative Action work in tandem to
make all things ‘Fair & Lovely’ for us.
Srinivasan Soundararajan (Innamburan) is a
Tamil scholar with degrees in Economics, Applied
Sociology and Tamil Literature. He has long retired
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.
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Anjus’ Column

By Anju Makhija

The big news these days can we
summed up in one word: water. This
summer, Maharashtra faced the worst
draught ever. Although, the monsoon
season has arrived, and despite chaotic
conditions in the world, it’s impossible to
forget the severity of the local situation.
In villages like Latur, there was not a drop
of water and tankers had to be sent hour
after hour. Many villagers died, not only
from dehydration but the escalating heat.
Mumbai, too, had the hottest summer
ever. Most blame it on the global warming
phenomenon, but perhaps there’s more to
it than meets the eye. We’re all aware of
the government’s model of development
where industry scores over agriculture;
highways and airports are given priority
over dams and canals.
Bureaucrat’s efforts to promote technology in rural areas has grown by leaps and
bounds to help create the image of India as
a ‘growing giant’. This has created havoc
in villages. Teachers are largely untrained,
yet encouraged to used computers. I work
with a school at a village near Panvel and
they’re always scouting around for funding
to install laptops! Never mind the lack of
quality text books! Sadly, technology is
equated with growth.
In this scenario, there’s much to think
about--a timely book comes from one of
our best writers, Amitav Ghosh. The Great
Derangement: Climate Change and the
Unthinkable (Penguin, India) is an indepth
piece of work on the subject. In an interview, Ghosh rightly stated: once you get
into the culture of waste, it’s very difficult

to get out of it. We seem to have forgotten the age-old wisdom of our Hindu texts
which advocate respect for the elements of
nature. I still recall the story of the saint,
who used to eat his meals with a needle
next to his plate, so that he could pick any
grain that might have spilled! Few authors
here seem to be able to create a narrative
around conservation and climate change.
In fact, the topic is barely discussed and
that’s frightening.
While many of us take natural resources
for granted, I recently met a man who does
not. Artist, painter, author, Aabid Surti
launched Drop Dead Foundation a few
years ago after a leaking faucet at a friend’s
house bothered him. Their team, (consisting of a plumber, a volunteer and himself),
make the rounds every Sunday fixing
water leaks free of charge. Their efforts
have helped save millions of litres of water.
Says Surti, ‘I grew up on the footpaths of
Mumbai and I witnessed many fights over
water…most of my childhood was spent
around water’.
Popular fiction continues to find a big
market here. Juggernaut, a new startup,
is creating waves with its diversified offering. It’s first list has 100 books, half its own,
and half in partnership with other publishers. They’re also marketing e-books that
can be read on cell phones. Their latest
book is a novel written in the 1860s by a
Frenchman called Alfred Assollant. It has
been translated into English for the first
time. Once a Time in India: The Marvellous Adventures of Captain Corcoran is a
tale of intrigue set during the days of the
First World War. It was a best seller and
translated into six languages including
Russian and Polish. As it was rather unflattering to the British, it was never translated
into the language! Also, in Juggernaut’s
list is Finding My Way by Venkat Raman &
S. Anand. The volume gives us an insight
into the legend of Jangarh Singh Shyam, a
Gond artist; it weaves many ideas, stories
and ideologies.
These days, Indian films are tackling serious themes that are also succeeding at the
box office. Ishti, is the country’s first-ever
Sanskrit film with a social message. It’s
about a conservative Namboodri family in
the early 1900s. During that time, males
practiced polygamy and often married
women at least 40-50 years younger! Many
local bodies have filed cases against the
authorities for granting the film a U-certificate and the director for tarnishing the
reputation of the community. A Bollywood

film, Udta Punjab, was also recently criticized for highlighting the drug problem in
that state. After much hue and cry from
the censors, it was finally released. Apparently, the problem is massive in Punjab…
perhaps, much more than in hippie states
like Goa. Actor, Salman Khan, has also
run into problems. The superstar, at a
media interaction of his new film, Sultan,
compared the physically- draining schedule of his movie to the agony of a rape
victim. This sparked of a furore. The
National Commission for Women asked
him to apologize which he has not done
to date.
Like filmmakers, musicians too are writing contemporary lyrics to express social
ills. The Kerala Folk Rock Band adapts
regional poems to tell stories about
farmer’s lives. Many desi rappers are creating music in their native tongues based
on local issues like corruption, sexism
and substance abuse. A short song:
Politicians pray in temples and mosques,
by the time they sit for assembly,
they just doze off ’.
Chain of Custody by Anita Nair, is a new
book that address the darkness in our
society. It deals with child trafficking and is
based on a real-life account. In the future,
we are likely to see others share more light
on the subject. Terrorism, which is growing
in the east rapidly, is also a topic that more
writers should tackle. I’m sure British writers are already affected by Brexit. Naturally, it has been very much in the news
here—but, mainly related to the financial
markets. The British Council was fairly
active in Mumbai and many are wondering
if there will be a cut in grants.
Painter, sculptor, art historian, KG
Subramanyan, died this June at the age
of 92. His work, Wars of the Relics, will
be remembered as will his books, Moving
Focus, The Living Tradition and The Creative Circuit. He had once said: ‘Whenever I open the papers in the morning I
read news about somebody being shot,
somebody being raped, some city being
bombed…men are becoming more and
more like beasts, less and less like men’.
Anju Makhija is a Sahitya Akademi awardwinning 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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NUMBER, FORM, MOTION, CHANCE: THE FOUR
PILLARS OF NATURAL PHILOSOPHY II
THE BIRTH AND EVOLUTION OF ARITHMETIC: PART 1

