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& LETTER OF THE WEEK

The electionsin Uttar Pradesh have certainly got
everyone excited and on the edge (‘The War He
Cannot Afford to Lose’, March 13th, 2017). Inno
other state do the politics of caste, community

and class make a greater appearance. This has
been evidentin the rallies of all leading political
formations—the BJP, SP-Congress and BSP. The
biggest challenge that Modi faces in the state is
tosecure the Muslim vote, which Mayawatiis
hoping to exploit to her advantage. Also, there
isimmense pressure on Rahul Gandhi to make
the Congress alliance with SP work, and he too
isgoingall out to ensure that those sections of
society who won’t vote for the BJP take a chance
on his party instead. Itis, however, going to be
very interesting to see how this loss or win
is going to shape BJP tactics in the future,
especially given the party’s defeat in the Bihar
polls. Will it make the BJP more sensitive
towards those of other religions in order to woo
their votes? Or will it continue to rely on Modi’s
charisma to win the next round of elections?
Perhapsitistime the BJP camp learnt the
artof winning ‘others’ over.
Pankaj Rao

TOO GOOD TO BE TRUE
E-commerce was a flawed

business model from the
start (‘An End to Cheap
Thrills’, March 13th, 2017).
Andyet, we all took to it
like bees to honey because
it seemingly made our lives
‘easier’. Now, we have to
pay the price when Uber
goes on strike and Snap-
deal closes its operations;

THE DYING AMERICAN DREAM
Though we may not be able
to call the US an ‘unsafe’
country for Indians, the
frequency of anti-Indian
attacksis doubtlessly
alarming (‘Death in
Kansas City’ by Sunanda
K Datta-Ray, March 13th,
2017). More shocking is
that the accused in the last
two cases both asked the
victims to ‘go back’ to their
country, which means that
there are growing signs of
unrestamong US citizens,
atleastin some sections of
society, aboutimmigrants
living in their midst. One
can only hope that US
President Donald Trump
will take serious note of
such incidentsand act

fast against those at fault
so that thereis a sense of
security amongst Indian-

Americans. While critics

may link such crimes with
recent statements made by

Trump about immigrants
and visa restrictions, it is

wrong to blame him alone.

Angeris clearly present in
the US and it was waiting
for an outlet. Instead of
playing the blame game,
itis best that the USacts
swiftly to reinforce its

economic security because

thatis what it will take for
Americans to overcome
their fear of outsiders.
Many of them blame
immigrants for their job
problems and financial
slowdown. They need to
realise how much they

depend on immigrants and

appreciate the extent of
the contribution made by
other citizens to the US.

Reyansh Patel

suddenly, we are stuck on
the road waiting for a cab
or wondering what will
happen to the last basket
of products we ordered on
Snapdeal. And we realise
that e-commerce was too
good to be true.

Meghana Bakshi

TOO VULGARTO VIEW
The Censor Board was
rightin not passing the
film Lipstick under my
Burkha (“Waiting to Erupt’,
March 13th, 2017), asit
allegedly shows several
vulgar scenes. The demand
to passitasan ‘Adult’ film
is absurd. This kind of
cinemaisnoteven fit to
be watched by adults, as it
corrupts their minds too.
There isnothing wrongin
showing such subjectsina
dignified manner. Then
no one will object.

Mahesh Kumar
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INDRAPRASTHA

HE INDIA International Cen-

tre(IIC), regarded as the capital’s
premier intellectual and cultural hub,
isinthethroesofan election. Every
twoyears, fullmemberselectone
representative toits Board of Trustees
and two toits Executive Committee
(EC). Thistime, four arein the fray for
the Board seat while ten candidates
compete for the two EC seats. Though
No pecuniary or career gains are on
offer, the contest has become fierce
over the pastfew years. The IIC,anon-
governmental body funded by the
Rockefeller Foundation, might frown
upon canvassing of any sort, but it
isnothardtospotsome candidates
campaigning openly. For instance,
yourstruly hasbeen spokentoon
behalf ofa contestant forthe ECbya
leading Delhi High Court lawyerand
aveteranjournalist. The votes of some
of my bureaucrat friendshave been
solicited over the phone and in person.

Ordinarily, such zeal tobe elected

to the IICmanagement bodies
should makelittle sense. However,
certain intangibles must flow from
such positions, which alone can
explain why the aspirants spend
suchalot of time and energy chasing
fellow members for votes. Mercifully,
sofar thereisnoevidence of IIC
members being wined and dined by
rival candidates. Elections for
honorary positionsin other clubs
such asthe Delhi Gymkhana and
Delhi Golf Club (DGC) are now an ex-
pensive affair, with major candidates
spending freely to woo voting-mem-
bers. A couple of yearsago,a Customs
officer contesting for leadership of
the DGChosted a no-expense-spared
dinnerataposh hotel with the choic-
estof food and wine flowing freely.
The bill was reportedly picked up
by aclient-friend of the host. This,
however, proved insufficient for

Virendra KCIIDOOT

him towin the DGClottery. Inthe
lastelections of the Gymkhana Club,
acandidate for the club president’s
posthad hisreputation mauled after
arival revealed thathe had retired
from thearmy atalowerrank than he
led people tobelieve. He toolost the
election.

Though thingshave not yet
reached thislevel at the IIC, there is
nodenying thatithasn’taltogether
remained unaffected by the general
dumbing down seen across the social
and cultural landscape of the capital.
Unmindful of its founding charter,
which lays emphasis on higher
pursuits of an intellectual nature, IIC
visitors can be excused for mistaking
itasa centrally-located watering hole
with multiple dining hallsand tea
lounges serving relatively whole-
some food at reasonable prices. Only
ahandful of members seem keen to
participate in discussions ofaseri-
ousnature. Besides, the increasing
renting out of facilities to outsiders
for group meetingsand events has
virtually turned the otherwiseel-
egant complex abutting the historic
Lodi Gardens,and designed by the
celebrated American architect, the
late Joseph Allen Stein, into an open-
ended banquet location. The desire
tomake ready money needstobe
curbed, especially since IIC,a
non-profit, isalready sitting on
considerable cash reserves.

ROXIMITY TO POWER

can often corrupt, especially
when onelacks a strong moral spine.
It should, therefore, cause no surprise
thataspokesperson of a political
party isoften seen diningat top-
bracket restaurants. To the best of our
knowledge, he hasno known sources
of currentincome. But what really
raises eyebrowsis that heisalways
flush with cash. It isnot uncommon
forhim toinsiston paying for hisand
his guests’ meals at five-star hotels
with wads of crisp currency notes.
Before demonetisation, he used to
take outa wad of Rs 1,000 notesand
offerto pay thebill evenif you had
actually invited him forlunchin
ordertoget aninside track on what’s
happeningin his party in particular
and the polity in general. Since his
sole patron isaseniorleader, perhaps
it’s the latter who should worry about
what such supposed surrogates are
doingto hisreputation.

EAVING REAL identities

undisclosed while reporting
human foiblesinvariably whets cu-
riosity. Some weeksago,a Supreme
Courtlawyer was mentioned in this
column who sold premium bottles
of wine and whisky ata discount.
Numerousacquaintancesin the legal
profession have since accosted yours
truly on social occasions, wanting to
know the name so that they could get
these spiritsat cut-rate prices.
Surprisingly, a couple of senior
lawyers had no difficulty zeroing
in on the cheap-shot whoregularly
flogs gifted bottles of pricey hooch
ata1s-20 per cent mark-down. A
well-known PR professional with a
multi-crore practice even phoned to
check whether ornot his guess was
correct. He was pleased to have got it
righton hisvery first try. m
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Urbanpod in Mumbai
offers 140 capsule rooms
for guests

CHECKING INTO APOD IN MUMBAI

HEN HIREN GANDHI crawled into hisbed
inatiny pod on his first night in Singapore, he
wondered if he could getany sleepatall. The
pod, somewhatlike a hibernation capsule
inascience fiction film, was roughly the size of a futon, large
enough toaccommodate him, but not large enough to stand
upright. It cost him only 40 Singapore dollars (about Rs 1,900),
about half the cost of the cheapest regular-sized hotel roomsin
Singapore. Gandhi was severely jet-lagged, and he knew if his
past first-nights in new countries were anything to go by, he
would not getany sleep. “I was thinking, ‘WhatamIgoing todo
forthe entire night in this pod if Idon’t get any sleep?” he says.
There was wi-fiavailable, so Gandhi, who heads the
Vadodara-based Express Group of Hotels, watched YouTube
videos to pass time. And before he knew it, he had dozed off.
“The next morning, I was thinking, ‘This can work. This can

99

really work, eveninIndia’.

Astravel guides and media reports will often tell you, either
nudging the pointrespectfully or explicitly stating it, there are
several things that appear baffling to outsiders when they visit
Japan. This ranges from their exceptionally polite manners, un-
usual fashion trends and efficient-but-strange lavatory controls
to the popularity of things like anime porn and, more seriously,
the demographic time bomb they now face with deaths far
outnumbering births. Andin thislist of the bizarre is the Japa-
nese concept of capsule or pod hotels. Tiny rooms, plastic boxes
really—where the price isright and the space just big enough for
guests to crawl in and sleep—stacked in rows, sometimes one on
top ofanother. Itisareflection of an increasingly near future,
ifithasn’thappened already, where the value of every cubic
centimetre of space ina modern city will be optimised.

Over the years, this concept of pod hotels has spread with
mixed success to other countries. They have sprouted in Singa-
pore, China, Europe and the US. And now; for the first time,a pod

[OPENR:
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hotel has opened in one of India’s costliest cities, Mumbai.

Like other expensive cities in the world, the standard com-
plaintabouthotels in Mumbai hasbeen that their sizeis too small
and price too high. Guests deliver thisline with theimplied query,
‘Canyoudosomething aboutit?” But what canyoudoaboutitin
acity where areais measured in square millimetres and almost
everythingis crammed, from the trains people take to work to
thematchbox-sized apartments they return toat night?

But Gandhi, enthused by his experience, and his friend
Shalabh Mittal—CEO of the Mercator Group—believe they
now have aresponse to that complaint. The duo have made
accommodation cheaper, but also drastically reduced its
size, offering just the bare essentials in tiny yet thoughtfully-
designed pod accommodations that roughly cost Rs 2,000 per
night. Each of these podsis supposed to serve as a self-contained
miniature hotel room, complete with a bed, lights, plug points
to charge electronic devices,and even a tiny TV set (with head-
phones), all within a fraction of the usual space taken.

‘While trying out pod accommodationsin Singapore, Gandhi
and Mittal figured that there would be demand for similar spaces
onrentin India. “We are looking for travellers who want value
for theirmoney. People who don’t want extravagantlobbiesand
wasteful spaces. Justanice, clean, no-rills place where they can
sleepandleave the next morning,” Gandhi says. “Just think about
it—canyoufindagood clean hotel roomina place like Mumbai
forless than Rs 4,000? Nope. We give you that foralmost half the
cost. What we are doingis introducing an entirely new category.”

Pod hotelsare believed to have first come up in Japan in the
late 1970s for working men who missed the last train home;
an otherwise efficient public transport system would shut
down at midnight. Over time, as land prices shot up, hotels
became expensive, and families had to move to tight quarters
in distant suburbs, demand for capsule hotels also picked up.
Reportedly, during the 2008-09 global recession, many laid off
workers moved into capsule hotels after they had to vacate
their company-sponsored houses.

Butnow Gandhi and Mittal believe that price-conscious,
stylish travellers will gladly check into truly tiny spaces aslong
asthey’re well-designed and maintained. Their capsule hotel,
Urbanpod,isin Andheriand caters not just to workers but also
tourists whoneed to catch a flight from the airport nearby.

Inappearance, Urbanpodisall futuristic chic. Thereare a total
of 140 pods on offer. You drop your luggage at a separate locker
facility when you check-in. The cafe, lobby and bathrooms are
common. And for alittle more money, one can upgrade one’s
stay toa ‘suite’ or private pod. Gandhiand Mittal plan to take this
concept to other cities too. They also hope to set up pod hotels
by means of a public-private partnership model with the Indian
Railwaysatsome train stations.

“We think the concept can really work in India,” Gandhi
says. “We are using the [Andheri] pod hotel asa showroom to
exhibit this concept.”s

By LHENDUP G BHUTIA

AFTERTHOUGHT

ON TRIAL
FOREVER

Delays in the Babri Masjid demolition
case do nobody any good

HE DEMOLITION OF the Babri Masjid on

December 6th, 1992,is considered a turning point

inIndian history. It was more than just the physical

razing of astructure, butasignal of the crumbling
ofthe country’s Nehruvian order. One byproduct of that
event was the trial of political leaders of the time which
included,among others, LK Advaniand UmaBharti. A
quarter century has elapsed since then and the criminal
proceedings against these politicians are yet to conclude.
On March 8th, the Supreme Court took the Central Bureau
of Investigation (CBI) to task forlaxity in trial proceedings
thatled to charges being dropped on technical groundsin
one particular case.

There are two cases being tried in two different courtsin
Uttar Pradesh that relate to the events of 1992.In Lucknow,
acourtistrying charges of the mosque’s demolition, while
another courtin Rae Bareliis hearing charges of mob
instigation. Charges of conspiracy were dropped by the
Lucknow court. The CBI displayed tardinessnot only in
filing an appeal to the apex court, but also a supplementary
chargesheet that could have fixed thelegal loopholes. The
Supreme Court hasasked why the two cases should not
betriedinasingle court.

Thisisanotherinstance of how legal casesdrag on
interminably. Often, entire lifetimes are exhausted before
the law takesits course to a final conclusion. Appeals,
requests for stays and counter-appeals being filed tend to
stretch the process out even longer at times. The latter has
happened in the Babri Masjid case. Technical problems—
such asunfiled chargesheets, prosecution infirmitiesand
procedural wrangles—have come to top everythingelse.

‘What Advani and othersfaceisnot only asimple trial
buta case thathas political overtones, even if politics plays
little ornoroleat thelegal level. Unlike cases of violent
crime where a delay in deliveringjustice isa denial of justice,
in this case the delay also hurts those defending the charges
setoutagainst them. Then there are other questions: ifajoint
trial does begin now, will it require the 1oo-plus witnesses
whohave deposed before to testify all over again? This will
prolong misery for everyone involved. It is high time the
proceedings are wrapped up quickly. A new trial may be
appeal tosome with a particular political disposition, but
itwill serveno purpose. m
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DIAMONDS
ARENTFOREVER

Is the eternal stone losing its appeal
as asymbol of love?

ILLENNIALS OFTEN GET bad press. The lazy narrative about

themtellsus that they are hooked to devicesand have the attention
span of a gnat. Butin many ways, millennials are proving to be smarter
than their predecessors. For one, they have turned their noses up against
the diamond—that harbinger of commitment, that rock which (suppos-
edly) says Tdo’like no other gem. Their snobbery towards the diamond
oughtto be noted, for it shows that they’ve caught onto the marketing
gimmick thatitisand have realised that when it comes to courtship and
‘love’, clichés ought not to do. Of course, one could also speculate that they
simply don’t have the money—in this economy and at this time—to spend
somuch onmere bling.

Without a doubt, diamonds are beautiful. They shine and shimmer,
they respond to light, they flirt with reflections, they even match every
outfit. Whatis not to like? And the story of their origin sounds similar
to the birth ofa Greek god. They were formed a billion years ago. In the

SAURABH SINGH
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core of the Earth (more than a 100 km below

the planet’s surface), the high pressure and low
temperatures crystallised the carbon toits hardest
form. Volcanic activity brought them to the surface
of the earth; otherwise they would have remained
buried deep forever.

The story of their formation, the fact that
diamonds have the ‘highest hardness and thermal
conductivity of any bulk material’ proved useful
inmythologising them. But how did the diamond
become the defactoemblem of ‘love’ between two
people? And how were otherwise intelligent men
and women convinced that spending two months’
salary on arock wasactually a desirable (in some
cases, even deemed necessary) move? What really
floated the gem’s boat was the link that De Beers
made between diamonds and love. As The Econo-
mistonce noted, ‘Their modern status, though, isa
corporate creation, a story inextricably linked with
that of De Beersitself... This particular courtship
gift was dreamed up by an ad agency for De Beers,
the cartel that sold almost all the world’s diamonds
throughout the 20th century’

Butit would now appear that younger people
(especially in the West) are choosing to spend that
same money on travel and experiences rather than
ablip of jewellery.

While there will be those (especially in China)
who continue to pine fora diamond, the socially
conscious are more likely to be suspicious of a
stone thatisassociated with blood. Grisly cam-
paigns by Amnesty International and Global
Witness have percolated into our consciousness,
reminding us that the lustre can have aflip side.
Ifnothingelse, it at least forces buyers to ask ques-
tions on the provenance of the stone. Today, more
and more people are veering towards synthetic
diamonds, which have been supported by the likes
of Leonardo DiCaprio (who starred in the Holly-
wood blockbuster Blood Diamond).

But the biggest blow to the diamond would be if
itbecame ‘cheap’. Willit still have the same appeal?
Ithasbeen projected that diamond production is
likely to peak in 2019, and after that will begina
slow decline. Companies are no longer willing to
invest money to explore new diamond minesand
the older ones are likely to shut down.

There will always be those who wanta
diamond on their finger, and that is fine. But if
couples today are asking if the stone is necessary
asasymbol of love and asignifier of a relationship,
then thatisworth celebrating. m

By NANDINI NAIR
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ANGLE

IN AN UNFREE
INDUSTRY

Kangana Ranaut and the burden of failure

By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

NCE IT BECAME clearthat

Rangoonwasaflop,actor
Shekhar Suman tweeted aboutan
‘actress carrying the burden of her
non existent stardony falling flat on
her face. He termed it poeticjustice.
Hisson Adhyayan Suman, whohada
relationship with Kangana Ranautin
which healleged that he wasrelent-
lessly abused, also gloated over the
flop. Some monthsback, filmmaker
Rakesh Roshan, reinvigoratinga
controversy that was thought to have
died down, said that Kangana had
spread lies about his son Hrithik, the
‘lie’ alluded to being the revelation of
her affair with Hrithik. The actress
isnot on good terms with anumber
of other prominent male stars. Most
recently, Karan Johar, smarting from
being called a flag-bearer of nepotism
inBollywood by Kangana on his chat
show, said atan event that he’sdone
with her ‘playing the womanand
victim card’. “You cannot be this victim
every time and have a sad story to tell
abouthow you've been terrorised by
thebad world of theindustry...leave
it,” he added.

Itisunusual foran actressin the
Hindi film industry to make somany
enemies. Honesty might be a good
quality to have, but used with abandon
itisself-injurious. Itis even more un-
usual that Kangana should do soand
continue to survive in her career. Luck-
ily for her, Bollywood’s economics has
been ata point when amovie tends
tobeasafeinvestmentonlyifithasa
malestar. This helps the producer sell

the movie to distributorsand makea
profitevenbeforeitisreleased. Other
movies have to test their profitability
atthe ticket counter. Such asystem
makes the male star prime property
but also inaccessible for gifted film-
makers who are starting out. Over the
lastdecade or so, the tactic they used
togetaround it was to write female-
themed plotsand getan actress of
some renown and talent. Thiswould
atleast guarantee arelease.

You saw actresses like Kangana
and Vidya Balan riding this wave. It
allowed Kangana the space to circum-
vent the established order with movies
like Queenand Tanu Weds Manu. A
decade or two earlier, if she had taken
on the blue blood of Bollywood, she
would have been ostracised and out
of work. Butnow she herself was
thoughtto have the only power from
which all other powers flow: the
ability tobring in an initial weekend
audience. That has, however, turned
outtobenottrue.

Male superstars can make people
come and see even their horrendous
movies once. Every movie of Kangana
thathasflopped over the last few years
deserveditand her presence made no
difference. That takes the sheen off
heraura. If Rangoonwas a blockbuster,
Johar wouldn’t say what he did
because successful people are not
considered victims. Nor would Suman,
whonow uses whathe seesas her lack
of stardom as a weapon against her.
Voices will get more strident the more
shefails. Unlessshe doesn’t. »

IDEAS

TOKENISM

The annual ritual around Women’s
Day becomes more cringe-worthy
every year. If the surfeit of messages
onsocial media weren'tbad enough,
ithasnow become institutionalised
soppiness. Like all ‘Days’, thistoo has
itsimportance in some places,in
certain contexts.In rural areas, itis
often used sensibly by local bodies
and NGOsto give women a ‘day off".
Butin our cities, itisonly used asan
occasion to ‘sell more stuff’ (roses,
especially). Public Relations agencies
are often the biggest culprits, as they
feel that on thisday suddenly stories
around ‘women’sissues’ becomeall
the more relevant. We don’t need a day.
Weneed equality. m

WORD’S WORTH

‘Women'’s rights

is not only an
abstraction, a cause;
itis also a personal
affaur. It is not only
about us; 1t is also
about me and you.
Just the two of us’

TONI MORRISON
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OPEN ESSAY

By RODERICK MATTHEWS

GHOST HOUSE
OF HISTORY

What's wrong with Gurinder Chadha’s middlebrow Partition thriller?

