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From the Editors

Can we revive our democracy?

S. Vijayaraghavan, ‘Politics Against Politics’, water colour on paper, 29.7 cms x 21 cms, 2007

One of Aesop’s fables goes like this.

Once there was a quarrel between a horse and a deer. The horse approached a hunter to 
help him defeat the deer. The hunter was happy to help, but on one condition: that the 
horse should allow him to bridle and ride it. The horse readily agreed and the hunter kept 
his word and killed the deer. The horse now asked the hunter to free him from the bit and 
the reins. But the hunter said, ‘They looked good on you,’ and he let the bit and reins 
remain.

It is with this tale that Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt begin their recent book on the rise 
of Donald Trump, How Democracies Die. All the authoritarian rulers – from Mussolini, Hitler 
and Franco to Viktor Orban, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and Donald Trump came to power like 
this. They ask the people to vote them to power, promising development, a slogan that has 
always charmed the middle classes who fear socialism. Once elected, they gradually exert 
more and more control over people’s freedom. In the process, they subvert constitutional 
safeguards and fundamental freedoms.

The tale of Narendra Modi’s rise is no different. He too pretended he was a humble servant 
of the nation. He touched the steps of the Parliament reverently on the day he assumed 
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power. He made several promises to all classes of people through his monthly speeches full 
of empty sound and vain fury. But he was silent when liberal or radical intellectuals, writers 
and journalists were murdered in broad daylight. He kept quiet when common people –
Muslims, Dalits, and Adivasis in particular – were attacked and even lynched. He quietly 
removed environmental safeguards to help the corporates who had brought him to power. 
He allowed his henchmen to divide society on the basis of caste, religion, birth, and 
ethnicity. He used the idea of an exclusive and insular nationalism to threaten and shame 
anyone who dared discuss disturbing but significant issues such as Kashmir. He made a ritual 
of patriotism by making the national anthem compulsory in cinema halls even if many of 
them screen films that ruin people’s sensibility and legalise every form of violence. He 
tested the people’s endurance through demonetisation and the badly implemented GST 
regime. He ‘othered’ and demonised the minorities, religious, racial or sexual. He ridiculed 
the opposition instead of answering their rightful criticism He built a gigantic self-image with 
the collaboration of the big corporate media, treated intellectuals, and writers like dirt, took 
over every free institution in the nation, mostly founded by Jawaharlal Nehru, and turned 
them into the ideological tools of his Hindutva brigade. He replaced dialogue with 
suppression, cyber-trolling, and murder.

The India of our dreams is sure to vanish if we allow this venomous concoction of crony 
capitalism and majoritarian communalism to reassume power in 1919. It is time now for all 
of us to assess the dark legacy of the last four years. It is time to restore an India that is 
infinitely creative in its cultural, linguistic, racial and religious diversity.

K. Satchidanandan

Githa Hariharan

December 2018

Text © K. Satchidanandan and Githa Hariharan; image © S. Vijayaraghavan.
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Reason and Rationality

Some Leaves from India’s Intellectual History

Krishna Mohan Shrimali

Saba Hasan, photograph from her haqeeqat series, 2018

In historical terms, how should we characterise the expression of reasoned political dissent 
in India’s democracy? Within what tradition do we seek the antecedents of a Narendra 
Dabholkar, Govind Pansare, M.M. Kalburgi, or Gauri Lankesh? And what is their cultural 
location vis-à-vis our contemporary state and society?

The standard account of modern intellectual dissent identifies it as the outcome of a 
particular history, one distinctively European in its origin and inspiration. The triumph of 
ratio (reason) over fides (faith) is held to be a characteristic feature of its early modern 
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aspect, a feature that solidifies in the field of politics with the onset of the Enlightenment in 
the eighteenth century. Political dissent then appears to be the product of a rationality 
embedded as the defining principle of the modern Western nation-state – with its 
separation of powers, ideology of political progressivism, the public sphere, and other 
concomitant features of European modernity. However, that last entry on the list should 
give us pause. Evidence is not in short supply, of modern European claims to rationality 
travelling hand-in-hand with intolerance, genocidal violence, and state repression. A recent 
critical observation holds that ‘reason and rationality have always played a central role in 
promoting prejudices against colour, caste, religion, sexuality, gender and other cultures’ 
and that ‘in this increasingly angry age … there are always good reasons to be a racist, 
colourist, communalist, casteist or misogynist. A decision not to give in to these prejudices is 
not a judgement of reason and rationality alone; it is also an ethical judgement which 
depends on how we allocate value to anything’ (emphasis added).1If truth is relative; if 
notions of ethics/morality and right/wrong are relative – subject to spatial and temporal 
contexts; would rationality/reason be relative, too? There is also the question of a tension 
between ‘rationality’ and ‘wisdom’.2 A purely secular outlook is not ipso facto proof against 
tendencies towards bigotry, coercion, and misrepresentation – as evident, for instance, in 
the notion that the irrational thrives within the bounds of religion alone. Therefore, our 
understanding of rationality/reason must transcend the features of the modern nation-
state.

Even at the risk of being too simplistic, rationality may be broadly seen as ‘the discipline of 
subjecting one’s choices – of actions as well as of objectives, values, and priorities – to 
reasoned scrutiny’.3 Developing a rational temper is learning to reason about what makes 
life worthwhile, what we should really care about. A sort of dialectical relationship may be 
postulated between ‘rationality’ and ‘reason’. While the former pertains to culture, the 
latter has more to do with practice. That is to say, rationality is a cultural characteristic, 
whereas reasoning is the practice which creates that culture (personal communication from 
Professor Sabyasachi Bhattacharyya, August 29, 2017). Notwithstanding the complex 
relationship between these two distinguishing traits of humankind, it needs underlining that 
neither rationality nor reason is uniquely a product of the post-Enlightenment modern 
West.

From the Rigveda Samhitaa down to our times, Indian thinkers from varied social 
backgrounds have grappled with the nuances of some very basic questions of human 
existence: Who am I? How and why do I die? Is my action right or wrong? Why should I act 
at all? What’s more important – karma or bhaagya; dharma or artha? How far am I free or 
why am I bonded? Aren’t all human beings equal? Can fighting a war conduce to peace and 
harmony? Is there any ‘sacred language’? Is the earth flat or a globe? Who is a king? Who is 
‘the Other’? The inter- and intra-sectarian as well as inter- and intra-religious dialogues and 
debates through several millennia are eloquent manifestations of vibrant Indian dialectical 
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traditions.4 These enable us to see chinks in the notions of ‘cultural essentialism’ and the 
‘fetishisation of cultural purity’ within any specific cultural/ethnic tradition. Questioning the 
prevalent social norms, expressing dissent, mocking at and even organising protests against 
symbols of power and authority sustain what Gramsci has called ‘organic intellectuals’. Be it 
the Buddha or Ramanuja or Jotiba Phule or the irreverent and irrepressible Periyar – every 
figure tends to blur the dividing line between the ‘thinker’ and the ‘doer’.

Reason, rationality and their various derivatives (as nouns, adjectives, verbs, etc.) have a 
very rich vocabulary in our classical languages. Sanskrit lexicons provide a wide range of 
terms for the exchange and mutual confrontation of ideas: hetuvaada, hetuvaadii, 
kaaranavaada, hetudarshanam, tarkashaktikah, anumaanashaktih, anutarka, apoha, 
maniishaa, naiyaayika, nibandhana, tarkashaktih, taarkikah, uuha, vishamvad, vitarka, 
yuktam, yathaayuktam, etc. Comparable formulations in Pali are equally numerous. Some of 
the prominent ones are ahetuka, hetuvaada, nyaaya, nyaayaanugata, nimitta, 
sachetanatta, saviñnyaanaka, takkana, takkiishtakkin, uuhana, vichaaranasatti, 
vichaarasiilii, viimansii, yutti.

The section devoted to hetu-vidyaa (the science of reasoning setting out rules of debate) in 
the Yogaachaarabhuumi (largely available in Tibetan and Chinese translations) of 
Asanga/Rishyasringa (c.350-420 CE) begins with the question, ‘hetu-vidyaa katamaa (What 
is the Science of Reasoning)?’ and is succeeded immediately by the question ‘shabda-vidyaa 
katamaa (What is the Science of Words)?’ The initial question is answered, 
‘pariikshaarthena yad vijnaanam vastu (the perception at hand by reason of careful 
consideration).’5

Long before Asanga, out of the four vidyaas mentioned in Kautilya’s Arthashaastra (I.2.1-
12), aanvikshikii is ‘the light of all other disciplines, the methodology of all other practice, 
and the foundation of all moral virtues’. That it is the investigative reflective science which 
examines beliefs acquired through observation and testimony by the means of correct 
knowledge (pramaanaih arthapariikshanam) and critical enquiry, unquestionably proves 
that even the recognition of purposefulness of rational enquiry or action was part of a 
theoretical orientation of these ancient Indian thinkers.6

According to Akshapaada Gautama (first century CE), in order to achieve liberation you must 
have accurate knowledge of the means of knowledge, the object of knowledge, doubt, 
purpose, example, tenet, the components of a syllogism, hypothetical reasoning, the 
determination of a conclusion, truth-finding discourse, defensive debate, polemics, fallacies, 
tricks, retorts, and the conditions of defeat. There are very ancient words for the institutions 
of rational debate (vaada; the Milindapanha refers to siddhi as its synonym) and public 
problem-solving contests (brahmodyas, also called brahma-samsad or brahma-sabhaa; and 
shaastra-sabhaas). Pali texts are eloquent about kotuuhala/ kotuuhalasaalas in the Ganga 
valley in urban centres; rules for conducting debates and the ethics thereof, safeguarding 
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the interests of both the puurva (prima-facie view) and the uttara (the rejoinder) pakshas; 
focus on inculcating contemplative culture through ‘pro’ and ‘contra’ arguments (uuhapoha, 
manana, yuktivichaara); and finally, Yaajnavalkya includes vaakovaakya in his list of subjects 
of study.7 Both Charaka, the savant of aayurveda, and Gautama’s sytem of Nyaaya not only 
use the term kathaa for debates and dialogues but also describe their ugly aspects such as 
jalpa (wrangling) and vitandaa (cavil) as two types of vaada. Dialogue conducted in 
accordance with the prescribed method of the Pali text Kathaavatthu is called a vaadayutti. 
It is as a rich account of presumptive reasoning in dialogue, and not so much for its 
‘anticipations’ of formal logic, that the Kathaavatthu is a rewarding object of study.8 The 
twelfth century Maanasollaasa even includes shaastra-vinoda amongst chapters on 
recreation.9 In short, the popular Sanskrit saying vaade vaade jaayate tattvabodhah (true 
knowledge is acquired through multifarious debates) sums up the millennia old Indian 
dialectical tradition, which has been extensively documented.10

Notwithstanding its numerous nuances as a philosophic concept, as reflected in this rich 
lexical and definitional vocabulary, reason in the common people’s discourse stands for 
‘application of argument and logic and the decision not to proceed with a priori premises as 
far as possible’.11 Persistent questioning, entertaining doubts about almost everything and 
seeking explanations or determining the causality thereof are condicionessine quibus non to 
exercise the faculty of reason.

Technologies of engagement

The familiar narrative of ancient Indian history stresses the rise of the heterodox sects in the 
northern plains, circa sixth century BCE onwards, as a watershed moment in the expression 
of dissent against brahmanism. Like the terminological richness in the case of ‘reason’ and 
‘rationality’, ‘heresy’ and ‘heretics’ too have prolific forms and expressions in Sanskrit and 
Pali. These would include: michchhaamati; michchhaaditthika; annyatitthiya; 
paasanda/paasandika in Pali; and vidharmmah; apathah; mithyaadrishtih; 
mataantarapraveshah; devanindaa; naastikyam; paashandi; apathagaamii; vrishtih; 
svadharmmachyutah, in Sanskrit.

George Zito had lamented the neglect of a discussion of heresy in the sociological literature 
and some others too rued that the subject was ‘little understood’.12 Weber had once 
affirmed: ‘In the case of the Vedas the scriptural canon was established in opposition to 
intellectual heterodoxy.’13 In a way, this provides a structural definition of heresy, which got 
amplified in the following well-known passage from Kai Erikson’s Wayward Puritans: 
‘Deviance is not a property inherent in any particular kind of behaviour; it is a property 
conferred upon that behaviour by the people who come into direct or indirect contact with 
it.14 The only way an observer can tell whether or not a given style of behaviour is deviant, 
then, is to learn something about the standards of the audience which responds to it’. If the 
reader substitutes the words ‘heresy’ for ‘deviance’ and ‘orthodoxy’ for ‘audience’, then this 
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comment will illustrate the relational approach (and the lines of correspondence between 
the sociologies of deviance and heresy). Put simply (and tautologically), heresy is something 
that an orthodoxy calls heresy.15

The sect whose name is almost synonymous with heresy in India, the Chaarvaaka or 
Materialist, is guilty of no offensive behaviour, for it is simply a philosophical movement; but 
this philosophy condemns the Vedas as ‘a pious fraud’ [D.R. Bhandarkar, Some Aspects of 
Ancient Hindu Polity, Benares, 1929:4]. Their point of view is summarised thus in the 
Sarvadarshanasamgraha: ‘The Veda is tainted by the three faults of untruth, self-
contradiction, and tautology; the imposters who call themselves Vedic scholars are mutually 
destructive, and the three Vedas themselves are simply the means of livelihood for those 
devoid of wit and virility.’

The antagonism/contestation between the braahmana (Sanskritik/Vedic traditions) and the 
shramana (non-Sanskritik/anti-Vedic traditions) may be seen as a manifestation of the 
aforesaid structural relationship of ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘heresy’/ ‘heretic’. Patanjali likened this 
to the proverbial rivalry between snake and mongoose. Contradiction of the Vedas remains 
the basis of heresy, from the ‘Hindu’ viewpoint. However, this narrative misses a more 
substantive issue, viz., the roots of ‘heresy’ lie within the Rig Samhitaa– the earliest and one 
of the most revered of Indian texts. There is long and persistent questioning within the 
Vedic tradition, sufficiently extensive to make us sceptical about there being a monolithic 
tradition at all.

Nearly four thousand years ago, the seers of the Rig Samhitaa envisioned a hymn (X.121) in 
praise of a deity called Ka. This hymn takes the form of a cosmogony and its refrain is a 
question: ‘Who is the god to whom we should do homage with our oblation?’ which is 
repeated in nine out of ten verses of the hymn.16 Similarly, the Naasadiiya Suukta, another 
famous hymn of the same text, usually characterised as the Song of Creation (X.129) is also 
seen as ‘one of the oldest surviving records of philosophic doubt in the history of the world,’ 
loaded with negations and questioning.17

In the Rig Samhitaa, there are pronounced indications of the existence of sceptics and 
freethinkers, voices that deny Indra’s very existence and disbelieve in his divinity; who mock 
at him; display some anxiety about the poet’s exclusive focus on Indra – ‘putting all his eggs 
in one basket’, as the English idiom has it – and mention his fear of Vritra (I.32.12, 14). A 
famous controversy over the sanctity of the Vedas appears in the Nirukta of Yaaska: ‘The 
Vedic stanzas have no meaning (anarthakaa)’, says Kautsa. ‘Moreover, their meaning is 
contradictory (vipratishiddhaarthaa).’ Kautsa appears in an ancient list of brahmin teachers 
and may have been a historical rationalist, says Max Mueller.18

It is generally in the area of internal disputes that religions expose both their cherished 
preoccupations and also possible inconsistencies in their structure.19 Early Jain heretics are 
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known in Prakrit as the pavayana–nihnaga, ‘concealers of the doctrine’. Seven of these are 
listed at Thaanaanga Sutta 587 and several in the Suuyagada (2,6). According to tradition, 
they arose in Mahaaviira’s lifetime and the immediate centuries after his death, in fulfilment 
of the expectation that a continuing vein of dissent and contention would inevitably 
resurface at various times in the history of Jainism. This kind of mental budgeting for 
demurral and disputation may also be found within brahmanical literature, where safe 
channels for the expression and assimilation of controversion can assume ingenious forms. 
In the Brihadaaranyaka Upanishad, brahmavaadinii Gaargii Vaachaknavii’s relentless 
questions tax Yaajnavalkya to the limits of his mental abilities and patience. When, finally, 
he snaps at her to be quiet lest her head fall off, his characteristically patriarchal comeback 
is a public testament both to the vigour of Gaargii’s questioning and his retreat into male 
prerogative. Similarly, Draupadii, in the midst of undergoing her traumatic disrobing at the 
Kaurava court, asks with a piercing cogency how she came to be staked on a game of dice by 
a man (Yudhishthira) who had already forfeited his own freedom and become a slave 
(Mahaabhaarata II. 60-61).

‘Who is a strii (woman)?’ The modern-day champions and adversaries of feminism may not 
easily believe that this simple sounding question of serious import was raised nearly two 
thousand years ago. Many Jain sects, including the Digambaras, Shvetaambaras and 
Yaapaniiyas incessantly debated the issues involved – especially the eligibility of women to 
achieve moksha or nirvaana (liberation). In the process, intensive discourse on the 
physiognomy of woman and questioning of stereotypes of comparative qualities attributed 
to men and women becomes available. Thus, seeing a woman in a man and vice-versa is 
made possible.20

Subversive viewpoints also gained admittance through the back door, so to speak. A reading 
of the Arthashaastra and the Kaamashaastra would reveal how these texts challenge 
dharma, justifying dishonesty, violence, and adultery, among other questionable conduct. 
They get away with it in two ways: first, by creating a thin veneer of respectability for their 
antinomian thoughts, with hypocritical praise of dharma at critical junctures. And second, by 
attributing many of their most diabolical suggestions to previous scholars (aacharyas), 
whose texts (if ever they existed) no longer survive.21

Gramsci had once postulated that the intellectuals, scattered throughout ‘civil society’, play 
a crucial role in stimulating consent.22 They tirelessly endeavour to inculcate the ideological 
imperatives of the hegemonic apparatus. And yet, he simultaneously raised the possibility of 
‘mass heresies’ when he wrote, ‘many heretical movements were manifestations of popular 
forces aiming to reform the Church and bring it closer to the people by exalting them.’23 
Since the structural relationship of orthodoxy and heresy stands on relativisation – that 
orthodoxy is what it is, through its relationship to heterodoxy, and vice-versa – the border 
between mass and intellectual heresies is, as Weber would say, ‘fluid’, and we should not 
discount the possibility of mass heresies led by intellectuals. Dr B.R. Ambedkar’s 
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renunciation of the tag of ‘Hindu’, burning the Manusmriti publicly, criticising even basic 
tenets of the Buddha and, in 1956, leading the conversion of half a million dalits (former 
untouchables) to a Neo-Buddhism fashioned by himself could perhaps be called a case of 
such a ‘mass heresy’ in modern times.

The dogged strain of dissent

Ever since stratified social structures came into existence in India (from at least circa 1000 
BCE onwards or maybe even earlier if contentions about the presence of varied and unequal 
social strata amongst the Harappans are accepted), there has never been any period in 
India’s long history of the last several millennia when the fundamental bases of such 
stratification have not been questioned. This questioning took various forms and 
manifestations – birth into a particular stratum, the denial of basic necessities such as 
education and learning to the shudras and to untouchables (dalit), the designation of 
cultural identity, access to social and political power, and above all, the need for recognition 
of social dignity. Voices of women questioning the drudgery of domestic life and oppressive 
patriarchal establishments formed part of this churning. Reflecting on the contemporary 
social fabric of India, one can spot uncanny similarities with these historical issues and the 
forces driving them. Be it the ever growing demand of women’s empowerment or the 
Lingaayats (in Karnataka) seeking a separate and distinct identity instead of being seen as a 
mere component of the broader ‘Hindu’ frame, or the demands of millions of people 
belonging to the historically deprived social strata (now variously classified and designated 
as Scheduled Castes and Tribes, Other Backward Classes, etc.), for an equitable share in 
material resources and opportunities, as well as the recognition of their labour and social 
dignity.

