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Differing media accounts of Balochistan
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by | Subarno Chattarji

or onc month starting 15 January 2006, the
F Media Foundation and Panos South Asia

monitored four daily newspapers from India
and Pakistan — Dainik Jagran, Amar Ujala, Daily brat
and Nawa-i-Wagt. The first two are Hindi-language
papers, while Ibrat is Sindhi and Nawa-i-Wagt is Urdu,
This exercise, which followed several themes and
issues common to readers on both sides of the border,
was undertaken on the assumption that a difference
in language implies different constituencies and {at

times) differing political
IHI 33Nt

attitudes towards the
same event. As violence -
has again erupted in Amar Ujala
Balochistan over the past
year, the province’s name “; / ! "'

has become a byword

in Pakistan’s media for Nawa-i-Waqt
Indian interfercnce in

Pakistani affairs, mirroring a parancia in India about
Pakistani meddling in Kashmir. While such strongly
held convictions as were found during the survey
reflect an undeniable difference in gencrally-held
opinions on either side of the border, the disparities
also raise the question of, to what extent, in the face
of such polemic and bombast, this type of media
culture will be able to contribute to a progressive,
cooperative peace process.

Pakistan perspectives

In a 15 January editorial, ‘Indian interference in
Balochistan’, Nawa-i-Wag! quoted the former
provincial governor and current rebel leader, Nawab
Akbar Bugti, who declared that although India was
not supporting the insurgents, the rebels would
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accept India’s offer of help. This declaration was then
editorially condemned and refuted. “There is strong
evidence of the Indian support to various sardars in
Balochistan,” its editors wrote. “There have been
reports of money, arms and ammunition being
transferred to various sardars through the Indian
consulates based in Kandahar and Herat.”
Accusations such as this paralle! the frequent (and
often unsubstantiated) allegations in the Indian
media, which allege that Pakistani consulates in
Kathmandu or Dhaka are
I Sl > gn ” w2 gither terror-cell hubs or
~——rif, conduits for counterfeit
D.uiBRAT Indian currency, aimed
at financing terrorism
Eﬂam in India or generally
undermining the Indian
Dainik Jagaran economy. The editorial
went on to remind Akbar
Bugti of the debt he owes Pakistan: “Nawab Akbar
Bugti and other such sardars are in such high
positions only because of Pakistan. Otherwise, in
India princely states were abolished soon after 1947,
all property of rajas and sardars was confiscated and
they were forced to stand in the queue of ration
depots.” There is a perverse pride expressed here,
both in the preservation of feudal structures and in
the refusal to consider that those inequities might
need to be addressed.

In mid-January, a Pakistani delegation including
Foreign Secretary Riaz Mohammad Khan traveled
to New Delhi for the Composite Dialogue talks. On
19 January, during the delegation’s visit to the castern
ncighbour, Nawa-i-Wagt carried the following
headlines on its front page, some of which were
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statements made by the Pakistan foreign ministry
spokesperson while in the Indian capital: “India
should stop interfering in Balochistan otherwise
peace will be in danger. Balochistan is our internal
problem’ and ‘India has been told to find a
permanent and acceptable solution to the Kashmir
issue’. Sandwiched between these two was another
banner: ‘Pakistan involved in explosions in
Bangalore and Delhi’, a contention that the body of
the article subsequently refuted. That these charges
and counter-charges were traded while the peace
talks were taking place indicates the significant levels
of distrust. On the same day, a back-page Nawa-i-
Wagf article further highlighted this suspicion and
paranoia. “Due to Indian interference in Pakistan’s
internal affairs,” the picce noted, “Pakistan has
asked federal ministers, members of parliament and
government officers to seek NOC [No Objection
Certificates] before accepting any invitation from the
Indian High Commission for parties, private dinners
from Indian diplomats, or any other invitation that
requires traveling te India to participate in any
conference or meeting.”

In a commentary from 22 January, ‘India-Pakistan
relations at a turning point’, former Pakistani
ambassador Afzal Mahmood stressed an asymmetry
of trouble spots. “It is hard to digest the Indian
concern towards Balochistan, as the two do not have
a common border from which infiltration is feared,
neither has Balochistan a problem vis-a-vis religious
fundamentalism which might posc a danger to
India,” he wrote. “Therefore, this Indian concern is
quite disturbing and it would be as surprising if
Pakistan were to show concern for the Naxalite
movement in AP, or a demand for freedom in Assam,
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Nagaland or Mizoram.” In comparing Balochistan
to Nagaland and Mizoram, Mahmood implicitly
accepts that there may be a problem in the former,
but holds out the wveiled threat of India’s
vulnerabilities and Pakistan’s potential exploitation
of thermn.

The concern over Indian interference in
Balochistan was also addressed on the letters page,
for instance in a missive carried by Naia-i-Wagt on
29 January written by a Karachi reader. Titled
Taswant Singh's new ploy’, the writer saw the former
toreign and defence minister’s peace mission to
Pakistan as part of a larger plot: “The army operation
in Balochistan and the ensuing chaos and India’s
statements on the situation are enough evidence to
wake us up. Jaswant Singh's scheduled trip is part
of the same conspiracy. It has just one purpose and
that is to prove that India has a spiritual and refigious
link with Balochistan.” While the reader admitted to
Pakistani army operations in the province (unlike
the other articles surveyed), he too saw the province's
troubles as a means of extending Indian influence,
leading ultimately to the dismemberment of Pakistan.

No self-reflectien

Chairman of the National Language Authority Fateh
Mohammad Malik's 12 February commentary,
‘India’s nefarious activities and the Balochistan
situation’, further stressed Pakistan’s fears of the
Akhand Bharat ideology of ‘greater India’. “Kashmir
is India’s ‘atoot ang” |unbreakable limb| and
Balochistan is the unresolved agenda of the
Partition,” Malik suggested. “This Indian logic is the
result of the Western theory of calling an enemy a
friend, and which has now been adopted by our
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leaders as well.” Malik went on to catalogue aspects
of India’s interference, including: “Balochistan CM
has disclosed that India has established 40 terrorist
camps where the terrorists are given a monthly
stipend of PKR 10,000 per month ... to give impetus
to the freedom movement in Balochistan.”

Malik also delved into history in an attempt to
assert that Balochistan is an inalienable part of the
country: “Whereas there were military interventions
in Hyderabad, Junagarh and other estates,
Balochistan opted for Pakistan through a clear
democratic process.” The irony is obvious, in that
the inalienability predicated by such a democratic
process is now under threat precisely because of the
lack of democracy. Yet in his conclusion, Malik was
surprisingly candid: “It is true that we are responsible
for the present situation in Balochistan and India is
just making use of the bad situation, like it did with
East Pakistan. The greatest sin of our rulers has been
that they have never tried to better the economic and
political conditions in Balochistan, despite repeated
promises from them since the creation of Pakistan.
The present-day situation demands that we make
the dreams of the Pakistan Movement a reality and
do not just continue pleasing India for the sake of the
American goodwill.”

Articles such as this represent a direct mirroring
of the ways in which the Indian media details
Pakistani help for Kashmiri militants, as well as a
paranoid sense of being surrounded by the enemy.
Just as Ujala and Jagran portray the ubiquitous
Pakistani terrorist within India, so too does Nawa-i-
Wagt project a larger Indian plan to dissect Pakistan.
It is significant that the historical frame for this fear
is the Indian role in the creation of Bangladesh. While
Bangladesh is the archetype of India’s perceived
desire to fragment Pakistan, there are no contexts
that explain the motivation for the freedom movement
in erstwhile East Pakistan. The creation of
Bangladesh thus becomes an example of Indian
perfidy and hegemony - and Pakistan’s role is erased.
Malik did rectify this lack of self-reflection and
recognised a need for internal reform, lest India
capitalise on the provincial discontent. Yet the failure
to realise the “dreams of the Pakistan movement”
was attributed not so much to faulty internal policies
as to getting into the good graces of India and the US.
Once again, it was ecasier to make a scapegoat of
the neighbour than to analyse internal problems
in depth.

The Daily Ibrat joined this chorus of accusations,
although without the intensity of Nawa-i-Wagt. On 2
February it carried the headline, ‘Proofs of Indian
involvement in Balochistan have started to become
visible: Zafarullah Jamali’. The article cited former
Pakistan Prime Minister Jamali: “Improvement in
relations with the neighbouring country, India, is
welcome, but our neighbours have never been
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faithful to us ... there has been evidence about the
Indian involvement in Balochistan. However, no
concrete evidence has been received, so we cannot
say much in this regard ... Balochistan is not a
political issue, but it is an cconomic one.”

Indian representations

With such rhetoric, ibrat seemed to be echoing an
earlier piece from the Indian paper Aniar Ujala,
‘General Musharraf on same path as dictator
Saddam’. On 21 January, that article had cited Quetta
senator Sanaullah Baloch: “According to Sanaullah,
Balochistan is rich in gas, minerals and other natural
resources. Pakistan has been exploiting it since 1952.
But unfortunately, the people of Balochistan are
obliged to live in the Stone Age.” The senator pointed
to the symbiotic relationship between politics and
economics — as opposed to the divergenee stressed
by Zafarullah Jamali - stressing a type of economic
and political colonisation.