EVENTY YEARS ON and the wounds of 1947 still sting for so many, including director Gurinder
Chadha. Her personal history, asa descendant of a family caught up in the horrendous events of that
year, hasdriven her to tackle the epic subject of India’s Partition in her latest film, Viceroy’s House. But
how she was persuaded to make the film is perhaps even more interesting than the film itself.

Inaradio interview with the BBC, she revealed that her grandmother, wholost a child to starva-
tion while trekking across Punjab, had brought her up to believe that “somehow Partition was our
shameful fault” and that “the mischievous English did some kind of black magic on us”. This view
was different from the history she learned at school, which featured the British battling to getan
agreement out of Indians and failing. Her confusion was finally resolved when she read a book that
purported toreveal secret layers of deviousness among British politicians, notably Churchill, who,
the book claimed, had planned the division of India well in advance, for geo-strategic reasons.

That book was The Shadow of the Great Game (2009) by Narendra Singh Sarila, which promised an
‘untold story of Partition’ based on ‘certain documents’ which had been kept secret.

There are many ways to criticise this book. It creates long chains of suggestion and assumption
tobuildits conclusions, it uses selective quotations, and it is almost perverse in its misreading of the
documentsit reproduces. But most of all, it is excessively dominated by the need to prove one central thesis—namely that Partition
was planned, long before the event, by Winston Churchill, Clement Attlee and Lord Wavell, Mountbatten’s predecessor as viceroy.

Put briefly, the book maintains that the British feared that after Independence, a Congress-led India would not cooperate in matters
of global imperial defence. This meant not only keeping the Russians out of India, but also defending sea-lanes to the Persian Gulf, with
itsoil, and to other far-flung dominions and British possessions. The solution was to keep an amenable comer of the subcontinent—a
bit of India—where airbases could cover Central Asia, and the perfect patsy to do this was Muhammad Ali Jinnah, whose demand for
aMuslim homeland conveniently overlapped with Britain’s strategic needs. Jinnah therefore had to be supported in whatever way
possible,and planshad to be made to prepare the military details, including the areas to be included in the new client state—Pakistan.

The Shadow of the Great Gamehas had many fans in India, and atleast one very high-profile admirer in Britain. Prince Charlesis
said to have pointed Chadha in its direction, which might seem odd for such an anti-British book, but the oddity is explained by one
unusual characteristic of Sarila’s work. Uniquely among Partition conspiracy literature, it is very kind to Mountbatten; HRH, we
must remember, was very fond of Mountbatten, and saw him as a hero, mentor and surrogate grandfather. Following the book, the
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Gurinder Chadha

film Viceroy’s Housealso shows himin
afavourable light—vain perhaps, but
alover of India andits people. Sarila
knew Mountbatten well, having
worked for him as aide-de-campafter
Partition, and this personal acquain-

The alleged
Churchill-Wavell
conspiracy is a subplot
too far, and the film

insists, bizarrely, that he was “support-
ing” the Pakistan scheme. In May 1946,
General Claude Auchinleck, who

was Commander-in-Chief for India,
concurred. He wrote that Pakistan
would ‘most certainly notbe adequate

tance seems to have softened the au- asabase for operationsonagrand

thor's view of Dickie’s responsibili would have worked scale’,and would be quite useless
p ty ) q

for the carnage—an amnesty granted just as Well Without it againstaRusso-Indian alliance. The

by few other observers.

Kindasitmightbe to thelast vice-
roy, Sarila’sbook is seriously flawed. It
persists withits thesisand pursuesits
villains in the face of commonlogic, its own printed content,and
eventsastheyactually transpired. Sarila seems wilfully blind
tothefact that senior British officers were unanimousin their
opposition to Partition for two very credible reasons. First, they
believed that to divide the Indian Army on religiouslines would
risk starting a civil war which they would then have no way of
controlling. Second, even without bloodshed, the dismantling of
the Army would render it ineffective forup toa decade, leaving
India defencelessin the interim. Partition to them seemed the
best way toinvite the Russiansin, not keep them out.

Several senior generals were more specific. Alanbrooke, in
London, contradicts one of Sarila’s main assumptions—that
Pakistan would be a military asset—by describing Pakistan
to Attlee in April 1946 as “militarily unsound”, though Sarila

book carries detailed reasoning on this:
Pakistan was too small, too poor, its
borderstoolongand toosensitive.
Wavell,admittedly, did not take
thisline, and was more sanguine about Pakistan as a military
asset. Butif he wasreally the architect of Partition—in agree-
ment with Churchill about its necessity, and akey part of At-
tlee’s ‘smoke screen’ to disguise imperial intentions—then we
need to ask two pertinent questions. First, why did Churchill
want to getrid of him in 19457 Churchill was keen torelieve
Wavell; he felt he was too soft on Indians, and would be unsuit-
able asan overseer of the post-war demission process. And
Wavell wouldhave been replaced, but for the upcoming general
election. Secondly, why did Attlee sack Wavell in 19477
Sarilaalso makes another central erroneous assumption—
that Congress leaders were notamenable to defence coopera-
tion with the British after Independence. Either Sarilamade no
attempt to research this, or he was wilfully blind. The British
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Ascene from
Viceroy’s House

made great efforts to canvass opinion
on thissubject. The armed forces were
not fully Indianised in 1947,soall the
highest-ranking officers were still
British,andif they all leftat once, India
would be crippled. Accepting mem-
bership of the Commonwealth—
which was not Congress policy at the
time—would mean that they could
stay on,and Mountbatten hammered
thisinto Indianleaders, including
Krishna Menon. He also spoke to
Baldev Singh, the Defence Ministerin
the interim Government, and Singh
fully acknowledged India’s potential
weakness, especially if Pakistan
stayed in the Commonwealth and
thus came to enjoy such privilegesas
supplies, training and leadership from
British officers. Singh sought assur-
ances that the British would stay on.
Mountbatten also spoke to several
high-ranking Indian officersin the
Armyand Air Force, including Briga-
dier KM Cariappa, Brigadier Nazir

Following the book
The Shadow of the
Great Game (2009),

drove the whole Partition process.
Thisjustleavestwoloose ends.
First, Wavell’s ‘plan for partitior?,

which turns out tobe yetanother

misunderstanding. Inlate January

{Xhl;lﬁda;lltli tgrl(():ll;]pjliat[;ltatilti1 S Mukhter(—i the ﬁlm also shows ;946,Wa\{e111\‘2)va3 askedbzlthelndia
jee.Theyallto attheywante . ecretary in London to make ‘recom-
Britain tostay on in some way for Mountbatten ma mendationsasregards definition of
miomemomoine | favourable light—vain  squmy it
The Congress High Command had per haps, but a lover Of was partof the initiative spearheaded
alwaysbeen conflicted about military : : inIndia by the Richards Parliamentary
affairs. Such things were not to the Indla’ and its p eople Delegation, which had arrived in India

taste of Gandhi, and Nehru detested
theidea of supporting imperialists,
orallowing India to be anythingless
than completely free of subordinate obligations to Britain or the
King-Emperor. Sarila himself accuses them of naivete in such
matters, but Gandhi had always been rather more pragmatic
about foreign forces than is generally appreciated. He had along
correspondence from jail with Wavell after the Quit India agita-
tion, in which he wasat painstospell out that he did not want to
undermine the war effort against Japan, but that an independent
India would have to be consulted about the presence of foreign
troops,and shouldn’t be expected to pay forimperial defence.
The embarrassing truth was that in 1947 Nehru was not
talking to his military, whereas the British were. And the proof
of the truth of India’s weakness was that, despite all the public
pronouncements he had made, Nehru duly assented to Com-
monwealth membership, thus guaranteeing defence coopera-
tion with Britain, the sure absence of which, according to Sarila,

onJanuary 5th, 1946,and was the first
body tomake Jinnah specify exactly
whathe meant by Pakistan. When
Sir Cyril Radcliffe, the Boundary Commissioner, also looked

for Muslim-majority areas 18 monthslater, it should hardly be
asurprise thathereached very similar conclusions. The same
criteria and the same data produced the same conclusions. Why
isthissinister? The two men would have been working with the
same census details. So the maps that we see Mountbatten slam
onto the snooker table to confront Ismay, about two-thirds of the
way through the film, were the result of a perfectly normal plan-
ning exercise, intended to let London know what the demand for
Pakistan might actually look like on the ground.

Lastly, what about Attlee the villain, with his ‘secret hand’
thathe refused toreveal to anyone, and isnot recorded in any
document provided by Sarila? We are expected to believe that
Attlee wanted Partition for military reasons againstall the
military advice he was given, except from Wavell, whom he
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repeatedly thwarted, then fired. This doesn’t really add up.

Atameeting on April 12th, 1946, the Chiefs of Staff agreed
that ‘aloose all-India federation is far better’ than Pakistan. On
May 30th, 1946, Wavell wrote: ‘we should endeavour to bring
about union on the best terms possible, and then withdraw
altogether’.InMarch 1947, Attlee sent out Mountbatten with
ordersto press upon Indian leaders the ‘importance of maintain-
ing the organisation of defence on an all-India basis’. All this is
inthearchive. Allignored by Sarila. In the end, Partition was
driven by politics, soitshould hardly be a surprise that trying
tounderstand it by looking at the military advice—which was
overwhelmingly againstit—produces incomprehension.

Letus move out of the shadows now and back into the light.
Whatreally happened?

The story of Partition is the story of three weak political
forces that were unable to establish their own legitimacy,
primarily because they all discounted each other’s. The British
were an invading military power; the Congress declared that
itrepresented all Indians, butit didn’t;and the Muslim League
claimed itrepresented all India’s Muslims, but it didn’t. These
three bodies continued to argue about fine detailsina country
that wasstarving, bankrupt and sliding into civil disorder. The
decisive factor was when the Congressleadership, in late April
1947, reconciled itself to Partition, and saw an opportunity to
give Jinnah the worst deal possible. They then speeded up while
Jinnah tried to slow down, but the momentum was unstoppa-
ble. The British had tried for years to reach anegotiated, all-India
settlement, which was still Mountbatten’s brief as he flew out
in March 1947, but circumstances foreclosed all options.

HIS WAS THE political background to Partition, but not

the massacres, which are a different matter. The British did
notkillmany peoplearound this time, but that does not absolve
them of responsibility. The real killer was the power vacuum in
partitioned provinces, and the British as the governing power
have to take their share of blame for allowing a situation where
nobody knew what to do, whowastheirenemy,and wheresafety
lay. Undersuch conditions, pre-emptionisthebest policy,and this
effectively meanskilling other people before they get theidea of
killingyou. Thisisnotsomespecial faultin Indians; otherkilling
spreesinother partsofthe worldsince 1947 haveshown thesame
human universal. Matthew White, in hisbook Atrocitology, has
ably demonstrated that of all the murderousregime typesin the
world, the deadliestis not any form of tyranny, it isanarchy.

Indian leaders too must take some share of responsibility.

They all agreed that Partition waslikely to quell disorder rather
thaninflameit. They all agreed that the presence of hostage
populations was a good thing—a guarantee of good behaviour
onallsides. And they all agreed that it was better to talk down
the perils of Partition than to talk them up, in order not to
spread panic. And the bulk of the violence happened after the
British had no legitimate power in either successor state—ex-
actly thesituation thatall the parties had intended to bring

about. No one thought it would be that bad, and no one had
taken precautions to avoid the worst possible consequences.

Here we can detect the root cause of the considerable corpus
of conspiracyliterature on Partition. Conspiracy theories
explain well known eventsinan unorthodox—evenrebel-
lious—way, providing new interpretations based on assess-
mentsof motivationrather than of evidence. Indeed, evidenceis
theleastimportant elementinaconspiracy theory. Much more
importantisthebasicmethodology of it, which starts with the
observation that bad people dobad things,and proceedstoan
extension of thatidea—that bad thingsmust have been done
by bad people. Once thisisestablished, we only have tolook for
villainsto explain any disaster.In the case of Partition, itisall
tooeasy toline up potential miscreants. The main objectiveis
tomakesure that they aren’t Indian patriots, which means Ne-
hru,Jinnah and any Brit can beincluded, whereas Sardar Patel
cannot. Thisis Chadha’s point,and probably the reason she was
attracted to the Sarila thesis, which is only the most sophisti-
cated and best written of the various theories floating around.

‘History is written by the victors, we see as the film’s open-
ing caption. So what? Does that automatically make it worse
than history written by the vanquished? Having read a lot of
both, I think they can be equally bad. Bias is the enemy of good
history,and it can take hold in the bitterness of defeat as easily
asin the thrill of triumph. Detachment s the thing,and there
can be shrewd winners as well as deluded losers.

Viceroy’s Houseis a very enjoyable middlebrow film:lavish,
lively, funny, touching, awash with humanity. Iwould happily
seeitagain justforitsscore, supplied by theincomparable AR
Rahman,a musician of sublime gifts who blends East and West
inauniquely ravishing way. The script even manages to treat
allitsmajor historical characters pretty fairly, and generally
represents their positions accurately. This perhaps betrays the
influence of the other book Chadha used to construct the film,
Freedom At Midnightby Dominique Lapierre and Larry Collins,
whichisbased on extensive interviews with Mountbatten, and
contains many of the best known phrases in the script.

The one person whois much less than fairly treated is
Churchill, who does not actually appear. The British prime
minister had not ‘already granted’ Jinnah his Pakistan in 1945,as
Mountbatten suddenly discoversin Chadha’s telling of the tale;
atthattime no one even knew what Jinnah wanted.

Thealleged Churchill-Wavell conspiracy isasubplot too far,
and the film would have worked just as well without it. Perhaps
itwasincluded to spice up the narrative—to give us the extra
layer thata good thriller should have, the sudden twist that re-
vealsmore about the characters. Or perhaps itisa muted tribute
to thefallen,an attempt to explain to the ghosts of the victims
that they carry nostain and no fault, that there were larger
forcesat work beyond their control and their imagination.

Whateveritis, itisn’t true history. m

Roderick Matthews specialises in Indian history. He has written three
books on the subject, including Jinnah vs Gandhi

20 MARCH 2017

www.openthemagazine.com 15 [OJZaY]



COVER _
STORY * -




Cobra commandos of
the CRPF return from
an operation on the
Dornapal-Jagargunda
road in Chhattisgarh’s
Sukma district

The Indian state’s
final push in the
Maoist heartland

By RAHUL PANDITA

in Dantewada
Photographs by RAUL IRANI

THE NIGHT OF February 4th, two armed
Maoist guerrillas abducted Suriyam Buc-
chafrom Merwahi villagein Chhattisgarh’s
Sukma district. The village is situated in a
dense forest, about 18 km from Dornapal
town. Inthe absence of aroad, one can only
reach there by foot or on a motorcycle. By
the time Buccha’s wife and two children

followed them to the forest, his abductors
hadkilled him by cutting his chest open with sharp-edged weapons. As his wailing family
looked on, the Maoists put an Improvised Explosive Device (IED) under his body. It was
meant as a trap for police personnel who would come later to retrieve his body. But after
much pleading by his family, the guerrillas relented and removed the bomb before disap-
pearing deeperinto the forest.

Buccha’s killing is not a lone case. In the past few months, Maoists have killed hun-
dreds of civilians in their areas of influence along the entire Red corridor, especially in the
Dandakaranya Special Zone Committee (DKSZC), of which Bastar division (now divided
into seven districts, including Sukma) is a part. “Every day we come across such killings
by Maoists in remote villages where no First Information Report (FIR) has been filed,”
says Vivek Shukla, deputy superintendent of police in Sukma. Three days before killing
Buccha, Maoists held hostage the entire villages of Burdikarka and Dhanikarka in the
neighbouring Dantewada district and severely beat up dozens of villagers. People from
thesetwoandanothervillage called Gadmiri had recently held amass protest against Mao-
ists. In a kangaroo court held by Maoists that night, a villager of Burdikarka called Samo
Mandwi was pulled out and killed. Mandwi had, a few days earlier, taken part in a police
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Cobra commandos at the Jagargunda training camp

recruitment programme. On March 5th, Maoists killed Kalmu
Podiya in Sukma’s Rabripara village on charges of being a police
informer. On March 3th, theyslit the throat ofa youngman called
Mahender in Dhurawas village on similar charges.
Thekillingsare seen asasign of desperation as the Indian state
pushes deep into the Maoist heartland,
pressing thousands of security forces,
who are for the first time now entering
villagesthathaveremained cutoffforde-
cades. In the entire Bastar division, roads
and mobile networks are being built on
awar footing, In areas where the Maoist
writ has run large for at least three de-
cades,road constructionisgoingoninfull
swing, evenatnight,underaheavy secu-
rity cover. In the past, construction com-
panieswerereluctanttobid forwork due
tothe fear of a Maoist backlash. Butnow,
in Chhattisgarh at least, no tender for
road construction has gone unfulfilled.
Opentravelled from DantewadatoJag-
argunda, situated in the north-western
tip of Sukma district. Jagargunda hasre-
mained cutofffor 12 years. Thisstretch, adistance of over 18okm,
runs through what the security forces call the ‘Maoist Tora Bora’.
From Sukma town to Jagargunda, roughly a distance of tookm, a
new concreteroadis beinglaid, which will takeabout twoyearsto
complete. Think of thisstretch as the wings ofaswan in flight (see

The presence of
security forces has
rattled Maoists
to such an extent
that they are now
targetting areas
where they once
held pockets of
sympathy

map).Sukmaison the uppertip of the right wing, while Dornapal
town isat the base of it. Then it rises towards the left wing with
extremely sensitive villageson the way: Polampalli, Kankerlanka,
Puswara, Timilwade, Chintagufa, Burkapal, Chintalnar, Narsa-
puramand finallytotheuppertip of theleftwing where Jagargun-
dalies. Foryears, the Maoists lorded over
this stretch. The entire road, whatever
existed of it, had been cut off and Maoist
insurgentshadlaidlandminesatseveral
placestopreventthemovementofsecuri-
typersonnel. From Jagargunda, tworoads
leadin another V,one to Dantewadaand
the other to Basaguda in Bijapur district.
Atevery point on the crucial Dornapal-
Jagargunda axis (about 60 km), camps of
the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF)
have come up. Itis they who control the
road now. But it has not been easy.

“For almost two years now, we have
lostatleastoneboy everymonth toIEDs
onthisroad,”saysJitendraSahu,deputy
commandant of one of the CRPF’s Cobra
battalions, fighting Maoists on thisaxis.
More than 130 IEDs have been recovered in that period. On the
road from Jagargunda to Dantewada,about 100 IEDs were recov-
ered inless than six monthsin 2016.

Onbothsidesofthe Dornapal-Jagargundaroadisadense forest
area dotted with tiny hamlets. The security forces are just begin-
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ningtogetasense of theinteriorshere. Themap of thisregion that
the security forces use is more than 25 years old. “We still do not
have correct maps. Many of these villages would not even exist
now,” saysa police officer posted in Chintagufa. From Dornapal
till Chintagufa, though, the security forces have made inroads
nowinseveral villagesto the north of theroad. From Chintagufa
toJagargunda,on bothsides of theroad, the Maoistsarestill very
much in power. “Itis still their liberated zone,” says a CRPF of-
ficial, “but once this road is built, we will squeeze them.” As the
security forces develop more intelligence on ground, they have
identified most local Maoist commanders and roughly know
theirareas of operation aswell. “Weknow lot of thingsnow;” says
apoliceofficerin Dornapal, “we know, forexample, that the Mao-
istsinthisareabuy most of theiressential items from the weekly
haat(market)in Burgalanka village [south of Polampalli]”.

Itis a vicious cycle, though. The more intelligence inputs
that security personnel are able to gather, the more Maoists
get angry and kill civilians. This fuels even more anger to-
wards them, which in turn helps the police strengthen their
intelligence network.

