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% LETTER OF THEWEEK

Except nihilists, no one could disagree with Ashok
Desai’s appraisal of the Indian economy that some-
times what goes down must come up (‘Better Days Are
Ahead’, September 16th, 2019). As the author pointed
out, the business cycleis different in different sectors.
Tomakeablanket statement about the whole econo-
my would beinaccurate and misleading. The devil, as
they say, isin the details. Moreover, trend consump-
tion growthisstill high historically speaking. The
current slowdown should not be used tospread un-
necessary panic. As the Reserve Bank of India recently
said, thisdownturnis cyclical, the economy isin good
shape even though it might still do with some bold
reforms. Investment growth has been subpar for some
time but thisis notinsurmountable. Policies and their
effects work with lags. While politicians might like
totake undue credit when the going is good and shift
blame to others wrongfully when the goingisbad, it
isextremely difficult to correlate political decisions
with economiceffects. As the author said, irrespective
of whorules, better times are coming.
CPKurien

ALERT SARKAR

Inthe public mind, thereis
confusion about whether
the Indian economy is doing
wellornot (How Bad Is the
Economy?’, September 16th,
2019). However, I do not
think thereisaneed to panic.
Fluctuationsare partof the
business cycle:bad times

are followed by good times
which are followed by bad
timesandso on. What we
doneed tobe worried about
thoughisthe trade deficit,
which willmake Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s
dream of makingIndiaa
$5-trillion economy by 2024
difficult. We might not be
the fastest growinglarge
economy anymore but we
are by noindicatoranywhere
inthe doldrumsif compared
with our past. The trade war
between the USand China
isalsoaffecting usadversely.

Consumption growth could
dowithsome help from the
Government by re-orienting
andreducing the Goodsand
Services Tax and introducing
reformsin direct taxation
andthelandand labour
markets. Several measures
recently announced by
Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman are certainly
going to boost demand and
investment but we also need
to figure out whatiswrongin
the labour-intensive sectors
tosolve the problem of rising
unemployment.

MY Shariff

Thereisasuddeninterest
intrash-talking the Indian
economy. Though the op-
position parties thought
they could the Government
with their factsand figures,
Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman took the wind
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out of theirsails by announc-
ingacomprehensive eco-
nomic package toallay the
fears—real orimagined—of
the public. Moreover, this
gives thelie to those who had
been arguing that this Gov-
ernmentisignoring thereal
dataas the economic package
clearly shows that Prime
Minister Narendra Modiis
alwaysalert to the common
man’s concerns, who might
notbeable the grasp theo-
retical explanations for the
currentdownturn. Ifanyone
could be blamed of being
indenial mode, it was the
previous Congress-led Man-
mohan Singh Government.
Apart from the package, the
Governmentshouldalso try
toreduce tax ratesand give
concessions and incentives
tomanufacturing sectors,
ifthatcouldlead tojob
creation, thusincreasing dis-
posable incomes. That would
notonly solve the current
economic problems but also
reverse the cycle. One can be
sure that the strong will for
which Modi has become fa-
mous will bring the desired
results on the economic front
tooin the coming months.
The Government’srally is
certainly going to continue
formuch more than roodays.
Jaideep Mittra

[OPENE]
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By S PRASANNARAJAN

THE FEAR OF CHANGE

EALLKNOW this: the politics of the
cosy presentresists change,and even
goestotheextentof exaggerating it
inapocalyptic terms. When cracks
appearon the placid terrain of the
world that sheltered, and nurtured,
ourentitlementsand ourideological superstitions, we all see
that familiar devil in power—narcissistic, exhibitionist and
authoritarian. His dance transfixes the liberals, establishment
Brahmins, and professional alarmistsin London, Washington
and New Delhi. Three great democracies of the world are, if
we buy the text ofapocalypse junkies, trampled upon by this
tradition-defying colossus made of vanity and fear.

In London the exorcism is underway. The Brexit vote three
yearsago wasa people’s unambiguous yes for freedom from
asupranational bureaucracy. It was their urge to regain the
nation, its vanishing familiarities. It was their definitive way of
asking the same question that first rose from the wreckage of
anapparatus larger than the EU thirty yearsago: Who are we?
People tend to ask this question when they lose theirlanguage,
their neighbourhood, theirsocial habits, their shared cultural
gestures... theirstreet. To see the Brexit

isthe ultimate reality television in the ultimate TV Nation.
Increasingly, in spite of the ungainly sight of power, Trumpism
seemsto have acquired alife that may last longer than Trump
the Vulgarian. Trump floats in his Twitter-built make-believe;
Trumpismisrooted insocial realism the liberal mediaelite
refusestoaccept. Itowesitssolidity toinstinct’s triumph over
expertise,and we still don't know how the sociology of it will
transform the traditional Leftand the Right. The America that
elected him, andstill continuestoindulge him, defies the red-and-
blue predictability of bipolarity. Trumpis not the name of the
change; heisajarring prologue.

In Delhi, Indiais being reimagined by those—the same
displacedlegion of liberals and the last mournersofalost
establishment—whoare repelled by the Narendra Modi regime
asaland without mercies, a place whereinstitutionsare being
vandalised and individual liberties are being curtailed by Hindu
neo-nationalists. We have been warned: weare hurtling towards
hell,and in the processlosing our last decencies and civilities as
asecular people. In this piece of political gothic, the manat the
centreis theautocrat busy building his own cult, inflated by his
sense of infallibility. Itisa frightening piece of work,and itis
being sold by artists shaken by the prospects of redundancyin
anIndiawhere the oldidols and pieties, and all those reassuring
certainties, of astate thatindulged the establishment prophets
arenolongersustainable. 'mready toadmit here: the aggression
of the newly empowered cultural rightis unacceptable inany
civilised society, and its moral system is incompatible with the
worldmost of usinhabit. Thatsaid, India too has turned its gaze
inward, and become sceptical of enforced social behavioural
codes. A sense of the nationand acivilisational awareness
aboutbeinga Hinduneed not be arepudiation of modernity,
though we don't have a writer with the depth and lucidity ofa
Tom Holland who, in his new book, Dominion: The Making of the
Western Mind, tells the story of how the Western intellectual
identity isindebted to Christianity. To tell the story of Hinduism,

onthe Right we have only mythomaniacs.

voteasarejection of Europe orits values
nomore Thomas Mann—was political

Therising popularity of Modiisa
political expression ofacultural change

idiocy. It wasjust about being English in The HSIP_g popu_la.rlty thatremains untapped by the cultural
the world without external supervision. of Modiisa POlmCﬂl historian. We make too much noise about

Itwasnot the natives declaring waron
cosmopolitanism. They wereset to pay the
price. Whatisbeing played out in Britainis
the theatre of the ridiculous, in which the
parliament is what subverts democracy—
and the popularinstinct for change.

In Washington, the theatreismore
Falstaffian than the English. The legitimacy
ofthe elected presidentis challenged
mostly because of his personal aesthetic
system, whichisbuilton half-truths,
braggadocio, bluster, disregard for
institutions, showmanship,and absolute
anti-intellectualism. As the television
critic James Poniewozik wouldsay, Trump

23 SEPTEMBER 2019

expression of a cultural
change that remains
untapped by the
cultural historian

ourlostlittle worlds.

Weare frustrated by the popularity of
the insurgent, who comes from the deepest
recesses of resentment. We aresstillunaware
thatourarguments have been outpaced by
thesighs, sorrows and ecstasies of people
wholived their livesin worlds untouched
by ourarguments. When the Leader of
Deliverance propped up by ideological
straitjackets fails, countries seek their
redeemers. The impulses of democracy
today favour theirmethods, evenas
werecoil from theirmanners. Change
unsettlesthose of uswhoareleft withno
new words todescribe ourremoteness. m
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lb‘@rHE ENGLISH LANGUAGE—
\k oratleastin the days before

political correctness banished the
more colourful expressions—had
avery definite sense of geography
when describing remoteness. An
interminably long time was equated
witha‘slow boat to China’. Strange
and forbidden lands where normal
peopledidn’t venture began with
Timbuctooand weirdness was
equated with the mythical Bongo
Bongo Land—an expression whose
unfortunate usage, which, if my
memory serves meright, once led
toaBritish minister losing his job.
Somewhere in between was Outer
Mongolia which, like Siberia, was afit
place for banishment.

Outer Mongoliaisnow plain
Mongolia,encompassing much of the
Gobi Desert, because Inner Mongolia
isjustanother province of China. To
Indians, itiscertainly remote. It took
menearly 18 hours, including an eight-
hourlayoverin Seoul, toreach Ulaan-
baatar—the capital city wheremore
than half the population of Mongolia
reside. It would have taken lesstime via
Hong Kongbut the possibility of the
present troubles therespillingoverinto
theairport made travel agents wary
of recommending thatroute. What
addedtothesense of unknownwas
thefactthatmymobile operator didn't
haveany dedicated arrangements
with theirMongolian counterparts.
Thealternative to prohibitive roaming
charges was, therefore, wi-fi forcom-
municating with India. And although
the quality of public wi-fi wasremark-
ably good, the respite from calls from
Indiaaddedtotheadventure.

The feeling of remoteness was, how-
ever,illusory. Thebelief that horsesand
camels would bejostling with more
modern meansof transport turned
outtobe false. Almostevery family in

Swapan Dasgupta

Ulaanbaatarownsacarand thecity
boastssome 70,000cars,a
disproportionate number of which are
bulky SUVs. Theresult: horrible traffic
jams that makeitimpossible to
estimate journey time. One evening,
Ileftforadestinationats.2opmand
arrived in 20 minutes. My colleagues
wholeftat 6 pm,hopingtoreachby
6.30pm, finallyarrivedat8.45 pm.

Fortunately, experiencing the
modern Mongolia wasn't the purpose
of myvisitasadelegate to SamvaadIII,
aconversation on conflictavoidance
involving representatives of the Hindu
and Buddhist faiths. The conference
washeldat the Gandan monastery
where thevenerable KhambaLama
and his team of monks were gracious
andgeneroushosts.

The Gandan monastery complex,
intheheartof Ulaanbaatar, isarguably
themostimportantin Mongoliaand
the Khamba Lama occupiesa position
thatcanroughly be equated tothat of
aShankaracharya.Itdatesback tothe
mid-rgth centuryand wasoneofthe
few monasteries that the Communists
keptopenduring the dark years from
1937 to 1990. However, itoperated
moreasamuseum monastery because
the hardline Communists outlawed
all Buddhist rituals, closed downand
destroyedinnumerable monasteries
alloverthe countryand killed some
30,000monks, besidesimprisoningan
equal number. The Communistseven

changed thescriptsince they
associated the older one with religion
and backwardness. Thereisa Museum
of Political Persecution in Ulaanbaatar
butunfortunately it was closed for
renovation. Whenit reopens, Thope
itwill vividly document this cultural
assault by theseupholders

of secularism.

Therearetwo visible outcomes of
this troubled history. First, the most
ardent lay devoteestend toof an older
generation thatexperienced the
Communist oppressionand prob-
ablysaw valuableartefacts destroyed
and Buddhaimages carted away to be
melteddown. Itisnot that the younger
devoteesare missing but that the
contrived schism between modernity
and the traditional faith persists.

However, the revival of Buddhism
in Mongoliaisinextricably linked to
the preservation of traditional culture.
The delegation was privileged to
observe the Nadaam festival, heldina
football stadium. Presided overby the
Khamba Lama, the festival of archery
and wrestling was preceded by a three-
hour-long pageant of traditional
danceand music. However, the
dancers werenot professionals. They
weremonkswho hadspentthe
precedingsix daysin meditationand
prayer to prepare themselves for this
symbolicfestival of the triumph of
purityandelevated thought over
negativismand evil. Among therituals
was the symbolicburning of the evil
spiritsand the agents of Yama.

Thefestival wasalso dominated
byalarge tapestry of Vajrasena, below
which wasthe depiction of Genghis
Khan.Initsown way itdefined
Mahayana Buddhism in the country—
the deep blend of spiritualism and the
Mongolidentity.In Mongolia, asin
many otherlands, faith and national-
ismareinseparable. ®

[OPENE]
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HERE’'S SOMETHING VAIN about touting
achievements of the first roo daysin the life ofa
government. There is, nodoubt, a certain value—call
it publicrelations spin or propaganda—to highlight
such claims. Ina country like India, this seldom works: 1,725
days later, no one remembers what happened in the first roo
days. By then the heat of keenly contested elections vapo-
rises the memory of early days. From that perspective, what
Narendra Modi and his Government have done (ornot done) is
unlikely to be forgotten soon.

Inthe welterof claims, counter-claimsand controversies,
three imagesstand out. First, muscular nationalism—of which
Modiisthe exemplar—ishere tostay. It isstriking thatalternative
waysofimagining what Indiashould be, theliberal conception,
the ‘muddling through’ option—the staple of centrist parties—
and theidea ofastrongly federal polity,all stand diminished.
Therearenoconvincing explanationsso far for how (and why)
thishashappened. But tworesultsare clear: the suddennessand
intensity of the collapse of alternative ideasand the great liberal
fear that when combined, religion and politics can forma formi-
dableand dangerous combination that cannot be tamed.

Explanationsfor thiswill have
toawait calmer timesbut oneinitial
thought comes tomind: perhaps the

Modi So Far

tened, Modi’srivalsare very careful in criticising him.

Second, thisclearing of the field so tospeak, has allowed Modi
toengagein extraordinary political projects that were inconceiv-
ableeven five years ago. Right from the time the Constitution
was launchedin 1950, Indiaasanation-state hasrestedona
series of compromises. From the special status forJammuand
Kashmir to virtually immutable personal laws for minorities,
these provisions created aspecial class of regionsand citizens who
were placed on adifferent legal and Constitutional footing. In
1950, three yearsafter Partition, these measures were considered
essential toimpart confidence andasense of belonging to these
citizensand regions. Even then, there were voices that warned
against thesesteps butat that time it waseasy to dismiss them
as‘communal’. Seventy yearslater, however, these measures
acquiredamalignant political character. In Kashmir, Article 370
becameanarticle of faith for separatists and even the so-called
mainstream political outfits: for the formeritwasa psychological
device thatmade it clear that Kashmir could beindependent one
day. For the ‘mainstream'itallowed an uninterrupted reign of
pelf, one that would have put Pareto’s Foxes and Lionstoshame.
Similarly, the persistence of triple talagasameasure toend amar-
riage ceased tobejust thatand turned
intoapolitical vetoin the hands of
Muslim clericsand political outfits.

fear of ‘Hindu nationalism’lay at the
rootof the present crisis of alterna-
tives. Maybe toomuch energy was
spent todemonise ‘Hindu national-
ism’and thathascomeback to haunt
everyoneinvolved in that project.
Itisnotaccidental that Modi, the
politician most closely identified with
conservative Indian nationalism, has
gained themost from this backlash.
Atonetime, hisestablishedand
emerging political rivals thought that
demonising him personallyand run-
ningdown nationalism would dothe
trick. Inretrospect, the potential gains
fromsuchastrategy werealways
limited. But such wasitsintellectual
power thatitconfused criticism with
political viability. Now,much chas-

[OPENK ]

The claim that
institutions under Modi’s
watch have become
impotent is another way
of saying that in ‘normal’
times these very
institutions could be

turned into vehicles of
political opposition to a
lawfully elected
government. No one
says so but that is the
rotten secret of elite

liberalism in India

Politically, it became impossible for
anyonetochallenge, letalone getrid
of, these measures. Centrist politicsin
India—called by any name, federal-
ism, liberalism or whateverism—was
wedded to these perniciousideas.