Among the earliest manifestations of a serious questioning of the ‘brahmanical’ social order 
is perhaps that of the Shatapatha Braahmana, in locating the identity of mlechchhas not in 
terms of birth status but their cultural differences (language and burial practices) from the 
‘aaryas’ and ‘daasas’. Notwithstanding doubts raised about the alleged radical social 
changes brought in by the Buddha, and accusations that the caste factor entered his system 
through the back door, it would be difficult to deny that his contestation of birth as the basis 
of one’s location in the varna order was remarkable for his times.

Dissenting voices were not confined to the Buddha or the male members (theras) of his 
samgha. Theriis (bhikkhunis) also joined them. Some of them belonged to ‘high’ families, 
including wealthy merchants. They either preferred not to get married, or when they got 
married to suitors of their choice (even a convicted thief or a servant in her own household), 
did not hesitate to get rid of them and opted to join the Buddhist samgha– sometimes after 
debating with leaders such as Saariputta, Moggallaana, etc.24
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‘We generally do not see in the Theriigaathaa any explanations of the social suffering that 
befalls women and the poor as due to the karmic fruits of previous actions on their part. On 
the contrary, the poems often make us sympathise with the undeserved suffering of women 
and this quality was surely part of why the Theriigaathaa had the appeal that it did for 
modern Indian social reformers, like Rahul Sankrityayan and for dalits (formerly, 
‘untouchables’) in the twentieth century who were drawn to Buddhism as an alternative 
vision of society, as well as one offering the possibility of individual self-determination 
despite the oppressive social contexts.25

From Thiruppaan Alvar (c.8th/9th century), Nammaalvaar (c.9th/10th century – a shudra 
with brahmin disciples), Nandanaar (an untouchable, born in a Pulai community), 
Basavannaa (who was uncomfortable with his own brahmin roots and lamented that he had 
his birth in this ‘obnoxious caste’), Chokhamelaa (untouchable saint-poet of Maharashtra 
and avaarkari, i.e., devotee of Vitthal affectionately known as Vithobaa, the deity of 
Pandharpur), Jani or Janaabaai (the serving maid of Naamadev the tailor, 14th century), 
Bankaa (possibly brother of Chokhamelaa’s wife Soyraabaai), Soyraabaai (who called herself 
‘Chokhaa’s Mahaari’), Nirmalaa (Chokhamelaa’s sister) Kabiir, Naanak, Dadu, Ekanaath, 
Kanakadaasa (of Karnataka), Tukaaraam, Ravidaas/Raaidaas (c.1400-c.1700), Jotiba Phule 
(1827-1890), down to Babasaheb Bhim Rao Ambedkar this chain of names represents a long 
and illustrious line of social dissenters.26 Almost all these came from low social origins or 
sympathised with socially exploited classes and stood for anti-orthodoxy, anti-brahmanism, 
anti-caste positions, ridiculed the vedic-epic-puraanic textual tradition and by and large 
represented non-Sanskritik thought currents.

The twelfth-thirteenth century Karnataka Viirashaiva/Lingaayat movement, with the 
phenomenal contributions of Basavannaa (born c.1125), focused on gender parity – women, 
no less than men, could worship Shiva and attain eternal bliss, irrespective of caste and 
community. Sacrifice of animals in the name of god was unacceptable. There was no 
hierarchy in society. The sacred thread was a symbol of insolence. Just as caste conferred no 
privilege, occupation inflicted no disability. Dignity of labour and an equal status for women 
were seriously advocated. This is Basava’s shivaachaara.27 The genre of writing called 
vachanas embody the essence of the Lingaayata tradition. Basava’s biting critique of the 
brahmanical social order and his recognition of the dignity of labour is reflected in the 
following vachana:

I will prefer the man carrying a dead cow on his shoulders
to one who is carrying a sacrificial goat.

Another vachana says: ‘The brahmin is the ass who carries the Veda as load.’28

Movement akin to that of the Lingaayats was undertaken somewhat later in the Tamil 
country by about a dozen poets known collectively as the Siddhas (15th– 17th centuries), 
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who heralded antinomian trends. Of these, Civavaakkiyar was particularly inspiring for the 
Periyar whose iconoclastic anti-brahmanism and rationalistic appeals marked the Dravidian 
movement in the twentieth century. These Tamil Siddhas seem to be an offshoot of the pan-
Indian Naatha tradition, which regrettably now is being defiled by Yogi Adityanath, the chief 
minister of Uttar Pradesh, through his unabashed espousal of exclusionist Hindutva.

Strong voices of social protest against the brahmin-dominated caste hierarchy, reminiscent 
of the Buddha’s exhortations, became quite pronounced in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. Several writings of creative writers in Kerala were marked by harsh questions, 
pungent sarcasm and loud calls for action. The triumvirate of modern Malayalam literature 
notable for this social activism comprised of N. Kumaran Asan (1873-1924), Ulloor S. 
Parameswara Iyer (1877-1949) and Vallathol Narayan Menon (1878-1958).29 Of these, Asan 
(born in the backward community of Ezhavas) was a disciple of Sri Narayana Guru 
(c.1854/56-1928), himself an Ezhava. Guru’s call for ‘One Caste, one Religion and one God 
for man’ provoked many thinking minds.30 Thus, Asan’s Durvasthaa and 
Chandaalabhikshukii (both composed in 1922) are marked by arguments, exhortations and 
indictments. Addressing the votaries of the Hindu shaastras, the poet warns:

Change ye the laws yourselves, or else,
The laws will change you indeed.

Seen against this background, the Ayodhya crisis (1980s and the early 1990s) is revealed for 
what it is: implacable opposition dressed up as a nativist uprising against what are in fact 
homegrown traditions of independent evidence-based reasoning. The protagonists of the 
‘Ram Janmabhuumi’ (birthplace of Lord Rama) took the line that the matter concerned the 
‘faith of the millions of Hindus’, and was not to be decided by the Nyaayaalaya (the Court, 
where the dispute had been pending since the 1940s). Incidentally, nyaaya has been one of 
the several terms in Sanskrit that stand for ‘reason’, and a distinct school of philosophy 
called navya nyaaya (New Reason) had come into existence in medieval times in India. A 
more recent example of nyaaya meted out by the highest court of the land and contested 
by fides (faith), would be the opposition to the Sabarimala judgement.

Multilateralist reckonings

The great debate between the Jains and the Buddhists on the one hand and the 
Miimaamsakas such as Kumaarila (seventh-eighth century CE) on the other, centred around 
such questions as what constitutes knowledge? Was the source of knowledge or dharma 
revealed by direct experience, or was it revealed by itself and codified in the non-personal 
Veda? Was revelation personal or impersonal? Was it located within man or outside of him? 
Was it directly attainable through the non-activity (nivritti) of self-realisation (aatmajnaana) 
or indirectly accessible through a variety of [ritual and intellectual] activities (pravritti).31 It is 
significant that revelationists in India, unlike those in Christendom, were contested not by 



12

monotheists but by the so-called ‘atheists’, who championed the cause of human 
omniscience (sarvajnataa). Kumaarila decried them as ‘wolves in sheep’s clothing’ who 
were said to provide merely ‘the appearance of dharma’ (dharmaaabhaasa), and nothing 
more. To him, the Vedic tradition alone was the source of all moral knowledge and the Veda 
was apaurusheya (authorless), anaadi (without any beginning), and svatahpramaanya (of 
self-sufficient validity).32 Its language, therefore, was ‘sacred’. This didn’t deter the 
‘naastika’ streams – placing objective reasoning above reverence – from taking head-on the 
stubborn insistence of the ‘aastikas’. Indeed, the medieval Jain philosophers go to the 
extent of countering that if there is a root language that is a primary identifier of meaning, 
that language is not Sanskrit at all, but Prakrit.33 The Buddhists were equally strong 
supporters of regional dialects.34 Not just that, Dharmakiirti argues in his Vaadanyaaya that 
all languages – Sanskrit, Prakrit, Apabhramsha, Dravidian, Aandhran – function in exactly the 
same way to make known their meaning. This is the rationale that licenses the flowering of 
bhaashaa (non-Sanskrit) composition in the second millennium CE.

The register of these fertile interactions was not always that of austere theorising among 
experts and philosophers. Down the ages, the one weapon that people seem to have 
exercised without any restraint or fear has been their ribald irreverence for the powers that 
be. No sphere of human activity was spared and no form of expression left untouched. The 
raajaa, raajakumaara, or a feudal lord, the darogaa, the mullaah, the pandit, the collector, 
or the modern-day politicians who masquerade as ‘representatives and servants of people’ 
have always been the butt of extremely sharp jokes, spoofs and caricatures. Satirical and 
sarcastic poetry, songs, dance and folk theatre in different languages have always been 
invoked by people to show their irreverence. As early as the Rig Samhitaa, the seers 
satirised brahmins who croak like frogs (VII.103.1-10) and priests greedy for gold (IX.112.1).

The Mattavilaasa-prahasana, a farce attributed to the Pallava king Mahendravarman I (early 
seventh century CE), was written with the object of holding up to ridicule the foibles and 
follies of Shaiva, Buddhist and Jain ascetics. The lampooning of these ascetics also makes for 
fascinating reading in another farce from this king, viz., Bhagavadajjukiiya. A Kaapaalika in 
the Mattavilaasa refers to the Jains’ useless and false philosophies and evil shrines, and he 
wishes to cleanse his mouth [with wine, anathema to an orthodox Hindu] for having 
mentioned them. In the Shankaravijaya, a Kaapaalika adopted the character of an ascetic as 
an excuse for throwing off all social and moral restraints.

In the third act of the seventh-century play Naagaananda (based on the Buddhist legend of 
the self-sacrifice of Jimuutavaahana) attributed to king Harsha, the viduushaka (a comic 
figure, generally a brahmin himself) and a vita (rogue, knave or bon-vivant), through their 
stupidity and vulgarity ridicule a brahmin. Raajashekhara’s viduushaka in his Baala-
raamaayana stands out not only for his pointless jokes but also for tasteless antics. 
Apparently, the sophisticated society ‘did not disdain the shallow gaiety of the farce 
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(prahasana) and the erotic monologue play (bhaana), which take for their characters 
debauches, rogues and vagrants and for their subjects shady and coarse acts…’35

In Kerala, the Chaakyaars almost terrorised rulers with kuuttu and kuutiyaattam 
performances. The Mahishashatakam by Vaancheshvara Diikshita alias ‘Kuttikavi’ (meaning 
‘Boy Poet’), a kaavya of about one hundred verses ostensibly in praise of a buffalo, but in 
reality a political satire with clearly identifiable spatio-temporal specificity (Thanjaavuur in 
the late 18th century) is an example of political criticism. Most of the problems raised here – 
corrupt bureaucracy, decadent society, declining educational values, debauchery in the 
court, nepotism – almost everything sounds very contemporary.36 He has only contempt, 
bordering on intolerance, for institutionalised religion. The meaninglessness of sacrificial 
rites, pilgrimage and various yogic practices is the subject of one verse (v.36). The way in 
which Vedic scholars made a fetish of their experience (v.54), Maadhvaachaarya (v.55), 
Shriivaishnavas (v.57), the ways of yoga (v.56), the activities of a yajamaana in a sacrifice 
(v.58) – all this is subjected to the poet’s ridicule. Though a work of exceptional literary 
quality, it goes much beyond frivolous cynicism. As a serious political [kings of his time are 
called vidyaayaam vishabuddhayo hi vrisalaasabhyah – ‘vulgar urchins, who look upon 
knowledge as just poison’, (verse 3)] and social critique, it also looks like a work of a grand 
intellectual of the time who was perhaps playing the additional role of a political activist.

Inter-religious dialogues

Given the long dialectical legacy, the history of Indian philosophy is seen as the history of 
the elaboration of different systems conditioned by an ongoing critical questioning from 
their rivals, and by the confrontation with other issues that threaten their internal 
coherence.37 The participants in the great variety of debates taking place across the 
centuries deployed every rhetorical gambit without restraint – tarka, vitarka, kutarka, chhal, 
jalpa, vitandaa–everything is on display. The identity and meaning of paashanda/ 
paashandin (the most common term for a ‘heretic’) kept on changing. If the Buddhists were 
paashandas to the Vaishnavas and Shaivas at some stage, the Shaiva became the main 
adversaries of the Vaishnavas on another occasion.38

John Cort’s anthology, Open Boundaries – Jain Communities and Cultures in Indian History 
(1998), presents a complex history of ‘otherness’ in western India. Further, in an attempt to 
construct specific religious identities, it asks provocative questions: Who is a Jain? What is 
Jainism? Like the modern-day Lingaayatas in Karnataka, Jainas are also refusing to be 
bracketed with the ‘Hindus’ much to the discomfiture of ‘Hindu Nationalists’ in the garb of 
‘Cultural Nationalists’. Numerous contributions in Cort’s volume bring out contested Jain 
identities of ‘Self’ and the ‘Other’. Focusing on Jain interactions with non-Jains, including 
Muslims and Europeans, it demolishes the myth of Jains constituting a monolithic entity. 
Within the two broad divisions into Digambaras and Shvetaambaras that have been known 
for more than two millennia, there were sects within sects.39 The Muurtipuujaks, 
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Sthaanakavaasiis, and Teraapanthiis emerged within the Shvetaambaras, as did a sense of 
‘self’ and the ‘other’ along caste lines (Osval Jains claiming Rajput status) – the linguistic 
dyad of Jain and Jainetara (‘Jain’ and ‘non-Jain’) also got formed. And like the shifting 
paasanda/paashandin, the frontiers of the Jainetara also could not remain constant. Thus, 
in twelfth-century Gujarat, we no longer see a strong sense of Buddhists as the ‘other’; they 
have been replaced by the Shaivas, in particular, Paashupata Shaivas, who vied with Jain 
mendicants for influence over the Chaulukyan kings. This religious rivalry with the Shaivas 
continued for many centuries. In the fifteenth century, Munisundarasuuri, the leader of the 
Tapaa Gachchha, mercilessly satirised the uneducated buffoonery of Shaiva clerics and 
monks who were a prominent feature of rural Gujarat in the 15th-16th centuries, in his 
Bharataka-dvaatrimshikaa, indicating that at the time the Shaivas were still the Jains’ 
principal rivals for popular support in Gujarat.40

Very few pre-Islamic Indian religions have left any significant understanding of ‘Muslims’ or 
‘Islamicate’ sects. Jains were perhaps an exception. And yet, expectedly perhaps, following 
the legacy of British colonial history, especially the James Mill type construct, Hindu-Muslim 
interactions in medieval and early modern India have been mostly studied in monolithic or 
antagonistic terms. The present-day Hindu nationalists have not deviated from this track. 
Unlike the responses of Indian religions to the coming of Islam, the response of the latter 
towards Indian religions in general and the ‘Hindus’ in particular has a long history. Leaving 
aside Arab geographers’ accounts of India going back to the 8th/9th centuries, there have 
been numerous accounts on this aspect from the eleventh century onwards. Presently we 
are not concerned about constructions of the theme of ‘Influence of Islam on Indian Culture’ 
on which several monographs exist (e.g., from Tara Chand’s work of that title in 1922 to 
Audrey Truschke’s Culture of Encounters and Manager Pandey edited Mughal Badshaahon 
ki Hindi Kavitaa in 2016). However, the trend of followers of Islam reflecting on their 
perceptions of Indian religions and philosophies began with al-Biruuni (c.973-1054 CE) and 
continued for almost eight centuries. Al-Gardiizii (circa early eleventh century), Amiir 
Khusraw (1253-1325), Sheikh Ahmad Sirhindi (1564-1624) and the Naqshbandi Sufi, Mirza 
Mazhar Jaan-i Jaanaan (1698-1781), all made rich contributions. Some of these are very 
keen and conscientious attempts, some are quite vitriolic and some others (particularly 
those of Daaraa Shukoh) make a sincere effort to produce ideas that create a synthesis of 
Sufi and brahmanic philosophic thoughts. In this long chain, the Dabistaan-i-Mazaahib has 
carved out a special niche for itself.

The Dabistaan– by an anonymous author, variously named or identified as ‘Mobad’/ 
‘Mubed’, Muhsin Fani, or Mirza Zu’lfiqaar Beg or Kaikhusrau Isfandyaar – is a phenomenal 
Mughal-period text (completed in, or a little after, 1653) on comparative religion, 
apparently written with painstaking research. ‘Based not only on textual readings but also 
on personal ‘field work’, this work is unique for its time, both when we consider its author’s 
avowedly impartial approach and his anxiety to be not only detailed but also precise and 
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accurate.’41 Its tenth section (ta‘liim) ‘On the system of those who profess the doctrine of 
Tark’ [Mubed, 1843/1998: 203-210] is especially striking for its extremely detailed spelling 
out of what is called the science of dialectics. The author enumerates sixteen parts of 
Tarkashaastraas pramaana, pramiti, samshaya, prayojana, drishtaanta, siddhaanta, 
avayava, tarka, nirneya, vaada, jalpa, vitandaa, hetvaabhaasa, chhala, jaati and nigraha 
and also provides lists of their sub-divisions. It is evident that Imaam Arastu who related 
these to Mubed, was himself familiar with ‘an old treatise upon logic’ (possibly Gautama’s). 
There are interesting hints about the trek through which this science of dialectics got 
dispersed among the Persians in the time of Alexander’s conquest.

The objectivity of the author is indicated in its delineation of the ibaadat-khaanaa 
discussions: ‘In the ‘discussion among Religions’, which is apparently based on some text 
reporting Akbar’s ibaadat-khaana discussions, the debate ends in favour of reason, with the 
kinds of arguments that had been raised in Akbar’s court circle, with almost no touch 
anywhere of the ishraqi or illuminative mysticism of the Sipasi sect, to which the author of 
the Dabistan belonged. It is difficult, then, to argue that in reproducing such a document our 
author was pursuing any agenda of his own.’42

Scientific temper and the bright dawn

Mahatma Gandhi was a deeply religious humanist, a practicing Hindu with an abiding faith 
in God. He advocated reason over blind obedience in a myriad of instances, of which here 
are two: ‘Let us not deceive ourselves into the belief that everything that is written in 
Sanskrit and printed in Shaastra has a binding effect on us. That which is opposed to trained 
reason, cannot be claimed as Shaastra no matter how ancient it may be…’[Gandhi, CW: 
XXXV, 1969, pp.8, 98-99]; ‘It seems to me that we must test on the anvil of reason 
everything that is capable of being tested by it and reject that which does not satisfy it even 
though it may appear in ancient garb’, and, ‘to me it is as plain as a pikestaff, that where 
there is an appeal to reason pure and undefiled, there should be no appeal to authority 
however great it may be…’ [Ibid., XLI, 1970, pp. 468-69], and so on.

There has for long been a school of historical thought in India, which has relentlessly sung 
paeans to the glorious ‘Hindu’ period of Indian history that extended from the earliest times 
to the coming of the British in the 17th century. The ‘medieval’ for them is all ‘Muslim’, ‘an 
inferno’ in the language of Max Mueller, and to be eliminated. All scientific and 
technological advances were made during the several millennia of the ‘Hindu’ period. 
Relying on mythological allusions in the epics and the Puranas, fantastical claims have been 
put forward to suggest that the ancients knew about aeroplanes, plastic surgery, test tube 
babies and cloning. Dealing with a case involving the death of twelve peacocks, a judge of a 
High Court in India (2016) pronounced, on the alleged evidence of the Bhaagavat Puraana, 
‘The main characteristic of the peacock is his celibacy. The peahen gets pregnant by 
swallowing the tears of the peacock. The culling of such a bird is a matter of national 
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concern.’ And all this, despite the Constitution of India expecting ‘every Indian citizen to 
develop the scientific temper, humanism and the spirit of enquiry and reform’ as one of the 
Fundamental Duties (Part IV-A, Article 51A (h) in the 42nd Amendment of the Constitution, 
1976).

While we may not presume to speak for the outspoken ancient, medieval and modern 
questioners in this land – all the way from the Rig Samhitaa’s rishis and brahmavaadinii 
Gaargii Vaachaknavii to Gauri Lankesh – we should be able to recognise that the purportedly 
modern and ‘Western’ values of our Constitution reflect their questing spirit more closely 
than do the self-styled guardians and champions of Indian culture in our midst today.