Across the Red corridor, Maoists are known Io ruthlessly kill
police informers. But, as pressure mounts on them, they have
recklessly begun to kill people on suspicions of divulging infor-
mationabout theiractivitiesto the police. On January 19th, Mao-
ist guerillas killed a villager, Sukhdas Baghel, right outside the
Chintagufa CRPF camp. Chintagufa is a Maoist stronghold; in
2010,about 6 km from here, 76 security personnel were killed in
aMaoistambush—thehighestcasualtiesinflicted uponsecurity
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forcesinasingleincidentanywhereinanytheatre of insurgency
in India. Baghel had an entrepreneurial streak; he had opened
up a small eatery in the village that he ambitiously named Taj
Haven. He sold snacks to CRPF personnel outside their camp.
Thatafternoon, justafew metresaway from the camp, twoMaoist
guerrillas waylaid him andslit his throat. A few minutes earlier,
theyhadenteredaschoolnearbyand asked the children toscurry
out. “When he fell, Baghel’s wife shouted, ‘Sahab, goli chalao (Sir,
openfire). We could have easily killed hisassailants, if it were not
forthe presence of school children,” saysa CRPF officer who wit-
nessed thekilling from the camp. Inanoteleftin Merwahi, nextto
Suriyam Buccha’sbody, the Maoistsaccused Baghel of beinga po-
liceinformer. “We have undoubtedly builtintelligence networks
inside; but the poor guy was not our informer. He would come
tothe entrance of the camp to sell snacks to us,” says the officer.
The almost permanent presence of security forces on the road
to Jagargunda hasrattled Maoists to such an extent that they are
antagonising people in areas where they once had significant
pocketsofsympathy. The woman sarpanch of Chintagufa, Podium
Muia, wasabducted and kept hostage for 15 days. “They hungher
upsidedownandbeatherup,”saysa CRPF officerwho claimsthat
Muia had to pay Maoistsaransom of Rs 1.5 lakh tolet her go.

HE MAOISTS ENTERED Bastar for the first time in June
1980. The newly founded CPI-ML (People’s War)}—which
later merged with another Maoist group in 2004 to become
the CPI (Maoist)—led by its Andhra-based leader, Kondapalli
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Seetharamaiah, formed seven squads to create a rear base where
safe guerrillazones could be created. Four of these pitched camp
in areas that are now in Telangana: Khammam, Karimnagar,
Warangal and Adilabad. Three other squads went across the
Godavaririver, one of them to Gadchiroli in Maharashtra, while
two of them went to Bastar (then a part of Madhya Pradesh).

In April 2014, Ispoke to Badranna, who was among the first
batch of Adivasis in Chhattisgarh recruited by Maoists (he sur-
rendered in 2000 along with his Maoist wife, Latakka). A Dorla
Adivasi, Badranna was a teenager when the Maoists came to his
village, Pamed, in Bijapur district. Initially, local Adivasis would
runaway in fearuponspotting Maoist guerrillas,some of whom
carried rudimentary weapons. “Our elders told us that Maoists
carried some potion thatmade people follow them,” he recalled.

Villagersin Pamed—and thiswastrue of entire Bastar—liveda
difficultlife. Badranna’sfamily and everyone elsehe knew earned
apittance by collecting tenduleaves, used for the making of bidis.
The Maoists gradually worked towards winning the confidence
of Adivasis. On account of their strongarm tactics, tendu leaf
contractors were forced to pay better wages, and they confront-
ed petty government officials like forest guards as well. Around
the same time, the Maoist cultural troupe, Jana Natya Mandali,
began extensive tours in the area. The troupe adapted local folk
formstorevolutionary themesthat Badrannasaysgalvanised the

Tempos with vegetables and other wares for Jagargunda market stuck at Chintalnar after receiving a Maoist threat

“We lost everything
in these twelve
years. We have

lived like ghosts”

1/

RAMA RAO Jagargunda resident

youth. Badranna and two other men from his village, Bimanna
and Deva, joined the Maoist squad that had come visiting them.
In a few years, Maoist squads had entered several villages, and
manyyoungmen (andlaterwomen)gotattracted to their politics.

Electricity had come to Chintalnar village on the Dornapal-
Jagargunda road in 1986.In the mid and late 70s, Thakur traders
from Uttar Pradesh made Chintalnar theirhome. Some of them
setupsmallliquor distilleriesin the area.In 1987,alarge platoon
of Maoists burnt down over a dozen houses belonging to these
tradersandlooted several gunsthathad traditionally beenin their
possession. By the early 2000s, Maoists had turned the entire Ba-
star division into a guerrilla zone.

And then Salwa Judum happened.

In 2005, the state government decided to patronise a group of
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vigilantes (called the Salwa Judum, which means ‘purification
hunt’)whoitsaid would help the police fight Maoists. The Judum
divided Adivasistothe extent thatin household afterhousehold,
onebrotherwouldjoin the Maoistsand otherthe Judum. It raised
the level of violence in Chhattisgarh to unprecedented levels,
displacing thousands of Adivasis. Many of those who suffered
violenceatthe handsofthe Judum fled to Bhadrachalamin Telan-
gana, bordering Chhattisgarh. Those who wereseen assupporters
oftheJudum were pursued by Maoistsand had toflee tothe safety
of police camps.

Inresponse to Judum, Maoists uprooted electric polesand de-
stroyed transformerswherever they existed in their strongholds.
“Imagine,Thadalmost 24-houraccesstoelectricity in Chintalnar
in 1986. More than 3oyearslater,T have tohave my dinnerunder

asolarlantern,” saysa villager.

Itisin 2005 that Jagargunda was cut offas well. The village was
turned into a security enclave of sorts, as residents of four other
villages—Tarlaguda, Milampalli, Kunder and Kodmer—were
broughtwithin the cordon by security forces;immediately after-
wards, the Maoistslabelled these villagers Salwa Judum support-
ers. Thereare currently 538 families(approximately 3,000 people)
wholiveintheenclave underheavy protection. There have been
several attacks on the camp. The Maoists demolished all govern-
mentbuildingsinJagargundaand damaged the MallevajuBridge
onthe Dornapal-Jagargundaroad, cutting offaccess. From Chin-
talnar onwards, in the absence of any security personnel, Maoist
guerrillas would come out unhindered and operate freely.

Rama Rao was 23 when Jagargunda got cut off. He has not

stepped out of the campsince then. Vartami Ganga from Milam-
pallicame herein 2007 after hisbrother Madkam Joga waskilled
by Maoists. “They accused him of being a Judum supporter and
slithisthroat,” he says. Gradually, Jagargunda fell offthemapand
Maoists took control of the entire area around it. For the past 12
years, itsonly contact with the outside world hasbeenin the form
ofabi-annual convoy of trucksrollingin underpolice escort with
rations foritsinhabitants.

But now with the road construction, the axis of control has
changed. The Maoists haveretreated from the road. Thoughstill
in constant danger of being attacked, the villagers of Jagargunda
have begun toslowly venture out. For thelast few months, afew
residents have returned to farming in neighbouring villages.
They have also started to get employment in government proj-

“I don’t know

why Maoists killed
my brother. He had
no role to play in
Salwa Judum or
anything else”

VARTAMI GANGA Jagargunda resident

ects. Accordingtogovernmentfigures, development work under
MGNREGA worth Rs 1.50 crore has been done for the first time
with 1,340 registered families from villages on this axis, includ-
ing Jagargunda.

Before 2005, Jagargunda used to be a thriving market place.
Traders from as far as Bhadrachalam in Telangana would come
heretosell their wares. Now, toachieve furthernormalcy, the po-
liceare encouraging small farmersand traderstorestart the Sun-
day haatin Jagargunda. A few locals actually set up their shop at
the haaton January 29th—aftera 12-year gap—onthe promise of
police protection. But on thenight before thenext haat,scheduled
onFebruary 5th, adreadedlocal Maoist commander called Papa
Raoputupanoticein Chintalnarwarning farmersand traders of
dire consequences if they helped the police in the endeavour. As
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Jagargunda village was kept isolated by Maoists for twelve years

aresult, they refused to venture beyond Chintalnar.

Subba Lakshmi, who is from Konta, had hawked vegetables
inthe Jagargunda market every Sunday for 20 years before 200s.
After Jagargunda became out of bounds, she could only sell her
produce in Dornapal. “I was twenty
when my husband left me,” she says,
“Iraised two children by selling veg-
etables in Jagargunda.” But after the
market wound up, business has not
been the same. Though she did sell
vegetablesin Jagargunda on January
29th, she did not want to return after
hearing of the Maoist threat.

Many people got caught between
their fears and the forces pushing for
business-as-usual. Several Tempo
loads of vegetables and other prod-
ucts stood in a line in Chintalnar.
The villagers refused to go further to
Jagargunda and the police refused to
let them go back and sell it elsewhere.
Golak Mandal, who sells clothes in the weekly haat held in
Chintalnar on Saturday, was one of the people held up. “Business
was good in Jagargunda,” he says, “but it is better to sell lessand
stay alive.” On March 5th, though, the police managed to start

Before 2005,
Jagargunda used to
be a thriving market.

Traders from as far
as Bhadrachalam
in Telangana would
come here to sell
their wares

the market again in Jagargunda.

Apart from Dornapal-Jagargunda road, several other roads
through Maoist strongholds are being built under security cover.
These include a road from Chintalnar to Maraiguda, a distance
of 65 km that connects 13 villages. An-
other 20-kmlongroad from Injaramto
Bhejjiand a 12-kmroad from Kistaram
to Pedaguda are coming up as well.
The mobile network has vastly been
improved in the area with the setting
up of 16 telecom towers. “Earlier, the
Maoistswould destroymobiletowers,”
saysapoliceofficer,“Butnow theyhave
been set up inside CRPF camps.”

To put further pressure on Maoists,
the police have started a special drive
in Sukma in villages where they have
hardly ventured before. Inspired by
the recent film, Udta Punjab, the drive
is called Tedumanta Bastar (like udta,
the term ‘tedumanta’ means flying). It
involvespolice personnel going from village tovillage along with
a cultural troupe of Adivasis to perform songs and short plays.
“Weare using the Maoist strategy now to counter themonly,” says
DSP Shukla. Just like Maoists, the troupe tells stories, in this case
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Construction work on the Dornapal-Jagargunda road

of Maoistatrocities,and urges the villagerstorise against ‘slavery
forced upon them by Maoists’. Theidea hasyielded benefits, albeit
slowly. Adivasis, forexample,donot runaway inmost cases when
they see the policeapproaching now. “Earlier, they would run off
into the forest as soon as we entered,” says Shukla, “that is what
Maoists had taught them.”

InthisfightagainstMaoists, however, the questionofhuman
rightsviolations by security forcesremainsasalientissue. On Jan-
uary 29th, the policekilled two Adivasis, Sukhmatiand Bheema,
in the Purangel forest area in Dantewada’s Kirandul police sta-
tion. Both wereresidents of Gampurvillagein the neighbouring
Bijapur district. Local residents contend that they were killed in
cold blood, and hundreds of them had marched to Kirandul to
protestagainstthekillings. On February 17th,security personnel
waylaidagroup of Adivasis of Gampur, who werereturning from
forestafter collecting mahuaflowers,and beat them up severely.
This, humanrightsactivistsallege, wasdonetosilence the villag-
ersintosubmission so that they donotraise questionsabout the
alleged fake encounter. On February 8th, the Chhattisgarh High
Courtadmitted a criminal writ petition in the case of the alleged
gangrape and assault of 28 Adivasi women by security forcesin
Chinnagelurand Peddagelurin Bijapur district. The women had
approachedthe courtafterthe National Human Rights Commis-
sion (NHRC) found allegations of rape and assault by the police
on 16 women to be primafacietrue.

In the past,
companies were
reluctant to bid
for work in the
region. But now,
in Chhattisgarh
at least, no
tender for road
construction has
gone unfulfilled

Inthe Chintagufa CRPF camp,agroup of young CRPF officers,
whohavegatheredtospeak tomeandwish toremainanonymous,
are hopeful that the Indian state will shortly prevail in the war
against Maoists. “Earlierwhen we would distribute householdand
otheritemsamong Adivasis, they would throw them away on the
peripheryoftheirvillages. Butnow, they cometousdiscreetlyand
take these items,” says an assistant commandant. Some of them
goto the school nearby in their spare time and teach English and
Mathematics. “Our cricketkitsare extremely popularand we have
distributed hundredsofthem,” saysanotherofficer.Seven months
ago, fora woman whose child died in her womb, the CRPF had
sentan urgentrequest foran airlift chopper. Onlearning that one
couldnotbemadeavailableimmediately, the officersstumped up
Rs 3,000fora pickup truck to ferry the woman to Dornapal town.
“Her life was saved and we were so happy,” says the second officer.

But there is sadness for their own who could not be saved. In
August 2015, Sachin, a 25-year-old jawan from Muzaffarnagarin
Uttar Pradesh, got badly injured in an IED blast just outside the
camp. “We got him inside; as his life was ebbing away, his only
wish was to speak to his family, to see his young son,” recounts
the assistant commandant. They have now created a memorial
inside the camp for Sachin. Outside the camp, there is another
memorial forsix CRPFsoldiers who died fighting Maoistsin April
2009. “By the time the waris over, this stretch will be dotted with
such memorials,” says the officer.m
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POLITICS

THE
UNREASONABLE

JATS

Why they remain aggrieved, always.
KUMAR ANSHUMAN travels to Jassia

in Haryana on the eve of another
agitation to find out

A protestorin Jassia,
Rohtak district of
Haryana




ASSIA, A SLEEPY village in Haryana that hasbecome a
hotbed of the Jat agitation for reservation, lies some 1o km
off the Rohtas Bypass, alocal landmark on National High-
way 10. As we reach Bahadurgarh on our way from Delhi,
we confrontlegions of tractors flying the national flagand
trolleys full of enthusiastic men and women. Also to be spotted are
‘Chalo]Jassia’stickerson SUVs.Everybody seemsheaded for the village.
Huge tentshave been put up in Jassia, and thousands of people have
been gatheringall morning. “The crowd will swell tomore than double
thissizeinlessthanan hourfromnow;” predicts 29-year-old Pawan Hoo-
da, whois taking care of the stage built for leaders of the community to
addressthe crowd. Jatshavealready held demonstrationsin variousother
placesinthestate thisyeartodemand theirinclusionin the country’sjob
and education quotas for Other Backward Classes (OBC). Asa culmina-
tion of the current mobilisation, they plan a mass protest in Delhi on
March 20th that they expect will be attended by more than a million
people.Jatsnotonly from Haryanabutalsofrom Uttar Pradesh, Madhya
. Pradesh, Rajasthan and Punjab are expected to march into the national
capital to make their case. “We will occupy all the seven highways con-
necting Delhi to the outside world and stop the supply of essential com-
modities,”saysSomveerJassia,a 31-year-old lawyer from the village.“We
on’t come back until we get our demands fulfilled.”
- Whilesuch protestsarealmostan annual ritual in Haryana, themere
tion ofa Jatagitation’ brings back horrificmemories of the particu-
arly violent protestslast February which sawmobs go onarampagein
many partsof thestate, resultingin 3o deathsandleavingmore than 2
injured. The police had failed tomaintain law-and-ordi
also allegations of murder and rapes committed by
e state government will come down heavily on
, Jatleaders are keen to emphasise that thisisa ‘peace
ar'slaw-breakers were “somemiscreantssent
odamage ourreputationandimage”,alleges
ak district general secretary of the Akhil Bharatiya
sangharsh Samiti (ABJASS), whichisleading the current roun
ests that began on January 29th. “No one can create trouble,asyou
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see there aremore women protestorsthanmen,” says Krishan Lal.

Jatsaccountfor 22 per cent of Haryana’s population. Theyare
estimated to hold one-third of the state’s land and their social
dominance is visible in villages as well as in cities such as Gur-
gaon and Rohtak, where escalating property prices over the past
few years has enriched many of them. “It is plain absurd that a
community that dominates every sphere of a state’s life should
cry discrimination,” argues Vipul Mudgal, director and chief ex-
ecutive of the advocacy group Common Cause. “If the basis of
affirmativeactionserves the powerful, then the wholeidea goes
foratoss.” Yet, the clamour for reservations has grown louder
among Jats, whotend use theirdemand asabargaining chipwith
political partiesin exchange for votes.

Jatsare classifiedas OBCsin UP,MP,Biharand Rajasthan (except
Jats of Dholpur and Bharatpur). In 1990, they were placed on the
OBClistevenin Haryana,butthe BhajanLalgovernmentrevokedit
in1994.Morerecently,aninclusion orderby Haryana’s previous Bh-
upinder Singh Hoodagovernment wasstruck downby the Punjab
& Haryana High Court. The National Commission for Backward
Classes(NCBC) has turned the demand down not once but twice

In 2015, the Supreme Court flatly rejected the UPA’s move to
include Jatsin the Central list of OBCs. In the judgment, Justices
Ranjan Gogoiand Rohinton FNariman dismissed theargument
foraJat quota on lack of support for the case, saying while ‘caste
may bea prominentand distinguishingfactor for easy determina-
tion of backwardnessofasocial group’,suchidentification could
notbe‘solely onthebasisof caste’. The apex court asked thestate
to conduct a continuous evaluation to identify groups eligible
forreservations,and tolook beyond caste. Backwardness, it held,
cannot be amatter of perception.

AST MARCH, JAT lobbyists got the Haryana Assembly to
passthe Haryana Backward Classes (Reservation in Services
and Admission in Educational Institutions) Bill, 2016, to secure
reservationsfor themselves, but the move wasstayed by the Pun-
jab &Haryana High Court. This was welcomed by many observ-
ers.Theypointout theanomaly ofacaste thathashadnine of the
state’s 11 chief ministersclaimingitselfunderprivileged. “What
isso absurd about such knee-jerk legislation is that rather than
providing comfortto poorer OBCswith littleassets, it forcesthem
tocompete with their powerful neighbours,” says Mudgal. “Ara-
tionalanswer liesinaddressingrural India’seconomicstagnation
and removing weaknesses in reservations through consensus
rather than recklessly expanding the list of beneficiaries.”
Aggrieved Jats, however, feel an injustice has been done unto
them vis-a-visother castes. “People think we have land. But so do
other castes like Yadavs and Sainis,” argues Kaala Malik from
Mokhra village who has been on protest for over a month now.
“Why do they get reservations?” Leaders of Jats, who are mostly
farmers, argue that with farming becoming less lucrative, their
social statushasbeen on the decline. They are frustrated that the
average land-holding per farmer has fallen to less than an acre,
which they say hasrendered theirstatusaslandownersmeaning-

“The government
tried toinstigate
aJatversus
others fightin UP
and Haryana. But
theywontbe
successful now”

YASHPALMALIK (centre)
national president, ABJASS

less. Accordingtoa Lok Niti Survey on the state of Indian farmers
carried outin 2014,around 6o per centof all farmersin the country
have 1-3acresofland. Overgenerations of being passed down, the
holdingshavebeen gettingsubdivided. “Thereisnooneismyvil-
lagewho ownsmorethananacre,”says Satpal Hoodaof Dhamar
village in Rohtak district. “I am not able to pay the school fees
of my kids through agricultural income. If I don't protest today,
tomorrow my son will have nothing to eat.”

The demand of Jats in Haryana is similar to that of Patidars
in Gujarat and Marathas in Maharashtra. What is common to
these statesis that land-holding castes feel that other group ben-
eficiaries of affirmative action are forging their way up the social
hierarchy while they are left to lag on various socio-economic
parameters. “It is time to question the equation of reservations
with the redressal of caste inequality,” says Satish Deshpande, a
sociologistat Delhi University, “not becauseareservation policyis
nolongerneeded, butbecauseitisnolongerenough.” Yogendra Ya-
dav,asocial scientistand politician, says that reservations should
gobeyond the caste matrix to address changing socio-economic
structures, ensuring that no one feelsleft behind.

The wider set of demands that Jats are making of the govern-
ment right now, though, suggest that the movement is at least
partly an exercise in flexing social muscle. They want martyr
status accorded to all Jats killed during last year’s agitation and
their families given ‘fair compensation’ and government jobs.
Theywant police officers controlling the proteststo be punished
for their actions. This attempt to portray themselves as victims
of state oppression rather than vandals flies in the face of what
happened and only loses them the sympathy of others.

Aware perhaps of the dangers of aliening non-Jats, the move-
ment’sleadersappeartohaveshifted tack.Jassia, the control cen-
treof theagitation, hasaround 5,000 voters thatinclude 35 non-Jat
castes. Wary of awideningsocial divide, Jatsherenow talk of unity
amongall: ‘36 Jaat Ka Bhaichara’ (36-caste brotherhood)isaslogan
thatfigures prominently on protest posters. Thereisanotherno-
tablefeature of the movementthis time:sincelast October, there
hasbeen alarge increase in the participation of women. ‘Matri
shakt? (women'’s power) finds mention inevery speech at the pro-
testsite. A tenthasbeen erected exclusively forwomen protestors.
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“This time, we have decided that women and elder people too
would be partof ouragitation,” says Om Prakash Hooda, pradhan
of Hooda Khap in Haryana. “The women are more enthusiastic
about coming out of their homes and fighting for their rights.
Theyunderstand itisforthe future of the community.” Several Jat
women address the gathering. RenuJassia, a 30-year-old woman
ascends the stage togive astirringspeech: “OuridolisDeen Band-
huChoudhary ChhotuRam, whoalwaysadvisedJatstomaintain
discipline. Learn to control your aggression and demonstrate at
the right time. Victory will be ours.” The crowd cheers for her.
Anotherwoman, her face covered with veil, takes the stage. “We
won'tcelebrate Holi thistime. Our Holi would be after the victory.
Raise your handsif you agree,” she exhorts.