For these reasons the abrogation
of Article 370and legislative reform to
Muslim divorce law stand out starkly
against the usual normsof whatisac-
ceptableand whatisuntouchablein
Indian politics. These changes could
not be carried out until Modi was
unassailable. It was notjustamatterof
legislative majority butalsoideologi-
cal dominance that wasessential. The
reaction hasbeen interesting:itisloud
andsterileat thesametime.

Thereare criesnow that Indian

23 SEPTEMBER 2013



democracy—noless!—isin danger from majoritarianism. But
this begs the question: what is democracy allabout if one removes
latter-dayideological encrustationsaroundit? Itissimply an
exercise of the will of the people. In that, contemporary Indiaisno
different from established democraciesanywhere. Ifanything,
Modiis careful not to tinker with any institutionsat the formal
level. The claim that institutions under his watch have become
impotentisanother way of saying that in ‘normal’ times these
very institutions—conceived as politically neutral—could be
turned into vehicles of political opposition toa lawfully elected
government. Noonesaysso but thatis therotten secret of elite
liberalism in India. When someone says the judiciary hasbeen
‘compromised’or that the legislature goes about executing
zombie-likemotions, whatis beingimpliedis that institution-
alised subversionisnolongeran option.

Finally, thereis a third image as well. But unlike the first two
that cast Modi and his Government inamellow light, thisone
hasthe potential toundo, if not unravel, the first twoimages.

To putitmildly, the economic performance of the Modi Gov-
emnment has been disappointing. To be sure, India’s economic
growth continuesto clock 5 per cent but that may beillusory.
Sustained growth of 7 per cent-plusis essential to end structural
poverty, which issimply notabout lack of opportunitiesinan
economy but moreabout the inability to make use of these
opportunities. What economists call ‘poverty traps’, where the s-
sueismoresociological and not economic, requires much higher
growth. That hands enough resources toagovernment tospend
the extraamounts needed to reduce poverty. At the moment, the
Modi Government is scrounging forany money it can lay hands
onjusttomeetnormal expenditures. Thissituation could have
beenavoided by carrying out crucial reformsin the land and la-

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

bourmarkets. But the time for those supply-side reformsisnow
gone: Indiaisnow inacrisis of dwindling consumption growth.

In this, it has to be said the Government is more or less clue-
less. Should the task of bringing the economy back on the rails
be carried out asasector-by-sector repair? Orshould there be
an economy-wide resuscitation plan, say, by acombination of
greatly reduced policy rates by the central bank and a system-
atic effort to reduce the value of the rupee so that exports can
grow? Inthe din of noise around falling growth and disappear-
ingjobs—something that can unnerve any government—
the Modi Government seems to be veering around the first
approach. That will be a mistake: governments cannot pick
sectors for saving (or destruction for that matter), thatisajob
for the markets. Whata government can do, however, is reduce
market frictions and eliminate them as faras possible.

Here theideological legacy of the BJP, which has always har-
boured doubtsabout free-market capitalism, comesinits way.
Itisanother matter that any government can design and create
institutions to save those citizens wholose in amarket-driven
distribution of income and wealth. Even diehard economic
libertarians have to agree with such a propositioninan age
of galloping inequality. But call it an Indian phenomenon,
the temptation to control things comes in the way. Thatisan
illusion. Even at this stage, economic decline can be arrested.
Immediate measures—Ilower policy rates and devalued cur-
rency—can go some way in alleviating pain. This, however, has
to be followed by land and labour reforms. The fact that Modi
hasthe political capital to do this, but does not want to, is the
big political why of our times.w

By SIDDHARTH SINGH
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PORTRAIT « KIRAN NAGARKAR (1942-2019)

THE SPIRIT OF
I~\E%IBAY

4\ he liberal in his labyrinth

IRAN NAGARKAR, THE author who wrotein English and Marathi,
iscelebrated formany of his works—all for different reasons. If his first
work capitalised on the absurd, hissubsequent novelsimmersed readersin
mythandlore, cities and kingdoms. His writing was always worldly, without
being pedantic orobvious. His touchstones were freedom and equality,and
hewarned of the dangers of fundamentalism. In his writings, he raised the
red flagagainst hegemonies, whether it was patriarchy or casteism.
Nagarkar's muse was often the spirit of Bombay, a Bombay of
cosmopolitanism, dreaming big,and surviving against the odds. He strove
against labels, believing that they limited rather than defined. An advocate
of freedom of expression, he realised that doubt meansindependence and
thelack of doubt can only lead to extremism. He used his platformasa
leading Indian author to chastise society about the dangers of collective
amnesia and the rewriting of history. Inan interview with Caravanin
2015, hesaid, “Anything that happens anywhere in the world, youand I are
responsible. There are few thingsas horrible and dangerous asapathy.”
Nagarkarstudied in Marathi only till class IV, continuing the rest of his
education in English, firstat Fergusson College in Pune and then SIES College

SAURABH SINGH

in Mumbai. His first novel in Marathi Saat Sakkam
Trechalis(Seven Sixes Are Forty-Three) published

in 1974 didnotmerelyintersperse Englishin the
Marathi text but used blocks of English in it, baffling
readersand criticsalike. This early work was the first
sign that Nagarkar would choose the subversive

over the conventional,as the novel’s Marathi had
itsown syntaxand grammarand the plotitsown
logic. His play Bedtime Storypublished the year of
Emergency ranafoul of the censorsand the Shiv
Senabecause it used the Mahabharata to question
authoritarianism. In one of its episodes, Nagarkar
underscores the agency of Eklavya. Here was a Tribal
student who had the quiet gumption to talk back
tohisguru. Nagarkar’s Draupadi was nosimpering
wife, butastrong characterin herownright.

If Nagarkar was often hailed as the Bombay
writer because of his trilogy Ravan and Eddie
(1994), followed by The Extras(2012)and Rest
in Peace(2015); Cuckold(1997) proved he could
be celebrated asa Rajasthani writer as well! Set
in 16th-century Mewar, it received the Sahitya
Akademi Award in English. The narratoris
Maharaj Kumar, eldest son and heirapparent to
the throne of Mewar. Readers are plunged into the
prince’s moral universe and the many infidelities
thatboth king and kingdom must endure. The
achievement of Cuckoldis that the 16th century
prince speaks to usacross centuries like our very
own Hamlet.

Ravanand Eddietells the story of two boys: Ravan,
aMarathi Hindu,and Eddie,a Roman Catholic.

It takesreaders through Mumbai's chawlsin
Mazagaon. Itisthe quintessential story of aspiration
and accomplishment. By the third volume, Ravan
and Eddie have made it to Bollywood, but dreams
still lieahead. His lastnovel The Arsonist: Poet, weaver,
seer; blasphemer, published earlier this year, made
contemporary mystic poet Kabir.

Looking back, heis, of course, celebrated for
his writingand voice which encouraged readers
and listeners tonot be in thrall of authority and to
revel in revealing uncomfortable truths. But 2018
forced are-evaluation, as three journalists accused
him of sexual misconduct. While Nagarkar denied
theallegations, publishers and readers took a step
back, and the sum of his legacy will always be
coloured by it. For someone who believed that to be
awriteristoknow “right from wrong” (as he said
inaninterview to The Wirein 2017),in the final
measure of the man, the chasm between his words
and hisactions will always be remembered.m

By NANDINI NAIR
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THE SMALL PICTURE

Why the Finance Minister is right

about the auto sector
By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

INANCE MINISTER Nirmala

Sitharaman this week putdown the
shiftto Olaand Uberamong millennials
asone of the factors for the crisisin the
automobile sector. Addressinga press
conference she said that the industry
had been onaroll tilljust two years back
andisnow ‘affected by several things...
some studies do tell us the mindset of
the millennials who are now preferring
not to commitan EMI towards buying
anautomobile instead would prefer to
have Olaand Uber or take the Metro.'
Maruti, the largest carmanufacturing
company of India, wasn'tsosure. Its
executive director Shashank Srivastava
told the news agency PTI, ‘Olaand
Uber came into existence during last
six-seven years. In this period, the auto
industry also saw some of its best times.
So, what happened only during last few
monthsthat the downturn became so
severe? I donot thinkiitis only because
of Olaand Uber.!

There mightactually not be
adivergence between the two
statements. The boomin theauto
industry wasalsoaresult of the large
numberof carsbeing purchased torun
inthe Olaand Uber platforms. And one
of the causes of its downturn hasbeen
that Olaand Uberarealsonot growing.
They have considerably reduced
incentives for driversand many who
took cars on loan just offered to return
them to the bank because it was hard to
pay theinterest.

Sitharamanisright when shesays
thatmany don’t want to own private

cars. But whatis leftunsaidis why
theswitchishappening. In the West,
especially Europe, environmental
consciousness playsalarge part.In
Indiaitisthe absolute horror of driving
inacity like Mumbai or Bangalore

that makes those who can affordacar
endure public transport with all its
unpredictability and discomfort. Your
columnist himselfused to commute by
carin Mumbai until halfadecadeago
when he suddenly saw asmuch assix
hours of his time being taken daily going
back and forth. And this was before the
highways got clogged with the massive
Metro railway work.

Thefinance ministeravers that
they are looking for ways tosolve the
automobile industry’s problems. Butif
the sector is going through sociological
and technological metamorphosis,
thenitmightnot besuchagoodidea
to prolongit. Rajiv Bajaj, the Managing
Director of Bajaj Auto, in fact, isone of
those whosays that the automobile
industry’s problemsare of itsown
makingand they don't needa GST cut.
He told Economic Times, There’sno
industry that keeps growing forever
without correction, sono point chasing
that mirage. The answer lies in being
globalso that the company doesn't fall
sickif one market catches flu”

The only thing for the Government
todoistoreduceitsownsizeand take
itself outas muchas possible from
micromanaging the economy. Itis
politically difficult but the only time
tested formula to bolster the economy. m

GETTY IMAGES

FINES

Several state governments appear
tobe consideringareduction of the
recently revised finesunder thenew
Motor Vehicles Act. The Gujarat
government hasalready announced
areduction on ‘humanitarian
grounds’, Mamata Banerjee claims
she won'timplementitin West
Bengal because they are ‘harsh’,and
several more from Karnatakaand
Maharashtrato Uttarakhand appear
tobe followingsuit. A fineisn't meant
tobe humanitarian orless harsh.
Itismeant to be harsh becauseits
objectivereallyistochangea habit.
The earlier fines, as one can see every
day on Indian roads, wasn't working.
Consider over-speeding. It used to
beafine of just Rs 400 before. Nowit
isbetween Rs 2,000and Rs 4,000 (for
medium passenger or goods vehicle).
Driving withoutalicence used tobe
Rs 500;nowitis Rs 5,000. Drunken
driving hasgone from Rs 2,000to

Rs 10,000. We can fall back on the old
cliché of Indians being bad drivers.
Butin truth, the system throughits
low finesand corruption, hasalso
facilitated them tobe at their worst. m

WORD'S WORTH

‘The stiffer the penalty,
the greater the message
is sent’

LOU BROCK

AMERICAN BASEBALL PLAYER
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CREATING

AND MAINTAINING
WORLD CLASS

LNG INFRASTRUCTURE

Petronet LNG Ltd. has achieved several milestones since its inception in
1998. We are now capable of taking care of the increasing demands for
LNG and thus filling the gap in the energy requirements of the country.

Petronet LNG Ltd. has also made progress in offering innovative solutions
to International LNG players.

Since 2015, Petronet LNG Ltd. has offered new value added activities such
as unload and re-export of LNG, gassing up & cool down for new built
vessels on maiden voyage or vessels coming after dry dock and supplying
LNG as bunker fuelto LNG powered ships.

Petronet LNG Limited R

.......

‘World Trade Centre, 13t Floor, Babar Road, Barakhamba Lane, New Delhi-11001 (INDIA) www.petroneting.com
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RAM JETHMALANI
(1923-2019)

THE RAM WHO RAISED THE BAR

By SUMIT MITRA

OR A ROOKIE journalistin Delhiin the

1980s,as I was, the suggestion of being given

the law beat’ would send shivers down the

spine. The problem was not with accessto

courts, which were open in those days. But
thelanguage of the world of law was fearsomely arcane—
orsoitseemed.

Until Imet Arun Jaitley, then in his early thirties, who'd
come to the magazine office where I worked toseea
colleague. As the colleague got caught up in some meeting,
he’dtold me to havea chat with this “bright young lawyer”
andan “ex-Emergency detenu”.

In the half hour we spent talking,  was much taken in
by Jaitley’s witand his ability to make everything appearto
belight, includinglegal issues. Aftera few more meetings, I
requested him to introduce me to some legal heavyweight.
My favourite film was Witness for the Prosecution,and I was
eager tomeet the Indian counterpart of the lawyer with
bulldog-like ferocity as played by Charles Laughtonin the
Agatha Christie courtroom drama.

Jaitley readily agreed; he scrawled on a paperan address of
Ram Jethmalani,and promised to fixanappointment with
him. It wasin the summer of 1984 that Imet Jethmalani first.

Jethmalani’s skin is bronze-coloured. He got up from his
chairto greet me, and then ordered hismen to bringsome

tea. Later, he made ita custom to poura welcome drink of
whiskey tohis visitors,as I partook of it till the end of my
Delhiyears (2009).

“Whatdo you think the lady will donow?” the legal eagle
cutthe preface short. I was disheartened, as I expected to
see the Indian version of Laughton springing up from the
chair with chilling accounts of the crooks he had defended
in courtand how they were—the smugglers Haji Mastan
and Yusuf Pathan—in real life. Instead, I found Jethmalani
fixated on Indira Gandhi.

Norwasitunexpected; during Emergency, he had escaped
the clutches of the Sanjay Gandhi gestapo by the skin of his
teeth. Fora fiery speech he'd delivered at Palakkad (Palghat),a
detention order under the dreaded Maintenance of Internal
Security Act(MISA) chased him to Mumbai, where his 300
lawyer friends, led by Nani Palkhivala, petitioned the Bombay
High Court forastay order, which,loand behold, was granted.
But Jethmalani was indeed down on hisluck. The Additional
District Magi: Jabalpore vs Shivakant Shuklajudgment was
imminent. Generally known as the habeas corpuscase, it tested
i, under Emergency,adetenustill had the right toappeal his
detention. The ADM Jabalporecase showed thatit wasno
moreavailable.Ram promptly flew to Canada. For two years,
helivedin the USasa political exile. With Emergency lifted,
hereturned to India, tobe elected Lok Sabhamember from
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Mumbai onaJanata Party ticket.

Inthe]Jan s, Jethmalani, though popularin the
, remained in the bad books of Morarji De-
fastidious Prime Minister, apparently for his
abitsand the fact that he had two wives. Jethma-
ined unfazed,and even hit back with the public
ii the'd have his evening whiskey while the prime

inister was entitled to his “pissky” (referring to Desai’s
well-known fad for urine therapy). The Janata Party was
torn to pieces between Desai’s stubbornness and Charan
Singh's greed for power, and the earlier Jana Sangh follow-
ersformed the Bharatiya Janata Party, of which Jethmalani
became vice president.