In a 2 January cditorial, ‘India-Pakistan over
Balochistan’, Amar Ujala also took umbrage at
Pakistan’s reaction to India’s comments on the
Balochistan issue. “If there is the slightest of brawis
in a Muslim-inhabited area in India,” the editors
fumed, “Pakistan gets enraged enough to threaten to
raise the issue in international forums. But if India is
to comment on the atrocities and oppression in
Pakistan, then it is seen as interference on India’s
part. Balochistan is such a case.” Such language
indicates a clear attempt to erase India’s recent
communal history ~ including the 2002 Gujarat riots,
which cannot be dismissed as “the slightest of
brawls” - while maximising such oppressive
instances from across the border. This type of
historical amnesia and prickliness are inimical to
any attempt at peace between the two countries.

The editorial went on to articulate its real anxieties
about the ways in which Pakistan is perceived to
meddle in Indian affairs with impunity. “Pakistan
cannot expect India to be blind to its activities and
consider legitimate whatever steps it may take in the
region, while its secret agency, IS, may have a free
hand in India,” the editors warned. “Pakistani seals
were found on the grenades used in the terrorist attack
on the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore. Does
Pakistan imagine that India’s statement would have
an adverse impact on the peace process and that its
own actions would give a boost to peace? Actually,
the root of the various problems of Southasia is ISl
the control of which is the need of the hour. Therefore,
Pakistan should cleanse itself before adopting a
venomous attitude towards India.”

The Ujala editorial harks back to the old strategy
of blaming outsiders for internal problems. At one
timme, it was the ‘foreign hand’ (read: CIA) that was to
blame for all of India’s ills; now it is Pakistan’s 151,
Foreign policy is predicated here on a simplistic
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hit headlines, received attractive compensations from
their sponsors, extracted revenge or been promised
happiness in the afterlife. But whenever and wherever
these soldiers of the past die, they will die in extreme
loneliness — unkempt, unwept and unsung.

Ethnic uprisings, as in Kashmir, Assam and Jaffna,
are somewhat different from cultural revivalism in
the sense that they aspire to transform ethnic
identities into political entities, But most ethnic
insurgencies too are doomed to fail, as they scek to
take revenge from some, rather than cnsuring justice
tor all. Pundits were a minority in Kashmir Valley,
but to prosecute them on the flimsy grounds of guilt
by association with a certain religion was so atrocious
that it destroyed the independence movement of
Kashmiris for good. Every time insurgents in the
Indian Northeast abduct or kill an innocent, the
sacrifice of their cadres goes to waste and their cause
suffers a setback. Most ethnic uprisings fail to mature
into independence movements because the very
premise of ethnic exclusivity is antithetical to nation-
building. And wherever countries are built upon the
idea of purity, they are cursed to renmain in a constant
state of war. The most illustrative casc in point is
Israel: but Pakistan is not much different, and Sri
Lanka for the Sinhalese hurled the Isle of Serendipity
onto a similar rollercoaster.

Cultural insurgencies and ethnic revolts arce
doomed to collapse in the long run, but they bum
tierce as long as they last. Issues related to self and
identity are so fissile that if ignited, the resulting fire
consumes all of an individual’s rationality. For causes
related to culture, people die, often rushing towards
their death with a grit and determination that would
have made some real ditferences in society had the}’
lived. But hope is not the motive force of ethnic
uprisings and cultural insurgencies; they are
propelled instead by despair. Regardless of the name
given to their cause - nationalism, patriotism,
or religtous duty - the ‘martyrs” of despair dic
essentially of rage.

The Page Three intelligentsia of New Delhi loves
to point out that the cultural insurgencics of Kashmir
and the Northeast affect only three percent of their
national population, whereas leftwing rebellion is
much more widespread and entrenched. Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh too has bought that line,
and begun to poertray the Naxalite revolt as the
premier threat of this century. Perhaps the risk
assessment is partially correct. Right-wingers tend
to burn out or die out if monitored closely or
consistently contained within a limited geographical
area. The rebellions of the Left are altogether different.
They are caused by the hope of an alternative future.
Whereas cultural insurgents are willing to die, rebels
of class-warfare would rather kill the enemy than
sacrifice themselves for the cause. In communist
ideologies, the ‘cause’ in any case is fluid and
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subjected to the whims of the leaders at the vanguard
of revolution.

Uprisings of hope

There is a very popular proverb in Nepali, which says
that axioms are not false and stories are not factual.
But most analyses of communist uprisings are based
on stories rather than axioms. John Reed wrote about
the Russian Revolution in the 1922 Ten Days That
Shook the World, and its grand narrative has continued
to influence cven the critical accounts of all subsequent
class wars. No narration of the Mao phenomenon
escapes the myths manufactured by Edgar Snow in
his 1936 Red Star over Chins. Did Lenin and Mao do
what they did strictly according to the maxims of Karl
Marx, or did they go by their own interpretations? An
honest answer to this question is necessary. There is
no reason for all leitwing revolutionaries everywhere
to forever bear the crosses of Stalin, Mao and Pol Pot.

Unlike the self-destructive trait of every cultural
insurgency, leftwing rebellion begins with an
alternative vision of a shared futuce. Once there is a
plan, howsocver flawed, the space for negotiation
remains. A communist revolutionary cannot succeed
by dving: her cause survives only if she docs. That is
the reason lettwing insurgents concentrate on killing
and do not embrace death as willingly as do the suicide
foot-soldiers of identity politics.

Just as it used to be fashionable to be socialist in the
1970s and 1980s, these davs it is chic to be ethnic and
to sympathise with those whoe extol the slogan, “Say
it with pride that we are Hindus”. But the pride of
being Hindu does not explain the widening gulf
between the rich and poor. It doces not stop subsidy-
starved farmers from committing suicide. It dees not
say wh}' a tractor buver in Telangana has to pay
highcr interest rates than does an 1T profes-ssiona{
acquiring his second car in New Delhi.

The states of Southasia will have fo
simultanecusly with both challenges -
insurgencies of despair and uprisings of hopu —as
thev gear up to meet modernity. Adoption of Gandhian
ideals would have lessened the stress in society and
alleviated the need of violent uprisings. But that has
already become a road not taken. Driving on the
]11;)}1wav5 of capitalism is smooth, but the risks of fatal
accidents are much greater at higher speeds.

Containment and control ace the only tools to tackle
rightwing regression; but to deal with leftwing
resurgence, engagement is the more effective option.
Should the understanding between parliamentary
parties and Maoists succeed in Nepal, a template
will hopetully emerge to design workable methods
of mainstreaming leftwing insurgents. Meanwhile,
the War on Terror is the wrong model to fight
any insurgency in Southasia, be it of despair
ar of hope - a fact that has been proven beyond
a shroed of doubt.

deal
the
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Khatri and his brothers produce their ancestral wares
for national and international buyers. The 2001
carthquake nearly destroyed Dhamadka, forcing the
surviving members of the Khatri family to relocate.
The earthquake had changed the groundwater table
in Dhamadka, with the water’s increased iron
content preventing the Ajrakh colours from attaining
their fullest potential.

Most of the men in Banni wear Ajrakh waist- and
shoulder-cloths that appear to be from across the
border. One day in a small town in western Kutch, a
man wearing a particularly outstanding and
unusually coloured Ajrakh wrap responded
abruptly when asked about its origin — “From here”
he said, and walked away. Later, upen learning that
my research assistant was a Khatri, the man quictly
divulged that his wrap was from Pakistan.

The Sindhi Ajrakh, as a prized commaodity among
Muslims in Kutch, is illegally smuggled
across the border. It is not only that the
Sindhi Ajrakh is inherently superior, its
value also seems linked to the social
context of its production. It is valued over
Ajrakh praduced in Kutch precisely for the
connections across the border. One Kutch
resident who was interviewed insisted
that no matter how hard one tried in Kutch,
it was never possible to get the kind of
Ajrakh that came from Sindh. “It is the
whiteness of the star that is crucial,” he
explained, referring to the image in the
centre of most traditional Ajrakh patterns.
“Anyone who knows their Ajrakh will be
able to tell a genuine [meaning Sindhi] one by looking
at the white star.”

Infrapolitics
A largely illiterate population, the Jats continue to
excel in the recitation of gafis, the classical poctry of
Sindh. By far the most famous poet in the region is
Shah Abdu! Latif, of the Sindhi town of Bhit. The
compositions of ‘Bhitai” and others, still recited
today, form an extensive body of oral-historical
accounts of the region. Singing qgati and sher verses
is considered central to the pastoralist ethos —a good
way to pass time while grazing in the desert. The
verses and their recitation also evoke the romantic
image central to the ideal of the pastoral life as one
of ease and independence. Well-known pocts recite
classical verse and compose new ones, keeping the
traditional meter and verse style. Thus, traditionally
composed narratives now recount the events related
to the 2001 earthquake. These verses provide a
wealth of information that make up somewhat for
the absence of historical or ethnographic rescarch
in the region.

