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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Valour of our soldiers always highlighted
It is such a pleasure to read One India One People, as
this is a unique magazine that never fails to highlight the
heroism and valour of our great soldiers, many of who laid
down their lives defending our country, yet get no recognition
except a small newspaper report and a posthumous medal.
I was particularly happy to read about Colonel Venugopal
Vasanth in your January issue, since I recently had the
occasion to be a part of a camp organised by his wife
Subhasini, who runs a Trust for the welfare of wives and
children of award winning soldiers who died in ‘peace time’
over the past few years protecting us against our enemies i.e.
infiltrators and terrorists. It was a joy to see those families
building up their lives, coping with their sadness and
loneliness, and moving forward, thanks to a select group of
officers’ wives who themselves lost their husbands and rose
beyond their grief to reach out to others.

I have been a regular reader of ‘One India, One People’,
and always feel a patriotic fervour on going through the
pages. It is almost as if a New India manifests herself in
the magazine! The various columns and sections engender a
ray of new hope towards a brighter India. These pages are a
testimony as to how India has progressed throughout these
years, and how India is preparing herself for the dawn of the
coming era.

– Urvish Paresh Mehta, Mumbai

Letters should be addressed to
The Editor, One India One People Foundation, Mahalaxmi Chambers, 4th floor, 22, Bhulabhai Desai Road, Mumbai - 400 026
Tel: 022 - 2353 4400 Fax: 022-2351 7544 e-mail: oiopfoundation@gmail.com / oiop@vsnl.net www.oneindiaonepeople.com

– Dr. Ali Khwaja, counsellor,
writer and life skills coach, Bangalore

A New India manifests in OIOP
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The Common Man speaks
In an exclusive interview with the Common Man (CM to friends), V. Gangadhar
finds that the CM is uncomfortable being in the limelight all the time, and is also
sick of the lies and flattery that he has to resort to on many occasions.
An exclusive interview with the Common Man (CM to his
friends)

Sardesai and bellicose Barkha. And all of them arguing on
what is good for me. Just leave me alone. That is all I ask.

Q: Over the past few weeks it was next to impossible to
meet you, let alone seek an exclusive interview with you,
Mr. Common Man.

Q: But still it must be good to be in the limelight.

CM: Yes I know, I am sorry. You see, it is that time of the
year when everyone wants to meet me, click photographs,
and interview me. I have no time to spare.
Q: What is this special time?
CM: I thought everyone knows it. Election time yaar. Just
now the four state assembly polls were over. We are waiting
for the Biggie, the 2014 Lok Sabha polls. I am overworked
and I must be careful about my health, particularly the
digestive system.
Q: Why?
CM: It is the entire national poll, yaar. The state
governments and their chief ministers are busy offering
sops -- rice at ` 1 a kg, cooking oil at ` 2 kg, special prices
for dals, masalas, chillies, mass reductions in vegetable
prices plus home delivery, discounts on ice cream and so
on. You travel from state to state enjoying these sops, and
then see what it does to your health and waistline. Thank
heavens the Lok Sabha polls come only once every five
years. It is an ordeal for me.
Q: I agree it is quite an ordeal for you. But suddenly you
have become very clever. So many questions on different
topics are asked but you come out with brilliant answers.
I never knew our Common Man was so brilliant. National,
regional, local or international…… you answer questions on
all these subjects without any difficulty. You have become
a genius, yaar!
CM: Hard work, yaar, and some luck. I burn midnight oil
swotting newspaper editorials, magazine cover page articles
and so on. But the worst part is watching and listening to
the TV debates. Loudmouth anchors screaming, dumbo
panelists stuttering answers and so on. Once the polls are
over, I will keep my distance from the rampaging Arnab, silly
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CM: That’s what you think. The worst part is to be so
insincere. Tell all those lies. This is not what is expected of
the Common Man, but in real life this was what I do all the
time.
Q: What kind of lies?
CM: For instance, I don’ t like that blighter Sachin Tendulkar.
But when the media pester me, I am supposed to give
flattering replies. O, he was the greatest batsman in the
world, he was the incarnation of modesty, good manners,
charitable disposition and so on. I know the truth. He was a
big bore, a slow coach, played only to break records and not
a single charitable bone in his body. Expected others to pay
for his luxuries, including customs duty on his imported gift,
that ‘Ferrari’. But as the Common Man, I had to keep quiet
and blabber out only flattery. Made me sick!
Q: And during elections?
CM: Don’t ask me that. So much blabbering about how the
CM (not the Chief Minister but the Common Man) prefers this
party or that, and the political leader to lead the nation. Who
is the Common Man’s leader? Of all the people, Narendra
Modi? Humph! Who is the modern Gandhi? Arvind Kejriwal
who turned down two five-bedroom flats only after much
public pressure? Why drag the Common Man into all this?
Q: Life is so different. I thought you are happy and proud to
be a Common Man and have your views splashed all over
the media.
CM: My troubles never seem to end. So
far, I was just the Common Man. And
now there is this new Aam Aadmi. He is
collecting most of the rabble but unlike
me, he did not have any class. Okay, I
have two more interviews lined up after
this. 
The writer is a well-known satirist.
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The Common Man is surging
The recent happenings in the political arena have changed the very perception of the
Common Man. He is not the beggar waiting to receive the doles or relief; he has begun
to demand what is his due, says Prof. Yogesh Atal.

T

HE one appellation that gained currency in the last
two years is The Common Man. As more and more
countries emerged out of the shackles of colonialism
and opted for democratic regimes in independent republics,
they became democracies for namesake and transformed into
gerontocracies, or democracies in appearance but dynastic in
its form. The most popular, and apt definition of Democracy,
given by Abraham Lincoln, seems non-applicable to current
day democracies. The demos have receded in the background
and the new ruling class seems to be reaping the benefits.
No doubt, they needed support in the form of popular
vote to remain in power, but they managed to
earn such support both with muscle and
money power. The Common Man
becomes the object of adulation
only when elections knock
the door. His power is his
vote, and many are happy
with its sale.

The status quo challenged
by the Common Man
Independent India began
its democratic journey with
the euphoria caused by the
success of the freedom
struggle. Of course, this
struggle was led by
committed leadership that
came from the middle
classes – as they alone had
the luxury to think and
organise the agitation, while
Farzana
the
poor
and
the
downtrodden remain worried about the next meal for the family.
An obliged electorate handed over power to them upon gaining
independence, and remained contented with the exercise of
the vote once in five years. Since they were not the claimants
to positions of power, they were least bothered about the
people who occupied the throne. But even in such a scenario,
the electorate tested the power of the ballot in 1967 elections,
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when the ruling party was virtually swept out. Recent Assembly
elections in Delhi mark a repeat performance. The Common
Man is now in a mood to challenge the status quo to cleanse
the system and bring about innovation to enhance transparency
and block channels of corruption.
In the early years, the largely illiterate populace did not
cherish the hope to take the reins and felt satisfied with the
little crumbs showered as charity to the downtrodden. The
winners earned votes from those who could hardly
understand the manifestos presented in high
flown language. The Common Man was
satisfied with the purchase money and the
Desi Tharra. The intelligentsia remained
largely unconcerned with the “dirt” of
politics and most often refrained from
exercising their right to vote. The winners
boasted of the vast mandate from the
electorate. The Congress led Alliance –
UPA—talks of people’s mandate in its
favour, while the fact is that it had to
seek support from other parties to form
a post-election alliance. Contrary to the
spirit of the Constitution, the Party
gave the Prime Minister for two
consecutive terms, the man who
never fought the election for the
lower house. He owes his chair
to the family-run Congress.
The small ruling elite – be it
in power or out of it – has made
every citizen of India a Common
Man. Of course, the prosperous
among them have access to
the seat of power from the
back door. It is the large Middle Class and the burgeoning
ranks of the poor who constitute the Common Man.

The emergence of a new leadership
Of late, the Common Man has acquired skills to articulate
his sorrows and grievances. A new leadership within it is
emerging which is now entering the power field, not to opt
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for the prevailing political culture but to promote an alternative
culture. This is facilitated by growing literacy, expanding
urbanisation, and information revolution, which has created
highways of communication and widened the circles of
empathy.
Meanwhile, India’s political culture has also changed. From
one-party dominant system, we have moved to the politics of
alliance and the rise of regional parties. While these new
parties have remained confined mostly to the regions where
they originated – despite their claims to national coverage –
they have thrown up some competitors to the ruling dynasty,
misleadingly called Nehru-Gandhi dynasty. The Gandhi in this
nomenclature, it may be noted, has nothing to do with the
selfless Mahatma who lived the life of a Common Man!
While these political outfits have considerable following
in their respective regions, at the national level their presence
is registered by the quality of noise they could create. Using
the same model as those of the first ruling party of the country,
these regional satraps have also amassed good deal of wealth
and can no longer be classed as Common Men; their claim
to serve the Man-in-the Street is no more than a lip service.
In the last two years a new politics has emerged that has
given a new diction and a different grammar to Indian politics.
Rather than talking of the poverty of the masses, it has taken
cudgels against the establishment by highlighting misgovernance
and rampant corruption. Corruption in high places involving
billions of rupees on the one hand, and on the other, corruption
in bureaucracy at lower levels which disallows movement of
files without the grease of bribe money, have acted as multipliers
of dissent and grudge against the politics of the day. This has
agonised India and thrown up leadership of selfless persons like
Anna Hazare and Arvind Kejriwal. Both served together to make
corruption the key issue of concern to the Indian polity hurting
the Common Man – the Man-in-the Street – irrespective of
what economic class he/she belongs. The tirade is against the
prevailing political milieu and the corrupt officialdom and top
political leadership.

AAP – the distinguishing feature of 2013
The emergence of AAP –Aam Aadmi Party (Party of the
Common Man) – is one distinguishing feature of the year 2013.
Born with lot of apprehensions, and even disagreement between
Anna and Kejriwal, the Party did a successful pilot project in
the Union Territory of Delhi by challenging the establishment.
The ruling party brushed aside AAP’s claims and dismissed it
completely, but the Common Man retorted by granting it as
many as 28 out of 70 seats in the State Assembly, making it
second to BJP, and bringing down the ruling Congress to bare
eight seats. While none of the three groups got a clear majority,
AAP made history by accepting the offer of the Lt. Governor
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to form the Government. It is not surprising that it is receiving
accolades from all parties – openly or obliquely. The entire
political spectrum has been taken by surprise. Although born
in Delhi, AAP is assuming all-India proportions. In Punjab alone,
its primary membership has quadrupled. In Haryana, it is all
set for both the Assembly and Lok Sabha seats; even the
Chief Ministerial candidate is unofficially announced. The Party
is also ready to put up a candidate against Rahul Gandhi in
Amethi, U.P. The electorate of that Constituency may spring
a surprise!
AAP has begun garnering support from different states in
the country. Mumbai’s Meera Sanyal, Chairperson of the Royal
Bank of Scotland has joined AAP. Alka Lamba of the Congress
Party and Kamal Farooqui of Samajvadi Party have also taken
steps to join AAP. Shiv Sena regards AAP’s stunning victory in
Delhi as Chamatkar –a charismatic happening. Singer Remo
Fernandes from Goa has already joined AAP. And many more
are likely to join. AAP is no longer the movement confined to
Delhi. It has already announced its intention to put up
candidates for about 300 Lok Sabha seats. Haryana is its
next target. The Common Man is surging!
The recent happenings in the political arena have changed
the very perception of the Common Man. He is not the beggar
waiting to receive the doles or relief; he has begun to demand
what is his due. Governments hitherto devised the schemes
of charity for the poor. It is now well-known that envelopes of
charity had holes to filter out the money for the middlemen
and for the parties with the result that, as publicly admitted
by Rajiv Gandhi, a meagre 10 to 12 percent reached its
destination. Schemes like MGNREGA functioned as torn
envelopes.
The Common Man knows. He shuns charity as he enters
the arena of power. Politics of the coming years will be
different.
The writer is an internationally acclaimed sociologist who
has authored a number of books and edited nearly 40 books
and monographs for UNESCO including a trilogy on Poverty.
He worked with UNESCO for nearly 23 years and retired as
its Dy. Assistant Director General in 1997. He is among the
pioneers in the social sciences to write and publish in Hindi,
and popularise social sciences through the medium of Hindi.
He is also a poet and litterateur.
The writer was Member of the High-Powered Committee
appointed by the Government of
Rajasthan to examine the demand of
the Gujjars for inclusion in the ST
category. He now serves as a Member
of the Administrative Reform Group
of the Planning Board of Rajasthan.
He is also a Professor Emeritus at the
Madhya Pradesh Institute of Social
Science
Research,
Ujjain
and
a Member of the Indian National
Commission for Co-operation with
UNESCO, Ministry of Human Resource
Development, GOI.
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The ubiquitous ‘Common
Man
Man’ of India
Corruption, misrule, crony capitalism, lack of accountability and transparency all
have exacerbated the condition of India’s common man. Further, the manner in
which the Constitution has been worked over the years has proved that the common
man has been squeezed out of politics, writes Prof. P. Radhakrishnan.

I

NDIA’s political rhetoric, academic discourses, media
mumbo-jumbo, and everyday conversations of the people
in general are punctuated by the phrase ‘common man’.
Yet the phrase is elusive: it is easy to understand in a figurative
sense, but difficult to define it definitively.
‘Common man’ has no precise or definite dictionary
meaning: A person who holds no title; a common person; a
commoner or one of the common people lacking class or rank
distinction or special attributes; an unsophisticated country
person; an ordinary person devoid of power and privilege; the
average citizen as contrasted with the social, political or
cultural elite; rank and file; as rural commons or the social
class composed of commoners, and so go the dictionary
meanings.
As the emphasis is on the commonness of the people and
their ubiquity and the reference is in the context of the masses,
a proper understanding of the term would be in the sense of
the nation reneging on its Constitutional mandate to the
common man and increasing social deprivation of the
overwhelming majority of the society who lack the basic
necessities of life such as food, shelter, clothing, access to
child-care, health, and education. Corruption, misrule, the
Centre mostly working more for the World Bank than for
uplifting India’s unwashed millions, crony capitalism, lack of
accountability and transparency all have exacerbated the
condition of the common man.

Laxman’s common man best symbolises the mute millions
of India
While on the common man, often reference is made to R.
K. Laxman’s daily comic strip, “You Said It” in The Times of
India, in which the ‘common man’, as Laxman said in one
context, ‘symbolises the mute millions of India, or perhaps
the whole world, a silent spectator of marching time.’
Eminent jurist Fali S. Nariman starts his latest book, The
State of the Nation in the Context of India’s Constitution
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(2013), with an R.K. Laxman cartoon under the headline “To
the little Indian in whom rests the future of the nation”, with
the common man in the cartoon casting his vote in the ballot
box surrounded by a crowd. Nariman later asks whether or
not the Constitution has truly benefited the common people –
for whom it was framed.
A more important statement by Nariman in relation to
the common man is: ‘We the People’ tells us that at the
start who this Constitution is for. But in a pluralist society
like India’s – in this land of a ‘million mutinies’ (as the
Nobel Laureate Sir V.S. Naipaul described it) – WHO really
are the people? For me, they are typified by the renowned
cartoonist R.K. Laxman’s endearing representative of Indian
humanity, ‘the common man’!
In the Constituent Assembly Debates , the ‘common man’
figured prominently and repeatedly, and its meaning was taken
as understood. For instance, in one session, H.V. Kamath,
author and seasoned journalist said: ‘In a democracy, the
psychology of the common man has its place. Democracy is
largely conditioned by the psychological reflexes of the
common man’. In the same session Dr. S. Radhakrishnan
former President of India, cautioned that ‘a free India will be
judged by the way in which it will serve the interests of the
common man in the matter of food, clothing, shelter and the
social services.’
In another session stating that the High Courts are the
guardians of the fundamental rights in the Constitution,
Shrimati G. Durgahai said: ‘Every common man must look
to these courts for fair treatment and justice. They have
got to see that their rights are safeguarded and they are in
safe custody.’ This has not happened even after sixty years;
and Indian judiciary is a god that failed and betrayed the
common man.

Common Man squeezed out of politics
In yet another session Sardar Hukam Singh, who was
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the Lok Sabha Speaker from 1962-67 was upfront: ‘To sum
sense holds a mirror to the privileged society in particular its
up, our Constitution does not give anything substantial or
political class. Whether they have been learning anything
concrete to the individual. It only gives solemn promises
from these cartoons, more so when it is likely that different
and pious platitudes. The Fundamental Rights are worthless
politicians may have their own perception of the common
as they have so many restrictions and are left at the mercy
man, is a different issue. What is important is while doing
of the legislature. The right to work is not guaranteed.
hardly anything for the common man, they make use of him
There is no assurance for old age maintenance or provision
for vote-bank politics.
during sickness or loss of capacity. Even free primary
education has not been provided for. The
The aam aadmi disconnected with the
system
minorities and particularly the Sikhs have
For instance, in an article, Who is India’s
been ignored and completely neglected. The
“Our Constitution
Common Man? in the Wall Street Journal of
Provincial units have been reduced to
does not give
February 24, 2011, Krishna Pokharel said:
Municipal boards. The common man has been
anything
‘To ruling Congress party youth leader Rahul
squeezed out of politics and the President
Gandhi, the “aam aadmi in India is that
has been enthroned as the Great Moghul to
substantial or
person who does not have a connection to
rule from Delhi with enough splendour and
concrete to the
the system. Whether he is poor or rich,
grandeur (Emphasis added). Any ambitious
individual.
It
only
Hindu, Muslim, Sikh or Christian, educated
President would discover a rich find in this
or uneducated, if he is not connected to the
gives solemn
Constitution to declare himself as a dictator,
system, he is an aam aadmi.” “We call him
and yet apparently be acting within this
promises and
the common man but in fact he is unique,”
Constitution. The discontent and dissatisfaction
pious
platitudes.
said Mr. Gandhi during his party’s anniversary
is sure to grow without any economic solution
The Fundamental conference in December. “We will never build
of difficulties of the masses. This shall
a nation until we build a system in which
consequently facilitate the development of
Rights are
this man’s progress is based not on who he
administration into a fascist State for which
worthless as they knows, but on what he knows.”
there is enough provision in our Constitution.
have so many
Rahul Gandhi did only his occasional
May we be saved from such contingencies!’
The manner in which the Constitution has been restrictions and are talk, that too in limited words, which going
by the election results had no effect on the
worked over the years has proved Hukam
left at the mercy of
electorate. It was the Arvind Kejriwal team
Singh right, and the common man has been
the
legislature”.
and the Aam Aadmi Party launched by them
really squeezed out of politics.
barely a year ago which showed its oneness
In his address on the occasion of the 50th
with the aam aadmi, and assumed power in
anniversary of the first sitting of the Constituent – Sardar Hukam Singh
Delhi in a well worked out programme for
Assembly, Dr. Shankar Dayal Sharma, President
the aam aadmi. To what extent the party will be able to
of India had said: ‘I believe this is an important occasion for
persist with its programmatic in a climate of all-round
all of us to contemplate ways and means of improving the
corruption, administrative sloth, and exploitation of the aam
functioning of the institutions of our democratic polity. We
aadmi is difficult to say. But there is absolutely no doubt
should bring the meaning and import of the Constitution closer
that the AAP is in earnest to bring in a new political culture,
to the common man. This would be possible if we take up
whose main beneficiaries will be the aam aadmi who is
the challenge of making our institutions, our administration
working overtime to achieve its goals.
and systems of work, more and more directly accountable
To conclude, as the aam aadmis
and fully mindful and sensitive to the needs and feelings of
may have many things in common as
our people.’
a heterogeneous ensemble their
While the Common Man has also been figuring from time
problems have to be addressed at
to time in different political contexts in the comic strips of
different levels in different ways.
other newspaper, it is important to note that the comic strips
are
the
not
the

for the relish of the newspaper readers to which many of
common men and women who may not be literate may
belong. That however, does not diminish the import and
political and social impact of the cartoons which in some
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The writer is a Professor of Sociology
at
the
Madras
Institute
of
Development Studies; and is a media
commentator on public affairs.
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R .K Laxman: An
Uncommon Common Man
V. Gangadhar talks about the common man immortalised by the iconic cartoonist of
India, R.K. Laxman. Laxman’s themes, he says, were not lofty, as his common man was
someone who every Indian could easily identify with. His sketches
exposed the rot in the system, which angered the aam aadmi, but
never failed to bring a smile on his face.