Ram Jethmalani began his practice very early in Karachi,
atage 18. Heentered the SC Shahani Law College in 1939 and
graduated in 1941 when he was 17. And that led him to his
firstlegal challenge, as the Sindh Bar Council had suddenly
resolved that the minimum age for practice would be 21
years, The young Ram, then going on 18, argued before the
British chiefjustice of the Sindh High Court that the 21-year-
ruleshouldn’tapply to him because it was passed after he
hadentered law school. Ram had by then been armed with
afirstclassin the law school. As the chief justice nodded his
assent, it was the young lawyer’s first
laurel of success.

Itwasin pre-Partition Karachi that Ram begana
partnership with Allahbaksh Karimbaksh Brohi, the
philosophy professor and lawyer who eventually became
the law minister of Pakistan. With Ram Jethmalani coming
onboard, Brohi & Cowasahit. In Rebel, Jethmalani’s
biography, the author Susan Adelman writes that ‘within six
years of opening their practice, 20 out of 20 cases admitted
each Monday in Karachi would be Brohi & Co cases’.

‘Then came the 1947 Partition. Forsome time, life in
Karachi was unaffected, and so was the cashbox at the Brohi’s.
Things changed as the mohajirMuslim refugees from India
began streamingin, and the loot of Hindu and Sikh shops
started. In September 1947, Ram saw hisfamily offonarefu-
geeship toBombay,and continued his practice, hoping, like
many others, that the ‘madness’would blow overand things
would benormal. But the riots broke out in February 1948,
following Mahatma Gandhi's assassination,and Muslims
andSikhsattacked each other onsight. Ram grabbed aJinnah-
style hatoff the head of an office clerk,and hid in his house for
some time until Brohi told him, with sadness, that it might
no longer be safe for him tostay back in Pakistan. He flew ina
Dakota planeto Bombay, using aticket given by aclient asfee.

In Bombay, life was tough and the courts were teeming
brieflesslawyers. But there was no dearth of Sindhi litigants
involved inall sorts of disputes over property, title, hundi
payments, or unpaid loans. Some of them knew Ram from
Karachi. So Ram identified his catchment areaand, shrewd-
ly,chose the lower courts for his practice. He became, as he
always boasted, “the only refugee to pay income tax

inthe firstyear”.

However, Ram's talent was being wasted on petty cases,
and he was pining forabreak. Thatcame with the ‘Nanavati
case’, which put not only sex and romance into courtroom
trials but brought about a ban on trial by jury. The 1959 case
involved an affair between Sylvia, aravishing beauty and
wife of Commander Kawas Nanavati, a Parsi naval officer,
and Prem Ahuja, aSindhi playboy. When Nanavati got to
know about the affair, he confronted Prem at his house. Fol-
lowingan altercation, Nanavati shot him. He then went to
the police to turn himselfin.

In this case, Ram only had a “watching brief” from
Prem’s sister, Mamie Ahuja, “to protect the interests of the
deceased”. The case soon became the talk of the town and it
created two fortunes: that of Blitz, the weekly tabloid, whose
editor Rusi Karanjia, a Parsi, went hammerand tongsin
defence of Nanavati,and Jethmalani, the lawyer whom the
Press described as the ‘puppeteer who pulled all the strings.
The Blitz’s open advocacy for Nanavati struck achord with
many. Parsi girls reportedly wrote messages tojurorsin
lipstick. Nanavati was acquitted eight to one. But, from the
back seat, Ram got the argument so crafted that judges sent
the case to the high court, and the high court agreed that the
verdict was perverse. Finally, Nanavati was given life impris-
onment. Thesstory inspired books anda movie anditalso
catapulted Jethmalaniin the public eye as the clever ‘super
lawyer’ who gave Nanavati his just deserts.

Aslawyer, he entered the national scene in 1970, when
he waselected chairman of the Bar Council of India. During
Emergency, he sharpened his attacks on Indira Gandhi
fromalegal platform. Therefore, unlike most of his later
political allies, he was not initiated into opposition politics
through right-wing Hindu organisations like the RSS, such
as AB Vapayee, LK Advani, Arun Jaitley or Prime Minister
Narendra Modi.

Buthe undeniably shared with them a general distrust
of the Congress that began with the 1975 Emergency. Modi
underlined itas he paid glowing tributes to Jethmalani after
his death, specially remembering him for his “fortitude and
fight for publicliberties” during the 1975-1977 Emergency
years. Even the enmity that began between Ram and Jaitley
after the former’s 2013 expulsion from the party evaporated.
Lastyear, Jaitley, despite his physical condition, intervened,
resulting in the party and Jethmalani burying the hatchet.

Jethmalani shared many of the BJP’s political views, but
his view of life was totally different. In private conversations
with me, he seemed aghastat the Modi Government’s reli-
gious fanaticism and was in afit of pique by the incidence of
cow vigilantism and Iynching. If his health permitted, Isus-
pecthe would have fought the lynch mobsin court, much
like Charles Laughton did to defend the innocent Marlene
Dietrich against medical advice, in my favourite film. w

Sumit Mitrais a commentator on public affairs
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By Bibek Debroy

States of Despair

What is it that pulls the all-India performance down?

READ REPORTS ABOUT what the Finance Minister
of West Bengal recently said. Given the media’s
predilections, one is never sure whether an attributed
quote has been correctly reported. For a news item like
this, reportage is probably right. “I am delighted to say that
as per the Government of India’s Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation just-published table on GDP
growth of states in 2018-19 West Bengal's growth is the
highest in the country at 12.58 per cent... We are holding the
baton and moving forward while the rest of the country is
going through serious recession.” Among social sciences,
economics is certainly the most rigorous. Therefore, most,
though clearly not all, economists are careful and precise
when using expressions. The country isn’t going through
arecession, serious or otherwise. There can be different
definitions of recession. But no economist will use the word
‘recession’ unless GDP declines, perhaps for two quarters.
As things stand, there was real GDP growth of 6.8 per cent in
2018-2019 and no projection, including those from outside
Government, expects growth in 2019-2020 to be less than
6 per cent. A careful economist wouldn’t have used the
word ‘recession’. At best, the word used would have been
‘downturn’, “serious” or otherwise. But I wish to focus on
something else, the performance of states.

For states, growth means growth in gross state domestic
product (GSDP) and real growth means these are constant
price figures, with 2011-2012 as a base. The last year for
which such GSDP figures are available is obviously 2018-
2019 and these numbers originate with Directorates of
Economics and Statistics of state governments. However,
there are often time lags for some states and Union
Territories (UTs). To be strictly accurate, these numbers
aren’tavailable for all states and UTs in 2018-2019. The last
year for which these numbers are available for all states
and UTsis 2017-18. But that’s being pedantic. The numbers
are available for most states and UTs in 2018-2019. The
exceptions are Arunachal, Assam, Gujarat, J&K, Kerala,
Maharashtra, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland,
Tripura, Andaman & Nicobar Islands and Chandigarh.

West Bengal did clock 12.58 per cent and in that reduced
set, thisisindeed the highest. The next highest is Andhra
at r1.02 per cent. To repeat, these figures are for real growth
and, therefore, they are impressive. But how about 2017-
2018, when we have figures for a complete set of states and
UTs, not the reduced set? It transpires in 2017-2018, West
Bengal's growth was 8.88 per cent, not the highest. Indeed,
several states and UTs outperformed West Bengal. By the
way, Andhradid clock r1.32 per centin 2017-2018. The base
for GDP measurement was changed in 2011-2012. Hence,
numbers before 2011-2012 are not quite comparable with
those thereafter. In the new national income account series,
West Bengal’s growth was 4.17 per centin 2012-2013, 3.01 per
centin 2013-2014, 2.84 per cent in 2014-2015, 6.13 per cent
in 2015-2016, 7.2 per cent in 2016-2017, 8.88 per cent in 2017-
2018and 12.58 per cent in 2018-2019. You might argue that
growth has been inching up, but you will have to admit this
seriesis less impressive than a spectacular 12.58 per cent.
Partly because of agriculture, though that does not
explain it completely, growth rates in states are subject
toalot of volatility. There are two objectives of reform.
First, growth rates must increase. Second, there must be
reduced volatility and fewer year-to-year fluctuations.
Both are important objectives, not just the first. However,
today, volatility is a fact of life. Therefore, one way to
gauge astate’s performance is average real rate of growth
since 2012-2013. (T have simply computed the arithmetic
average of growth rates in these six years. You can try
out other forms of averaging, but that won't alter the
conclusion.) Let’s now cluster the states and UTs. Those
that have grown an average of more than 1o per cent are
Gujarat and Mizoram. Those that have grown between g
per centand 9.99 per cent are Karnataka and Tripura. Those
that have grown between 8 per cent and 8.99 per cent are
Andhra, Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, Andaman & Nicobar,
Chandigarh and Delhi. Given India’s aspirations, we need
more than 8 per cent growth. Therefore, it is only these
states that can be regarded as stellar performers for the
period I am talking about. States and UTs that have grown
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between 7 per cent and 7.99 per cent are Assam, Himachal,
Maharashtr. ha, Telangana and Uttarakhand. Those
that have etween 6 per cent and 6.99 per cent are
ar, Goa, Jharkhand, Kerala, Rajasthan,
mil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh. This is a middling
aspirational performance. It is not good enough.
re left with Chhattisgarh at 5.59 per cent, J&K at 5.63

T cent, Manipur at 5.62 per cent, Meghalaya at 3.04 per
cent, Nagaland at 4.87 per cent, Punjab at 5.88 per cent, West
Bengal at 5.37 per cent and Puducherry at 5.10 per cent. This
is not just sub-aspirational, it is sub-par. It is growth rates
like these that pull down the all-India growth rate.

To make cross-country comparisons, one needs to convert
GDP (which is in domestic or national
currencies) into acommon currency or
numeraire. Because of the importance
of the US economy, this has defacto
become the US dollar. There are two sets
of figures one comes across, those that
do the conversion from national
currency to US dollar using
official exchange rates and
those that do the conversion
using purchasing power
parity (PPP) exchange rates.
Typically,any PPP conversion
increases per capita income of
relatively poorer countries and
decreases per capita income of
relatively richer countries. That’s
because purchasing power parity
measures how much one unit ofa
currency can buy and many services are
cheaper in relatively poorer countries.
Though those PPP figures are readily
available, 1 am going to quote the ones that use
official exchange rates for conversion. We have
figures for 2019 and India’s per capita GDPis $2,188. This
means we are between Nicaragua and Djibouti. The world
asawhole hasa per capita GDP of $11,673. India’s per capita
income is 18.75 per cent of the world average, not a situation
to be proud of. The poorest country in the world is Sudan,
with a per capitaincome of $225,and the richest country,
Luxembourg, with a per capita income of $115,203. That
benchmarks India as a country.

But, as I have said before, the all-India GDP figures
are mostly (with exception of railways and defence) an
aggregate of state-level figures. Let us take the per capita net
state domestic product (NSDP) figures, using an exchange
rate of Rs 70 to $1 (afterall, this is for purposes of illustration
and an approximation is permissible) and search fora
country that has a per capita income that is closest to this
dollar figure. Stated differently, for any given state, which
country’s per capita income does it most resembles? There

%
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is more than one country thatastate/UT can be bracketed
with.Thave chosen two of these at random. The figures
are for 2017-2018, since a complete set is not available
for 2018-2019. This is what the comparison looks like:
Andhra (Nicaragua, Djibouti), Arunachal (Cote d'Ivoire,
Bangladesh), Assam (Nepal, T ia), Bihar (Afghanistan
Liberia), Chhattisgarh (Mauritania, the Kyrgyz Republic),
Goa (Iraq, Namibia), Gujarat (Papua New Guinea, Timor-
Leste), Haryana (Lao, Egypt), Himachal (Papua New Guinea,
Timor-Leste), J&K (Eritrea, Mauritania), Jharkhand (Nepal,
Yemen), Karnataka (Vietnam, Honduras), Kerala (Timor-
Leste, the Republic of Congo), MP (Eritrea, Mauritania),
Maharashtra (Timor-Leste, the Republic of Congo), Manipur
(Ethiopia, Benin), Meghalaya (Tanzania, Eritrea), Mizoram
(Nicaragua, Djibouti), Nagaland (Senegal, Uzbekistan),
Odisha (Eritrea, Mauritania), Punjab (Nicaragua, Djibouti),
Rajasthan (Zambia, Lesotho), Sikkim (Samoa, Algeria),
Tamil Nadu (Papua New
Guinea, Timor-Leste),

Telangana (Timor-Leste,

the Republic of Congo),

Tripura (Senegal,

Uzbekistan), Uttar
Pradesh (Sudan, Tajikistan),
Uttarakhand (Timor-Leste, the
Republic of Congo), West Bengal
(Zimbabwe, Myanmar), Andaman
& Nicobar (the Solomon Islands, Papua
New Guinea), Chandigarh (Jordan, Tuvalu),

Delhi (Guatemala, Azerbaijan) and Puducherry
(Lao, Egypt).

Itisindeed true that per capita income isn’t everything
and there are other indicators that measure the quality of
life. However, many of these developmental indicators are
correlated with per capita income. Therefore, though it
ignores distribution, per capita income is a reasonably good
indicator of the standard of living of the average citizen, of
the country or of the state/UT. Unless you are very aware
about how we stand in cross-country comparisons, you
will probably be surprised at which countries in the world
India is bracketed with and at which countries in the world
some of our states/UTs are bracketed with. That's the reason
why states need to improve their growth performances
and reduce the volatility of growth. Both are functions of
reforms. As those real growth figures showed, many state
performances are sub-aspirational and sub-par. Many states
are below average. For some reason, a statement like that
seems to upset people. Therefore, let me rephrase it and say,
some states are above average. That statement is probably
more acceptable, even though it means exactly the same
thing. Those states that are not above average are pulling
the all-India performance down. They are not holding the
baton. They may be moving forward, but that movement is
exceedingly slow. m
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P&%’I ECTING MODI

>

r the abolition of Article 370, Intelligence
encies feel the threat perception to Prime

Minster Narendra Modi has significantly
increased. The Special Protection Group,
charged with protecting him, is doing internal
reviews considering Modi's travel itinerary
abroad and domestically his penchant for
mass contact at rallies and road shows. The
SPG comprises nearly 3,000 commandos
and is modelled on the US Secret Service. But
according to Intelligence Bureau reports, the
agency gets stretched because they also have
to expend manpower on several former prime
ministers and families even though their
threat perception is minimal.

SWADESHI
WORSHIP

Kolkata Calling
Bhagwat

he Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh
has suddenly become

deeply interested in West
Bengal. Its head Mohan
Bhagwat visited Kolkata twice
in three weeks. He stayed
three days in his last visit.
Before the next Assembly
election in the state, the RSS
wants to project the BJP

and Sangh Parivar as aligned
and friendly with Bengali
culture. The local wing of the
organisation had prepared

a list of intellectuals and
professionals whom Bhagwat,
who can speak and understand
Bengali, met to explain why
their Hindutva is not exclusivist
orintolerant. In Kolkata, he
stays in a small unostentatious
room in the RSS state
headquarters.