LMOST EVERY SPEECH stokes Jat pride. “We are the

mosthumble peopletillsolongaswe getrespect,”says Atar
Singh of Ismaila village. “But if someone plays with our atma
samman(self-respect), we can fight to the death.” Most speakers
reservespecial anger for the state BJP government,and especially
Chief Minister Manohar Lal Khattar.“We committed abigblun-
derbyvotingfor BJP,” says Kishan Lal Hooda. “Last year, they pro-
jectedusasvillainsacross the country. That wasnot true. We will
teach the government alesson.”

Yashpal Malik, national president of the ABJASS, which he be-
ganin 2009 after quittinghisjobin the Air Force, hascampaigned
extensivelyacross western UP for the state’s Assembly polls, ask-
ingfellowJatsnottovote BJP.“Theysay that they will waive farm
loanswithin 15daysof coming to power,”says Malik. “Why didn’t
theydoitin the state where they have a government? They tried
toinstigate a Jat versus others fight in UP and Haryana. But they
won’t be successful now,” he adds.

Malik’sstatureamongJats hereis clear from the reverence he
gets. “Some BJPleaders say,'How can a Jat from UPlead Haryana
Jats?”says Ashok Balhara, whoisin charge of ABJASSin the state.
“If Rama can become the lord of the country, why can’t Malik be-
come ourleader? Heislike Lord Rama to us.” The ABJASS chief’s
mass popularityisapparent the moment he arrives with asmall
cavalcade of SUVs. Young men and women rush to greet him as

soon as healights from his vehicle, swarming around.

Malik takes the mike and assumes command of the crowd. “I
havetomakeanimportantannouncement,”he declares, talking
about March 20th, “Women won’tmarch to Delhi on thatday. In-
stead theywillkeepup the protest here. We want todivide police
attention at various places. Besides, you have to take care of our
homeswhenmalemembersareaway.” He has been touring vari-
ousstates over the past few days and is pleased with the turnout
everywhere. “There are 30 such protests happening simultane-
ouslyacrossHaryanaandalmost 1olakh peopleare participating
regularly formore thanamonth now,” hesays. “Despite that, the
governmenthasignored us. Wehadno optionbut toannouncea
huge protest in Delhi.” On March 2nd, he held ademonstration
atJantar Mantarin Delhi where a decision was taken to hold the
mega-rally coming up. There will be no shortage of cash for the
event. “Collections have reached around Rs 2 crore from each
site,”theleader claims. “Also,all the villagersare collecting money
and have promised to take care of our basic needs like food and
shelter during the protest.” After Vinay Budhwar, 18, died while
returning from theMarch 2nd protest in Delhi,communitylead-
ers gave hisfamily Rs 11 lakh with a promise of more.

Rajmani from Kaloi village dartstowards the person collecting
cash in Jassia, waves a Rs 500 note, and says,"“ Chhore ke lipe Kaloi
Mahila Mandal ki taraf se (for the boy from the Kaloi women’s
group).” Everyone who turns up at the site has something or the
othertooffer. Some bringwheat-flour packets, others potato bags,
mustard oiland milk toserve the thousandsinattendance. “Imay
notbealiveforlong, but this protest will helpmy grandsons,” says
83-year-old ChetRam whohasn’treturned tohisvillage Ghillour
since he came here in late January.

The protestorssay they areaware the governmentis watching
them.“Ourphonesare onsurveillance,” says Malik, “Sowe don’t
talk over the phone.” Decisions taken at this meeting are to be
conveyed to others in person. Only tractors—thousands from
Jassiaalone—will be used for transport, it transpires. Water tank-
ers will accompany them, and people are being asked to bring
food. “The young will be trained how to break police barriers,”
says Malik. “We will doa peaceful protest by blocking everything
towards Delhi.” He himself will lead a convoy of tractors from
Meerutin UP.

Meanwhile, the Haryana government has constituted a five-
member committee headed by Chief Secretary DS Dhesi to hold
talks with Jat leaders. “The officers in the committee don’t have
amandate to takeadecision,” says Malik, “They have reached us
twice, but theirintent is to disrupt the movement.” On his part,
Dhesi says, “I am personally involved in the talks and am confi-
dent something will be worked out.”

The foundingfathers of India’s Constitution had seen jobres-
ervations asa way to end the caste system with all its inequities,
but post-Mandal politicsand the extension of quotastosuchavast
partoftheelectorate as OBCs turned the policy intojust another
political bargaining chip. India’s polity must realise that thisisa
slippery slope. Moreand more quotas willmakeamockery of the
aims of affirmative action.m
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NS AGAINST ABVP

By SIDDHARTH SINGH

ELHI WAS SUBJECTED to a strange spectacle

recently:aseriesof unrelated eventsthatbegan with

acancelled seminarat Ramjas College in Delhi Uni-

versity and ended with a social media storm aftera

tweet by a young woman. What tied it all together
was the claim that freedom of speech’ was in peril in India.

It all began on a day in February when a seminar on ‘Cultures
of Protest’ that was to feature Umar Khalid, a Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU) student once charged with sedition, was can-
celled allegedly under pressure from the ABVP, a student union
affiliated with the BJP. The day after the event was cancelled, ‘pro-
freedon’ students took out a march on the campus where, alleg-
edly, slogansfavouringindependence for Kashmir were chanted.
Within no time, chaos gripped the University. A counter-march
by the ABVP on a tense campus worsened matters. If this were
not enough, a social media post by Gurmehar Kaur, a student
of Lady Shriram College (LSR) and daughter of an Army officer
killed in action, took the situation seemingly to a point of no re-
turn. Allegations, counter-allegations and bitterness of a kind
seldom seen marked the latest round of student unrest in the
capital. Then,assuddenlyasitall began, theepisode cooled down.

Allthisisreminiscentof earlier ‘protests’ by writersreturning
awardsin 2015and the week of rageinJNUlast year when anti-In-
diaslogansbecame fashionable. Perhaps the most vexed issuein
allthese controversies—ranging from the eventsof February gth
lastyearatJNU where ‘azaadf slogans were allegedly raised tothe
latestbrouhahaat Delhi University—is that of freedom of speech.
From thenumber of thwarted academic programmesin the Delhi
area—where ‘contentious’topics were tobe discussed—aconclu-
sion can be drawn that free speech stands imperilled in India.
Matters are, however, more complicated.

InJNU,amid thelush expanse of itscampus, a professorat one
ofitsrelativelyliberal (read: non-Left dominated) schoolsexplains
the complexity of the debate beyond the simple ‘the state wants
to crush dissent’ one-liner. In academic settings, the search for
excellence requires questioning almost everything that comes
one’s way. That is essential for new discoveries to be made and
solutions to be found for problems. The liberty to raise slogans
such as ‘freedom of Kashmir’ squarely falls within this domain
of freedom. “Iwould be fine with the slogans on Kashmir. But the
issueis that what has taken place here hasskirted the boundary
of incitement. Now thatis not acceptable. It is difficult to make
ajudgment where one (freedom of speech) endsand incitement
(inKashmir) begins,” says the professor.

How much of a problem is this? Is there evidence that the
shouting of slogans does incite violence elsewhere—in Kash-
mir, for example?

Openreached out to a government officer closely involved
withsuchmattersand asked him if[NU-like events poseadanger
to security. “If you ask me about the existence of a link between
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shoutingslogansfor ‘freedom for Kashmir’and
secessionistsbeingemboldenedin Jammuand
Kashmir, I cannot prove this in the manner of
alaw court. Butifyouask me whetherthisem-
boldensmilitants, yesit certainly does,” hesays.

Thisisa treacherous domain where a vital
freedom can turnintosomething dangerousfor
the country on one side,and on the other any
attemptto‘squeeze’freedomappearstomilitate
against what distinguishes India from many other developing
countrieswhere preciousfreedomshavebeensacrificed. “Takethe
case of freedom for Kashmir’,” theJNU professorsays, “Ithasavery
weak case when seen from legal, political and historical perspec-
tives. There is overwhelming evidence that India is on the right
sideandthereislittle merit forso-called azaadithere.” The trouble,
this scholar says, is that by shouting down academics who want
to say something in favour of letting Kashmir go its own way, we
onlygivethemmore creditthan they deserve onascholarly plane.

EYOND THE SINGLE substantive issue of freedom of
speech, these protestsshowsomethingmuch moremundane.
First, they are triggered by single events and lead to an escalation
and counter-escalation that dies down as quickly as the flare-up.
In the instant case, after the seminar at Ramjas College was can-
celled, ahuge rally by the ‘pro-freedom’ group was followed by a
counter-rally a day later by students affiliated to the ABVP. Then,
withinaweek, Delhi University returned tonormalcy. Two, these
protestsare largely Delhi-centric. With the exception of protests
inHyderabad University after Rohith Vemulacommitted suicide,
campusesacross India have remained peaceful and studentshave
gone about their regular activities: classes, exams and other work
have continued unabated. Three,at themostmundanelevel, itisa
simplefightbetween the Left’sstudent unions—which havelittle
influencein Delhi outsideJNU—and the ABVP,which hashistori-
cally beenstrongin Delhi University, defendingits campus turf. “Tt
isnotaseriousideological fight...itis designed to be oppositional.
Thereareelementsofopportunisminall this. Butyes, thereareoth-
erissuespertainingtoacademic work thathave become hopelessly
tangled in all this, ones that do not permit an easy solution,” says
Rajesh Rajagopalan, a professor of international relations at JNU.
In recent weeks, one such matter has grabbed attention toan
extent.Inaccordance with University Grants Commission (UGC)
rules, JNU recently asked faculty members not to take on more
than eight PhD studentseach. Thiswasanormal academic-cum-
administrative measure meant to streamline the functioning of
the university and also improve the quality of academic output.
Thisstep, too,hasbeensuckedintothe political maelstrom of cam-
pus politics. Now, sinistermotivesare beingimputed towhat the
university administration considered a purely academic matter.
Depending on one’svantage, the events of the last two weeks
appear to be eithera case of India creeping towards ‘fascism’ (the
Left'sview)oramatterofabiding with theideaofIndiaasanation-
state whose boundaries ought to be respected (the ABVP’s).

Arally against ABVP at Delhi University

There are historical echoes that show this ‘debate’is not new.
From the late 1940s until 1990, Leftists used to debate what was
called the ‘nationalities question in India’. This was something
thathad been dutifully picked up from Sovietliterature. Theidea
wassimple: Indiaisnotonesingle nationbutaclubbing together
ofvarious ‘nationalities’,each with distinct aspirations. Thisis the
prismthrough which the ‘struggles’in Punjab, Nagaland and J&K
wereviewed by the Left. Itisanothermatter thatinall these three
troubledstates, theso-called nationalities question was closely tied
toreligion,something theLefthasfound very hard tocometogrips
with. The result was a series of intellectual somersaults over the
decades thatled nowhere except some kind of melancholiclong-
ingfora‘struggle’. Inthe meantime, Punjabreturned tonormalcy,
asdid Nagaland, leaving only Kashmir as the residual example.

Butunlike thefirst wave of the debate on nationalism inIndia,
this time around there is no care taken to build and argue a case
for ‘different nationalities’ in India, but a cheap reduction of it
toslogans and catechisms on the subject. ‘India is an occupying
force in Kashmir’ and ‘Kashmir has been colonised by India’ are
some of the Leftist slogans one hears on campuses. It requires
no elaboration that these simplistic claims betray ignorance of
whatisacomplex history. If earlier generations of Indian Marxists
displayed some ‘scholarly’ engagement with nationalism, their
successorsareonly adeptatchanting whatare mereslogansbereft
of any analytical content.

“The questionis nolonger that of the Left or Right, but one of
competence andrigourinarguments,”saysMakarand Paranjape,
anotherscholarwhohasbeen subjected tohooliganism by Leftist
studentsrecently.

More than halfacentury ago, the American historian Richard
Hofstadter described asimilar climate of mistrustin the USas‘the
paranoidstylein American politics’. He wasnot questioning the
mentalstatusof those whomade fantastic claimsand dished out
conspiracy theories, but the utterly fantastic airaboutitall. The
‘paranoid style’ was in rage soon after the Cold War began and
lasted until after the defeat of the unconventional conservative
Barry Goldwater in America’s 1964 presidential election.

It won't be a stretch to say that India is experiencing its own
‘paranoid style’ these days—but on the Leftist end of the politi-
cal spectrum. Since the start of 2014, when there were enough
hints that Narendra Modi could become the Prime Minister of
India, notaday goesby withoutsome dire prognosisof doom.The
common themeinall thisisthe comingend of variousfreedoms
in India. But strangely, the louder these dire prophecies get, the
weaker the claim of freedom in danger.m
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CRIME |

ins of the Father

Another case of sexual assault rocks the
Catholic Church in Kerala

By SHAHINA KK

‘Butwhoso shall offend one of these little ones which believe inme, it were
better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that he
were drowned in the depth of the sea’

—Matthew 18:2-6

OPE FRANCIS’ RECENT call for zero tolerance to-

wardschild offenders within the Church seemstohave

hadlittleimpactin Kerala. Therecentarrest of a priest

in Kannur for raping and impregnating a 16-year-old
girlhasthrown theissueinsharpreliefagain. Father Robin Vadak-
kumchery,the Parish priest of St Sebastian’s Church in Kottiyoor
in Kannur district was taken into custody under Section 376 of
the Indian Penal Code; he faces charges under the Protection of
Children from Sexual Offences (POSCO) and Juvenile Justice (J])
Actsaswell. He stands accused of several crimes other than rape,
including a conspiracy to cover up the alleged sexual abuse and
apregnancy thatresulted from it,complicityinmoving the new-
born from the mother’s arms to an unknown place, and finally
offeringmoneyto the family tostaysilentand forcing theminor
to pin the child’s paternity on her own father if anyone were to
ask. According to the police, while the main accused is Vadak-
kumchery, other priests and nuns were involved in breaking a
series of lawsin hisfavour.

The casesurfaced once the girl’s plight was brought to the no-
ticeof Child Line,a privateservice meantforsuchreports. Itswork-
ers met the girl and learnt of her status as a minor, what she had
undergone, and of the child she had borne. “We got the informa-
tion from Child Line,” says Sunil Kumar, Circle Inspector of Police

atthe Peravoorstation in Kannur district, whoisin charge of the
investigation. “Initially, the girl wasin denialmode,and said she
hadnocomplaintsagainstanyone. Sherefused todisclose Father
Robin’sname. Upon furtherinterrogation,shemade the shocking
statement that herown fatherraped her. WhenIquestioned her
father, I was convinced that he was innocent. We gave the girl
extensive counsellingand made heraware of thelegal and social
consequences.Shedisclosed the name of Father Robin only after
sherealised that her dad would go tojail.”

The sequence of crimes began in May 2016, according to the
police. It was arainy day, and the girl had been left alone in the
church hall after her brother, who had accompanied her there,
returned home early. The priest allegedly asked the girl into the
restroom and then raped her. Being of a poor family, the girl and
herfamily saw themselvesashelplessagainst theauthority of the
priest. Once the pregnancy was obvious, they were later offered Rs
10lakhashushmoney—andforthegirl’sfathertobecitedasthe
man responsible for it. On February 17th, the victim delivered a
babyin Christhu Raja hospital in Kannur,and the newborn was
moved to an orphanage run by the Church the same day.

Once an FIR was registered, the priest tried to flee, but the
police caught him in Malappuram on his way to the airport. As
questioningrevealed, his plan was tomove to Canada. The probe
has since widened to cover the roles of eight others—among
them, five nuns and the doctor and administrative officer of the
hospital—andall are absconding.

Adding fuel to the fire,a Church-funded weekly magazine
Sunday Shalom published a bizarre editorial holding the victim
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responsible for her so-called ‘sin’. The editorial says: ‘Dear girl,
youarelikemy daughter, let me tell you this, youarealsoat fault
before the God Almighty, Why did you forget who a priest is?
Havinga human body, he also has temptations. It was your duty
tostop him.’

Inadramaticturnofeventssince, the policeis currentlyon the
trail of Father ThomasJoseph Therakom, chairman of Wayanad’s
Child Welfare Committee (CWC), and Sister Betty,amember of

it,both of whom are suspects. “Child Line reported the incident
to the CWC on February 7th, but they too tried to hush up the
matter. They took nolegal stepsasstipulatedin theJJand POCSO
Acts,” says the police officerin charge of the investigation.
Since Therakom, a priest, was the head of a quasi-judicial
authority, the police needed state clearance to act against him.

[OPENE: 3

OnMarch 6th, the state government disbanded the CWC, taking
away hisimmunity, and the Church authorities have informed
the media that he has been suspended from the position he held
asspokesperson of the Mananthavady Diocese.

ASES OF SEXUAL abuse involving priests have been

coming to light with alarming frequency in Kerala. In
December 2016,aspecial courtin Emakulam sentenced a Catho-
lic priest to a double life term as he was found guilty of raping a
14-year-old girl. Father Edwin Figarez, a parish priest at Lourde
Matha Church in Puthenvelikkara, had raped the girl several
timesthatyear. The existence ofaccomplices had raised eyebrows
in this case too, with a nurse at a government health centre also
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convicted for her failure to report the case to the police.

In a similar incident in 2014, Father Raju Kokkan, a Parish
priest of the Thrissur Catholic Archdiocese was arrested for the
alleged sexual abuse ofa 10-year-old girl. According to the police,
hetook the child to the parsonage of the church where he would
perform duties as a priest, and then raped and took nude photo-
graphsof her. The trial isunderway at a Thrissur sessions court.

On July 23rd, 2013, Fathima Sophia, a 17-year-old girl, was
found dead in theresidence of Father Arokiaraj, a Parish priest of
StStanislaus Churchin Walayar, Palakkad. The police closed the
case as one of ‘suicide’, but the priest later confessed to murder.
He made the disclosure as a ‘strategic error’ when he got caught
inasting operation by a Tamil TV channel, which aired footage
of the priest admitting that he’d killed her when she resisted his
advances. The case was reopened, and the court ordered that he
be booked along with four other priests (for trying to conceal
the crime), including Bishop Thomas Aquinas of Coimbatore.
The confession had followed an epic battle waged by the victim’s
mother ShanthiRoselin. Over the phone, the priesthad admitted
toRoselin that he’d had sexual contact with her daughter, even
thoughhe’dinsistedit wasatthelatter’s
instance, and also referred to the girl’s
death asan ‘accident’. Having recorded
the phone conversations, the mother

“Initially, the girl

themselves. They take action against the priest involved only
after the crime is exposed. Its power, absolute power, and even
themediaissilenton thisaspect,”saysaformerseminary student
whoquitthree decadesagoandisnowaplanter. “Thisisnotanew
phenomenon, I knew such things have been happening since
1980.Priests travel in India and abroad accompanied by nuns,”
headds,“and nunshave very little voice, they have no choice but
tofollowinstructions.”

An activist working for socially deprived children in
Maharashtra, a nun who has seen these power equations
closely, says she feels sorry for the nuns booked in the Kottiyoor
case. “Thisis a heinous crime and I have no doubt that whoever
involved in concealing the crime should be brought to the
court,” she says, “but I assume that those nuns are too power-
less to report the crime to the police even if they wanted to do.
Once a nun, the choices are limited. Quitting the convent and
goingbackhomeishell.”

Among the most sensational cases involving the Catholic
clergy in Kerala was the 1992 murder of Sister Abhaya, who
wasfound dead in the well of St Pius Xth Convent in Kottayam.
Itled to a national outcry, the CBI was
broughtin, and there were suspicions
thatthe probe had beenbotched. There
had been signs of a physical struggle

sought the help of a journalist friend to wasin .d'en]'a]' mOde! at the crime scene, and bodily inju-
arrange the sting. Thus the priest was a_'['ld Sald She ha_d no ries found in the autopsy suggested a
ranguted athmaithherdpag  COTAPIAINS against egedly made o s o assuide
tosilence her once she started scream- aIlYOIle- She refused It was only in 2008 that two priests
]ijng. Itwas }?pparf:nt iha't the Eolice had to disclose Father jl;l';c}l1 anun wel; C}Largle;d v;zlith Siste;
een too hasty in closing the case as . aya’s murder, but by then muc
suicide, ignorir}ig aletter wgritten bythe ROb}II’S name. We. had evideZme had been lost}(,)r tampered
girlto her motherthat Father Arokiaraj to g' ve her extensive with. In 2009, the CBI submitted a re-
wouldberesponsibleif something were . ] portsaying the victim had mostlikely
tohappentoher. Allthefiveaccusedare COImse]llng beenkilled with anaxeand dumpedin
outonbailand the trialis yet to begin. SUNILKUMAR the well after she stumbled upon the

“Sexual crimes committed by priests
cannotbecomparedtothosebyordinary
people,”saysMaria, whowasonceanun.
She quither convent because she could
not put up with the exploitation of nuns there. “The sexual of-
fencescommitted by priests cannot be viewed asasingular crime
committed by one person. Itis an organised crime,” she alleges,
“Theauthoritiesor whoeverisconcerned only try tohush upmat-
tersinstead of reporting the same to the police. They are worried
only about the reputation of the Church and do not bother
about victims.”