By Anantanarayanan Thyagaraja

The concept of Number is a wonderful invention, comparable to Humanity’s
discoveries of Fire, the Wheel, Agriculture
and Language. Human beings share with
many creatures the ability to make tools to
survive and thrive as a species. The very
first humans all around the World invented
a variety of stone tools, bows and arrows,
fire, cooking, agriculture and language and
the powerful concept of Number. It was
distinguished from the afore-mentioned
tools by the fact that it was abstract. It was
suggested by, but not derived from natural
phenomena.
The ideas of Number and Arithmetic
arose early in human history in widely
disparate civilisations: in Sumeria, Egypt,
Indus valley, Yangtze valley... To throw
some light on this profound development
which distinguishes our species from all
others, we should look at an even more
fundamental abstraction: that of a set of
distinguishable objects. Think of a set as
a box [or bag or basket] into which we
can put discrete objects like chocolates
or pebbles. Evidently, ancient peoples
needed to keep track of the fruit gathered in a day, how many beasts that were
hunted, the members in their family, etc.
They needed to compare relative sizes of
such collections. Evidently some ancient
genius invented the idea of counting the
objects in collections. This is the process
by which we associate the members of
a set of objects with a ‘standard set’ like
the fingers in our hands. We do not know
when and where this remarkable tool was
invented.
Counting is simply the act of ‘pairing-
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up’ of sets by matching an object in set A
with another object in set B. If set A has all
its members matched up in this way with
members of B and we have some members
of the latter left over, we say that “B has
more members than A” and vice versa.
Of course, it often happens that there are
“seven brides for seven grooms”, metaphorically speaking. Then, we say that A
and B have the same number of members!
That early genius, `Ancienstein’, had the
further bright idea of associating a finger in
his hand with a fruit he has collected. Then
his mate brings another! He scratches his
head and sees that he can put another
finger on the new acquisition. Very soon,
he understands that this process of “counting things” can be done with other collections. He notes that all sets which can
be matched up with his right hand index
finger [say] can be matched up with each
other! Many thousand years later, we say
that all such sets share a common property,
entirely independent of the actual nature
of the objects which are being paired. This
property is the cardinal number we call
“one”. Ancienstein also found that all sets
which could be paired up with his right
hand index finger and thumb could not
be matched up with the sets with cardinal
number “one”. However, the sets which
could be paired up with his index finger
and thumb were “bigger” in the most
obvious way and deserved a separate
name: “two” in English, “deux” in French
etc. His daughter Aditi decided that there
are sets which cannot be paired up with the
index finger or even including the thumb.
Yet, with index, thumb and little finger,
she was able to deal with many other sets.
It took some genius to recognise that a
person can use sets other than fingers to
use as a “standard’ set. By making marks
on the wall, larger and larger sets could
be counted. Thus the ancients discovered
the art of “sizing” sets with distinguishable
objects by pairing them with a set of marks
upon a wall. Humans had invented the
concept of cardinality of sets of objects.
All sets with the same cardinality have the
same number of objects, whatever their
nature.
It must have been obvious to the
descendants of Aditi that each cardinal
number not only had a unique name, but
also had another very useful property of

ordinality. Clearly the cardinal “one” is
smaller than the cardinal “two”. Each time
we have a bag of nuts, whatever cardinal
that set may have, putting a single nut
into it takes it to a set with the “next”
cardinal. Thus we can classify sets with
“one” member, “two” members, “three”
members, and so on and arrange them
in order of their “size” as determined by
their cardinal number. This idea brings
in the concept of “order” to the notion
of Number. To summarise, counting the
members of sets of distinguishable things
[not something fluid!] leads to the idea
that all such sets have a unique property
called cardinality. The fact that the pairing process between two sets [we call this
“one-to-one correspondence” between
members of the sets] sometimes leaves
unpaired members in one or other of
the sets leads to the notion of ordering
numbers. Starting with one member sets
[suppose the sets we are dealing with are
bags of walnuts], we can systematically put
in more nuts, one at a time and construct
what are now called Natural Numbers: 1,2,
3,4,..
Humans soon noticed that one can
combine natural numbers, corresponding to the physically familiar operation of
putting some bags of nuts together to get
a bigger bag of nuts. Perhaps Ancienstein’s
son and daughter bring him a nut each and
he triumphantly declares, “One added to
One is Two!” When saying “added to”
became tiresome Aditi started using the
short-hand symbol for addition, namely,
our “+”, or some ancient equivalent.
She noticed too that 1+1 was the “same
number as” 2, etc. and being lazy, stopped
saying “same number as” and invented `=’
as short-hand!
It took a lot of time to assemble ideas of
counting, cardinality, equality and addition
of Natural Numbers to create Arithmetic.
Two brilliant new inventions followed:
firstly, the far from trivial concept of “nothing” or set with no members. It took the
genius of Indians[around 1000 BC] to come
up with the notion of “sunya” or zero as a
number and take the Natural numbers to
be, 0,1,2,3,.. The second invention was the
concept of subtraction: this is the opposite
of “added to” stated earlier. Aditi’s Hindu
descendants noticed that, “that which is

CONFLUENCE

A RUNAWAY WORLD
By Migel Jayasinghe

Is there anything in our day-to-day world
that is absolutely true, good, and beautiful? There is a popular saying that beauty is
in the eye of the beholder. It appears that
the majority of us, often guided by an influential minority, conceive of these absolutes
and ideals in varied ways’ as mediated by
language, culture, and the temper of the
times we live in. Even so, there is probably
in each one of us an innate urge to be
reassured that there is a perfect order transcending the absurdity of what is brought
to us by the media in our daily lives.
Even in the hard sciences, the
paradigmatic one being physics, what we
once held to be immutable ‘laws’, true
for all eternity, are now seen as merely
contingent ‘theories’. Einstein demonstrated that Newton’s Laws of Motion
held true only within certain parameters.
Sub-atomic particles inhabit a different
world altogether. However, in spite of
paradigm shifts, science has cumulatively
provided the basis on which to systematically build up technological marvels from
unimaginably destructive nuclear power
to life-enhancing discoveries like penicillin and the mapping of the genetic code.
Electricity, radio, computers, telephone,
television and films with myriad laboursaving devices deployed at work and the
home, have changed human lives irretrievably within the last two or three centuries.
We still do not know what the fall-out from
the Hadron Collider and the Higg’s boson
entails. While humans live longer than
ever before, changes in the environment,
planned or otherwise, even within one
generation, cannot be fully assimilated
by any one individual within his or her
lifespan.