G

ENIUSES seldom look like genius. Albert Einstein’s
suit was always rumpled, and he badly needed a hair
trim and a comb in his pocket. No wonder one
breakfast morning, he stood in front of his stove in deep
thought holding an egg, while his wrist watch bubbled merrily
in a pan of boiling water. Geniuses make their own rules and
can break them with impunity. India’s premier cartoonist
Rasipuram Krishnaswamy Iyer Laxman or R. K. Laxman did
this for nearly five decades! His themes were not lofty, as he
focused on the Common Man and made him part of Indian
life. We understood many more things about the Common
Man from his cartoons. Well, he did have a sense of humour.

The ‘Common Man’ was his hero
Whether Indians have a sense of humour is a debatable
issue. Of course, we do laugh a lot at the expense of someone
else. When we are the victim of a joke, the laughter disappears
and could even degenerate into fisticuffs. Laxman’s Common
Man stood for every single Indian, because he symbolised
everyone of us. We identified with him in his joys and sorrows.
For over 50 years, Laxman produced cartoon strips and pocket
cartoons and popularised the common man. Unlike other

R.K. Laxman
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famous cartoonists, he did
not allow himself to be outshone
by his cartoon characters.
Charlie Brown and his
g a n g ( Pe a n u t s ’
cartoon strip) became
more famous than creator
Charles Shultz. So was the case
with Hank Ketcham and his Dennis,
Mort Walker and his Beetle Bailey
and others. By making the
Common Man his hero, Laxman
avoided this pitfall. Going by his
very name, the Common Man
could not be a hero. He was
always the victim, like many
millions in his
c o u n t r y, o f
circumstances
created by his rulers.
Was Laxman a political cartoonist? Not exactly. Of course,
politics played a major role in his career. It was the
politician and the system which created problems for him,
like they did for many others. His Common Man was never an
activist, he did not belong to that era. Without getting involved,
he stood apart watching the decline in public life. But he did
not ignore any happenings around him, which affected public
life. Pot holes for instance, when Mumbai’s roads gradually
turned into death traps, Laxman‘s Common Man stood aside
silently watching and listening to the conversation between
corrupt contractors and BMC engineers who decided these
issues. They were telling comments which exposed the rot in
the system. The Common Man, tiny, puzzled and helpless
stood by watching the tragicomedy enacted before him, which
made sure that potholes would continue for many more years.
During college admission season, our friend- the common man
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stood as a mute witness to shady deals between
parents, principals and management chaps.
Indian public life was packed with such sordid
episodes, waiting to be exposed, and Laxman
did this in his inimitable manner.
Media exposes which helped to fight
corruption could be done with articles, editorials,
satire and cartoons. The last two were special
because they mocked and made fun of public
figures and were highly effective because
they spared none. But cartoons and satire
needed a special kind of intelligence and
aptitude which few journalists possessed. With
just a sketch and a dozen words as caption, the
cartoons exposed public failings through ridicule.
So did satire with just words, no illustrations.
Fortunately, Laxman’s Common Man episodes
focused on simple aspects of life, which applied to everyone.
Do not look out for any intellectual depth in them. They were
not needed, the sketch and short captions said everything.
R. K. Laxman possessed native intelligence in abundance, but
was able to convey his message through the simplicity of his
sketches and punchlines. For more than 50 years, millions of
Times of India readers, who religiously followed Laxman’s daily
cartoon strip “You said it” would be upset, angry, frustrated
at the rot in the system, but would soon break into smiles at
the humour in his cartoons. His sketches were simple, his
women (not many) were the most ordinary housewives. Not
for him the well-endowed Miss Fonsecas of Mario Miranda in
the ‘Economic Times’.

Laxman fully exploited the ‘Common Man’
theme
Knowing Laxman was not easy. During my 10
years in ‘The Times of India’, part of which were
spent in Ahmedabad, he did sketches for the pieces
in the Sunday magazine. He had a reputation for
intellectual haughtiness, and did not suffer fools.
These included even some of the TOI senior staffers.
I was a bit shocked at his low opinions of famous
international cartoonists like Shultz (For him the
‘Peanuts gang’ members were silly kids, the humour
too American). In the TOI office, Laxman had few
close friends and did not quite appreciate other
cartoonists like Mario. His friends were at the
highest levels (Sham Lal, the editor, M K B Nair, of
the ‘Economic Times and others). He seldom came
out of his cabin or rubbed shoulders with the rest of
the staff. But his talent and brilliance were unquestionable.
Laxman was the top star of the TOI; the management
did everything to please him. Even when he was unable to
produce his normal quota of cartoons, the management had
his old sketches revived and used
them. Laxman fully exploited the
Common Man theme, in the process
becoming a Cartoon Ratna. It is he
who gave a boost to the poor, humble,
Indian
Common
Man
and
immortalised him.
(Courtesy : Cartoons from TOI)
The writer is a well-known satirist.

Maxim
Be not afraid of anything. You will do marvelous job.
The moment you fear, you are nobody. It is fear that is the greatest cause of misery in the world. It is fear that is
the greatest of all superstitions. It is fear that is the cause of our woes, and it is fearlessness that brings heaven
even in a moment.
Therefore, ‘Arise, awake and stop not till the goal is reached’.
— Swami Vivekananda
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THE COMMON MAN

The rise of the Aam Aadmi
The ‘aam aadmi’ of the 70s and 80s was a composition of emerging middle class
and toiling masses, who got lost in identity politics. Today, with corruption and
problems of governance taking centre stage along with growing concern about
inflation and economic slowdown, we see a commonality of interests amongst the
two classes re-emerging and bringing the common man or the ‘aam aadmi’ into
focus, says Dr. Bhalchandra K. Kango.

T

HE ‘Aam Aadmi’ has suddenly become the focus of
attention throughout the country. This may be due to
the victory of the ‘Aam Aadmi Party’ (AAP) in Delhi,
which was the result of a prolonged struggle against corruption
initiated by the veteran social activist Anna Hazare, and in
which common man participated in big numbers.
However for many, this phenomenon is a media creation
or media hype and will not sustain. Today’s ‘aam aadmi’ and
the ‘common man’ immortalised by the famous cartoonist R.
K. Laxman should not be compared. There are differences in
composition of the aam adami of today and the common
man of earlier period! The common man of R. K. Laxman was
a loner while the common man of today is a collective identity
with media support and articulates through modern social
media. This articulation and presence of Aam Aadmi is now a
phenomenon!
Hence the question is asked, where was this aam aadmi
for the last few years and how did he suddenly emerge?

Aam aadmi lost in “identity politics”
Intellectuals, sociologists, activists and progressive
supporters of aam aadmi lament that identity politics of
regionalism, caste and religion have dominated the scenario
since last two decades and the mobilisation of aam aadmi
seen during 1970-80 on economic issues like price rise or
civic issues like water, housing has been absent! The aam
aadmi was lost in this ‘identity politics’.
People in Mumbai, remember huge and effective struggles
of aam aadmi for water, price rise, ration, and for formation
of linguistic state. People like Mrinal Gore, Ahilya Ranganekar,
Tara Reddy, and Manju Gandhi, who led these struggles for
basic amenities, were household names. Similar struggles in
cities like Kolkata against bus fare rise are still talked about.
One thing is very clear that when the common man was
mobilised, it had an impact on the government, hence the
struggle and participation of aam aadmi became relevant and
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effective. The aam aadmi was a composition of emerging
middle class and toiling masses.

The aam aadmi is still struggling
All this has changed. The middle classes and toiling
masses have lost the historic unity built over the years. The
aam adami is still struggling. The struggle of Narmada Dam
oustees, the struggle of displaced farmers in Orissa who
fought against mining, struggle against ‘SEZ’ are just a few
examples. Similarly, since 1982 trade unions have formed a
joint action committee and every year thousands of workers

Mrinal Gore - the ‘Paniwali Bai’
Mrinal Gore was a crusader of
people’s movement for social justice,
and women’s rights. Her contribution
to bring social change in the day to
day life of common masses was
phenomenal. She was always in the
forefront of all public actions on civic
issues (water, sanitation, ration, slum
demolition, petty corruption-malpractice-black
marketing, bullying tactics of moneylenders) and women’s
issues (crèche for working mothers’ children, women
commuters’ problems, sexual harassment of nurses,
workplace grievances of women workers and employees,
violence against women, sex selective abortions) in
Mumbai. The sobriquet of “Paniwali Bai” will always
remain in collective memories of the common Mumbaikar.
Her historic fast in the early 1990s for allotment of 65
acres of land to contract low cost housing for evicted
footpath dwellers of Mumbai city sets her apart from all
politicians.
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Pramila Dandavate, was a prominent
champion of women’s rights. Elected
to the Lok Sabha from a Mumbai
constituency in the seventies, she
along with Mrinal Gore and other
women social activists had
Pramila
participated in many agitations in
Dandavate
Maharashtra against the price hike,
an era characterised by latne
morcha, taken out by a large number
of women carrying rolling pins. The
“rolling pin marches”, spearheaded
by Mrinal Gore, Pramila Dandavate
and Ahilya Rangnekar, forced at least
Ahilya
one Congress minister in
Rangnekar
Maharashtra to promise that the
ration cards that were held back would be issued to the
poor. All three were imprisoned during Emergency.
Mrinal Gore, Pramila Dandavate, Tara Reddy, Manju
Gandhi, Ahilya Rangnekar and Sudha Varde had
genuine sisterhood amongst them despite differing
political party allegiance. They believed in team work
and quoted a slogan “women united will never be
defeated.” 

march to Parliament and also conduct All India strike to
draw attention of the public to several pressing issues that
affect the working class. In a historic ‘March to Parliament’
led by trade unions on 21 and 22 February 2011, more
than two lakh workers assembled in the national capital to
demand control on price rise of essential commodities, strict
enforcement of labour laws, linkages of employment
protection with the stimulus package and to stop
privatisation of central public sector enterprises, among
other demands. This was once again followed by the ‘March
to Parliament’ on 12 December 2013 to campaign for their
10 charter of demands.
Unfortunately, the free press in India, particularly the
main stream media, failed to report this event. All these
examples show the anger, frustration and rising expectation
of aam aadmi! It is unfortunate though that the double digit
inflation, rise in fuel prices and many important civic issues,
today fail to effectively mobilise the middle class; and even
if it does, the result or their capacity to influence political
and economic forces creates an impression that the aam
aadmi is not responding to the call of protests!
The change in technology, welfare schemes and affordable
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education, along with struggles of sections of middle classes
(In earlier period of mixed economy) like teachers, bank and
insurance employees, workers of monopoly houses or
multinational companies and government employees helped
in creating a sizeable middle class. This category of aam
aadmi is influenced by economic policies pursued in the name
of reform. The growing culture of consumerism and free market
economy has given this class better living conditions and
opportunities, and hence this class is enamoured by the change!
This class has distanced itself from the toiling masses and
hence the struggles of toiling masses fail to have political
impact. The middle classes emerged from the struggles of
1970-80 and due to welfare policies of the government. But
having prospered, they feel threatened by the demands and
aspirations of the toiling masses for equal opportunity and
social and economic justice! Hence the shift to right and
identity politics which is an answer to class differences and
conflicts.

There is hope for the future
This impression has changed after the Aam Aadmi
Party‘s (AAP) victor y in Delhi. This leads to a ver y
important conclusion. The middle class is important to
the movement of aam aadmi and so far the changes in
the society have resulted in breaking the alliance of middle
classes and toiling masses…i.e aam aadmi.
As corruption and problems of governance take centre
stage along with growing concern about inflation and
economic slowdown, we see a commonality of interests
amongst the middle classes and toiling masses re-emerging
and bringing the common man or the ‘Aam Aadmi’ into
focus. However the real test will come when policy issues
come to forefront. The future of Indian democracy depends
on this. If the pressure of aam aadmi succeeds in creating
space for equal opportunity and protection and
improvement of public services, we will have a strong
democracy. Otherwise in the name of good governance
and development we will have ‘depoliticisation of
development’ and authoritarian rule and identity politics.
“Revolt of the masses”, in the last century gave us
democracy and idea of socio economic justice and fairness,
now we may have to witness repression, submission of
the masses in the name of
development. But signs are positive
all over the world and we can
describe it as the ‘RISE of AAM
AADMI or COMMON MAN.’

The wtiter is Secretary, state council
CPI, Maharashtra
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THE COMMON MAN

Right to Information (RTI) –

path to Swaraj
The Right to Information (RTI) is one of the simplest and most powerful tool in the hands
of the common man to seek information on a number of issues, in order to minimise
corruption and get what is rightfully due to him, writes Shailesh Gandhi.

V

IJAYA Dashmi, 12 December 2005, will go down in
Indian history as the day which gave citizens the right
to realise Swaraj or freedom in the real sense. This
has been made possible by the implementation of Act 22 of
2005 the Right to Information (RTI) Act, across the country.
Earlier nine states had RTI Acts, most of them ineffective,
barring Maharashtra and Delhi, where a few
aware citizens had begun to use it effectively.

The Right to Information (RTI) Act is a powerful and the
only tool that citizens can use to seek information from a
public authority using a simple procedure by paying just Rs
10 and get what is due to them. Let me cite the example of
a slum dweller, who cleverly used the Right to Information to
get his ration card. When he applied for a new ration card,
he was told that he would have to pay a
bribe of ` 2000 to the officials. Our friend,
the slum dweller, who was aware of RTI,
The primary power
The tool of democracy
simply smiled and applied for the card without
of RTI is the fact it
The ‘Right to Information’ is derived from
offering any bribe or groveling in front of the
empowers
our fundamental right to expression under
officials. He had made up his mind to be
individual citizens
Article 19. If we do not have information on
the enforcer of good governance. He found
to seek
how our Government and public institutions
information. Hence out that the bribe-givers got their ration cards
function, we cannot have an informed
in about four weeks. He waited for ten weeks,
without
opinion about it. This has been accepted by
and then applied for information about his
necessarily
various Supreme Court judgments since
card status under RTI, using the simple
forming pressure
1977. All of us accept that the freedom of
format with an application fee of ` 10, which
groups or
press is an essential element for a democracy
he submitted to the Public Information
associations, it
to function. It is worthwhile to understand
Officer of the Food and Supply office. He
puts power directly had asked up to which date applications for
the underlying assumption in this well
entrenched belief. Why is the freedom of
into the hands of
ration cards had been cleared, and the daily
media considered as one of the essential
progress report of his application. This shook
the foundation of
features of a democracy? It is because
up the corrupt officials, since the answer
democracy – the
democracy revolves around the basic idea
would reveal that they had given ration cards
Citizen. A good
of citizens being at the center of
to others who had applied after him, which
RTI application
governance and the rule of the people. We
would be conclusive evidence that they had
has to be brief
need to define the importance of the
no justification for delaying his card. His
and focused and
concept of the freedom of press from this
story had an happy ending: The ration card
should not have
fundamental premise. It is obvious that the
was promptly given to him. There are a
any malicious
main reason for a free press is to ensure
thousand such examples where citizens have
content.
that citizens are well informed on all issues
used RTI effectively to get information about
that concern them. If this is the main
road repairs, electricity connection,
reason for the primacy given to the freedom of press, it
admissions in educational institutions, etc.
clearly flows from this, that the citizens’ right to know is
paramount. Also, since the Government is run on behalf of
RTI is your right
the people, they are the rightful owners, who have a right
The Right to Information Act is a codification of this
to be informed directly.
important right of citizens. The right existed since the time
14
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India became a republic, but was difficult to enforce without
going to Court. The Act and its rules define a format for seeking
information, a time period within which information must be
provided (30 days), method of giving the information, some
charges for applying (`10), and ten exemptions of information
which will not be given to citizens. The principle is that charges
should be minimum, more as a token. They are not at all
representative of the costs, which may be incurred. Citizens
can ask for information by getting photocopies of documents,
permissions, policies and decisions. Inspection of files can
also be done and samples can be asked for. All administrative
offices of public authorities have to appoint ‘Public Information
Officers (PIO).’ Citizens apply to the Public Information Officer
of the concerned office for information. If it is not provided or
wrongly refused, citizens can appeal to an Appellate Authority,
who would be an official in the same department, senior to
the PIO. If this too does not give a satisfactory result, one can
appeal to the State or Central Information Commissioner,
which is an independent Constitutional Authority, being
established under the Act. One of the major reasons for the
success of the RTI Act is that there is a provision for
penalising the PIO in case he does not give the information
within the mandated period. The RTI Act provides for a
penalty for delay on the PIO at a rate of ` 250 per day of
delay. There is also a provision for disciplinary action, against
recalcitrant PIOs in some cases. Thus RTI provides for a
time bound and defined process for citizens to access
information about all actions taken by public authorities.
The penal provisions on the PIO are the real teeth of the
Act, which ensure that the PIO cannot treat citizen’s
demands for information in a cavalier manner.

this nefarious practice. The major fraud by unscrupulous
elements of looting money meant for providing livelihood under
the Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS) of the government,
has been going on for years. Presently a campaign has been
initiated in Maharashtra, to get citizens across the state to
ask for EGS muster rolls using RTI, and then auditing them
with people’s participation. The primary power of RTI is the
fact it empowers individual citizens to seek information. Hence
without necessarily forming pressure groups or associations,
it puts power directly into the hands of the foundation of
democracy – the Citizen.
Citizens should however know that information is what
exists on record and the PIO is not expected to give what is
not on record. A good RTI application has to be brief and
focused and should not have any malicious content.
As we ask for details of illegal acts or wrongdoings, and
also about the basis and laws based on which actions are
taken, we will be able to transform ourselves into a truly
participative democracy, which works for the citizens. We
as individuals have the power and the responsibility of bringing
good governance by using and spreading the use of RTI.
Going beyond stopping corruption and getting citizens their
rightful due, RTI also lends itself to being used by citizens to
address issues of governance and a rational basis for public
policy. Indian citizens have an opportunity to realise ‘Swaraj’
– true and enlightened self-governance, which they missed
in 1947. The responsibility of ensuring that the RTI Act will
deliver its potential rests with us. We need to build an
awareness to seize this opportunity through a sustained
campaign - a National Campaign for People’s Right to
Information. 

Effective use of RTI will usher in participative democracy

The
writer
is
former
Central
Information
Commissioner.
A
Distinguished Alumnus awardee of IIT
Bombay and a first generation
entrepreneur, he sold his business to
become a RTI activist in 2003. He gave
many landmark decisions on RTI, apart
from organising the first digital fileless
Commission office.

I have myself used the Right to Information a number of
times. In one case, where a police inspector who had raped
a minor was reinstated in service within five months was
dismissed from service using RTI as a pressure device. In
another instance, proof has been obtained about political
interference in police transfers, and I am using this to curb

Did you know?
The princely state of Bhopal, was ruled by four Muslim women rulers between 1819 and 1926, despite staunch
opposition from powerful neighbours and male claimants. Even the British India Company initially opposed
female rule in Bhopal until the Begums quoted Queen Victoria as their model and inspiration. Qudisa Begum was
the first ruler, who was succeeded by Sikandar, her only daughter, who was also followed by her only daughter,
Shahjehan. The last Begum who ruled was Sultan Jehan, abdicated the throne in favour of her son, the first male
ruler (Nawab) of Bhopal in five generations. The rule of Begums gave the city its waterworks, railways, a postal
system and a municipality constituted in 1907.
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AAM AADMI CRUSADERS

BABA AMTE

One man crusade
Baba Amte was a messiah for the people struck with leprosy. He served them till his
last breath.One India One People Foundation salutes the spirit and achievements of six
ordinary people who have changed the lives of aam aadmi.