Mahatma’s Help

ecently, the Congress party got some help

from Mahatma Gandhi to address internal
differences. On September 12th, party president
Sonia Gandhi called a meeting of senior state and
Central leaders for celebration of 150 years of
Gandbhi’s birth anniversary. It was the first such major
meeting after she became president and Sonia
used the occasion to sort out quarrels, especially in
Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, Delhi and Maharashtra.

hinese intrusion into Indian rituals is worrying the BJP.

Specifically, it has to do with cheap agarbattis which
China exports to India. In 2016-17, 2,831 agarbatti factories
had been started with the government’s assistance, creating
22,686 jobs. But in 2017-18 and 2018 -19, there were only
279 and 397 such startups. The Khadi and Village Industries
C issi lained to C Mini: Piyush Goyal
about the cheap Chinese agarbattis flooding the market.
Goyal informed the Prime Minister who immediately acted.
The Cabinet has now imposed several restrictions on the
incense sticks coming from China.
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Defence Mode

@of defence and security equipment in
cently saw the unusual presence of Uttar
industry minister. It had to do with the state’s
of b ing a defence f ing hub.
, who from his experience in Gujarat, had seen the
5 ential of a defence corridor in UP. Chief Minister Yogi
A\ Adityanath is taking the idea to fruition. The corridor
will include Lucknow, Kanpur, Aligarh, Jhansi and
Chitrakoot. The UP government is giving incentives like
concession in land purchase. The corridor is said to be
a 5,000-hectare, Rs 4,000 crore project initially. But the
total number could eventually go up to as much as
Rs 20,000 crore.

MANAGING YEDIYURAPPA

T he formation of the BJP government in Karnataka

might have been a coup de grace for the

party but the Central leadership is said to be
somewhat worried too. BS Yediyurappa’s leadership
is being questioned from within the state apparatus,

a main reason being local media reports of his son’s
involvement in transfer and posting of officers. Several THE MAYAWATI

BJP leaders apparently sent complaints to the party

HQ. They also suggested a snap Assembly election for QUE STION

a fresh mandate so that there is no dependence on a

few rebel MLAs. Another complaint is that Yediyurappa hat will Mayawa[i doin

is only addressing his Lingayat vote bank and not I Iaryana is the quest ion on

expanding the party base as was successfully done in 5 ik ANEA
Maharashtra, Haryana, etcetera. Already, Yediyurappa ?\ ery POh“Cd} mind inte I’ES‘ ted

is the only BJP leader who has flouted the 75-year age in the upcoming state elections.
limit for retirement from posts. The high command Recen ll‘,’, she broke the Bahujan

reportedly wants the young Anant Hegde, known for \ : P& AL : o
his hard Hindutva line, to be the BJP’s next face in Sa aa) Party s tic-up wi th Om Prakash

Karnataka. He was made a minister at the Centre for Chautala and his son Dushyant
that reason. But Yediyurappa seems to be in no hurry to Chautala’s Jannayak Janata Party
leave the scene. that had been initiated before the

Lok Sabha elections. Then she talked

to Bhupinder Singh Hooda who
was looking to float his own party
by splitting from the Congress.

Spotlight On Rajasthan

R ecently, the Jaipur airport lounge became the Meanwhile, Congress President Sonia
venue for a high-level BJP meeting. Present were Gandhi tried to neutralise Mayawati’s
the party’s working president JP Nadda, former Chief influence by making a Dalit, Kumari

Minister Vasundhara Raje and RSS senior pracharak RTE - .
Indresh who focuses on Rajasthan politics. He is said Sel ]‘l.' party p}’@uden [ in the sta l‘e'
to be favorable towards Raje, despite the perception She is also said to be in touch with
that the RSS and BJP brass were critical of her style of Mayawa ti to try to fi ght the state
functioning. B!Jt now as opposition leader, it is said that elections in an alliance.

she has an action plan and the BJP does not want to
remove her from the spotlight.
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By KEERTHIK SASIDHARAN

THE COSMIC GAZE

A meta-history of our space science

N THE EARLY part of Kalidasa’s narrative-verse called Meghadutam(the Cloud Messenger), a certain lovelorn yaksha(a

demigod)asks the passing clouds to carry a series of messages for his wife in the celestial city of Alakapuri, where she awaited

hisreturn. The clouds become companions to the yaksha's loneliness as well as an apostrophic plot device in the hands of an

expert poet. In his messages, the yakshadescribes the geographies of ancient India with his florid similes and tender exaggera-

tions, yet his entreaties also were an exile’s quest toimpose meaning on the strange new world that he found himselfin. A

world brimming with humans and festivals, gods and forests, tumultuous riversand adulterousloves. What follows in the

composition are some of the most wondrous lines in Sanskrit—a confection of sounds and rhythm. Whatis often missed

in this cornucopia of Sanskrit poetry is that there isalso ensconced in the narrative another voice: amore sceptical voice,

one thatisastand-in for both the reader and, perhaps, even Kalidasa himself. This voice wonders within the poem about the
absurdity of speaking to a cloud. The unnamed narrator of the poem asks how can the clouds, which are nothing buta concatena-
tion of vapour, water and wind (‘dhumajyotih salilamarutant), an assemblage of non-sentience, carry any message, far less become a
messenger of complex imageries uttered by the yaksha. Itis asif the poet acknowledged the thin ice upon which the narrative was
premised and shrewdly defanged any putative criticism about the lack of reality by offering up aminor note of protest on behalf of
empiricism in the poetic imaginary that was to unfold.

Inmuch of traditional Indian texts, this contrasting duality—the empirical and the imaginative—is often a standard move,a
readymade device toinject narrative tension. It reveals either as subtly asin Meghadutamor more explicitly in plays with prescribed
roles for the vidushaka(the jester, a proto-Shakespearean fool who injects philosophical pessimism in the name of reality in contrast
to the preening hero). A millennium before Kalidasa wrote his text, in the Vedic sacrifices we see such contrasts formalised in ritual:
the officiating priest ‘thinks’ the ritual (tad yat kim cemani bhutani mansa sankalpayanti tesameva sa krith—whatever these living be-
ingsimaginein theirmindsis performed) while othersin the priestly order goabout the ritual of the sacrifice. In old Tamil imagina-
tion, this duality emergesasa way to contrast the poet’sinner temple (akakkovil) with the king’s outer temple (purakkoyil). Kalidasa,
when viewed in this wider context, was merely borrowing and reiterating a traditional way of conceptualising any reality asatotality
rather than asamere assemblage of discrete parts. A totality that in 1953 was described by CP Snow, in language we now recognise, as
comprising two cultures: the sciencesand the humanities.
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UNLIKE IN THE WEST WHERE THE SCIENCES AND MATERIALIST
THOUGHT SHARED AN UNEASY COEXISTENCE WITH THE CHURCH, IN
ANCIENT INDIA THE DISTINCTIONS ARE SUBTLER

Itis this commingling of empiricism and the poetic that
makes the writing of the history of India’slong abiding fascina-
tion, reverence and fear of the skies, astral objects and space—
inessence, the history of India’s astronomical sciences—par-
ticularly difficult. A priori, such a history faces a (seemingly)
contradictory challenge. Unlike in the West where the sciences
and materialist thought shared an uneasy coexistence with
the Church, in ancient India the distinctions are subtler. A
historical retelling of ancient Indian sciences must distinguish
between histories of Indian materialist thought—which had
little use foranalytical or mathematical techniques and were
often philosophical in nature—versus the histories of Hindu
religious practice and thought—which developed analytical
techniques to construct theological claims to impose order
upon the world. Trying to parse the lineaments of this complex
landscape where religious claims, astronomical speculations,
mathematical techniques and historical borrowings come

together tomake unified claimsis tricky business. A simple
example suffices to show the challenges involved.

The Shatapatha Brahmana—a text brimming with chants,
spells, incantations and stipulations—describes that speech
(vaak) congeals into a physical presence as 36,000 fires. Why
36,0007 The answeris linked to the incipient use of calendars:
every year was assumed to be 360 days and every fully lived
human life comprised roo years—thus, roox360 days. Each
day of a fully lived life was therefore meant to be animated
by aspecific fire,a particular manifestation of human mind
that expressed itself through speech. One could very well be
satisfied with this sort of explanation. But a deeper ques-
tion stares back: why did ancient Indians arrive at the idea
of 360 days per year? Some like the scholar David Pingree
haveargued that early Vedic calendars and astronomy were
entirely borrowed from Mesopotamia on the basis of asingle,
incompletely available recension of an older text called
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Yavanajataka. Subsequent scholarship, led by the scholars
Falk, demonstrated that this claim was
gs and force-fitting evidence to arguments
d scholarship. More recently, the historian Bill
nstrated that the historical truth of this claim of
gs—like Dharma—is subtle and ultimately more
was needed to address this question. To make matters
ore complex, there also follows the question of why did
some other religious texts believe in addinga r3thmonthin
afive-yearcycle toarrive atan average of 366 days per year
(5x360+30=1,830days divided by 5 years). Finding the answer
requires both imagination and a patient reading of obscured
textsand tablets. What thissimple examplerevealsis the
complexity of trying to discern the fundamentals of how
Indian scientific thought came about.

Irrespective of such controversies in relatively arcane
corners of scholarship, whatisalmost a foundational article
of faithis that the history of Indian sciencesisalsoa history of
influences between schoolsand indi-
vidualswithin India,as well asa give-

calculations:a ‘theoretical’ (mean) estimate and the empirically
observed (anomalous)location. It was deemed that the reason
planetsdrifted from their theoretically calculated mean paths
was because of ‘demons’ who pulled these astral objects by cords
of wind. Whatisimportant torecogniseis thateven by the high
Vedic period, around 600 BCE to 400 BCE, an elaborate analyti-
calinfrastructure thatinvolved recursive computations, error
minimisation algorithms, parametric drifts was in place. These
calculations were used to compute time of festivals, temporal
frames of auspiciousness, cast horoscopesand, more fundamen-
tally, enable continuity in locating one’s place ina world that still
largely comprised forests, darkness and the unknown.

Inthe absence of writing as a technology, much of the early
partof thisincreasingly complex enterprise relied on memory
totransmitknowledge across generations. But memory’s
fickleness resulted in an elaborate formalisation of mne-
motechnics that relied on unbroken recitations, rules to model
the structure of sound and ultimately a careful arrangement

and-take across cultures—Greeks,
Mesopotamians and Persians. But
therecord of these influencesis
often only availablein commentar-
ies, digests and expositions which
were written centuries later. Before
long,like Alice down arabbit hole,
any historian finds himself chasing
ancient calendars, conjecturing

on the migration patterns of ideas,
translating algorithms deployed into
modernvocabulary—all of thesein
languages underscored by inflec-
tionsand innuendoes that are by

WHAT IS ALMOST A FOUNDATIONAL
ARTICLE OF FAITH IS THAT THE
HISTORY OF INDIAN SCIENCES IS
ALSO A HISTORY OF INFLUENCES
BETWEEN SCHOOLS AND
INDIVIDUALS WITHIN INDIA,

AS WELL AS A GIVE-AND-TAKE
ACROSS CULTURES—GREEKS,
MESOPOTAMIANS AND PERSIANS

now largely foreign even toscholars.

upward gaze into the skiesisalsoa history of impos-

ing theoretical frameworks to make the infinity of
spacemore manageable. Nowhere s this seen more frequently
thanin ourastronomically informed calendar. Time was typical-
ly cleaved into twos—the nycthemeron was divided into night
and day, the month into two phases of the moon (shuklapaksha
and krishnapaksha), the year into twojourneys of the sun (ut-
tarayanaand dakshinayana)—even as discourse developed on
both ends: the small time frames of muhurtas, naadi, tithi, praana
versusthe vastand cyclical epochs that ran into millions of years.
The five main schoolsinvolved were the Brahma, the Arya, the
Ardharaatrika, the Sauraand the Ganesha: the main difference
between them was the estimated rotations of planets within
eachvast cyclical enclosure of time and creation called kalpaand,
therefore, the difference between parameters used in specific
models. Loosely speaking, all astral bodies were subject totwo

D ESPITE ALLTHESE challenges, the history of India’s

of euphonyitself. A simple example from the Agnicayana
rituals (courtesy Frits Staal) makes some basic mnemotechnics
more vivid for present purposes. A standalone fragment like
agnihnahyajnamupa vetu(Agni, may he come to our ritual)

is transformed at the boundaries of each word tosound like
agnirnoyajnamupa vetu. By transposing agnirfor 1, nofor 2and
soon,onerecitationalgorithmmaybe‘r221123321123"
Thus, we get arecitation that sounds like agnir no no’gnir agnir
noyanamand so on. The result of suchamnemotechnicisan
increased reliance on abstraction and developing a metacogni-
tion about how tomodify certain parameters toarrive at newer
incantations. What follows is less focus on the content of the
utterance than on the aural shapes they acquire. (The great
Austrian philosopher of language Ludwig Wittgenstein wrote
in the 20th century, You might say that certain wordsare only
pegs to hangintonations on.’) Whereas Romans used tech-
niques of ‘memory palace’ (about which the great Frances Yates
has written evocatively) which relied on association between
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objectsand words, in the Vedic ritual narrations—recorded
inassociated ed pratisaakhya—whatalso acquired
e relationships, movements and dynamics
learning to adjust the parameters in sinusoidal
s (called manda-jvaand sighra-jya) through prac-
ticeandlabour, these mnemotechnics had an element of the
terintuitive that could only be mastered by long practice.
e upshot of such techniquesis that they acted asa template

A\ for knowledge dissemination—where newer material could

be tacked on preexisting formats. Anomalies lay not in new
content but in failure tocomply with extant structures of
memorialisation.

position and borrowingsis seen in Lagadha’s Vedanga-

Jvotisha,composed around the time of the Achaemenid
Empire in Gandhara. Certain stylistic innovations within itare
similar to Pingala’s Chhandahsutrawhich uses naks} (star
clusters) as markers within the text. This technique of using
astronomical markers to annotate texts hasa surprisingly long
history and is worthy of a historical survey by itself. Perhaps
nowhere is this technique of recording dates seen better than

Q MONG THE EARLIEST of such evidence of trans-

survived, as mentioned, were often religious texts in which we
find analytical techniques. Yet mysteriously, as if the goddess
Saraswati had decided to throwalifeline to future historians
of science, around 500 CE there appeared the singular figure of
Varahamihira, who was an extraordinary compiler of analyti-
cal techniques that now allow us a glimpse into the scientific
mind around the age of the Gupta dynasties. For reasons not
fully understood, itled to an efflorescence of textual learning.
Various types of texts, including the siddhantas which were

- oftenalgorithmsto compute theoretical paths, the karanas

which included more localised calculation around the time of
composition and koshthakas which were tabular summaries,
appear. Some like the siddhantas were models of economy
andalgorithmic terseness, others like koshthakashad distant
ancestorsin the star catalogues we first see nearly amillenium
earlierin Mesopotamia such as the Three Stars Each tablets
which spoke of the water god Ea, the sky god Anu and the wind
Enlil. What Varahamihira does—an extraordinary service to
all posterity—is he summarises the five siddhantasof his time
intoatreatise called Panchasiddhantika. Among these were
included the Romaka and Saura siddhantas which, according to
KSShukla, ‘bear traces of the Greek influence’. If Varahamihira
played the role of a diligent compiler that provided ballast to

inthetextof mathematical astronomy called T¢ grah
by Nilakantha Somayaji from 16th century Kerala. In the latter
text, two Sanskrit phrases hevishno nihitam krtsnamand laksh-

isanihitadh ihactas beginningsand endings of the math-
ematical treatise. An unsuspecting reader would think of these
fragments as merely religious invocations that marked many
such textsin the 16th century. However, thanks to the math-
ematician Sankara Variyarin the 16th century, welearn that
upon using the Katapayadi schema (words are transposed to
numbers) these phrases annotate the kali- ahargana(the num-
ber of days since the Kali Yuga commenced). Thus, we learn
that the Tantrasamgrahawas composed between 1,680,548 and
1,680,553 daysafter the Kali Yuga began, which translates to
March 22nd, 1500,and March 27th, 1500—a stunningly short
period tocompose a text of mathematical astronomy.