This essay is an edited and abridged version of the General President’s Address delivered by Professor Shrimali 
to the 78thsession of the Indian History Congress, held at Jadavpur University, on 18 – 20 December 2017. 
Read the full text of the essay here.
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Now

Adil Jussawalla

S. Vijayaraghavan, ‘Collective Waves’, archival pigment on paper, 2013

Sea made of newsprint, ships made of newsprint
there just an hour ago and gone down a drain
we refused to confirm existed.
A full month’s rumours didn’t take hold.
This incident too may not be reported.
The radio is playing sa-re-ga-ma after
‘And that is the end of the news’
and no one seems able to stop it.
Now I can see the sky’s grip loosening.
It looks sickly, it crumples, it goes.

‘Collective Waves, detail’

Poem © Adil Jussawalla; images © S. Vijayaraghavan.
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Listening to the Woman’s Voice

Githa Hariharan in conversation with Shashi Deshpande

Shashi Deshpande has had a long and rich career as a writer of novels, short stories and 
essays. In her literary memoir, Listen to Me, published by Context, an imprint of Westland 
Publications, she traces her development as a writer. Touching on the personal 
circumstances of her life, the places she has lived in, and the languages she has heard and 
spoken, she addresses the central question of a writer’s sensibility – a writer who is a 
woman, and a writer who has known many Indias, past and present. Extracts from 
Deshpande’s memoir and a conversation with writer Githa Hariharan shed light on her work 
over several decades.

Githa Hariharan (GH): Your memoir is preoccupied with location in many senses of the 
word. So is your other writing. In the memoir, you take us from the Dharwad of your 
childhood, to a changing Parel, to both old and new Bangalore, and the houses you have 
lived in. Would you comment on this continuous process of defining your home?

Shashi Deshpande (SD): I have always had a very strong attachment to places. I lived in 
Dharwad for only the first fifteen years of my life, but it has stayed with me through the 
years. So has the ancestral ‘wada’ of my mother’s family in Pune, which we visited every 
year in my childhood days. Some years after my marriage, the ‘wada’ was demolished, but it 
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still lives with me, inside me. As do the hospital quarters in Parel, Bombay where my 
children were born and grew up and the quarters in NIMHANS where they moved into 
adulthood and left home in pursuit of their own careers. But above all each place 
contributed to my growth as a writer. From Dharwad, where I became an ardent reader, 
thus laying the foundation of my writing, to Bombay where, first as a student, and then as a 
married woman, my experiences and observation of the life around me shaped my thinking, 
to Bangalore where I recognised that writing was my life’s work and settled down seriously 
to it — each place has played a role in my writing life.

But I consider Bombay the place that made me a writer and shaped me as a writer. It was 
this phenomenally active and bustling city which never sleeps that set my imagination 
alight. It was the women who came to work for me, who gave body to this imagination. 
They invariably had drunken husbands – why would they go out to work otherwise? – and 
were almost always victims of domestic abuse. I saw how hard they worked, how 
unflinching they were in their determination to see that their children had an education, 
that ‘my daughter should not become like me, she should not live the kind of life I do’. Their 
hard lives, the way they coped with cruelty, made me understand, a girl who had lived a 
sheltered life, the injustices in life. It was this understanding that pushed me into writing – 
so I like to think now.

GH: But beyond place, you also address the rich but slippery living a life with many 
languages.

SD: Yes, there’s also the fact that when I came to Bangalore, I relocated myself in the 
language in the midst of which we had lived when we were in Dharwad. In Bombay, I was 
familiar with Marathi, but it was only the language in the family. Here, in Bangalore, 
Kannada was spoken all around me, we saw Kannada films, Kannada plays, heard Kannada 
songs. Through my father, I came upon the world of Kannada writers, of Kannada drama. 
And the world of Purandaradasa and Basavanna, whose songs my father chanted tunelessly 
all the time, so that I unconsciously imbibed some of their words, preparing myself for the 
time when I would read them on my own. I realised then that I was part of this world. It 
gave me a rootedness which I, as an English writer, had lacked until then. For if my writing 
language was English, the world of my two languages – Kannada and Marathi – was where 
my writing was located. My connections to the cultures of these two languages were very 
strong and my writing reflected this. Yes, Bangalore dispelled that sense of not belonging, or 
of not belonging entirely, to any place. In A Matter of Time, Small Remedies, Moving On and 
In the Country of Deceit, I returned as it were to the world into which I had been born, easy 
and comfortable now in that world, the language in which I wrote becoming naturally a part 
of it.
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From Listen to Me:

There was a time, I remember with some embarrassment now, when I had said that my 
influences were the British writers, specially Jane Austen, the Brontës, George Eliot, Mrs 
Gaskell, Dickens and so on. Yes, it was from these writers (and others as well), that I had 
learnt about the amazing grace, beauty and strength of the novel, just as I had learnt from 
the Russian writers about passion and intensity. It was as a reader that I had imbibed from 
these writers an understanding of the use of language, of narrative structure, which were to 
stand me in good stead as a writer. Nevertheless, I would soon understand that this was not 
where I came from. I read F.R. Leavis’ The Great Tradition when I was doing my MA, and 
found this statement right at the beginning: ‘The great English novelists are Jane Austen, 
George Eliot, Henry James and Joseph Conrad.’ Leavis also says, ‘Jane Austen is the 
inaugurator of the great tradition of the English novel.’ While I marvelled at the certainty 
with which he said these things, his statements made it clear that Indian English writing had 
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no place in the literary world he was speaking of. A common language was just not enough. 
My visit to London, where I was classified as an Indian writer, as an Asian writer, and later, 
my visit to Cambridge, made me understand how far removed I was from the British 
tradition.

However, in time I began to understand that I did not come out of emptiness, but from a far 
more complicated place. I had three languages – my father’s language, Kannada; my 
mother’s, Marathi; and the one that became my own, English. I read some more languages, 
including Sanskrit, in translation. As children, our father made us learn the Amarkosa, a kind 
of Sanskrit Thesaurus, by heart (I can still quote some lines). I absorbed, like all Indians do, 
the myths and legends, stories from the epics and the Puranas, along with fairy tales and 
English children’s books – from Little Women, What Katy Did and Heidi to Treasure Island 
and Alice in Wonderland. In later years I read, again in English translation, the Ramayana 
and the Mahabharata and, much later, the Gita and the Upanishads. As a girl, I read stories 
in Marathi women’s magazines along with stories in Woman & Home.

I was exposed at an early age to the devotional poems of Purandaradasa and Basaveshwara, 
through my father’s love for and knowledge of these poems. I listened to Marathi natya 
sangeet in my mother’s Pune home and to abhangs and bhavgeets in Marathi. I saw and 
thrilled to the spectacle of the Yakshagana, I loved the beat of the staccato music and loud 
singing that accompanied the dancing and the dainty mincing steps and gestures of the 
dancers, which were at such variance with their large grand costumes and garish make-up. I 
responded with fervour to Mirabai’s poems, especially when sung by M.S. Subbulakshmi, I 
enjoyed Hindi film music, adored Geeta Dutt (oh, her Mera sundara svapana beet gaya!), 
and found Hollywood movies satisfyingly exotic. I enjoyed the romance in Bhasa’s 
Svapnavasavadatta as much as I enjoyed Daphne du Maurier’s Frenchman’s Creek. In 
personal life, I knew I was a Hindu (though, as our father’s children, we were never overly 
conscious of it), but studying in a Roman Catholic school had made me familiar with the 
church. We entered the church, dipped our fingers in the holy water, genuflected, knelt, 
knew how to recite Our Father who art in Heaven and Hail Mary full of grace. As a grown 
woman, I visited the Ajmer Dargah, as well as the Church of Infant Jesus. There was never 
any sense of conflicting contrary selves; everything was harmonised and melded into one. 
Like Walt Whitman, I could have said: ‘Do I contradict myself? Very well then, I contradict 
myself. I am large, I contain multitudes.’

And yet, when I was writing my second novel, The Dark Holds No Terrors, I knew what not 
belonging meant. It meant I was entirely on my own, it meant I had no predecessors in 
whose footsteps I could follow, it meant I had to write solely out of myself, creating and 
shaping a language to meet my needs. Peter Ackroyd, in his biography of T.S. Eliot, speaks of 
Eliot complaining to Virginia Woolf that, ‘in the absence of illustrious models, the 
contemporary writer was compelled to work on his own.’ The illustrious models were even 
fewer for women. And for an Indian woman writing in English, for the kind of writing I was 
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doing, the lack of any kind of model, illustrious or otherwise, was even more evident, the 
lack of a safety net of other writers’ work, which Ackroyd says Eliot needed, even more 
glaring. In fact, I wrote out of a blankness which had only myself in it, out of a large silence 
which I had to fill with my words. Words, which I had to discover, to conjure out of thin air, 
for there were no models for me to follow. Indian writing was in the Indian languages and 
English writing was done by writers whose language it was the way it could never be mine.

Nevertheless, it was a good time to be a part of Indian writing in English. Indian writing in 
English was on the brink of a great change; very soon this writing would become known and 
read through the world.

GH: You raise the question of politics in the novel, and indicate that this refers to any sort of 
probing of power structures, including in the family. This enlarges our understanding of the 
political, and brings into play the principle of the personal being political. Would you say 
gender, rather than caste or class, is the main prism through which you view power politics?

SD: The family is a microcosm of society and the same power politics that exists in society is 
in play in the family as well. Power politics begins in the family and it is gender that 
separates the powerful from the powerless. I remember reading a report which came out 
after the World Conference on Women that women workers are the most poorly paid 
everywhere in the world. That however poor a man is, a woman is always poorer. She is at 
the bottom of the pile. It substantiated my idea that all women, whatever class, religion or 
even caste they belonged to have been deliberately, from times immemorial, been deprived 
of power, over their own bodies, over their own lives.

As a writer, I often felt at the receiving end of this idea that women being less important, 
their lives are not important, ether. That women who write about women confine 
themselves to the family and home. I remember in my early days as a writer an interviewer 
asked me that since I wrote only about ‘in here’, and not about ‘out there’, did I not feel 
circumscribed, limited? And I had to think what ‘in here’ and ‘out there’ meant. I then 
understood that I could not think of them as two rigidly exclusive categories, one more 
important than the other. Think of Tolstoy’s War and Peace without the Peace, or the ‘in 
here’. Of Tagore’s Home and the World without the Home. Like the world, home was 
equally a battleground in which injustice was rampant. Home was the first place where the 
inequalities, the injustice began. Home was where girls and boys learnt the truth and the 
reality of patriarchy. Reading cases of divorce, separation and custody of children for my 
novel Shadow Play I came across a sentence ‘The categories of cruelty can never be closed’. 
The most chilling words which gave me a glimpse of the world of cruelty which can exist 
within the home and the family. A cruelty which is always concealed and kept within the 
walls of a home, not spoken of. And therefore more dangerous and harder to fight.
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It was some time after I wrote That Long Silence that I realised that this book was about the 
politics of gender. About the belief held, for perhaps all the years since human life began, 
that in the family the man is the master and the women (and children) are his subordinates. 
By chance I came across Engel’s The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State and 
found in it this statement: In a family he (the man) is the bourgeois, the woman represents 
the proletariat. And this one: The first class oppression is that of the female sex by the male.

That Long Silence was not written to substantiate these statements. I wrote the novel 
before I read these words and it seemed to validate these statements – to my mind, at least. 
And yet, to the literary world, That Long Silence and all my subsequent novels were just 
‘women’s novels’. Which immediately put them in a small frame. Not even a miniature, 
which has a beauty of its own, but just a novel about women set in the family. The personal, 
not the political. Trivial and insignificant as compared to novels which were ‘out there’, set 
in the large frame of the nation, of the world. Novels which could aspire for the description 
‘epic’.

I do not want to dramatise myself and say that my whole writing life has been a struggle 
against this idea; but I have to say that to go on writing despite the way my novels were 
received, labelled, categorised and put in their place, was never easy. Yet it was possible, 
because of my own belief in what I was writing, my certainty that my novels were about 
women’s struggle to understand what they were, beyond the stereotypes they had been 
made to believe in. A class struggle has some validity, it is taken seriously. A woman’s 
struggle against whatever is stacked against her is never a serious struggle. Even today this 
has not changed. Not completely.

From Listen to Me:

We are all very early risers in our family. For this reason, and also because in those days 
telephone calls were cheaper late at night and in the early hours, my sister and I had got 
into the habit of speaking to each other as soon as we woke up. Therefore, I knew when the 
phone rang one morning even before we had had our early morning tea that it was my 
sister, though, perhaps, it was a little earlier than usual. Her voice, too, was different and 
she began abruptly without any preliminaries.

‘She’s gone,’ she said.

I didn’t need to ask whom she meant, because we’d been talking a great deal about her the 
past few days.

 ‘When?’
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‘Three in the morning,’ she said and put down the phone. I knew she could not talk any 
more because she was crying. So was I. Why did this young woman’s death hit us, and so 
many others, so hard? For days we had watched the protests and the demonstrations on TV 
– women, men, girls, boys, young and old, all coming together on behalf of this dying girl. 
After her death, the protests intensified, the anger could barely be controlled, though the 
crowds were never violent. The police, however, didn’t hesitate to attack the protestors 
with lathis and water jets. An indelible image of those days for me, is of a young woman 
being knocked down by a policewoman and lying still on the ground for a moment, her face 
registering her shock and disbelief. And then, springing up, and throwing herself at her 
attacker with a ferocity that took the policewoman by complete surprise.

What had brought about this upsurge of support for one young woman from so many 
people all over the country? Except for Anna Hazare’s anti-corruption movement, which 
sadly fizzled out, I could think of no people’s movement that had been as spontaneous and 
powerful, in the last few years. One of the reasons was, perhaps, the ugliness of the crime 
committed against her. It was not just rape, but gang rape, accompanied by an indescribable 
bestial cruelty. The girl’s friend had been forced to watch what was being done to her, and 
after the four men were done with both of them, they had been thrown out of the moving 
bus, in which all this had happened. Thrown out on the road, as if they were trash for which 
these men no longer had any use. Part of the huge sympathy for the girl also came out of 
admiration; she had fought back fiercely, she had not given in. Even afterwards, when she 
was in hospital, she gave her dying declaration to the authorities, twice, in spite of the 
terrible state she was in. The sympathy partly came out of the persona of the girl herself, a 
girl who came from a rural area, from a family in very modest circumstances, and who was, 
with her own efforts and her parents’ support, trying to move into a career and a better life, 
both for herself and her family.

But let me call the young woman who died by her name: Jyoti Singh. The media, in 
accordance with the policy of not naming a rape victim, spoke of her as Nirbhaya. They 
continued to call her Nirbhaya a year after her death, when Jyoti’s parents and many others 
were agitating for a quick trial and maximum punishment for the rapists. It was then that 
Jyoti’s mother, a woman of great dignity and courage, said, in response to a journalist who 
spoke of her daughter as Nirbhaya, ‘My daughter’s name is not Nirbhaya. Her name is Jyoti 
Singh.’

It was, so I think, a moment of great significance that marked the end of an era. An era, 
which considered that rape shamed the woman, not the rapist. More than two decades 
earlier I had written The Binding Vine, a novel that had come out of another rape, the rape 
of a young nurse, which had also sparked off public outrage. In my novel, the mother of 
Kalpana, the rape victim, insisted on not letting the world know that her daughter had been 
raped. And now, here was this woman saying, ‘My daughter is Jyoti Singh.’ I felt the goose 
bumps come up on me when I heard those words.
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I have always considered rape to be one of the worst crimes that a human can commit 
against another. Lust-driven, yes; a violation of a woman’s right to her body, yes; an 
assertion of male power, yes; of a male’s right to possess the female body, yes. But more 
than these, and above all these, it is an expression of contempt and hatred for all women. 
The barbaric and savage things that had been done to Jyoti had filled everyone with horror 
and anger. This most intimate act between two humans – an act that expresses love and 
tenderness, and a desire for a complete union with another human being – how could it 
become an act of such violence and cruelty? How could anger and hate fuel an act that is 
supposed to be driven by love and desire? Rape can also be, and often is, a political act. I 
can never forget how shaken I was by a hard-hitting poem, written by a Marathi poet 
Neeraja, about two rapes. One, a rape of two Dalit women, a mother and daughter, who 
dared to stand up against upper caste pressures. The rapists were Maratha (upper caste) 
men. And the other, a rape by Dalit men of a young Maratha girl. Both the rapes were later 
used by the victims’ communities for their own political purposes, used to show their 
strength, their power. As Neeraja’s poem From Khairlanji to Kopardi says:

‘You have pushed your political ambitions into her body/ fought battles and defeated your 
enemies/by playing the game between her thighs.’

Equally bad were the comments that came, after the outcry against Jyoti Singh’s rape, from 
males from all over the country, especially politicians and those in responsible positions, 
blaming women themselves for rape, saying that women sent the wrong signals by the way 
they dressed/behaved/went out in the evenings/ spoke on mobile phones, etc. And 
therefore, when he was so provoked to lust by these things, what could a poor man do? 
‘Boys will be boys,’ one national politician famously, or rather infamously, said. These 
statements too smacked of hatred of women. Men spend some of the best moments of 
their lives, some of the most tender moments of their lives, with women. So, where do 
these statements come from? Where does the hatred come from? And how can we expect 
men, whose minds are dark pits of such ideas and thoughts about women, to pass any laws 
which benefit women? Why would they pass a law which would allow women a 
proportional representation in Parliament? And I thought, a bleak thought, if neither laws 
nor society changed, what hope was there for women?

GH: When the Sahitya Akademi did not respond to the assassination of M.M. Kalburgi in 
2005, you resigned from the Akademi’s General Council, saying, very powerfully, that in 
such a situation “silence is an abetment”. Would you revisit that moment for us?

SD: The death of Professor Kalburgi pushed me to a point when I realised I could no longer 
be silent. If the silence of the Akademi was an abetment of Prof Kalburgi’s death, my silence 



29

would also be an abetment. I had to speak. And it was you, Githa, who gave me the courage 
I needed.

GH: You have all the courage you need, Shashi.

From Listen to Me:

The BJP government, which came to power with promises of development and progress, 
seemed to embolden certain fringe Hindutva elements who went on a spree, trying to 
impose a dubious idea of ‘an ancient Indian culture’ on the country, ignoring our long and 
glorious history of multiculturalism, of many religions living together. These culture-
defenders decided what was right and what was wrong, they made their pronouncements 
on what could be done and what could not be done. But even worse was to come. Three 
men, two of them rationalists who were intent on eradicating superstition, and one of them 
a scholar, were killed. The scholar, Prof. Kalburgi, was shot dead in his own home by a man 
who came on a motorcycle, rang the bell, and shot the Professor when he came out to greet 
a supposed visitor. (Most strangely, the day I am writing this is an anniversary of his death 
and the murderers have not yet been traced.) Prof. Kalburgi had been threatened before for 
writing something about Basaveshwara, the man who broke away from Hinduism because 
of its caste system and the inequality that it created. He had unearthed some facts about 
Basaveshwara, which the custodians of Basaveshwara did not like. At that time, the 
Professor had retracted from what he had written, but he had not stopped his research.

When I saw the news of his killing on TV, I was shocked. I had met him earlier, when he had 
been the Vice Chancellor of the Kannada University at Hampi. My sister and I had contacted 
him in connection with our desire to give our father’s manuscripts to the university. He had 
been courteous enough to come home to discuss this. I met him again later at the meeting 
of the newly constituted General Council of the Sahitya Akademi to which I had been 
nominated as a member. Prof. Kalburgi was a member as well. He was a soft-spoken, gentle 
man. That such a man had been shot, and in Dharwad, which had always seemed to me the 
most civilised of towns, was hard to believe. I expected the Akademi to say something about 
his death, to put out a statement, perhaps, condemning the killing, expressing their grief at 
the loss of a writer, a writer who was a part of their organisation. Nothing happened. The 
silence made me uneasy and I wondered whether there was a reason for it. I then heard 
from a friend that the Akademi had held a condolence meeting in Bangalore, during which 
no mention had been made of the fact that he had been murdered; they spoke of his death 
as if it was a natural one. I could not believe this. I was haunted by an uneasiness I could not 
pin down.