B

ABA Amte’s was a one man crusade. At a time when
leprosy was considered God’s wrath and the affected
people thrown on the roads and shunned, Murlidhar
Devidas Amte picked them up, cared for them and cured
them. Slowly and steadily he had followers, helpers and
worshippers. His social work extended beyond the leprosy
affected to the poor and downtrodden, the weak, the physically
challenged and the tribals. Baba Amte founded 27 communes
in Vidarbha and Gadchiroli and won several awards and
recognition for his work though he never really expected it.
All he wanted was help and sympathy for his people, a
recognition that they were also a part of society.
Baba Amte was born with a golden spoon in his mouth.
Son of a rich zamindar, his family owned a car when just a
handful had the means to do so. He went about with gold
coins in his pockets which he gave to beggars during Diwali,
something which they just could not believe.
Yet, when he saw Tulshiram, a leprosy affected man dying
with no one looking after him in the last stages, he decided
to help such unfortunate ones. His family frowned, but his
wife Sadhanatai supported him and they moved into an arid
and dry place where while digging a well, there were more
sweat drops than water. Yet, he persevered and with just one
buffalo and a dog, and with two small sons Vikas and Prakash,
founded Anandwan, the city of joy.
Though he got donations and managed to buy more cows
and buffaloes, the extra milk could not be sold because it
came from Anandwan, abode of leprosy affected people. Baba
Amte persevered and brought respectability to such people
and slowly and steadily the commune grew. When foreigners
came and helped build houses, gave donations and medicines

Baba Amte and wife Tai

and looked after the leprosy affected people, locals joined in
to accept them.
Hard work and consistency saw Anandwan becoming self
sufficient. These people, using whatever fingers they had (some
had two, some had none due to the disease) worked hard.
They built their own houses, grew their own food and even
supplied the excess to places around. Gardens, fruits and
vegetables were plenty even though the soil of the area was
not very good. Baba Amte built schools, hospitals, orphanages
and educated children. Anandwan with about five thousand
inhabitants was and is self-sufficient with everything including
cupboards and refrigerators manufactured there. Salt and petrol
are the only two things they buy.
Baba Amte’s commune Lok Biradari Prakalp at Hemalkasa
(in Gadchiroli) brought the tribals who were still backward at
that time, back into society. His son Dr Prakash and his wife
Dr Mandakini looked after the tribals, even operating without

Arogyam
Arthritis pain, which generally aggravates in the winter season, can be treated with a few home remedies. A
combination of methi, jeera and dhaniya is said to be good in fighting arthritis. These spices can also be
consumed in raw or green form. Besides, food rich in Vitamin E, calcium and oil can helps prevent arthritis.
Fish is also a good source of cod liver oil, which helps fight arthritis. Drink plenty of water, which is necessary
for joint lubrication.
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electricity, handling animal infected wounds and in return got
exotic animals like leopard and lion cubs as gifts, as the tribals
believed in barter system. This gave rise to an animal open
sanctuary which Dr Prakash still maintains and looks after.
In Anandwan, Baba Amte grew thornless rose plants so
that the blind could feel them without the pricking of the
thorns. He manufactured footwear without nails since the
leprosy affected feet had no sensation and could not feel the
prick. The wounds could get affected and result in gangrene.
He and later, his elder son Dr Vikas, made their own bricks
to build houses which remain warm in winter and cool in
summer. Water harvesting was another feature which Baba
Amte and his whole family believed in and no water was ever
wasted in Anandwan and other communes.
When his sons took over Anandwan, Hemalkasa, Ashokvan
and other communes, Baba Amte started the Knit India
movement in the late eighties where his team travelled from
North India to South and from East to West, preaching,
advising and getting people closer to each other.
When the Narmada Bachao Andolan took place, he joined
activist Medha Patkar and camped on the banks of the
Narmada river helping the project affected people. He spent
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ten years there and returned to Anandwan in 2000 and took
up the reins. Plastic recycling units, summer camps for youth,
and many such projects began.
The work of Baba Amte was unanimously praised by many
national and international organizations. He was awarded with
the United Nations Human Rights Prize, the Ramon Magsaysay
award (1985), the Templeton Prize (1990), the Gandhi Peace
Prize, and many other humanitarian and environmental prizes.
He continued helping people throughout his life even though
he could not sit (because of a back problem), could only stand
or sleep, and had a pacemaker to steady his heart.
Born on December 26, 1914, Baba Amte left his mortal
body on 9 February, 2008 at Anandwan where thousands of
people from all over the world attended his funeral. His work
continues through his sons, their wives and now his
grandchildren and their children. The whole family is steeped
in social work.
Contributed by Veena Adige is the Associate Editor of Bhavan’s
Journal, the fortnightly magazine of Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan.
She has authored four books including The Legacy of Baba
Amte. She has written many short and long stories and
freelances for several magazines and newspapers including
Woman’s Era, DNA and others.
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Her fight to save the girl child
Advocate Varsha Deshpande has been striving to save and protect the girl child. She
founded the ‘Lek Laadki Abhiyaan’ that upholds the mantra ‘Eliminate Inequality not
Women, Destroy Dowry not Daughters’.

A

DVOCATE Varsha Deshpande has been actively and
for a state like Maharashtra which loses 4.5 lakh girls every
courageously striving for judicious implementation of
10 years, 50,000 every year and 148 every day. As per 2011
Pre-Conception and Pre-natal Diagnostic Techniques
census, the Child Sex Ratio (CSR) for 0-6 age group of our
(PCPNDT) Act, 2002. Undeterred by threats to her life and
country has been lowest in last 110 years, 914 girls for 1000
attempts to buy her over by medical mafia, she has built a
boys. Maharashtra has an alarmingly low CSR i.e. 880 girls
sustained campaign against doctors providing illegal service
for 1000 boys in 2011 census. Advocate Varsha’s single minded
of pre natal sex selection to identify sex of foetus resulting into
action has given the clear message that daughters are not for
discriminatory abortion of female fetuses. She is a crusader
slaughter.
for empowerment of girls and for promotion
She has also maintained meticulous
of women’s rights, bodily integrity and dignity.
documentation on startling facts about the
To sustain activities for ‘Save the Girl Child
thriving sex determination racket. LLA
Campaign’, she founded ‘Lek Laadki
has forced the state government to put in
Abhiyaan (LLA)’, an organisation which
place Management Information System
began clamping down on sex determination
(MIS) to track use/abuse of ultra sound/
tests since 2005.
sonography machines used for pregnant
Under Adv Deshpande, LLA has conducted
women. The ‘Kolhapur model’ tracker of
34 sting operations on erring sonography
sex selection with the help of scientific
centres across Maharashtra, including one
device is unique.
in Mumbai during 2005-2013. These
“The clients in such cases are welloperations revealed many shocking facts.
educated, financially sound couples with
Doctors carrying out sex determination tests
access to technology. Just like designer
were using code language and symbols to
saris, women now demand designer
Advocate Varsha Deshpande
divulge the gender of the baby to their clients
babies,” observed Deshpande who is also a
who had strong son-preference and daughter
member of the National Inspection and
aversion.
Monitoring Committee for PCPNDT Act. It was due to a
LLA has exposed multiple methods used by medical mafia
petition filed by her about alleged use of sex selection of baby
to advertise their services, promote business of femicide and
through assisted reproduction, Government had to order probe
mint money.
into sex test complaint against a super star of Hindi film industry.
It was also revealed that majority of the sonography reports
After the December 16, 2012 Delhi gang rape, LLA
were now emailed. “If the woman is carrying a girl child, the
launched a state-wide campaign ‘Ek Sahi Stritvacha
doctor emails an image of a Barbie doll. If it is a boy, there
Sanmanasathi’ (one signature for the respect of women). ‘Lekwill be a picture of a male doll,” says Deshpande who has
Ladki Abhiyaan’ has a musical troupe from Satara that performs
made a note of several other codes doctors use to reveal the
plays, songs, street theatre for public education to convey
gender of the baby. Among them, Monday for girl and Friday
that women’s rights are human rights, Eliminate Inequality
for boy, the number 16 for one boy, 19 for a girl and 29 for
not women, Destroy dowry not daughters. 
twin girls are just some other kinds of codes.
She has also invited attention to the fact that results of
Contributed by Prof. Vibhuti Patel, Director, Centre for Study
sex selection are shared mostly on emails, and are fuelling a
of Social Exclusion and Inclusive Policy, SNDT Women’s
business worth ` 1,500 crore. This is particularly worrying
University, Mumbai.
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R AJENDRA SINGH

A man, water and a
revolution
Rajendra Singh’s message to people is to see the earth like a bank. If you regularly
deposit water, you’ll always have some to withdraw. If you are just taking, you will have
nothing in your account.

R

AJENDRA Singh, is fondly known as the ‘water man’
of India, and deservingly so, for he has brought water
back to the once barren villages of Rajasthan, thus
bringing the villages back to life. It all started at the Alwar
district in Rajasthan in 1985. The water sources in the village
had long dried up and the ground water levels were low.
While deforestation, mining and insufficient rainfall were the
main reasons, another major cause was that villagers were
no longer using the traditional way of harvesting water such
as johads or earthen check dams. These dams not only helped
conserve rain water, but also helped in replenishing ground
water levels. Through his organisation TBS (Tarun Bharat
Sangh), he and his team rebuilt these johads and as the
number of johads increased, the dry Aravri River soon turned
into a perennial one. This was not all. He also fought against
mining in the area and successfully stopped mining activity in
the Aravalli ranges.
Slowly, more rivers in the region were revived. Rivers
Bhagani, Jahajwali, Sarsa and Ruparel were no longer dry.
Villages, which were once abandoned, now saw hectic farming
activities. TBS also worked in the neighbouring districts of
Jaipur, Bharatpur and Karauli.
By the end of 2001, TBS had covered an area of 6,500
square kilometres and also spread its work to some parts of
Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh. Around 11
districts of Rajasthan had earthen check dams to collect and
conserve rain water, thus alleviating the problem of water
shortage once and for all.
It was not just enough to initiate conservation methods
but it was also necessary to reinforce people’s faith in traditional
water conservation techniques and promote it. Singh started
organising Pani Panchayat to spread awareness about
maintaining ground water levels and the need to conserve
natural resources. These panchayats proved to be a game
changer winning people’s faith.
Rajendra Singh has been able to help more than 1000
villages in Rajasthan replenish their water resources and thus
contributed to the livelihood of the villagers. Villagers loving
call him the ‘Rain Man’, another sobriquet to the uncommon
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Rajendra Singh

man whose vision transformed the lives of thousands of poor
villagers. As ground water levels improved, so have the forest
cover and wild life population in the region. The message
that Singh often gives is, “See the earth like a bank. If you
make regular deposits of water, you’ll always have some to
withdraw. If you are just taking, you will have nothing in your
account.”
Inspired by Mahatma Gandhi’s message of self-reliance,
Rajendra Singh has set up community led institutions in villages
so that the local people have a say in the distribution of
resources since they know what they need best. He has also
formed gram sabhas or village committees in each village,
which decides on how to protect trees and water.
Singh believes that proper water management alone can
tackle water crisis. He points out that it is due to rampant
deforestation that water is not able to seep into the soil which
results in floods in certain regions.
In 2001, he was honoured with the prestigious Magsaysay
Award for Community Leadership.The Guardian in 2008,
included him in the list of ‘50 people who could save the
planet”. While Singh and his associates continue with their
work, it is time the policy makers too join in to spread this
simple message of water and environment conservation to other
villages in India which are battling enormous water crisis. 
Contributed by Rajlakshmi Pillai, former sub-editor, OIOP
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DR. ANIL JOSHI

He makes the mountains smile
Dr. Anil Joshi set up an organisation that looks into need-based science and technology
developments and execution for the mountains. He is rightly called the ‘Mountain Man’
for he makes the mountains smile.

T

HE Uttarakhand disaster in 2013 proved
Joshi embarked on ‘Technology Initiative for
to be a wake-up call for the centre and
Peace’ or TIP that works with youth in border
the state governments, to realise that it is
areas. These youth, once involved in illegal
high time that the development model followed
activities, now are leading a peaceful and
in the Himalayan regions be reviewed.
resourceful life. TIP has closely been working
A lone man, years ago, realised this
with Indian Army and Ministry of Youth Affairs.
importance and without waiting for policy makers
Dr. Joshi is also helping the Army to promote
to bring about a change, he set out himself, with
this model in other border states.
Mahatma Gandhi’s message ‘Be the change you
Dr. Joshi is also a keen advocate for
wish to see’, as his guiding spirit. Now after 28
women’s empowerment and it is with this view
years, Dr. Anil P Joshi has been able to present a
that he set up WISE or Women’s Initiative for
Dr. Anil Joshi
new way of rural development in hilly regions –
Self-Employment to initiate employment
‘ecopreneurship’ as he calls it. He says, “Ecopreneurship or
opportunities for women using local resources. Yet another
ecological entrepreneurship is a term used in the context of
ground-breaking scheme of Dr. Joshi has been the recharging of
sustainable industry. For the Himalayas, the concept needs
mountain springs. It has helped solve the problem of water crisis
to be tweaked to include a system where an entrepreneur
and impressed policy makers of other hilly states who were
would be remunerated for restoring natural systems by
looking for a solution to water scarcity since some time. Dr.
monetising the value that such restoration would bring to the
Joshi also works closely with school children to include them in
region.” Dr. Joshi has proved through his work that only such
the development of villages and make them aware of the need
kind of development plan will work in mountainous regions.
to serve society. He also publishes a children’s newspaper
Though he started his career as a teacher in a college, his
‘Bachcho ka Akhbaar’, to bring more awareness about science
keen desire to contribute to society made him quit his cosy
and the local natural resources amongst children. The newspaper
job. He set up a voluntary organisation HESCO or Himalayan
is distributed in around 2600 villages of the mountain regions.
Environmental Studies and Conservation Organisation in 1981
Along with sustainable activities it is also important to
to take his vision forward. HESCO concentrates on need-based
raise awareness about their importance not just locally but
science and technology developments and their application for
also in the neighbouring regions. Dr. Joshi organises padayatra
the mountainous regions. The main slogan of HESCO is “Local
or walkathon to spread the word from time to time. Observing
need meet locally”.A major path-breaking contribution of
September 9 as the Himalayan Day was another idea of Dr.
HESCO has been the revival of water mills by upgrading the
Joshi to draw the attention of planners and government towards
traditional systems. It has led to far-reaching effects on the
issues in Himalayan regions.
economy and social life of the villagers, not just in Uttarakhand
Dr. Anil Joshi has been recognised for his work across the
but also in states like J & K and Himachal Pradesh.
country. He was awarded the Padma Shree in 2006 while
In the mountains, agriculture is the major source of
‘The Week’ magazine declared him as the ‘Man of the Year’
livelihood. Dr. Joshi has been promoting agriculture mainly
in 2002. His momentous work in the mountain regions has
by bringing back the harvest of traditional crops. In order to
earned him a title – Mountain Man and rightfully so, for his
promote such farming, Dr. Joshi persuaded temple committees
vision and efforts have made the mountains smile. Dr. Joshi‘s
of Badrinath, Gangotri and Vaishno Devi to distribute offerings
work has impacted close to five lakh villagers, in more than
made from these local crops to devotees. This initiative has
10,000 villages, spread across nine mountain states of the
been a huge success in the region.
Himalayas. Only if the governments across the country take a
While economic activities help in restoring livelihood of
cue from his idea of rural development, then we can all hope
the region, it is also necessary to look at the social issues of
for social development in its true sense. 
the region to ensure overall development. That is why Dr.
Contributed by Rajlakshmi Pillai, former sub-editor, OIOP
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ADVOCA
TE MAHESH CHANDRA MEHT
A
OCATE
EHTA

Lawyer with a cause
Advocate Mahesh Chandra Mehta, is a practicing lawyer in the Supreme Court since 28
years. He pledged his life for environment and has held the baton to achieve environmental
sustenance through the legal route. He is the first Indian lawyer to indulge in legal
activism and to show the path on how to protect and safeguard environment.

A

DVOCATE Mehta grew up and
singlehandedly obtained about 40 landmark
studied in a small village in district
judgements and numerous orders from the
Rajouri in the state of Jammu. He
Supreme Court against polluters, a record
completed his post graduation in political
that may be unequaled by any other
science from Jammu University and started his
environmental lawyer in the world.
practice as a lawyer in J & K High Court. It
For 15 years, Adv Mehta has showed
was here that his love for nature, instilled in
how courts can preserve and restore clean
him a sense of commitment towards protecting
air and water for millions of people who have
the environment.
long suffered from uncontrolled pollution that
He shot to limelight with the Taj Mahal
threatened health and even lives. He has
Advocate Mahesh Chandra
case, where one of the Seven Wonders of the
Mehta
challenged the government and thousands
World was facing serious threat from pollution
of industries in court. Mehta has been called
caused by Mathura Refinery and other chemical industries in
a “green messiah” by some and a meddling devil by others.
the vicinity. The petition was filed in 1984, in which the
But no one doubts the man’s impact. To take his work forward
Supreme Court delivered a historic judgment which gave various
he has started the MC Mehta Environmental Foundation
directions including banning the use of coal and coke and
(MCEF), a non-profit, non-governmental committed
directing the industries to switch over to Compressed Natural
organization working nationwide for the protection of the
Gas (CNG). For years, every Friday, a courtroom has been set
environment, the rights of the people to clean and fresh water
aside just for Mehta’s cases. In 1993, after a decade of court
and air, the promotion of sustainable development, and the
battles and threats from factory owners, the Supreme Court
protection of the cultural heritage of India.
ordered 212 small factories surrounding the Taj Mahal to close
Through MCEF, he wants to provide a forum for concerned
because they had not installed pollution control devices.
citizens, NGOs and activists working for the survival of living
The other landmark case to his credit includes the Ganges
beings, sustainable development and social change. He wants
Pollution Case. While the Ganges cases continue to be heard
to help victims of pollution and environmental degradation to
every week, 5,000 factories along the river were directed
seek and obtain social environmental justice. He desires to
to install pollution control devices and 300 factories were
work for the protection of Himalayas, rain forests, mangroves,
closed. Approximately 250 towns and cities in the Ganges
coastal ecology, water, conservation of natural resources,
Basin have been ordered to set up sewage treatment plants.
health education, population control and food security.
The Vehicular Pollution Case, the Delhi Sewage Treatment
Adv Mehta has many accolades to his credit — UNEP
Plant Case, the Child Labour Case, the Environmental
Global 500 Award 1993, The Great Son of the Soil Award
Awareness and Education Case, the Delhi Ridge Case, the
1993, The Goldman Environmental Prize for Asia1996, Ramon
Dust Pollution Case are some of the other prominent ones
Magsaysay Award for Asia for Public Service 1997, People of
that he has fought.
the Year Award 1998, LIMCA Book of Record, Kerry Rydberg
Mehta has won additional precedent-setting suits against
Award for environmental activism, 1998 from Public Interest
industries which generate hazardous waste and succeeded
Environmental Law Conference, U.S.A.
in obtaining a court order to make lead-free gasoline available.
Very few witness and experience being a part of textbooks
He has also been working to ban intensive shrimp farming
during their reign, Adv M C Mehta, is one of them. His work
and other damaging activities along India’s 7,000 kilometer
and is taught to law students as case laws to educate and
coast. He has succeeded in getting new environmental
inspire them. 
policies initiated and has brought environmental protection
Contributed by Sonam Saigal, sub-editor, OIOP
into India’s constitutional framework. He has almost
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Anna Hazare

The man behind the change
Anna Hazare, single handedly won the hearts of millions of Indians across the country
when he sat on an indefinite fast in New Delhi in 2011. His cry was to exert pressure on
the Indian government to enact a stringent anti-corruption law, the Jan Lokpal Bill. This
septuagenarian made the entire country shout in unison, ‘main bhi anna, tu bhi anna, abh
toh saara desh hain anna, (I am anna, you are anna, now the entire country is anna)

K

ISAN Baburao Hazare popularly known as Anna was
born on 15 June 1937 in Bhingar, near Ahmednagar.
He was the eldest son of Baburao Hazare and Laxmi
Bai, and had two sisters and four brothers. His father worked
as an unskilled labourer in a Pharmacy and struggled to support
the family financially. In time, the family moved to their
ancestral village of Ralegan Siddhi, where they owned a small
amount of agricultural land.
Due to unforeseen sequence of events, he discontinues
his education in class seven and sold flowers at
the Dadar railway station in Mumbai and eventually managed
to own two flower shops in the city. He also became involved
in vigilantism, joining groups who acted to prevent landlords’
thugs from intimidating the poor out of their shelter.
In April 1960, Anna went on to join the Indian Army,
where he initially worked as an army truck driver and was
later attested as a soldier. He undertook army training at
Aurangabad. He came across Swami Vivekananda’s booklet
“Call to the youth for nation building” which inspired him to
think deeper. He spent his spare time reading the works
of Swami Vivekananda, Gandhi, and Vinoba Bhave.
Anna’s village Ralegan Siddhi witnessed alcoholism, utter
poverty and migration to urban slums. In 1932, it got its first
formal school, a single classroom primary school. Anna along
with the youth of Ralegan Siddhi, worked to increase literacy
rates and education levels in the village. In 1976 they started
a pre-school and a high school in 1979. Inspired by Anna’s
unique approach of salvaging a hopeless village, the state
government has implemented the ‘Model Village’ scheme as
part of its official strategy. Anna Hazare is now synonymous
with rural development in India and has been awarded
the Padma Bhushan by the Government of India in 1992 for
his efforts.