And what of human institutions,
revered over centuries, like religion, cultural
norms, and politico/legal structures?
These are being questioned and brought
under scrutiny as never before. We try to
study and understand such phenomena
through separate disciplines like ethics,
philosophy, anthropology, history, sociology, psychology, to name but a few. These
disciplines do not have the same quantitative and empirical exactitude that physics,
chemistry and to some extent biology
(molecular) have achieved. Against this
plethora of ostensibly objective and impartial theorising, only the Arts, in the form of
literature, music, painting, sculpture and
so on, continue to emphasise the unique
importance of human subjectivity.
Amongst the worst trends of
the present zeitgeist is the postmodernist
notion of ‘anything goes’ which has fragmented and created an autistic isolationism amongst the artistic community. At
the other extreme, religious fundamentalists are increasingly taking centre stage
with ‘rogue’ and putative states (Daesh)
brandishing the most lethal weapons of
mass destruction that have ever existed
on the planet. Even to speculate on what
all this holds as a promise for the future of
humanity, let alone what is eternally true,
good and beautiful appears to be no more
than to indulge in realms of mere fantasy.
Just as the creation of the universe
is attributed to the ‘big bang’, the signs
are that the final end may come, sooner
rather than later, in very similar fashion.
Migel Jayasinghe is the author of
‘Solace in Verse’ (2013) SBPRA. He is
also a retired Occupational Psychologist in the UK.

continued from page 16
given can be taken away” and realised
that taking away 1 from 1 results in nothing or 1-1=0! It didn’t matter what the
number is; if you “take away” any number
from itself, you get nothing (zero)! Great
Arab mathematicians, many hundred
years later could actually write, m-m=0,
where “m” stands for any Natural Number
whatever! In other words, + and – were
“inverse” operations on Natural Numbers.
This body of rules painfully and slowly
evolved in human history helped kings to
rule, governments to tax, armies to fight,
people to buy and sell and trade their

wares and services-in short, to create civilisation as we know it. There is a lot more
to Arithmetic and Number than described
in this article. Further amazing inventions
that make them the firm foundation of all
Logic and Science, will be described in the
sequel to this essay.

Mr. Anantanarayanan Thyagaraja is a theoretical physicist who was educated in Madras
and in 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.
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Lord Matthew Evans: “The
song has ended, but the
melody lingers on”
By Anuj Kapoor

Lord
Matthew
Evans of Temple
Guiting who passed
away on the 6th
of July 2016 was
a great friend of
Indian literature, art
and culture.
He was the erstwhile Managing Director and Chairman
at Faber Publishing whilst holding several
public offices including Vice-chairman of
the British Film Institute and first chairman of the Museums, Libraries and
Archives Council’ He was a Labour party
life peer and a huge patron of the Arts
and Literature. Apart from his enormous
contributions as a leading publisher, he
was a mentor to many young writers and a
champion of innovative and new thought.
I have myself borne witness like many
others to Matthew’s large hearted warmth
and friendship. His guidance, support
and patronage to our start up Himalayan
People was amazing and and strong..
He supported my leap into the unknown
world of entrepreneurship enthusiastically,
giving valuable friendly advice. He inaugurated our very first exhibition in London at
a time when we had no track record, funds
or experience to talk of. He was extremely
warm and generous in his patronage at all
times.
Matthew was a dear friend and mentor
who will be sorely missed. I had the privilege of travelling with him to Jaipur for the
literary festival on one occasion when he
had been invited to judge the competition for the best South Asian Novel. Like
all other times in his company, that experience was memorable and fun. His humour
and generosity have no parallel. It is a big
loss to all who value free thought and an
aim to open new horizons. To quote Irving
Berlin- “The song has ended, but the
melody lingers on”
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BHAGAVAD GITA AS A LITERARY MASTERPIECE
By Edayatti Balaji

The Bhagavad Gita is generally regarded
as a spiritual treatise of the highest order
teaching us how to lead a life of peace
and joy. This is certainly true but apart
from this, it is also a masterpiece of literature containing many beautiful similes and
metaphors expressed in a beautiful and
elegant style.
There is a famous saying in Sanskrit:
‘If you want to see the best of similes see
no farther than the works of Kalidasa; If you
want grandeur of ideas look at Bharavi’s
works; if you want to see play on words
look at Dandi; but if you want all these in
one place there is Magha for you!’.
This implies that the requirements of
great poetry are beautiful similes and
metaphors, grandeur of meaning and
aesthetic arrangement of words and
phrases. Bhagavad Gita incorporates all
these and more.
The Gita is written in a very simple and
elegant straight forward linguistic style.
Even those with only a basic knowledge of
Sanskrit can understand the word meanings fairly easily and in fact build up their
knowledge of Sanskrit from the study of
Gita. Of course here I am not talking about
the deep nuances and shades and subtleties of meanings which the commentators like Sankara and Ramanuja have
unearthed to support their own Siddhantas or doctrines such as Monism (Advaita),
Refined Monism (Vishishtadvaitam) and
Dualism (Dvaitam).
In fact the Gita is the palatable solution package offered to Hindus and other
readers to accept the gruesome battle
of Kurukshetra which itself is a metaphor
of epic proportions. It all happens when
the battle of Kurukshetra is about to
commence between the Pandava clan and
the Kaurava clan. Just as the two armies
stand face to face Arjuna, the key warrior
on the Pandava side loses his nerve and
cannot face the prospect of fighting against
his own relatives, friends and teachers. He
is facing the moral dilemma of whether to
take arms and kill his own kith and kin or
withdraw from the battle and renounce
his rightful claim to the kingdom. Arjuna
turns to Krishna, his friend and mentor for
a solution to his misery and Gita is what he
gets. Every one of us faces such battles of
Kurukshetra almost every day. In Sanskrit
the name for this is ‘Dharma Sankatam –
which course to follow’.
In this short piece, I would like to
summarise some of the beautiful similes
employed by Lord Krishna in illustrating
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his points to Arjuna. The numbers refer to
the chapter and verse.
2.12 The body passes through different
states like childhood, youth and old age. In
the same way leaving this body and attaining another is also a change of state and
this realisation does not upset a wise man.
2.22 Like a man discards old and worn-