Then something else happened. A Muslim man was killed on the suspicion that he had eaten 
beef. To my great surprise, and even greater pleasure, two writers, yes, writers, Nayantara 
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Sahgal and Uday Prakash, stood up to protest against these happenings and as a protest 
returned the awards the Sahitya Akademi had given them. Now my uneasiness congealed 
into a resolve: I could not be a part of an institution which did not stand up for the writers it 
was supposed to represent. The Akademi, I thought, had failed writers. I made up my mind 
to resign from the Akademi.

All extracts are from Listen to Me by Shashi Deshpande, published by Westland/Context, November 2018. 
Reproduced here with permission from the publisher.

Extracts © Shashi Deshpande.

Shashi Deshpande is an award-winning Indian novelist. She published her first collection of short stories in 
1978 and her first novel titled The Dark Holds No Terror in 1980. She received the Sahitya Akademi Award for 
her novel That Long Silence in 1990 and the Padma Shri award in 2009.
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Fifty Years Later

Poems by J. V. Pawar

Translated from Marathi by V. D. Chandanshive

The first page of the pamphlet brought out by the Dalit Panthers in 1972. Read the pamphlet here.

https://www.yumpu.com/xx/document/read/60883952/dalit-panther-pamphlet-1973
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Fifty Years Later

You set off in stark darkness
the sunflowers had turned a blind eye
pits and stones greeted you
when the steep path was rejected.

You stumbled, bled, were looked down upon
yet went forward.
Behind
there was a stormy sea.

Wild waves, speaking in your voice
caressing, offering shelter.

Other waves swell, striving to swallow you
but you swallowed them up.

You rode these circumstances
to be a new history-maker
to be the hero of dumb folk
shaking and waking outcast India.

Blew war-trumpets with the power of your brain
shattered the fetters
made the slaves stand on the Chavdar Tank
like warriors standing on the battlefield.

Your words turned
sticks into bullets
your struggle made
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the epics fall at your feet
scratched out the past, lit up the minds
freeing arms and waging a war
your roar shook the sky; disrupted the earth
and Oh! Chavdar Tank caught fire.

Fifty years later I feel
the sunflowers yearning for you
the trumpet waiting for you
the Chavdar-water has cooled now
and still, you set me alight me.
Now I ought to set the sea ablaze.

Female

When the morality-mongers
arranged your nude parade in the marketplaces
in broad daylight
the head-to-foot-wrapped
sisters of yours
had the golden chance of enjoying your nudity.

The million volcanoes in your blood
wished to set ablaze
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the age-long manifestoes.
The earth-shattering gaze of yours
condemned the traditional impotency
of this land.

These are wayward, headless
and brain-rusted people.
Don’t expect a whit from them
because
for their brainwashing
nobody is yet born.
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Drinking Recess

Some thought, by chance, haunted my mother.
My name found its birth in the school register.
The district local board school
welcomed me with generosity
by allotting me
a five by five reserved corner
to my huddled-up self.

Later, the dilapidated school saw its rebirth
and it got shifted to a villager’s verandah.
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The verandah too donated a corner to my huddled-up self.

With the rest, we cornered ones
would recite poems
till our throats went dry.
‘We are thy innocent children
Thou art our father!’

‘Sir, I want water,’ I demanded
Mine and my teacher’s eyes caught the landlady’s glare
Standing on the threshold
The sting in her eyes
made the teacher horrified.

Right then, the teacher had an idea in a flash
and declared a recess for drinking water.
We children sprang up toward the threshold
‘Not here, not here, go home and drink water,’
roared the teacher.

With heavy feet, I went home.
With me
were her red eyes and the teacher’s refusal.

Later, the board built a pretty school
with a reservoir for humans and animals too.
With the school the teacher too was replaced but
the drinking recess still continues.
Those kids with a reserved corner
have to proceed home: for drinks.
For the fear of the reservoir being polluted… being polluted.
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Keep Striking

You have come at last
don’t go away empty-handed
you can borrow a bit of grief
if you want.
Take away the salt-store from my eyes
if your life has become saltless.

I grow sad too
when you grow nervous
I get scorched in the red-hot embers
my birth has brought me
a boon of nothingness.
What shall I do?
I have nothing worth giving.

Don’t go empty-handed
raise your head if you like
and keep striking my darkened life.
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These poems were first published in नाकेबंदी, Pawar’s first collection of poetry published in 1976 by Asmita 
Communication and the translations were published in Blockade published by Sanjana Publication in 1992. 
Republished here, after minor editing, with permission.

Poems © J. V. Pawar; translations © V. D. Chandanshive.

Known among people and friends as JaVi, J.V. Pawar (74) was one of the founding members of Dalit Panthers 
in Maharashtra. Pawar has been the part of Ambedkarite Movement for 52 years now. He was the youngest 
Samata Sainik Dal (founded by Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar) cadre from Dhobi Talaw branch when he was just 
twelve years old in 1957. When Dalit Panthers was announced in 1972 by Namdeo Dhasal, Raje Dhale and J.V. 
Pawar and others, they got instant support from Dalit masses as they had seen criticising the opportunistic 
politics of leaders from RPI (Republican Party of India) and their negligence to the social and economic issues 
of Dalits. His first poetry anthology Nakebandi was immediately translated into English as Blockade. However, 
his writings on the history of Republican Party, especially since from its beginning is a very significant 
contribution to the literary world. Once Sambhaji Bhagat Shahir, playwright, songwriter and an Ambedkarite 
activist said, ‘we created so many things, but J.V. Pawar documented the movement.’ He works as the general 
secretary of BaRiP (Bhartiya Republican Party, a political party leads by Prakash alias Balasaheb Ambedkar) and 
currently resides in Mumbai.

V. D. Chandanshive is the translator of Vinaya Pitaka (Vol.– V): The Basket of Discipline (Volume-V). He lives in 
Nanded, Maharashtra.
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Skin

A story by Abhinav Kumar

Asmat people, Bis Pole, wood, paint, fiber; 216 x 39 x 63 in., the late 1950s/ Image courtesy The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art

When I was a boy, my father had to choose. Heart or mind. Tradition or modernity. Faith or 
peace.

http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/313830
http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/313830
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‘Why did you run?’ the man rasped, taking his time to catch his breath. For an elderly man, 
he was sprightly, a fact he reminded his acolytes of as they caught up. Four in all. They 
slapped each others’ backs, as a relay team might at the end of a successful race.

I felt the bricks behind me – solid, immutable, unyielding – and cursed them for arresting my 
flight.

‘Why?’ he repeated with a quizzical half-smile. The others stood back in deference to their 
leader, gathered in a loose arc.

The afternoon sunlight danced off their blades. Metal clanged in the distance. Glass 
shattered. Lazy laughter, pierced by muffled screams, rent the air. I heard the patter of feet 
in parallel lanes, smelled the sour breath of sweating men and the iron of blood.

The leader grinned. I averted my eyes and looked at the shuttered shops for someone, 
something, anything.

Maybe he’s a mute,’ an acolyte with a scar across his face drawled. ‘Even for them, that’s 
quite heartless, to leave their disabled out as easy meat…’

Instinctively, they turned in the direction of a resounding boom not too far away. A gas 
cylinder, perhaps. Or a car.

‘But he’s certainly not deaf,’ the leader said, seeing me flinch.

‘Name? What’s your name?’ the youngest, a stripling of a boy, bellowed as if to test 
scarface’s theory.

‘We are pissing away precious time,’ snarled the man with the saffron scarf. ‘The DSP said 
he could only delay his men till 4, and it’s nearly 3…’ The sound of a gunshot pierced the 
silence of the lane. Saffron scarf flashed sharp, pearly teeth that accentuated the glower of 
his eyes. ‘The others seem to be making steady progress while we debate with some mute 
son of a bitch.’

‘Quiet!’ snapped the leader. ‘Don’t forget that we lost three young men last time because of 
your misplaced fervour.’

Saffron scarf looked mutinous but held his tongue.

‘So tell us, boy,’ the leader said, stepping closer. ‘You have one chance… Consider yourself 
lucky. At least we ask.’

He smiled at me as one might at a neighbour. He was not unpleasant-looking: portly, with a 
thin, greying moustache and thick glasses that gave him the air of a schoolmaster. My 
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frenzied brain conjured up an image of him instructing young boys, ruling over them with a 
benign but firm hand.

‘What made you run?’ he rasped. ‘You seem to be from a good family, western clothes and 
all.’

‘Which would make it even better,’ saffron scarf said, licking his lips and surveying me with 
distaste.

My arm, trembling and useless by my side, pinched my jeans. My father had always insisted 
that we wear the most modern clothes, the trendiest brands we could afford. Even on the 
most familial of occasions.

Springing forward with surprising agility, the leader caught me by the jaw.

‘Smooth chin,’ he breathed. I watched a single grain of rice stuck to the vermilion on his 
forehead break free and fall to the ground.

‘No cap-ring on his head either,’ he said, running a gnarled hand over my hair.

‘And yet…’ he said, holding me by the chin, between thumb and forefinger. ‘We sent word 
out for men, you did not come. We sent word to the cowards to stay home, hide behind 
their mothers’ pallus. Yet, you roam free… here. With impunity.’

Tilting my face, he ran an elegant finger over my cheek.

‘And you ran,’ he whispered. I caught a whiff of fennel on his breath, the palate cleanser 
after a meal, perhaps, before they had set out.

‘You ran,’ he repeated, eyes boring into my soul, reaching for the taint he had been taught 
to pursue. Blood pounded in my temples, threatening to breach the dam of my skull and 
burst forth. Vision blurring, I tried to focus on the whites of his eyes.

His face cleared, then contorted in a manic grin.

‘He’s yours,’ he barked at the youngest of the lot, releasing me with a jerk and stepping back 
to join them. The young chap crowed and stepped forward, grabbing saffron scarf’s sword 
on the way.

I fought off your mother, grandfather and the clerics for this, beta. It is a small sacrifice, 
but… times are bad. When the time comes… use it.

Blade in the air, eyes bloodshot, muscles rippling, the chap swaggered up.
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‘Watch out! Sometimes they fight back!’ The leader called out with childish glee.

Use it, said the voice in my head. Use it…NOW.

Eyes glued shut, I raised a hand to shield myself from the impending attack. With the other, 
I reached for my trousers.

‘And what the fuck is this?’

I opened my eyes. The rust of the blade was inches from my neck. The youth stood before 
me, statuesque, disgust moulding his boyish features into an ugly grimace.

‘He’s going to fight you with that toothpick,’ scar-face chortled.

‘You fucking pervert!’ The youth raised a hand to strike.

‘Wait.’

The men followed their leader’s gaze to my midriff, to stare at the tiny strip of skin that had 
made its presence felt in the deserted alley like an unwelcome guest.

The blade dropped to the boy’s side with a dull clang. He trotted back with the downcast air 
of one who has been denied a sumptuous feast.

‘Let’s go,’ the leader said, his voice curt. ‘The others need us.’

‘Shouldn’t he join us, then?’ saffron scarf’s voice was thick with disappointment.

‘This scrawny fellow?’ scarface jeered. ‘No, let’s leave him to roam the streets and brandish 
that at whoever he pleases. Even my youngest brother – ‘

‘Next time,’ the leader said, cutting him off and addressing me in a measured tone. ‘Do as a 
coward does, and stay home.’

The young chap kicked the air as they retraced their steps down the lane. “Fucking ill luck. 
Set out to serve your community and one of them waves that in your face.” He hawked and 
spat in the gutter. Saffron scarf sniggered. The leader laughed and patted the boy’s 
shoulder. ‘Patience, my young friend, patience… Let’s try the next lane.’

The lane clear, my eyes brought the ground together in sharp focus. I looked past my flaccid 
saviour, watched the urine pool at my feet, spatter my jeans, its intermittent patter mingling 
with the harsh gasps of my breath.

When I was a boy, my father had to choose. Heart or mind. Tradition or modernity. Faith or 
peace. Life, or death.
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Story © Abhinav Kumar.

Abhinav Kumar is a lawyer based in New Delhi. His stories have appeared in Open Road Review, Jaggery, Muse 
India and Earthen Lamp Journal, among others. His poetry has appeared in Indian Literature, The Madras Mag, 
The Bangalore Review, and The Madras Courier. His first collection of short stories, Razor-Sharp, is available on 
Amazon.
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Hope in Our Times

By Keki N. Daruwalla

Merlin Moli, ‘Walking Dead in Dark Times’

Night bulletins are rife with Rafale and Sabarimala

As bare-chested devotees keep the pot churning.

Here the cold is dense, heavy, as a chowkidar adds twigs

and dry bark to keep chaff fires burning.

Hope and light, small-time thieves in the fog,
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cling stealthily to something close to yearning.

And through a hole in the mist, suddenly

a barbet calls, ‘the year is turning’.

Poem © Keki N. Daruwalla; image © Merlin Moli.

Keki N. Daruwalla writes poetry and fiction. He lives in Delhi. His novel Ancestral Affairs was recently published 
by Harper Collins. He won the Commonwealth Poetry Award (Asia) for his poetry volume Landscapes.

Merlin Moli is a Delhi-based artist. She has three decades of sculpting experience with various materials. She 
has participated in exhibitions both in India and elsewhere.
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Fear

By Dalpat Chauhan

Translated from Gujarati by Hemang Desai

‘Hanged Man’, imitator of Goya (Francisco de Goya y Lucientes), pen with brown ink and brown wash on laid 
paper, 17.81 cms x 11 cms, ca. 1840-1900/ Image courtesy The Metropolital Museum of Art

The history of resistance against the atrocities on dalits and their struggle for constitutional 
rights in Gujarat goes back to 1972 when the Dalit Panther was set up in Ahmedabad. The 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/334303
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institutionalisation of protest, the fight for rights, and the assertion of a distinct cultural 
identity went hand in hand with the operation of an alternative economic model, envisioned 
in the establishment of agricultural cooperatives set up around the same time, enabling the 
economic independence of dalits while effectively redeeming the community from inhuman 
economic, social and sexual exploitation at the hands of the upper-caste feudal overlords.

Golana, a village in the Khambhat tehsil of Anand District in Gujarat, became one of the first 
sites to have witnessed an articulation of independence and revolt in 1975 when three 
spirited young men challenged the traditional rights of the kshatriya community which 
entitled them to not only enter a dalit household at will but to also molest dalit women. 
Though the youngsters were determined to put an end to the rampant sexual exploitation of 
dalit women in several villages of that area, the elders of the dalit enclave in Golana lost 
nerve and fell at the feet of the exploiters, apologising profoundly for the hubris of the 
youngsters. The elders finally had to expiate for the sins of the youngsters by carrying in their 
mouth the shoes, torch and turban of the kshatriya man who had been challenged and had 
run for his life after leaving behind these articles. In the aftermath of this incident, the 
accused dalit man’s elder brother, gripped by the fear of his brother’s murder at the hands of 
the upper caste people, committed suicide.

Unfortunately, eleven years later, Golana became the flashpoint of one of the most 
horrendous instances of violence against the dalits of the village on 25 January 1986 when 
four spirited dalit activists were murdered in broad daylight in an attack launched by 
hundreds of upper-caste people for the former’s supposed arrogance in toying with the idea 
of building houses in the land allotted to them by the government. 25  January 2019 marks 
the 33rd anniversary of the Golana Massacre.

Dalpat Chauhan’s ‘Fear’ captures the initial moments of the heroic resistance put up by the 
dalit youth in Golana in 1975.

‘For me, the lesson from the incident was clear.
Fear is the biggest obstacle in the way forward.’

Martin Macwan

The entire street had already been out for threshing and winnowing wheat grains on the 
farms of landlords. This was their daily labour. As the battered, mid-winter sun rose, its 
tender light streamed softly into the house. Columns of sunlight, filtering in from the chinks 
and holes of the russet, country-made roof-tiles, drew intricate, ever-changing patterns on 
its clay-bedaubed walls. Khodo, the stump-leg, was lying on a slightly unhinged cot strung 
with coir-ropes, his head propped on a cone-shaped dirty pillow, eyes firmly closed. Like a 
restless spirit, he tossed and turned this way and that every few seconds. After a while, tired 
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by the effort of keeping his eyes shut, he opened them, and at once saw the cross wooden 
beam supporting the roof of the house. He kept staring at it as if in a daze. To the 
crossbeam was tied the moliyo*. It had been hanging there from the day his mother came 
to her in-laws after marriage. Years of hanging from the beam, unattended and unnoticed, 
had made it gather so much dust, cobwebs and grime that it had begun to look like a sturdy 
black bow. The colourful tassels attached to the strings on both its ends had gone sooty, and 
looked like flowers of pitch-black, permanent homes to flies equally black, if not more. As 
daylight thickened and penetrated into the far corners of the house, the flies began to buzz 
around, taking short flights away from their abodes and landing back onto them with 
depressing regularity. Khodo got livid at those flies. Lying in the same position, he started to 
violently flail his hands in air to drive them away, only to eventually give up as they 
remained indifferent to his exertions. Once again, his eyes were riveted to the crossbeam 
and roof. Why would they have hung the moliyo like that? He blinked in wonder, and a 
vision of a woman hanging down from the beam, her flaccid hands hanging down loosely 
and the moliyo wrapped all over her face like a murderous shrink-wrap, flashed before his 
eyes. Scared stiff, he squeezed his eyes shut.

Everything vanished.

‘Your mother had killed herself… hanging herself from the beam…’

Words rose like a flock of pigeons in his head. He couldn’t dare to recall all of it. Streams of 
sweat washed all over his body. Startled as if out of a nightmare, he suddenly opened his 
eyes. The moliyo was shrivelling gradually, its murderous noose tightening its crushing grip 
around his neck. Unable to breathe, he sat up in his cot, restless and flushed.

‘I escaped… I could escape… I tell you, Punjo, run away. These bloody tentus would not 
spare you. You, bloody whelp of my mother-in-law, trust me…’

Then he began to run his eyes around to see whether there was anyone else in the house. 
There was no one, nothing except a stick leaning against the wall near the mouth of the 
gutted fire-place, and a broken wooden stand right ahead of it. He continued to mutter.

‘Tell me, Punjo. You locked the door with a chain from outside, didn’t you? It was you and 
no one else.’

His eyes travelled in the direction of the stick and he froze. At once, he went down and 
began to writhe in pain as if under a hail of deadly stick-blows. His father’s face swam 
before his eyes. Bloodied… tossing and twitching in excruciating pain. He too began to toss 
about like him.
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‘O dear me… father…’ he wanted to cry out but he slumped down in his cot instead and 
began to breathe heavily like bellows. After a while he muttered, ‘I escaped, didn’t I? I 
slipped from their clutches.’

He began to drink in the moonlike patterns forming on the wall, those brilliant, spectacular 
circles at the end of the sticks of sunlight, hurled right through the roof. Moons, so full of 
light and symmetry. But the very next moment, he got startled once again.

‘Who thrust these white knives in the wall?’

A couple of moons swam on his wavy quilt as well. He flinched in horror, dithered for a 
while and then with utmost care and caution, stretched his hand out to touch them. The 
moons slipped onto his hand.

‘Damn it, this is nothing but moonlight… ’ He drew his hand back in relief. The moons 
slipped away. The sight of slinking moons reminded him of Punjo.

‘Where’s Punjo?’

He got up from the cot, opened the door and came out. Finding nobody in the street, he 
began to cast flitting, confused glances around, in the direction of the village and the farm. 
Far away from the entrance of the street, ran a road to the farms. He saw a baraiyo in the 
distance heading towards the farm and Punjo, the tinder*, making for the untouchable 
street down the same road, a small metal pot in hand. Khodo broke into a frantic sprint 
shouting out warnings, ‘Run Punjo run, I am telling you. That tentu** would chop you into 
pieces. Run away…’ The fiendish bawling and the crazed expression on his face sent a chill 
down Punjo’s spine for a moment.

‘What happened Khodo? Is everything all right? Oh… you’ve got back to it again, haven’t 
you? Your pet prattles! Nobody is going to kill me. Calm down now. Let’s go back to street.’

‘Yes, hurry up, Punjo. Let’s go.’

Grabbing his hand firmly, he began to pull Punjo towards the street, his eyes planted firmly 
on the baraiyo ambling down the road.

‘I am coming! Don’t pull me, you idiot.’

‘You saw that? Bloody tentu was heading straight for us with a sword in his hand. I swear by 
God. Hurry up, let’s go to the street.’

He kept towing Punjo like a child pulling his father towards a confectionary shop.