Anna Hazare

In order to take things forward, Anna has also continuously
struggled for 11 years against the government for giving rights
to citizens by making legislations for Right to Information,
more rights for the Gram Sabha, regulating transfers of the
government officers, prohibition and against red tapism.
He thinks, the dream of India as a strong nation will not
be realised without self-reliant, self sufficient villages, which
can be achieved only through social commitment and
involvement of the common man. He opines that proper
planning of natural and human resources can result in the
betterment of a person, area, village instead of exploiting such
resources. Anna also believes, today we all are exploiting the
earthen resources like petrol, diesel, kerosene, coal and water.
This can never be termed as perennial development as it is
going to lead to a state of destruction one day.
Arvind Kejriwal, the new and enterprising chief minister
of the capital is a protege of Anna Hazare. 
Contributed by Sonam Saigal, sub-editor, OIOP

Festive Times
Vasant Panchami is a Hindu festival that is celebrated across India. It marks the end of winter and beginning of spring,
and is centered around Goddess Saraswati, the goddess of wisdom. Pens, notebooks, and pencils are placed near the
feet of the goddess to seek her blessings, before they are used by students. The color yellow holds a special meaning
for this celebration as it signifies the brilliance of nature and the vibrancy of life. In places where mustard is grown, the
crop fields look like a swathe of yellow carpet, as the yellow mustard flowers bloom at this time of the year. This year,
the festival falls on 4 February.
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KNOW INDIA BETTER

How beautiful is

MY VALLEY
Kashmir is a year-round destination with each season showcasing a different
facet of the valley. Gustasp and Jeroo Irani, who are uabashed Kashmir lovers
visit the valley in winter, when snow-cuddled mountains and valleys and half
frozen lakes and rivers take centre stage.

Text and Photos
Gustasp and Jeroo Irani

Rooftops of cottages in the valley laden with snow

F

OR many decades, the Vale of Kashmir has played hard
to get; a fickle lover that sometimes beckons and at
other times, petulantly turns away from the beloved.
We are unabashed Kashmir lovers. We yearn periodically
for a sight of its flower-spangled green meadows and the snowwhipped Himalayas and are overcome by the desire to hoist
its apple-cheeked children on our shoulders.
Indeed the northernmost region of the country is buried in
the collective unconscious of most Indians as a paradise on
earth – at times elusive but always utterly desirable; troubled
yet irresistible and gift-wrapped over the decades by Bollywood
in its romantic sagas.

In the embrace of a wintery sonata
As we drove from the airport to the Vivanta by Taj, Dal
View, Srinagar where we would be staying, we got tantalising
glimpses of the town’s heart-stopping beauty. We had expected
to see a shell-shocked city, the heart of a battle zone but what
we saw were sloping red and green-roofed homes, new lowslung malls, a handful of fast food restaurants – all of it set
against an alluring backdrop of muscled mountains and a serene
lake. Sadly, the Kashmir valley’s drop-dead gorgeous looks have

24

brought it much misfortune; two countries locked in seemingly
eternal conflict in order to possess it completely. However, in
the wake of a tenuous peace, Kashmir has become more
accessible and the last two and a half years have seen a boom
in tourism.
We were in the valley when it was clasped in the embrace
of a wintery sonata. We stayed for a few days at the Vivanta
by Taj (one of only three luxury resorts in the valley) and later
at the Khyber Himalayan Resort and Spa in Gulmarg. The
Vivanta by Taj does not stridently proclaim its presence atop
Kralsangri Hill overlooking Dal Lake; rather the luxury hotel
seems to pull back the curtains to showcase the loveliness of
the landscape. On one side of the resort, the Zabarwan
Mountains wrestled their way to the sky and below our garden
patio, Dal Lake flared like a sequinned skirt... Its still waters
were cleaved by colourful shikaras, flocks of wild ducks,
floating gardens and bobbing houseboats, fragrant with carved
cedar interiors. (The houseboats were built in the 1800s
when the British started to seek the cool climes of Kashmir
and the then maharaja forbade the colonialists from building
or owning houses on land. Even today, only locals can own
land in the state.)
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A local selling kebabs on a floating restaurant, Dal Lake

A shopping avenue on the Dal Lake

Cruise on the Dal Lake

cheeked Kashmiri women, arms linked, exuded the freshness
of spring flowers. They stopped to ask a bevy of pretty women
tourists, walking ahead of us, where they were from. A friendly
exchange followed and we somehow felt safe and secure in
this once-forbidden city.
Back at the resort, mantled in a velvety dark night stabbed
with a million stars, we felt like we were suspended in a realm
between heaven and earth.

Come evening, we set off on a shikara cruise on a lake that
rippled like molten gold while eagles swooped on the thermals
above us. We glided in silence, awed by the beauty of it all.
Our captain guided his boat along narrow canals lined with
colourful shops that sold Kashmiri handicrafts and floating
gardens drifted past in a swirl of colour and fragrance. Soon,
honey-tongued vendors in narrow country craft had slipped in
on either side of our shikara, to try and peddle their wares –
saffron, spices, silver jewellery, walnuts, almonds, shawls et
al. One boatman had a mobile tea stall aboard his narrow
boat. He offered us the local kahwa, brewed in an elaborate
samovar placed on a coal stove. The hot kahwa, decorated
with strands of saffron, cinnamon and garnished with almond
slivers, slid down our throats and warmed us that chilly evening.
As the sun took a bow, the amphitheatre of peaks that
soared above us was soon awash in post-sunset hues. Along
the lakeshore boulevard, edged with sentinel poplars and chinars
(maple trees) that poked accusing fingers at the sky, local
men in calf-length pherans (a kind of long poncho worn over
trousers) ambled along the lakefront. A few groups of pink-

Strolling in the Mughal Gardens
Early in the morning, the seismic knot of the Zabarwan
Mountains thrust into the horizon, their bulging bellies banded
with thick swirls of mist. It was the ideal time to visit the
Gardens of Shalimar, Nishat and the Chashma Shahi, tiered
and landscaped in the Mughal style in a setting of mountains
and lake. At the Chashma Shahi Garden, we cupped our palms
and drank the crystal-clear water of the mountain spring that
is said to be the purest water in Kashmir. Terraced Pir
Mahal...the Hazratbal shrine... and the Jama Masjid...
Srinagar, Gulmarg and Pahalgam had the white mysterious
quality of a fairy-tale realm; the land of Snow White and the

A visit to Kashmir is incomplete without a shikara ride on the Dal Lake or a stay in the houseboat
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The Dal Lake takes on a golden hue at sunset

Silhouette of Char Chinar trees on Dal Lake at sunset

Seven Dwarves! Early one morning, we drove to Gulmarg via
Tangmarg, 53 kms away from Srinagar. Most tourists stop at
Tangmarg to switch to four-wheel drive cars or cars with chains
on their wheels to increase traction on icy slippery roads.
Ramshackle shops in Gulmarg rent gumboots and winter wear
for tourists unprepared for the weather.

occasionally with unbelievable grace.
We checked into the Khyber Himalayan Resort and Spa
where Alpine style meets Kashmir design and this centrally
heated resort soon became our haven when Gulmarg’s subzero temperatures chilled us to the bone. The Great Outdoors
beckoned and we headed for the gondola, one of the highest
and longest in Asia, which bore us up to Kongdoori mountain
(first stage), swinging and swaying over impenetrable forests of
pine and scarred mountain slopes, heaped with snow drifts.
We relaxed at an open-air restaurant near Kongdoori station
where we savoured kahwa while the sun’s rays poured over us
like streams of warm honey!
Fortified, we embarked on the second stage of our journey

A view from Mt. Affarwat
We drove past dark-green forests of pine that rose from
deep secret valleys and snowy mountains that blotted out the
sky – well, almost! Snow banks rose along the edge of the
road like giant helpings of cream, and in Gulmarg, icicles hung
from green-roofed, blond-wood cottages like the fingers of a
vampire.
In the vast white bowl of Gulmarg (a green meadow in
summer), located 8,825 ft above sea level, bronzed skiers
from the West, helmeted and clad in neon gear glided down
the powder-white slopes like flying gnats, turning and twisting

Chashmashahi gardens landscaped in Mughal style
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Hot Cuisine in a Cool V
alley
Valley

M

emories of Kashmir are always laced with the fugitive fragrance of its spectacular cuisine.
Kashmiri food (especially the festive Wazwan banquet) can overwhelm not only one’s taste
buds but also one’s other senses!
We first savoured this rich cuisine in the home of a local family where kahwa poured from an
antique samovar was the overture to a sumptuous dinner that we ate western style. (Traditionally,
a Kashmiri banquet is a time of togetherness and is eaten from a round copper tarami or salver
and shared by groups of four diners). A line-up of spice-heavy dishes followed in colourful profusion,
leaving us satiated and bemused as our hosts explained that what they had served us was just a
trailer of around 10 courses. The grand Wazwan or wedding feast comprises 36 dishes – conjured
by a Vasta Waza or head chef assisted by apprentice wazas. The number of courses and the lavish
scale depend on the hosts’ financial circumstances but families tend to set aside a lifetime’s
savings in order to finance this ultimate wedding feast.
The waza’s culinary skills, recipes and trade secrets are inherited from the father and wazas
have, over the centuries, acquired iconic status in the valley. In the wedding season from May to A traditional Wazwan meal
October, the skilled cooks are in great demand. According to some reports, after Timur or Tamerlane’s
15th century invasion of India, 1,700 skilled wood carvers, weavers, architects, calligraphers and cooks migrated from Samarkand
and other parts of Central Asia to the Vale of Kashmir and today’s wazas are descendants of those master chefs.
We were in the valley this February, after two decades, and memories of that dinner with our friends still buzzed on our
palates. Indeed all the fecund beauty of a lovely land is trapped in the cuisine of Kashmir. How can a waza go wrong when he
infuses his creations with the subtle flavours of saffron harvested from the region’s many fields; liberally uses the succulent
meat, yielded by woolly sheep that graze on green mountain slopes, and makes his gravies blush with the colour and aroma
of red-hot chillies and plump tomatoes? Aromatic cinnamon, cardamom and cloves – muted by curd and maval, a dry powder
made from cox comb flowers are other ingredients which the Vasta Waza shops for prior to a wedding. Juicy apples, cherries,
and plums grow in abundance in the region and cool the fires generated by a robust meat-based cuisine. Then, like the
conductor of a symphony orchestra, he supervises the making of every dish – with élan and dollops of magic.
We once again relished a sampling of the Wazwan feast in the glass-enclosed restaurant of Vivanta by Taj, Dal View,
Srinagar and at the Khyber Himalayan Resort and Spa in Gulmarg where wrap-around views vied with the luscious cuisine.
Heaving with spices and red gravies that sizzle with meat fat and ghee, this cuisine of Iranian origin may clog one’s arteries
but its authentic flavour can only be delivered by the waza, explained Executive Chef Ganesh Joshi as we dipped into some
choice dishes at Latitude, the restaurant at the Vivanta. The meal begins with guests washing their hands ceremoniously in a
tash-t-nari (an ornamental jug and basin). You cannot break the cardinal rule – you must eat with your hands rather than forks
and knives.
On a white dastarkhwan or table cloth are placed large copper tramis heaped with rice and the first few courses including
the familiar seekh kebabs, and rishta – the latter are pounded soft meat dumplings in a saffron-infused red gravy. Subsequent
dishes follow in a ballet-like sequence, allowing diners to taste each morsel so that the varied tastes pop on the tongue.
The mouth-feel of the cuisine at Latitude was authentic for it was all rustled up by a waza: tabak maaz, marinated lamb ribs
deep fried till crisp; mirchwangan korma, mutton in a traditional chili gravy and a cousin of the familiar and fiery rogan josh;
dhaliwal korma, chicken cooked in a curd based, saffron-spiked gravy and garnished liberally with coriander; mutton kanti, a
home-style dry lamb dish…Large gushtaba, pounded lamb meat dumplings swimming in a yoghurt gravy and garnished with
coriander, generally wraps up the banquet. Not surprisingly, a waza is judged by the quality of his gushtaba!
“Indeed all parts of the lamb are used,” explained the Executive Chef “and the waza uses only freshly slaughtered lamb so
that the juices are retained. Frozen meat is never used.” The meat is then marinated and cooked in copper cauldrons that
simmer over multiple wood fires.
A few vegetarian options are included: Butt haak is local spinach cooked in its juice and tempered with whole chilies;
paneer kanti, a dry cottage cheese preparation and the familiar dum aloo, small fried potatoes simmered in a spicy red gravy…
An unusual vegetarian offering is the nadru yakhni, locally grown lotus stems in a clove-simmered yoghurt gravy.
If you are having a Wazwan feast for the first time, be warned that in if you wipe your trami plate clean, you will be plied with
some more! To douse the spicy fires in one’s tummy, a cool velvety phirni is served as a dessert.
In this valley, where beauty is taken for granted, the cuisine too is a colourful strand of the tapestry, The Wazwan,
despite the region’s tumultuous past, remains a mouthful of Kashmiri flavours, and an arena where the Vasta Waza plays
a stellar role. 
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Icicles make a pattern at the Khyber Resort

to the top of Affarwat Mountain from where we could see the
Line of Control and frozen Alpather Lake. We had travelled a
total aerial distance of 5 km! Tourists from South East Asia
and Indian tourists frolicked in the snow and posed for

photographs. On the other side, practised skiers from Europe
got ready to take off for Tangmarg, a mountainous forested
route laced with a hint of danger. Virtually airborne over snow
drifts and pristine slopes, unmarked by trails, they were akin to

Houseboats line the banks of the Dal Lake in Srinagar

28

ONE INDIA ONE PEOPLE

February

2014

A settlement in Gulmarg covered in snow

I

Take Home a Sliver of K
ashmir
Kashmir

T is a given that people who live in such beauteous environs as Kashmir will have their
creative juices flowing like a raging river. Craftsmanship is embedded in the DNA of
the Kashmiri – take the soft, warm Pashmina shawl, for instance, woven from the wool
of the Pashmina goat indigenous to the Himalayas. This soft-as-a-snow-ball drape is
the prized possession of most Kashmir lovers. The Pashmina is a legacy of Zain-ul
Abidin, a 15th century ruler who loved to create things of exceptional beauty and
brought in weavers from Central Asia. A single shawl can take five to 12 months to
weave and can be very expensive. (Shawls made of Pashmina mixed with regular wool
can be cheaper.)
Shawls made of pure Kashmir wool and embroidered with typical motifs are also
iconic but much cheaper than the Pashminas and the exquisite Shahtoosh shawls.
(Buying and selling of the once prized Shahtoosh shawl is now banned as these exquisite
works of art were made from the fleece of the endangered Tibetan antelope.) So soft
and fine was the texture that it is whispered that these could be passed through a
Handwoven Kashmiri carpets are a
wedding ring. Indeed the Shahtoosh were testimonies to the nimbleness of the Kashmiri
shopper`s delight
weavers who had for centuries honed their skills with weaving shawls.
Also handmade are Kashmiri carpets, woven to last a lifetime and more. The yarn used could be silk, wool or both and carpets
and rugs can be an expensive though worthwhile purchase. The price of a carpet depends on the size, the intricacy of the design and
the number of knots per square inch. A rule of thumb is that the higher the knots per square inch, the
greater the durability and value of a carpet. Check the reverse of the carpet to gauge the number
of knots and also to ensure that the carpet is hand- knotted and not tufted.
The markets brim with carved walnut wood items such as bowls, trays, chest of drawers
etc., and papier mache doodads. The craft of papier mache is again a 15th century tradition
introduced by King Zain-ul-Abidin who invited artists and craftsmen from Central Asia to
settle in the valley. Made essentially of paper pulp (sometimes other materials are used as
well), papier mache items include pill and jewellery boxes, flower vases, ash trays etc.

Saffron
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Dry fruits and saffron are other must buys in paradise
Srinagar’s Boulevard and Lambert Lane are lined with souvenir shops. The Kashmir
Government Arts Emporium, located in the atmospheric former British Residency Building, has
fixed prices and is a treasure trove of Kashmiri crafts.
February

2014

29

The snow draped Nanga Parbat

ski gods in an alien environment... The ski runs varied from
8,700 ft to 14,000 ft, one of the highest in the world.
We returned to The Khyber in time for High Tea at the Tea
Lounge – it was high tea with a Kashmiri twist. There were
bite-sized eats - quiche stuffed with a local vegetable; a phyllo
pastry encased seekh kebab, phirni in a tart, saffron cheese
straws...The rich interiors glowed with the spirit of the land.
A vast lobby, with a variety of seating options – comfortable
sofas set on rich Kashmiri carpets, ground level traditional
seating with silk cushions, a snug Tea Lounge, cigar lounge
and a restaurant. The Khyber was almost like a museum with
its 20 kg copper samovars, papier mache screens, crewel stitch
embroidered silk drapes and exquisite Kashmiri rugs.

We could scarcely tear ourselves away from our mountain
view rooms and cameos of soaring peaks that bore their burden
of snow with ease and sentinel dark- green pines fracturing the
horizon. The pines would occasionally shudder in the cold, as
it were, and shake off their load of snow with a rustle and a
sigh. We sipped tall drinks on our balcony, shivering in the
below zero temperatures but the view made up for the
discomfort.

Skiing in Gulmarg
The next morning we walked up to the Indian Institute of
Skiing and Mountaineering (a Central Government initiative) headed
by the formidable Col Joe Dhillon who has scaled 24 mountain
peaks and, in the process, has lost two toes to frost bite!
The colonel has floated highly subsidised adventure courses
for the young and the young-at-heart in an effort to convert
under-exercised Indians into nimble skiers and mountaineers.
The institute itself with its cosy, centrally heated interiors and
modern equipment, excellent residential facilities and cafeteria
is becoming increasingly popular and courses fill up quickly, he
told us, as youngsters now realise that Kashmir is as safe as
any other destination in the country. Indeed the colonel is very
optimistic that the valley will once again draw tourists like it
did before the insurgency and become the country’s premier
destination.

Young students learning to ski in Gulmarg
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The mountain slopes of Gulmarg covered with powdery snow are popular with visitors, especially foreign tourists

We had a skiing lesson scheduled with a ski instructor
that morning as one can even enroll for basic ski lessons for a
day or two. After mastering the art of clipping on the special
ski shoes and strapping on the skis, the nuances of balancing
on them, moving sideways and then forward, slipping, falling
….we were able to do a few feeble turns near the institute.
However, helmeted young toddlers on miniature skis were
soon skimming the slopes like tiny professionals who had
skied all their lives!
Young Indians were trying their hand at skiing; some were
snowboarding while others drifted away in a hot air balloon
like giant exotic birds. Sheer lack of skill prompted us to cut
short our ski lessons and we retreated to the institute for some
hot coffee.
Later as we swung up once again in the gondola, skiers
from overseas raved about the beauty of Gulmarg and the fact
that the facilities were cheap compared to stylish European
ski resorts. “The slopes and the powdery snow are superb,”
said members of a group of British skiers who were getting
ready to glide off through the forests towards Tangmarg. Others
were happy that the slopes were not crowded with experienced
skiers – an irritant that they encounter on the swish chi chi
slopes of Europe. German, French and Australian accents
mingled with Hindi and Gujarati in a happy melee.
We, however, were content to stand atop Mt Affarwat,
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feeling one
with
a
glistening
world
of
w h i t e
w h e r e
s n o w
p a c k s
balanced on
pine
tree
branches, the
ski
slopes
undulated in
the distance
resembling
unending trails of
castor sugar and
mountain peaks snarled
at us for invading their
domain.
Awed by nature’s largesse
and her magnificence, we returned
to our resort, feeling insignificant and
small in the larger scheme of
things.
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A winter landscape in the scenic Betaab Valley in Pahalgam

Pahalgam - The Valley of Shepherds
Yes, Gulmarg was alluring but our first sight of Pahalgam
or the Valley of Shepherds, a few days later, elicited a breathless
“wow.” Pahalgam, located in a valley by the Lidder River, had
the enigmatic air of a snow-bound village – embraced by pine
forests and surrounded by snow-capped peaks. Pahalgam’s
hushed valleys like the Betab and Aru were serene bowls of
cream in winter where we tumbled in the snow watched by an
amused shepherd, zipped around on a sledge pulled by a muscled
local and breathed in the sharp crystal-clear air by the lungs

A temple in Gulmarg being cared for by a Muslim pundit
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full. The sound of the skipping blue Lidder, half frozen in places,
was like a continuous lullaby and was interspersed with the
calls of jet-black ravens that seemed precariously balanced on
bare-branched trees.
Driving back to Srinagar, 96 km away, we passed pretty
friendly children who waved goodbye. A four-year-old child,
returning home from school with her wizened grandfather,
waved us to a stop. We handed her a bunch of grapes which
she accepted with a grateful “Thank you.” She added with a
smile, “My name is Muskaan. Where are you from?”