Perhaps the most popular poetry is derived from
the story of Sasui-Punu, a tragic love story and
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perhaps one of the more famous compositions by
Shah Abdul Latif. In Sindh, Hindus and Muslims
alike have identified with this poctic tale. Sasui’s (also
known as Sassi) ceaseless wandering in search of
her lover was one of the metaphors of exile used in
early Sindhi Hindu literature following Partition
and their move to India: “Wandering aimlessly like
Sasui, / Criss-crossing mountains and streams, / we
shred our shoes ... wrote the Sindhi poct Parsuram
Zia. More recently, Sasui has also been incorporated
by ethnic nativnalist forces as a regional Sindhi
heroine in Pakistan.

Another popularly recited verse is related to Umar-
Marai, a folktale from the Thar region of Sindh. Tn a
short poem called “Mofi Mi” (heavy rain), Marai is a
young girl from Sindh, held captive by Umar. In some
versions, she falls in love with her captor; in others,
she s already in love with Umar and is abducted by
an evil king, Hamir Sumra. In “Met Mi”, she details
the arrival of the rains in her hometown of
Malir. “It has rained; the trees are in bloom
and the fruit is ripe for picking, my friends
are in the gardens waiting for me to pick
the fruit with them; please let me go,” she
pleads with her captor. This narrative is
rich and cvocative of the landscape of
lower Sindh, and of the welcome arrival
of the rains. The remembered landscape
is one that richly belongs in Sindh.

Stoaries like these are narrated and sung
in everyday contexts in Banni today. They
address the proximity of Sindh in a
manner quite different from the way in
which the official regional narratives have chosen to
do. In an analysis of Bedouin poetry, Middle Eastern
scholar Lila Abu-Lughod argues that a “discourse
on sentiment” can alse be a “discourse ot defiance”
when poctic narratives from the grassroots contradict
the svstems that are defined from the authorities.

For those links with a transborder territory that
cannot be frecly expressed in the everyday political
context, traditional recitabions and attachment to
cloth have become a way in which the “system’” can
be critiqued. This is what is referred to as
‘infrapolitics”. Among the Jats of northern Kutch, the
past is not a rupture, butinstead flows into the present
through specific tropes. Poetry and Ajrakh become
ways to bring Sindh into their daily lives — integrated
into the present in ways that are always and already
there. This torm of cultural flow, across a boundary
line that is officially presented as discrete and
impermeable, provides an interesting twist to the
collective imagination of a region. The appreciation
of qafi verses and Ajrakh on the Gujarat side of the
border indicate that the Jats’ subjective experience of
a reglon encompasses both Sindh and Kutch. The
Jats embrace Sindh as intimately as it is rejected in
the discourse of Gujarati nationalism.
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women who have been appointed into the present
government, due to their perceived weak positions
against fundamentalism. Perhaps part of the
problem lies in the fact that, having heralded the
struggle for women's rights within Afghanistan tor
so many vears, RAWA may now find it difficult to
cooperate with some groups that it sees as being
diplomatic in criticising the current state of atfairs,

The reaction by the Afghan people themselves to
RAWA's activitics has ranged from admiration
to condemnation, and at manv times both
simultaneously. A]though the group’s projects are
generally supported in particular by local women,
any community approval is equally confronted with
contermpt. Members are often labelled as prostitutes,
infidels or Maoists. This last reference is one that
has long dogged the group. It is a debate that
probably stemmed from the fact that Meena’s
husband, Faiz Ahmad, was the leader of an Afghan
Maoist group (the Afghanistan Liberation
Qrganisation} and that the vear RAWA was
established was an cra when Maoist groups were
on the rise. RAWA supporters dismiss such tags as
fear-mongering, and suggest that manv people
simply find it difficult to accept that a woman can be
independent — including mentally — from her
husband. RAWA itself counters, “Itf an irreconcilable
fight against the Taliban and their Jihadi brethren
reflects a ‘Maoist’ stand, then ves, RAWA is more
Maoist than the Maoists!”

Nonetheless, members admit that such reactions
do tend to have a large influence, with many
otherwise sympathetic people subsequentl_\-‘
clmosing not to support RAWA and its cause. A
RAWA-published magazine called Payam-e-Zan
(Woman's Message) is gencrally unable to be sold
in the bookshops. “In a number of places,” Mariam
recalls, “booksellers have been abused and warned
by gunmen not to sell RAWA publications.” On
several occasions, the magazines have instead been
collected from shops and burned, while the
shopkecpers have been pressured to identify the
RAWA members who transported the publications.

As has been the situation throughout the
organisation’s three-decade existence, RAWA
members in both Afghanistan and Pakistan live in
constant fear of violence, including death threats.
Members keep information about their homes and
contacts secret, and have no offices — although the
official RAWA website does provide addresses in
Quetta and California for donations, as well as
other forms of indirect communication. Their
demonstrations have been attacked several times in
Islamabad, while even today most of their activities
remain underground in Afghanistan, as they were
during the Taliban regime. “Even now RAWA is
regarded as an illegal group according to
Afghanistan’s law,” says Mariam. “This creates
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limitations to the extent of outrcach RAWA
can accomplish.”

Onward

RAWA has alwavs been its founder’s organisation,
even in death. Meena was born in Kabul in 1956,
where, as a young schoolgirl, she became deeply
involved in social activism. Influenced by the mass
movements of the time, she left university carly to
devote herself to the education and social upliftment
of Afghan women, of which the 1977 founding of
RAWA was seen as a necessary step. Her organising,
work during the Sovict eccupation gained much
recognition. Tn addition to her regional work, Meena
traveled to several European countries to spread
awareness of the plight of the Afghan people. In 1981,
she was officially invited to represent the Afghan
resistance movement at the French Secialist Party
Congress, where the Soviet delegation walked out
due to a cheering crowd hoisting a victory sign.

But Meena also garncred displeasure tor her
views and activities, from Russian  and
fundamentalist torces alike, On 4 February 1987,
Meena was assassinated in Quetta along with two
family members. While the loss ot its leader was
imitially difficult, RAWA has remained stronyg since
Meena's death. The end of the Soviet regime brought
with it internal strife, more bloodshed, and the rise of
the Taliban, which in turn brought a cruel brand of
rigidity., The US-led war in Afghanistan in October
2001, bringing an end to the Taliban regime, was
initially welcomed with significant hopes for a new
beginning. But from the outset RAWA was high]y
critical of the intervention, emphasising the
mounting civilian casualties and warning that the
US-installed government was no less fundamentalist
than the last.

Throughout these changes, RAWA's social work
among refugee Afghan women in both Pakistan and
Afghanistan has continued to provide healthcare,
education and financial assistance, as well as much-
needed support to victims of war and assorted
atrocities. Today, their central mandate remains
unchanged, as Afghanistan struggles to transition
to a peaceful and stable nation state. RAW A continues
to remind the world that outside of the capital, the
situation for Afghan women remains grim.

Even in the face of such solemn issues, however,
RAWA members like Mariam Rawi maintain a spirit
of optimism: that change is not a possibility to be
desired, but a reality to be shaped through deeds, “If
we want to sece Change in our life and conditions,
only having a desire for a better future can’t change
things,” explains Mariam. “We must put our desire
into action and take practical steps for the realisation
of our dreams. And in societies like Afghanistan,
women have to aceept some degree of risk in the fight
against tyranny and injustice.”
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Time and a place |l

Touch and tell

by | Nandini Chandra

A few people have a bed for the night. For a night the
ieind is kept from them. The snow meant for them falls on
the roadieay but it won't change the world. It won't inprove
relations anmong nen. It will not shorten tiie nge of
exploitation.

_ Bertolt Brecht, “A Bed for the Night”

recently went to Vrindavan with two women, a

high-art photographer from New Zealand and a

Mexican art critic. Their purposc was to
~hotograph the widows of Vrindavan and 1 their
guide, interpreter, girlfriday. The salon photographer
(whose emplovee 1 was) was interested in the iconic
image and wanted to fit in the widows as part of a
larger -project on Madonna/ motherhood. Her
photographing technique consisted of taking not
very good pictures, in flat light, with very little depth
of field, somewhat bleached, and then to manipulate
the images into something exotic and pretty. The idea,
she said, is to maintain the ‘grittiness’ of the subject’s
situation — even as she would attempt to
mitigate the exploitative conditions in
which the photograph was to be taken —and
finally, if T understood her correctly, to not
fetishise the subject.