Maria’s own experience was traumatic. She was forced into
sexual relations with a priest for a few years, and she felt she
had no option but to cooperate with him if she wanted to stay
at the convent. “Finally, I decided to wind up the double game,”
she says. Many other former nuns and priests vouch for what
Maria has to report. “You cannot see a single incident of sexual
abuse directly reported to the police by the Church authorities

rapecase

circle inspector in charge of the Kannur

two priests and a nun in a ‘compro-
mising position’, but no conclusive
evidence could be provided. The case
hasnotyetcometoaclose,andseveral
writ petitions on various aspects of the case have complicated
legal proceedings.

While cases such as these do not mean that the Church itself
hasfallen afoul of the law in its conduct, its reputation risks be-
ing tarnished in public perception. “The Catholic Church has
made a vital contribution to the growth of the state,” says a se-
nior Christian journalist, adding, “The popularimage of a priest
or nun was that of a person who dedicated his or her life to the
welfare of the society. Malayalam cinema did not have a villain
whoisa priest ornun till the gos.That trend began only after the
Abhaya case.” He holds the view that the Catholic Church is
an institution powerful enough in Kerala to protect its own. It
isin its own interest not tolet criminals hide themselves under
acloakof piety.m
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WHEN COWS
COME HOME
TO DIE

Some of the worst casualties
of the drought in south India
are its cattle. vsHORBA visits the

Tamil Nadu-Karnataka border

where lives are tied to them

HE DROUGHT-BLIGHTED world of 50-year-old

Masiammahasabrutalkind of beauty. Chokkanalli,

atiny Irula settlement bordering Mudumalai Na-

tional Park in Tamil Nadu, not far from the Ooty-

Masinagudi tourist corridor, is part of the Sigur pla-
teauin thenorthern Nilgiri hills. Itisno one’sideaof aholiday; its
stark Ballardian landscape clothed in the browns of summer. The
village and the forests around it are in the midst of a profoundly
terrifying dry spell. Prickly pears past their prime and limp bou-
gainvillea are the only things that thrive on the stripped earth.
The drought has laid waste to livelihoods here, leaving the 40
householdsthathavelongsince given up farming-the hamletis
partofanelephant corridorandagricultureisn’taviable option—
bleak-eyed and broken-hearted. Their main source of income is
their cows, born in their homes, defended with blood, and now
stunted by scarcity. Over two-thirds of their 500-odd cattle are
dead. The ones that remain, all skin and bones, are dead behind
theeyes. When the cowsgo outtograze, the womensend them off
with a calm, kindly gaze, knowing they may never return. They
try to keep busy, pitting and cleaning tamarind, combing their
hairtolook theirbest at the temple festival thatisunderwayin the
neighbouringvillage of Bokkapuram,and wrappingupflavoured
rice forthemenfolk whoset outevery daylookingforworkin the
plantationsonly toreturnempty-handed. The villagerswatchalot
of TV these days, says P Saroja, the wife of the local priest, sitting
in the shade of her verandah with her teenaged daughter. “Who
would want to bring children into this world? The TV is our only
sourceofhappiness,”shesays.“Thereisnothingtodo. Thegovern-
mentstillowesusthousandsofrupeesforthe[MNREGA]work we
didlast year. The cows are dying and the money we make selling
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The road to
Mangala village,
Karnataka

rainfall, all water holes in the forest have dried up” srinivAs REDDY field director, MudumaleiReserve
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milk and dung—Rs 30 per basket—is
also dwindling. It feels like our lives are
beingblown away in the wind.”
Masiamma is not yet ready to give
up. She locks her bright blue door be-
hind her, a plastic pot filled with water
hoisted onherhip,analuminum trough
with hay dangling from her left hand.
Seven of her 11 cows died in the past
threeweeksandonehascollapsedinthe
woods, too weak to walk home. “It has
been in the forest for three days. It can
onlywalkafew stepsevery day and will
die if Idon’t bring her food and water,”
she says. “It has birthed just one calf. It
istoo young to die.” In a pink polyester
sari, a towel draped over the head ris-
ingin a plume behind her, Masiamma
walks nearly two kilometres—we trail
her through the dirt, heat-sapped and
exhausted—until she reaches the edge
oftheforestwhere the cowsitsslumped
inthedappled shadow of atree. Besetby dehydration, it slurpsup
thewaterinajiffy. Thesmall bundle of fodderisnotnearly enough,
butitcost MasiammaRs 25.She knowsitisamatter of time before
sheloses this cowto starvation ortoa predator attack. “Last night
at2am, twoelephantscameintothevillagelooking for water. All
theanimalsare hungryandthirsty.Ionlyhope the cowregainsits
strength and returnshome before something attacksit. It cannot
evenfightback,”shesays, hurryingback tothevillage, where her
tworemaining cowsanda calfare waiting for theirmeagrelunch.

AST YEAR, TAMIL Nadureceived only 543 mm ofrainas

againstits annual average of 920 mm, the lowest recorded
since 1846. Most taluksin Karnataka are grappling for water and
even Kerala is in the midst of the worst droughtin a century. It
isno surprise that the deciduous forests of the Nilgiri Biosphere
Reserve are dry as paper, the ground a stagnant yellow-brown
tract that can scarcely support the lives of over 100 species of
mammals that depend on it. Deer amble into the burnt-down
firelinelike mythical spiritswith antlers. Herds of elephants have
uppedandleftforBhavanisagarin search of water. Treesare bare
sticks poking at the sky. “It isnot as alarming asit looks. For four
months every year, the forest is dry and the elephants and the
deerlose weight during this time. The weakest of them die—itis
anatural culling—and the rest learn to adapt to an increasingly
drier climate. This year, however, with over 60 per cent deficitin
rainfall, all water holes in the forest have dried up and we have
had toemploywater tankerstofill them regularly,” says Srinivas
Reddy, field director, MudumalaiTigerReserve. The 32,000-hectare
expanse of Mudumalai,along with thelarger Bandipurand Nagar-
hole National Parks, Wayanad Wildlife Sanctuary, Silent Valley
National Park, Mukurthi National Park, the upper Nilgiri Plateau,

“Last night at 2 am, two elephants came to the village

theSiruvani hillsand Nilambur together constitute the 5,500-sqkm
Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve, one of the most ecologically significant
zonesin India. Drought may be the newnormal for the animals of
thereserve, but the people living on its fringes, largely dependent
ontheforest, find theirlivesrecedinginto poverty with each failed
monsoon. Last month, a raging fire levelled over a thousand hect-
aresinBandipurandclaimedthelife ofaforestguard. Thesameday,
anotherblaze consumedasmallhillin Mudumalai. Both, say forest
officials, werestarted by disgruntled tribals. The forest department
employsafewhundred tribalsasfirewatchers, butrestrictedaccess
to the forest and its wealth of produce, coupled with the dearth of
waterand pastureland,have madeithard formostcommunitiesto
ekeoutaliving. “Weare paid Rs 6,000amonth tolook out for fires,
buttherearethousandswithoutajob orany way tomakemoney,”
says K Bomman, 25,an eco watcher from Masinagudi whoisinto
hisfourthyearofservice with theforestdepartment. Heisstationed
bytheroadtoTheppakadualongwith three otherwatcherswhose
primary jobis tolook out for cigarette butts that could well starta
fire. The trench behind them, now covered in dry underbrush, is
actually awetland, Bomman says.

H Natarajan, 56,a farmer from Vazhaithottam near Masina-
gudi,wasan ecowatcherfortwodecadesbeforehestartedgrowing
peanut, ragiand pulses on his father’s agricultural land—about
three acres—in 2004. There were some good years, but farming
seemslikeadoomed prospectnow. The Moyarriver thatdrainsthe
plainsalong the interstate borderisreduced to a doubtful stream.
Untimelyrains,longdryspellsandalack ofawarenessandresourc-
esamong small farmers to try new methods of irrigation could
spell the end of agriculture in the drier regions of the Nilgiris, he
says.“Thegovernmentoffersdripirrigationsubsidiesonly toland-
owners. Butmost people here, especially SCand ST communities,
farmoncommonland withoutapatta,” hesays. The only source of
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livelihood forsmall farmersislivestock,and thisyear, with pasture
land dryingup, more than halfthe cattle population of Masinagudi
hasvanished, Natarajan says. “Never have welost somany cows.”

HRINKING COMMON PASTURES acrosssouth India
are no more alarming than the government promoting a
transition tothestall foddersystem, says GV Ramanjaneyulu,an
agricultural scientist with the Centre for Sustainable Agriculture,
Hyderabad. “All government schemes are focused on stall-based
rather than grazing-based options. Feeding grains to livestock
puts extraburden on farmland andincreases the ecological foot-
print of animal husbandry. Moreover, the Western livestock
system, where animals are crammed into small spaces, makes
themsusceptible to disease, necessitatingantibioticsand growth
hormones,” he says. The cumulative effect of the rainfall deficit
over the past three years will be hard to shake off, he says, espe-
cially for farmers dependent on small numbers of milch cattle.
“Thestall-based system is a death knell for the small farmer.”
Subsidised dry fodder depots set up by the governments of
Tamil Naduand Karnatakaare few and far between. “Milk prices
are notrising despite the droughtand higher cost of inputs—up
by over three times in the past decade. In the absence of pasture
land, Thave to spend Rs 260 for abale of hay, which can feed four
cows for a day. Small farmers cannot afford this. The govern-
ment, instead of trying to be a supplier of feed, should extend
financial assistance to marginal cattle owners,” says Karthikeya
Sivasenaapathy,anative cattle evangelistand Managing Trustee,
Senaapathy Kangayam Cattle Research Foundation, Tiruppur.
Itisextremely difficult to estimate the number of milch cattlein
south India, let alone guess the number of deaths from drought,
he says. The 19th livestock census conducted in 2012 puts the

Drought has become
the new norm for
animals of the
5,500-sq km Nilgiri
Biosphere Reserve;
(left) Masiamma,
who lives close to
Mudumalai National
Park in Tamil Nadu,
walks 2 km every day
to fetch water for
her cow

lOOkil’lg fOl' water. All the animals are hlll'lgl'y and thirsty” MASIAMMA resident, Chokkanalli, Tamil Nadu

number of cowsin India at 122.9 million, with Andhra Pradesh,
Telangana, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka accounting for a little
under 15 per centof the population. Italsoindicatesa preference
for high-yielding exotic breeds which, says Sivasenaapathy, are
farlesslikely to survive dry spells.

Acrosstheborder, in Karnataka, the 16 villagesin the vicinity
of the Bandipur forests, hardened though they may seem from
enduringaridsummers yearafter year,are headed toward adark
future. Their cattle, walking the stubborn earth, are ghosts of their
former selves, many of them collapsing on the streetsand dying
prematurely. Enroute to thevillage of Mangala, we meet 75-year-
old Javraiya and his famished cows lapping at aleak in a water
pipe by afield. He lost four of his cows just last week and shakes
his head when I ask him how many of the remaining 20 will
survive the summer. “Iranadairy untillast year, earning atleast
Rs 8,000 amonth. Now, I have to buy milk,” he says. The men of
Mangala, hometoover 1,000 healthy cowsuntilacouple of years
ago,nowworkascooliesinresortsand plantationsnearby. “Youth
nolonger wanttostay onin thevillage. Inmost of the 300 houses
here, youwill onlyfind old people, livingat the mercy of therain.
Allthe borewellsin the village have dried up. We have not sown
anything this year and with the cattle dying, we can no longer
support ourselves,” says Gayappa Devar, an ageing resident.

In Cheluvarayanapura,ahamletofabout 25 housesnear Man-
gala, women carefully fill buckets at the common tank, spilling
nota drop. There is enough water to drink, but no pasture, says
BKaliamma, 40, tearingupasshe talksofher three cowsthat died
twoweeksago. She only has one calfleft, besides some fowl, two
young goats and two acres of fallow land. She wants her nine-
year-old son Anand and eight-year-old daughter Harini to work
in the city when they are older, she says. “Our villages are dying.
The cowsarejust the first ones to go.”m
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CRICKET

The Bengaluru victory
against Australia shows
why the Test format
inspires such devotion
By ADITYA IYER

IRST, PICTURE A dog. An old, scraggly mutt. He
doesn’t shake hands, perform tricks or fetch newspa-
pers—that kind of dog. Tugging at the choke chain,
nosense of self-preservation dog. The kind of dog your
children will never take a shine to. Sometimes, even you will
secretly wish that it would be better off for everyone if he were
gone. That kind of dog. But sometimes, just sometimes, when
the half-blind, fully self-centred fellow lays a squirrel at your
feet and shows you how much he cares, your devotion to him
begins to border on the profound.
Thatkind of dog hasaname. He’s called Test cricket.
Earlier this week in Bengaluru, that old mutt hauled himself
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up the couch, nuzzled your neck and told you it will be ‘A-okay’.
Because that’s exactly how overwhelming those four days of
pure, old school cricket—asphyxiating, long-format cricket—
were. Unanimously observed by all those who witnessed it (fans
and criticsalike), the match brought out arange of rich, primary
emotions: fear, anger and sadness at one end. Joy, admiration
and anticipation at the other.

This Test match, and Australia’s ongoing tour in India, will
now setaside the phenomenon that wasthe seriesbetween these
very teams in 2001. During the 16 yearsin between, the dog had
nearly lost relevance on these shores.

Like in life, the story of a Test match—any Test match, least

Virat Kohli speaks to the umpire as Steven Smith (right)
walks off the ground after being dismissed in Bengaluru

ofall an enthralling one—cannot be told without alarger narra-
tive,abackstory. Before the Australiansarrived on thissoil, Virat
Kohli’sIndiahad gone unbeatenin 19 Testmatches—x3 of those
in India. They had won six consecutive Test series—the lack of
contestdraining the format ofitsromance. Australia,on the other
hand, hadlast wona Testmatch onthe turning tracksof Asiaback
in 2011 (Galle), a time when their current captain Steven Smith
wasstill aspiring to be aleg-spinner.

Since then, they had been blanked 4-0in India (2013), 2-0 by
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Pakistan in the United Arab Emirates(2014) and 3-0in Sri Lanka
(2016). The punditshad written Smith’sside offeven before they
landed in Mumbai in February. Asan old foe of theirs, Harbhajan
Singh, toldanewspaper, “If Australia play well, India will win 3-0,”
adding, “Thatisif Australia play well. Otherwise, 4-0.”

Inspectacular fashion, Australiaanswered back on the dusty
minefield of a wicket in Pune. For the first Test, the teams were
welcomed with an abrasive pitch, one that was expected to turn
square from Day One. It did, promptly bringing the Australian
spinnersinto play. The greatness of India’s spinners—R Ashwin,
RavindraJadejaandJayant Yadav—layin thefact that they could
summon their expertise and artistry on neutral pitches. A rank
turner had blunted that edge. That winning edge.

The unlikely Australian win (by 333 runs) produced an
unlikelier hero in left-arm spinner Steven O’Keefe (he took 12
wicketsin thefifth match ofhis career)and the unlikeliest score-
card— Kohli’s team was bowled out for 105 and 107 in the two
innings. Test cricket in India was once again a bar-room brawl.
The romance was back. “We shut a few people up,” fast bowler
Mitchell Starc said after the match. “Butit’s only one Test win,
notaserieswinyet.”

By the time we took ourseatsat the M Chinnaswamy Stadium,
Bengaluru, plenty of waterhad flowed under the Halasurubridge.
When Kohli won the toss on what seemed like a batting
wicket, commentator Sanjay Manjrekar said rather than asked:
“So Virat, obviously you will be batting first?” He did and before
theend of day, India had been bowled out almost single-handed-
ly by Nathan Lyon (figures of 8/50, the best bowling figures by
any foreigner in India) for 189—their third straight innings
oflessthan 200.

At stumps on Day One, Australia had consolidated their
momentum, their openers David Warner and Matt Renshaw
returning to the dressing room with the score at 40 for noloss.
Captain Kohli, said pundits in the press box, would do well to
draw thismatch.

HE SAME PUNDITS will also tell you, but only with the

crutch of hindsight, that the turnaround unfolded over Day
Two, with the speed of growing fingernails. Over the course of
seven part-excruciating, part-hypnotic hours, India’s bowlers
choked the Australian batsmen for runs. The going was slow for
themen in the middle and also the spectatorsin the stands, with
thevisitorsscoringjust 197 runs(atarateof 2 runsan over)all day.
Momentumstalled, if only temporarily, Kohlistillhad toensure
that their firstinnings lead wasn’t a sizeable one.

Thelead had anumber early on Day Three—87. The Austra-
lians would’velikedamore bloated figure, but on this two-paced
pitch, where someballsreared from goodlength and otherskept
alarminglylow,coupled with India’snow-brittle battingline-up,
itcould’vejustbeen enough. It seemed more than enough when
India found themselves floundering at 120 for four (essentially
37 for four), with no Kohli (dismissed for his fourth successive
score of 15 or less) to forge a rescue either.

Alesserteam, oralmostany other Indian team from ourrecent
past,would have folded underthe weightof this pressure. Butnot
Kohli’s India. Just as Australia threatened to run away with the
match, twowalking wicketsin thisseries, CheteshwarPujaraand
Ajinkya Rahane, dug deep and learned to crawl. By the end of the
third day, both were unbeaten and India had alead of 126.

“In the last two years, it’s one of the top two partnerships, or
maybenumberone,” Kohlisaid later. “Becauseretrievinglost mo-
mentumand giving the team the lead wasa question of character,
and they both showed why they are India’s best Test batsmen.”

For three grimy days, the drama had played out like a soap
opera. It climaxed on the fourth day. Starc broke the partnership
and snapped a stump, Josh Hazlewood crippled India’s lower
order and Australia seized back the momentum, giving them-
selves a target of 188. The match was now ablaze, a fire that
bellowed with the spectators’ final day tickets. Even the most
optimistic fan was aware of it.
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Australia burst out of the gates in a hurry, wiping away 42
runs for the loss of just one wicket. But in a Test match where
predictability was at a premium, India struck back with three
wickets—all of which brought into play the contentious nature
of on-fieldreviews and the Decision Review System (DRS). All of
which would lend the final ingredient that makes some India-
Australia Test series’ more mythical than others—one captain
dragging the reputation of the other through mud.

It began in 2001, when Steve Waugh claimed to have been
‘wound up by (Sourav) Ganguly’s continued petulance’, and
only got worse in 2008 when Anil Kumble all but called Ricky
Ponting and his men cheats. “Only one team played in the spirit
of the game,” went Kumble’s most famous quote at a press con-
ference. Now coach of the Indian team, Kumble watched Kohli
goastep further.

Test cricket. The old dog was now foaming at the mouth.

ViratKohli wasstirring upafrenzy. Not with hisbat. Not with
amicrophone,ashewoulddolater. Atthismoment, 1:46 pmona
turbid Tuesday afternoon in Bengaluru, Kohli wasdoingsowith
his bare hands—moving them like two spades raking up earth.

Just as Australia threatened to
run away with the match, two
walking wickets in this series,
Cheteshwar Pujara (leff) and
Ajinkya Rahane, dug deep and
learned to crawl. By the end of the
third day, both were unbeaten
and India had a lead of 126

Heand histeam, afterall, were shovelling out of agrave they had
dug for themselves over the last three days.

To Kohli’s plea, some 30,000 spectators responded spectacu-
larly. The concrete and plastic interiors of the Chinnaswamy
Stadium resembled a living, ventilating, hyperventilating thing.
They chanted Kohli’s name. Then the country’s. Then there was
aMexican wave. And another. The wave crashed againsta drum
rollandebbed. The drumroll climaxed with aspine-chilling ‘Huh!

The Indian captain clapped for the crowd, then placed those
palmsonhiskneesand resumed hisduty at firstslip. Youcouldn’t
see his eyes (veiled by sunglasses, of course) but you knew they
werenow trained at the batsman, Steven Smith. Smith is Austra-
lia’s captain, Australia’s best batsman and Australia’s best bet in
thistricky run chase. Putsimply, Smith is Australia’sKohli. Once
hetwitchedinto hisstance, Umesh Yadavbegan hisrun-up from
thefarend of the field.

The ball kissed the dry, cracking, two-paced pitch and stayed

low. Low enough to resemble an underarm delivery, smashing
intothetoe of Smith’sshufflingboot. Helooked upimmediately
and shook hishead; knowing that he was gone for all money. So
did the umpire, Nigel Llong, who raised his finger and so did
Kohli,whopranced past Smith’s peripheral vision and the stump
micand simply said, “Fuck off”.