But weare often not lucky to have dates explicitly spelt out
by thetext. The time span between Lagadha’s Rig Vedic recen-
sion of Vedangajyotishaand Nilakantha’s Tantrasamgrahawas
nearly two millennia, during which religions like Buddhism
roseand fell, Islam arrived in India along with the Arabian
breeze and as whirlwinds through the Khyber, and intellec-
tual thought underwent extraordinary ferment. To tell a fully
fleshed history of Indian sciences is thus intimately linked
notjust to the history of transmissions—oral or textual—but
also to the history of evolving complexity of topics under
investigation. Concurrently, the history of Indian sciencesis
alsoa history of extraordinary gaps (in contrast to the ongo-
ing project called History of Philosophy Without Any Gaps). The
greatscholar of ancient astronomy Kripa Shankar Shukla
writes, ‘Practically no scientific work of intervening period
ranging from c 500 BCEto ¢ soo CEisavailable.’ Those that

therenaissance of Hindu astronomy, Aryabhata I wasits most
luminous expression. He left behind not just treatises, butalso
inspired subsequent generations (BhaskaraTand others) to
eithermodify his work or set the stage for others (Brahmagupta
and others) to devise entirely different methods of modifying
parametric constants relevant formean calculations. Perhaps,
AryabhataI'slongest surviving contribution was the nearly
hundred-yearlong research agenda that his work inspired,
which found its most original expression in the trigonometric
power series devised by the Kerala school of mathematics
before Newton and Leibnitz.

All of thismay lead one to think the histories of Indian
science are merely amatter of listing names, studying their
textsand attempting to draw some linkages. Yet, the reality of
such seemingly ‘humble’ goals is imperiled by confounding
factors. Recensions abound of asingle text across geographies
and the construction of critical editions and bibliographies
requires great knowledge accompanied by a detective’s skill to
unearth obscure linkages. Some textsare no longer preserved
oravailable in Sanskrit, rather only commentaries about them
survive in languages that are in medieval versions of modern-
daylanguages (the mathematical text by Jyeshtadeva called
Ganita Yuktibhasha, translated as Rationales in Mathematical
Astronomy,isin the Malayalam of the 16th century and with
the pioneering translations of KV Sarma and annotations by K
Ramasubramanian, MD Srinivas and MS Sriram). Often, abject
disregard for autobiographical detail adds to the challenge of
dating texts, even ones that were ostensibly written closer to
our times (the Karana-paddhatiof Putumana Somayaji is even
today described as being written sometime between the 15th
and 17th centuries). More perverse, fromamodern perspective,
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is the method of naming texts solely by eponymous means
that reference tral homes, gotraof the writer, lineage of
awriteran —which makes mockery ofany modern
concei ‘ext can be reduced to singular authorship. In the
abseﬁ&/euinfonned local histories,any attempt to con-

with detailsabout the social environsin which these

te;
appeared remains a forbidding challenge. Toround up
X is litany of seeming insurmountables, there is also the satur-

nine reputation of astrology thatamodern scholar must learn
toovercome to study and understand ancient astronomy itself.
The economist John Maynard Keynes wrote of Isaac Newton,
whowasamore fervent alchemist than perhapsa mathemati-
cian, that: ‘Newton was not the first of the age of reason. He was
thelast of the magicians, the last of the Babylonians and Sume-
rians.’ Similarly,almost all of our ancient masters of analytical
techniques werealso proficient users of astrology and other
occult. Tostudy ancient mathematical astronomy and write
the history of Indian science inevitably also means studying

architecture and thus the provenance of adifferent set of practi-
tioners. The other ismore consequential for the history of Indian
science: thelack of experimental devices orautomatonsor tools
toaid observations. As KS Shukla writes, The Hindu astrono-
mersdid not possess the telescope.’ This is however not tobe
understood as that Indians merely engaged with theory and had
o history of mechanised instruments. On the contrary, thereare
well recorded instances of objects like ghatika—a time-keeping
device from 4th CE—which wasdescribed by Aryabhatalin his
Aryabhatasiddhantaand used by astronomersand common folk
alike. Init, wealso find mentions of yantravalaya, ‘aspherical
instrument’, thatmay have aided observationsas well. Likewise,
Varahamihira's Panchasiddhantikaalso describes astronomical
instruments. Mentions of cleverautomatons (vantras)abound
and much of these were intricate arrangements of pulleysand
presses that used waterasasource of kineticenergy. Inaland-
mark survey by the scholar V Raghavan, welearn about a bewil-
deringassortment of water presses, war machines, water horses,
talking dolls, fountains, etcetera
which werein due course classified

THE COMMINGLING OF EMPIRICISM

AND THE POETIC MAKES THE
WRITING OF THE HISTORY OF
INDIA'S LONG ABIDING
FASCINATION, REVERENCE AND
FEAR OF THE SKIES, ASTRAL
OBJECTS AND SPACE—IN ESSENCE,

THE HISTORY OF INDIAS ASTRONOMICAL
SCIENCES—PARTICULARLY DIFFICULT

and theirlorespread into popular nar-
rative. Beitin the works of Dandin the
playwrightorKingBhoja of the Para-
marasin thecity of Dhara, early me-
dieval literature often spoke abouta
variety of machines,automatonsand
labour-saving devices. Bhoja,accord-
ingtothescholar Daud Ali, goeson
toclassify machinesas those which
areself-driving (svayamvahaka), need
periodic propulsion (sakrtprerya), are
invisibly driven (antaritavaahyam)
and far travelling (vaahyam duratah).
Despite this demotic culture of tech-

variations in astrological terminologies and descriptions on
one hand alongside with techniques from modern spherical
astronomy suchas occultation of stars by the moons. This
demand onscholarshipis notan Indian problem but rathera
problem of studying antiquity and medieval science. The great
Austro-American scholar of Babylonian mathematics Otto
Neugebauer wrote many yearsago: ‘No Arabic astronomer
can be fully understood without a thorough knowledge of
astrological concepts.

These difficulties notwithstanding, two other great un-
knowns face any retelling. One is to understand the absence of
drawings in most manuscripts. Unlike Hellenistic Greeks or
later Latin Church Fathers, Indian sciences relied extraordinarily
on formulaeand hypothesis and rarely on diagrammatics. Per-
hapsthishas todo withlack of paper or parchment for writing
and the difficulties of using palm leaves to record writings. Or,
itwas perhaps because the art of drawing structures belonged
tothedomain of expertsin the field of carpentry, masonry and

nology thatseemingly thrived well

into ro-r1th centuries—thereseems
tobean element of play in these texts,a quality of tinkering with
contraptions no different than the early phases of the Industrial
Revolution—it wasnot until 1651 that the first telescopeis
recorded as being used for scientific purposesin India toobserve
thetransit of Mercury out of Surat. Fora culture that was quite
open uptothe rrth-r2th centuriesin scientific, astronomical
andastrological exchanges with the Persian and Arabworlds,a
remarkable decline beginsin the centuries thereafter. Enclaves
like the Keralaschool of mathematics survived by refiningand
inventing new techniques for computationand mathematics,
but after Bhaskara Il wrote his Siddhantasiromaniin 12th CE,
astronomical sciences slowly decline. Itis asifthe maximal
extentof ourskygazing by the naked eye was exhausted—per-
hapsownigto thelack of telescopes orartisansinvolved inlenses
andglasses. Any history of Indian science thus hastoalso try to
discern howa technical and scientific culture began to withdraw,
look inwardsinstead of growing and expanding its prowess.
‘Whatsocial constraints—caste, language, patronage, political
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upheaval—led tothis quiescence of

Indian sciences?
Therear, &hallenges as

well. A 1y of Indian science
upt vent of colonisation
rups theTisk of portraying the

E e enterprise asan organised,
erent exercise where progress
wasincrementally achieved. In
parts, ourability tointerpret the
growth of scientificknowledgeis
influenced by a certain form of tri-
umphalist narratives thatabound
in the traditional description of the
Scientific Revolution in Europe
upon whichatyranny of coher-

TO TELL A FULLY FLESHED
HISTORY OF INDIAN SCIENCES IS
INTIMATELY LINKED NOT JUST
TO THE HISTORY OF
TRANSMISSIONS—ORAL OR
TEXTUAL—BUT ALSO TO THE
HISTORY OF EVOLVING
COMPLEXITY OF TOPICS UNDER
INVESTIGATION. CONCURRENTLY,
THE HISTORY OF INDIAN
SCIENCES IS ALSO A HISTORY OF
EXTRAORDINARY GAPS

enceisimposed. (In morerecent
years, the pendulum hasswung

the other way and now the entire

scientificenterprise of the early

modern Europeis interpreted as merely aset of ‘cultural prac-
tices’to control the natural world.) How are we to understand
the age that followed AryabhataIto Bhaskara Il—nearly 600
years of technical refinements, cross pollination of ideas and
clusters of knowledge centre? Asarevolution, arenaissance
or merely anarchipelago of loosely connected innovations on
which we now force fita narrative shape?

RRESPECTIVE OF HOW we choose to describe this pe-

riod of our scientific history, the reality of it is that we still

know verylittle of ourscientific past. Inarecent lecture,
an economist and eminent translator of Sanskrit estimated
that over 4o million manuscripts lay aboutin various archives
and private libraries of which 95 per cent remain untranslated;
ofthe 5 per cent which have been translated, only a few have
been annotated to the standards of modern scholarship. If we
assume that only 0.5 per cent of those 4o million arerelated
toscientificand technical matters, this translates to 200,000
manuscripts,anamount that should leave a few generations
of scholars actively occupied. As David Pingree writes, The ex-
ploration of the millions of surviving Sanskrit and vernacular
manuscripts copied ina dozen different scripts would prob-
ably reveal anumber of other Madhavas whose work deserves
the attention of historians and philosophers of science.’ In fact,
inmany senses we are like the British in the rgth century who
discovered Sankara Varma’s 1823 trigonometric work called
Sadrathamalaand didn’t know what to make of such works.
Oursocial, intellectual and cultural establishment, barringa

handful of scholars, no longer knows how tostudy such works.

None of these potential discoveries however helps address
the more fundamental questions of how to think about our
scientific pastand the actors who were involved init. Who
were these people who went about stargazing, constructing

algorithms, painstakingly calculating figures to construct cal-
endars? What were their inner lives like? To an extent, much of
thisis unknowable and we enter the world of poetic imagina-
tion. The great Irish novelist John Banville wrote a tetralogy of
scientifically fascinating and psychologically intricate novels
where Copernicus, Kepler, Newton and Dr Faustusaare the
protagonists and struggle in the face of self-doubt as they wage
battlestoretrieve universal laws from the skies. Few Indian
literary minds however have attempted a deeply imagined
novelabout Varahamihira or Aryabhata or Madhava. In parts,
this reluctance to head down this path is due to the mathemati-
calignorance of our literary class and lack of adequate material
for non-specialists; but there are also deeper psychological
woundsin Indiansasa people that can only expressitselfas
malignant neglect oras witless triumphalism when faced

with the history of Indian science. The role of novelists, of
imagination in preparing the groundwork for an entire culture
to take ts past seriously, to study it more rigorously cannot

be understated. If there isany lesson tolearn from the lives of
Aryabhata or Nilakantha, as distant as they are to our sensibili-
ties, itisthe need to recognise that knowledge which survives
acrossgenerationsis born from mastering the grammar of the
discipline whilestill subjecting it to empirical verification.
‘What will then follow is the ability to make imaginative leaps.
Forus, separated as we are by centuries, the challenge isto ask
more rigorous questions about how we should write about this
practice of knowledge production—an activity thatsurvived
and thrived over generations. To do so, we will need to put aside
thesociopolitical needs of the present so that we may intuit the
shadows of along forgotten pastas truthfully as we can.m

Keerthik Sasidharan writes a fortnightly column for The Hindu.
Hisupcoming book The Dharma Forest will be published by
PenguinIndiain late 2019. He lives in New York City
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“THE RAKMIGARHI
SKELETON AT




n the mid-2000s, when archaeologist Vasant Shinde was leading an
excavation at the Indus Valley Civilisation (IVC) site of Farmanain
Haryana, he would often travel, some 25 kilometresaway, toanother
knownIVCsite,Rakhigarhi.Oneveryvisithewouldfindmoremounds
being razed and new houses getting built over it. The current-day
village of Rakhigarhi of around 5,000individuals wasexpanding over
and around the old archaeological site. “It was terrible, and I could
see it happening in front of my eyes. Here was the mostimportant
[archaeological]site in India and it was getting destroyed,” he says.




Cover Story

Foralongtime, sites such as Rakhigarhi were considered
t compared with its more famous counter-
istan. The conventional view has been that the
nated in Sind in current-day Pakistan, around sites
arappaand Mohenjodaro, andspreadlaterintodistant
‘eas, such as Rakhigarhi and Farmana, in Haryana.

6 Rakhigarhi was discovered in the 1960s, briefly exca-
8 vated in the 19gos by the Archaeological Survey of India,
before being forgotten about entirely. But we now know,
because of the efforts of Shinde and other archaeologists,
that Rakhigarhi ismuch larger than even Mohenjodaroand
isthrowing up such old dates that some archaeologists have
begun to consider the possibility that the civilisation might
have even firstbegun here.

By the time Shinde turned his eyes to Rakhigarhi, he had
spentseveral yearsexploring IVCsitesacross northern India.
Henow reoriented the objectives of his archaeological exca-
vations. He didn’t want to find things, he wanted to answer
questions. He was leading what he calls “problem-oriented
excavation”.

“There was no point in finding what had already been
found at other [IVC] places, like Mohenjodaro. We already
knew the IVC wasdeveloped. No point finding moresignsof
development,” he says. Instead, he turned his eyes to the big
questions. How did the IVC come about? How did it transi-
tion over time? And the biggest of them all: Who were the
peopleat theIVC?

Several have had a go at this question. Some have looked
forarchaeological clues; others have tried their hand at de-
cipheringitsscript. All efforts however had so far come to
naught. But Shinde was using an entirely new technique—
theemerging field of genetic science. There washoweverone
issue. How do you find human specimens from the IVC that
hadsomehowmanaged towithstandseveral millenniaofthe
harsh Indian climateand heavy rainsand retained sufficient
DNA information?