I did not understand how obscuring the
details through digital manipulation and
bleaching could do that. In any case,
| admired her for her clarity and the
well-thought-out programme to
cxecute her plan. She was very
clear about how she was going to
photograph the widows: in an
intimate space, in pure white,
with the light shading off their
faces. The mood and feeling of
the moment would decide the
posture they would take up. She
had done her research and knew
her ground intimately, with a
target of 20 women. T was to enlist  w--
25 as they scurried from the
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various bhajan ashrams to different households to
finish their chores. The idea was to offer them 300
rupees each in exchange for their time and body — the
moncy an over-valuation of their otherwise
diminished worth in the eves of society, to let them
know that they do count. In general, the widows get
about three rupees in the morning and three in the
evening for singing kirtai in the city’s ashrams and
temples. So this was like a bonus.

The art critic intended to photograph at least 100
widows as part of a project in which her husband
was currently engaged. He is top of the international
art charts. Collecting third-world human crap is his
current project (he is buying truckloads of Indian shit
to take back) and the photographs and the film are a
way to support the main sculptures. His
methodology involves shooting people from behind,
like executing a tribe or a police identikit. According
to him, it is naive to pretend that they are not
scolonisers”, coming down to the third-world with
their bulging pockets to shoot the
destitutes. The best way of going

about, then, is to shoot the backside,
making explicit the ruthlessness
and ad hoc-ism of the entire process.

Set
[ managed to get 38 women enlisted.
There was no attempt to pre-sclect the
widows, according to look or status.
They were chosen on a first come, first
serve basis and T meticulously took
down their names, age, the duration
of their stay in Vrindavan, and other
details that would surely be lost in
translation. When [ asked them about
their sons, one woeman reacted
acerbically, “Well don’t we all live in
the same society, and we know what
sons do to their mothers, so don't
ask” — and that shut me up,
thwarting any attempt at
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bonding. It was business and [ was a pimp in action.

The salon photographer wanted a house-front
against which to press her subjects, We finally chose
a house whose nameplate turned out ta be a deterrent,
sinee an upper-caste, ‘respectable’ houschold, we
reasoned, may not want widows to infiltrate its
sacred space. But since the light washing its front
steps at eleven o'clock was so perfect, | thought 1
should test the stereotype of how an upper-caste male
mind works. In addition, I also had to negotiate the
amount they expected for renting out their veranda
for a couple of hours. It seemed absurd to test people
for hospitality and self-respect, but middle-class
economism can rationalise almost anything. And
under the benediction of global capital, onc almost
feels a compulsion that the money ought to reach all
those people with which it had come in contact.
Nevertheless, when 1 asked how much, | was glad to
hear the doctor — the son of the family to whom we
had been dircected - announce
haughtily that they were not
materialists like that, and that any
amount that we liked could
be offered at the altar of the
household deity.

Qur rickshaw man, co-beneficiary
in the project, drove the nails into the
wall; the boys of the house got the
ladder and helped him with it. The
women aided with the white
bedsheets that were to be used as
curtains. They then graciously made
their exit from the room, as the
photographer wanted her space and
the illusion of intimacy with her white Madoennas.
What she did not want was the vaishrar marks on
their foreheads to be visible. The women were to go
in one by one, drape the pure white saris that we had
purchased, and then sit down on a little stool kept
behind the curtain. Tt was like a sanctum sanctorum,
and they were indeed goddesses. The photographer
was to spend at least five minutes or more so that it
would not scem impersonal. But before they went in,
they would be photographed by the art critic, and I
was asked to explain that this was for office work. It
wasn’'t as if we lied. After all, who could tell the
difference between work and art, art and work? 5o
outside the sanctum, they were lined up - facing a
drain, no frills, just their soiled, everyday clothes, bags
slung over their shoulders, faded shawls, some
stooping, some with crutches, others erect despite the
70-0dd years.

Setter

Even as the stage was being set up, the women started
strcaming in. 1 asked them to sit quietly, already the
fhikadar in charge. When [ started ticking them off in
my notebook, Trealised that half of the women present
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werc new, saying yes ma'am to the names T had
already put down in my book. The ones who were
confirmed suggested that T verify the place and age
details and smoke out the impostors. We had upped
the number of women to be photographed to 61, so 1
jotted down some more names; already, however, my
muscles were tensing with the spectre of those who
would be turned away. I had to personally escort the
women, since a few gatecrashers were brought to my
notice by my collcagues, the rickshaw men who had
appointed themsclves event managers and crowd
regulators. The queue had turned serpentine and
was threatening to block the road. Of course, every
passer-by stopped to ask if they couldn’t enlist their
name too. Like in Eugene Jonesco’s play Rhinoceros,
the herd mentality just had to happen, one would
have been curious if it did not: mendicants, married
women, people with disabilities, busybodies, children
— the storm of the miserables was only gathering.

On the other side of the road, in the
widow market, I had been transformed
into doctor, lifesaver, seeond assistant
to the district magistrate, into a yamraj-
like gatekceeper figure, one who could
let them pass inside the walls of
paradise. [ had just come to know that,
technically, paradise is a garden with
a fence. Some of the women were
showing me their tongues, others their
broken limbs, others their leprous,
dissolving skin. Most were trying to tell
me that there did not live a widow
sadder than them. The whole ditty
of more-sorrowful-than-thou was
beginning to catch fire like in a really dry forest. |
tried to engage them, saying, “Look, there has been
no attempt at discrimination. We haven’t tried to
impose any criteria, cither of destitution, of poverty,
of ill health or age.” But the low-level fighting
continued. Accusations were hurled — you have a roof,
you get two square meals — and T was told to watch out
as married women with sindur on their heads were
slipping in.

All this while, | was surrounded by a circle of about
50 women, and the ten closest to me were poking me
in my chest, hands, hair — never menacingly, just as
an appeal. When the cacophony of pleadings and
plaintiveness became unbearable, 1 began to lose it,
saying, “I am sorry but I can’t accommodate you. It is
best for you to go home.” I could not help it —the tone,
the language, the ghost of the ruling class was lurking
round the corner and it had me. Strangely, it brought
them comfort and buttressed the wailings, because
at Jeast they were used to that language. A number of
them, for instance, had asked me if this was the
pension plan finally coming through, and despite
denials, we had been imbued with the divinity of
government reps. Some of them tried to dissuade the
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others from climbing onto me, saying, “Give the poor
girl some space, do not harass her, back off you two”.
One cven confided Bangalira bodo chotolok
(“The Bengalis are such lowlifes”). When onlookers
tried to rescue me, | resented it, because [ needed the
women as much as they needed me. The men came,
officiously suggesting that I should write the names
down and ask them to come in the evening, as if
they did not understand Hindi. When 1 responded
by shouting that I was not about to give them dhoka
and let them down, the women rallied behind me,
at last an honest person.

The wave of pleadings increased ten-fold. Even
the woman who had been rationalising the entire
process like a policymaker, saying things like, “Why
don’t you understand, they have a ‘budget” after
all, they can't please everyone”, and then arguing
with me about how she could not buy the logic of
“overvaluation” — “Why should they give us
money?” She refused to understand it and she
convinced me. But even she joined in with the
raucous crowd, pleading, ma aamar naam ta ekbaar
likhe ne ma {“mother, write down my name just
once”). | phased out then, dreaming
about things beyond this pale, and there
I was surrounded by 60 ragged women
living on below-subsistence wages — not
feeling threatened, but dreaming as they
pleaded with me to register them. Half of fean
them who were still trooping in had not ‘
realised what this was all about; they did
not even know about the money, they just
wanted their names written down. | was
afraid that if 1 actually wrote down their
names, there would be shattered glass,
shards of broken hearts. [ was party to
this thing. We had generated this wailing, these
hands beseeching, the supplication and the agony
of rejection, and this thing was going to get
irrevocably transformed and hung in the galleries
of the First World in the Biennales. So [ stuck to
my dreaming,.

From across the road 1 saw the women emerge
out of the sanctum, their faces glowing, cach
clutching one of the 61 envelopes into which we
had inserted 200 rupeecs each, down from the
original 300. The money had been in currency notes
of thousands and five hundreds. We had ridden to
the derclict petrol pump on the Mathura highway
to get it broken down. The friendly women with me
had refused to trust the men at the petrol pump,
handing them the notes only after having carefully
counted what they offered. The stone had glinted
then. Why had [ bought into the photographet’s
iustification that economic compensation was a
better gesture?

Fortunately for the women who had the privilege
of being photographed, it had paid off, and not
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simply in terms of money. The photugrapher was all
aglow, too, She told us there had been a lot of
hugging, stroking, touching, crying and sharing, of
fecling counted. Outside, the identikit photographer
and | felt completely frazzled. Oh, yeah, we both
wanted to say, but did not hecause we knew that
she meant well.

Unsettling

There were only five women whao had gotten past
the hawk eves of the self-appointed managers. Thev
were hauled up before me for judgement. [ felt an
almost irresistible urge to sign them in - you had to
“give tlowers to the rebels who Failed”, goes the old
poem commemorated by the Ttalian-American
anarchist Bartolomeo Vanzcetti: the saboteurs had to
be rewarded. Why had there not been a riot, as the
rickshaw guvs had predicted? Why had they not
used a threatening note even once? Why had their
rage not boiled up? Why had they been so deferential?
Why hadn’t even a single one of them spat at me, or
roughly pushed me down? For three hours they had
stood in the sun, hoping to be included.