But Smith couldn’t afford to. Neither could his team. Not
at 74 for three. Not on a venomous pitch where the target of
188 seemed more like 788. So Smith stayed put and decided to
check with his batting partner, Peter Handscomb, if the deadest
LBW in the history of LBWs was worth reviewing. Only, he had
only 14 seconds to initiate DRS. Handscomb looked sheepish,
so Smith turned to the Australian dressing room, twisted his palm
andasked them what theyreckoned (aclearviolation of therules).
Andallhell toreloose.

Now umpire Llong is rushing towards Smith, wagging his
finger like a school teacher who has finally caught the chalk-
thrower. Now Kohliisrushing towards Llongand Smith, hissing
“See! Itold you, Itold you.” Now Llong is standing between
Smith and Kohli like a referee in a boxing ring. Now Smith is
on his way back to the dressing room—dragging with him
histeam’s hopes, his spikes leaving behind a trail of dustand
divot. It may as well have been gun powder, for an already
incredibly volatile match is about to explode into a cloud of
controversy. Not on the pitch—where Australia would even-
tually lose by 75 runs—but at the other end of the trail, in an
innocuous press room.

“Igothitonthe padandlooked downto Petey and hesaid ‘Look
up there’,” said Smith, when asked about what happened. “So
I'turned around and it was a bit of a brain fade on my behalf. I
shouldn’t have done that.”

“Brain fade?” asked Kohli, when informed about Smith’s de-
fence duringhis pressconference. “The wayIleft theballin Pune,
youknow, gettinghiton the off stump. That wasabrain fade. But
ifsomethingisgoing on forthreedays, thenthat’snotabrainfade,
assimpleasthat.”

Theinsinuation, foraroom full of journalists, wastoojuicy to
pass.Didithappen earlieraswell then?“Isawthathappening two
times when I was batting out there,” Kohli replied. “I pointed it
outtothe umpire, thatI'veseen their playerslooking upstairs for
confirmation, and that's why the umpire wasat him.”

Kohliwasn’t done just yet. “This hasto stop, because there’sa
line that you don’t cross on the cricket field. Idon’t want to men-
tion the word, butit falls in that bracket. Iwould never do some-
thinglike that on the cricket field.”

Istheunmentionable word ‘cheating’,asked areporter. Kohli
smiled. “Ididn’t say that, you did.”

Kohli has stirred up a frenzy. Not with his bat. Not with his
hands,ashehad done hours earlier. At thismoment, 5:07 pmona
Tuesday afternoon in Bengaluru, Kohli hasdoneso with hiswin
and his words. For the sake of this Test match. For the sake of this
Test series. And for the sake of bringing out the street-fighting,
fang-snarling and flesh-tearing version of the oldest dog. Rabid
session afterrabid session. m
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RAGE AGAINST
THEOTHER

What is fuelling anti-Indian sentiment in the US?
By BENNETT VOYLES

HE WHISKIES WERE alittlesuspicious, beer being
the standard post-work drink for malesin the US. The
cigarettes would mark themasslightly foreign as well:
most American professionalsdon’'tsmoke. Otherwise,
SrinivasKuchibhotlaand Alok Madasanifitrightin,an ordinary
partofan ordinary scene—the smoking patio of AustinsBarand
Grill,asportsbarin Olathe,Kansas,atownof 125,000about 32 km
southwest of Kansas City, Missouri. Infact, they wereregulars; the
staffreportedly thought of them as ‘the Jameson’s guys.”

Unfortunately, that'snotwhoeveryonesaw. Alittleafter 7 pm
on Wednesday, February 22nd,a drunk man started questioning
themabouttheirvisastatus. “Theytried totell him that theyhad
donetheir[master’sdegrees]in Kansasin 2006 and had been stay-
ing there with valid work permits,” a relative of one of the men
told areporter. He started shouting racist slurs at Kuchibhotla
and Madasani,and making enough ofanuisance of himselfthat
someone threw him out.

Butthe guycamebackafewminuteslater. Hehad covered his
head in a grey and black scarf. Some people said he had military
medals pinned on his white shirt. He walked up to the Jameson’s
guys,shouted “Get outof my country,”andshot themboth, killing
the 32-year-oldKuchibhotla, injuring Madasani, 24,and alsoinjur-
inglan Grillot,a White 24-year-old whotried tostophimasheleft.

Theeventseemed tocomeentirely out of the bluein the quiet,
prosperous town. As Madasani told a BBCreporter, he’d never
heard aracist comment in Olathe. Like nearby Overland Park,
where Kuchibhotla and Madasani lived, Olathe is America atits
best, home to Whites, Blacks, Hispanics,and a growing number
of South Asians.Crimeislow, people make good money,and most
people are doing well: the average household earns $126,000a
year, nearly double the $70,00o0 national average. Itis 85 per cent
white-collar, well above the national average, and 45 per cent of
adultshave aBachelor’s degree, compared to 21 per cent nation-
wide, according to Neighborhoodscout.com.

Immigrationisn’treallya problemin Olathe either. The truth
isthatalot of the town’s prosperity depends on people like the
Jameson’s Guys, two of many Indian engineers who've built the

city’sleading company, Garmin, a maker of Global Positioning
hardware and software.

Kuchibhotla and Madasani were Telugu speakers from Hy-
derabad who came to the Kansas City area to pursue their Mas-
ter’s degrees in the 2000s, and stayed back to work. Like a lot of
America’stech companies, Garmin itselfisanimmigrantsuccess
story. It began in 1989 as an acronymic partnership between an
American and a Taiwanese engineer, Gary Burrell and Min Kao.
The twostarted in 1989 in an office that consisted of two folding
chairs and a card table, and over the next decade, built an enor-
mous, globally listed company. Today, Garminisa $9.7 billion
business, partof whichis housed ina 140,000 sqmetresbuilding
onagé6-acrecampusin Olathe. Itemploys 2,800 peopleinitslocal
offices alone. When a 70,000-sq-metre addition is finished next
year, the company plans to hire another 2,800 employees.

But that’s the objective reality, the kind that Garmin is good
atnavigating. More difficult to mapis the shadowy landscape of
rage and alternative facts where Adam Purinton, the man who
shot Kuchibhotla and Madasani, seems to have lived.

Purinton is a registered Republican and a Navy veteran. Al-
thoughhelooksthe partof the crazed hillbillynow; therole seems
to be new to him. Purinton lived in a large house on a cul-de-sac
of three-and-four-bedroom homes, some over 20yearsold, seven
or eight km away in Overland Park, with a view of a pond. The
average list price of homesin his zip code s $621,000.

Neighbourssaid he had gone downhill the past yearandahalf,
since hisfather died. He was drinking heavily now,and was often
drunk before noon, usually on beer. In recent years before his fa-
ther’sdeath, the Wichita, Kansas, native had done someinfotech
work (in his LinkedIn profile, he describes himself as a desktop
supportspecialistfor Gen3ration,aKansas City IT supportagency
that seems to have gone out of business). In the gos, he worked
for some time as an air traffic controller, a non-union job since
the Reagan years that takes some training. In the late 8os, a year
ortwo out of school, he had been in the US Navy.

Itmayjustbeblind chance that Purinton expressed hisrageat
two Indian engineersratherthan a waitress servinghimawarm
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Alok Madasani (in dark blue),
who was wounded in the
shooting that left Srinivas
Kuchibhotla dead, ata
candlelight vigil in

Olathe, Kansas

beeroracounselloratan unemploymentoffice who couldn’t find
himajob. In fact, he apparently didn’t know they were Indians:
two hours later, when he wandered into an Applebee’s, a chain
restaurant alongside the highway in Clinton, Missouri 8o km
away, he told a waitress that he had killed Iranians.

However, the fact remains that police brought himinona
charge of shooting these particularmen,andall over the country,
Indians, Jews and other minorities have reported a sharp rise in
hostile comments and aggression since November.

Even after the Olathe shooting, other Indians have been
shot: Harnish Patel, a 43-year-old owner of a convenience store
in Lancaster, South Carolina, who was
killed outside his house on the eve-
ning of March 3rd;and on March 4th

REUTERS

‘Theard about how in an elementary school, a child came to
Indian kid and told him to go back to his country, he wroteinan
email. ‘When he complained to the teacher and the parent, the
parent was not told what is being done about it in the school. He
wastold thatitis confidential though his own child wasaffected
by thehate speech. Another person narrated how they were told
inthe park by arandom guy who came to them and told them to
go back to their country in the past month.’

Whereisall the rage coming from?

Jagdish Sheth, a Marketing professor at Emory University’s
Goizueta Business School, saysthe Trump election hasstirred up
alot of latent racism. “But this hasbeen
truein America formany decades. Ron-
ald Reagan stirred up the same things

inKent,aSeattle, Washingtonsuburb,
DeepRai,a39-year-oldIndianmanwas
told to “go back to his country” and
thenshotinthearm.

Prasad Kaipa, an executive coach
and business advisor based in the San
Francisco Bay Area, says he has not
experienced any hostility personally,
but when he asked Indian colleagues
atlunch, many told him they had had
adifferent experience.
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All over the country,
Indians, Jews an
other minorities have
reported a sharp rise
in hostile comments
and aggression
since November

in the late seventies and early eighties
especially against Mexican migrant
workers.” In the end, the roots of this
kind of hostility are almost always eco-
nomic, Sheth says. “Whenever there is
an economic downturn, whether it’s
inan emerging market or an advanced
economy, minorities are targeted as a
scapegoat.” The difference is thatin the
States, he says, people have guns. “We
havesuchalarge prevalence of gunown-
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Deep Rai’s home, outside which he was attacked

ership that it makes it easier for somebody to commit a violent
crime,” he explains.Indeed,arecent survey by Fivethirtyeight.com,
adataanalysissite, founda clear correlation between hate crimes
and income inequality. An analyst for the Southern Poverty Law
Center, an advocacy group that tracks hate crime, explained the
results this way: “It’s typically not your objective situation that
makesyouangryand resentful, butratheryoursituationrelative
toothersyouseearoundyou,” said Mark Potok. “So, whereincome
inequality is very high, so is anger and resentment against those
‘other’ people who you fear are doing better than you.”

Many Americans never quite recovered from the Great
Recession, Sheth notes. After the housing bubble burst in
2007, they watched the value of their house decline along with
their retirement account and their own economic value in
the labour force.

Anumber of recent studies have found that there are alot of
frustrated, middle-aged White people like Purinton out there. A
quarter of White men with only a high school diploma are now
no longer working, and many aren’t even trying to find work,
according to federal data.

This frustration has had consequences, the kind you can see
etchedin theface of Purinton, who though only 51,looksatleast
1oyearsolder. From 1978 to 1998, the mortality rate of US Whites
fellby 2 per centa year,according toa 2015 Princeton study. After
that, death rates have begun torise by 0.5 per cent a year, even as
other country’sdeath rates continue tofall. The causes tended to
be suicide orrelated to alcohol and drug abuse.

Professor Sheth believes this present wave of hostility against
Indians will pass once the US economy picksup steam and both
thestock marketand thehome marketboom. “The negativeim-
pacton people’sdesire tocome to Americadue tocurrenthostility

AP

Even after the
Olathe shooting,
other Indians have
been shot. On
March 4th in
Seattle, Deep Rai,
a 39-year-old, was
told to “go back to
his country” and

then shot in the arm

will be only temporary,” he predicts. “I think the United States
will be always attractive to immigrants,” he adds. “It is because
it has structural flexibility to adjust and it is a great place to put
your roots for the children and the grandchildren”.

In the short run however, some signs are troubling:

e Trump’s chief adviser, Steve Bannon, argues that for-
eign students and Hi1-B visa holders are squeezing out op-
portunities for Americans. “They can’t get engineering
degrees, they can’t getinto graduate schools because there areall
these foreign students, when they come out, they can’t getajob,”
hesaidina 2016 interview.

® Reuters has reported that the Trump administration has
proposed re-orienting the government’s Countering Violent
Extremism initiative to focus exclusively on countering radical
Islamic extremism, away from the growing number of white
supremacist groups.

® The administration has tended to be quite leisurely in
the time it takes to comment on attacks they don’t associate
with Muslim attackers. It took Trump six days to condemn the
Olatheattack.

For Trump’sreality-show presidency, the showwillgoon, from
lieto lie and tweet to tweet, concerned exclusively with its own
spectacle. Butoutside the‘waste wing’,in the sportsbars, the drive-
ways, and the convenience stores where real life continues, the
Administration’sjeers and silences alike threat-
en to inspire more Purintons to pin on their old
medals, grab their guns, and find in terror some
redemption for their own squandered life. m

Bennett Voyles writes on global trends.He was
Jormerly with The Economist Intelligence Unit
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‘AN ANTHEM
FOR MOTHERS
AND SONS’

Oscar-nominated Dev Patel talks

about what it is like being a child of immigrants
in a conversation with Noel de Souza

T’S BEEN Atwo-and-a-half-month
longrollercoaster ride for Dev Patel
with many stops along the way,
including an Oscar nomination
for Best Supporting Actor for Lion. The
ride came to an end on Oscarnight; the
golden statue was not tobe his,
but he did win a BAFTA, the British
equivalent of an Academy Award.

Lionis the story of five-year-old Saroo
fromavillage in India who suddenly
finds himself on a train headed thou-
sands of kilometresaway from home and
ishurled into the arms of bustling Kol-
kata. He must nowlearn to survive on the
harshand cruel streets of the city until he
is picked up and taken to an orphanage.
Hislife takesa turn for the better when
heisadopted by an Australian family.
Butwhen hebecomesanadult,hehasa
burning desire to find his birth mother
and elder brother. The movie chronicles
hisamazingjourney back to India, where
heisreunited with hismother.

When we meet ata hotelin Beverly
Hills, California, 26-year-old Patel is
friendly and soft-spoken with an air
of assurance about him. He opens up
about falling in love with Mumbai,
and wanting tobe Bruce Lee.

You are of Indian decent and were
brought up in the UK. Did you ever

have an identity crisis?

Thisis probably the project thatThad the
biggest connection to. Asa 26-year-old
British-Indian guy, thiswasa character
whose journey really mirrored my own.
Growingup,Ispentalotof time trying
toshunmy cultural heritage tofitin
sinceIdidn’t want to get bullied. I didn’t
want tostick out, 'd doanything I could
tobelike everyone elsein England. And
whenIwent to India with Danny Boyle
to shoot Slumdog Millionaire, it was really
the first time thatThad been there since
Iwasayoungadult,and it was com-
pletely thatlight bulb moment, all those
stigmas that Thad were dispersed right
away; it pushed me into anotherlevel of
consciousness, and since thenI've gone
back and done five filmsand it’sbeen
alove affair. Saroo’s (Lionis based on
Saroo Brierley’s book A Long Way Home)
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driving force for hisjourneyisto goand
reconnect with hisroots, hisidentity,
andIcouldreally relate to that.

When did you first visit India? Was it
for Slumdog Millionaire?
IwenttoIndiawhenIwas royearsold,
dragged there by my parents toawed-
ding.Ididn’t really like it. I went to Guja-
rat.. like morea villagey area. I literally
gotbitten to death by mosquitoesand I
hadadodgy stomach. SoIturned tomy
sisterand said, ‘We are not coming here
again.’ And now, working in Mumbai,
Iliterally fell in love with it. Tknow it
sounds cheesy butImeanit’shard not to,
because you are surrounded by people,
humanity and if you are human, you're
going tolove humans.I'was 17 yearsold
then.Itold everyone I'd matured five
yearsin the space of five months.

Do you know anyone whose life has been
affected by this narrative?
SarooandIwent to the Google head-
quartersin San Francisco to give a talk
there, and there wasa young Indian girl,
aGoogle employee, who camein tomeet
Saroo,and it was profound. Shehad been
left on a train with her two sisters while
hermotherwent to the toilet, but her
motherneverreturned. She and Saroo
stayed alone in the room, theyhad so
much totalk about. She told him that this
movie means so much to her. Itis stories
like this that make it all worthwhile.

Does a project like this change your
perspective towards your parents?
Irealise that Ikeep gravitating towards
movies that Tknow that my mother
would want tosee. When I did Marigold
Hotel, my mother worked ata daycare
centre for the elderly. Andasakidl
would go there and play dominoes with
all the people in there,and Iwould sit
there andlook at herand think, ‘God,
youare astar’, the way she looked after
those people and the way theylooked
ather, so that film for me was special.
But with Lion, at the core, it’samother-
and-son story,and there are two pillars
here: there’s the Australian motherand
there’s Priyanka (the birth mother), two

pillars,and the roof that connects them
isthe boy who won't give up at nothing.
Thisisabeautiful message and I was
lucky enough to take my motherand
grandparents to the premiere at Odeon
cinemain Leicester Square. It was

the mostamazingmomentbecauseI
walked past Odeon Cinema to get signed
bymy firstagentand my momand1
stood out there for three hoursjust to

see Will Smith at the Hancockpremiere.
AndIgota picture of hisforehead when
hebent down tosign things. Now, I was
there with mymom andssisterand my
grandparents and there was my goofy
mug on these postersin Leicester Square
with Nicole Kidman. The filmisan
anthem for the family,and mothersand
sons for sure.

Tell us about your parents.

My parentsare the perfect yinand yang.
My motheris the driving force and my
father hasasilentstrength, the strength
behind my mother. Heisaman of less
words. Beinga child of immigrants,
whatisinstilled in usis ‘Through hard
work you will see the fruits of your
labour’. So, that hasbeen instilled in
us—work, work, work. And my mom
doesit,my dad doesit,and thatiswhatI
have tried to apply to my work.

Is religion an important factor in

your family?

I'have grown up in a spiritual family.
‘We have alittle meditation roomin the

“GROWING UP,
ISPENT ALOT OF
TIME TRYING TO
SHUNMY CULTURAL
HERITAGE TOFIT IN
SINCE IDIDN'T WANT
TOGET BULLIED.

I'D DO ANYTHING
ICOULD TO BE LIKE
EVERYONE ELSE IN
ENGLAND”

Dev Patel, actor

house, and we havelots of Hindu gods
inthere. And then my mother goesto
Lourdesin France and she brings back
the holy water from there. And sheis
hail Mary-ingif I drive the car too

fast. She’sa woman of the world, really,
and she has given us that. We

have gone to Mass and the whole thing.
But you know, I met this taxi driver
oncein New York and I'was going to
theairport and we were just talking for
somereason about life. And he said to
me, Instead of doing thingsin thename
of God, why don’t you justadd another
Oin God and what does that make it?’
AndIwaslike,‘good? And hesaid,
‘Yeah, youshould do thingsin the name
of good,’and I'waslike, ‘That’s cool, I

am going to take that.’

Besides acting, you are also involved in
martial arts. Do you practice a lot?
Tused todoalotbetter.Thaven't kept
itup,butIdiditforeight years,
Taekwondo. It was actually my parents
who gotme to doitbecauseIwas
suchahyperactive kid and that wasa
way to channelise my physical energy.
I'mabig Bruce Lee fan. Thatiswhy I
started acting. Onceathome Iwent
downstairs way pastmy bedtime and I
saw this Asian man centre screen burst-
ing with testosterone, and it was Bruce
Lee,and I was like, ‘I want to be like him.
So, thatis why I gotinto martial arts too.

>

What are your grooming habits?

My grooming habits? Oh, mylord,
Ithink that thisis the first time that

I've ever been asked that question. My
friends and family would laugh outloud
because they know that 'm the most un-
groomed guy. My hair hasitsownkind
of anti-gravitational pull and itisjust the
way it grows away from my big ears. But
hey, moisturise! I can’t believe that I'm
talking about this. Any moisturiser left
on your hand you putin your hair,and
that’sabout how far grooming goes.

On that note we end the conversa-
tion and Patel walks out of the room
still smiling at hisanswer... orisitat the
question itself? m
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RITESH UTTAMCHANDANI

The
Outsider

The loneliness of being Vikramaditya Motwane
By Nikhil Taneja

‘ N 7 I I E VIKRAMADITYA MOTWANE'’S urban survival
thriller, Trapped, releases on March 17th,itwould have

been three years, nine months and a few days since hislast film, Lootera, opened
in theatres to critical acclaim. For an industry that churns out 200-plus films
every year, most directors of calibre typically release a film every second year,
and the more prolific-+or fortuitous—ones may even put out a filma year.

This gap between Motwane’s two films haslittle to do with his calibre; his
debut film, the coming-of-age drama Udaan (2010) was officially selected to
compete at the Cannes Film Festival's prestigious Un Certain Regard category,
the first Indian film to do so in almost a decade. His second, the heartbreak-
ingly beautiful Lootera, inspired from O Henry’s The Last Leaf, found a place in
mostyear-end ‘Best of’lists. Today Motwane is known for his painstakingly
beautiful frames, which are as talked about as his grasp of storytelling,

His prolificacy isn’t in question either; in the same period, as part of the
directors’ collective Phantom Films, he has produced an incredible 11 films
(along with Vikas Bahl, Anurag Kashyap and Madhu Mantena) including criti-
cal and commercial successes such as Queen, NH10, Masaanand Udta Punjab.