*
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When Narsinh saw Khodo squatting by the farm-hedge to relieve himself, he hollered, ‘You 
bloody fucker. Have you taken leave of your senses or what? What the hell are you doing 
there? You think this farm belongs to your father that you can pollute it at will?’

He took a dry clod of earth from the farm and hurled it with all his might at Khodo. The shot 
missed the target by a foot but caught the metal pot placed next to the spot where Khodo 
squatted. The pot was sent on a tumble tour leaving behind a trail of spilling and splashing 
water. Khodo shot up in panic.

Narsinh was hurling abuses at him. Grabbing the pot with one hand, hitching his pyjamas 
with another and fastening them clumsily, he roared down the dusty road towards the 
street, in full throttle. Echoes of abuses and threats eddied up behind him,

‘Bloody dhedh*…if you’re sighted around this place once more, I will strip and hang you 
upside down from the bunyan’s branch and burn dry chillies below…’

The threat, very real threat, charged his feet with hysterical speed. Upon reaching home, he 
shut the door fast behind him. The pounding of his frail heart seemed to chant the refrain of 
‘burn dry chillies below,’ again and again.

As he stood quaking with fear, he realised he’d even forgotten to wash his arse. The 
monstrous crossbeam with moliyo hanging out like its black tongue looked like a giant jaw 
ready to snap at him. A cluster of flies, buzzing around the tassels, conjured up for him the 
moustachioed face of Narsinh. He took up the stick stationed in the corner and began to aim 
blows at the flies. The hail of frantic blows landed on the wall and the door. A sudden 
wham-bam next door gave Rami shivers, and shaking with awful fright, she ran out in the 
courtyard yelling,

‘Khodbhai… O Khodbhai… are you alright? What’s going on? What are you up to now? Slow 
down, damn you… enough is enough. Why not show your mettle in the village square? No 
point blasting these crumbling walls.’

Chastened by Rami’s tongue-lashing, Khodo froze to the spot. He was out of breath. 
Disgusted by the reflux of bitterness and self-pity, he threw the stick in the corner and 
opened the door. Rami was standing right in front of him. His face fell. He remembered he 
hadn’t had any water since his return from the farm. Innocent words tripped off his mouth,

‘Sister, please give me a potful of water…’

Rami handed over the pot to Khodo and hurried back, awash with a sense of strange 
restlessness. The disquiet she felt in her heart flagged off a train of painful thoughts and 
bitter memories. This Khodbhai is one and the only child of his parents. His poor mother 
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hanged herself for the fear of losing her honour and his father was burned alive. And this 
half-wit is bent upon busting the walls of his house. What cruel play of destiny! But why 
blame him when the entire village has lost its spine. O dear me, life of an outcaste is nothing 
but a load of crap. When that village head’s son made out with Jivi in her own house in 
broad daylight, bloody Punjo – may he be damned – couldn’t take that shit. The shoes lying 
in the veranda, the closed door and all that. And so, he locked the door with a chain from 
outside. After half an hour, all we could hear in the street were wild banging on the door 
and an avalanche of filthy abuses,

‘Bloody whelps of my mother-in-law! Who locked the door from outside? Come out and 
face me if you are the seed of one father. I would set that bastard right. Bloody seducers of 
your mothers, I am a darbar. I may visit anybody’s house. Who the hell are you to stop me, 
you buggers?’

Nobody in the street had had the courage to utter even a single word against the rapes of 
street women carried out in broad daylight with impunity. Next day, it was the headman 
himself. He stomped in, flung sleazy abuses involving mothers and sisters of the entire 
street and walked away unchallenged. Nobody could so much as moan in protest. Only 
Khodo kept beating his head against the walls of his house out of sheer helplessness and 
deep shame. Sometimes Punjo, her husband, would vent his spleen on the subject. But 
when the entire street had lost tongue…

After Khodo’s parents died, Punjo and Rami had looked after him. They had stood by him in 
times good and bad. While going home, Rami threw a spiteful, dirty look at Jivi’s house. 
Somebody’s shoes were lying in the veranda and the door was shut fast. Rami slapped her 
forehead in disgust, spat out a mouthful, and disappeared in her house

*

Never in his lifetime had Khodo stepped out in the blazing afternoon sun, but today he was 
seen running, as if for his life, to the untouchable street all the way from the farm. Panting 
and drenched in sweat, he halted for a moment at the frilled entrance of the street. Casting 
a few sleuth-hound glances here and there, he rushed towards an old dilapidated house on 
the right and launched into his pet diatribe,

‘Punjo, don’t you ignore me. Scram, you bastard. Run away to the city… that dharado would 
reach here in no time, scythe on shoulder… would make mincemeat of you… in a couple of 
lethal swipes. That bloody tentu, the whelp of my mother-in-law… O dear me… with big, 
wide eyes, scythe on shoulder and a sword in hand!’

Suddenly, he stilled. And as if a sword had slipped into his hand from somewhere, he 
launched into a frenetic sword dance, one clenched fist swaying in air and the other pinned 
behind his back. He jumped and lunged, dealing deadly sword-swipes all around in the 
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decrepit house. Just then, a cat jumped down from the tiled roof of a neighbouring house, 
rattling a tile. It was enough to strike terror in his heart. Startled, he froze to the spot. As he 
saw the cat passing by, he grimaced at it and began to bluster,

‘There he comes… I am telling you Punjo… buzz off.’

But before long, his blabber dwindled into a loud, sorrowful wail.

‘They came for my father first and then my mother. And I kept watching everything but 
couldn’t raise a finger. What could I have done? Run away Punjo, now it’s your turn… I am 
telling you… believe me.’

And as if caught under the rain of sticks and scythes, he began to parry blows, flinging his 
hands up in the air and tossing his legs as if rats had scuttled up his pants. He doubled over 
in pain now but straightened up the very next moment as if determined to fight it out. The 
more he tried to crush the fear lurking in his heart, the more it reared its head with all its 
fangs out. Just when he had got in the thick of his antics, he lost balance and keeled over.

‘Help… help… run folks run… save my Punjo… there he slaughtered him.’

Letting out a loud wail, he went into hysterics. On hearing him whine, the children in the 
street, along with Rami and a couple of other women, rushed out of their houses and rallied 
round him. Khodo kept gawping at Rami with wide open eyes. Just as the string of a tightly 
strung bow, when drawn and released, vibrates, his body tautened up and went into violent 
convulsions. His breaths began to come in short, rapid gasps. On seeing his pathetic, 
overwrought condition, Rami began to curse past seven generations in Jivi’s lineage. She 
squatted by his side while her tongue went on railing.

‘Bloody slattern. May she be ruined. If her backside burns so much, why doesn’t she thrust 
logs into it? Why does she create troubles for this poor boy?’

‘Hey, lower your voice. If somebody hears, he would snitch to her husband. And that would 
brew a fresh trouble.’ A woman standing by warned Rami in a voice filled with anxiety and 
fear. Just when the warning seemed to have drilled some sense into her head, a shrill cry 
rang out,

‘Who is that slut, claiming to be Sita’s sister?’ Jivi stormed out of her house, indignant and 
outraged. Without paying attention to her, everybody purposely busied themselves in the 
fuss of making Khodo sit up. Khodo’s body had become stiff like a corpse. He could be made 
to sit up only after prolonged bouts of pulling and pushing.
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‘In whose courtyard do we not see the shoes these days? Show me a single house. If you’re 
so brave, why don’t you ask your husbands to challenge these rapists. I’ll hold you in awe for 
the rest of my life then. Why, you don’t have the guts, do you?’

Jivi sat on her haunches in her courtyard as she concluded her tirade and segued into loud 
weeping, the loose end of her sari, drawn over her face, busy drying her dripping eyes.

‘This village is impotent, o dear me… which vengeful enemy of mine flung me into this 
village… threw me into this dark deep well?’

Then, as if goaded by a fresh surge of outrage, she sprang to her feet, restoring the loose 
end of her sari to its original state, that of a half-unfurled giant Japanese fan.

‘This bloody sissy asks Punjo to run away all the time. Why, slit a baraiyo’s neck instead! You 
don’t have kids or family to bother about if you’re killed in the bargain? Do something like 
that and you’ll live up to your father’s name, the brave man that he was. And if you can’t, 
just keep lying with your face thrust into your backside. Don’t make so much fuss, 
understood?…

Slay somebody, damn you. But why am I pinning hopes on this ass whose blood didn’t boil 
even when his own parents were being butchered?’

Jivi harangued Khodo mercilessly and stomped back to her house. Her acid words burnt a 
hole into his head. The ring of her challenge reverberated in his head. He rose to his feet. 
Blood coursing in his veins rushed to his eyes and he went insane. Without uttering a word, 
he ran towards his house. He went straight inside and banged the door shut behind him. He 
saw the stick lying in the corner but today he didn’t quake, not a whit. The stick, the moliyo 
and the door swam before his eyes like a dream. His body, flushed with sweat, flopped 
down, his head a basketball held in both his hands.

*

The door Khodo had shut on the street, the street that quaked in the dark, settling cold, 
didn’t open even after eventide. Rami came over carrying his dinner on a large aluminium 
plate and knocked at the door twice to no avail.

‘Khodbhai! I have placed rotlas and kadhi here, here in the alcove. Do eat them. Otherwise, 
you would go straight to accompany your parents…’ Pleased with herself for having made a 
smart dig, she kept standing there for a while, waiting for a response. Realising that her barb 
fell flat, she huffed, ‘Oh damn! For how long should I watch over this mess of others’ 
making? And such a man doesn’t die that easily, oh no.’
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Inside the house, the string-cot creaked slightly. But nobody got off from it, nor came out. 
‘Well, if that’s how you want to act, I’ll go.’ Rami grumbled and flounced back to her house.

*

There had hardly been any daylight when a hue and cry rose in the village. Somebody had 
smashed Harisinh’s leg while he was asleep under a shed outside an empty house in the 
village head’s farm. Luckily, the lethal but ill-aimed blow caught his leg, waking him up in 
time to cry for help. Otherwise, his life would have sneaked out of his arse before he had 
figured what’s going on. But Harisinh had identified the attacker even in the dark. ‘That 
Khodo, the lunatic.’ The rumour went as did the reactions to it.

‘Bloody dhedh has gone astray. But you must give the devil his due. He is a spunky fellow. 
Really, one has to be really headstrong to assault someone like Harisinh. Hats off to him.’

‘He was bound to get spunky sooner or later, wasn’t he? What horrible atrocities had the 
village head inflicted on his household! Don’t you know that?’

‘He is a village head, my friend. He is licensed to ruin anything, standing crop or lives. But 
this boor is an outcaste. Still he dared to cross him…’

‘Then… ?’

And then the entire community of baraiya stormed the street, grabbing whatever they could 
lay their hands on. Sticks, scythes, long-handled axes, clubs and tins of kerosene. The village 
head bellowed as he reached the centre of the street.

‘Where the hell has that whelp of my mother-in-law gone, bloody Khodo… fuck off his 
mother. Tell him to come out, otherwise I’d set the entire street alight. You bloody dhedh… 
bloody you broke my son’s leg? Your head seems to have turned, haan? Come out, you. 
Where are you Parbat? Bring me a tin of kerosene.’

Just as all birds slink into their nests when a hawk swoops down, whoever was engaged in 
work outside their houses scuttled inside, leaving everything as it was, and shut the doors 
fast. Even Punjo and Rami rushed inside and began to peer from the crevices in the door. In 
a blink, the entire street put on a deserted look, save for a echoing hush that hung in the air. 
One sturdy fellow headed towards Punjo’s house and heaved his scythe onto the string-cot 
standing on its side. The voice of the village head boomed,

‘Hey Punjo, tell me where the hell that Khodo is hiding, or else your house will go up in 
flames within minutes.’
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He made to the courtyard of Punjo’s house. A dog barked at him from a safe distance, but 
somebody hit it with a stick and it ran away yelping in pain. A heavy silence engulfed the 
street once again.

‘Why, you brave men, have you gone deaf? Shucks to your mothers. Today I’ll settle your 
bloody hash. One man comes and fastens the chain to the door, the other comes and breaks 
my son’s leg. What bloody cheek! We have let you people off again and again, but enough is 
enough.’

Sticks and scythes began to land onto the wooden frameworks of the roof, eaves, cots and 
roof-tiles of all the houses. Some sticks were hurled on the doors. But nobody even uttered 
a word. Punjo felt he should go out. But he had been a witness to the miserable fate a 
spirited man like Khodo’s father had met. So many blows he had endured! Almost 
involuntarily his eyes travelled to the bathing place in the street. For a moment, the image 
of Khodo’s father tossing about in a pool of blood flashed before his eyes. Apart from being 
overcome by a sense of self-disgust, his heart surged with genuine admiration for the mettle 
Khodo had displayed. Every single hair on his body bristled with anger. He began to look 
around for his scythe. Upon finding it, he grabbed it firmly and turned towards the door. 
Somebody was still heaving blows on his door. Rami tried to hold Punjo back, a sense of 
mounting panic writ large on her face. Punjo was struggling to jerk her away when he heard 
an ecstatic shout-out, ‘Hey, there it is… that’s Khodo’s house.’

The entire gang wheeled round and made for Khodo’s house en masse. Punjo kept peering 
through the crack in the door intently, his grip on the scythe becoming firm by and by.

‘Hey, don’t set the house on fire. Pull the bastard out and set him alight.’ The village head 
instructed. Sticks and scythes rained heavily onto Khodo’s door. In no time, the door was 
smashed open.

‘Wait a minute. Disrobe him and bring him stark naked over here. Put him on fire right in the 
centre of their street.’

He blared out and stormed towards the house. Removing his shoes on the veranda out of 
habit and jumping over the broken door, he lunged at the cot spread in the middle of the 
house. Not finding in the cot, he let out a frightening shrill roar.

‘Bloody Khodio gave us a slip…’

Something stiff like a heavy stick rammed into his forehead and toppled his turban. 
Smarting under burning pain, he began to caress his forehead, his features all scrunched-up. 
But before he could figure out what it was, another massive blow struck him in the same 
spot with equal force. Unable to contain his rage, he gnashed his teeth and grabbed the 
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object with his right hand, his eyes still shut in pain and shock. He began to feel the object 
curiously with his hand.

‘Fuck it… whose feet are these?’

Hearing the dazed shriek that escaped the village head’s throat, his henchmen rushed inside 
the house and found him gaping blankly at the crossbeam, his hands holding the feet of a 
human frame hanging languidly, right next to the moliyo, from the wooden beam. Confused 
by this new apparition, the flies were buzzing their way back and forth between the dusty 
tassels of moliyo and the bloodshot eyeballs that had popped out of their sockets. A column 
of sunlight filtered in through a hole in the roof and cast a perfectly round, brilliant moon on 
Khodo’s hand, pitch-black and lifeless like the moliyo.

Read the original story here.

*Moliyo (an embroidered choli-like upper garment worn by women) of a newly-wed woman is considered a 
blessed, auspicious article in dalit social epistemology which is hung onto a safe location in the house. However, 
as per a local proverb, it also represents a matter/ person that is shelved and unheeded once it has outlasted its 
utility.

*Dhedh: A caste-linked pejorative for a person belonging to the weaver caste which constitutes the majority of 
the population within the Scheduled Castes in Gujarat. In addition to weaving, they also conventionally drag 
away carcasses of cows and buffaloes from the village under duress. The act of ‘dragging away’ is referred to in 
Gujarati by the verb ‘dhasade’ and dhedh seems to have been derived as an agentive noun from that verb.

*Tentu is a contemptuous address for a person from the Kshatriya varna. Other terms used in the story like 
dharalo, baraiyo and darbar designate a person belonging to the upper castes like Rajput, Koli, Thakarda, etc. 
There is a strain of disdain, disapproval and fear running through these local terms of address.

**Names of lower castes in villages invariably indicate a disability, dispensability and worthlessness. Local 
belief is that such naming spares the child from the temptation of trigger-happy Gods and ensures its survival. 
The looming fear of a precarious existence in a caste-ridden society makes people cope with sub-human life.

Short story © Dalpat Chauhan; translation © Hemang Desai.
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Divergent Trajectories of ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba’

Iqbal’s Imaginings and the Historical Life of the Monument

Riyaz Latif

Image courtesy Ruralidays

Invited in 1933 by the orientalist Miguel Asín Palacios to lecture in Madrid, the preeminent 
Persian and Urdu poet Muḥammad Iqbāl availed himself of this opportunity to make a 
sojourn south to visit the Great Mosque of Cordoba. He became the first Muslim to offer 
prayers in the mosque since its conversion into a cathedral after the consolidation of the 
Christian Reconquista following the fall of Granada in 1492. By all accounts, the stirring 
intensity of this experience was nothing less than theatrical. Iqbāl, radically moved by the 
visual sumptuousness of the mosque, which he equated with an all-embracing majestic aura 
of Islam, and under a spell of fervent emotions coursing through him as a consequence of 
this encounter, apparently swooned upon entering it (Noorani 1999, 237). The eager 
inflections of this experience summarily gained posterity in the thematic formulations of his 
celebrated Urdu poem ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba’.

In the flight of its ruminations, in its encapsulation of the creative ethos of Islam, and in the 
determined swing of its cadences, ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba’ is a soaring enterprise. However, even 
while the material constitution of the Cordoba mosque, which so powerfully moved the 
poet, generates the primary impetus for his lyrical surge, Iqbāl’s thematic preoccupations in 
the poem seem to circumvent the composite visual imperatives that have informed the 
sequential formation of this edifice as a cultural and architectural entity. The steadfast 
impulse coursing through the poem tends to subsume the physicality of the mosque within 
Iqbāl’s overarching concerns centered on the consummate exertions of faith on the part of 
Arab warriors enkindled with unadulterated codes of Islamic conduct. Within the space of 
such imaginings, the Cordoba mosque becomes a material conduit for avowing the creative 
surge of the generic figure of Iqbāl’s mard-e khudā, the exemplary Man of God whose 
dynamic love (ʿishq), drawn from the kernel of majestic Islamic conduct, has made this 

https://www.ruralidays.co.uk/blog/mosque-of-cordoba-spain-facts/
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expression possible. The passionate, active spirit of the mard-e khudā roves over the ornate 
stones of this sacred monument, and thus, for Iqbāl:

Hai magar is naqsh mēñ rañg-e ṡabāt-e davām
Jis kō kiyā hō kisī mard-e khudā nē tamām
Mard-e khudā kā ʿamal ʿishq sē ṣāḥab farōgh
ʿIshq hai aṣl-e ḥayāt maut hai us par ḥarām

 (1989, 386)1

Yet, in this mark, shimmers the color of permanence and perpetuity
perfected to its zenith by the Man of God;
The act of the Man of God, resplendent with dynamic love;
Dynamic love the essence of life, on which death is forbidden

In this regard, it is nearly redundant to indicate that Iqbāl’s response to the visual splendor 
of the mosque can be better appreciated in an emblematic way, as an invocation of his 
formulated concept of Islam’s earlier glory, and a crucial need for this glory’s renaissance in 
the conduct of the contemporary Islamic Umma. Evidently, Iqbāl’s concerns lie far from the 
historical exactitude, as well as the historical compositeness, through which the 
architectural refinements of the Cordoba mosque may be engaged. ʿAmīq Ḥanafī makes an 
astute observation in his article on ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba’ when he says: ‘The poem under 
consideration is not shackled to its designation or beholden to its subject; rather, it exploits 
the experience of the visit to the mosque as raw material for a self-replicating creative act’ 
(1977, 33). Arguably then, Iqbāl’s lyrical enterprise is singular in the sense that it eschews 
the reckoning of this monument on the express merit of its visual constitution. And with this 
realization in mind, it would be worthwhile to explore the potential correspondences 
between his imaginings of a pan-Islamic vitality in the material elements of this monument 
with the architectural vicissitudes of the very same monument rooted compellingly in 
Andalusian historical formations. It may be prob- able that tracking the visual evolution of 
the Cordoba mosque will reveal an alternate paradigm, at variance with the one envisioned 
by Iqbāl where the incidence of this mosque is primarily an expression of the sweeping 
exertions of the mard-e khudā. But it is just such alternate readings of the Cordoba mosque 
that can endow us with the requisite agency to foreground the divergent ways in which its 
historical connotations may be appropriated.