When the set was dismantled, the
camera lens covered and the procession
about to leave, the women cornered me.
fust write my name dawn write wy Hawie
dowmn, my name, wrife tF, ekl na wma,
Iekh s, lekh na ... like a siren. L felt it ] did
not write the names, | would die. I was
saying, “If it gives you peace then | will”,
so [ kept madly jotting their names
down, going through with the entire
ritual of name, place, animal, thing, like
the game we used to play in our
childhood, a compensation secondary
to the economic. The little sons of the doctor were
dragging me physically inside as more widows kept
streaming in, pulling at my hand, shouting their
names into my face as if their lives depended on it [
realised T could not write all the names down, just
like the white cofonisers could not pay all of them.
But at least thev had resolved to return with 30,000
dollars, to be able to satisfy everyone. Could 1, brown
patchwork skin, make a similar resolution to come
back and write down all of their names? The census
puts the figure at 5000. That was doable. But therc
would always be those who were left behind, those
always trooping in when it was pack-up time, and
the rejected, the maimed, the impostors — they could
not be compensated, despite all the good intentions
in the world.

Back in Delhi, when 1 was being paid my dues,
[ was toid [ had been given an extra tip, and the
moeney was not in an cnvelope since 1 was not a
widow, Only later | realised that the tip was my
surplus from the five widows I had not taken down,
unsure of whom not to select.

69



























that you are dominated by the ‘other’, the we must ne Grilical

‘West'. You use Islam as the protection instead

of using your mind, your critical approach lllwarlls IIIB lSIamic

society means that officially we consider you as
our part of society and officially we teach our
kids that you are here. So our societies have

and your creativily. Yes, what we call the i changed. You have schools in this country

' , 0 egucationwe _

‘Muslim world’, we are going through crisis. P = where 98 percent of kids are coming from the
provide in our :

We really need to use our resources to ! 4 same background, same religion, same

reverse our way of thinking. This is what we soclety. is suburbs, and still you are saying that this is a

call jitihad, making a decision by independent sometimes ﬂriented

interpretation. This is what | am trying to do.

Has a shadow been cast over the
prospects of Muslim integration in
Europe after the London and Madrid bombings, the
murder of Dutch filmmaker Theo Van Gogh, and riots
in France?

| think the problem is not about integration, The problem is the
gap between the ideals of the society and its current policies.
For example, when you listen to the official British discourse,
they talk about mufticulturalism, living together, pluralistic
society, respecting each other, equal opportunities, equal
cifizenship—this sounds fine, but the reality is otherwise. ‘Equal
opportunity’ is not true; ‘equal access 10 job opportunities’ is
net true; ‘no racism’ is not true, There is a big gap between
what you want and what your ideals are, and what kind of
things you accept on a daily basis. 1t is not the integration
process, but you are not consistent with your principles. This
is why the sysiems and models are failing. It doesn't matter
whether it is a French or British model — it is the interest that
matters. Tell me your ideals and show me your practices.

The involvement of the UK-born and -bred Pakistanis
in the London bombings shows that Southasians have
hot yet been able to integrate completely here. What
couid be the reasons for this?
Their cultural and religious integration is done. But because of
the flawed social and urban paoiicies, social problems remain.
My understanding from the beginning was to say ‘don't blame
the others'. Itis as i these kids are the sons of two parents: one
parent is the Muslim society, and one is the British society.
When one of your kids is going astray, you don't blame only
one pareni - both of them are equally responsible. We have
to say to the Muslim community: What kind of education are
you providing? What are you doing on the ground to iet your
kids understand that British culture is their culture? You are in
a process of appeasing or helping them to make them feel
they are at home. Here we must be critical towards the Islamic
education we provide in our society. It is sometimes oriented
towards isolation or self-segregation.

Meanwhile, what is British society saying about Muslims?
A rea! educational agenda is needed — you have fo let them
feel they are at home. When you go to the history curriculum,

multicultural society. Once again, the British
government has a great deal of responsibility.

lﬂwa"'s isolaliﬂ“ OF The wo parents should come together and
self-segregation.

work together in order to change the situation.

What is hindering social integration between British and
migrant communities?

| think there is a great deal of fear, and you have political forces
using this fear in order to set an agenda - | call this as an
‘ideotogy of fear’. To build something from this situation, they use
an ‘us-versus-them’ theory — the ‘clash of civilisations’, fears, that
we are all victims. So we perceive ourselves as the victims of the
expansionist’s agenda. On the other side, Muslims fee! that they
are the targets of a new Isiamophobia. So we are in a world of
victims, unable to live together. We are driven by emotions,
which is really frightening. The riots in the French suburbs show
that it has nothing to do with cuiture or religion.

How have you viewed the Danish cartoons and
Muslim anger?

You have governments and people instrumentalising it on the
Islamic side. On the other side. you have conservatives using
this event saying, ‘We told you Muslims are not for freedom of
speech.’” So on both sides freedom of speech is at risk. and Islam
is insulted. We respect the freedom of speech, but what you are
asking is not about freedom of speech. We are not asking to
remove the right to speech, but we are asking you to be
reasonable in the way you use the right to speech. | think this
is natural and normal. On the other side, the Muslims should
take a critical and intellectual approach. rather than just
reacting emotionally.

In India, there are often riots between Muslims and Hindu.
How can this be minimised?

It will be a difficult propasition, as there are radicals on both sides.
Far some Hindus, the onfy way of being who they are is to be
against the Muslims. On the other side, radical Muslims are
thinking exactly the same way. In between, here is a great
majority of Indians willing tc live together. They seem to be silent
and passive because of the fact that the vocat people are more
extremist. But the passivity is not neutrality. You have to understand
that you have 10 take a stand, which is to actively come together.
Hindus and Muslims at local levels shouid come together and be
able to say: “Look, we have so much in common. We have
common values, common agendas. What we
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denial of humanity. His own personal outrage
moved Faiz to become increasingly politically active
within Pakistan’s Progressive Writers” Association.
He recalls:

Those were the days when smiles on the faces

of children were suddenly extinguished.

Ruined farmers moved to the cities to labour,

abandoning their fields and farms. Daughters

of very respectable families were forced
into prostitution.

In Faiz’s poetic style can be found traces of both
Ghalib and Igbal. He is a lover, a socialist, a
revolutionary, a critic. However, what gave Faiz an
edge over his contemporaries was that he never
compromised with his cherished beliefs and
principles, nor allowed changes to creep into his
poetic diction. Instead, Faiz demonstrated how a
poet could transcend the circumscribing restrictions
of convention. Even as he infused those conventions
with socio-political thought, he brilliantly retained
their universal structures. Throughout his canon,
his imagery is classical but pregnant
with contemporary meaning. In his
poetry, Aashig, a lover, becomes a
patriot or a revolutionary; Maashig
{beloved) is the country and people;
Rageeh (rival) symbolises imperialism,
capitalism, tyranny and exploitation;
Hayg (truth) becomes socialism; Visal
{union), a revolution or social change;
and Juncon (sublime madness) is the
zeal for social justice.

Faiz's critical rationalism 1s
particularly poignant in the way that
he described the ‘freedom’ of the Subcontinent, for
instance in “Subhay-c-Azadi” (The Morning of
Freedom), written in 1947 on the eve of Partition:

This stained light, this night-bitten dawn —

This is not the dawn we yearned for ...

The earthen lamp shakes it head in despair.

The night is as oppressioe as ever.

The time for the fiberation of heart and mind

Has not come as yel,

Continue your arduous Journey.

Press on, the destination is still far away.

Despite india’s impending ‘freedom’, Faiz was
clearly disenchanted with the country’s
institutional chaos. According to him, the real
freedom was that of thought and expression; as long,
as that was not achieved, freedom held no meaning,

Lover's protest

After Independence, Faiz continued to pursue his
intellectual discourse, which found an eftective
outlet through the Pakistan Times. He also became
increasingly engaged in political activities as vice
president of the Trade Union Congress and as
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secretary of the Pakistan Peace Committee. In 1951,
Faiz was arrested on charges of conspiracy to
overthrow the government, a major setback to the
Progressive Writers' Movement. Jail did not shatter
his spirit though, as attested to by his own account
of the detention:

Being imprisoned itself is a basic experience

which is similar to falling in love. First, all

your sensations become sharpened ... all the
glow of sunrise, the shadows of the evening,
the blue of the sky, the soft touch of the breeze
regain their impact on your curiosity.

Secondly, the intimacies and the distances of

the outside world become negated. And

thirdly, the leisure of separation from the
object of your love provides an oppoertunity to
attend to the sensual ornamentation of The

Muse.