A view of the breathtaking valley
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Snow covered peaks in Pahalgam

A short conversation later, brimming with the warmth of
the people of the valley, we drove on to the Vivanta by Taj in
Srinagar to spend our last day and night in Kashmir. Quiet
reigned and its touch was feather-light in a valley that for 20
years had been torn by rage and strife; and historically has
been a soft target of passing invaders.
Kashmir today seems to have finally found its road map to
peace – hopefully a lasting one, allowing us to return again and
again to this paradise of breeze-rippled lakes, lush, terraced Mughal
gardens, flower-spangled meadows and snow-stunned peaks.

Fact File
Kashmir is a year-round destination with each season
showcasing a different facet of the valley. In winter snowcuddled mountains and valleys and half frozen lakes and
rivers take centre stage while spring and summer blaze with
colour. In autumn, the landscape is tinged with gold and
shades of rust.

Getting There
Srinagar is the nearest airport and well connected with
flights from Mumbai and Delhi.
The nearest railhead is Jammu Tawi (305 km) and one
can also drive from Jammu to Srinagar.

Where to stay

A shepherd girl and her kid brother follow their flock
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While Vivanta by Taj, Dal View, Srinagar, combines luxury
with unsurpassable views, The Lalit Grand Palace is a slice of
history. There are a number of mid budget and budget options
as well. And no visit to Srinagar is complete without a night in
a houseboat.
In Gulmarg, The Khyber Himalayan Resort and Spa is the
top of the heap while there are others like the modest oldworld Highlands Park.
Hotel Himalaya House and Hotel Brown Palace are options
in Pahalgam.
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Rosy cheeked Muskaan, a little kashmiri girl with her
grandfather

Traditional Kahwa (tea) being served from a copper samovar
at the Khyber Resort

Contacts

different cultures and cuisines. In the process they have
trekked in the Australian Outback, slurped snake soup
in Hong Kong, have danced with the Samburus in Africa,
stayed with a local
family in a Malay
village, cracked the Da
Vinci Code in Paris…
For them, writing and
photography are more
than just freezing
moments
of
that
journey; it’s a passion.

J&K Tourism: www.jktourism.org
Vivanta by Taj, Dal View, Srinagar: www.vivantabytaj.com/DalView-Srinagar/Overview.html
The Khyber Himalayan Resort and Spa, Gulmarg: http://
khyberhotels.com/
Gustasp and Jeroo Irani are travel companions for whom
life is a never-ending journey. Over the last 25 years
they have travelled extensively across India and the
globe, taking the rough with the smooth; sampling
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“Literary

festivals do not
do much for writers”

It is difficult for a creative writer to sustain standards of excellence for nearly 45 years. It
would have been difficult for a writer to begin writing in English for a niche, Englisheducated audience in India way back in 1970. It is even more difficult to transcend the
personal friend-successful writer barrier to nail Shashi Deshpande down to a formal interview.
Yes, we are talking about the noted English fiction writer based in Bangalore, who was
recently bestowed an award for her contribution to creative fiction by women, by Soi (meaning
female soulmate), an organisation of women writers in West Bengal founded by Nabaneeta
Deb-Sen. Daughter of the renowned Kannada dramatist and Sanskrit scholar Shriranga,
Shashi has authored eleven novels, several short story collections, four books for children
and one book on essays. She has won many awards including the Sahitya Academy Award
and the Padmashri. Shoma Chatterjee in a tê t e - à-t ê t e with Shashi Deshpande
Deshpande.
Your first short story published in the print media was in 1970.
Your first collection of short stories Legacy, was published in
1978. Your latest work Shadow Play came out in 2013. It
has been more than four decades. How do you look at your
evolution as a writer?
It has been a fascinating journey. I started off as just an
ardent and voracious reader with great love of words and
ideas. And then I plunged into writing, innocent of everything
but the desire to say something. I soon realised that this
was what I really wanted to do; in fact, I found my work and
myself as well. Along the way, on this journey I also discovered
the form that suits me best – the novel. This has been most
fulfilling and satisfying for me; I am speaking of the writing
itself, not of anything else. Each day has been a day of learning
and a little more about writing. The learning process never seems
to come to an end and I never cease to find writing enormously
exciting. When I look back, what is significant is that I kept going.
Nothing stopped me – neither lack of encouragement, recognition,
nor money. I have managed to survive the positive puttingdown (middle-class, woman writer, writing about women,
about domestic/family life, etc) and I wrote through all kinds
of situations, many personal crises.
You have expressed your dislike of being labelled a woman
writer. Yet, your protagonists have always been women
36
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and the point of view has also been of
several women? How do you explain
the contradiction?
There is absolutely no contradiction.
How do my protagonists being women
have to do with the title of being a
woman writer? So many men have male
protagonists. Are they labelled male
writers? A writer is a writer first and
foremost. Gender is one of the many
things that go into the writing. Different
themes, people, situations and ideas
ignite our imagination. But once we
begin to write, we are solely writers
trying to say something, finding the best
way of saying these things, struggling
with language, form, etc. To me, the
term ‘woman writer’ has a pejorative
connotation. It brings in nuances of being
limited, of being secondary, of being
concerned with insignificant themes.
This is what I want to deny when I reject
the label. I am taking a stand, which
should be understood.
Your writing is defined by a constant
and fluid movement between the
present and the past, generally closing
with an open future. Does this reflect
your personal obsession with all that is
dead and gone? You have done it in
almost all your novels. That Long
Silence, The Dark Holds No Terrors, The
Binding Vine, Small Remedies and
Moving On. Why?
There is no obsession with the past, not
at all. I feel that we cannot see ourselves
or our lives solely in terms of the present.
The past has shaped us; the past is
always with us. It is like the thread that
holds the flowers of a garland together.
Even as we breathe, a moment slips past
us and becomes the past. Do we then
regard it as being over and done with?
Besides, we have tangible connections
to the past, like historical records or
personal ones like diaries, photographs,
letters etc. And there are the intangible
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ones that live within us like memories,
both personal and collective memories.
As far as parallel stories are concerned,
they are part of the connections that are
always there. I only flesh them out.
Though your protagonists are women,
one notices that male characters are
handled and fleshed out realistically,
even with a sense of empathy. In That
Long Silence one cannot really get
angry with the wife-battering husband.
The same goes for Manjari’s father in
Moving On. In this sense, would you
agree that the feminist tag that often
attaches to your works is a myth?

“To me, the term ‘woman
writer’ has a pejorative
connotation. It brings in
nuances of being limited,
of being secondary, of
being concerned with
insignificant themes.
This is what I want to
deny when I reject the
label. I am taking a stand,
which should be
understood”.
I would call my novels feminist in one
sense – that they project a vision, a
point of view that not only presents the
female experience and the female voice,
but refuses to regard these as ‘the other
view’. But if feminist means that I am
writing out of a certain feminist theory, I
reject that label. I am writing about real
people who are not living by theories,
but are trying to see their own lives and
their relationships without the blinkers
of established societal views; who are
trying to find their own answers, living
by their own values. I think my earlier

novels did not have much of the male
view. The intensity with which I was
bringing out the female experience made
that voice loud and drowned out the male
voice. Since A Matter of Time, I have
been more conscious of the male voice
and in Small Remedies and Moving On,
these are louder and, I hope, significant.
I am more sensitive to the fact that
neither of us can live our lives in
isolation. Male and female - our lives
are enmeshed together.
You space out your novels with a threefour-years span or more. What are you
doing in the meantime? And why do
you space them out so widely though
you have an international readership?
Firstly I do not have an international
readership. What I now have is a fairly
good Indian readership. But this has
nothing to do with the time I take to
write a novel, which invariably is about
four years. It was five until I started
working with the computer. There is not
much of a gap between two novels, for
almost always before I finish one the
other comes to me. I deliberately block
it out until I am through with the earlier
one. And though I focus completely on a
novel once I begin, there are interruptions
I cannot help – travel, lectures and
articles to write, plus the problems and
pleasures of personal life. But generally
a novel takes over my life and when I
finish it is like waking up after a long
time and seeing things anew.
What motivates you to write today?
The same thing that motivated me to
begin and kept me writing all these years
- I feel the urge to write because I want
to express something; I have these
stories to tell, these ideas about the
world. And language and literature have
always been at the core of my life from
early childhood.
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You just won a prestigious award from
a regional writers’ group in Kolkata. It
is different because generally, regional
writers remain ghettoised within their
languages and are not known to care
for Indian writers writing in English.
How do you respond to this unusual
award which for the first time stepped
outside its language limits and decided
to award writers in other Indian
languages not Bengali?
The Soi award in Calcutta was a complete
surprise. When I was invited by
Nabaneeta, she was very vague deliberately, I was told later, because they
wanted this to be a surprise. When I
learnt this was an award my first thought
was - but I write in English! Nabaneeta
said that didn’t matter, they wanted to
honour good writing, and that I was really
an Indian writer. These are views that
are not generally held. This award
mattered a lot because of its
inclusiveness. After being a part of Indian
literature for so many years, it hurts
when one is brushed aside as an English
writer who ‘writes for the West’.
Therefore this award is special, even
more so because it has been given by a
group of writers, Bengali writers.
You are an extremely disciplined writer.
From personal experience, I know that
you have also been the perfect
housewife and mother. I would like to
ask how you managed this tightrope
walk with all the physical problems that
have also been part of your growth.
Disciplined writer, yes, but perfect wife
and mother? Can anyone be that? I think
it is a myth. Like all humans, I am
always struggling to do what I really want
to do as well as what I have to do. Like
all humans, I keep feeling I am failing
someone. I don’t know how fair I have
been to the family, but the truth is that
since writing is done at home, one has
the satisfaction of being on the spot. At
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the same time, there is the awful problem
of being interrupted any time. In fact there
was a time when I was full of rage – not
raging against anyone, but against my
inability to get time when I wanted it. I
think That Long Silence, came out of
that. I don’t think there has been any
balancing. Rather, I kept going, focussing
on what I was doing at the moment but
holding on to writing desperately. Now,
thankfully, I am able to give more time
to my writing and with less guilt.
You have dealt with sexuality within a
broad spectrum of possibilities from
rape to adultery to the growing sexual
frigidity within marriage. But you have
always kept away from getting into
explicit, graphic details and kept
sexuality on a rather low key. Is this
because your language and style is so
structured and has evolved in a way
that makes explicit sex unnecessary or
is it that the modes of conventional
morality the middle-class Indian woman
is conditioned by makes you somehow
shy away from graphic descriptions? Or
perhaps you prefer to handle these
things in as subtle a manner as
possible?
I don’t think one would keep away from
any theme because one’s language or
style is structured in a certain way. It’s
the other way round – one’s language
and style are shaped by the theme. And
I have never shied away from sex. My
very early story The Intrusion, which
deals with this subject, released me from
certain inhibitions. Since my main
interest is the human mind, it is what
happens there that has been more the
focus than bodily activities – which are
the same for all humans anyway! It is
within the mind that I locate the act of
sex. But in The Dark Holds No Terrors,
where the physical was important and
needed to be said, I have done it. So too
in Moving On, in which the body is the

focus, I have brought in the body. As for
the question whether I am, as a writer
conditioned by modes of conventional
morality of the middle class Indian
woman? If I, as a writer, was to be
restricted in this way, why would I write
at all? One writes to explore, to go past
the facade, to say the unsaid, to break
through the barriers.
What is your take on literary festivals
mushrooming all over the place? Do
they help littérateurs or are they more
about hype and glamour than quality
writing?
Literary festivals do not do much for
writers. I heard that there are today 175
literary festivals taking place throughout
the country. There is emphasis on
celebrity value, on foreign writers, very
little time is given to writers to say
anything, the sessions are just gone
through as a duty, books are launched
by the dozens - one minute launches and above all, the festivals are a place
where writers’ egos are either pampered
or bruised. Some writers seem to have
become used to hopping from festival to
festival. When do they write? There is
some point in writers meeting, especially
in English where there are such few for
a for writers to get together. But now it
is becoming just ridiculous - each city or
town has a festival. Money is spent, the
organisers feel important for a few days,
they have the power to invite or not invite
– that is all that happens. But I guess
this is a trend which has to be gone
through. Writing, publishing and selling
books - these are what really matter.
But to move from the second to the third,
you need marketing. And this has taken
priority over all else. Good writing does
not come out of festivals - or anything
else - but is always spontaneous and
chancy. But writers need to write first,
all the rest should be far less
important.

39

YOUTH VOICE

“Learning by doing”
Urvish Paresh Mehta is a F. Y. B.Com student at Narsee Monjee College of Commerce
and Economics, simultaneously pursuing Chartered Accountancy. He has a flare for
writing, and regularly participates in Inter-Collegiate Debate Competitions. His articles
have been published in newspapers and magazines. Urvish follows cricket religiously
and dreams of living in a ‘happier India’.

T

HE yards put in by the academia
very often are the seminal factors
in deciding the distance the
nation is likely to gauge in terms of
prosperity. Thus, it is no rocket-science
to derive that the better sync the
learning process has with practicality,
the nearer the summit of success will
be. It is a widely acknowledged fact that
the practical scenarios are light years
away from what the education system
advocates. Educational prophecies and
real-life occurrences are sometimes as
distinct as chalk and cheese. Hence,
with this background in purview, we
are confronted with a million-dollar
question – “What will be the shining
beacon in such times of despair?”
The concept of ‘learning by doing’
thus gains a lot of relevance in this
scenario. Good cookery books alone do
not make great cooks. The hours one
puts in front of the stove have a lion’s
share in determining how good a cook
he will be. The ability to absorb and
grasp facts must be led by a desire to
discover the practical bearing these facts
and figures reflect. As a Chinese proverb
rightly enlightens us, “Tell me and I will
forget. Show me and I may remember.
Involve me and I will understand!”
In a nation where there is an
alarming need of being ‘employable’
along with being ‘educated’, learning
by doing is a perfect antidote to failure.
The industry-academia bridge needs to
be cemented steadfastly. A small hole
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is enough to sink the largest of ships.
In the same vein, a minor bottleneck
in the field of education may have a
gruesome effect on the state of the
industry. However, various issues
confront the efficacious implementation
of ‘learning by doing’ on the pristine
land of India. The first impediment is
the knowledge-obsolescence caused
by the stagnancy of the syllabus in
majority of courses. The syllabus is
not upgraded with the requirements
and demands of time. Secondly, India
lacks the state-of-the-art infrastructure
in education, which is a pre-requisite
for creating an environment conducive
for innovative learning. Thirdly, the
students habituated to rote-learning pills
may find practical learning a tough nut
to crack. Lastly, the teachers too are not
in a state to embrace innovative learning
whole-heartedly, especially in those
areas where education remains a mere

dream. Sadly, this list of problems is
only illustrative and not exhaustive. The
Indian education planners will have to
battle on a war-footing to ensure that a
larger section of the society gets to taste
the sweet pie of ‘Learning by doing’.
However, the notion of ‘Learning
by doing’ is not only for the Education
Planners to emulate and implement.
It also necessitates the need of an
integrated approach. Curiosity is the
best teacher. The learners must also
make it a point to relate theory with
practical life to the best possible extent.
Educational institutes must also invite
industry experts to give discourses on
various industrial facets, which may
arouse interest in the budding children.
The winds of change have already
begun to encompass the Indian
backyards. The idea of learning by
doing is steadily beginning to engulf the
ignited minds. The impetus of following
one’s instinct and impulse has been a
major contributing factor.
Thus, learning by doing sets a perfect
model of how the gift of education
is to be imparted to the youth. The
classrooms must transcend beyond
the traditional scope of four walls. The
lighthouse of such an education can
guide a million hearts and can mould
many. The world will be a much better
place to live in when the terms ‘Doing
by Learning’ and ‘Learning by Doing’
can be used synonymously and interchangeably! 
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SPOTLIGHT

Will Aam Aadmi Party survive
as a National Party?
Prof. P.M. Kamath uncovers the Aam Aadmi Party by looking at its strengths and
weakness and puts forward a valid argument of whether or not the party will be a
national player.

A

S long as it was Anna Hazare,
campaigning against rampant
corruption involved at all levels
of government administration in states
and at the Federal level in addition to
corruption within political class, I had
actively supported the anti-corruption
movement. But once Arvind Kejriwal
broke away with Anna, and turned his
supporters into an Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP), I am a little skeptical about
the fate of AAP! This skepticism arises
mainly on the grounds of completely
differing history, functions and role
a pressure group and a national
political party play in the political and
administrative process of a nation.

Political parties & Pressure groups
Thinkers have defined a political
party in different ways depending upon
their purpose of commenting. Of all
the definitions, I like here to begin by
using a definition of political parties
given by Edmund Burke, long back in
18th century. He saw political party as
“a body of men united for promoting
by their joint endeavours the national
interest upon some particular principle
in which they all agreed.” He further
added that a politician is a “philosopher
in action” who attempts to implement
agreed principles through a set of
programmes.
On the other hand, pressure groups
have come up because existing political
parties are perceived as having failed or
not being able or unwilling to implement
certain policies and programmes widely
desired by people. In modern times in
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every democratic political system there
are thousands of pressure groups. Some
advocate interest of a profession like
farmers, workers, and teachers so on; as
the human societies look at many more
issues as singularly important, like right
to abortion or anti-abortion, anti-nuke
or anti-corruption etc. These are called
Public Action Committees (PACs) in the
US. They have also developed in India.
But I consider, here all these under
single head—Pressure Groups. Pressure
groups have their origin in movements
to promote a particular cause or service
or oppose a cause or issue.
Arvind Kejriwal was part of Anna
Hazare’s movement against corruption
and creation of an institution called
Lokpal at the Federal and state levels.
Among many who joined him like Baba
Ramdeo, Kiran Bedi, Santosh Hegde
etc, Kejriwal too was one. But after a
long drawn movement that began with
a bang on 4 June 2011, it ended in
December 2012 because almost all
political parties failed in varying degrees
to realize the intensity of the national
mood in favour of an anti-corruption
ombudsman at the federal level as well as
in states and failed to enact a Lokpal bill.
Thereafter there was a split in the anticorruption movement where Kejriwal was
in favour of turning the movement into a
political party, and others favouring to
continue as a movement. Thus, Kejriwal
faction turned itself into a political party.
Anna Hazare in a blog wrote that the
anti-corruption group split due to politics
within. He called path of politics as one
of dirt.

For this, in retrospect, we cannot
hold Kejriwal alone responsible, but
the Congress with its rich experience in
mud-slinging shrewdly challenged the
prominent members of the movement
to fight elections and get into power,
then enact much talked piece of
legislation to achieve their favourite
anti-corruption regulator. Some of
the choicest provocative utterances
of two prominent leaders can be
recalled here. Pranab Mukherjee,
then finance minister, criticised civil
society representatives saying that
“unelected people were wielding
extra-constitutional powers” and were
“challenging” the role of democratically
elected
representatives.
Another
Congress leader, Manish Tewari had
said: Democracy faces biggest peril
“from the tyranny of the unelected and
tyranny of unelectable!” (Emphasis
added). Naturally, some of who were
covered by him in the category of
unelectable demonstrated that they are
electable by turning the movement into
a political party and winning 28 seats
in Delhi. Ironically, with the support
of the very “corrupt” forces of the
Congress Party, now AAP has formed
government in Delhi.

AAP members a confused lot
With power into pocket, Kejriwal &
Co have developed national ambitions.
However, the governing members
of AAP after becoming a party are a
confused lot. Some time they use the
term movement to describe themselves,
while other time they are behaving as
41

some of the older national parties.
Whenever a pressure group suddenly
turns itself into a political party and
also develops national ambitions, it
is natural that their agreed original
goal of one issue: anti-corruption and
gaining an Ombudsman gets mixed with
contradictions which come into open
as they belong to different ideological
moorings. Once pressure group becomes
a national party in a federal polity it is
bound to face glaring contradictions
largely based on parochial emotions
given birth by factors like regionalism,
nationalism, caste, religion, language
and ethnicity etc.
It is my contention that these
contradictions within the AAP, will
eventually force the party splits and resplits as other national political parties
have suffered over the years, but will fail
to replace any of the existing all India
parties, if they at least now realise that
they cannot afford to treat corruption
as a necessary evil! What are these
contradictions? First, Prashant Bhushan
has already demonstrated the extreme
difficulty he faces in suppressing his
long held strongly communicated views,
because they contradict equally strongly
held views of a dominant majority
in the country. Thus while he was a
member of pressure group, he had said
that Kashmiris have to be allowed the
privilege of participation in deciding the
future of Kashmir by a plebiscite. He
was widely criticised and condemned
by those who hold that the Jammu &
Kashmir’s accession to the Indian Union
is irrevocable.
That was strange for Bhushan, as
even the greatest of plebiscite advocate
in Kashmir in the past, the US, has long
back given up that position. But even
after pressure group turned into an AAP,
he said recently that Kashmiris should
be allowed to exercise referendum
over Armed Forces Special Powers Act
as they are demanding its revocation.
There was agitation against Bhushan’s

views and some Hindu group ransacked
AAP office in Delhi. Kejriwal had to
clarify and disown Bhushan’s views. If
he was an ordinary member of the AAP,
I am sure Kejriwal would have expelled
him. But being the founder member and
core-donor—one crore of rupees, must
have been constrained, as of now.
Second, an ideal position on voter
mobilisation is to consider all citizens
as voters unbound by considerations of
religion, caste, region and language or
creed and appeal to them only on the
basis of Party’s programme. Since AAP is
a motley group agreed on anticorruption
platform, Kejriwal had approached
Bukhari to appeal to Muslims in Delhi to
vote for his party prior to Delhi elections.
Recently,
AAP’s
national
spokesperson, Sanjay Singh, said they
plan to contest all 80 Lok Sabha seats
in UP but his apprehension was “caste
and religion-based politics would be
our biggest challenge in UP…”. It is
very clear as a policy AAP would not
like to follow policies hitherto pursued
by the Congress, BJP, BSP and SP
in UP. Yet, in Mumbai AAP leaders,
Mayank Gandhi and Gajanan Thakur
met a group of Muslim activists and
community leaders to increase its
appeal among the Muslim community.
Obviously calculation is that the Muslim
community’s disenchantment with the
Congress Party might help AAP in the
elections in Maharashtra. Is it how
Kejriwal’s AAP is going to clean the
muck in Maharashtra politics?