Genetics hasinavery shorttime begun to revolutionise
thestudy oftheancienthuman past. Harvard geneticist David
Reich,whohasmade somesignificantdiscoveries,including
about ancient people living in South Asia, compares geneti-
ciststobarbarians. ‘Geneticistsmay be the barbarians coming
latetothestudy ofthehuman past,"he writesin his 2018 book
Who We Areand How We Got Here, ‘butitisalwaysabadidea
toignorebarbarians. We have accesstoatype of datathatno
one hashad before...."

Shinde first began collaborating with geneticists and re-
searchers at Hyderabad's Centre for Cellular and Molecular
Biology (CCMB), then forensic scientists from South Korea
and later with Reich. But he kept hitting a dead end. Skel-
etal remains were hard to come by. And those that he found
weren'tabletoprovidesufficient DNA information. Thedigs
at Farmana, where they had found a cemetery and human
remains, hadled to aspectacular failure. All the samples, be-
cause of their inexperience at handling remains for genetic
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data, had been contaminated. The graves had been left open
for far too long and too many curious people had visited the
site. Atone point, Shinde even begantolook inside graves for
parasiteeggsthatmighthaveonceexisted in the gutof Indus
Valley people,in the hope that thiscouldlead totheresearch-
ersbeingable toisolate the DNA of their hosts.

Itappeared thatgeneticstoo wasfailing toshineany light
on the question of the IVC people’sidentity.

heIVCstandsatthec ofalargeand compl
I mystery about our origins. It is the missing piece in
notjustan archaeological butalso a highly political
jigsaw puzzle. Who were these people living in this large
swathe of land along the Indus River and its vicinity? Were
they indigenous or outsiders? Were these the same people
who later composed the Vedas and started what is known
asthe Vedic Age? Ordid another foreign race come and drive
them out? And, most crucially, how do we, modern Indians,
relate to thisancient group?

Geneticstudieshavesofar pointed towards the comingof
anew group of peopleintothe Indian subcontinent towards
the end of the IVC about 4,000 years ago. According to these
studies, modern Indians are the descendants of two highly
distinct ancestral groups. One of them, categorised as the
Ancestral South Indians (ASI), who probably spoke an early
Dravidian language, had been living in the subcontinent for
thousands of years. The other, consisting of people who had
come to the Indian subcontinent from the Yamnaya region
of Central Asia—the Eurasian Steppes—and who probably
spoke an Indo-European language, termed Ancestral North
Indians (ANT), had formed more recently. (There is an inter-
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esting catch here. Ithasbeen discoveredjustafew yearsback
that both the ANIand ASI groups, while being distinct from
one another, also possess large amounts of Iranian-related
ancestry.) All of us, except for the people who remained se-
cluded in the Andaman Islands, both from the highest to
the lowest castes, including non-Hindu tribal populations
living outside the caste system, are affected by the mixing of
these two groups. The percentages of the mixture however
vary depending upon geography, casteandlanguage groups.
Thereishigherancestryamongupper castes, Indo-European
language speakers and those who originally hailed from
north India.

Ifonewereabletodecode thegenetichistoryof the peopleat
theIVCand findeitherthe presence orabsence of ANIancestry
intheirsamples,itwouldgoalongwayinconfirmingwhether
ornot thisancestral group wasindigenous to thisregion.

This hadn’t happenedsofar.

Butlastweek,asone of twostudies published in the Science
and Celljournals (published by the same group of research-
ersand on the same date) describes, geneticists managed to
squeeze out, with immense difficulty, just enough genetic
datafromthe petrousbonein theinnerearregion of theskull
ofa 4,000-plus-year-old woman from the IVC.

While the study in Scienceis more expansive, using the
genes of over 500 people who lived over the past 8,000 years,
totrack migrationsand admixturesofvariousancient people
across Southand Central Asia, the secondstudy, publishedin
Cell, focuses entirely on the analysis of a single genome, the
firstever, from the IVC.

This woman, titled 16113, was excavated by Shinde and
ateam of archaeologists from a cemetery in Rakhigarhi in
2016.IVC cemeteries usually throw up three types of buri-

als. Either the graves contain the remains of the entire body
alongwith possessionssuchaspots, beadsand bangles, orjust
afewbonesand possessions (leadingsome expertstobelieve
thatsome people in the IVCalso left dead bodiesin the open,
for vultures and other scavengers, and buried whatever re-
mained), orempty graves where only possessionsare found
(possibly because the person’s corpse could not be traced).

Not only were all of 6113’s remains found in her grave,
herhead, liketypical IVCgraves, wastothenorthand the feet
to the south. There were also a very large number of ceramic
vesselsand beads, leading Shinde to believethatshe probably
enjoyed a high social status during her lifetime.

The remains of this woman, along with 60 more people
from the IVC, were collected. In the lab, the list of the most
promising samples came down to just four. Among them,
onlyatiny bonefrom theinner earregion of 16113 managed
to provide sufficient data.

“Indiaisavery challenging place forageneticist trying to
extractancient DNA,” says Vagheesh M Narasimhan, a ge-
neticist workingat the Reich Labin Harvard Medical School’s
Departmentof Geneticswhowasthe leadauthorofthe Science
paper. “The weatherisso harsh. You have a very hotsunand
then heavy rainswhich degrades the genetic informationin
ancientsamples.” NirajRai, the head of the Ancient DNA Lab
at Lucknow’s Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeosciences, who
wasalso a co-author of this paper, claims that the work put
intoI6113 is the most extensive genetic research ever con-
ducted on any single sample. “This was going to be such an
important sample. And we were very meticulous that there
should be noquestions overit,” hesays.

16113 carried noancestry from people of the Stepperegion.
This means the movement of people from this region into
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South Asia happened only after the decline of the IVC.16113
instead, ined amixtureof twogroups:anancient South-
east unter-gatherergroupandanothergroup withan
y old Iranian-related ancestry. (This ancient Iranian
ponent in the IVC people dates to at leastaround 10,000
E, long before farming emerged in the Fertile Crescent re-
6 gioninMiddle East, notjustoverturning the theory thatIrani-
8 ansbroughtfarmingintoSouth Asia, butalsoestablishingthat
thesplitinthecommonancestral line between the IVC people
andancientIranian farmers happeneda very long time ago.)
Although the analysis is based on just a single sample
found in the IVC, when we know that the IVC was a cosmo-
politan place with various people living there, it doesappear
thathergenetic profile would match what wasfoundamong
the people of the IVC. Thisclaimissupported by the findings
of 1 ‘outliers’,individualsliving between 2500and 2000 BCE
and found in modern-day Iran and Turkmenistan, whose
geneticancestry and burial sitesappear tosuggest they were
from the IVC. We know from archaeological evidence that
thepeopleoftheIVCwereintouch with peoplein these parts.
These 11 outliers, the researchers believe, were migrants or
the children of migrants from the IVC.

of the IVC, some of the people from the civilisation

mixed with Southeast Asian hunter-gatherers to
formtheancestral group termed ASL. These people probably
spoke a proto-Dravidian language. The others from the IVC
mixed with with the incoming migrants from the Steppe,
who probably brought the Indo-European languages, toform
the ANIgroup. Thesetwoancestralgroups, ANIand ASI, then
mixedand gaverise to the great diversity of India. A few years
ago,some of the researchers associated with these two papers
alsofoundthat themixing between thetwogroupstook place
mostly between 2000and 1000 BCE (alsothe time the IVC was
collapsing and the Rig Veda was being composed). Around
2,000 years ago this admixture stopped, pointing probably to
theemergenceofthecastesystemandthe practice of marriages
happening only withinasubcaste.

“Wearesuggesting[through our findings]an out-of India
migration theory,” Rai says over the phone.

According to the conventional understanding of this the-
ory, the so-called Aryans were an indigenous race of people,
someofwhomovedout ofthesubcontinenttowards Central
Asiaand Furope, thus explaining the genetic and linguistic
similarities wefindamongthe peopleinthoseareasandsome
Indian groups today. But Rai uses the same terminology to
drive atan entirely different theory, one that doesn't seem to
besupported by whatismentionedin thestudy. The discovery
of 11 people from the IVC at sites in Iran and Turkmenistan
indicates strongly, he says, that the common ‘Iranian’ ances-
tor could be from South Asia. “The IVC people shared some
kindofancestry with theIraniansbuttheancestral population

According to the two studies, after the decline

“There was no point in
finding what had already
been found at other (IVC)
places, like Mohenjodaro. We
already knew the IVC was
developed. No point finding
more signs of development”
Vasant Shinde archaeologist

could be South Asian. More results are required but thereisa
strong possibility of an out-of-India migration,” he says.

The paper in Cellhowever says just the opposite: ‘Mul-
tiple lines of evidence suggest that the genetic similarity of
I6113 to the Indus Periphery Cline individuals [the 11 outli-
ers|is due to gene flow from South Asia rather than in the
reverse direction.”

Thisis part of an unusual pattern that has emerged after
the publication of the studies. Some of the Indian researchers
associated with the study have made claims that are unsup-
ported and sometimes run counter to what the studies say.
Several media outletsinterpreted the findings insucha way
soas to claim that it debunks the Aryan migration theory,
wheninfactthestudiesnowmakeitclearthattheIVC people
had no genetic connection with the Steppe pastoralists and
whateverSteppe ancestry we now findamong modern Indi-
ans points clearly towards the arrival of a new set of people
aftertheIVC.

Atone pointduringthe pressconference whilereporting
these findings, Vasant Shinde told journalists, “Harappan
peoplearethesameas Vedic people.” Thisisnot what the two
papersfind. The Vedas were composedin Sanskrit, which falls
in the Indo-Iranian branch of the family of Indo-European
languages. According to the Sciencestudy, ‘The Steppe ances-
try in South Asia has the same profile as that in Bronze Age
Eastern Europe, trackingamovementof people thataffected
bothregionsand thatlikelyspread theunique featuresshared
between Indo-Iranian and Balto-Slavic languages.’

‘When asked, Rai agrees that there is no evidence to back
Shinde’s claim of the Harappans being the same whostarted
the Vedic Age. He however also says that he does not agree
with the suggestion in the Sciencestudy that Indo-European
languages probably came from outside the subcontinent. “I
don’tthink we have enough proofto say this,” he says.

Thisunusual diversion from whatthestudiesthemselves
say perhaps has something to do with the intense political
scrutiny over the findings. Raisaysthey removedall political
terms from the papers. “The papers are purely scientific,” he
says. “Let people make their own inferences and interpreta-
tions.” Reich mentions in his book how in 2008 their work
onancient Indian ancestry almost came toa halt when he
discovered that modern Indians trace their ancestry from
two distinct groups, one being a‘West Eurasian’ group. His
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Indian collaborators, who had supplied the samples, Lalji
amy Thangaraj of the CCBM in Hyder-
pearedtobe threatening tonix the project.
anttobe partofastudy thatsuggestedamajor
ian incursionintoIndiawithout beingabsolutely
tohow thewhole-genomedata could be reconciled
their mitochondrial DNA findings. They also implied
at the suggestion of a migration from West Eurasia would
bepolitically explosive, he writes. Theimpasse wasresolved
by coming up with new terms for the two ancestor groups,
ASIand ANI(which Reich had earlier termed West Eurasian).
Although the ANT'srelation to Europeansand Central Asians
wasmentioned, the paper madenoclaimsabout thelocation
of theirhomeland orany migrations.

Whenlask Shindeabout theincongruence between what
hesaysand whatthetwostudiesreport, hesays, “Look, weare
presenting the Cell paper [which focuses on the IVC’s 16113
sample]asthe base... The[Science] paper was written before the
findingsofthe Cellpaper.So[wehaven't|beenable totake[the
Cellpaper]intoaccount.”

He appears guarded when I ask him more questions on
thisissue. According to him, we all come from the same an-
cestors. But people use the theory of migration to pull one

fromthe ASI,eveninnorth India. However, when theylooked
at the Y-chromosome, which is transmitted from father to
son, they could see a large trace of ANIancestry. About 17.5
per cent of Indian male lineage, for instance, belongs to the
haplogroup R1a, which is found today across Europe and
Centraland South Asia.

How doesoneexplainsuchincongruence? This probably
hasto do with the differences in social power between men
and women and who among the two ancestral groups was
more powerful. According to Reich, similar sex-asymmetric
population mixtureisseenamong African-Americans, where
the approximately 20 per cent of ancestry that comes from
Europeans derives in an almost four-to-one ratio from the
male side, and the Latin American population in Colombia,
where the approximately 8o per cent of ancestry that comes
from Europeansis derived in an even more unbalanced way
frommales (afifty-to-oneratio). [Tlhecommon threadis that
males from populations with more power tend to pair with
females from populations with less," he writes in his book.
‘This patternis exactly whatone would expect froman Indo-
European-speaking people taking the reins of political and
social power after four thousand years ago and mixing with
thelocal peoples in astratified society, with males from the

GENETIC STUDIES HINT AT THE HIGHER SOCIAL STATUS OF ANI ANCESTRY
THAN THE ASI. THOSE IN UPPER CASTES TEND TO HAVE A HIGHER
PROPORTION OF ANI ANCESTRY COMPARED TO THOSE BELOW THEM

anotherdown. And he corrects me. “Let’s not say ‘migration’
[of Steppe pastoralists]. There was no migration. Maybe we
cansay movement.”

Narasimhan pointsout thatifwelookat theissueof wheth-
erthe people of IVC later established the Vedic Age through
the prism of languages, then tis clear that thisisnot the case.
“Indo-European languagesare nowspokenright from Dublin
toDelhi. How did thiscometobe? Andlanguage spreadsin pre-
statesociety by the significant movement of people,” he says.
“Butgenetically [if welookatwhether IVC peopleestablished
the later Vedic Age), then it is not wrong to say so. The people
of the Vedic Age wereamix of Steppe pastoralistsand the IVC
people. So the IVC did [genetically] contribute toit.”

one’sancestors were, or when and where a mixture

began. ButintheIndian context, thisscience hasalso

begun to provide an interesting insightinto the resulting so-
cial structure such a mixture might have provided.

Geneticists, in the past, looking at the mitochondrial

DNA (which is transmitted only from mother to daughter)

of modern-day Indians found that nearly all of them come

T he science of genetics usually can only tell who

groupsin power having more successin finding mates than
those from the disenfranchised groups.’

Genetic studies also hint at the higher social status of
the ANIcompared to the ASI. Those in upper castes typi-
callytendtohaveahigher proportion of ANTancestry com-
paredtothose traditionally below them, even when thetwo
groupsarefrom thesamestateand speak thesame language.
Thosebelonging to the Brahmin castetend to havethe high-
est ANIancestry. The Sciencepaper mentions findingincred-
ibly high proportions of Steppe ancestry among Tiwaris
and Bhumihars today. This is another line of evidence, the
paper writes, fora Steppe origin for South Asia’s Indo-Euro-
pean languages since Brahmin groups are the traditional
custodians of liturgical texts in the early Indo-European
language Sanskrit.