Faiz's imprisonment actually proved fortuitous
for Urdu poetry. Over the course of his time in
prison, he came up with Dast-¢-Saba and Zindan
Nama, two of his best poetic collections.

Mafters not if one niche lacks its candle;
when the entire place besides is ablaze with
light. These lines embody some of the
poet’s most moving and paradigmatic
sentiments: in spite of oppression and
tyranny, the struggle for peace and
freedom continues. Such ideas became
more apparent in Faiz’s poetry while
he was in prison, and continued after
he was released with both indirect and
direct writings against what he
viewed as Pakistan’s oppressive
regime. Being away from the day-to-day struggles
of the working class and peasants while in prison,
Faiz addressed his nation by combining traditional
romantic imagery with the harsh material realities
of oppressed societies. Even while he often
addressed his beloved, he was actually questioning
the state and burcaucracy. Today [ veatured into
my world of sorroi, he wrote, Today | remembered
you the nost.

This is how Faiz attempts to reconcile his politics
and his art. He protests, but his protest is in the
language of a lover. Although such an approach
provided a new synthesis, some feel that Faiz's
protests became muted due to their diffused nature,
as well as the fact that they were directed not at a
particular object, but at tyranny in general.
Nonetheless, because of his creativity and lucid
language, Faiz became the prophet of a new insight
and trend in Urdu literature. No other Urdu
poet dissected the illusions and conflicts that
Faiz explored with the same poetic flair for
language, expression, imagery and symbals. His
canon has amounted to a new literary program,
taste and truth.
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malls and a symbol of the new consumerist culture

in India, billboards written in Hindi {but printed
in English script) call out to shoppers Piye thanda,
jive thanda (drink cool, live coel) and Yelr dil mange
more (this heart asks for more). For North india’s
middle and upper classes, Hindi has become “cool’
apain, establishing itself as the lingua franca of both
the marketplace and the mass media. The majority of
news and entertainment television channels are now
broadcast in Hindi, and the number of FM radio
stations in Hindi has doubled in the past five
vears. But has this return of Hindi to the metro
media translated inte an increasing interest in
Hindi literature?

A survey of those both inside and outside the Hindi
literary world reveals that the Hindi of the
marketplace and the Hindi of the book have little, if
any, connection. “1 don’t think I've ever read a Hindi
book,” says Aditva, a college student in Delhi.
“Middle-class people like me speak Hindi, but we
would never read a book in Hindi.” Dharmendra
Sushant, an editor at the Hindi publishing house
Vani Prakashan, explains: “There is a gap between
the marketplace and Hindi literature. The Hindi that
is used in the marketplace is actually for English
speakers — it is for their consumption.” This ‘bazaar
Hindi” tends to be a parody of vernacular Hindi, a

In Priva, one of New Delhi’s bustling shopping
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satire of the native Hindi speaker and his literature.
This irony reflects the paradoxical status of Hindi as
a national language that has never actually been
accepted as such by either India’s rulers or its
common people.

Estimated to be spoken by aver 500 million people,
Hindi is the world’s fourth most widely-spoken
language, and is by far the most used language
within India. Despite having been made the national
language of India by a constitutional provision in
1950, however, Hindi has never managed to gain
legitimacy as either the language of the government
or of the people. Instead, it has been repeatedly
rejected by the speakers of other regional languages
and sidelined by English, the language of status in
post-colonial India. In fact, in contrast to its
aspirations of national prestige, Hindi is fargely
perceived as a subaltern language, the dialect of the
rural, uneducated Hindiwalla.

In terms of literature, books in Hindi seem
completely absent from the mainstream marketplace,
which is dominated by English papcerbacks and
glossy hardcovers. Even in Delhi, considered to be
the capital of the Hindi literary world, it is hard to
find bookstores selling works of Hindi fiction. The
leaders of the Hindi literary establishment themselves
are well aware of Hindi's marginalised paosition,
having, with obvious irony, named the annual festival
of Hindi as the Hindi Pakhwada (Hindi's Funcral}.

Contrary to the festival’s title, Hindi literature itself
has been experiencing an undeniable growth spurt.
Indeed, decades after some predicted that it would
be eclipsed by English, Hindi literature is currently
flourishing, growing daily in terms of both readers
and writers. lts readers are not the same as those
urbanites for whom Hindi is suddeniy ‘cool’,
however. Nor are they even necessarily the ones that
can be scen perusing through India’s larger
bookstores. The question remains, then: Where, and
who, is this expanding Hindi-reading public?

Sahriday aficionados
The answer lics partly in the fact that Hindi
publishers have not created the type of market for
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their wares that English publishers
have managed to create in India —
fanfare-filled book launches, page-3
literati, the ‘must-read” syndrome,
the cult of the bestseller list — a fact
that Hindi publishers are proud of.
The Hindi literary world has its own
kind of publishing industry, its own
kind of heroes and stars, and its own
kind of readership. Rather than
trying to adopt the financially
successful English  publishing
model, Hindi has stuck to its
traditions and created its own model
of success. Thus, the world of Hindi
literature is a mix of hundred-year-
old traditions and new technologies, old classics and
cxperimental forms.

Hindi publishers speak of a constantly growing
market of diehard readers spread out across cities,
towns and villages all over India. Whereas the
readers of English literature tend to be confined to
metros and smaller cities, Hindi readers can be found
in all corners of the country, including some of its
least-developed areas. “It is a scemingly paradoxical
thing that in places like Bihar, which have the least
development, we sell the highest number of books,”
says Vani Prakashan’s Sushant. “The average Hindi
reader wants to read serious literature ... Hindi
readers also tend to be very politically well-informed
and opinionated.” Another quality of Hindi readers
chould -also be mentioned: their extreme enthusiasm.
The average Hindi reader tends to be a serious and
emotional aficionado of the literature — any Hindi
saliriday (connoisseur) can recite to vou lines of their
favourite works and authors by heart, and can usualty
tell you the tales and histories that accompany both
the authors and their works.

Interestingly, it is often through this very medium
_ oral transmission — that Hindi continues to spread
and flourish. While English literature, in particular
the novel, is dominated by prose forms, poetry
remains the heart of Hindi literature. And although
poetry is not easy to sell in the book market, it is ideal
for spreading by word of mouth. (It is for this reason
that the Hindi writers of the Freedom Movement ot
the 1870s to 1940s chose poetry as the
medium through which to spread
their nationalist and anti-colanial
messages.) Thus poetry readings, in
the traditional forms of the mushaira
and the kavi sapumelan, continue to be
orie of the primary channels for
dissemination of Hindi literature.
These readings tend to proceed in
much the same manner as they did
hundreds of years ago. After proper
summoning and coaxing by the
host and audicnce, poets recite
by heart their lines of verse,
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Prem Chand

emphasising and repcating certain
lines in response to the audience’s
cheers of encouragement.

As during the Freedom Movement,
poetry continues to be the medium
through which political ideas are
voiced and spread among the
Hindi-speaking working classes.
Revolutionary and protest songs
handed down since the turn of the last
century are still heard at protests and
political meetings today. Over the last
forty years, the Naxalite movement in
particular has used poctry with great
success in its efforts to mobilise
workers and sections of the landless
poor. In Hindi, a substantial body of Naxalite poetry
has emerged in the Khari Boli and Bhojpuri dialects,
representing the creative energies of common farmers,
workers, students and political activists,

The Hindi publishing industry is aware of these
traditions, and sces no need to change them. When
asked why they have not been able to create the same
kind of consumerist market for their publications as
their English counterparts, Hindi publishers respond
that they prefer to concentrate more on the particular
demands of their long-time and hardcore readers.
Jayprakash of Prakashan Sansthan dismisses the
recent consumerist trend in English publishing: “It’s
nothing like that in Hindi. There was always a goed
market for Hindi books, and there is a good market
now. In fact, our market is expanding. Our books go
all over the country.” Rather than selling primarily
through bookshops as is the tendency with English
volumes, Hindi pub]ishers rely heavily on sales to
librarics and universities, at book fairs, and to
individuals. “We are constantly getting letters from
readers all over the country and outside of the country
asking for particular tities,” says Sushant. “We do
our best to make sure that these books reach the
readers wherever they are. We relcase as many
paperback editions as possible, and try to keep the
price down. But therce are problems, like the cast
of shipping, which can be as much as the cost of
the book In this way, Hindi publishing
is unorganised.”

Outdated syliabi

Because of this lack of organisation and
the continuing importance of oral
transmission, it is nearly impossible for
any writer in Hindi to survive on the
carnings of the writing alone. Prem
Chand and Nirala, two of the greatest
Hindi writers of the modern cra, are
also seen as archetypes of the typical
Hindi writer: both died in poverty after
living lives of periodic destitution,
during which they put every last bit of
their money and effort inte their
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writing. Many aspiring Hindi authors, however,
continue to pursue writing as a part-time pursuit. A
survey of today’s popular Hindi writers reveals that
maost are government servants, academics or private—
business owners, who write during their spare time.