In returning to the emblematic nature of Iqbāl’s engagement with the architectural or 
material composition of the Cordoba mosque, in suggesting that he experiences the mosque 
almost exclusively as a quintessence of his own disseminative vision of an Islamic cultural 
restoration, it is not that Iqbāl does not respond more topically to the visual quality of such 
Islamic monuments. But even when making more formal assessments of Islamic 
architecture, his sensibilities lie in valorizing a conquering vitality and a stately disposition, 
whose aesthetic appeal, as ʿAzīz Aḥmad states in regard to Iqbāl’s relationship with 
architecture, lies in an artistic expression born out of a free spirit (1968, 331). For Iqbāl, the 
architectural works in Delhi under Qut̤bu’d-Dīn Aibak, and later under Shēr Shāh Sūrī in the 
sixteenth century, epitomize this free quality where there is a commendable manifestation 
of Self in their makers’ architectural vision, and who, akin to the creators of the Cordoba 
mosque, integrate traces of their conscience and will in their works (ibid.). The Taj Mahal, it 
turns out, is inadequate in Iqbāl’s view, where:
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The quality of Quvvatu’l-Islām [mosque] is not discernable in it. As with later buildings, an 
infirmity has crept into the element of its vigor, and in fact, it is this very element of vigor 
which institutes a balance for beauty.

(In ibid., 333)

As for Shāh Jahāñís Jāmīʿ mosque in Delhi, he quips: ‘Vō tō ēk bēgam hai’ (It is merely a 
begum) (ibid.). In a similar vein, the Alhambra palace in Granada fails to elicit an enthusiastic 
response from Iqbāl for he equates its visual expression with the frailty which has crept into 
its Islamic elements; according to him, a triumph of dynamic human selfhood is utterly 
subdued in the Alhambra. He is reported to have said:

I kept straying here and there in the halls and porticos of the Alhambra, but wherever I 
raised my eyes, I saw huā ghālib [He is victorious] inscribed on the walls. I said to myself that 
everywhere here, it is solely the Almighty whose triumph is proclaimed; if only the triumph 
of Man too was visible here, then it would be something.

(ibid.)

Clearly then, Iqbāl’s responses to Islamic architecture draw their insights from an ideological 
space upholding masculine vigor and majestic bearing envisioned as prime constituents of 
Islamic cultural rejuvenation. They advocate verve, reflecting the selfhood of their 
executors; ultimately, it is the presence of the palpable exertions of the mard-e khudā in an 
architectural edifice that bestow upon it an enduring worth.

But within a broader framework, while reflecting on the quality of Islamic architecture, if 
Iqbāl’s exhortations to revitalize an Islamic Renaissance partake of a more wide-ranging 
Romantic moment of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they concurrently 
delineate a retort-laden discourse against the colonizing maneuverings of the West. 
Consistently, Iqbāl’s experience of Islamic architecture seems to weave in concerns 
emerging from the colonial situation. While his experience embraces a monument as an 
embodiment of universal Islamic ideals that he seeks to espouse, it is also capable of 
rejecting a monument as a lamentable expedient contaminated by the intrigues of the 
colonial West. Nowhere is the resistance to the colonial situation voiced more aggressively 
in Iqbāl’s evaluation of Islamic buildings than in his perceptibly belligerent tone in the verses 
dedicated to another mosque, the Mosque of Paris, where he says:

Ḥaram nahīñ hai, firañgī karishma bāzoñ nē
tan-e ḥaram mēñ čhupā dī hai rūḥ-e butkhāna
Ye butkadah inhīñ ghārat-garoñ kī hai taʿmīr
damishq hātẖ sē jin kē huā hai vīrānā

(1989, 565)

It is not a sanctuary; the miracle-touting Europeans
have concealed the soul of an idol-house in the body of the
sanctuary
This idol-house, a creation of the very same plunderers
at whose hands Damascus has become a wasteland.

Of course, Iqbāl’s polemic here is directed at the early twentieth- century French policies in 
Syria, which have debased the superlative integrity of Damascus—the urban locus 
representing an Islamic mode of existence—and turned it into a wasteland. With such 
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happenings to reckon with, the creation of these miracle-peddling firañgīs, even if it were a 
mosque, cannot be worthy of appreciation for it harbors the sullied aura of its exploitive 
creators.

An identifiable aspiration for an Islamic cultural renaissance, lodged as a corrective against 
the interventions made by the colonial situation, resounds in ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba’ If Iqbāl, in 
the poem, traverses the past and the future through a firm anchoring to the present, as 
ʿAmīq Ḥanafī suggests (1977, 34), then the Cordoba mosque, as an aesthetic emblem 
reifying the magnificence of the past civilization of Islam, animates a moral and political 
commentary rooted in Iqbāl’s own time and milieu. As Yaseen Noorani observes in his ‘The 
Lost Garden of Al-Andalus,’ the colonial situation is as responsible for inspiring the thematic 
formulations of the poem as the splendors of Islamic Spain. The poem’s critical momentum 
derives from ‘a vision of cultural renaissance that negates the present political reality and 
elaborates a truer one that supersedes it’ (1999, 237). It is a wishful vision communicated 
manifestly in the culminating verses of the poem:

ʿAlam-e nau hai abhī parda-e taqdīr mēñ
Mērī nigāhōñ mēñ hai uskī saḥar bē-ḥijāb
Parda uÅẖā dūñ agar čehra-e afkār sē
Lā na sakēgā firañg mērī navāoñ kī tāb

(1989, 392)

A new world lies behind the veil of Destiny
Its dawn is unveiled in my sight
Should I lift the veil from the face of my thoughts
Europe shall not withstand the radiance of my songs.

The lyrical progression of ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba,’ therefore, does nothing less than lead to the 
vision of a new world, to the efflorescence of an unbound, de-territorialized umma, the 
domain of the mard-e khudā. It is embedded in a much more ubiquitous temporality than is 
granted to the mosque by the topical considerations of its historical and visual 
development.

Aptly enough, ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba’ inaugurates its rhythmic progression by a reflection on the 
transient nature of Time; it invokes the interlinked succession of day and night (silsila-e rōz-
o-shab), the chiseler of events, which steadily steers all the grand marks of existence into 
nothingness, and thus:

Ānī-o-fānī tamām mʿaujiza-hā-e hunar
Kār-e jahāñ bē-ṡabāt, kār-e-jahāñ bē-ṡabāt

(ibid., 386)

They are all perishable, the wonders of skillfulness;
All the workings of the world are impermanent

But this transience is arrested in the profound structure of the mosque; there is a color of 
eternal timelessness (rañg-e ṡabāt-e davām) in its impression, brought to fulfillment by 
the mard-e khudā’s accomplishments, which are, in turn, a corollary of the dynamic love 
(ʿishq) that nourishes his exemplary conduct. We are confronted here with an ʿishq whose 
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constitution, transcending a temporal specificity, spills over into other nameless epochs. 
Thus:

ʿIshq kī taqvīm mēñ ëaṣr-e ravāñ kē sivā
aur zamānēñ bẖī hēñ jin kā nahīñ kōʾī nām

(ibid.)

In love’s constitution, apart from coursing Time
there are other epochs which are yet nameless

At the outset then, there is a propensity to imagine the creation of the mosque in an 
ahistorical paradigm, as a labor of dynamic love which overrides the shackles of serial Time, 
and resides in a pure permanence fashioned by the all-encompassing imperative 
of ʿishq. Thus, for Iqbāl:

Ay ḥaram-e qurt̤uba ʿishq sē tērā vujūd
ʿIshq sarāpā davām jis mēñ nahīñ raft-o-būd

(ibid., 387)

Oh, sanctuary of Cordoba, from dynamic love sprouts your
existence;
Dynamic love, infinite all over, which is beyond past and present.

The more historically rooted impulses, and the potential local imperatives, which might 
have influenced the visual language and form of the Cordoba mosque, are outside the 
sphere of Iqbāl’s concerns here. Rather than tethering it to a historical specificity, the surge 
ofʿishq that shapes the visual majesty of the mosque, serves to de-territorialize the 
structure. The mosque relinquishes its locative specificity to embody a limitless pan- Islamic 
terrain in the proclamation: ‘is kī zamīñ bē-ḥudūd, is kā ufaq be- ṡughūr’ (its terrain 
unending, its horizon boundless) (ibid., 388).

In ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba’ thus, the mosque’s visual splendor is a conduit for the vision of a new 
world; it is an instrument for translating the mard-e khudā’s creative conduct into a 
language of splendorous visual forms.

In the wake of the above imaginings of the Cordoba mosque, the realization that this 
sanctuary, in its comprehensive formation, is a final product of at least four to five major 
extensions inspires some curiosity.2 The first two phases of the mosque’s construction, 
respectively under ʿAbd al-Raḥmān I in 786 and ʿAbd-al Raḥmān II ca. 836, reveal a seamless 
visual continuity. Here, the articulation of the plan is predicated on an established tradition 
of Islamic sacred structures based on a hypostyle arrangement with a series of bays and 
aisles structured by a procession of columns at recurring intervals. This schematic 
description, however, does not succeed in communicating the astounding ingenuity of the 
mosque’s interior space, which, in the art-historian Jerrilynn Dodd’s words, ‘explodes into a 
labyrinthine elevation of superimposed horseshoe shaped arches composed of voussoirs in 
which deep red brick and white stone alternate’ (1992, 12) (see, fig. 1). It is the frenzied 
symphony of these two-tiered arches that spells an original language of architectural forms 
for the mosque, quite distinct from the mosque’s counterparts elsewhere in the Islamic 
world. In this regard, the horseshoe arch, an element indigenous to Visigothic church- 
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building traditions of pre-Islamic Spain, heralds the assimilation of a discernibly local 
constituent into the mosque’s vocabulary, while the practice of superimposing one arch 
over the other has an even earlier precedent in the Roman hydraulic structures in the 
region, most notably in the aqueduct at Mérida which combines superimposed arches with 
alternating brick and stone masonry. In this sense, it is in the adaptation of indigenous 
architectural elements that the Cordoba mosque brings into its orbit the cultural moorings 
of a heterogeneous Cordoban citizenry, an admixture of Arabs, Berbers, and a small group 
of fresh converts from Christianity to Islam, among others, who comprised the elements of 
the populace in the burgeoning Hispano-Umayyad emirate on the Iberian soil. Thus, at a 
prime level, a cultural memory tinged with an indigenous hue is preserved in the mosque’s 
visual expression.

Fig. 1 Great Mosque of Cordoba, Sanctuary: Superimposed Arches 3

Also, in reference to his Umayyad lineage, ʿAbd al-Raḥmān I’s nostalgic yearning for his 
Syrian homeland, which he had been forced to flee in the wake of the ʿAbbasid onslaught, 
has been amply chronicled, most famously in his verses addressed to a lone palm tree on his 
estate of al- Ruṣāfa. Accordingly, scholars have postulated an evocation of ʿAbd al- 
Raḥmān’s cultural associations and memories in the visual forms that he reflexively 
privileged in the mosque as its commanding patron. In this light, the mosque of Cordoba 
may be read as fusing a Syrian Umayyad language of forms, especially in invoking the Great 
Mosque of Damascus for its spatial inspiration, with an architectural vocabulary drawn from 
preexisting indigenous building traditions.4 The visuality of the mosque therefore emerges 
as a function of impulses grounded in its founder’s dynastic evocations and aspirations, at a 
discrete variance with the grand creative rush of ʿishq in the endeavors of the mard-e khudā, 
as envisioned by Iqbāl.

The next significant addition to the Cordoba mosque, undertaken by ʿAbd al-Raḥmān III ca. 
951, brings a more dramatic set of aspirations into its sphere. The meanings that accrue to 
the visual lexicon of this sovereign’s enlargements, notably preserved in the refurbished 
courtyard to the north where he introduced arcaded porticos on its three sides, but more 
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expressly, in his incorporation of a square-based minaret on the northern edge of the 
mosque alongside the central entrance, underscore the stately ambitions associated with 
his assumption of the title of caliph. While transforming the morphological constitution of 
the Cordoba mosque, the imposing minaret also emerges as a visual device meant to 
enhance the image of ʿAbd al-Raḥmān III’s Andalusian caliphate. As Jonathan Bloom 
suggests, it stands as a physical manifestation of the new Andalusian caliph’s defiant stance, 
especially against the coexisting Fatimid contentions to similar caliphal legitimacy within 
Islamdom (cited in Dodds 1989, 17).5 The symbolic charge of ʿAbd al-Raḥmān III’s extensions 
to the Cordoba mosque is thus historically positioned to reflect the restoration of his 
Umayyad caliphal authority; rather than harboring a timeless spirit in the act of creation, it 
rests on pressing political exigencies. In this light, Iqbāl’s exultation: ‘tērā mīnār-e buland, 
jalva gāh-e jibraʾīl’ (your soaring minaret, Gabriel’s spectacular abode) (1989, 388) can only 
be ascribed to his musings centered on a vision of an Islamic reawakening, for the poet’s 
actual encounter with the minaret could only have been in its incarnation as a church tower 
crowned with a belfry, following its metamorphosis in the sixteenth century under the 
Christian hegemony (see, fig. 2).

Fig. 2 Great Mosque of Cordoba: Minaret in its New Incarnation as a Church Tower

It is with the elaborate extensions commenced in 962 under ʿAbd al- Rahmān III’s son and 
successor, al-Ḥakam II, however, that the Cordoba mosque begins to consolidate an aura of 
caliphal dignity. The further augmentation of existing aisles of the prayer-hall in the 
direction of the qibla now culminates in a lavish new maqṣūra surmounted by ornate ribbed 
cupolas in front of a richly ornamented mihrab. This serves to radically rework the spatial as 
well as visual configurations of the mosque. While al-Ḥakam II’s extension of the aisles, in its 
replication of the two-tiered horseshoe arches surmounted on columns, retains the visual 
schema privileged by his predecessors, the bays demarcating the maqṣūra herald a visible 
departure from that scheme in their employment of densely inter- laced polylobed arches. 
Even more eloquent is the qibla wall with the mihrab, accentuated with exquisite mosaics 
patterned in luminous formations of abstract, geometrical, vegetal and calligraphic motifs 
(see, fig. 3). Yet again, the meanings encoded in these new visual formations of the Cordoba 
mosque stem from the composite historical imperatives of the time. Al-Ḥakam II’s reign had 
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witnessed record conversions of indigenous Christians to Islam, and while on the one hand, 
the cultural associations of this sizable body of recent converts seem to have found an 
incorporation in the extended mosque’s spatial articulations, the profuse introduction of 
mosaics on the mihrab wall as well as in the cupolas, on the other hand, potentially 
delineates a historical and a cultural reappropriation on al-Ḥakam II’s part of the Syrian 
Umayyad visual legacy (Dodds 1992, 20–21). Rather than an infusion of overarching Islamic 
ethos then, an explicit blend of Syrian Umayyad appropriations and indigenous aspirations is 
renewed in these visual formations.

Fig. 3 Great Mosque of Cordoba, Sanctuary: Miḥrāb Niche

Finally, the ambitious expansion of the mosque of Cordoba in 987 under the powerful 
regent (ḥājib), al-Manṣūr, too, prompts an engagement with its visual meaning on 
comparable grounds of political expediency. As Mariam Rosser-Owen writes: ‘constructing 
at the royal monument par excellence—that is, Umayyads’ dynastic mosque in Cordoba—al-
Mansūr made clear public statements about the power of his position’ (2007, 85).

It is beyond the scope of this paper to dwell on the architectural vicissitudes of the Cordoba 
mosque wrought by the subsequent interventions into its fabric after the Reconquista. 
However, it is clear, at least within the framework of Islamic visual culture, that the 
architectural semantics of the Cordoba mosque bear out the composite creative tensions 
drawn from an assimilation of preexisting visual traditions, indigenous sociocultural 
imperatives, political exigencies, and dynastic aspirations. To that extent, the original visual 
solutions that the mosque spawns are an embodiment of its composite historical life forged 
out of an express Andalusian ethos. In a radical departure, Iqbāl’s poignant experience of 
the Cordoba mosque seeks to translocate the monument’s spatial and temporal aesthetic, 
and lodge it within the mard-e khudā’s boundless heart. Accordingly:

Hai tah-e gardūñ agar ḥusn mēñ tērī naẕīr
Qalb-e musalmāñ mēñ hai aur nahīñ hai kahīñ

(1989, 390)

If under the heavens, there is an equal to your beauty
It is in the heart of the Muslim, and nowhere else.

Through such an imagining, ‘Masjid-e Qurt̤uba,’ in its resolute quest for an Islamic 
Renaissance, proffers a differing, ideologically charged insight through which the multivalent 
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connotations of the Cordoba mosque can be appropriated. In doing so, it charts a trajectory 
disparate from the one that brings the composite Andalusian formations into a reckoning in 
the historical as well as visual life of the Cordoba mosque.
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In Conversation with Mridangam Player Lakshmi Pillai

The percussionist talks about her musical journey

Read the transcript of the entire conversation here.

Video © Guftugu.

Lakshmi Pillai is one of the few female mridangam players of India. Daughter of mridanga vidwan 
Sri.Gurumurthy Thangavelu, Lakshmi hails from a family of musicians. She is the disciple of Padmabhushan Dr. 
T. V Gopalakrishnan. She is a national gold medalist of the year 2009-2010 organised by Nehru Yuva Kendra 
held at Chennai. She is a ‘B-High’ grade artist from All India Radio, Bangalore and a recipient of the CCRT 
scholarship. She has performed extensively in India and abroad. As part of Pandita Anuradha Pal’s Sthree 
Shakti group, Lakshmi has been part of concert tours in Nigeria and Europe.

https://youtu.be/TpL3fm6qGow
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Centenary

Kalpish Ratna

‘War’, Jackson Pollock, Ink and colored pencils on paper, 52.4 x 66 cm, 1982/ Image Courtesy The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art

‘Ratan you can’t do this.’ As Radhika spoke, the network of scars on her face knuckled up 
angrily in purple corrugations.

‘I don’t want to,’ Ratan shrugged.

Radhika’s face changed.

It was like watching some crazy cybermorphing. The scars faded as Yashoda’s warm 
intelligence shone in Radhika’s eyes. He should be used to it by now, but it still quickened 
him with delight.

She laughed indulgently. ‘The old man must have his reasons.’

‘Old?’ Ramratan growled. ‘I’ll show you old, woman!’

But this morning, the challenge did not end in the usual romp.

It was the sixth of December. Twenty-three years to the day Radhika watched her lover 
Anwar burn to death. It was the day Ratan Oak’s submerged life had burst into the open—
the life of Ramratan Oak.

Ramratan Oak, surgeon to the dead, was Ratan’s greatgrandfather —but that explained 
nothing.

https://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/482445?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=relevance&amp;what=Drawings&amp;ft=red+fire+abstract&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=80&amp;pos=18
https://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/482445?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=relevance&amp;what=Drawings&amp;ft=red+fire+abstract&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=80&amp;pos=18
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‘Don’t explain,’ Radhika whispered in his embrace. Now that she guessed where Ratan’s 
decision came from, she no longer opposed it and this made him jealous sometimes.

Now Ramratan chuckled in Ratan’s skull.

‘That Chikhalkar, complete humbug that he was, couldn’t humbug us, could he?’

These days Ramratan stayed long enough to start the conversation that would catapult 
Ratan into his other life.

‘What do you mean?’ Ratan demanded.

‘Why ask me? You were there. Nineteen fifteen.’

‘No, you were there, not me.’

‘Never mind, we’ll both be there at the Centenary.’

‘I’m not going.’

‘Like hell you’re not.’

So he, Ratan Oak, had accepted the invitation from the slime-ball Shakha Pramukh. This had 
enraged Radhika.

Radhika was the real reason for the invite. She had done nothing to conceal her scars.After a 
few operations to restore full mobility in her limbs, she had refused any further plastic 
surgery. She used her scars as a weapon.

‘My parents did this to me,’ she would say quietly.

It amazed Ratan how seldom the exchange varied. ‘Your parents? What did you do to 
deserve it?’

‘My lover was Muslim. I am Hindu. My parents hired a man to burn Anwar to death. I 
burned too. But I lived. It happened on 6 December 1992.’