Shinde,eventhough beingoneof the credited researchers
ofthe Sciencestudy, disagrees with thisview. Accordingtohim,
if such a group of Indo-European language speakers came
fromoutside thesubcontinent, they should haveleftbehind
archaeological evidence. “When wegoto Europe or America
today, don't westill carry our culture there? The women still
wear saris there, right?” he asks. “Why don't you see sucha
migration archaeologically then?’m
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AN OLD THEORY

-IN THE LIGHT OF
NEW SCIENCE

Rakhigarhi does not end the Aryan invasion debate
but it provides more accurate answers to who we are

By SUDEEP PAUL
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here was a time when things were

imple. History textbooksinschool were
unambiguous about chronology. The

(b' chapter titled ‘The Indus Valley Civilisa-
tion'(IVC) always preceded ‘The Coming

of the Aryans’ or ‘The Aryan Invasion’,

there being that inevitability that the

~\l&'ansfollowedthe IVC, destroyingandreplacingit with the

rudimentsof theirown civilisationin India. There was, how-
ever,alreadyawell-entrenchedargumentagainst the theory
ofaninvasion by pale-skinned hordes from the north—an
argument born long before the early 20th century discovery
of the IVC—but we mostly remained oblivious toit. Later,
whenthelate 20th centuryand 21stcenturyinheritorsof this
counterraised the flag of revolt and engaged in pitched aca-
demic battles with the so-called children of Macaulay—still
subscribing tothe theory ofan Aryaninvasionandafascina-
tion forfair-skinned,sharp-nosed ancestors—werealised that
the world as we knew it had changed. Perhaps it was always
something different to begin with.

TheIVC, or Harappan Civilisation, took along time to be
mapped. The date of discovery and excavation of an archaeo-
logicalsiteisimportant, sinceitinfluenceshow thesiteis per-
ceivedintheoverallscheme,andtheimportanceandattention
itsubsequentlyenjoys. Rakhigarhi,in Hisar,Haryana, isacase
inpoint.Spread over 224 hectares, the Rakhigarhisiteisalmost
two-and-a-halftimes bigger than Mohenjodaro (100 hectares,
presently in Sindh, Pakistan). It has resonances in history:a
12th century manuscript of the Saraswati Purana mentions
Rakhigarhi,asiteof considerableimportance by the then-flour-
ishing Saraswatiriver. Thenamecropsupinthe Mahabharata
aswell, inthecontextofBalarama'sjourney from Dwarka. Yet,
Rakhigarhi's excavation began onlyaround 1997, letting one
argue that had thesite been excavated, say, 60 or 70-odd years
ago,itwould have emergedasoneofthe main Harappansites.
It might have ended up influencing how the civilisation was
described—and the names giventoit.

TheRakhigarhiskeleton’in question dates back toc 2,500
BCE.Now, whatdoestheskeletonsay,ordo? Whatitdoesnot
doisclear—itdoesnotresolve the Aryaninvasionissue. What
itdoessayisthatmostIndians,or South Asians,are descended
from the woman the skeleton belonged to.

Vasant Shinde, who led the Rakhigarhi project, attested
along with his colleague Niraj Rai that combining the first
genome of a Harappan individual with archaeological data,
we conclude that South Asian hunter-gatherers had an
independent origin, the same people who later settled in
the region. And as David Reich, one of Shinde’s co-authors
for the paper published in Cellunder the title ‘An Ancient
Harappan Genome Lacks Ancestry from Pastoralists and
Iranian Farmers', affirmed, there is finally a genetic model
that is a statistical fit for the majority of South Asians of
our own time. Reich’s own 2009 study ‘Reconstructing In-
dian Population History’, published in Nature, talked about

two broad ancestral groups to explain the majority of the
Indian population as a mixture of—the Ancestral South
Indian (ASI)and the Ancestral North Indian (ANI), with the
ASTbeing the older (roughly 60,000 years) and not related to
any group outside the Indian subcontinent, and the ANI be-
ing more recent (roughly 40,000 years), with links to Euro-
peans. There s, of course, no pure ANT or ASIand this must
be kept in mind when we return to the current debate. Not
only are we dealing with very ancient populations, but the
very idea of a ‘purerace’ as understood at the time the Aryan
invasion theory was put forth no longer holds. And the fact
thatthereareno pureracesiswhatgeneticshasbeendemon-
strating again and again.
Attheoutset,whatmustbekeptinmindisthat wearedeal-
ing withasingleskeleton (thereareseveral at the Rakhigarhi
site). Drawing conclusions from a single data point is always
fraught with dangerand yet,an absence of evidence does not
mean evidence of absence. What must also be understood is
thenuanceonthelIraniangeneticinheritance of South Asians.
The Rakhigarhi findings do show that Indians and Iranians
shareavery close and old relationship but this predates agri-
culture. TheIVC'sIranian ancestryisrelated toearly Iranians,
longbeforetheseparation of theirancestors. Theideathat the
shared ancestry implied an eastward movement of west Ira-
nianfarmersintothe Indus Valleyregion, whothendeveloped
farming, hasbeen discredited. Farming in the IVC developed
withoutinterference from people movingin from the Fertile
Crescent,rulingout thereby any Anatolian influence too, un-
like in the case of Europe. What is also missing is the trace of

“We need to give up the
idea of unidirectional
genetic flow from Central
AsiatoIndia.. We are
dealing with multidirectional |, -—
movements over long
expanses of time”
Sanjeev Sanyal historian and economist

S

migrants from the Steppes of Central Asia. Thus, the Rakhi-
garhi findings tie in with evidence from global agricultural
history which shows that farming developed separately in
many placesaround thesame time and there wasnoneed for
migration for the IVC people to take toagriculture.
Historian Sanjeev Sanyal, author of Land of Seven Rivers:
A Brief History of India’s Geography (2012) and The Ocean of
Churn: How the Indian Ocean Shaped Human History(2016),
hasbeenstudyingthe developmentsingeneticresearchinto
India’s population for along time. Speaking to Open, Sanyal
says: “The genetic findings confirm that Indiaand Iran were
acontinuum since the Neolithic period. We have indepen-
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dent archaeological evidence that the two were linked by

nze Age. Why do we need Central Asia to ex-
etween Vedicand Avestan?” The contention that
and Iranians do not need the Central Asian connec-
toexplain their very old linkages has implications for
e debate on the Aryan invasion theory. The ‘Indo-Iranian
continuunt, or the ‘Persian Gulf-north India continuum’,
was asite of constant churn and of migrations within and
outward. Even as groups of people were coming into the
subcontinent, others were leaving, This has led geneticists
tobelieve that Indiais the point of origin of many significant
lineages prevalent worldwide. But the multiplicity found
in the subcontinent makes any generalisation about ethnic
roots of Indiansasa wholea fool'serrand.

Just the case of asingle gene mutation, R1ar, throwslight
on the matter. Its parent Rraand subgroup Rraraare impor-
tantcomponentsof ANI. R1ar isshared between Indiansand
eastern Europeans such as Czechs, Poles and Lithuanians
but western Europe's lineage is mostly through R1b which
istatherrare in India. R2, meanwhile, is found only in India

much areceptor of genes asa dispenser, a point of origin. As
far as the Aryan invasion theory is concerned, this may not
have any direct bearing at all, but it does raise questions as
towhere the Central Asians are in all this. The reason why
Central Asians cannot be excluded from the mix could, of
course, be amatter of timelines. A 2006 study published in
The American Journal of Human Geneticshad argued that the
population mix in the subcontinent has been more-or-less
stableforalongtimewithnomajorinjection of Central Asian
blood forlonger than 10,000 years. Thatwould placeany theo-
retical orrealinflux of Central Asians, or Indo-Europeans, well
before the timeline for iron weapons or the domestication of
thehorse.On the presence of Central Asianancestry, Chaubey
says: “Not more than 5-1o per cent of Indians, that toomostly
inthe north, have any Central Asian ancestry.”

Doubtless, with the constant movement of people back
andforth, Central Asianstoocameintothesubcontinentbut
thereisnogeneticevidence ofan invasion of India(and Iran)
inthe Iron Age from the Steppesand, thus, of no dominance
of Central Asiansin the story of the Indian population. Peter

THE FIRST SYSTEMATIC
REFUTATION OF THE
ARYAN INVASION
THEORY CAME FROM
SRI AUROBINDO, WHO
MADE THE DISTINCTION
THAT ‘ARYAN' MAY AT
MOST BE A CULTURAL

2l NOTION, NOT RACIAL

DAVID REICH'S 2009
STUDY TALKED

ABOUT TWO BROAD
ANCESTRAL GROUPS
TO EXPLAIN THE
MAJORITY OF THE
INDIAN POPULATION:
THE OLDER ASI AND
THE MORE RECENT ANI

and its highest concentration is in the east, particularly in
Biharand Bengal. The mapping could go on, but the pointis
that the Indian subcontinent is the only place where all the
siblings of R1ar are found. Gerard Lucotte’s 2015 study pub-
lished in Hereditary Geneticsshowed that the oldest strains of
haplogroup Rraare to be found in the subcontinent, strains
that are older than those in eastern and western Europe.
Biologistandanthropologist Gyaneshwer Chaubey from the
Estonian Biocentreand University of Tartu, Estonia, currently
working at Banaras Hindu University, has been conducting
advancedresearchintothegenetic mappingof Indians which
is to be published in an upcoming paper. Speaking to Open,
Chaubey says: “There is a clear continuity of Rrar, show-
ing links of over 20,000 years. Now, half of this has roots in
central India.”

All of this would appear to make the subcontinent not so

Underhill’s 2010 study published in the European Journal of
Human Genetics,looking into theissue, said that it excludesa
‘significant patrilineal gene flow from East Europe to Asia, at
least since the mid-Holocene period’. Indeed, one particular
group could have travelled through Central Asiaand ended
upineastern Europe with the Rraragene. Sanyal arguesthat
itistimetomove on: “Weneed togive up theidea of unidirec-
tional genetic flow from Central Asia to India. The so-called
‘Aryan’ haplogroup R1araiscommoninnorthIndiaandeast-
ern Europe, butitsancestor Pxisfoundin Southeast Asia. We
are dealing with multidirectional movements over long ex-
pansesoftime.”(The Rakhigarhiskeleton doesnot helpwith
Rrar of course, with R1 beinga Y-chromosome haplogroup,
orthe male lineage.)

Lastyear'sdiscovery of achariotinaBronze Age burial pit
inSanauliin Uttar Pradesh hasimpacted the Aryaninvasion
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debateas well. Ifthe Rig Veda’s mention of chariots was used
tolocatechariotsirtindiain the 2nd millennium BCE, specula-
tionabout e Vedic texts were written may not have
allowe of the same as evidence. But Sanauli now ap-
Pe: egiven Indianschariotsfor thesame period when
thy potamiansand Greekshad them. So,contemporary
Harappans, wefind other peoplein the Gangetic plains
ith chariots, helmets, etcetera. The Aryans, we heard, were
chariot-using people wielding iron weapons. Strangely, ar-
tefacts of the kind mentioned above have not been found in
the Punjabandadjoining areas. If Central Asians flowed into
thesubcontinentaround thesametimeline, did they skip Af-
ghanistan (wherechariotswould beuselessanyway)and the
Punjab to land directly in what is today’s Uttar Pradesh and
begin riding chariots?In place of logic, we haveagaping hole
here.Sanyal explains: “The emerging geneticdataneedstobe
mapped withnew archaeological finds. Sofarwehad Bronze
Agesiteson the Indusand Ghaggar-Saraswati, butnow weare
finding evidence of a sophisticated culture in the Gangetic
plains. Moreover, iron seems to be an Indian discovery that
developedin the Godavarivalley and eastern Gangetic plains
before headingnorth-west.”

very complex story is being told by genetics

andarchaeology, often corroboratingeach other. Ra-

khigarhiisnoexception. The problemarises because
many of usarestill lookingfor pureraces which has, unfortu-
natelybutexpectedly, turneditintoa political debate. Geneti-
cistshave been demonstratingtimeandagain that thereisno
pure origin for anybody. And Indians are much more mixed
than most. In thatlight, it is perhaps time for us to shed our
obsessionwith thedebateofold. Yet,assoonasthe Rakhigarhi
study became public, news headlines wrapped themselves
around the same ‘Aryan invasion theory’ and whether the
findings demolish it or keep its embers burning. The head-
lines can be dismissed as innocuous afterall, but they hark
back to a divide that grew wider over the last century, begin-
ning with the first challenges to the Aryan invasion theory
propoundedlongbefore geneticsand the scientifically sharp-
ened linguistics of today.

Perhaps the first significant refutation of the Aryan inva-
sion theory as a colonialists’ invention came from Dayanand
Saraswati, based on his complete rejection of the 1gth centu-
ry European view of the Vedic texts. Bal Gangadhar Tilak, of
course,whileno friend of the colonial project, argued that the
massoftheIndian populationaredescended from peoplewho
migrated south from the Arctic—from much farther north
than the Steppes. Swami Vivekananda was categorical in his
rejection of the Aryan theory, asevidenced in a lecture deliv-
ered in the US: “And what your European Pandits say about
the Aryansswoopingdown fromsome foreignlandsnatching
away theland of aborigines and settling in India by extermi-
nating them isall pure nonsense, foolish talk” (The Complete

“Not more than
5-10 per cent of
Indians, that too
mostly in the north,
have any Central
Asian ancestry”

Gyaneshwer Chaubey biologist
and anthropologist

Works of Swami Vivekananda). While dismissing the Aryan
invasion theory, Vivekananda wasalso pointingoutthelack of
evidencein Indianscripturesthatprovesthe Aryans, whoever
they were,came fromoutside. Themain villain was, of course,
Friedrich Max Miiller who, in his own words, believed that
{TThetranslationofthe Veda, will hereaftertelltoagreatextent
on the fate of India and on the growth of millions of soulsin
that country. Itis the root of their religion and to show them
what the root is [is] the only way of uprooting all that has
sprung from it during the last three thousand years' (The Life
and Letters of the Right Honourable Friedrich Max Miiller). The
counter to the Aryan theory, in the service of politics, would
later be reductively used to blur boundaries, erase subtleties
andstartawarwith thecampadhering tothe Aryaninvasion
theory which remained unconvinced, even blind and conde-
scending—a war that reignited on social media immediately
after the publication of the Rakhigarhi results.

Butthefirstsystematic, text-based refutation of the Aryan
invasion theory had come from Sri Aurobindo: ‘But theindica-
tionsin the Vedaon which thistheory ofarecent Aryaninva-
sionisbuilt,arevery scantyin quantityand uncertainin their
significance. Thereisnoactual mention ofanysuchinvasion.
The distinction between Aryan and un-Aryan on which so
much has been built, seems on the mass of the evidence to
indicate a cultural rather than a racial difference. The language
ofthehymnsclearly pointstoa particular worship orspiritual
culture as the distinguishing sign of the Aryan,—a worship
of Lightandof the powers of Lightand aself-discipline based
on the culture of the ‘Truth’ and the aspiration to Immortal-
ity,—Ritam and Amritam. There is no reliable indication of
anyracial difference’(The Secret ofthe Veda,emphasisadded).
Aurobindohad madeanimportantdistinction—that ‘Aryan’
mayatmostbeaculturalnotion, notracial. Fromanother per-
spective,BR Ambedkarreportedly called the Aryaninvasion
theory “an invention” necessitated “because of a gratuitous
assumption that the Indo-Germanic peopleare the purestof
the modern representative of the original Aryanrace”.