Hindi's most prominent authors, like Shrital
Shukla (whose Riy Darbari is regarded as a classic of
Hindi literature), Ashok Vajpayvee and Vinod Kumar
Shukla were fulltime government servants when they
penned their masterpieces. Award-winning poets
and essayists like Anamika, Purushottam Agarwal
and Manager Pandey write while teaching at
university. Many aspiring authors arc forced to use
their own moncey to see their titles into print. Amidst
all this, the increasing market for Hindi literature has
also led to an increase in Hindi authors, with
everyone from office babus to tea-sellers trying their
hand at both poetry and prosc.

Despite this thriving, living literature and its
corresponding rich tradition of literary criticism,
Hindi literature as an academic discipline has vet to
develop strength. The study of Hindi remains mired
in outdated syllabi and antiquated methods, which
together have turned off generations of potential
Hindi readers. At the primary- and secondary-school
levels, Hindi is a casualty of the antiquated learn-
by-rote system and of perfunctory, uninspired
teaching. “We study Hindi in school because we're
forced to, and most people drop it as soon as they

can,” says Padmini, a college student from
Jamshedpur “Even though I liked Hindi literature,
the teachers didn't care about what they were
teaching and made it completely boring.”

At the university level, lack of funding and, more
importantly, lack of respect has led to stagnating
Hindi departments. As a result, there is little research
work being dene. Professors evervwhere cancel
classes so that thev can pursue more lucrative work,
like competitive-exam coaching. Students too tend to
abandon any serious study of the literature, simply
using their degrees as stepping-stones to more
‘serious’ careers, “When vou tell people that you're
in a university like JNU, thev re very 1mprcsbed and
ask “In which department?” says Vivek Shukla, an
MPhil Hindi student at Jawaharlal Nehru University.
“But when you tell them you're in the Hindi
Department, they lose interest and ask you why you
didn’t choose a more sensible ficld.” )

Native consciousness

What may prove to be the redeeming feature of the
sagging Hindi academic world is interest from
outside of India, including from the Hindi-literature
readership. Recognising the political importance of
the Hindi-spcaking populace and the richness of its
literary tradition, universities in both the West and
much of the rest of the developed world are
increasingly providing tunding and support for the
study of Hindi language and literature. This interest
has led to the development of ties between Indian
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and foreign universitics, as well as the recruitment of
Hindi professors as temporary or permanent faculty
in universities abroad.

Perhaps more importantly, the native Hindi-
speaking readership abroad has also begun putting
pressure on Hindi academics and litterateurs to
increase the size and scope of their attempt. With the
increasing migration of Hindi-speaking Indians to
foreign countries over the past 30 years, a large and
dispersed Hindi diaspora has developed; these are
not only consumers, but also producers of Hindi
literature. Publishers report that they send a large
number of copies of their publications to countrics
like Australia, the UK, Canada and the US. Hindi
aficionados and writers in those countries have also
begun publishing their own Hindi literary
magazines, as well as sending longer works back to
India for publication. “In several countries, lots of
people have begun writing,” says JNU Hindi
professor Chamman Lal. “Some have become big
names in the Hindi literary world.” Although the
diasporic writing scene is still in flux, Lal says, “it is
certainly much bigger than it was a few vears ago.”

This interaction between the Hindi-speaking
diaspora and their host populations is proving to be
an important force in shaping modern Hindi
literature. Thirty vears ago, Nirmal Verma challenged
the notion that Hindi literature could only be about
‘Indian” themes when he published his stories and
travelogues of Europe (Sce Himal Jan-Feb 2006, “Tiw
atmabodh of Nirmal Verma”). Now, there exists a whaole
genre of Hindi literature detailing the experiences of
Indians abroad, like the writings of Krishna Bihari
and the short stories published regularly in the Hindi
journal Waygarth. For some Hindi critics and
publishers, globalisation and migration abroad -
phenomena typically seen as threats to regional
languages like Hindi - have actually given a new
strength to the literature. “Tt is an interesting
development that with the spread of English across
the world and the movement of peoples due to
globalisation, the advantage is actually not with those
who speak English, but with those who speak
languages ether than English,” savs Sushant of Vani
Prakashan. “This is because those who come from
other languages can bring something new to the
dialogue. There is something of the place and the
language that is in ene’s bloed.”

Sushant’'s optimism and excitement about the
future of Hindi literature seems to be shared by many
critics, writers and publishers, who see Hindi
readership expanding across India and beyvond its
borders, At the same time, they also see this movement
as a kind of return to a native consciousness. While
not completely separate, this nonetheless remains
distinct from and alternative to the colonial
consciousness symbolised by English literature, Says
Sushant: ”Hmdl is &pruadmb in ail four directions.
And vet, people are returning to their roots. It is a
question of identity.”
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Book review |

Salty Oriya: The price of a plot |

by | Chandrahas Choudhury

he 19th century Oriya novelist Fakir

Mohan Senapati was, at least in his

fiction, & most oblique writer - he
hardly said or mcant anything in a
straightforward way. Much of his work
is ironical and satirical, and of course
irony and satire work thrm]gh
indirection, by way of the meaningtul
glance rather than the plainspoken
word. Irony can often be applied too
thicklv, too prcdictably, and then it
becomes as unsubtle as the
homespun narrative mode it disdains.
Thankfully, this is not the case with
Senapati: he always worked with a light
and delicate hand.

At onc point in Senapati’s newly
translated novel Chilia Mana Atha Guntha
(Six Acres and a Third), the narrator, in
one of many instances in which he
directly addresses the reader, notes that
“unpleasant truths are better left
unspoken; in other words, we are forced
to forget half the truth and teil you the other halt.”
This might serve as a loose definition of satire, which
tells the truth by denying the truth. When Senapati
describes the greedy ways of his hero, the venal
zamindar Ramachandra Mangaraj, defending him
all the while by saying that he is really a “kind and
pious man” who is slandered by his subjects,
Mangaraj is exposed more effectively than a simple
and uninflected chronicle of his evils could have
managed. The narrator is, in effect, repaving
Mangaraj with the same duplicity that Mangaraj
himself practices on thosc around him - he has a
friendly hand on Mangaraj's shoulder, even while
simultaneously winking at the reader, confident that
“for intelligent people, hints usually suffice”. This
jaunty line of attack is Senapati’s way of pointing
to unpleasant truths in a way that also gives
the reader pleasurce.

Chha Mana Atha Ghunta was written in 1902; at
this point, the novel in India was about four decades
old. The novel form was a legacy of colonial rule, and
most of its initial practitioners belonged to the new
class of Indians who had, after the implementation
of Lord Thomas Macaulay’'s Minute on Indian
Education, received an education in English and
gained exposure to Western art forms. (In 1864, the
young Bankimchandra Chatterjee, as a district

more
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Chha Mana Atha
Guntha (Six Acres
and a Third)
by Fakir Mohan
Senapati
Penguin Modern
Classics, 2006
INR 250

magistrate in Khulna in Bengal, wrote
his first Rajmohan’s Wife,
in English.)

Senapati, like Bankimchandra and
many other carly Indian novelists, had
some connection with the business of
government, and therefore to British rule.
He was born Braja Mohan Senapati, but
when a mysterious illness threatened to
take his life when still a child, his
prandmother toek him to a dargah and
promised to offer him as a fakir if he lived.
The boy recovered, but the grandmaother
was loath to give him up, and instead he
was renamed Fakir Mohan and made a
mendicant for eight days cvery
Mohurrum. Later, Senapati worked
as a schoolteacher and a dewan, or
administrator, on feudatory vstates. Set
in a feudal setting and concerning a land
dispute, Six Acres and o Third obvicusly
has its roots in the author's own
experiences. While the work is
recognisably a novel, it is less a copy of the classic
Victorian novel than one that has been ‘Indianised”.
Its plot is not linear, its methods of characterisation
are fruitfully cccentric, and its storyteller’s tone seems
to fuse the form of traditional novelistic narrative with
older Indian narrative traditions.

The plot revolves around Ramachandra
Mangaraj’s attempt to appropriate a village peasant’s
verdant smaltholding, six-and-a-third acres in area.
Senapati’s is a moral tale: Mangaraj's devious
stratagems are successtul, but soon his deeds return
1o haunt him, and he {alls spectacularly from grace,
losing cvery piece of his wealth. This plot outline
makes the novel sound unsophisticated, but its
richness comes from the subtlety of Senapati’s prose
and also the fact that he was a happily digressive
writer. [n Siv Acres and a Third, the reader wiil find
long, sections on the place of the temple and the pond
in village life, extended character portraits such as
the one of Mangaraj's shrewish maid Champa, and
meditations upon human nature and Indian history.
The narrative works simultancously on multiple
levels., “What do these six acres and a third
represent?” the narrator asks towards the end of the
book. Tt is mostly a rhetorical question, for we already
know how much such a plot of land can represent,
Senapati prods and pokes at the injustices of the

novel,
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zamindari system, as well as the depredations of
British colonialism, the suffocating hierarchies and
prejudices of caste, and, more generally, at man’s
capacity for inhumanity to other men.