Asisthe wont of Bollywood, it all comes down to luck, and Motwane has
been plagued by a particularly bad stretch over the pastfour years. In this span
hehasbeen attached to a dysfunctional family drama starring Ahana Deol, a
thriller, AK vs SK, starring Shahid Kapur, vigilante drama Bhavesh Joshi, first
starring Imran Khan, then Siddharth Malhotra, and a superhero drama Chakra,
co-created by Stan Lee. While the first film never took off, AK vs SK was shelved
afterafew days of shooting, and at some point, so was Bhavesh Joshi, as the script
wasno longerrelevant, having been written back in 2011. And so, Trapped—
thestoryaboutaman locked in an apartmentin a newly constructed, empty

alone and quietly... I love making films without too much dialogue” vikRAMADITYA MOTWANE
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Mumbai high rise, trying desperately to
break free—happened because of and
asareaction to the stalled movies
precedingit.

“To be honest, the film was made
inanger,” a wistful Motwane recalls
inapackedJuhucafé. “Thad reached a
point where I felt responsible towards
my crew as they had hung around with
me for solong through all those shoots
that started and then stopped. I was also
tired of just doing ads or prepping for
movies. I wanted to shoot something
narrative, something that waslonger
than three days.”

Theidea for the film came to him via
an email from writer Amit Joshi,and
Motwane’s first reaction was, Icando
this” “It was such a good challenge for
allof us,” he says. “It was a great story,
easy tomake, and Iliked that theidea
was universal. It could have been setin
Bombay, Delhi, Bangalore, Cal, oreven
Shanghai or America. And after every-
thing thathad happened, Ijust felt thatI
should jumpin.”

Motwane and aminimal castand
crew did just that. Within three weeks
ofhaving decided to do the film,heand
his crew were shooting a start-to-finish
month-long schedule in onelocation,
anunoccupied buildingin the middle
of Parel’s frenetic commercial district.
Ttfelt almost like a “student film”, Mot-
wane says with a chuckle.

Beyond the fact thatasurvivor thriller
like Trappedhas not been done in India,
what attracted Motwane wasits theme
of ‘urban loneliness’. The lead character
inthe film, Shaurya, played by the very
able Rajkummar Rao, isan immigrant
inthe city, one of the many anonymous
people with anonymousjobs who come
to Mumbai to find both their callingand
themselves. Heis completely alone, as
there’sno one by way of family to come
looking for him if he goes missing. At the
start of the film, Shauryaisin arelation-
ship with Noorie (played by Liar’s Dice
actress Geetanjali Thapa). But Motwane
characterises thisrelationship asa form
of urban loneliness too, in that the two
are “alone together”. “When two people
like each otherin Mumbai,and you see

Rajkummar Rao
in Trapped

them together at Marine Drive or Juhu
Beach orin cabsortrains, both are lonely
becauseit’sonly each other that they
actually have,” says Motwane. “Their
isolation from the city to me was best
encapsulated in ascene where the two of
themarelistening to music on the same
pair of earphonesin a train. It’ssome-
thingI've seen couplesdo...andIfind
thatvery cute,” hesays with asmile.

Motwane talks about loneliness
with a certain ease and comfort, and for
anyone who has followed his work so
far, it's not tough to see why. Both Udaan
and Looterawere films aboutlonesome,
misunderstood characters whose battles
were not just with the world outside,
but with their own selvesin a world that
they were trying to find their place in.

In Udaan, the lead character’sisola-
tionand quest to be appreciated by his
father was memorably capturedina
scene where he smashes hisfather’s car.
In Lootera, the isolation manifests both
physically,as Sonakshi Sinha’s charac-
ter, betrayed in love, lives in seclusion in

Dalhousie; and symbolically, as Ranveer
Singh’s character takes up the task of
painting thelastleaf on a tree every day,
soastogive hope to the dyingwoman
heloves.

Inhindsight, Motwane reveals, he’s
alwaysbeen abit ofalonerhimself,and
his filmsmay justbe amanifestation
ofthatontothebigscreen. “Ibelievein
characterswhose actions speak louder
than words, characters who do things
alone and quietly,” he says. “Ilove making
films without too much dialogue. That’s
nottosay there’snocommunication
inmy films;infactthere’salot ofitand
Ireally, really enjoy that. But I really get
offonsilentscenes.” “Udaanhasalot
of that, Looterahas alot of that, Bhavesh
(Joshi)also hasalot of that,” he says with
alaugh,adding, “And now thatI'think
ofit,maybe that’swhat attracted me to
Trappedaswell.1likelonely characters...
Ifind them interestingin cinema, in
books,and in general. There’s something
about one man versus the world.”

On furtherreflection, Motwane
believes this could be because, hailing
fromadivorced household, he grew up
alotfaster than other children hisage.
Hestarted drinking and smoking weed
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before his peersdid. He tried to fitin with
hiselder cousins, but was a misfit there
too. “Inever could fitanywhere, not with
them or with my friends,” he says.
Meanwhile, the ‘Bombay’ which
Motwane grew up in changed into
‘Mumbai’,and he couldn’t recognise his
own city. He characterises his relation-
ship withitas one of “love-hate”. There
are parts of the city that he knows
like the back of hishand, and there’s
Mumbai, a metropolis of indifference.
Thisnagging feeling of being an outsider
within one’s own city has stayed with
Motwane for much of hislife. Andasa
filmmaker who belongs to that school
of filmmaking where God liesin the
detailsand craftisjustasimportantas
the story, this sentiment has percolated
into hisart—and the industry too.
“Istill feel like an outsider, even
within the industry and film circles,”
Motwane admits, “in the sense that my
stories are very different from what any-
body else ismaking. I think that’sa good
thing because compromising or becom-
inglike everybody else isnot going to be
asolution to anything. On every story I
develop orwork on, I'soon start feel-
ing that ‘Oh, this has gota very limited

audience,’ which I'm quite happy about.
IknowIcan then take themand turn
them into somethinglarger and bigger,
within the aukaat(stature) of the film.”
Motwane agrees that it may be the
producerin him talking about making
things ‘bigger’, but the factis, the movies
that he grew up with—the classic cin-
ema of Martin Scorsese, Steven Spielberg
or even Quentin Tarantino—are hardly
relevant anymore. The last movies of
these auteurs—Silence, The BFGand
The Hateful Eight, respectively—failed
tolightup the box office,and the ones
before didn’t rake in profitseither.
Itnow seems that with dwindling

may not have been made 10 yearsago,
isthe highest grossing film of all time,
provesthat the audience now accepta
certain kind of story—and that perhaps,
it'snotalone fight anymore.

Andso, the Trapped directoris
prepping himself for the next stage of
his career, where he wants to liberate
himselffrom his own boundaries, by
‘overstretching’ and ‘overreaching’ and
makingall kinds of movies, including
sci-fiand animation, as well asa sequel
to Udaan. He wants to make up to two
filmsa year, and will work on scriptsttill
heisabletoachieve that, butat the same
time, is keenly aware of the library of his

“Ilike lonely characters. I find them interesting in
cinema, in books, and in general. There’s something
about one man versus the world” vikramabiTya MoTwaNE

attention spans of the audience, in the
age of Snapchat, the only way tostay rel-
evantisto move on from purist cinema
towardsanew kind of event cinema,
which all modern-day directors from
Alfonso Cuarén (Gravity) to Alejandro
Inarritu (Birdman) to Christopher Nolan
(inevery film) seem to be embracing.

Five yearsago, Motwane would have
beenreluctant to agree, but today, having
seen the collapse of the mid-budget film
that could well have been his strength,
he concurs: “You have to grow asa film-
maker...Ithink every film youmake
should be an event.” He adds, “The world
isnotas patient with cinemaasit was
whenImade Udaan, or even Lootera.
You have to be conscious of that,and I'm
understanding that.”

Butallisnotlost where commer-
cial Indian cinema is concerned,and
Motwane recognises this. Asa producer,
he’sbeen part of filmslike NHroand
Udta Punjab, which challenged the status
quoof ‘mainstream sensibilities’ and still
worked at the box office. Such risks are
inherent to Motwane’s storytelling abil-
ity,and it gives him heart that the audi-
ence haswelcomed them. The fact that
Dangal, a film that Motwane believes

work that he eventually wants to create.

“Ifeel that thereisthe hereand now,
where you goand make films and get suc-
cessful,and then make more films, but
then what? Do youwant your filmsto be
seen 15, 20years from now, do youwant
alibrary,in the (Stanley) Kubrick sense of
the way, that people value?Ido,and'm
consciousof that. Soyouneed tonot only
challenge yourself, butin some sort of
way, challenge your audience too.”

For Motwane, the greatest challenge
liesinfindingabalancein hisworkina
way that feeds his creative soul and still
appealsto the audience. He calls Trapped
his ‘most commercial film’ and believes
thatwith it,and his next film, Bhavesh
Joshi, he hasidentified a way to make his
stories “more accessible” and “universal”.

“Thave tried to open up my audiences,
butat the same time,  have taken exactly
thekind of risksin Trappedthat I know
the audience for thiskind of a film would
like. SoI'm hoping, film by film, the
audience grows. Because what’s happen-
ing on the commercial spectrumisso
heartening that you also feel like extend-
ing yourself.” Motwane pauses for a brief
moment,and then sayswith a smile, “Or
maybeit’sjust maturity, youknow.” m
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The Beauty of Disruption

Where Fast and West look hard and longingly at one another

in Galataleading to the Bankalar

Caddesi, the street of banks, which
the Camondo family developed, still
stand. But the Camondo family, along
with tens of thousands of other Jews
who fled from major Ottoman citiesin
1943 (such as Thessaloniki, where 54,000
were rounded up by German soldiers
justastone’s throw from the location
of thatdreadful massacre ordered by
Emperor Theodosios Imore than 1,500
years before), were eradicated, entirely,
in Auschwitz. Asthe Second World War
madeits ugly progression, the Turkish
Embassy in Paris—hearing that Jews
were being put on to trains heading for
concentration camps—opened an office
where Ottoman Jews were given the
passports of young Muslim students so
that they could escape France to travel
back toIstanbul. Itisestimated thatin the
space of twomonths 15,000 souls were
saved in France and, by the end of the war,
afurther 20,000in eastern Europe.

The day thatI submitted this book
tomy publishersin May 2016, Istanbul
hosted the first ever World Humanitarian
Summit, spearheaded by the UN. It took
placein the midst of the greatest refugee
crisis since the Second World War,and as
the dignitariesand heads of state arrived
there were more international refugees
inIstanbul fleeing stasisin thelands that
had once been Ottoman thanin any other
capital city in the world. Istanbul might
havebeen asettlement besieged since
antiquity, butshe fights against succumb-
ingtoasiege mentality.

Peaceabroad, peace athome, wasthe
foundation stone of the new Republic.

Today the population of the city of
Istanbulislarger than those of two-
thirds of the world’s countries; it
stretches oo miles from end toend.

T HEELEGANT CAMONDO steps

By Bettany Hughes

From 1924, 0n postcards, for the first
time there wasasystematic policy to
brand the diamond between two sap-
phiresasIstanbul not Constantinople.In
1928 the Latin scriptreplaced the Arabic.
From 28 March 1930the Turkish post
officenolonger delivered post addressed
to Constantinople. There had been similar
attemptsbefore (during the wars with
Russiain the eighteenth century, sultans
had struck coinsin Islambol rather than
Constantinople), but the Turkish Repub-
lic'sendeavours were more systematic. Na-
tions which are unaware of their history
areobliged to die out, said Kemal Atatiirk;
hiswordsareimmortalised at Istanbul’s
Ottoman Military Museum. Allwhohave
controlled Istanbul—Thracians, Greeks,
Persians, Romans, Byzantines, Latins, Ot-
tomans, the British, and the Turks—have
come herespecifically to trade goods,
politics, humansorideas, so theinvisible
lines of connection that have given the
settlementherstrengthasaplaceandasan
ideaare hard tobreak. The city existsboth
asherselfandbeyond herself.

In the 1960s ferocious fireson the
Bosphorus, sparking because of the
transport of fossil fuels demanded by
Europe and America in the new super-
tankers that ground from north tosouth
andback again through thesstraits,
recalled the scene on the waterways
1,500 years before when the Byzantines
had unleashed Greek Fire. Some of the
conflagrationsin the 1960s burned for
days. The sticky, black fumesseemed to
smoke-signal an entry toanew kind of
world. A beneficiary of the Marshall Plan
after the Second World War, Istanbul
started to take on the mantle of American
influence. Up until the First World Wara
visitor from 400 years before would have
been able to find their way around the
city without too much difficulty. After

theurban developments of the early
1960s and 1970s, they would have been
lost. Istanbul’s administrators harboured
anambition to become global players
once again in an increasingly globalised
world, froma‘modern’ global city.

Andyet, despiteits profound influ-
ence, despite the fact that thishasalways
been the firstand last city of Asiaand Eu-
rope, and the fastest route between North
and South, that a Greco-Roman heart beat
inthe Byzantine body politic, despite the
fact that Constantinople was the Caput
Mundi throughout the medieval period
and that the Ottomans drove internation-
al politics for close on 500 years, Istanbul’s
isstillacivilization that doesnot holdits
ownamong the world’s greatest hits. Its
story is perhaps so complex, each chapter
interwoven with the next, itdoesnot
satisfy our desire for unitary explanations
forhow the story of the world runs. Asa
city Istanbul is both ‘ours’and ‘other’; itis
acosmopolis that defies categorisation. In
the Royal Museum of Artand Historyin
Brussels—an institution rudely apparent
initsdebt to classical influences, with
arotunda and pillared colonnades, its
collectionsadapted to celebrate theidea
of a briefly united Europe—the treasures
of one of the first medieval civilisations to
attempt comparable unity are squashed
into the basement. One gorgeous finely
carved Byzantineivory casketisboxed
upnexttoaradiator, whereas Greeceand
Romearelauded on the first floorand the
culture of Islam now hasits own specially
designed and lavish gallery with slatted
windows.

Thisisacity whoselegendsandlocus
might serve tostimulate fantasies, but
ithasalsosystematically nourished the
hardreality of popular, political protest.
Constantinople—The City,complex,
variegated,ambivalent—was forgedand

[OPENIE1S

20 MARCH 2017



o A painting by
¥ Laura Lushington of a

]
!.

e LN TR LR R :-r.—.se_..s-au—_ P gl ¢

n-s;n«nnll A
-y ’

{m

AS ACITY ISTANBUL IS BOTH ‘OURS’ AND ‘'OTHER’ ITISA
COSMOPOLIS THAT DEFIES CATEGORISATION
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thenreworked in the heat of certain be-
lief. Although nominally akingdom,an
empire of God, did the fast turnaround of
rulersand subsequent instability serve to
give voice to the people? Was that seduc-
tive topography of Byzantion, Byzantium,
Constantinople, Istanbul such a character
inits ownright thatindividuals here felt
aconnection notjustto theirruler but
tothe physical power of the cityscape
itself? Thereisascale of geographyand
topographyin greater Istanbul that seems
todemandabrio,anideology tomatch.
The majority of generationsthathave
livedin the city have witnessed some
form of popular protest. When President
Erdogan,achild of Istanbul and onceits
mayor, took tosocial media to try to quell
theattempted coup of summer 2016, his
rallying cry was this: ‘there isno power
higherthan the power of the people.’

‘ISTANBUL-BYZANTIUM—CON-
STANTINOPLE-IS OURS’Istanbullus
declared on vandalised windows during
the Gezi Park protest.

The graffitist’s statementisa cogent

THISIS ACITY WHOSE
LEGENDS AND LOCUS MIGHT
SERVETO STIMULATE
FANTASIES, BUT ITHAS ALSO
SYSTEMATICALLY NOURISHED
THE HARD REALITY OF
POPULAR, POLITICAL PROTEST

one. Who doesnow own Istanbul? And
whatis her direction of travel? From those
firstneolithic footprints, through the
adventuring work of the Greek found-
ingfathers,Rome’s empire-builders,
Christendom’s creators, the New Justin-
iansand the Young Turks, thishasbeena
settlement with precedentand purpose,a
potent capital with an innate energy that
refusestorun dry.Istanbul canneverbe
listless: the topography of the city means
thatyoualwaysarriveatit with dyna-
mism. Localsnote sagely that the Asian
and European quarters of Istanbul can si-

The Ortakoy Mosque, built by
the Armenian family of Balyanin
AD 1721and then rebuilt in AD 1853

multaneously experience different
weather fronts. Through history onboth
sides of the Bosphorus there have been
earthquakesand tsunamis, storms with
hailstones the size of aman’sfoot,and
fishermen have thirty differentnames
forthe winds that pluck the waters here.
The Greek poet Pindarbelieved that the
secure foundation of cities was eunomia,
good order, but Istanbul also encourages
something which, physiologically, our
mindsseek—disruption. In terms of both
historical factand written histories this
placereminds us why we are compelled
to connect, to communicate, to exchange.
Butalso tochange. Byzantion started her
historical life asarough frontier town.
Lifein the city hasalwaysbeen demand-
ing,evenifit occasionally enjoys the odd,
languid interlude. Today the Dardanelles
Straitsare the busiest waterwaysin the
world and the Bosphorus connectsall the
pointson the compass. If Chalcedon was
thecity of the blind, Byzantium, Constan-
tinople, Istanbul haslong been theland
of clearsight:in the very essence of the
city thereis photography, writing in light,
before the word isinvented. This founda-
tionisone of those brightideas, one of
thoselambent entities that commands
the world’s stare, that compelsustolook.
Butif thiswasadiamond between two
sapphires,itisalsoagemintowhich we
can gaze and see, as well asamulti-colour
prism, our own desiresreflected back.
Istanbulis not where East meets
West, but where East and Westlook hard
and longingly at one another, sometimes
nettled by what they see yetinterested
tolearn that they share dreams, stories
andblood.m

ExcerptedfromIstanbul:
ATale of Three Cities
by Bettany Hughes
(Weidenfeld & Nicolson,
8oopages, Rs 1,499)
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Boris Pasterna ;

The Poet of Patience

Seeking Boris Pasternak in Putin country

month of May in Peredelkino, a

sleepy Stalin era writer’s colony in the
suburbs of Moscow. The year was 1956.
Boris Pasternak walked out of his
dachaclutchingathick packet. “This
isDoctor Zhivago. May it make its way
around the world,” he said nervously,
while handing over the packet to his
guest Sergio D’Angelo, who was waiting
forhimathisgarden.

I T WAS A sunny morningin the

By A Damodaran

Sergio D’Angelo, an Italian Com-
munist was onasecondment with
Radio Moscowwhen he came visiting
Pasternak that day. He was hunting for
promising manuscripts fora Milan-
based publishing house run by Giangia-
como Feltrinelli, a senior member of the
Italian Communist Party. The packet
that Pasternak handed over to D’Angelo
carried a touchingrevelation of the raw
face of the Russia’s October Revolution.

For the Soviet leaders, Dr Zhivagowas an
act of literary subversion. For D’Angelo,
itwasthe catch of the century.

With his Communist Party card,
D’Angelosslipped through the iron
curtain and reached his treasure to
Feltrinelli. Within a year of the Peredilki-
norendezvous, Feltrinelli published
DrZhivagoin Italian. The English ver-
sion followed in 1958. Later that year,
the Swedish Academy announced Boris
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Pasternak as the winner of the Nobel
Prizein Literature ‘for hisimportant
achievement both in contemporary
Iyrical poetry and in the field of the great
Russian epic tradition.’

Pasternak was expelled from the
Union of Soviet writersand given an
ultimatum to decline the prize orleave
the country. Pasternak opted to decline
the prize. Two years later, the devastated,
cancer-stricken writer was dead.

Boris Pasternak hailed from an aristo-
cratic Jewish family. His mother Rozalia
was a talented pianist. His father, Leonid
Pasternak wasa celebrated impression-
ist painter who tantalised Lev Tolstoy
with his brilliant illustrations for the
1892 edition of War and Peace. Pasternak
grew up seeing Leo Tolstoy,and
composers Alexander Scriabin and
Sergei Rachmaninoff visit his parents at
their home in Moscow. In hisyouth he
was drawn to Scriabin and tried hishand
asamusician. After studyingat the
Moscow State University and at
Marburg, he gave up his earlier plans
and finally opted to be a poet.

Initially drawn to the romance of
the Russian Revolution (the Kerensky
version), Pasternak gradually got disil-
lusioned with the Bolsheviks and spent
agonising years under Stalin’s rule. He
narrowly escaped the concentration
camps as the Dictator had a soft corner
forhim. Asamember of the Soviet
Writer’s Union, the poet-turned-novelist
wrote poems and lived through the
Stalin eraasa translator of Shakespeare
and Goethe. However unnoticed by
the state and its sleuths, he wassilently
working on his passion, Dr Zhivago.