Someone invariably said, ‘You’ll never forget the date…’ And Radhika would shoot back, 
‘Can you?’

The question confused her listener. ‘I?’

‘What happened that 6 December? Yes, this happened to me.What happened to you?’

‘Nothing. Nothing happened to me on that day.’

‘No? The day our nation plunged into fire? Surely, you burned too? These are my scars. Tell 
me, what happened to you?’
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Usually, that ended the conversation.And it killed him.

‘Must you?’ he asked each time.

‘I must. It’s what I do.’
 

Over the years, the neighborhood’s perception of Radhika’s scars had changed. She had 
gone from hero to health warning.

‘Earlier, people would say, ‘Forgive your parents.’ Nowadays they say, Time heals 
everything, na? By now your parents must have forgiven you.’

The local Right was celebrating the birth centenary of Pandurang Chikhalkar, and for the 
heartbeat of Bharatvarsh to resound in the ears of aliens and barbarians, invitations were 
sent to ‘trouble-makers’ too.

It was typical of them that the invitation should be addressed to Ratan Oak, 
with and family crossed out in red ink.

Ramratan wanted him to go, but Ratan was not as easily persuaded as Radhika.

No matter what Ramratan’s view of Chikhalkar was, he would have to sit through an hour or 
more of cringe-making adulation, and then one more of listening to the poet’s propagandist 
effusions recited, or even worse, sung relentlessly off-key.

‘I’m not going,’ he let Ramratan know. ‘Why should I care if a third rate poet turns 
hundred?’

Ramratan laughed. ‘Hundred? He would be my age if I were alive. It is not a birth centenary, 
it is the centenary.’

‘Of what?’

‘The celebrated poem Chikhalkar wrote in anguish. He gave it to his son sealed in a porcelain 
bottle on 6 December 1915.’

‘How do you know it was a porcelain bottle?’

‘Our Kaviraj couldn’t swallow his bhākri without a dab of Patum Peperium.’

‘What on earth is that?’

‘Some kind of fish paste. Nasty, expensive stuff. Nusser saves his jars for Yashoda. Neat 
round porcelain screw-top jars.’

‘Why not seal the poem in an envelope?’

‘Ha! Chikhalkar wasn’t looking for convenience. His quest was always for immortality.’

‘Time capsule.’
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‘The term is new to me, but yes.Time capsule. Gentleman’s Relish as time capsule,’ 
Ramratan laughed. ‘Can’t miss that, can we?’

‘What’s in the poem?’

No answer was forthcoming.

Ratan felt the familiar migraine setting in. Since he had given up fighting it, he preferred to 
time travel in comfort. He kicked off his shoes, and looked around for a cushion. He hadn’t 
noticed till now how annoyingly his neck ached…

1915

He hadn’t noticed till now how annoyingly his neck ached. He seemed to have lived with this 
excruciating pain all his fifty-five years. Would the ride never end? His fingers itched to tear 
the wheel from Nusser. Perhaps he should strangle him first. If it hadn’t been for the 
humbug in the back- seat, he would have done one or the other. Ramratan clenched his 
teeth as Nusser hit another pothole.

The Silver Ghost was getting it much worse than his neck.

‘ …the chassis has been specially developed for Indian roads,’ Ramratan quoted silently from 
the luxurious brochure, but both Rolls & Royce had reckoned without Nusser.

The expedition was all his own fault.

Darayus Surveyor had shown him a marvel when he was thirteen. Nusser, a sickly boy, never 
made it to these field trips with his geologizing father, but Ramratan accompanied Darayus 
every summer.

Darayus was a wonderful teacher. He would bring alive the Sahyadris like a storybook 
without an ending.

Nusser had missed it all.

He couldn’t care less, but Ramratan felt the entire weight of the ghats oppress him after 
Darayus’ death, and never lost an opportunity to restore Nusser’s patrimony.

So when Nusser had announced a ‘country jaunt’ to break in the Silver Ghost, still gleaming 
untouched in his bungalow at Aundhgaon, Ramratan suggested they drive down to the 
Kukdi riverbed, ‘Our own, very private Hawaii, pāhoehoe in Poona!’

And despite Ramratan’s pleading, Wilson was given the day off, and they set out at dawn 
with Nusser driving.

‘We’re picking Chikhalkar up on the way,’ said Nusser after a bumpy mile. ‘Flows like silk, 
doesn’t she, Ramratan?’

‘Why?’



73

‘It’s all about the engine—’

‘Why Chikhalkar? Why that insufferable bore?’

‘I can’t stand him either. He begged, Ramratan, and I can’t stand that too.’

‘Yes, but what for?’

‘He said he’d never been in a motor, as he calls it.’

‘Isn’t it against his principles? This is a western invention.’

‘Not at all. He says Henry Ford got the blueprint for his engine out of the Ramayana.’

‘No, those were the Wright Brothers. They stole the pushpak viman.’

‘Don’t rile him, Ramratan. Promise me you won’t.’

‘That’s rich, Nusser. First I must endure him, and then promise not to rile him? Why?’

‘Because if you do, he’ll start reciting his stuff.’

That silenced Ramratan.
 

They found Chikhalkar waiting for them at the Koregaon-Bhima naka, holding forth to an 
adoring audience of chelas.

‘Hop in! We’re in a hurry,’ said Ramratan unguardedly.

Nusser groaned.

On cue the chelas struck up Chikhalkar’s popular, Where so fast, O traveller? The punch line 
was delivered with fine irony:

Twenty horses to your engine?
What, twenty?

My chariot has just two and  two’s aplenty!

 
‘Does that mean you’ll walk?’ Ramratan asked.

Chikhalkar ignored him. He silenced his chelas and trotted them around the Rolls Royce.

‘Today we will call this a motor car,’ he declaimed. ‘We may even concede it to Rolls & 
Royce. But the time is not distant, my friends, when it will be called by its true name. Vidyut 
Vāhan! So, don’t say RR, say VV!’

‘VV!’
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Nusser took this as a signal to rev up and the chelas fell back in alarm.

Chikhalkar was posted into the back seat complete with umbrella, cloth bag and shining 
brass kamandal.

For the first ten miles or so, the sheer tumult of the journey silenced Chikhalkar’s muse, and 
he mercifully nodded off.

Ramratan divided his irritation between Nusser’s driving, his aching neck, and the long miles 
ahead.

They halted for lunch at noon.

Wilson had done them proud: rugs, cushions, a tall canister of water and, not one, but two, 
wickerwork hampers that promised all sorts of delights.

‘Two hampers, Nusser?’ asked Ramratan. ‘Isn’t that excessive?’

Silently, Nusser pointed to the poet who still snored, huddled in Nusser’s shawl.

Shuddha shakahari, no doubt.

Ramratan stretched his legs gratefully. Nusser tore off goggles, cap, traveling coat and 
settled down on a rug.

‘We should let Chikhalkar sleep,’ suggested Ramratan.

But Nusser, kindly host, would have none of it, and Ramratan woke him none too gently.

Chikhalkar trotted off into the bushes kamandal in hand, and returned with a brisk air of 
appetite.

He waved away the shuddha shakahari hamper as a childish affectation.

‘The road has its own dharma,’ he proclaimed as he tucked into the sandwiches.

Wilson had relied on the Royal’s very British largesse.

‘Roast beef,’ Ramratan warned.

Chikhalkar nodded happily and took one more. He was lavish with mustard and pounced on 
the little pot of Patum Peperium with a cry of joy.

‘This is my favorite,’ he confided, as he slathered it indiscriminately on everything he ate, 
and as he ate everything, the pot was soon wiped clean.

Wilson had indulged Ramratan by providing little ramekins of his delectable crème caramel.

‘Such tiny servings!’ Chikhalkar complained. So they gave him theirs too.

‘I’m taking a walk.’ Ramratan set off brusquely, but before long Chikhalkar joined him.
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‘Nusser is taking a nap,’ he said. ‘This kind of lunch is most stupefying to the brain. Leaves 
one in tamāsik gloom!’

‘I suppose your sātvik glow comes from all the rājāsik things you’ve eaten?’ Ramratan 
riposted.

‘Listen, don’t get me wrong, but will your friend mind if I take two of those dabbas of ghee?’

‘Foie gras? Ask him, I’m sure he won’t mind.’

‘It is highly recommended in Ayurveda.’

‘No doubt. So too are elephant testicles and tiger pizzle.’

‘For advanced cases only. In my case this ghee induces poetic fire.’

‘Really? The fat engorged liver of a goose can do that for you?’

‘You’re the doctor, not me. And there is nothing sātvik about poetry.’

‘The other two, eh?

‘Sometimes one, sometimes the other. Look at those women now. I may stare at them, and 
though I am on fire, my gaze is blameless, for I am a poet. You, on the other hand can have 
nothing but lust in your gaze, you not being a poet.’

‘Still, I suggest you stop staring unless you want a thrashing.’

‘They’re going to thrash me? Those little chits?’

‘No. I will.’
 

Ramratan stumbled over something and nearly lost his balance. It was a slab of stone, half 
buried in the grass and weeds. Recently fallen, it had crushed a thick green vine under it.

The carving on the stone arrested him. A woman’s upraised arm, displaying the unbroken 
bangles of conjugal felicity.

A sati stone.

Judging from the crude unembellished carving, the sati was a humble villager, her life 
rendered significant only by death.

Sati stones were common enough in the countryside, but he could never stop the dread that 
overcame him when he saw one. There but for the grace of God went Yashoda—

‘How shameful to let it lie where our feet touch it!’ Chikhalkar exclaimed. ‘Those women 
just walked past it! They should be worshipping this punyavati, lighting a lamp, anointing it 
with haldi and kumkum, garlanding it with flowers. Surely they’ve earned the wrath of this 
pure soul.’
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‘Let’s go, Chikhalkar.’

‘You carry on. I’m not going anywhere till I’ve shown these women the error of their ways!’ 
And he grimly marched ahead, every slap of his chappals a scold.

Ramratan was strongly tempted to return to the car and urge Nusser to take off, leaving this 
nuisance behind. Only the fear of Chikhalkar saying or doing something offensive made him 
follow.

Chikhalkar was in mid-harangue when Ramratan caught up with him. The three women 
looked too frightened to respond with anything more than looks of distress. They were very 
young, barely in their twenties.

Ramratan managed to get a word in and pressed his advantage by asking them about the 
village.

But Chikhalkar’s rebuke had awoken something deeper than alarm in them.

‘Is that why you’ve come?’ the first girl asked hesitantly. ‘For the ceremony?’

‘What ceremony?’ Ramratan’s mouth went dry.

‘That.’ The girl pointed to the fallen sati stone.

‘Is there such a ceremony today?’ Ramratan forced out the words. ‘For whom?’

‘In the Patil’s house. They say it’s his daughter-in-law. But we don’t know anything about it.’

She was about to pull her friend away, but the other girl turned suddenly brave. ‘No, we 
know about it.We watched them build the hut.’

‘Hut?’

The girls would say no more, but Chikhalkar seemed to know all about it.

‘The hut is good,’ he said with approval. ‘With a hut, everything goes off well. Come on, let’s 
watch the fun!’

‘We aren’t going to watch. If you want to, we’ll show you the way.’

The girls set off, hurrying more to escape Chikhalkar than to get anywhere.
It couldn’t be happening—
 

Ramratan was already running, heart in mouth, in the direction the girl had pointed. It 
couldn’t be happening, but he knew it could.

Chikhalkar came loping after him, pointing importantly at the knot of people gathered in the 
distance. ‘That must be it.’
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Ramratan, who had paused for breath, set off again, with Chikhalkar close on his heels. It 
crossed his mind that Chikhalkar’s motives might be very different from his own. ‘Slow 
down, Oak! I can tell you there’s plenty of time.’

‘How would you know?’

‘I say—you’re not going to do something foolish, are you?’

‘I’m going to stop it.’

‘It is a noble act, sanctioned by the scriptures. You have no right to stop it.’

‘It is murder. For your information, it is not sanctioned by any old scripture. And, what if it 
were? If you die tomorrow, would you want your wife to burn herself with your body?’

‘I would. But she probably won’t. It is her choice. Look, there’s the hut now.’

‘What’s this hut for?’

‘The husband’s body is placed inside the hut. The widow is led in, and the thatched roof is 
weighted down with logs. Then the door is barricaded with more logs. The true punyavati 
will light the pyre herself, from inside. So I’ve heard. I’ve never seen one myself. Bruce 
Carlisle Robertson made the hut famous, you know.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘Used to be the Sahib here a century ago. He tried to stop sati. Naturally, the people didn’t 
like his interfering. So he tried another trick. He got them to alter the hut in such a manner 
that the logs wouldn’t fall in at once, and the woman could escape, if she wanted to. He 
witnessed what happened when they tried it his way. The hut exploded within seconds! He 
became the laughing stock of Poona!’ Chikhalkar laughed heartily.

Ramratan had never before felt such revulsion towards any man, and yet he grabbed 
Chikhalkar by the arm and said earnestly, ‘We’ve got to find her.’

The poet tried to shake free, but Ramratan dragged him along in his stride.

A purohit was readying the grass hut. He stopped them angrily, barring their way towards 
the hut.

‘You’re perfectly aware you’re committing murder,’ Ramratan said coldly. ‘I’m a government 
official and I will have you arrested within the hour.’

Several voices shouted back. ‘We don’t know you. You have no authority here.’

‘I do.’ Nusser stepped forward. ‘I’m a magistrate. When I say stop, you stop. Dr Oak and I 
will have the police here before you know it.’

Ramratan was surprised by Nusser’s sudden appearance, but not by his quick grasp of the 
situation. It took a crisis to bring out his genius.
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‘We’re not forcing her,’ said a young man. ‘She’s doing it because she wants to. Because it is 
the right and noble thing to do. Isn’t that the truth, vahini?’

The woman he addressed, a stout girl in her thirties, nodded enthusiastically.

‘Yes, it’s always been her intention. And now, none of us can stop her.’

‘How did her husband die?’

‘Snake bite. She will be very upset if you stop her now.’

‘Let me speak with her.’

They were intimidated by Nusser’s authority and Ramratan was led unwillingly, into a house 
some distance away.

Their guide pointed to a darkened room. ‘She’s in there.’

The others fell back, suddenly disinterested.

Ramratan pushed open the nearest window when he entered the room. Behind him 
Chikhalkar gasped in disbelief.

A small girl dressed in wedding finery sat crouched against the wall.

Ramratan froze.

The child was barely fifteen.

She cowered and shrank into her clothes under their scrutiny.

Ramratan knelt down next to her.

‘Don’t be frightened, little one,’ he murmured. ‘Do you know why you’ve been brought 
here? Tell me.’

Her eyes focused severely on him. A small voice asked ‘How long will it hurt? They say it 
won’t hurt at all. The fire won’t burn me. I’ll go straight to swarg.’

‘No, that is a lie. The fire will burn you. It will hurt worse than the worst pain in the world. 
That’s why I won’t let it happen to you. Come on! I’ll take you home to your parents.’

‘No! They’ll be angry with me! I’ll bring shame on them!’

That canard. Would it never stop?

‘Come on, now.’ He raised her in his arms and carried her out.

A sobbing woman was being led towards them. She took the child wordlessly from 
Ramratan.
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‘The police will be here to make enquiries,’ Nusser told the spectators. Nothing could have 
made them disperse quicker.

‘Let’s go home,’ Nusser suggested.

Ramratan nodded. The Kukdi river bed could wait.

Chikhalkar stumbled after them.

They passed a small temple where the same purohit was in attendance.

Chikhalkar stopped for a moment to peer at the murti in the dark sanctum.

‘Why have you draped a sari over the devi?’ he demanded.

The purohit answered with a scornful look.

‘Why?’ persisted Chikhalkar.

‘Why? For decency, what else?’

Chikhalkar, quite satisfied with that answer, caught up with them and the Silver Ghost set 
off at a bone-rattling pace.

All three men were silent.
 

Nusser’s abstraction made him drive better.

Ramratan, battling his own demons, ignored both his aching neck and Chikhalkar’s attempts 
at conversation.

At Koregaon-Bhima, Chikhalkar insisted they stop by his house for a few minutes as he 
wanted them to witness something important. Wearily, they agreed.

Chikhalkar invited them to be seated on the stone bench in the verandah and called for his 
son.

‘Bring my desk!’ he barked when the boy turned up.

The desk was brought.

The poet scribbled a few lines on a piece of paper.

‘Now, my friends. I would like you to witness this. I have just written, under your scrutiny, 
the most important poem of my life. It contains not my dreams, but my conviction of what 
my dreams will accomplish. Not today or tomorrow, but a hundred years from now! So, in 
your presence, I’m sealing this poem.’

And from his pocket out came the emptied Patum Peperium jar from Nusser’s picnic.
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The poet folded his poem and put it into the jar still cloudy with fish paste. Then, taking a 
stick of red wax from his desk, he sealed it securely.

‘There, Madhav! This is your responsibility. And your son’s, after you. In the presence of 
these honored gentlemen, I entrust you to open this one hundred years from today. On 6 
December, 2015! Then the world will understand the burden oppressing my soul today.’

Without further ado, he politely thanked his visitors, and sent them away.

‘The arrogance of the man!’ Ramratan gnashed his teeth.

Nusser guffawed. ‘He’s a poet, Ramratan, forget him.’

But they were to remember him, after all.
 

2015

‘He blamed me for his suicide,’ Ramratan’s voice continued in Ratan’s brain.

‘He committed suicide?’

‘Within the month. It was called an accident, naturally. He was cleaning a pistol. That was 
seen as political. If the gun hadn’t gone off in his face, Chikhalkar, not Mohandas Gandhi, 
might have been the Mahatma responsible for free India.’

‘Why blame you? Did he leave a note?’

‘No. He blamed me long before that. The letter came on Christmas Day. I’ve kept it 
somewhere, you’ll find it. A lot of blather about Bharatvarsh, but the lines meant for me 
said: On you rests the entire responsibility for my despair. In that one afternoon you 
cremated all my dreams. Scorched by their embers, my fingers have written the truth at last, 
but you will not be around, my friend, to read those lines.’

‘The Patum Peperium bottle?’

‘Yes. You see now why we must go for that Centenary?’

Ratan was received at the entrance by a bevy of young women all clad in colorful nauvaris.

He was faintly surprised to identify a couple of his own students among these apsaras. 
Escape was now impossible.

An arati was waved at him, a tilak bestowed, a rose offered as boutonnière, his hair sprayed 
with rose water.

Young men in tasseled dupattas and saffron phetas bustled around importantly.

One of them approached Ratan with folded palms. ‘We’re greatly honored by your 
presence, sir. Please take your place on the stage.’
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Pinioned between two other boys, Ratan was literally dragged to the podium.

‘Why are you so important all of a sudden, Ratan?’ Ramratan sounded alarmed.

The guests already seated on the podium rose to greet Ratan.

‘That’s the grandson.’ Ramratan identified the youngest Chikhalkar.

‘I’d know that snub nose anywhere.’
 

In a daze, Ratan subsided into the plastic chair. He registered nothing till his name boomed 
back at him from the microphone.

‘ …and we are privileged to have with us, Dr Ratan Oak, the torchbearer of none other than 
that fearless champion of truth, Purushottam Nagesh Oak! Here is the man who will restore 
to our Hindu Rashtra the great, the glorious Tejo Mahalaya! Yes, the sacred temple we have 
been swindled into calling the Taj Mahal! But that must wait. On that day, Ratan Oak, we 
will greet you with our hearts in our extended hands. But today’s ceremony is no less 
important. I will now ask Shri Mohanrao Chikhalkar to introduce the Time Capsule.’

‘Sit down!’ Ramratan whispered furiously.

Ratan, who had every intention of bolting, stayed.

‘Who is this new lunatic? He’s no relation of ours!’

There was no time to answer Ramratan as just then Chikhalkar’s grandson, a man in his 
eighties, rose to great applause. He swayed on his feet and had to be persuaded to deliver 
his speech sitting down. It took a while to get him started.

‘My father has often spoken of the day when my revered grandfather wrote this poem,’ 
Mohan began. ‘He had spent the day on a padayatra through our glorious countryside. As 
you know, every grain of our punyabhumi was a syllable to him, every blade of grass a 
punctuation mark, every flower a song—’

Enthusiastic clapping greeted this effusion.