out clothes and puts on new clothes, the
soul casts off old bodies and assumes new
ones.
2.45 For a truly enlightened person all
the Vedas are only as relevant as a small
vessel of water in a place flooded with
water on all sides.
2.58 One who is able to withdraw his
senses from sense objects, as the tortoise
draws his limbs within the shell, is firmly
fixed in perfect consciousness.
2.70 All the waters entering the ocean
cannot fill it up or affect its tranquillity. In
the same way desires cannot overpower
or affect the tranquillity of a self-realised
person.
3.37 & 3.38 In the same way as fire is
enveloped by smoke, mirror by dirt and
embryo by the membrane of the womb,
one’s intellect is overshadowed by greed
and anger (Then one goes astray.)
4.37 Like the blazing fire reduces the fuel

to ashes, the fire of knowledge reduces all
actions to ashes. (No bondage results.)
5.10 He, who acts, offering all actions
to God without attachment, remains
untouched by sin as the lotus leaf is
untouched by water.
6.19 As a light remains steady in a place
sheltered from wind so is the mind of a Yogi
practising meditation. (It is unwavering.)
7.7 There is nothing more absolute than
me. The whole of this (world) rests on me
as pearls rest on the supporting thread.
9.6 The air is free to move around while
remaining in the sky. Likewise all beings,
though free to act, abide in me alone.
11.12 If there be the effulgence of a
thousand suns arising all at once in the
sky, even that would hardly approach the
splendour of the Lord showing his ‘Vishvaroopam’. (Sanjaya describing the Vishvaroopam of the Lord)
This is in fact a famous quote used by
nuclear physicist Robert Oppenheimer to
describe the brilliance of the Hiroshima
nuclear bomb in 1945.
11.28 As the diverse streams of rivers
rush in unison towards the sea, so these
warriors of the mortal world are entering
your blazing mouths. (Arjuna describing
the Vishvaroopam of the Lord)
11.29 As moths rush with great speed
into the blazing fire for destruction, so all
these mortals are entering your mouths
with great rapidity for destruction. (Arjuna
describing the Vishvaroopam of the Lord)
15.8 As the wind carries away aromas
from place to place the Jeevatma snatches
these (the mind and the senses) from the
previous body to the next body.
One can see that the similes are very
striking and very appropriate and employ
common everyday objects which we
see all around us. The Sanskrit language
employed in the Gita is simple but very
evocative. Studying Gita at the word level
is one of the best techniques to learn
Sanskrit, a language which holds the key
to all the treasures of knowledge of ancient
India and Hinduism.
Edayattimangalam Balaji was born in Chennai,
India. He did his M.Sc (Physics) in IIT, Madras.
He is an Associate of the Institute of Actuaries,
London. He has been interested in Sanskrit literature and heritage from a young
age and currently conducts weekly
classes in Sanskrit spiritual classics. He can be contacted on
balaji@balaji27.freeserve.co.uk
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SABC PROTESTS ARE GOOD
By Devi Rajab

Under Nationalist rule PW Botha, (dubbed
his master’s voice) was noted to control the
South African broadcasting stations with
an iron fist. Today President Zuma mirrors
his past oppressor’s behaviour patterns
unashamedly. Why does the ANC induce
such a strong feeling of Deja Vue in their
efforts to obfuscate the truth? Ironically,
the present ANC is displaying some worrying similarities with the previous National
Party government.

Some images linger in one’s mind. It was
of a young radio personality, Krivani Pillay
from Radio Lotus who sat praying in front
of me as the names were being called
out for the winners of the Vodacom R100,
000 awards for a three month stint at the
Thompson School of Journalism in Cardiff,
Wales. Her prayers were answered. Now
several years later with sound qualifications, international exposure and work
experience, she and 5 other journalists
have been suspended from the SABC for
daring to speak out about media freedom,
the very soul of her profession. Overnight
in a an authoritarian manner the COO of
the SABC Hlaudi Motsoeneng made a
ruling to stifle the Indian radio station by
introducing a 90% local and 10% international music ratio. Effectively he wanted to
stop Bollywood music on African airwaves
by creating spaces for local musicians.
While this move was welcomed by local
artists, discerning listeners wanted more
than chutney music. Besides the talent
of local artists needs time and support to
grow into a viable genre of Indo African
music. In addition he banned the airing
of protest marches and any civic violence
on TV which severely compromised
journalists.
As civil rights groups, opposition parties
and Cosatu union joined forces to support
beleaguered journalists, others posted
pictures of themselves on Facebook with
their mouths covered with black adhesive
tape. Is this 1978 or 2016? The French
proverb the more things change the more
they stay the same has never been truer.

In the light of this, the recent SABC
protests for media freedom have been
heartening. Journalists whose profession
demands independent brave objective
reporting hold non tenured jobs in an
economically fragile climate and there
are severe consequences if they rock the
boat. By and large the media is not a
homogeneous industry. So it is truly reassuring to learn that a fraternity of journalists across gender and racial lines have
come together in an unprecedented move
to fight for the rights of their fellow journalists. With the challenges that face us
economically, socially and politically as a
young nation, press freedom is vital in the
new South Africa. Indeed press freedom is
vital in any society and to the extent that it
is compromised it diminishes a nation.
According to Mary Papaya a wellrespected media consultant and former
chairperson of SANEF“the important
aspect that journalists must always
consider is that their role is to serve as a
public watch-dog and that the tenets of
good journalism including that of accuracy, balance and ethical reporting, are
always maintained in this pursuit. If this
freedom is unfairly challenged or in any
way threatened, then the public is robbed
of its right to receive information, constructive debate and comment on issues and
events that impact on their everyday
life”. This calls for responsible reporting
which means that a good reporter has to
be a lion and not a lamb. It’s about being
your own master and not a slave. Since
most journalists are lowly paid they are
more inclined to want to protect their
jobs in an insecure environment. But the
question arises is it fair to threaten them.
Fear turns people into a sticky mass of
disparate bodies warns Petya Pavlensky a
controversial journalist at war in his Russian
homeland against censorship of the press.
A lone figure against a formidable totalitar-