Politics is not social work
Third, Power is the driving force
of politics. Why do people get into
politics? Not because, it is an arena
for the excellent social work, but every
politician wants to have a chunk of
political power in the state or at the
Federal level. Thus every politician
thinks he governs the country! If
anyone says he is not interested in
power, he is not true to his feelings.

Politics is not social work. One can
do social work without getting into
politics. Thus, there was unrest
among a few supporters no sooner
power came to AAP as they formed
the government. This was evident in
the rebellion of Vinod Kumar Binny, a
migrant from Congress to AAP, and one
who defeated then health minister, A.
K. Walia. Though he was pacified by
the party later, it was a proof of power
politics as the sustenance of a political
party. Others, who join AAP, see the
AAP as a quick ladder to power.
Fourth, AAP has also to learn that
if it is willing to continue to function as
a political party, it has to accept the
fact that coalitions are a fact of life.
For next six months, it will survive with
the Congress support. But from the
house tops, AAP is proclaiming that it
is unconditional. They have reserved
the right to call the Congress ‘corrupt’;
however at an appropriate time the
Congress will withdraw its support. If
AAP performs elsewhere in India, not as
well as it did in Delhi, many of those
who joined it are likely to walk out of
it. Coalition means compromise; in
politics power is more important than
principles!

Is there a future for AAP?
No doubt that Kejriwal and his party
have easily introduced several symbolic
changes in Indian politics like getting
rid of VIP culture. But certainly some
of those things now rejected, are likely
to come back even if not by Kejriwal’s
sweet will, but by circumstances. If a
security threat emerges to Delhi Chief
Minister, security forces are bound to
prevail upon Kejriwal. In Sweden for
instance, there was no sentry posted at
the entrance of the residence of PM in
Stockholm. But after Palme Olof was
assassinated in 1986, one sentry stands
at the entrance of PM’s residence.
But simplicity alone or willingness
to be just like the ordinary people of
(Continued on page 45)
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ISSUE

Khobragade episode triggers a
much needed correction
While pointing out that India-US bilateral relationship is too vital for both sides to allow
incidents such as the recent Devyani Khobragade episode to vitiate the atmosphere,
Dr. B. Ramesh Babu, contends that the archaic legacy of diplomatic immunities
between the nations need a critical re-evaluation and re-tooling in tune with the
transformational changes sweeping the world in the era of globalisation.

D

EVYANI of the Indian Consulate
in New York, unlike the
daughter of Shukracharya, and
the wife of the great sage Yayati, has
become widely known in our country
overnight for all the wrong reasons.
Understandably, the unedifying episode
is not receiving much attention in the
American press or television. This
diplomatic crisis will also pass in
a few months and recede into the
background, where it belongs. However,
the unseemly row over the horrendous
treatment of the Indian diplomat by
the New York police has triggered an
overdue correction in the historic lack
of reciprocity in the immunities and
privileges the two countries extend to
each other’s diplomats. It is important
that a mutually agreed and strictly
reciprocal set of diplomatic immunities
will not be put on the back burner
once the current crisis blows over.
Mutual reciprocity in such matters
helps in avoiding the recurrence of
similar incidents in the future. India-US
bilateral relationship is too vital for both
sides to allow such avoidable incidents
to vitiate the atmosphere.
Extending certain privileges and
exemptions from applicability of local
laws and regulations (i.e. immunities)
to Ambassadors and Consuls was
considered absolutely necessary for the
smooth conduct of relations between
nation states. Hence these are generally
held inviolable over the centuries.
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However, in this age of instant
communications, the Ambassadors are
no more the only ears and eyes of the
decision makers at home. The archaic
legacy of diplomatic immunities needs
a critical re-evauation and re-tooling
in tune with the transformational
changes sweeping the world in the era
of globalization, I contend. But, this
brief article is not the place to indulge
in such a digression! However, it should
be asserted that till such an updating
takes place and put into practice by
all nations, the existing laws, norms,
and practices governing diplomatic
immunities all over the world are kept
sacrosanct.

A hangover from the past
However, it may not be out of place
to refer to another hangover from the
past that affects the macro context of the
current imbroglio. Western Ambassadors
(and other diplomatic entourage down
the line) enjoyed/received preferential
treatment in colonial Asia and Africa.
Over time, the leaders and people of
the former colonies gained the selfconfidence and self-pride needed to
deal with their white counterparts with
equanimity –i.e. avoiding the double
edged error of undue deference and
needless hostility. Some of this hangover
shows up on both sides now and then.
This subterraneous racial tension is not
too dissimilar to white-black relations
in the US, say since 1960s. Be that as

Devyani Khobragade

it may, a dispassionate analysis of the
ongoing diplomatic crisis in India-US
relations must be attempted here.

“Facts” of the case
On 12 December 2013, Mrs.
Devyani Khobragade, Deputy Consul
in the Consulate General of India in
New York City, was arrested by the US
Marshals Service on charges of visa fraud
and exploitation of her domestic help
(Sangeeta Richard). The allegations were
that Devyani gave factually incorrect
information in the form seeking US visa
to her maid. Devyani was also charged
with non-payment of minimum wages
and forcing the maid to work long hours.
Such exploitation, if proved, is in violation
of the US laws and also civilised conduct
on the part of the “masters!”
With a view to protect the
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missing maid’s family in India from
“harassment,” the US Embassy in
New Delhi gave visas to her mother
and father earlier and purchased air
tickets to enable them to come to the
US. This indeed was an unprecedented
“evacuation” clearly suggesting that the
police authorities had planned the arrest
of the Indian diplomat in advance. Till
date Devyani’s complaint to the New
York Police about the missing maid
remains unanswered!

Reprehensible treatment
Whatever may be the merits of
the charges against Devyani, the
inhuman and utterly callous treatment
accorded to her following the arrest was
reprehensible and deserves strongest
possible condemnation, even if she was
not a diplomat. She was hand cuffed
repeatedly, strip searched and cavity
searched, and kept in a cell along with
hard core criminals and drug addicts!
Devyani broke down several times during
the barbaric treatment. All this was
done when the authorities were aware
of her diplomatic status and hence
entitled to exemption from local laws.
The initial assertion by the law enforcing
authorities that what was done to her
is “the standard operating procedure”
applicable to all criminals in the country
is utter nonsense. It is clearly against
established diplomatic practices all
over the world and violates international
laws and norms and contravenes the
Geneva Convention. Above all the police
behaviour in the case goes against all
cannons of human dignity and decency.

Other noteworthy facets
Some not so extraneous facets
involved make the complex case
murkier. It seems that Sangeeta was
‘black mailing’ Devyani to change her
visa status and allow her to take up
additional employment, etc. There were
feelers on her behalf for an out of court
settlement in the order of $ 10.000.
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There were reports that the high
powered US Attorney of Indian origin
(Preet Bharara), who “scalped” many
a big fish like a State Senator, Rajat
Gupta and Raj Ratnam of insider trading
scandal, Straus Kahn of IMF indicted
for misbehaving with the room service
maid, had a personal agenda to advance
his political ambitions. Naturally, this
was subsequently denied by asserting
that Bharara came into the picture only
a few days before Devyani’s arrest.
In the entire furore over the ill
treatment of the august diplomat,
everyone in India has forgotten Sangeeta
Richard, the maid and her rights for
justice. It is common knowledge that
exploitation and abuse of domestic
help is prevalent all over the world.
The commitment of the New York
Police to fight against such exploitation
should not be sidelined. However, the
allegation against Devyani is yet to be
established legally and this can happen
only when the case comes for hearing
before the appropriate court.
Yet another twist in the case came
to the fore in the midst of the give and
take between the two Governments
following the arrest. It seems that
Devyani’s temporary assignment earlier
was valid till 31 December 2013. At
the time of the arrest (12 December
2013), therefore, she had a higher level
of diplomatic immunity. This was on
record and the State Department was in
the know of this material fact. Somebody
there must have goofed, unless there
was a deliberate decision to ignore it.
On the Indian side a similar error had
transpired. There was no need to have
deputed Devyani to the UN Secretariat
once again when the earlier assignment
was intact. There was no need to have
acted in haste and then claim untenable
retroactive immunity! Obviously in the
heat of such controversies something
goes amiss in all offices and both sides
try their best to cover themselves and
put the blame on the other party.

IFS lobby jumps in
It is worth noting that in less than a
week after the arrest, the ill treatment
of Devyani exploded in the public arena
like a bomb. Media was agog with
the humiliation and indignity heaped
on the Indian woman diplomat. It is
clear that Khobragade family enjoys a
lot of clout among the powers that be.
They were able to get a flat allotted to
them illegally in the Adarsh Towers is
evidence enough, it may be added.
There
is
another
interesting
dimension behind the overzealous
response from the Indian Government.
The elite Indian Foreign Service jumped
into the fray to protect their “divine
right” to have servants even while
serving the nation abroad! They are
naturally opposed to losing the privilege
of “importing” domestic help from India
on a contract basis and circumvent
local laws and paying minimum wages
whether they work in the US, England,
or Switzerland! This is a kind of turf war
and nobody wants to lose privileges.
The IFS clan is now working on some
kind of legal arrangement whereby their
“domestic staff” is treated as employees
of the Government of India! There are
some hassles, but we can trust our past
masters in procedural innovation to come
up with a suitable arrangement to protect
their not so vital interests! In a way this
is good, if this long standing “servant
problem” of the IFS in all countries is
taken care of as a consequence of the
current diplomatic row between India
and the US. This could become Devyani’s
enduring gift to her biradari!

The way out in sight!
Since both sides are determined to
not let this unsavoury episode undermine
the vital bilateral equation, there has
to be a way out of the mess. Passions
were high on the Indian side. Even mild
mannered Salman Khurshid “vowed”
not to enter Lok Sabha “if I fail to restore
Devyani’s dignity.” John Kerry, the US
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Secretary of State expressed “regret”
and “concern” over the circumstances
of the arrest. The Indian Government
initiated several actions with a view to
enforce strict reciprocity with respect to
the immunities enjoyed by diplomats
on both sides, which need not be
catalogued here. The Government of
India is insisting that the US “drop”
the case against Devyani. Many people
in India welcomed New Delhi’s “rare
display of spine” in dealing with the US.
However, the New York Police
is equally adamant. They insist that
they cannot drop the case and are
legally bound to proceed with it in due
course. This is not in the jurisdiction
of Washington DC, they point out. The
State Department helpfully says that the
case will take some time to come up
before the court again. Since Devyani
is out on bail, she is free to leave the
country any time she wants. However, if
she is in the US, when the case comes
up again, she is bound to be arrested
again, the State Department clarified.
May be here is the honourable way out
both countries are looking for. But, there is

As the issue goes to print, the
curtain has been brought down on
Devyani episode.
“The US Government requested India
to withdraw the diplomatic immunity
Devyani enjoys so that they could
pursue the case. This means that the
Americans have finally recognised
her immunity and that she could not
be arrested. The Government of India
rightly refused to accede to the US
request. The US was within its right
to ask India to withdraw her from the
country. On the night of 10 January
Indian time, Devyani was on her way
back home. In response to the US
stand, India has asked the American
diplomat involved in “evacuating”
Sangeeta Richard’s family to leave the
country within 48 hours… A strict and
unambiguous reciprocal regime in the
conduct of diplomacy between the two
should now be urgently worked out
and put in place as soon as possible.
It is time for the two countires to be
back in business so to say. The
bilateral equation is too vital for both
nations to let the ugly episode to hurt
or hinder it in any way.”

Will Aam Aadmi Party survive as a National Party?
(Continued from page 42)
India or the aam aadmi might serve
to attract onlookers’ attention, but will
not solve the nation’s ills. The issue of
corruption has helped it in Delhi, it
might also help it in Haryana; but surely
not in all states. But the real issue is
of inherent contradictions,which have
already crept into the working of AAP.
But electoral success in the other states
will multiply contradictions in several
folds. Let us assume that AAP comes to
power in Maharashtra and Karnataka.
Will the party be able to solve the issue
of Belgaum? Will it be able to solve the
conflict over Kaveri water issue between
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka? Unlikely,
even if it also forms federal government
in Delhi.
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Then the question arises what are
the ideological moorings of AAP? If it
wishes to be a national party, it cannot
be a party of extreme right or left, but
has to be a centrist party. Centre, is
already occupied by the Congress and
the BJP. In case it is able to replace one
of the two, it might be a national party.
But based on my understanding of
Indian and American politics during the
last 54 years, I feel it will be restricted
to a regional party—what Americans
call minor party or a third party.
AAP leaders follow the cap culture
that the Congress started in the 1940s.
They have given it long back with
growing corruption. The Congress
was challenged for Indira’s assertion

a hitch. What happens to the $250, 000
paid for the bail? May be the IFS clan
will find a way of circumventing the
liability. The GOI may quietly pay up.
Some creative accounting could come to
the rescue. I have a better idea. Since
the Khobragade family is seemingly very
rich, they could forfeit the bail amount.
That would be the ideal (adarsh)
atonement for Devyani’s indiscretions
abroad and illegal acquisition of wealth
at home!! But, it would be too much to
expect such things to happen; Kejriwal
or no Kejriwal! 
Dr. B. Ramesh Babu is a specialist in
International Relations and American
Politics and Foreign Policy. He is currently
Scholar in Residence, Foundation for
Democratic Reforms, a think tank and
advocacy group based in Hyderabad. He is
also a Visiting Professor at the University
of
Hyderabad.
Formerly
he
was
the
Sir
Pherozeshah
Mehta Professor
and
Head
of
the Department
of Civics and
Politics at the
then University
of Bombay.

that corruption is “an international
phenomenon.” Her arrogance in playing
with the Constitution coupled with
corruption led to JP movement. Every
one supported it. Janata Party was born
out of it; but it disintegrated in less
than a term of Lok Sabha! Vishwanath
Pratap Singh fought against corruption
of Rajiv Gandhi, built Janata Dal, but it
too broke into pieces! There lies a lesson
for Kejriwal! 
The writer is a former Professor of Politics,
University of Bombay. Currently, he is Hon.
Director, VPM’s
Centre for International Studies
(Regd.) and adjunct Professor,
Department
of
Geopolitics and
International Relations, Manipal
University, Manipal.
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A memorable day
Lt. General Vijay Oberoi shares some of his cherished memories laced with
vivid details that are attached to the celebration of ‘Raising Day’ of the Indian
Army at Shimla.

T

HE Army Training Command
celebrated its 23rd Raising
Day on 1 October 2013. This
‘specified’ command (as opposed to
‘geographical’ commands) of the Indian
Army was raised at Mhow in Madhya
Pradesh over two decades back, but
has its home in Shimla since the early
nineties. While the celebrations were
spread over a couple of days, the main
function was on the afternoon of 30
September 2013. Being an ex GOCin-C of the Command, I too was invited.
Accompanied by my wife, we left for
the salubrious environs of Shimla from
Panchkula in the morning and reached
the Officers Mess of the Training
Command around noon.
The celebrations were arranged on the
spacious lawns of the Officers Mess,
which is housed in a classic building of
Shimla named ‘Knockdrin’. It vies with
many other well known buildings of this
historic city, which during the Raj was
the summer capital of India and now
is the capital of Himachal Pradesh. A
word about the building would be in
order here before we proceed further.
‘Knockdrin’, originally named ‘Will
Hall’ was constructed by General
Butler of the old British Indian Army
in 1862. The mansion was acquired,
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enlarged and its name was changed
to the present one in 1868 by Captain
Leaving. It was later purchased by
Colonel H R Burne, Military Secretary of
the Government of India (GOI) for Rs.
23,000,and thereafter by the Maharaja
of Faridkot for a sum of Rs. 50,000. In
1906, ‘Knockdrin’ became the official
residence of the Foreign Secretarys of
GOI. Its famous occupants during the
Raj included Sir Mortimer Durand, Sir
Louis Dane, Sir Harcourt Butler, Sir
Henry McMahon, Sir Percy Cox, Sir
Hamilton Grant, Sir Henry Dobbs and
Sir A. V. Fanshaw.
After Independence, when the
Headquarters of the Indian Army’s
Western Command was moved to
Shimla, ‘Knockdrin’ became the official
residence of successive Chiefs of Staff
of Headquarters Western Command.
Its last occupant was the late Lt Gen
R S Dyal (the hero of Haji Pir). When
Headquarters
Western
Command
moved from Shimla to Chandimandir in
the Plains in 1985 and Headquarters
PH&HP Area moved to Shimla, it
became the latter’s Officers’ Mess.
Headquarters Training Command, on its
move to Shimla in 1993, also retained
it as its Officers’ Mess.
Since it was somewhat small for
a Command Mess, it was extensively
enlarged and structurally modified in
1997-98, when I was heading the
Command. Later, in the tradition of
the Indian Army, practically all Army
Commanders have added and improved
this lovely building. ‘Knockdrin’ is now
truly an appropriate building for a
Command Officers Mess.

The 23rd Raising Day celebrations
When we arrived at the lush green
lawns of ‘Knockdrin’, the overwhelming
impression was the colours that greeted
us. The flowers were in full bloom;
the Indian Army Symphony Band at
one corner at the far end was at its
resplendent best, with the bandsmen in
their colourful ceremonials and shining
instruments; and an army Jazz Band,
ready with their instruments and smart
dresses was seated at the other far
corner on a high stage. The setting was
even more dazzling as the backdrops of
the two bands were decorated with a
variety of colourful flowers.
It was the gentry filling the lawn,
however, that was the cynosure of all
eyes. The ladies in their colourful silk
sarees were complemented by the
smart blue/black/Gabardine Patrols
(winter mess dress) of all officers of
the Command. In a formation like a
command, officers from varied arms
and services are posted; this was
evident from the different regimental
accoutrements that the uniforms
displayed, as each regiment and corps
has its own colours, facings, buttons
and so on. The Training Command is
lucky as it also has an officer each from
the Navy and the Air Force. Both were
there in their ceremonial mess dresses
and added to the wonderful display
that greeted us. Our kudos to the Army
Commander, Lt Gen Sanjeev Madhok,
under whose keen eye and directions,
the officers and wives, as well as the
staff of the Mess, had worked so hard
for this memorable setting.
There were also civil dignitaries,
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The proceedings started with cutting of the proverbial cake, placed on a round table
with a range of knives arrayed around it. The Army Commander had very thoughtfully
invited all the erstwhile Army Commanders of the Training Command to do the
honours simultaneously. In addition, a Colonel posted in the headquarters, whose
birthday was that day was specially invited to join us.

both from the state government and
the local administration and for us the
icing on the cake was many friends from
days gone by when we had occupied
the Command House, located next
door, known as the ‘Retreat’- a historic,
imposing and noble building that is over
110 years old. The ‘Retreat’ continues
to be connected to ‘Knockdrin’ by a
wicket gate, thus easily accessible to
the Army Commander.