‘So, it happened like this. That day my grandfather had walked many miles, supported by his 
friends who hung eagerly on his every word, urging him to write a new poem. Can that be 
done on order? Never!

But my grandfather told my father that this poem, the one that will be revealed to the world 
today by my unworthy self—this poem was compelled by what he had seen and heard that 
day. It was an effusion from the very depths of his soul. You know how the simple joys and 
sorrows of humble people made up the lifeblood of his poetry.’ Overcome, Mohan 
Chikhalkar mopped his forehead.

An ornate casket of gilded cardboard was now placed before him and opened to great 
cheering.
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He took out a small porcelain jar and held it up.

‘I want you to see this! The sealing wax is undisturbed. It has been undisturbed for a 
hundred years! From 6 December 1915 till today. I ask you, have I kept this sacred trust to 
the people’s satisfaction?’

‘Yes!’ roared the audience.

‘Then I have not lived in vain. It has been my life’s endeavor to see this day complete.

‘Get on with it you idiot,’ hissed Ramratan.

Shouts of ‘Open it!’ urged Mohan’s fumbling attempts to break the seal.

The master of ceremonies and other worthies crowded him, and under their joint efforts the 
Patum Peperium jar fell to the floor and shattered.

A folded scrap of paper fluttered away in the fan’s waft.

Ratan dived hastily and handed it to Mohan who was being restored with a glass of water.

Mohan settled his spectacles, and in taking the paper he retained his hold on Ratan’s hand 
to draw him into the chair next to him.

Ratan was concerned about the man.

Mohan was breathing uneasily, his forehead was pouring out rivulets of sweat. But he 
grasped the mike with greed and cleared his throat as he opened the paper.

Over his shoulder, Ratan read the poem with disbelief. Ramratan chuckled. ‘Here comes my 
absolution, Ratan.’

Mohan laughed.

It was a short, scornful laugh that transformed him.

He rose energetically to his feet and spoke in a strained yet steady voice. ‘The poem is in 
English. Does that surprise me? No! No man is a prophet in his own country. So he wrote his 
prophecy not in the sweet tongue of his birth, but in the brutish language of the tyrant. It is 
a short poem, only four lines. He told my father that it would be the song of the times, 
shouted from rooftops, lisped by infants in their classrooms. Yes! Listen carefully and judge 
for yourselves—

‘We battled long, and awfully,
To lose the past we loathed—

Mohan repeated the lines with growing fervor till the audience chanted it with him. His thin 
voice swelled to a rich baritone as he declaimed the quatrain entire:

‘We battled long, and awfully
To lose the past we loathed.
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Brides may now burn lawfully,
And all our gods are clothed!’
 

A stunned silence followed.

Ratan wondered if Mohan Chikhalkar had quite grasped the lines he had read so powerfully.

As if in answer, his voice rang out again, and the audience joined in.

Soon they were all chanting, like a mantra of redemption, redemption, Chikhalkar’s anthem 
for a lost dream.
 

We battled long, and awfully
To lose the past we loathed.
Brides may now burn lawfully,
And all our gods are clothed!
 
Deepavali, 2015

Text © Ishrat Syed and Kalpana Swaminathan.

Ishrat Syed and Kalpana Swaminathan write together as Kalpish Ratna. Their most recent book is FAT: The 
Body Food and Obesity (Speaking Tiger, 2018). Centenary is from their forthcoming book Synapse (Speaking 
Tiger, April 2019).
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Etudes

Medha Singh

Unidentified artist, Scholar Admiring Autumn Scenery, Hanging scroll, ink and color on silk, 224.2 x 121.9 cm, 
late 15th–early 16th century | Image Courtesy The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Autumn Night
 
It all breathes at the start,

there, the abandoned cart.

Here, the careless ease

the solitary fatigue

the softness of flight

your pupils alight

on a quiet road, winter night

the street light, on

then off, then on

then off, then leaves

in the breeze, circling

https://metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/36012?searchField=All&amp;sortBy=relevance&amp;ft=autumn&amp;offset=80&amp;rpp=80&amp;pos=83
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it all. The visceral silence

of autumn’s call.
 

Spring Solitude
 
And are you there yet,

asprawl in the lee

lighting a cigarette,

under the jacaranda tree.

Such comfort and ease

challenge love’s degrees –

its false guarantees of granting

you these.

You, that faceless name,

free as can be:

Soundless, ecstatic, dizzy,

sans fame.

 
Icarus and Brother, Summer
 
As children do,

we’d dart through

thickets, crickets, into

the green. Unseen,

our bright wings

sprouted, (pert

with silver sheen), from our

bird-like backs, we’d

disembark into the sun,

glint, fire black hearts, on high,

glide, flip over, roll to one

side, then another, and

start over, on and on,

until youth smiled

a parting smile,
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was well gone.

 

Paris, Winter
 
It’s time

to look at overcoats, primed

for populating Paris, in the winter.

Black umbrellas, last bastion of sanity-

pale sun, these sheets of rain, snow
 
throw them off kilter,

mortal gods, helm their world into dry vulgarity.

Sit by the window, ask no questions

don’t let the wind billow into

your heart’s dustbin.
 
Lipstick and coffee, cigarettes

clucking heels    true religion

All else feels

like there’s cause yet

for contrition.

 

Monsoon Dream
 
Lazy radio, crackling.

Are you asleep again

in an angel’s wing

as it carries you quietly

to its private den.

Through waves and wisps

of Cumulonimbuses.

Their stratified ordering,

thundering fire bright

through atmospheres.

Wake, darkling, beast

wake now! How much
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of the rain / you were

born to see! Not such

blackness of alien

comfort, not to this

degree. Wake! You, piss-

ant-upstart, born with an incessant

summer in the heart,

with cirrus wings to fly,

wake! Into the open sky.

Poem © Medha Singh.

Medha Singh is a Delhi-based poet. She is currently the India Editor at The Charles River Journal, and Editorial 
Board member of the Freigeist Verlag.
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Bridges

Salil Chaturvedi and Rajeshree Thakker

Artist Rajeshree Thakker responds to two poems by Salil Chaturvedi to create a response in 
fabric. Together, they create bridges of image and meaning.
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‘instructions to an architect’ and ‘Making the mistake of stopping before a rendezvous’ are both taken from 
the collection In The Sanctuary of a Poem by Salil Chaturvedi.

Poems © Salil Chaturvedi; images © Rajeshree Thakker.

Salil Chaturvedi writes short fiction and poetry in English and Hindi. He was the winner of the Wordweavers 
Poetry Contest 2015, the Asian region winner of the Commonwealth Short Story Competition, 2008, and the 
Unisun/British Council Short Story Competition 2007. He lives with his wife in Chorao, an island in Goa.

Rajeshree Thakker is an artist based in Chicalim, Goa. She won the State Art awards from 1986 onward and 
received the Harmony Award for Emerging Artist and the Lalit Kala Akademi’s Millennium Art Award in 2001. 
Her recent accomplishments include being a participant of ‘The Sacred Feminine’, an exhibition on Goddesses 
and other Archetypes in March 2018, ‘Kama Interrupted’, an exhibition reinterpreting the Kama Sutra in 
February 2015, a show on Goan art in Hyderabad and ‘Bioscope’, an exhibition commemorating the centenary 
year of Indian cinema in 2013. 
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Abhinav Kumar is a lawyer based in New Delhi. His stories have appeared in Open Road 
Review, Jaggery, Muse India and Earthen Lamp Journal, among others. His poetry has 
appeared in Indian Literature, The Madras Mag, The Bangalore Review, and The Madras 
Courier. His first collection of short stories, Razor-Sharp, is available on Amazon.

Adil Jussawalla was born in Mumbai. He spent most of the years between 1957 and 1970 in 
England where he studied to be an architect, wrote plays, read English at the University of 
Oxford, and taught English at a language school. Returning to Mumbai, he taught English at 
St Xavier’s College between 1972 and 1975. He is an influential presence in Indian poetry in 
English. He has written four books of poetry, edited a seminal anthology of new writing 
from India (1974), and co-edited an anthology of Indian prose in English (1977). His 
publications include Trying to Say Goodbye, Almost Island Books, 2011, The Right Kind of 
Dog, Duckbill Books, Maps for a Mortal Moon: Essays and Entertainments (edited by Jerry 
Pinto), Aleph Books, 2014, and I Dreamt a Horse Fell From the Sky, a collection of poetry and 
prose, Hachette.

Dalpat Chauhan was instrumental in establishing the Dalit Panther in Gujarat and ran a few 
radical little magazines like Kalo Suraj (The Black Sun) and Akrosh (Outrage) during the 
1980s and 90s. He also set up Dalit Sangharsh Sangh (DSS) in Gujarat in 1982 and brought 
out an anthology of Dalit Poetry and booklets resisting and condemning instances of 
atrocities and questioning the Government reports on them between 1982 and 1985 when 
Gujarat burned with anti-reservation riots. His notable works are his 
novels Malak (Homeland) (1991), Gidh (Vulture) (1991) and Bhalbhankhalun (Dawn) (2004). 
His collections of short stories like Munjharo (Buffaloed) (2002), Dar (Fear) (2009) have been 
critically acclaimed. He has also scripted well-received plays like Patanne Gondre (1987-
1988), Anaryavarta (2000), Antim Dhyey (2000) and Harifai (2003). He has been given more 
than 15 literary awards, including those from Gujarati Sahitya Parishad, Gujarati Sahitya 
Academy and the prestigious Narsinh Mehta Award. His works have been translated into 
English, Hindi, Marathi, Bengali, French and German.

Hemang Desai a bi-lingual poet, short story writer and a translator negotiating Gujarati, his 
mother-tongue and English. He has published three books of literary translations with 
critical introductions (1) Anuvidhan (Post-statement) (2010) which anthologised select 
Marathi poetry in Gujarati translation (2) Thirsty Fish and other Stories (2013) which carries 
English translations of eminent Gujarati poet Sundaram’s short stories (3) Poetic Refractions 
(2012), a collection ofcontemporary Gujarati poetry in English translation. His poems and 
transcreations have appeared in World Literature Today, Etad, Vahi, Cerebration, Maple 
Tree Literary Supplement, Indian Literature, Sandhi, New Quest, Tathapi, Four Quarters 
Magazine, Danse Macabre, Museindia etc. He has recently finished the translation of Arun 
Kolatkar’s poetry collection ‘Kala Ghoda Poems’ into Gujarati. He is presently translating 
fiction of eminent Gujarati Dalit writer Dalpat Chauhan into English and finalizing a 
monograph on Indian perspectives on translation theory. He works at Central University of 
Gujarat, Gandhianagar and can be reached at hemangde@gmail.com.

mailto:hemangde@gmail.com
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Ishrat Syed and Kalpana Swaminathan write together as Kalpish Ratna. Their most recent 
book is FAT: The Body Food and Obesity (Speaking Tiger, 2018). Centenary is from their 
forthcoming book Synapse (Speaking Tiger, April 2019).

Medha Singh is a Delhi-based poet. She is currently the India Editor at The Charles River 
Journal, and Editorial Board member of the Freigeist Verlag.

Merlin Moli is a Delhi-based artist. She has three decades of sculpting experience with 
various materials. She has participated in exhibitions both in India and elsewhere.

J.V. Pawar (74) was one of the founding members of Dalit Panthers in Maharashtra. Pawar 
has been the part of Ambedkarite Movement for 52 years now. He was the 
youngest Samata Sainik Dal(founded by Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar) cadre from Dhobi Talaw 
branch when he was just twelve years old in 1957. When Dalit Panthers was announced in 
1972 by Namdeo Dhasal, Raje Dhale and J.V. Pawar and others, they got instant support 
from Dalit masses as they had seen criticising the opportunistic politics of leaders from RPI 
(Republican Party of India) and their negligence to the social and economic issues of Dalits. 
His first poetry anthology Nakebandi was immediately translated into English as Blockade. 
However, his writings on the history of Republican Party, especially since from its beginning 
is a very significant contribution to the literary world. Once Sambhaji Bhagat Shahir, 
playwright, songwriter and an Ambedkarite activist said, ‘we created so many things, but 
J.V. Pawar documented the movement.’ He works as the general secretary of BaRiP 
(Bhartiya Republican Party, a political party leads by Prakash alias Balasaheb Ambedkar) and 
currently resides in Mumbai.

Kalpana Swaminathan and Ishrat Syed write together as Kalpish Ratna. Their most recent 
book is FAT: The Body Food and Obesity (Speaking Tiger, 2018). Centenary is from their 
forthcoming book Synapse (Speaking Tiger, April 2019).

Keki N. Daruwalla writes poetry and fiction. He lives in Delhi. His novel Ancestral Affairs was 
recently published by Harper Collins. He won the Commonwealth Poetry Award (Asia) for 
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vidwan Sri.Gurumurthy Thangavelu, Lakshmi hails from a family of musicians. She is the 
disciple of Padmabhushan Dr. T. V Gopalakrishnan. She is a national gold medalist of the 
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Rajeshree Thakker is an artist based in Chicalim, Goa. She won the State Art awards from 
1986 onward and received the Harmony Award for Emerging Artist and the Lalit Kala 
Akademi’s Millennium Art Award in 2001. Her recent accomplishments include being a 
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Salil Chaturvedi writes short fiction and poetry in English and Hindi. He was the winner of 
the Wordweavers Poetry Contest 2015, the Asian region winner of the Commonwealth 
Short Story Competition, 2008, and the Unisun/British Council Short Story Competition 
2007. He lives with his wife in Chorao, an island in Goa.

Shashi Deshpande is an award-winning Indian novelist. She published her first collection of 
short stories in 1978 and her first novel titled The Dark Holds No Terror in 1980. She 
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received the Sahitya Akademi Award for her novel That Long Silence in 1990 and the Padma 
Shri award in 2009.

V. D. Chandanshive is the translator of Vinaya Pitaka (Vol.– V): The Basket of 
Discipline (Volume-V). He lives in Nanded, Maharashtra.
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Privacy Policy, and Copyright Terms.

2. The website is designed, developed and maintained for and on behalf of the Indian 
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please navigate away from this website or close your browser window.

4. Guftugu reserves the right to change these Terms and Conditions at any time by posting 
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use of this site after the changes are posted constitutes your acceptance of this agreement 
as modified.

5. You agree to use this website (and the content provided therein) only for lawful purposes 
(i.e. purposes that are not fraudulent, illegal, unauthorized or harmful in any manner), and 
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endorsement made and without warranty of any kind whether express or implied. In no 
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platforms, it does not take responsibility for that content, which must adhere to the terms 
of use of the relevant blog, system or platform. On occasions Guftugu provides links to other 
sites on the Internet. You should be aware that third party sites are not under the control of 
Guftugu. Therefore, Guftugu is not responsible for what appears on other (third party) sites 
and makes no representations concerning the content of these sites.

18. Breach of any of the Terms and Conditions, in any way, gives Guftugu the right to take 
any lawful actions to deal with such breach, including, but not limited to, suspending your 
access to the website, prohibiting you from accessing the website, blocking computers using 
your IP address from accessing the website, contacting your internet service provider to 
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request that they block your access to the website and/or bringing court proceedings 
against you. Failure by Guftugu to strictly enforce any of the provisions set out in this 
agreement or failure to exercise an option to remedy a breach shall not be construed as 
waiver of such provisions and shall not affect the validity of the Terms and Conditions or of 
any part thereof or the right to enforce the whole or any part thereof. No waiver of any of 
the provisions of this agreement shall be effective unless expressly stated to be the case in a 
written document signed by both parties.

19. You hereby indemnify Guftugu and undertake to keep Guftugu indemnified against any 
and all losses, damages, costs, liabilities and expenses (including without limitation legal 
expenses and any amounts paid by Guftugu to a third party in settlement of a claim or 
dispute on the advice of Guftugu’s legal advisers) incurred or suffered by Guftugu arising out 
of any breach by you of any provision of these Terms and Conditions (or other illicit or 
unlawful use of this website), or arising out of any claim that you have breached any 
provision of these terms and conditions.

20. This website and the Terms and Conditions are governed by and are to be construed and 
interpreted in accordance with the laws of India.

21. In the event of any dispute arising out of the use of this Website or interpretation of 
these Terms and Conditions, the Parties shall attempt to mutually resolve the matter 
through negotiations. In the event no resolution is possible, the Parties shall proceed to 
arbitration, before a single arbitrator, to be appointed by Guftugu. Guftugu shall make the 
appointment of the sole arbitrator within two weeks of notice of the failure of negotiations 
(which may be given by either party). The decision of the sole arbitrator shall be final and 
binding on the parties. The arbitral seat shall be in Delhi and the Indian law, as applicable, 
shall govern proceedings.

22. The Courts at New Delhi, India shall have exclusive jurisdiction to adjudicate any dispute 
arising under, out of or in connection with these Terms and Conditions or any usage of the 
Guftugu website.

23. If any part of the Terms and Conditions is found unlawful and/or unenforceable the rest 
of the Terms and Conditions, to the extent separable, shall continue to be valid. IWF, which 
is the owner and administrator of the Guftugu website, is registered as a trust under the 
Indian Trusts Act, 1882. IWF may be contacted through its administrative office at Khasra 
No. 275, West End Marg, Saidulajab, Near Saket Metro New Delhi 110030, India.
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Privacy Policy

24. Guftugu does not collect personal information for any purpose other than to respond to 
your queries and to process payments (subscriptions and donations). Personal information 
may be provided to third parties in the normal course of business (such as our bankers, for 
the purpose of processing payments) but shall otherwise remain confidential except for any 
disclosures required by law.

25. The Guftugu website uses cookies. By continuing to use this website you consent to 
Guftugu’s use of session cookies. Guftugu may record ongoing access and use of the website 
(for the purpose of improving content). The cookies used by Guftugu will collate non-
personally identifiable information for analytics purposes i.e., to examine the number of 
views received by any content, to collect log in details, length of session, etc. Guftugu may 
also track your IP address and browser type.

26. Guftugu does not collect information or create individual profiles for commercial 
marketing. Your details will not be passed on or sold to any third party for any commercial 
reason whatsoever.

27. Any communication or material that you transmit to, or post on, any public area of the 
site including any data, questions, comments, suggestions, or the like, is, and will be treated 
as, non-confidential and non-proprietary information. This website contains links to third 
party sources and sites. These are provided solely for information purposes. When you 
select a link to a third-party website, you are leaving the Guftugu website and are subject to 
the privacy policies of the third-party website.
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Copyright

1) Terms of reproduction of Guftugu content: All rights in the content carried on the 
Guftugu website are reserved. Unless otherwise indicated, all information, text, images, 
designs, layouts and any other content in the publication are copyrighted to Guftugu or the 
artist / author in question. No part of this publication may be used, modified, reproduced, 
distributed, or published by any other means, including printing/ re-printing, recording, or 
other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the 
relevant copyright holder.

2) Notice of copyright violation: Guftugu publishes content on a best efforts basis and only 
after checking the relevant rights in each work carried in the publication. However, if you 
are a copyright owner (which can be an exclusive licensee), or their agent, and if you believe 
that a work is available in the Guftugu publication / on the Guftugu website in such a way 
that constitutes an infringement of copyright, or a breach of an agreed license or contract, 
you can notify Guftugu of the same in writing, preferably at 
indianwritersforum@gmail.com; or posted to Khasra No. 275, West End Marg, Saidulajab, 
Near Saket Metro New Delhi 110030, India.

Your notification must include:

(i) Information reasonably sufficient to enable us to identify the copyrighted work that is the 
subject of the claimed infringement or, if multiple copyrighted works are involved, a 
representative list of such works;

(ii) Information reasonably sufficient to permit us to locate and access such material;

(iii) Information reasonably sufficient to permit us to contact you, such as your name, 
address, telephone number, and email address;

(iv) An indication of whether you are the owner of the content, or if you are acting on their 
behalf (details of all parties must be supplied including the relationship between them);

(v) An indication of the law, license, or contract that you claim is being transgressed;

(vi) In the event the content constitutes Third Party Content and / or has been linked 
through the Guftugu website, an undertaking that you will file an infringement suit against 
the violator of your copyright, in the competent court having jurisdiction, and produce the 
order of such a competent court, within a period of 21 days from the date of the notice.