ian regime where all protest is forbidden
he has resorted to raising protest into an
art form. He practices ‘actionism’, a form
of political art where he uses his own body
as a canvas, he sews his mouth to depict
censorship, rolls his naked body in barbed
wire as a demonstration of Russia’s legal
system and sits naked on Red Square with
his scrotum nailed to the cobblestones as
a metaphor for apathy, political indifference and fatalism. As a means of inducing
revolutionary change it may seem a futile
activity but as art it is a powerfully emotive
expression of the state of Russia’s media
freedom. By comparison we are a comfortable distance from Russia’s totalitarian
regime. Though we may have moved away
from an authoritarian regime to a democratic one the freedom of our press is still
under threat mainly by the ANC government apparatchik. While it is important for
media to engage government, business,
its readers and other stakeholders, in an
effort to resolve conflicts and misunderstandings it cannot become the mouthpiece of those in political power. And yet
this is exactly what has been happening at
the SABC under the autocratic leadership
of management. Its mandate as a public
broadcaster was to censor programs that
portrayed the government in a negative
light and to ban the screening of footage
of protesters destroying property because
it didn’t want to encourage violence.
As an institution the SABC has been
beleaguered since its inception with claims
of racism, autocratic management style
and a general muddiness about incompetence. Under Hlaudi Motsoeneng’s tyrannical leadership it got dramatically worse to
the point where he will soon bring about
his own speedy demise.
The lessons we have learnt from this
most unhappy situation is that we as the
people of SA have a right to know what
is really happening in this country . We
therefore stand by our journalists in their
battle to deliver us accurate news. After
all, media freedom is our freedom! Hlaudi
Motsoeneng and all other manifestations
of his type must go now!

Dr. Devi Rajab is a respected South Africanjournalist and former Dean of Student
Development at UKZN and the author of
several books.
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Adult Humour

INDIAN ADVENTURES IN EROTICA
By Dawood Ali McCallum

Some years ago, when the editor of my
first novel moved from Penguin to lead
the Indian edition of Cosmopolitan, (the
world’s best-selling women’s magazine
by far and ‘the lifestylist for millions of fun
fearless females who want to be the best
they can in every area of their lives’ as its
website proudly declares) she very kindly
invited me to become one of its few male
contributors. I started off writing travel
articles then progressed to their ‘Mantalk’
column. I developed a bit of a reputation
for being ever ready and up for it when
the call came: Hmmm. Funny how as soon
as you mention erotica everything sounds
like a double entendre, isn’t it? Anyway, a
typical demand for input would be ‘What’s
it like to go bald? How does it make a man
feel? 750 words by midday please.’
I loved it. My day job in the UK Civil
Service wasn’t terribly demanding so bashing out a few lines at short notice was no
problem. Plus it was at a time when I might
just have been taking myself a tad too seriously as a writer. Had anyone asked me
(no one did, sadly but never mind) I would
have said writing was craft not art. A skill
to be honed. And a competent craftsman
should be able to turn his journeyman’s
hand to any task within his ambit.
So when my editor moved on again, this
time to one of the first online magazines
in India, and asked if I fancied dashing off
4500 words of erotica for her, my immediate reaction was an enthusiastic yes.
Now I don’t want to appear pathetic,
and having now authored some myself I’m
certainly not being prudish about it but I’d
never actually read any erotica. In fact, I
wasn’t really sure I knew what it was. OK,
I understood it was writing about sex, but
beyond that…Is it just soft porn with long
words? And having been commissioned
to produce some, it was by then too late
to put right this lacuna in my education,
because if I did I was pretty sure all I’d do
was imitate the style of whatever I read.
I realised I needed some help. So I asked
a colleague if he fancied collaborating on
this. A man of similar background, age and,
it rapidly became clear, sexually repressed
upbringing. Not perhaps the ideal choice
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for a first literary foray into the purple
boudoir but at least he was willing to give
it a go. In official communications he had a
nice turn of phrase and a mischievous wit
and I enjoyed working with him. Plus he
was a veritable thesaurus of euphemisms
for genitalia which was bound to come in
handy. How would I know something like
that about him? Well we’d attended a
‘Sensitivity to Sexism’ Workshop together
and one of the required exercises was to
come up with as many words for a penis as
possible. Quite what the point was I wasn’t
sure even at the time and certainly have no
idea now, but his lexicon of vulgarity was
breath-taking. He was still going strong
ages after the rest of us had exhausted
our smut-stock. Personally I think he was
making up a lot of the words on the spot
because nobody else had ever heard of
them. Plus he had actually read some
erotica so had a pretty good idea of what
we ought to be aiming for.
Or so he said.
We decided to go for a gritty, Chandleresque detective story. Told in the first
person. Our hero would be a hard boiled
private investigator who’s hired by a rich
gangster in Delhi to watch his woman,
whom he suspects is cheating on him, and
with whom the detective ends up having a
torrid, self-destructive affair. So we agreed
I’d do the plotting and my chum would
handle the, err, well, you know.
Next decision was whether to go literary,
literal or guttural, if you see what I mean.
Should we use terms like ‘She felt his heat,
his need…’? No. Too Mills and Boon-ey.
Did we want to use proper names and
accurate descriptions? No. Too clinical. So
we decided on, let’s call them street terms.
All good so far. Problems started to
surface when we reached the first intimate
scene. We discussed draft one over the
phone. The conversation went something
like this:
“So what have you got?”
“Well, he walks in to the room…”
“Yes…”
“…and she’s standing there.”
“Good so far. Go on.”