The grand musical concert
We then took our seats, drinks in
our hands, to listen to the grand musical
concert. As is customary, the first tune,
to welcome everyone, was ‘Swagatam’,
composed by Pt. Ravi Shankar, with
Major Mahendar Das, Inspector of Army
Band Western Command conducting
it. The next tune was a lovely waltz,
‘Somewhere My Love’ (Lara’s Theme),
composed by Maurice Jarre in 1965 for
the well-known film ‘Doctor Zhivago’.
The rendering set the stage for a lovely
afternoon of quality music.
It was the third tune, Bandish - a
Raag composed by Major Mahendra Das
- a soul-stirring composition indeed, that
brought down the first few drops of rain.
The Gods seemed to be happy and many
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appreciative murmurs of ‘a good omen’
could be heard, above the scintillating
tune. Another tune of Hindi Old Remix
followed, but it was soon evident
that the Gods were winning as the
intensity of the rain had increased. The
contingency, having been anticipated
in true army style, dozens of colourful
umbrellas suddenly appeared as if from
nowhere. The Training Command outdid
it by producing umbrellas of all shapes,
sizes and colours. An aerial photograph
would have captured a sea of colourful
umbrellas, held delicately balanced with
the free hand (the other continued to
hold firmly to the precious drink, which
of course could not be allowed to even
spill)!
As the intensity of the rain increased,
the two bands had to wind up, because
no one wanted the precious instruments
to be damaged. One young bandsman
was then called up for a final piece,
titled Mac and Mac, which was a solo
rendering on Xylophone; it was played
beautifully and was much appreciated.
All the former army commanders
of the Training Command were again
called up, this time to present gifts to
the two bands.
There were a number of cavalry

officers I was chatting with. Their Mess
dresses are always more colourful than
those of others, as they sport chained
armour on their epaulets, cross belts
and spurs on their half-Wellington
boots. In the days of the Raj, Shimla
used to be the happy hunting ground
of the dashing cavalry officers of yore,
as all the British ladies, young, middleaged and mostly grass widows used to
congregate in Shimla during the summer
months, to escape the oppressive heat
of the plains. This was known as the
‘Season’. The British officers would
come up when they could get leave, but
it was the cavalry officers who ruled the
roost during the ‘Season’.
As the lunch hour approached, the
officers too headed for the Mess, where
another music session, albeit an informal
one, was in progress. Mrs. Niharika
Naidu, wife of Lt Gen Milan Naidu, a
former Army Commander of the Training
Command had been persuaded to sing a
few melodies. She is well known in the
military for her singing prowess and she
had very gracefully accepted, despite
the absence of any accompanying
musical instruments. (can del)
This memorable day ended with a
sumptuous lunch, laid extremely well,
decorated with highly polished Mess
silver and fresh flowers. As one looked
out of the window, one could see that
the rain had stopped and many officers,
guests and their spouses were savouring
the lovely outdoors, having their lunch
on round tables, thoughtfully laid out on
the Mess lawns.
So ended yet another Raising Day of
the Army Training Command and what
a
memorable
day it was for us
all! 
The
writer
is
a
former
GOC-in-C of the
Army
Training
Command and a
former Vice Chief
of Army Staff.
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CULTURAL KALEIDOSCOPE

Indian classical dance
In the first in our series on Indian classical dance, noted dancer and academic,
Dr. Kanak Rele classifies the various dance styles and explains the meaning of the
many techniques used to convey a theme, mood or idea in this time-space art.

D

ANCING in its widest sense is the
personalised human reaction to
the appeal of a general rhythm
which marks not only human life but the
universe. Dancing is an arrangement or
pattern in space, as architecture and
painting and sculpture are, and employs
spacial rhythm. And like music, it is an
arrangement in time employing rhythm.
Thus dance is the only art which can be
called time-space art, employing rhythm
in both the spheres - audible and visual.

The Natya Shastra
Historically the flowering and
popularity of the performing arts have
fluctuated from era to era. Upon a
systematic inquiry, there emerges a very
definite and precise set of rules which
guide these performing arts – specially
music, dance and drama. Another fact
that emerges is that the authenticity
of any performing art is tested on the
dicta of this particular set of rules. And
unanimously this set of rules has been
attributed by scholars of every era to
a unique text called the Natya Shastra
ascribed to the legendary sage Bharata.
The Natya Shastra (Science of
Dramaturgy) is a unique work of
Sanskrit literature. Judging by its title,
this voluminous text should deal with
theatre, but it is, in fact, an encyclopedia
which deals with allied subjects and arts
which go with the theatre and successful
stage presentation. The aim of not only
the art natya but all arts according to the
ancient Indian art thought, which can
more appropriately be termed as Hindu
thought, is the creation of Rasa (the
aesthetic object) through the Rasavada
(the aesthetic experience).
Here it must be borne in mind that
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though the two arts, dance and drama
in the Indian tradition were irrevocably
interconnected, they did maintain their
individuality and at no given time did
they get totally merged into one.

Classification of dance
Let us now turn to the classification of
dance itself which came into currency in
Bharata’s time or immediately after him.
Nritta: Pure non-representative dance
made up of beautiful movements of
limbs of the body. This type of dance
does not convey any specific meaning
nor does it project any emotions; it is
purely for the purpose of beautification;
by its very nature Nita is bound by the
concept of rhythm - tale.
Nritya: Representative dance which is
designed to convey specific meanings
and the accompanying emotions. Very
naturally in this type of dance the face
plays a very important role to convey
various emotions. The meaning of the
song that is being danced is translated
by the “hastas” or “hand gestures” into
the language of dance.
In the later centuries when the
technique of dance emerges as distinct
from drama proper, it becomes apparent
that dance utilizes drama as one of
its aspects in the same manner as
naatya utilises dance. Similarly, in the
later years dance comes to be further
classified into taandava (vigorous)
and lasya or sukumara (gentle) types.
Again, the Natyashastra does use these
words but not in the manner of this
firm classification. The 4th chapter of
the Natyashastra deals exclusively with
dancing calls it taandava probably as
emanating from Tandu & lasya which is
mentioned as lasyaanga in the chapter

20 dealing with the Dasharupakas (ten
types of dramas). But the later writers
very definitely give the two fold division
into naatya, nritya and nritta on one
hand and taandava and lasya on the
other hand. But whatever the era and
its classification, the components of the
technique remain the same.

Major components of dance are:
Sattvika Abhinaya:
Sattvikabhinaya is that sentiment
(rasa) which is created by the
psychological state (bhava) of the mind
of the dancer. It is the Sattvikabhinaya of
the dancer which guides the enjoyment
and experiences of the spectator, in
whom the sentiment or rasa is created
directly due to the bhava as being
expressed by the dancer.
Bharata lists eight basic emotions
(sthayi bhavas) giving rise to the eight
sentiments (rasas) at the aesthetic,
universalised,
depersonalised,
but
intensely human level.
Sthayi bhava
1. Rati

2. Hasa
3. Shoka
4. Krodha
5. Utsaha
6. Bahia
7. Jugupsa
8. Vismaya

Rasa
Shringara
(enchantment
or erotic)
Hasya (laughter)
Karuna (sorrow
or pity)
Roudra (anger)
Vira (courage
or valour)
Bhayanaka (fear)
Bibhatsa (disgust)
Adbhuta
(wonderment)

To these was later added the Shanta
Rasa which came up as a result of the
intensely moving bhakti cult appealing
to the masses.
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Bharata also lists 33 vyabhichari
bhavas or transient states.

Angika Abhinaya:
This abhinaya deals with the
physical activities and movements of
the body and is represented by gestures
and postures.
Bharata
divides
the
bodily
movements as
(i) Sharira - Pertaining to the body
itself and is manifested through the
major limbs (angas) – shira (head),
vaksha (chest), kati (waist), parshva
(sides), trika (hips), uru (thighs),
hasta (hands) and pada (feet).
(ii) Mukhaja - Pertaining to the face
and is manifested through the minor
limbs (upangas) – bhru (eye brows),
puta (eyelids), tara (eyeballs), nasa
(nose), adhara (lips), chibuka (chin),
ganda (cheeks), danta (teeth).
(iii) Cheshtakrita- Pertaining to body in
general which is again of three types
– sakha, ankura and suca.
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Vachika Abhinaya:
This abhinaya deals with the use of
speech in theatrical representation. This
would include the svaras (the musical
notes to be used in the songs, playing
of instruments etc.), sthana (pitches),
Kaku (intonation) etc.

Aharya Abhinaya:
This abhinaya deals with the
use of costumes, jewellery, make-up
etc., in theatrical representation. The
contemporary classical dance styles even
till date follow Bharata’s dicta and include
the classification discussed above.
The differences that we find in
their technique are due to the fact that
each style has evolved from the ancient
practices that were prevalent in their
respective geographical regions. Also,
though religio-philosophical in content,
revolving around Indian mythology and
aiming at common goals of creating
Rasa and guiding the practitioner as
well as the beholder towards selfedification, the paths that each followed

was different from the others.
Analysed and studied minutely,
a good deal of commonality surfaces
amongst these dance styles and thus
the entire practice is enjoyed and
venerated all over the world simply as
“Indian Classical Dance”.
There are 7 recognised classical
dance styles:
1.
Bharata Natyam
2.
Kathakali
3.
Kathak
4.
Manipuri
5.
Kuchipudi
6.
Mohini Attam
7.
Odissi
We will learn and understand more
about
these
dance forms in
our series on
Indian Classical
Dance.
Dr. Kanak Rele is
Director, Nalanda
Dance Research
Centre.
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GEMS FROM THE PAST

Navigation in ancient India and
social taboo against overseas travel
B.M.N. Murthy explores the navigation expertise in ancient India and says that the
social taboo that existed against crossing seven seas raised from a myth without any
scriptural sanction.

T

HERE has been a general belief
in the West that ancient Indians
were mostly other-worldly and
that the average Hindu was mostly
enchanted with the idea of an ascetic,
all-renouncing and empty philosophical
life. They think that the ancient Hindu
only believed in the doctrine of Karma
and that he had no intention to live
and enjoy the comforts of a pleasant
mundane life. The basis of this
misconceived notion is the insufficient
understanding of Indian History, its
tradition and culture. It is one thing
to pay due tribute to the eminence of
ancient Hindus in their magnificent
achievements in Philosophy, but to call
them other-worldly is to turn a blind
eye to their achievements in the various
fields of pure and applied sciences
like Medicine, Physics, Chemistry,
Astronomy, Mathematics, Robotics,
Aviation, Navigation and over-seas
travel in self-built ships for purposes of
trade and commerce and for spreading
their ancient culture outside India.
In fact, experts believe that the word
‘Navigation’ in English is derived from
the Sanskrit word ‘Navika’ which means
‘sailor’ and the word ‘Navika’ has its
root in the Sanskrit word ‘Nau’ which
means a ship.
The Rigveda, which is considered
the very first book of knowledge used by
a civilised society, is replete with Vedic
mantras (hymns) which confirm and
produce irrefutable evidence that Vedic
Aryans were experts in the construction
of seafaring vessels and that marine
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trade across the seas was quite
common. The Vedic people regarded
sea as a repository of wealth (Samudra
Lakshmi). The enterprising merchants
were going out on long sea-voyages
in their locally built ships in search of
marine wealth and they were completely
acquainted with the treasures of the sea.
There existed a flourishing maritime
trade between India and other foreign
countries. The purpose was not merely
one of trade and commerce but also to
spread the tenets of India’s Sanathana
Dharma across the globe by carrying
with them ancient scriptures like the
Vedas and the Upanishads. Ananda
Coomaraswamy, the great art historian
and indologist of the 20th century, in
one of his works writes:
“We may be sure that people, who
performed Vedic rituals and chanted
the Vedic mantras, actually possessed
horses and self-built ships, had
experience of crossing the seas in ships
and tilled the soil themselves.”
India has been extremely lucky
in that its situation on the globe has
been conducive to maritime trade. It
is situated at the central point of the
ocean that washes its coast on three
sides, seemed destined very early for a
maritime future. Apart from the several
references to navigation in ancient
India in the Vedic times, the Ramayana
refers to two islands namely Yavana
Dweepa and Suvarna Dweepa (Java and
Sumatra) and to the Red Sea as well.
Kalidasa’s famous drama ‘Abhijnana
Shakuntalam’, King Harsha’s drama

‘Ratnavali’, ‘Shishupalavadha’ of poet
Magha, all these relate stories of sea
voyages of merchants and others.
Several other early literary works are
replete with stories of sea voyages
by ancient Hindus. The famous
historian R. C. Majumdar states, “The
representation of ship on a seal indicates
maritime activity, and there is enough
evidence to show that the people of the
Sindhu valley carried on trade not only
with other parts of India, but also with
several centres of culture in Western
Asia, and with Egypt and Greece”.
Indian traders would set sail from the
port of Mahabalipuram (Tamil Nadu),
carrying with them cinnamon, pepper
and their civilisation and culture to the
shores of Java, Cambodia and Bali. It
has been proved beyond doubt by the
research works of even so many other
foreign scholars that the Indians of the
past were not, stay-at-home people, but
went out of their country for exploration,
trade and conquest.
Internationally famous Sanskrit
scholar from Madras, Dr. V. Raghavan
in his book – An Anthology on Aspects
of Indian Culture says, “In ancient days,
Indians went out by land routes as well
as by sea routes and from the evidence
of early literature and sculpture, they
appear to have been a vigorous shipbuilding and sea-faring people. A Tamil
proverb says: “Cross the surging seas
and gather your riches”. Continuing
further, Dr. Raghavan says, “According
to Aristotle’s music pupil Aristoxenus,
Indian philosophers were seen in
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Athens interviewing Socrates. Voyages
to Alexandria were most common in
India and there were Indians living in
Alexandria in the first century of the
Christian era.”
That there has been enough
navigation expertise in India right
from Vedic days is evident from other
historical records also. The excavations
and the researches conducted at the
Mohenjadaro and Harappan civilisation
sites have established long distance
marine trade contacts between India,
West Asia, and South East Asia etc.
In fact one of the subjects taught
in the Takshashila University (now
called Taxila), the first university in
the world established in 600 BC was
called “Nowka Shastra” (Science of
navigation). Even the travelogues of
the Chinese pilgrims like Fa-Hien and
Huein-tsang, the Rock Edicts of Emperor
Ashoka, the writings of Megasthenes
and a host of other records clearly
establish India’s expertise in navigation
and ship-building from ancient times.
Sometime in the 19th century and
early part of the 20th century a myth
started gaining ground that if a Brahmin
crosses the sea and goes overseas, he
becomes polluted and that on his return
he should undergo some propitiatory
ceremony (Prayaschitta as it is called
in Sanskrit) to get purified and return
to the society. It may be recalled that
after his return from the West, Swami
Vivekananda who carried the message
of Sanathana Dharma to the West and
was highly applauded by them, was not
allowed entry to the Puri Jagannatha
Temple because the priest held that he
had ceased to be a Hindu Brahmin after
crossing the black water (Kala Pani). It
is difficult to pinpoint how and when
this myth came into force. We do not
find any scriptural authority prohibiting
overseas travel at any time in India’s
history. Even in the historical times
our ancestors crossed the high seas
and spread our culture and civilisation
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in several foreign countries like the Far
East and Middle East. Even today we
find Brahmins and other castes, the
remnants of our ancient culture and
civilisation in Thailand, Sumatra, Java,
Cambodia and so many other places.
This myth, with no scriptural
sanction, receded to the background
with the advent of Swami Vivekananda at
the end of the 19th century, particularly
with his visit to Chicago in 1893. While
Swamiji’s journeys to the West had

It was Swami
Vivekananda’s ambition
to carry his mission to
distant lands, and in
this respect he excelled
the greatest Bengalee
reformer, Raja Ram
Mohan Roy.
considerable impact on several aspects
of the general Indian outlook on life, one
notable aspect was the imprint he left
on the Sea Voyage Movement which
had started in some parts of India and
which was totally opposed to the taboo
that a Hindu is defiled by crossing the
seas. Even before Swamiji made up his
mind to travel to the distant shores,
The Hindu writing on the Sea Voyage
Movement said almost prophetically,
“Bold and fearless examples are wanted
more than anything else. Such of us
who have means and other facilities
must make it a point to travel to foreign
countries across the seas”.
After Swamiji’s glorious performance
at the Parliament of Religions at Chicago
in September 1893, his name had
become a household word in India. On
18 May 1895, the famous journalist from
Calcutta, Sri Surendranath Banerjee,
wrote an editorial in his paper Bengalee
entitled ‘Swami Vivekananda on the

Sea Voyage Movement’. The paper said
“There is not a Hindoo who is not proud
of Swami Vivekananda—who would
not honour him and his teachings. He
has done honour to himself, to his race
and his religion.”Quoting abundantly
from a speech which Swamiji delivered
at Calcutta on 18 November 1894
wherein his explicit views favouring
overseas journeys are enumerated, the
editorial remarks, “It is something to
know that so high an authority and so
good a Hindoo as Swami Vivekananda
supports travel to foreign countries. A
time has come when a practical step
should be taken to hasten forward the
solution to a question which is fraught
with such great good to the country.”
Swami Vivekananda passed away
on 4 July 1902. Playing glowing
tributes to the farsightedness of Swami
Vivekananda, Lokamanya Tilak in his
own Marathi newspaper The Mahratta
(founded in Poona in 1881) wrote on
13 July 1902, “It was his (Swami
Vivekananda’s) ambition to carry
his mission to distant lands, and in
this respect he excelled the greatest
Bengalee reformer, Raja Ram Mohan
Roy.” “We cannot do,” Tilak continued,
“without the world outside India. It was
our foolishness we thought we could,
and we have paid penalty by about a
thousand years of slavery. All such
foolish ideals that Indians must not go
out of India are childish. They must be
knocked on the head. The more you
go out and travel among the nations of
the world, the better for you and your
country.” 
The writer, a Retired Chief Engineer from
the Life Insurance Corporation of India,
is
a
prolific
writer. He writes
regularly
on
Indian heritage,
tradition, vedic
wisdom, etc. If
you wish to be
on his mailing
list, contact him
at
bmnmurty@
gmail.com
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Kaziranga – Pride
of Assam
Bittu Sahgal keeps revisiting Kaziranga, a child of the
Brahmaputra river valley time and again. Each successive trip
makes him discover a new facet, a new personality.

Bittu Sahgal
Editor, Sanctuary magazine

R

ANJIT Barthakur and I sat on a
a proposed manuscript for Sanctuary Asia.
large log watching otters fish in
He was not to know that in the decade
the Diphloo River. We paused a
after he passed away in 1987, this
while to take in the throb of life that is
protective isolation would be shattered
Kaziranga on the way back from
by a progressive series of roads, mines,
Debeswari, where we had seen two Bengal
dams and other human ‘development’
Floricans rise and then float down like
infrastructure that brought humans closer
balloons, in a dance ritual designed to
to the secret nooks and havens from
impress females hidden in the tall grass.
where wild creatures were driven away
We also saw where a tiger, elephant and Image Credits: Saurabh Sawant/Sanctuary
to who knows where.
Photo Library
turtle had left tell-tale foot prints when
Speaking easily from knowledge born
they crossed a dry sandy riverbed, no doubt at different times
of years spent in the northeast, Ranjit told me about the
of the day.
‘Seven Sisters’ – the political states of India into which the
Across the river from where we now sat in silence, two
northeast has been divided – Assam, Arunachal, Manipur,
rhinos made a quick appearance and then vanished into their
Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura. He spoke of their
veiled grassland world. They were followed by a small herd of
incredible biodiversity, their unique human cultures and their
elephants, whose trumpeting we heard long before they
crucial bio-geographic location on the cusp of the Indo-Malayan
revealed themselves to us. A decidedly fishy smell and silvery
realm. “This river flowing gently by will turn into a raging
scales strewn about the log suggested we were not far from
torrent when the waters from the hills of Karbi Anglong come
the underground otters’ holt.
hurtling down just a month from now,” he said. Adding that
Ranjit was born in Assam, and it was on his invitation
the mighty Brahmaputra, on whose banks we sat earlier that
that I first visited Kaziranga over two decades ago. Visiting
morning, sipping a cup of black tea offered to us by a forest
and defending wild places has virtually become the purpose of
guard, would turn into an even more wild and untamed surge.
my life, and I already knew pretty much all that had been
Kaziranga is a child of the Brahmaputra river valley, which
written about Kaziranga before I reached, but nothing could
is in turn locked between the eastern Himalaya to the north
possibly have prepared me for the aura of the grassland home
and the ranges of Garo, Khasi, Jayantia, and Mikkir, Cachar
of the Indian one-horned rhino. From the earliest days of my
and Barail hills to the south. This climatic and geographic
involvement with wildlife in the 1970s, I had heard stories of
variation results in a special mix of plants and animals found
the magnificent northeast from the likes of the late Dr. Sàlim
almost nowhere else on Earth.
Ali and Humayun Abdulali. I had also read E.P. Gee’s ‘Wildlife
Here within a 430 sq. km. grass and forest asylum that is
of India’ from cover to cover.
protected like a fortress, alongside the rhino, a whole host of
For centuries, this hidden part of India, extending all the
animals have found refuge. No one can be unimpressed with
way to Myanmar, was saved from the plough and axe because
the sight of rhinos, wild buffaloes, elephants, swamp deer
of its sheer inaccessibility. “When most of India’s wildlife has
and gibbons. Like a moth to a benign flame, I have returned
vanished, somewhere in the northeast a wood duck will still
time and again to Kaziranga over the years only to discover a
be whistling,” said Dr. Sàlim Ali to me once, commenting on
new facet, a new personality, with each successive trip. 
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Ushering in value
based politics
With the change in the political scenario, C V Aravind says that
to remain in power, money and muscle power will have to take a
backseat, and candidates for elections will have to be selected
carefully, and winnability might no longer be the sole criterion.