But the truth is — and this is what is most charming
about Senapati — the author was really an incorrigible
ironist. If his novel persuades us about anything, it is
about the ubiquity of human vanity and frailty. The
tone of narrative is that of the village gossip - sly,
garrulous, conspiratorial, and full of hints, winks and
insinuations. At one point, while describing the
representations of some mythelogical scenes in
Mangaraj’s courtyard, the narrator remarks,
“Somewhere in Rajasthan, on seeing the image of a
nude woman, Tod Sahib came to the conclusion that
all women in andent India went about naked.” ("Tod
Sahib’ referred to Colonel James Tod, the author of a
widely-read hook called Annals and Anfiquities of
Rajasthan, often mined by Indian novelists for
historical material.) On another occasion, we are told
about the village priest, a greatly respected man who
ring the shrine of the village goddess, Budhi Mangala.
“The priest was very highly regarded in the village,
particularly by the women,” the narrator notes. “The
goddess frequently appeared to him in his dreams
and talked to him about everything.” That ‘about
everything’ — as if the goddess personally reports to
the priest — is a damning phrase.

Cranes and kingfishers

One strand of thought in Six Acres and a Third that is
particularly striking from our 21st century point of
view is Senapati's response to the British — their
reshaping of Tndian civilisation, the adoption of new
systems of government and jurisprudence, the
discourse of Western rationalism and scientific
progress, and the missionary zeal of Christianity.
Senapati’s reading of these matters is quite complex.
On the one hand, he makes fun of the assumptions of
racial superiority held by the British. “Today, in the
19th century, the sciences enjoy great prestige, for
they form the basis of all progress,” he declares. “See,
the British are white-skinned, whereas Qriyas are
dark in complexion. This is because the former have

studied the sciences, whereas the latter have no
knowledge of these.” And so, once the Oriyas learn
science, thev toe will become white-skinned, and then
the British will have neither an intellectual nor racial
basis for lording over them,

But elsewherc the author chastises his own
countrymen for the weakness of their opposition to
the outsiders, “Historians say it took Clive less time
to get the Bengal Subedari from the emperer of Delhi”
the author remarks, “than it takes one to buy and sell
a donkev.” He also worries about the manner in
which the new class of English-cducated Indians had
uncritically adopted Western assumptions: “Ask a
new babu his grandfather’s father’s name,” he snifts,
“and he will hem and haw, but the names of the
ancestors of England’s Charles the Third will readily
rall off his tongue.”

Senapati’'s prose is strongly metaphorical. Indeed,
his metaphors are often striking not just for their
vividness and specificity - water lilies fold
themselves up and hide during the day “like young
Hindu daughters-in-law”, while cows chew their cud
“like baishravas, moving their mouths as if they were
repeating the divine name”. But his narrative is also
notable for the ways in which small details suddenly
take on grand meanings. At one point, speaking of
the birds found near the village pond, the narrator
notes how the cranes churn the mud “like lowly
farmhands” looking for fish all day long, while
kingfishers appear suddenly, conduct switt raids,
and gorge themselves on the stolen pickings.
“Oh, stupid Hindu cranes,” he cries, “look at these
English kingfishers...”

The great virtue of this new translation
(carried out jointly by Rabi Shankar Mishra, Satya
P Mohanty, Jatindra K Nayak and Paul St-Pierre)
is that it recaptures the music of Senapati’s
wonderfully salty and colloquial Oriya in a limber
and mellifluous English. Navak has already
translated sections of Senapati’s autobiography,
and perhaps the entire book will be widely
available in an English translation soon. In the
meantime, we have this piquant, clever and gossipy
book to savour. :

Kalimpong dreaming

by | Uma Mahadevan-Dasgupta

iran Desai’s second novel is set in the Darjeeling
hills. It opens in Cho Oyu, a beautiful, erumbling
house in Kalimpong, from where a retired judge,
his grand-daughter and his beloved dog can sce
Kanchenjunga, “a far peak whittled out of ice,
gathering the last of the light, a plume of snow blown
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high by the storms at its summit.” As the girl rcads
an old National Geographic, the old man plays chess
against himself; and, in the old kitchen, an ancient
cook boils water in the kettle, pours milk into an
enamel basin for the dog, warms the leftover
chocolate pudding for the judge’s teatime — all the
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while dreaming of his own son, Biju, who is now an
illegal immigrant in distant New York, scurrying from
job to job. Qutside, around them all, the mist twists
and turns.

What a sweet opening for a novel. The scene is
almost cinematic, like Kulu-Manali, as the novel says,
or Kashmir in ‘pre-terrorist’ days, “before gunmen
came bounding out and a new kind of film had to
be made”.

Yet it is the mid-1980s here in the mountains, and
the region is filled with the unease of the impending
insurgency. And so, here come the boys creeping
along the grass, clad, guerrilla-fashion, in leather
jackets and bandanas. They are here for the judge’s
guns, left over from his 1CS days.

The guns are not the only baggage that the judge
has left over from his vouth. He also has troubled
memories, of many humiliations
endured, and some passed on to
others. Memories of “undignified
love, Indian love, stinking,
unaesthetic love” that have tried to
follow him across the oceans — and
which he flung back into the
very ocean that “traveled around
a globe”.

Everyone has their memories of
loss that excavate other memories,
other losses. The girl, Sai, has
indistinct recollections of her
parents: she is, after all, the “orphan
child of India’s failing romance with
the Soviets”. In America, Biju has s
memorics not only of the “old songs,
best songs”, but also of the “old war,

The Inheritance

to this; “Little pearl,” he said to the dog when Sai
had left, in case Mutt’s feclings had becn bruised.

All life is portrayed herc in careful detail: the ald
and thick forests, the bamboo thickets, the stone
walls of the house, the dog who cats sitting at the
table. Even a tick-removal scenc is brought vividly
tor life: “The cock and Sai were sitting with Mutt on
the steps leading to the garden, picking the ticks off
her, and this was always an hour of contentment
for them. The large khaki-bag ones were easy to
dispatch, but the tiny brown ticks were hard to kill;
they flattened against the depressions in the rock,
50 when you hit them with a stone, they didn't die
but in a flash were up and running, Sai chased them
up and down...”

It is difficult to dislike any of the characters, even
the hard-hearted judge whose grumpy exterior hides
the deepest of wounds, and who is
befuddled by the complexities of the
newlv-independent nation: “India
was too messy for justice.” [t is hard
not to love dear, bright, VOUng Sal,
enveloped in her hopes and the
Himalayan mists; it is hard not to
feel the ache of Biju's loncliness as
he bicycles atong bravely in the
North American cold.

All the characters in the narrative
have suffered various kinds of loss
— of pride, roots, identity and more.
Their wounds remain, turning
ceaselessly in their minds; creating
new lacerations, each demanding to
be assuaged but finding no comfort.
Hardly anything happens, and vet

best war” — “desis against Pakis” - b :_f Lof)s . everything happens. Love formed

that made him feel as if he was V'FV(' Ira: es‘_al and broken, relationships tested and

“entering a warm, amniotic bath” ! ;;?‘nggg:m' betrayed. In this novel of so many

unti! it grew cold; because of course kinds of absences, there is yet
5 INR 495 :

it wasn't a real war, but an itch that
was “never scratched”. And the
great, crumbling house itself, Che Oyu, has its
memaries, not only of happier days, but of the bandy-
legged and bent-faced porters upon whose struggling
labour its beulders were fitted, one on the other.

And Gyvan, Sai’s young lover, has his memories —
not anly of Gorkhaland dreams, but of an overnight
bus to Calcutta and a job interview conducted in
darkness, when he had heard the insincere promisc
of the interviewer and had known that he would
never be hired.

Desai’s prose is delicate and nuanced as it tells ot
the sweetest of emotions. The onset of love between
the young girl and boy, their terms of endearment:
momo, kishmish, kujii. The dance of the beautitul dog,
as she chases her tail, running happily about the
garden. The light-hearted comment of the girl to the
dog: “Silly girl.” The judge’s affectionate follow up
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another tragic loss at the end. Other
things are found in its place -
including the possibility of a kind of redemption.

As for Sai, she reflects carly in the novel on the
meaning of love: “Could fulfilment ever be felt as
deeply as loss? Romantically she decided that love
must surely reside in the gap between desire and
fulfilment, in the Jack, not the contentment. Love was
the ache, the anticipation, the retreat, cverything
around it but the emotion itself.” By the end of
the novel, however, she has come to a new
understanding of truth.

Pankaj Mishra, in a review in the New York Times,
called this “the best kind of post-9/11 novel”.
Although set in the 19805 in a remote corner of the
Himalava, the novel urges us to examine our deepest
assumptions about todayv's world and its borders;
about inequality, injustice and violence; and about
the need for compassion.
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