“Well, he looks at her.”
“OK.”
“And she looks at him.”
‘Hmmm?”
“And he says ‘Yeah?’”
“And?”
“Well this is the good bit. She says
‘Yeah.’”
“And then…?”
“And then they do it!”
“That’s it?”
“That’s all I’ve got so far.”
“OK. I can see two possible problems…”
“You’re going to say it’s not very long.”
“I was indeed. I was also going to say it’s
not very erotic.”
“It is in my head.”
“I think that may be the other problem.”
Those words obviously stung, because
his next offering was so painstakingly
described and so excruciatingly explicit
that it read more like a surgical procedure
reported in a particularly earnest medical journal than anything even vaguely
titillating.
All eventually fell into place when we
decided on the plot twist: We flagged it
up in the title ‘The Looker’. We thought
this pretty clever. The woman, beautiful,
was a Looker, but so too was the detective, constantly looking at her. Then the
whammo: The gangster who had hired
the detective, and who we thought the
woman and the detective were betraying,
was a voyeur, who had actually engineered
the whole thing, so he could watch. The
Looker. Good, eh? Dark. There’s probably
a film noir in it.
Sadly, we’ll never know how well
received our efforts were. The people
behind the website pulled the financial
plug shortly after our story was published,
defaulting on the salaries of its employees
and the bills of its creditors. Including two
enthusiastic entrants to the field of Indian
Erotica.
There’s probably a moral there.

Dawood Ali McCallum is the
author of a series of novels published
in India and the UK. Learn more at
www. dawoodalimccallum.co
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By Our Manchester Correspondent Shridhar Phalke

Due to current workloads, the light at
the end of the tunnel has been switched
off.
My intended city guide as your
Manchester correspondent has taken a
different turn. I should be describing to
you my awe at the sight of a giant blue tit
mural on ageing redbrick.
However, the verbal attack on Juan
Jasso, a tram commuter in our city on
post Brexit Tuesday has left me angry.
But, there is a lifeline of hope too in
his courage and spirit.
In my Northern home of 10 years,
I have found acceptance, warmth
and happiness. It’s not perfect. Well
before the referendum my wife had
been labelled ‘f***ing foreigner’ by
a random stranger. It is hurtful, she
a born Mancunian but of brown skin.
I am distracted by our six year olds
concern that our Euro exit may mean
that nobody wants us. It is his sense
of abandonment, as captains jump
ship, that troubles me.
We were at our first women’s football game, keen to keep our son
open minded about the beautiful game
being not just the preserve of male feet.
The previous night I had slept well and
dreamed badly: the Queen had rejected a
PM resignation, demanded he clean up his
mess, and, that a Monarchy was not what
One had envisaged as a 90th birthday gift
from the nation.
This was not reality. Instead uncomfortable truths about race have been
unearthed. The breach of community spirit
is hard to escape.
Where to start:
At times like this when I need a boost to
mind and spirit, I take camera, note book
and train. Yes, it rains and football is a religion. But lift your eyes from back pages
and off pavement and enjoy an architecturally rich city. The bricks are nothing without
the people, their wit, banter and history.
Seek out Clare Hartwell’s ‘Manchester’ (Pevsner Architectural Guides) and
keep it in your pocket. It is impressively
researched. Enjoy old city plans and her
mapped walks keeping history alive.
The city is easy to navigate from Piccadilly Railway Station.
For stimulation:
A short 5 minute walk and you are on
Dale Street; recently seen in the first
Captain America film as a stand in for

1930s New York. You will also be crossing
over one of many canal arteries.
Turn right on to Newton Street and you
can admire the Blue Tit mural by the artist
Faunagraphic. You are now entering the
Northern Quarter, my home for 3 years.
It is free spirited, playing with traditional
and unconventional sensibilities. Bars,
restaurants and flats giving life back to

the mercantile world of two centuries ago.
Reject the ‘move to basket’ impulse, touch
vintage clothing, books and vinyl and re
boot your inner hipster.
Walk to the Whole Sale Fish Market
(High Street). Read the music recommends
at Piccadilly Records (53 Oldham Street).
Browse Oklahoma (74 -76 High Street)
for left field gifts. Page turn at Chapter
One (Lever Street) a book store and café
(complete with working typewriters). Play
board games at Pie and Ale (Lever Street).
Quench a thirst for craft beers and head
to the Crown and Kettle (2 Oldham Road).
Take a seat in this gothic like chapel and
admire the ceiling of my first local.
Admire too the Daily Express Building
next door, a gleaming black glass art deco
fortress.
The side streets I used to quicken my
pace around are awake and full of life and
not a troubled wasteland. You will find fine
wood fired pizza at Rudy’s (Cotton Street).
Stroll over to the Halle St Peter’s (Blossom Street) for a shining example of the
city’s appetite for preserving, here a once
derelict Church, now a space for music and
the community.
For Rest:
Enjoy an afternoon of quiet reflection in
the Manchester Art Gallery (Mosley Street)

in the company of Lowry, Turner and
studios dedicated to new artists.
To watch the sun set, seek out a roof
top bar, take a hit on the tab and soak in
the views from the Hilton Hotel’s Level 23
(Deansgate). This dominant shaft of glass
and steel very much the Godzilla of the city
skyline. Seek out also Great John Street
Hotel, near to the retired Coronation Street
studio (Atherton Street).
For an Appetite:
Thirst quenched, take in China
Town (Faulkner Street). When my
wife introduced me to this jumble
of restaurants I confess a taste
awakening I have not tired of.
If still in the Northern Quarter,
enjoy burritos at Luck, Lust, Liquor
and Burn (High Street). Top up
at Yadgar Café (Thomas Street)
which offers authentic 3 curries
and rice.
For the Senses:
For music, theatre, cinema and
dance check the listings at The
Royal Exchange Theatre, Bridgewater Hall and the cities latest
home of all things performance; HOME.
Listen to live jazz at Matt and Phred’s
(Tib Street). Rediscover soul at Band on the
Wall (Swan Street).
A tram ride away is The Lowry Theatre
at Salford Quays, home also to Media City,
The Imperial War Museum and as a sentimental nod to my childhood and badge;
the Blue Peter garden. A famous cricket
pitch and the ‘spiritual home’ of football
are here too.
These recommends are unashamedly
personal and have made a man, still
trapped in a pre Trip Advisor world, happy.
Forgive my earlier negative tone and
take heart with me, because, there are
energetic and imaginative souls working
on projects to create a sense of community here. I hope to bring you their stories,
guide you to more hidden gems and
encourage you to ‘move’ North.
An inclusive Manchester may be a
distant dream but a united one is worth
pursuing. Wiser heads still hold that true
of the Europe beyond the Channel tunnel.
‘Pood da lide (light) on’ was our son’s
refrain aged 3 to give comfort through the
night. I hope we can give the light at the
end of the tunnel some life still.
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Hong Kong memories