T

HE stunning debut of the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), the
latest entrant in the country’s political firmament in
the elections to the Delhi assembly where it has since
assumed power with the tacit support of the Congress, has come
as a bolt from the blue for both the national parties, the BJP and
the Congress, with the latter being swept away in the antiincumbency wave. Although the BJP managed to pip the AAP to
the post by securing the highest number of seats, it fell short of
a majority by five seats and declined the invitation of the Lt.
Governor to form the government. A party which indulged in an
undercover operation to entice MLAs of other parties to their fold
for consideration years back in Karnataka and codenamed it
‘Operation Lotus’, Lotus being the party symbol has this time
around refrained from horse trading of any kind and has quietly
decided to warm the opposition benches. This, if nothing else,
is a clear indication that the arrival of the AAP which has, as its
main plank its anti-corruption stance has ushered in an era of
value based politics where parties steeped in corruption like the
Congress and the BJP have been forced to abort their plans of
indulging in their customary activity of horse trading. In short
with the AAP having raised the bar and having won the confidence
of the voters albeit in a small state like Delhi, has also raised the
awareness of the lay public who have now emerged a lot wiser
and can no longer be swayed by caste based politics or by empty
promises of freebies or subsidies that might never materialise.
This is indeed a good augury for the country’s political
future as dynasties, communally inclined parties, casteist outfits
and parties that have stooped to the lowest levels to ensure
that they get to taste the loaves and fish of power might no
longer be able to enjoy their unfettered run. Political parties
have now to rush back to their drawing boards and take a
long hard look before putting up candidates for assembly and
parliamentary elections, as those with dubious track records
and those who rely wholly on caste equations or affluence are
likely to be summarily rejected by a more vigilant electorate.
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is a Bangalore-based freelance
journalist.

And with the NOTA (none of the above) option available on
the ballot paper, the voters might even reject all of them
lock, stock and barrel. The woes of these opportunistic parties
who also do not hesitate to form unethical alliances are
compounded by the aggressiveness being displayed in recent
times by the media, both print and visual, which leave no
stone unturned to unearth the shenanigans of the candidates
and to highlight the shady deals with investigative reporting
that has often seen skeletons tumbling down from cupboards.
The passing of the Lokpal Bill which has since received
the President’s nod should also contribute to cleaning the Augean
stables as the Lokpal has a wide ambit that could even cover
the country’s Prime Minister with certain safeguards. Fortunately
earlier versions of the Lokpal which would have reduced it to a
toothless tiger have been given a decent burial thanks to the
efforts of the Gandhian crusader Anna Hazare and also the
Aam Aadmi Party which in a way is an offshoot of Anna’s
campaign for a strong Lokpal. That the bill has taken decades
to see the light of the day is itself an indication of the
unwillingness of political parties to subject themselves to any
kind of scrutiny, and to remain a law unto themselves. The
Supreme Court’s diktat disqualifying MPs/MLAs sentenced to
two years or more in criminal cases which was sought to be
undone by passing a hasty ordinance in Parliament, but was
allowed to remain as wiser counsel prevailed on the ruling UPA
is another step in the right direction as it also provides for a
ban on MPs/MLAs drawing sentences from contesting for a further
period commensurate with their tenure in jail.
Politicians and political parties that have been hoodwinking
the electorate for long have now to brush up their act if they
want to remain in power. Money and muscle power could
well have to take a backseat and candidates for elections will
have to be selected with a fine comb and winnability might
no longer be the sole criterion. The ‘broom’ the symbol of the
Aam Aadmi Party is busy doing its job.
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Art Beat

A Paean to Love

O

N a February morning in 1838 Captain T. Burt of the
Bengal Engineers rediscovered a huge complex of 85
temples at Khajuraho in Chhatrapur district, Madhya
Pradesh. Today there are just 22 of the sandstone temples left
including the largest, the Kandariya Mahadev temple. The
Khajuraho temples are renowned for their erotic sculptures. They
were built by the Rajput Chandela kings between the 10th and
11th centuries A.D. The tall spires resemble the Himalayan
mountain peaks associated with Shiva, the main deity.

Some archaeologists and art historians believe the ornate
carvings depict Shiva’s marriage to Parvati. The gods Brahma
and Vishnu accompany Shiva who is dressed as a bridegroom
with jewels in his coiled hair. The sculptures show common
people engaged in various personal activities when they are
suddenly drawn to the procession passing in the street. One
woman fastens the girdle at her waist, while another applies
kohl to her eyes. Yet another damsel is seen applying vermillion
to her feet. The carvings are a celebration of a celestial
wedding, as well as a celebration of love and life.
Khajuraho was declared a World Heritage Site in 1986.

Khajuraho Dance Festival
Each year in February, the famous Chitragupta Temple
(dedicated to the Sun God) and Vishwanatha Temple
(dedicated to Lord Shiva) at Khajuraho host a week-long
celebration of Indian classical dances. The festival, which
began in 1975, has gained international repute as tourists
flock to watch live performances of renowned classical
dancers from India and abroad.

The Purple Frog
THE purple frog (nasikabatrachus sahyadrensis ), so named for
its vivid skin colour, is a unique frog species that dwells in the
mountain ranges of the Western Ghats in India. The first female
specimen was discovered in the Idukki district of Kerala in October
2003.
The seven cm-long creature possesses a small head, swollen
body and a pointed snout. It feeds on termites and other insects
that
it
finds
underground. Its call
resembles
the
squawk of a chicken.
This remarkable
amphibian spends
most of its time
underground,
emerging only for
two weeks during
the monsoons to
breed.
54

Conundrum
‘'When is your school reopening? '' Grandma asked
Ananya.
''Well, nine days ago, the day before yesterday was
three weeks before the second day of
term,'' replied Ananya.
If this conversation took
place on a Sunday, on
what day of the
week
would
Ananya’s school
reopen?

Answer: Tuesday.
Today is Sunday. So seven days ago was Sunday too.
That means that nine days ago was Friday.
On Friday, the day before yesterday was Wednesday. Three
weeks later is Wednesday again. That is the second day
of term. So the term began on Tuesday.

Amazing Living World
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The Gentleman Actor

Sparkler

Notable actor Farooque Shaikh passed away on December 27 in Dubai.

W

HETHER he was the most popular boy
on campus or enacting the affable hero
on the big screen, Farooque Shaikh was
forever the gentleman actor. He was admired
by his colleagues for his cool and polite
demeanour. During the 1970s, movie-goers
relished his performances, relating to his
onscreen 'aam aadmi' persona.
Farooque Shaikh was born in Vadodara,
Gujarat on March 25, 1948. He graduated
from Mumbai's St Xavier's College and then
studied law. Throughout his college years,

he was active in theatre. Together with
Shabana Azmi, his classmate, he won
several inter-collegiate drama competitions.
He was also associated with the Indian
People's Theatre Association (IPTA), which
produced several progressive plays.
He was in his final year of law school, when
M.S. Satyu approached him for his
directorial debut Garam Hawa a pathbreaking movie in Indian cinema. He
worked with legendary director Satyajit Ray
in Shatranj Ke Khiladi. The 1979 hit movie
Noorie marked his venture into Bollywood.
However, he was best known for starring
in romantic comedies like Chashme
Baddoor, Katha and Kissi Se Na Kehna.
Farooque Shaikh also acted in television
serials like Chamatkar and Ji Mantriji and
played the genial host in a Bollywood talk
show called Jeena Issi Ka Naam Hai.
In recent years, he and Shabana Azmi were
the lead pair of a famous play Tumhari
Amrita, which had been running
successfully for 21 years. He won the 2010
National Film Award for Best Supporting
Actor for the film Lahore. His latest release
was Club 60 in which he played the part
of a grieving father.

Love for the
Motherland

Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru
was in jail many times during
the freedom movement. In
one particular jail, the food
was very bad and one day
Panditji complained to the
jailer about the large
quantities of stones in the
rice.
“What’s food to a freedom
fighter?” said the warden. “I
thought you were here
because you loved your
land.”
“I am,” replied Panditji, “but
not in order to eat it.”

Changing Perceptions

Story

CHANG had lost his axe and he suspected that his neighbour’s son, Wu, had stolen it.
As he stood watching the boy from his window, he noticed that he had a scar on his forehead.
“He certainly looks like a thief,” thought Chang.
Then he heard him talking to his brother and he thought: “He speaks like a thief too!”
When the boy began to walk, it seemed to Chang that the boy walked exactly
like a thief he had once seen being led to prison.
Just then his wife came rushing in with the axe.
“It had fallen in the haystack,” she explained.
Chang’s face lit up with joy when he saw the axe.
“What were you looking at?” asked his wife, joining him at the window.
“I was watching our neighbour’s son,” said Chang. “One can easily tell by his
looks and by the way he talks and walks that he is a thorough gentleman.”
© 2014 Amrita Bharati, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan
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V P MENON
Unparalleled leadership (1893-1965)
With education upto eighth standard, he rose to the
rank of secretary and played a key role in transfer of power
through merit and integrity.

E

LDEST in a family of twelve, V P Menon was born
on 30 September 1893 in village Kothakurussi in
Malabar. His father was an agriculturist. Menon
studied upto Class eight and left school to work as a miner,
construction labourer and teacher. He decided to try his
luck at a government job and travelled to Delhi.
His money had been stolen and a kind-hearted
Sikh gentleman gave him 15 rupees.
Menon asked for his address so that he
could return the amount. The Sardar
told him not to return it and be kind
to a person facing similar difficulty.
Menon abided by this advice all his
life. He reached Shimla as the
Government of India had shifted
to that city during summer and
managed to get a job as a clerk in
the Home Department. Following
the reforms initiated by the
Montagu-Chelmsford Report, a cell
was created in the Home
Department to deal with the reforms.
Menon was posted to this cell and
promoted Superintendent in 1930.
The Congress came to power in
some of the provinces after elections in
1937. Menon had risen to joint secretary
by now, a testimony to his grasp of constitutional
provisions. On the break out of Second World War, the
British Government tried to obtain support of the political
parties in war effort and offered equal partnership in the
Commonwealth after the war. Cripps Mission in 1942 failed
to achieve any solution. The Congress declared Quit India
Movement and most of their leaders were jailed. The process
of granting independence to India was resumed after the
War and a Cabinet Mission came to India. Menon was in
the thick of negotiations for self government. The Muslim
League wanted a separate state of Pakistan while the
Congress and other parties stood for united India. At one
time, a federal state appeared to be a good solution. It fell
through when the Muslim League wanted the states to
have the right to secede from the union. Menon kept Sardar
Patel informed and scuttled a plan for a weak centre and
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strong states. The partition of India into two states as
suggested by Menon was ultimately accepted by all the
parties. Independence came with widespread communal
riots and transmigration of population.
Sardar Patel who took over the newly created Ministry
of States selected him as the Secretary. Menon took
charge of the new job on 5 July 1947. The 564 states
comprised nearly two fifth of the country with a population
of about 86 million people. There were wide differences
of opinion amongst the various states. Bhopal did
not want any interference in the internal
affairs of the states. Hyderabad wanted
independence. Menon enlisted the help
of Mountbatten and all the states
signed the instrument of accession
except Hyderabad and Jammu and
Kashmir (J & K).
In Hyderabad, a complete reign
of terror had been established by
about two lakh Razakars, armed
with small arms. At last, police
action was launched on 13
September and the Hyderabad
Army surrendered on 17
September 1948.
Maharaja Hari Singh of J & K
had a difficult choice. There were no
reliable surface communications
with India and he was toying with the
idea of independence. Large scale attack
by armed Pakistanis left him no choice but
to accede to India. Menon went
to Jammu where the Maharaja had moved to on
Menon’s advice, and got the Instrument of Accession signed
by him. The Indian Army rushed to Srinagar and saved the
state. Menon was far ahead of his times with a vision
of India as a global competitor. Mountbatten wanted him
to be independent India’s first ambassador to USA. After
Sardar Patel’s death, he was pushed into the background.
He joined the Swatantra Party in 1956. He was gifted with
unparalleled integrity. Of the USD 60,000 he received for
writing two books, he spent only a part of it and donated the
balance to Pandit Hriaya Nath Kunzru’s Servants of India
Society. In the mid-60s, his health began to fail and he
passed away on 31 December 1965 in Jabalpur. 
– Brigadier Suresh Chandra Sharma (retd)
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VASUDEO S. GAITONDE
Abstractionist par excellence (1924-2001)

I

T takes decades to realise quiet reaches of imagination
of an artist trying to break new grounds and create his
or her own niche. V.S.Gaitonde who travelled the
unknown terrain in a lonely journey was no exception.
Gaitonde and his art are in the main news columns mainly
due to high valuation of his art work sold in the first auction
held by Christie’s in India. His works stand out and is lauded
in art circles for its far reaching influence over art scene in
India due to its intellectual content and spiritual ethos.
He was a loner, a kind of recluse who
immersed himself in his art and became
one with his own canvas. There arrived
a stage when you could not dissociate
him from his work. He was a defiant
rebel, without words he fought with
his own environment, preferred his
own solitude than interact with
people around him and went on
experimenting with his own way
of expression. With his
philosophical bend of mind,
influenced by Maharishi Mahesh
Yogi, he literarily went beyond
reality and searched inner void
and filled it with his own colours
and formless non-objects. He was
not very happy with the categorisation
of his art as “abstract” form and wanted
it to be described as “non-objective”. He
firmly believed that nothing can be described
as abstract art.
Like Van Gogh, he suffered a lot, was most noncommunicative and said very little about his own art works
and went on discovering different calligraphic abstractions.
Like many masters, he also did not get recognition during his
life time, nor bothered about worldly attention towards his
art. An art film, made by Paris based Indian artist Sunil
Kaldate, is remarkable visual essay based on his personality
and work. The outstanding film is full of silences and shows
echoes of nature in his work. He was fond of music and
reading and spent most of his time processing this thoughts
or understanding into visual forms. As a result, unlike his
contemporaries, he did not produce large body of works.
Like him, most of his works are not available for public view
as they are with small number of discerning art collectors.
His art works mesmerise viewers, awe struck by its simplicity
and silence and transports them to different world where you
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may not understand meaning but feel the work and experience
the walk through a new horizon.
One of his avid lovers said, “Silence in his works is like
soothing music to eyes”. Gaitonde created his own hues of
colours by mixing and matching different shades, experimenting
over years. One can also hear pain of a tormented soul through
ancient calligraphic signs and their positioning within available
space. An art graduate of the J. J. School of Art, Mumbai, in
1948, he was attracted to the Progressive Artists Group
which evolved around 1950s, but retained his
own distinct identity. Unlike his non-objective
work of his later phase, he began his
journey by distinctly figurative work
rendered in gouache and moved on in
his own solitary path in unknown
terrain. During early 1950s,
Gaitonde worked in the Bhulabhai
Institute, where he used to take
interest in Alkazi’s theatre unit and
Ravi Shankar’s school of music
and dance since both were
housed in same premises. Unlike
his other contemporaries, he was
not affected by the changing values
in Indian art and society, and
defiantly continued his own search
for ultimate truth through nontraditional non-objective visual medium.
He was awarded the highly coveted
JDR Fund in 1965 to visit USA for enhancing
art appreciated works by American artists
experimenting and capturing contemporary life by using
abstract expressionism. Despite his reluctance to get involved
in art movements, he went on to win the Bombay Art Society
award in 1950 and an award at the Asian Artists exhibition for
his work ‘The Bird and The Egg’. He was associated with Gallery
59 promoted by artist Bal Chhabda since its inception.
The Guggenheim Museum, New York is organising
Gaitonde’s retrospective this year. Maharashtra has also
almost forgotten him, but Chinha, magazine devoted to art,
is also brining out a book on his personality and art to satisfy
long standing demand by his avid followers. Gaitonde‘s five
decade long existence as an artist is unique and he is rated
as one of the best painter of Indian modernism by none other
than another Indian mascot M.F.Husain.
— Prakash Bal Joshi is a Mumbai based
journalist and artist.
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FAROOQUE SHAIKH
A thinking actor (1948-2013)

F

AROOQUE Shaikh, an actor deeply embedded in the
world of cinema, was completely devoid of the
razzmatazz that dominates Bollywood. His career
spanned over four decades. He was not smitten by awards,
festivals or money. His career remained understated though
he worked with some of the most eminent directors. He
was best known for his work in Hindi films from 1977 to
1989 and for his work on television between 1988
and 2002. He returned to acting in films in
2008 and continued to do so until his death
on 27 December 2013. He won the
National Film Award for Best Supporting
Actor for his role in Lahore in 2010.
His latest films Shanghai (2012)
and Yeh Jawani Hai Diwani (2013)
are befitting signatures of an
underrated actor. Other significant
films in his career are Muzaffar
Ali’s Umrao Jaan and Sagar
Sarhadi’s Bazaar. In Umrao Jaan,
he plays the scion of a Nawab
family who falls in love with
Umrao, but cannot marry her
because there are class differences
he does not have the courage to defy.
He also hosted a reality show on
television, Jeena Isi ka Naam Hai, that
had a unique structure as it brought
feedback from the celebrity’s immediate
family, childhood friends, and peers in the
industry. Repeat telecasts of the show still draws couch
potatoes who love to watch it again.
Farooque was an active member of the St. Xaviers’
College theatre team and graduated to formal theatre. He
performed in one of the longest running plays in Hindi theatre
called Tumhari Amrita, an Indian adaptation of A. R. Gurney’s
American play, Love Letters (1988) opposite Shabana Azmi,
a college mate. He followed graduation with a law degree
intending to follow in his father’s footsteps who came from
an affluent zamindar family. But Farooque gave up when he
discovered that most cases were struck through deals outside
the court and did not even reach the court.
In 1973, a friend introduced him to M.S. Sathyu for
Garm Hawa. He played Sikandar Mirza, the younger son of
Saleem Mirza (Balraj Sahni) who does not wish to move to
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Pakistan following the Partition. The film was based on a
story by Ismat Chugtai. His next big film was Satyajit Ray’s
Shatranj Ke Khilari (1977) based on Munshi Premchand’s
short story of the same name. Farooque played a short but
very interesting cameo of Aqueel, Mir Roshan Ali’s nephew
who has a clandestine affair with his aunt.
Farooque was never typed as a glamorous romantic
hero or even an action hero and this gave him the
fluidity in performing off-beat roles in
commercial films too. He played negative
characters in Sai Paranjpye’s Katha and
Kalpana Lajmi’s Ek Pal very convincingly.
Paranjpye’s Chashme Baddoor, a frothy
tale of romance and friendship began
a successful pairing with Deepti
Naval. They formed a good and
saleable pair in seven films
beginning with Chashme Badoor
followed by Katha, then Saath
Saath, Kisise Na Kehna, Rang
Birangi, Tell Me Oh Khuda and
recently, Listen... Amaya.
In Gaman (1978) directed by
Muzaffar Ali, he played a young family
man forced to migrate from Badaun
in Uttar Pradesh to Bombay due to
family responsibilities and financial
pressures. But homecoming remains a
distant dream. He portrayed the goodnatured, docile and naïve husband of Maya in
Ketan Mehta’s Maya Memsaab, driven to deep debt
because of his wife’s extravagance. His last film was Club
60 (2013).
Farooque‘s only fully blown commercial film produced by
Yash Chopra was Noorie (1979) which paired him with a
ver y young Poonam Dhillon. Among his television
performances are Shrikant, based on Sarat Chandra
Chatterjee’s novel, Chamatkar and Ji Mantriji. Mrityunjay
Devvrat’s The Bastard Child is perhaps Farooque’s last film.
Based on a true story, the film focusses on the Bangladesh
genocide in 1971 when nearly 400,000 women were raped
and three million people were killed. 
– Shoma A. Chatterji is a freelance journalist, film
scholar and author, who has won the National Award
for Best Writing on Cinema.
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