The story of the novel revolved on
Yuri Zhivago, a poet-turned doctor, his
love for two women (Tonya his wife and
Lara hismuse), hisinitial enthusiasm
for the Russian Revolution, his gradual
disillusionment with life and finally
his death on the streets of Moscow.

Yuri Zhivago was Pasternak’s alter ego.
During hislifetime Pasternak too was
tormented by his relationship with

two women (Zinaida, his wife and Olga
Ivinskaya, hislover) and led an agonised
lifejustlike his protagonist.

David Lean’s epic movie Dr Zhivago
(1965) opened the world to the Zhivago
story. Thanks to Omar Sharif, the movie
captured the imagination of cinema
goers of North Africaand the Middle
East. In the tea districts of Assam, the
movie wasimmensely popular, asits
heroine Julie Christie was born and
broughtupin Chabuainateagarden
by the name Singlijan.

EREDELKINO—A forested,

exurban hermitage for writers that
Stalin created in 1934 at the bidding of
Maxim Gorky—was driven by a simple
philosophy: provide creature comforts
toaband of impactful writersand they
wouldslave for you. Theidea worked
well as some of the renowned literary
figures of the Soviet Union queued up to
receive the largesse. Pasternak was one
of the chosen few to be allotted a dacha
in Peredelkino. Mikhail Baktin, the
celebrated philosopher of language and
Alexander Solzhenitsyn were the others
tostayin this exclusive hermitage.

Last September, I took a break from
my teaching schedule at Moscow State
University to visit the Pasternak House
whichisnowamuseum.I'wasearly to

Doctor

PASTERNAK'S ABILITY
TO ENDURE AND WAIT
FOR THE ULTIMATE
REDEMPTION CASTS
HIM IN THE MOULD OF A
‘POET OF PATIENCE’

reach Peredelkino as the morning train
from Moscow was faster than I thought
itwould be. From the train station, I
walked down asmallroad, which had
high walls on either side to finally reach
the Pasternak Museum. Iunlatched the
gate and walked through a gravelled
pathway that was drenched by the
previous night’srain. Tomy leftwasa
thick stand of birch trees that had shed
itsleaves. The trees shrouded the sight
of the dachafrom the gate. AsIwalked
alongthe path, the silhouette of the
building became visible.

Icrossed the tree stands and reached
asmall garden which hada wooden
bench andatable. The garden faced
the stepsto the veranda of the dacha.1
could see that the Museum was closed.
Iwalked around the garden, waded
through the birch trees, snapped a few
photos and finally rested on the wooden
bench, waiting for the museum staff to
arrive. It took some time for me torealise
Iwasresting on the same wooden bench
where Sergio and Pasternak had satand
conversed 60 years ago before exchang-
ing the Zhivagomanuscript.

‘Autumn had already sharply marked
the boundary between the coniferous
and deciduous worlds in the forest. The
first bristled inits depthslike a gloomy,
almost black wall; the second shone
through the open spacesin fiery, wine-
colored patches, like an ancient town
with a fortressand gold-topped towers,
builtin the thick of the forest from its
own timber.’

These lines from Dr Zhivagocould
have come only from the wilderness of
Peredelkino,IthoughtasIwaited impa-
tiently for the museum staff.

WhenIentered the Pasternak
Home, it had an air of frugal charm.
AnnaKoznovawho holdsaDoctorate
inLinguistics from the Moscow State
University led me through the dacha.
We entered a spacious drawing room
whose walls are layered with his father’s
pencil sketches and paintings. My guide
explained that it was in this room that
Pasternak celebrated his Nobel Prize
win with his close friends. Three smaller
rooms adjoined the drawing room.
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Except fora century-old piano that Pas-
ternak had inherited from his mother,
the room was basic. We finally enter the
famousstudy upstairs where Pasternak
issupposed to have written Dr Zhivago.
The study hasa window that opens to
the birch forests stand in front of the gar-
den. It was an inspiring view. Koznova
told me that during Pasternak’s time, the
view was better asno compound walls
obstructed the view of the chapel atopa
small hill. The Pasternak study had a de-
pleted book shelf with very few books—
mostly different editions of Dr Zhivago
in different languages. Also on display
in the study wasaletter of Jawaharlal
Nehru congratulating the writer on his
winning the Nobel Prize.Iam surprised
when Koznova tells me that Pasternak
read little of contemporary writers. He
was afraid that reading contemporary
works would cramp his style. Pasternak
isalsosaid to have had another curious
habit—arare sense of tidiness which
was unusual fora writer. He systemati-
cally cleared the clutter from his desk
after he was through with his writingat
theend of the day.

The real Boris Pasternak was thus far
removed from the contrived extrava-
gance that David Lean ascribed to his
alter ego, Yuri Zhivago in his film. His
writings were about suffering, romance,
villainy, faithlessness, helplessnessand
broken promises and not the effete love
story that Lean had painted.

ASTERNAK’S CLOSENESS TO

nature, hisability to conjure the
most colourful images of the natural
phenomena, and overand aboveall,
hisability to endure and wait for the
ultimate redemption casts himin the
mould ofa ‘poet of patience’.

In Stalin’s Soviet Union, popular
tastes that were rooted in the classical
tradition were recognised, with their
religious elements purged. Soviet lead-
erslike Khrushchevand Brezhnevread
little and hence did not feel guilty about
harassing writers who were dissidents.
Andropov wasa voraciousreader, but
read to detect non-conformity. It was

onlyin the Gorbachev era, that the
state freed popular culture fromits
grip. Soon thejarring decibels of heavy
rock music drowned the symphonies
of Tchaikovsky and Stravinsky. Stas
Namin, the grandson of the old Bol-
shevik and veteran Soviet statesman
Anastas Mikoyan, emerged as the top
poprock icon in Gorbachev’s Soviet
Union! Donald Trump was invited to
build astate-of-the-art hotel in Moscow.
Yoko Onowas surprised to see an excited
Raisa Gorbachev abandoning her stately
pretensions and awkwardly proclaim
hermadattachment to the Beatles!

Yet, the glasnost phase was an equally
good period for Russia’s post-classical
writers. The younger intelligentsia

WHILE AT ONE LEVEL,
PUTIN SEEKS TO POSITION
HIMSELF AS THE NEW,
NON-PUNK POP ICON
OF RUSSIA, HEHAS
ALSO SUCCESSFULLY
PROJECTED HIMSELF
AS THE CHAMPION OF
RUSSIA'S HERITAGE

and students of the Soviet Union read
Dr Zhivago, Nabokov’s Lolitaand the
banned writings of Solzhenitsyn,
Brodsky,and Akhmatova. Those were
the times when (as Russian journalist
Solomon Volkov says) reading was more
important than living, Pasternak, the
poet of patience wasa celebrity in the
Gorbachev phase. Buthe wasnot by

any stretch of imagination, an apostle of
upheaval. Boris Yeltsin and his followers
needed the compelling and angry prose
of Alexander Solzhenitsyn to uproot the
Sovietsystemin 1992.

Pasternak’s strength liesin his abil-
ity toendlessly linger in the Russian
psyche.Inhisfirst decade as the ruler of
post-Communist Russia, Vladimir Putin
practiced abrand of narrow nationalism

thathad pronounced geopolitical
overtones. Putin’'sregimented rule
provoked deep dissent among sections
of his countrymen. Popular culture
(mainly pop rock groups), sections of
theintelligentsiaand Russia’s nouveau
richform the bailiwick of the anti-Putin
movement in Russia. Putin’s hard
measures against these groups damaged
hisimage in his earlier years of power.
Putin’sreal tragedy has been that he
hasinherited a Russia where people
arerestive since ‘living hasbecome
moreimportant thanreading’. He

had to change histack tokeep his
positionintact.

Inrecent years, Putinhashada
complete image makeover. The crude
nationalist overtones are muted—and
adifferent gameison. Putin’s declared
2017 to be the Year of Ecology, ashe
anticipated that his Communist rivals
would celebrate the centenary of the
October Revolution this year. These days
thekarate-black-belt Head of State uses
his shooting skills to dart and rescue
injured Serbian Tigers. He plunges into
the depths of the Black Sea to discover
the underwater heritage of Russia. The
former KGB official proclaims hislove
for Omar Khayyam to create anew argu-
ment for his Iran policy and appoints
Lev Tolstoy’s great grandson, Vladimir
Tolstoy, as his cultural advisor, to prove
hiscredentialsasa patron of heritage
and culture.

Thus, while at one level, Putin
seeksto position himself as the new,
non-punk popicon of Russia, he has
also successfully projected himself as
the champion of Russia’s heritage.
Now heismoving into an unexplored
terrain. Hisrecent statement, “Russia’s
border doesn’tend anywhere,” is
mystical andlyrical. It was made a few
months before he was credited with
Donald Trump’s victory. Russia’s most
successful head of State
isnow on the fringes of
Zhivagoterritory. m

A Damodaranis afaculty
member at Indian Institute
of Management, Bangalore

[OPENN -7

20 MARCH 2017



I BOOKS I

The Extra-Territorial Army

These untold surgical strikes add to

Indian military history
By Srinath Raghavan

HE ‘SURGICAL STRIKES’
T against Pakistani targets conduct-
edlastyear touched offa discus-

sion on the role of force in Indian foreign
policy. While some commentators em-
phasised that such operationshad been
carried outin the past, others pointed to
the scale and coordination of the latest
strikes. Others still underscored the need
toavoid overestimating the strategic—
asdifferent from operational—effects
of such operations. Interestingly, much
of this debate was conducted with scant
reference to history. Afterall, thiswas
hardly the first time India had used force
outside of aregular war orinsurgency.

Part of the problem is that Indian his-
torians have seldom been interested in
military matters. Worse, even scholars
of strategic affairs have tended torefrain
from serious historical work. On the flip
side, our military too has only recently
begun to make a proper attempt at
documentingitsinvolvement in vari-
ous conflicts. The extent of our history
deficit can be gauged from the fact that
thestory of India’sinterventionin
Maldives in November 1988 is being
told in some detail for the first time in
Sushant Singh’s Mission Oversedas.

Aformer colonel in the Indian Army;,
Singh covers defence and strategic af-
fairs for The Indian Express.His bookisa
fine account of three instances of force
projection by India: Operation Cactus
in Maldives; Operation Pawan in Sri
Lanka; and Operation Khukri in Sierra
Leone. The choice of overseas operations
isimportant because it throws into relief
the peculiar challenges of using force in
such contexts. Drawing on his own mili-
tary experience as well asinterviewsand
access to unpublished documents, Singh
provides well-paced and readable narra-
tives of these little known operations.

The operationsin Sri Lanka have
some purchase on our public memory
owing to the fiascoin which they ended.
Singh reminds us of the extraordinary
optimism with which the politicaland
military leadership authorised an attack
on Jaffna University—aknown strong-
hold of the LTTE. This overconfidence
contributed to shoddy operational pre-
paredness. The Sikh Light Infantry unit
wentin for the operation with civilmaps
of 1938 vintage. Senior commanders on
the ground were also slow in adapting to
therapidly shifting operational context
vis-a-visthe LTTE. The upshot wasa
costly debacle that prefigured the col-
lapse of Indian intervention in Sri Lanka.

Singh suggests that thislarger failure
arose from an inability to fuse politi-
cal and military considerations, plans
and initiatives. In the case of Maldives,
though, the same government did rather
well. When President Gayoom appealed
for Indian assistance in the wake of an at-
tempted coup, New Delhi was quick off
the blocks and sure-footed throughout.
On this occasion, Singh writes, ‘Indian
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officials were able to swiftly put together
aplanaction.’ Indeed, itis striking that
much of the coordination and prepara-
tion occurred at the level of the civilian
and military officials even before the
question of intervention was taken up
by the political leadership. Singh
providesa gripping account of the
strategic deliberations that ensued.
Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi appar-
ently took a close interest in operational
details, including troop numbers, arms
and aircraft. Clarity of strategic aims
and military means along with careful
coordination enabled Indian forces to
shore-up the Maldivian government.

The operation in Sierra Leone had
additional layers of complexity. The
Indian forces taken captive by the rebels
were operating under the UN umbrella.
The international context was there-
foreacomplicating factor. Britain and
the United States were sympathetic to
the plight of captured Indian soldiers,
buturged India to exercise restraint.
Diplomatic efforts to secure theirrelease
without recourse to force took place on
several tracks. Fortunately, there wasn't
much coverage of the hostage crisisin
the Indian media. So, the Government
could take a well-thought out decision to
attack therebels and restore the credibili-
ty of the Indian force. Singh offersa crisp
and informative account of the decision
aswell asthe successful operation.

The brevity of these narratives,
however, leaves you wanting to know
more. To be fair, each of these crises
deservesabookinitsownright. Singh
hasuncovered arich seam of recent
Indian military history—one thatis
indispensable for any serious debate on
the utility of force. m
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The Truth about the Bothering Berry

We can still redeem litchis from bad news—and how

AVING GROWN
H upinthecity of

Lucknow and spent
most of my adultlifein the
plainsof northern India, I
dread the summer season,
when the temperature soars
to over 45° Celsius. One of the
attractions thatmakes the
scorching summer tolerable,
even exciting, isthe avail-
ability of numerous varieties
of juicy summer fruits that
delight the taste budsand
cool the insides. Mango, of course, continues to be the king of
fruits, but for me, as for many others, the luscious berry called
litchi ishigh on thelist too.

Thelitchi originated in southern China. The first descrip-
tions of its cultivation dates to the 11th century, althoughitis
believed thatit was consumed in China as farback as 2000 BCE.
Litchisreached Indiain the late 17th century via the Northeast
and Myanmar. Presently, India is the second largest producer of
litchisin the world (after China),and almost half of the produce
isfrom Bihar, much of it from Muzaffarpuralone.

Asalitchilover,Iread with consternation reports that
started appearing in medical journalsa couple of years ago that
consumption of this fruit was associated with an encephalitis-
like, often fatal brain disease in children in Muzaffarpur, the
litchi capital of India. Initial reports authored by scientists from
Vellore and Indian Institute of Toxicology Research, Lucknow,
suggested a strong association between litchi consumption and
the fatal brain disease. In January this year, astudy by National
Centre for Disease Control (NCDC), India,and Centre for Disease
Control (CDC), Atlanta, published in the Lancet Global Health
confirmed this finding. The authors demonstrated the presence
of toxins from litchi in the urine and blood of the
affected children. Children under 15 years of age
admitted to two hospitals during the months
of May and June 2014 with seizures oraltered
consciousness were studied. Most children fell
sick between 3 am and 8 am, and the majority
had missed their evening meal. Common to
them was the consumption of litchis. All signs of
infection were absent; tests carried out for viruses
were also negative. An intriguing finding was
thelow blood glucose level in the majority of the

Dr Ambrish Mithal

CAUTION

%

CONSUME
WITH CARE

children—valuesaslow as 8 mg/dl were reported. Tragically,
like every year for the past 20 years or so,about one third of these
children died. The administration of intravenous glucose in
time was found to help reduce thelikelihood of death.

Isthe Muzaffarpur litchi toxicity story a unique finding?
Outbreaks of asimilarillnesshave been reportedin Vietnam and
Bangladesh. Although associated with litchi consumption, the
exactrelationship with litchi or its contents was never clearly
established. It has been known since 1962 thatlitchi contains
naturally occurring toxins called hypogycin A and methylene
cyclopropyl glycine (MCPG), which lower blood glucose. Toxins
are found in greateramountsin unripe fruit than in fully ripe
ones. Litchi toxins cause a severe disruption of metabolism.
When we starve, blood glucose levels tend to drop—theliver
then pours out glucose into our circulation asa protective
mechanism. Toxinsin litchi block the liver’s glucose synthesis
and so the organ isunable to respond to food deprivation. In
Muzaffarpur, many of the affected children were from economi-
cally weaker sections of society,and were malnourished. When
poorly nourished children with limited liver stores miss dinner,
their sugarlevel tends to drop even more. This drop in glucose
leadsto seizures or epileptic fits, loss of consciousness,and along
with other metabolic disturbances, may prove fatal.

Anincrease in commercial litchi production, which has
made the fruitabundantly available in areas like Muzaffarpur,
hasled to easy access. It is quite understandable that children
preferred to quell their hunger by consuming deliciouslitchisin
orchardsand subsequently missed their evening meal.

For safe’s sake, litchi consumption by children should be
controlled by parents. Thisisespecially true of those livingin
litchi growingareas. And children should never missameal,
particularly dinner. In case of illness, the blood glucose level
shouldbe checked,and if needed, glucose given.

Does this mean the beginning of the end for litchis? Prob-
ablynot. The fruit will continue to be enjoyed across India and
the world—but yes, certain precautionsin its
consumption will become the norm. Urgent
publiceducation in thisregard isa must.

Andmaybe a day will come when we will ac-
tually be able to extract these low blood glucose
producing ‘toxins’ from litchisand use them to
treat diabetes.m

Dr Ambrish Mithalis chairman and head,
Endocrinology and Diabetes Division
at Medanta, The Medicity, Gurgaon
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RAJEEV MASAND

The Unknown Boss

Aditya Chopraand hisfamedreclusive personality have
spawned many ajoke,butatleast on one occasion the Dilwale
Dulhania Le Jayengedirector must’ve regretted the fact that
hekeepssuch alow profile. Aninsiderat Yash Raj Filmsre-
countsanincident when Adi(as he’saffectionately referred
tobyeveryone) hopped into an autorickshaw from hishome
inJuhuonaday thathe washaving driverissues. Onreaching
the gates of YRF Studiosin Andheri, Adireportedly realised
he wasn’t carrying any cash, and asked a security guard
manning the entrance to pay the auto driver on his behalf.
The security officer’s reaction was priceless: “Aap kaun
hain, aur main aapka bhaada kyun bharun?” (Who are
you,and why shouldI pay your fare?)

Theirony of the situation could not have
escaped Adi. Nevertheless, he promptly called
amember of histeam from inside the studio
topay off theauto driverand to convince
the security guard tolethim get past his
ownstudio gate.

Time Management

Alia Bhatt hasafewmonthsoffinbe-
tween projects. After the release of
Badrinath Ki Dulhaniathis weekend, the
actressdoesn’t have a projectlined up un-
tilshe divesinto Ayan Mukerji’s Ranbir
Kapoorstarrer. Asit turns out, that film’s
startdate may be delayed again, whichleaves
Aliawithahole the size ofafootball fieldin
herdate diary.

According to well-placed sources, she’s
keentosqueezeina‘quickie’,and since Zoya
Akhtar’s film (co-starring Ranveer Singh)
won't beready to gojust yet,she’sleaning
towards Talvardirector Meghna Gulzar’s
next. Thefilmisaspy thrillerbased on true
eventsdocumented in Harinder Sikka’s
book Calling Sehmat,and it’s centred
onaKashmiri girl who marries a Pakistani army
officerin order to provide the Indian
intelligence agencies with crucial information
during the India-Pakistan war of 1971.

Although the filmisset up at Talvar producers’ Junglee
Pictures, Karan Johar mayjumpin to co-produce it
if Alia does commit herself to the project. But insidersare
saying she hasonly read a slim story outline so far,and is still
toporeover the full script.

One for the Masses

For over two years she’s been working closely with a
reputed art-house filmmaker to develop a passion project:
the biopic of one of India’s foremost female freedom fighters.
It'sanambitiousfilm to say the least, but one whose
financing becomes easier to secure given her
cloutand popularity. Word on the street, howev-
er,isthat theactressishaving trouble convinc-
ing the filmmaker that the project needstobea
mainstream Hindi film, and not the English-
language festival film he hasenvisioned.
Meanwhile, the leadinglady hasreceived
another offertostarinafilmbased on
thelife of the same inspiring figure, but
from an entirely different filmmaking
team—this one, from south India. Asit
turns out, sheismoreinclined towards the
second project, which hasbeen conceived
asacommercial Hindifilm. Theactress
hasreportedly told close friends that she
hasnointerestin makinganindulgent,in-
accessible film; sheisseduced by theidea of
taking thisrousingstory to the largest possible
audience,and henceisleaning favourably
towards the second offer.
She will remain closely involved with the
scripting and development of the new proj-
ecttoo, which, she hassaid, takesan entirely
differentapproach to the story than the one
theart-house filmmakeris working on. The
actressinsists she sees potential in the story
tolend itselftoa wholesome popular film for
awideaudience,and that’s exactly the kind of
film she wants to be associated with. m

Rajeev Masand is entertainment editor and

film criticat CNN-NEWSI8
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THE OYSTER PERPETUAL

The incarnation of the original Oyster launched in
1926 is a distinctive symbol of universal style.
It doesn’t just tell time. It tells history.