A BANQUET FOR A QUEEN
By Girija Madhavan

In June 2016, Indian media
reported the 90th birthday celebrations of
Queen Elizabeth II of Britain; the Service
at St Paul’s, a Parade by the Coldstream
Guards and a ride in an open carriage for
the public to see her up close.
I was reminded of the royal visit
to Hong Kong in May 1975. My husband,
A. Madhavan, an Indian diplomat, was
posted as Commissioner of India there. My
memories of Hong Kong are of glittering
cityscapes combined with breath-taking
sea and mountain views. Chinese place
names alternated with English ones like
“Aberdeen”, “Deep Water Bay”, “Stanley”. The Island was called the “British
Crown Colony”. The UK transferred sovereignty over Hong Kong to the People’s
Republic of China on 1 July 1997.
Sir Murray MacLehose, later titled
“Baron MacLehose of Beoch” was the
Governor. He and Lady MacLehose used
to give Black Tie and even White Tie
dinners, to which dignitaries were invited.
Most diplomats could cope with the Black
Tie dress regulation, some getting by with
a ready-made black bow tie on an elastic
cord, rather than the hand knotted one.
But the White Tie dinner meant wearing
a black single-breasted tailcoat [shorter
than a morning coat] with silk lapels, white
Marcella shirt with detachable wing-collar
and cuffs, black tapered and braided trousers and a thin white hand-tied Marcella
bow tie. My husband had a tuxedo but no
White Tie outfit. He found that national
dress was acceptable and wore a black
Achkan and white churidars. I had no
problem as I wore a sari and did not need
elbow length gloves, long dress or the
tiara titled women could wear.
There was an array of crystal glasses and
implements at the formal dinner table.
Sherry was served with the soup,
white wine with fish, red wine
with the entrée and champagne
with dessert. Tackling fruit with
the appropriate tableware was
difficult and the fruit bowl went
back almost full. Not everyone
could master the technique of pinning

22

CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2016

down a peach with the fruit fork and peeling it with a knife! The ladies retired when
port was served, the decanter going round
the table clockwise. They returned to the
drawing room for demi-tasse and liqueurs.

In May 1975, we received an opulent
red and gold four-folded envelope.
Inscribed within was an invitation which
read:

“Community Luncheon
in honour of
Her Majesty The Queen
And
His Royal Highness
The Duke of Edinburgh
5th May 1975
At the City Hall, Hong Kong.

in Swallows’ Nests, Combs of Shark’s
Fin, Jade and Unicorn Garoupa and four
other dishes, ending with a dessert of
Lotus Seeds in Almond Syrup and Chinese
Pastries, followed by Jasmine Tea.
The guests were colourful: Englishwomen in formal dresses, Chinese ladies
in Cheongsams [tight- fitting, high collared
dresses with slits on the sides of the skirt]
opulent with flashing rings and jewellery, the diplomats and their wives wearing national dress. Elaborate table plans
seated the guests. They took their places
after the National Anthem was played and
the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh
were seated. Cutlery was laid out in addition to the traditional chopsticks. When
the finger bowls were brought round, I was
reminded of an apocryphal story about the
visit of the King to India in the early 1900s.
A South Indian statesman was invited
to a Banquet. A vegetarian teetotaler, he
did not notice the water goblet among
the wine glasses before him. When the
finger bowls came round, he exclaimed,
“Ah! Thirtham!” [Ah! Water!], picked up
the bowl and drank up the water to the
amusement of the other guests. The King,
noticing the incident, picked up his own
finger bowl and sipped from it, obliging
others to do the same.
Manuals on etiquette now say that
formal wear like elbow length gloves are
for the stage and the White Tie ensemble
is only worn by Royalty on ceremonial
occasions. Nature and animal lovers nowadays protest about bird’s nest soup and
shark’s fin [which is sometimes cut from
live fish]. For us it was a very memorable
experience to have been part of that era
and its pageantry.

Inside, on a vermilion card was
the Menu for the Luncheon. It
started with Scallops sautéed
with Yuan Ham, Southern Crab

. Girija Madhavan:
Following in the footsteps
of her mother, Mukta
Venkatesh, Girija is both
a writer and an artist. She
lives with her ex-diplomat
husband in Mysore
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BEYOND PARTITION BY DEEPTI MISRI
Gender, Violence, and Representation in Postcolonial India

Reviewed By Sukrita Paul Kumar
Deepti Misri’s book Beyond Partition, is a
welcome addition to the now rapidly growing body of scholarship exploring Partition
narratives that would offer yet another
understanding of the continuing patterns
of violence experienced by postcolonial
India. One’s attention is immediately
drawn to the choice of Arpana Caur’s striking painting “Threat” on the cover indicating a different and somewhat nuanced
approach to the subject of violence and
Partition; the image portrays the generally invisible tribals, their creativity and the
threat of its rupture. The representation of
gender and violence starts right from the
cover of the book. The image reminds
us of the apparently perennial threat of
violence haunting the subcontinent.
India’s Partition has been
described by Misri as a “founding moment
of cataclysmic violence in the new nationstate”. As a background to this statement,
and for a better comprehension of the
“cognitive shift from the past”, Qurratulain Haider’s Urdu novel Aag ka Darya
(translated as The River of Fire) comes to
mind. This novel traces the evolution of
a rich composite culture in the subcontinent from the 11th century till 1947 when
divisive forces take over and there erupts
an unprecedented and incomprehensible
spurt of violence amongst people who
were friends and neighbours until then.
The politicized animosity churned at this
juncture has seeped into the future and
periodically emerges in spurts of violence.
Whilst there are other scholars who have
extensively engaged with gender and
Partition violence, Deepti Misri’s approach
sets a distinct “culture studies” perspective to the understanding of why and how
such a continuum of violence should keep
simmering for so long. The cultural rationale veers around such notions as “honour”
and “sacrifice” which validate even
suicides and killings of women in particular. The author seeks out the demonstration of violence not necessarily “on the
streets” but as represented within culture.
In this, the most obvious representation of
violence has been mostly located in literary
expression. In fact my own book Narrating
Partition (Indialog, 2004) privileges fiction
as a strong medium for the representation
of the Partition experience.

Referring to “Statistics Babu” of Bhisham
Sahni’s Hindi novel Tamas she develops
the argument regarding the institutional
methodology of recording the history
of the nation which has no space for the
survivors’ testimonies but merely calls
for “figures” and statistics of killings, the
wounded etc:
“I want figures, only figures, nothing
but figures. Why don’t you understand?

You start narrating an endless tale of woe
and suffering. I am not here to listen to the
whole tale of ‘Ramayana’. Give me figures
--- how many dead, how many wounded,
how much loss of property and goods.
That is all.”				
-Statistics Babu in Tamas
In highlighting the above, Misri identifies with Sahni’s perspective which questions the suspension of sympathy for the
pain and suffering caused by the violence
experienced by thousands of people in the
official documentation of orthodox history.
The human narrative does not find any
place in official archives. In fact, by taking
on an example of a passage from The
Weary Generations, Abdullah Hussein’s
Urdu novel, Misri establishes the need to
understand the language of testimony.
In quoting Gyan Pandey on “local” and
“national” accounts she finds support in
her argument regarding the effective use
of unheard chronicles in the making of not

just history but also in paving the way for
greater understanding.
Misri’s brilliant critique of Manto’s
vignettes in Black Marginalia (Syaah
Hashiye in Urdu), in the chapter “Anatomy
of a Riot” in Beyond Partition is riveting
in its deciphering of what Misri calls “the
cosmic irony of a bloody Partition”. While
Manto’s short stories have received a lot
of critical attention, his vignettes went
virtually unnoticed as pointed out by the
critic Leslie Fleming. These well-crafted
pieces were an immediate representation
of communal violence with the focus on
the “unexplained” that happens anyway.
Deepti Misri’s reading of these marginalia
offers an ironical explanation for Manto’s
emotionless retelling of the immediate
horror of violence: this defies the structures
of “historical” narratives of beginnings,
middles and ends. They reshape reality
through a sense of distance, remaining
plotless similar to the way violence erupted
at the time of Partition with no realistic
sense of borders and boundaries. A pertinent question raised is: Is there a way to
imagine this violence without slipping into
voyeurism? How in imagining violence,
can one mediate between the possibility of a comfortable distance afforded
by representation on the one hand and
pornographic involvement on the other? It
seems the reader oscillates between being
a witness, spectator and participant!
One of the primary foci of the book
Beyond Partition is to draw out the intersection between gender and violence in
the representation of postcolonial India
in different forms. Interestingly, the first
chapter unravels the depiction of vulnerability of male bodies in Manto’s short
stories. Undoubtedly this lays out a fresh
perspective not only to Manto’s work but
also to the awareness that the condition
of gendered vulnerability is one that men
share with women. Later in the book the
same perspective is also extended to
Arundhati Roy’s novel The God of Small
Things. Roy, it is pointed out, projects a
marked attention to the vulnerability of
the Dalit male body to caste and state
violence.
In her prefatory note to the
chapter “The Violence of Memory”, Misri
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identifies her objective of interrogating
“the familial, community and national
narratives”
around
intra-community
violence. She takes on the feminist project
of re-memorializing the deaths of women
by resisting the rhetoric of “martyrdom”,
“bravery”, “duty” or “sacrifice”. The existing practices emerging from the totally
internalized patriarchal notions and beliefs
demand deconstruction. The section on
“Kashmir 1947” examines a memoir written by Krishna Mehta published in the
early 50’s. Deepti Misri raises a pertinent
question regarding the claim that this is a
“documentation” of reality. At best it may
be perceived as the subject’s “interpretative apprehension of events” and thus
her narration must be read through the
understanding of the subjectivity that is
contingent on the context from which it
has evolved.
Going beyond Partition, the book
moves on into the postcolonial moment
and uncovers the “Atrocious Encounters”
through caste violence as well as state

violence. Mahasweta Devi and Arundhati
Roy, as activist writers amply demonstrate in their fiction how women become
victims of sexual assaults, more so if they
belong to the Dalit or the tribal communities. The patriarchal complicities with
the state confound the issue of violence
further. “Draupadi”, the well-known story
by Mahasweta Devi and Arundhati Roy’s
novel The God of Small Things are examples of fiction that highlight the plight of
the gendered subaltern, in one case a
woman (Draupadi) and in the other a male
(the idealized Untouchable Velutha).
As a radical break from the norms
of feminine modesty, asks the author, what
is the cultural imagination which uses
nakedness as a mode of protest? What is
noteworthy of Deepti Misri’s method is that
at the outset she asks the right questions
and takes the reader along in exploring
the answers. The Meitei women’s protest
used nakedness to destabilize masculinity and rescript the grammar of violence.
The visual spectacle of public mourning in

Kashmir comes close to the theatricality of
the protest of the Meitei women. In both
the cases the slogan “This is not a performance” holds good!
What comes through clearly
at the end of the book is that “violence
is a complex ethical terrain that can be
assessed through deep contextualization”.
Beyond Partition delves deep into a
variety of cultural modes of representing violence in the Indian subcontinent
by situating it in 1947 as much as in the
ongoing postcolonial moment thereafter
till the present. The book engages our
attention and is meaningful and not just a
‘performance’!
Sukrita Paul Kumar, born in Kenya,
lives currently in Delhi, writing poetry
and teaching literature. Currently,
she holds the Aruna Asaf Ali Chair at
Cluster Innovation Centre, University
of Delhi.
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“Solitude”

By
Meenakshi Mohan

30x30 oil on canvas
(inspired by the
illustration,
The Reading Room:
Winter in Paris)
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