Genetics has shown that the pure race is a myth. It has
put both warring camps in their place. The moral of the
Rakhigarhistoryisthat thereisno ‘left' or right'tothisdebate.
‘Weknow betternow where most of uscome from,and were-
mainamixed bunch. Whetherwe call ourselvesindigenous
orforeignis beside the point. m
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But India’s space dream is bigger than Chandrayaan-2

By V SHOBA

omission hasevokedadeeperandawider
range of emotion at the Indian Space Re-
search Organisation (ISRO) than Chan-
drayaan-2. On a high after scoring clean
hitswithits previousbig-ticket missions,
which found evidence of water on the
moonand putan orbiteraround Marson
ashoestring budget, ISRO was preparing
for a historic moment: a dream touch-
down near the lunar South Pole that
would cementitsstandingasa Columbus
ofthespaceage. Asthe GSLV Mark 3 bear-
ingChandrayaan-2lifted offon July 22nd
afteraminorsnag, Indiawascaughtupin
the powerand the promise of the launch.
Stowed in the composite spacecraft was
Vikram,anindigenousquadrupedalland-
ercarrying Pragyan the rover, a talisman
inscribed with the Ashoka Chakra and
the collective hopes of 1.4 billion people.
In the first week of September, Vikram
detacheditselffrom the orbiterabout 100
km from thesurface of themoon, intend-
ingtoland in time tomake the best of the
lunardaylight that wouldlast 14 days. As
per plan, in the early hours of September
7th, it began to execute an autonomous

powered descent lastingaboutaquarterof
an hour—*“15 minutes of terror”, as ISRO
Chairman K Sivan described it. During
thistime, the ground control team could
dollittle but pray thatit landed firmly on
itslegs.Indiacheered on,asthough foran
Olympicgymnast performingaspectacu-
larly dangerousroutine. Twelve minutes
into the complex, multi-staged manoeu

vre, the lander abruptly malfunctioned,
going off course and losing contact with
mission control. India’s latest and most
ambitious space project had just been
reduced, in the words of asenior ISRO sci-
entist, to “an honourable miss”.

Had things gone as per script, Vikram
and Pragyan, landing on a sunlit plain
between two craters in a cloud of lunar
regolith, would have been among the

preciousstoresof water-icein deep craters
hitherto untouched by sunlight. India
had hoped to be the first to shine alight
into this reservoir of darkness. “If we had
landed, it would have made a bigimpact
internationally, wedging India between
the USand Chinain theracetothemoon.
Itwas to be the precursor to future moon
landingsin the South Pole. It wasamodest
maiden effort, but we wanted toprove, as
we did with the Mars mission and with
Chandrayaan-1, that we could strike big
with the limited resources available to
us,”says Mylswami Annadurai, whosaw
through the successful launch of Chan-
drayaan-1as projectdirector. “Every ISRO
mission isa culmination of strategic and
scientific interests. In the case of Chan-
drayaan-2, the lander was the strategic

A TRIUMPH OF INDIGENOUS TECHNOLOGIES,
CHANDRAYAAN-2 MAKES A POWERFUL STATEMENT
AT ATIME WHEN THE US STILL USES RUSSIAN
SOYUZ ROCKETS TO SEND ASTRONAUTS TO

THE INTERNATIONAL SPACE STATION

first—after China’s Chang'e-4 landed on
thefarside ofthemoonin January 2019—
tolook forwaterand Helium-3,a possible
source of unlimited clean energy in the
future, in the South Pole region before
anyone else got there. Previous missions
to the moon have landed in and around
theequatorial regionand havenotstudied
the poles, which could potentially hold

partand the orbiter, containingeight new-
generation instruments, is of high scien-
tificvalue. Butan orbiterissomething we
have done before—we put it togetherin
just two years after successfully launch
ing Mangalyaan,” Annadurai says.
Sivanhasdownplayed the faultyland-
ing, callingita “failed technological dem-
onstration” and stressed that the orbiter,
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equipped withahigh-resolution camera,
aterrain-mapping camera, a dual-band
synthetic aperture radar to look for sub-
surface water-iceand anadvanced IR spec-
trometer, besidesother payloads, will con-
tinue to do important science and could
beinorbitforup tosevenyears,although
the plannedlifetime wasjustayear. ISRO
hasonceagain demonstrated its mastery
of orbiter mechanics and planning, but
the failure to safely land Vikram, which
has since been located lying tilted on the
lunarsurface, has deeply unsettled scien-
tists, who say none of their simulations
had prepared them for the eventuality of
acrash oraloss of communications. Sci-
entistsat ISRO’s Telemetry, Tracking and
Command Network facility in Bengaluru
now labour on grimly tore-establish con-
tact with thelander, knowing the chances
of retrieving the unit or getting it to func-
tion as planned are bleak. “It is a night-
maresituation for us. We were hopingto
getsomesleepafterworkinglongdaysfor
the past few months,” says a junior engi-
neer. “Thisisjust unbelievable. We had
simulated everything, tested every part.
In fact, during a test to ensure the load-
bearing ability of the lander’s legs—they
were originally supposed to fold out, but
the design was later simplified—we had
attached sensor blocks to them which
introduced extra leverage and the test
ended up failing. Ithad us worried at first
before we figured out that the test itself
was wrong. So you see, nothing was left
tochance.” Employeessay they have been
warned not to talk to the media, lest they
let slip information about mission plan
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CHANDRAYAAN-2 IS THE FLAGSHIP PROJECT OF

ANEW |
MANNED
PR

THAT WANTS TO LEAPFROGTO A
ISSION IN 2022, WITH OTHER EXCITING
TS, INCLUDING A VENUS PROBE AND A

Mi$SSION TO STUDY THE SUN, ON THE CARDS

A\ ning and execution that could be held

against ISRO while itis yet to announce
the cause of the failure. “Space missions
are always under scrutiny and ISRO offi-
cialsareoften asked nottoreveal strategic
information,” Annadurai says. “Youmay
tell childrentowatchoutsotheydon'tget
hurt, butyoudon'task them not to play. I
don'trecall such a time in my 36 years of
serviceat ISRO.”

To be sure, there isa lot at stake, not
theleast of which s India’s confidencein
landing on the moon despite a string of
failed attempts, the latest being a private
Israelimission that crashedin April 2019.
The moon, with its stark chiaroscuro of
brightness and shadow, and its terrain
slopesand hazards,isnotaneasy worldto
conquer. Dust, radiationand charged par-
ticles make the environment extremely
unpredictable. Thetemperatureon thelu-
narsurface canvary from 200degrees Cel-
sius below zero in the dark polar regions
to 120 degrees above zero during the day.
TheIndian capsule wasdesignedtouseso-
lar energy to explore the area around the
landing spot before the sun went down
onit. In the absence of sunlight, the elec-
tronics aboard the Indian lander-rover
duo were expected to fail, for unlike the
Chang'e-4,China’ssecondlander mission,
the Indian capsule is not equipped with
radioisotope thermoelectric generators
(RTG) to power its operations during
the lunar night. Given the limited range
of the rover—s500 m, according to ISRO,
although scientists who worked on the
project say it could traverse up to twice
thedistance—however, no powersource
otherthansolar wasconsidered necessary.
“RTGs were part of the original design.
There was concern about the handling
of radioactives but the real reason we did
away with them was that India does not
yetmakeRTGs. Wedid notwanttoimport
thiswhen therestof themission could be

builtin-house,”saysaseniorscientistwho
worked on the lander design.

A triumph of indigenous technolo-
gies, Chandrayaan-2 makes a powerful
statement at a time when the US still
uses Russian Soyuz rockets to send astro-
nauts to the International Space Station.
Itis the flagship project of a new India
that wants to leapfrog to a manned mis-
sionin 2022, with otherexciting projects,
including a Venus probe and a mission
to study the sun, on the cards. As peran
agreement signed in 2007 between ISRO
and Roskosmos, the Russian Federal Space

® Chandrayaan-2
lander Vikram
(foreground) and
orbiter, ISRO,

Bengaluru, June 10

Agency, Chandrayaan-2 was supposed to
be ajoint mission with ISRO providing
theorbiterand the roverand Roskosmos,
the lander. Following a failure in Decem-
ber 2011 of Roskosmos’ Phobos-Grunt
mission, however, Russia pulled out of
Chandrayaan-2, originally scheduled to
be launched in 2015. “We decided then
to build everything ourselves,” says SVS
Murty, aformerscientistwith the Physical
Research Laboratory (PRL), a unit under
ISRO, in Ahmedabad. “There was always
asmall chance that the lander, which we
hadno previous experience with, could
crash. But we were left with no choice—
we tried to build a reliable system that
could automatically correct its course
based on Aland used honeycomb design
shock absorbers to handle hurdles and
upsets.” The UR Rao Satellite Centre and
theLaboratory for Electro-optical Systems
in Bengaluru, and PRL and the Space Ap-
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plications Centre in Ahmedabad jointly
designedand builtthe orbiter, landerand
roverand % instruments onboard.
d payloads to study lunar
tivity, the ionosphere and a
thermo-physical experiment
ould have helped Indian scientists

~\ derstand heat flows on the moon. The
A six-wheeled Pragyan was equipped with

alLaser-Induced Breakdown Spectroscope
andan AlphaParticle-Induced X-ray Spec-
troscope to inspect and identify the com-
position ofelementsnearthelandingsite.

“Given a chance, our scientists can
design and build almost anything. But
theresults we achieve at ISRO are irrepli-
cableelsewhere. Like wine fromacertain
terroir,” says N Vishwanatha, a former
director of the Spacecraft Mechanisms
Group, ISRO.

The group, which had been working
on the rover from 2011 and certain parts

=

of the lander for the past five years, isa
cheerless one today. “Among the complex
technologies we have builtin the pastisa
six-metre-diameter S-Band unfurlable an-
tennaforthe GSAT-6 military communica-
tionsatellitelaunchedin 2015. We tried to
buy the technology but the cost was more
thanthatoftheentiremission. Weareone
of the few countries that canmake sucha
large antenna,” says Vishwanatha. “The
mechanisms group holds the distinction
of having performed 130 successive suc-
cessful on-orbitdeployments.”

ISRO is yet to fully analyse the land-
ing manoeuvre to determine what went
wrong, butamong the theories that have
emergedisthatone ormoreofthelander’s
five engines failed to properly de-boost in
the terminal phase of the descent. Those
who have worked on the project say the
fifthenginewasalateadditionmadetoen-
sureasmoothdescent,andnotaredundan-

nical doubt, youcanraiseitirrespective of
yourrank. Thisisa culture that we have
inherited from Dr Sarabhai, Dr Satish
Dhawan and others who have led the or-
ganisation. This is the secret behind our
resilience,” says V Adimurthy, mission
concept designer for the Mars Orbiter
Mission, who is now Dean of Research at
the Indian Institute of Space Science and
Technology.“Theone thing we were clear
aboutwasthat wehadtodothebest thing
that had not been done—whatever the
outcome. Because whateverresources we
may lack, we make up for with courage.”

ndian space science is a unique
cocktail of courage, hard work and
improvisation—"jugaad”—says
Annadurai. “In 2004, when we were
sanctioned Rs 25-30 crore to build alunar
terrain simulation facility in Bengaluru

ISRO IS YET TO FULLY ANALYSE THE LANDING
MANOEUVRE TO DETERMINE WHAT WENT WRONG,
BUT AMONG THE THEORIES THAT HAVE EMERGED
IS THAT ONE OR MORE OF THE LANDER'S FIVE
ENGINES FAILED TO PROPERLY DE-BOOST IN THE
TERMINAL PHASE OF THE DESCENT

cy.“Changesmustnotbemadessolateinto
aproject,”says a former mission planner.
“Ambitionisgreatand inspiring but notat
the costof stressing outscientists. Many of
themaresleeplessandon the brink ofburn-
out. Theyare beingdenied leave.” Those of
us hymning the virtues of competitive
space science have only a foggy sense of
the unremitting demandsitmakes of our
engineers.In hisinteraction with ISROsci-
entistsin Bengaluru, when Prime Minister
NarendraModiacknowledged theirdedica-
tion, he wasrewarded withguilelesssmiles.
“Youaretheoneswholiveforthecountry,”
hesaid.“Youaretheoneswhosacrifice your
owndreamsand spend sleepless nightsto
keepIndia’shead high.”

Otherssay thatthe meticulousreview
systematISROleaveslittletochance.“The
plus point of ISROis the excellent review
systematvariouslevels.Ifyou haveatech-

for Chandrayaan-1, we first bought tokg
of lunar simulant for 150 a kilo. But we
needed 60-70 tonnes and it was working
out to be too expensive. With help from
soil expertsat Periyar Universityand IISc,
we identified similar soil and rocksin a
village near Salem in Tamil Nadu and ac-
quireditalmostfree of cost. Wetookovera
shedformerly occupied byastratospheric
balloon-testing facility and recreated the
moon'ssurface there,” hesays.

Space missions are catechisms for
man’sambition, especially now that the
rhetoric of saving humanity by ventur-
ing to the moon has become every bil-
lionaire’s dream. Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos
and Robert Bigelow all hope to bring
people and materials to the moon in the
near future. The moon isnot just a trove
of resources and minerals we are fast
running out of on earth, but with one-
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sixth the gravity, itis an attractive step-
ping stone f ter cosmic journeys
of the futu, ining the water-ice on
the pol rming it into hydrogen-
oxy@ket propellant no longer
segmshconceivable for a space-faring
iyilisation. For Chang’e-4, named after
e Chinese moon goddess, finding and
extracting helium isotopesis a key pri-
ority. It will also study moon dust and
try to melt it using sunlight to develop
asturdy construction material. The US,
which recently launched a programme
called Artemis to take Americans to the
moonby 2024, planstobuildalargespace
station orbiting the moon and a fleet of
heavy-liftrockets.

or India, the moon could be
a perch to set up telescopes
through which to peer deeper
into the galaxy. “By the end
of the Cold War, after a few people had
jumped around on the moon and picked
up stones, there was nothing left to do.
The target to reach the moon had been
achieved. The second phase of lunar ex-
ploration,which haspickedup paceinthe
past few years, is driven by a hunger for
resources to feed the future needs of the
human race,” says Ajey Lele, a senior fel-
lowat theInstituteof Defence Studiesand
Analysiswhoworkson spacesecurityand
strategic technologies. “Despite technolo-
gylimitationsand with justasmallrover,
ISRO wanted to doa mission that would
notjustbeanadvertisement, butalsogive
itascientificadvantage. India’s priorityis
finding water,” hesays.“Location matters.
Wechosetolandinaplace where we were
boundtodiscoversomethingnew. Weare
notcompetingwith China, butwearetry-
ingtobreak new groundinourownway.”
ISRO’s next priorityis the $ 1.4 billion Ga-
ganyaan mission, which aims to launch
three Indian ‘gaganauts’, at least one of
them a woman, into space. Astronauts
for the mission will be trained in Russia
even as India is working on settingup a
training centre for a second-generation
of space-men and-women in Bengaluru,
where ISRO’s new Human Space Flight
Centreisalsolocated.

@ Scientists at ISRO’s command centre react after losing

touch with lander Vikram, Bengaluru, September 7

Ap

ISRO’S NEXT PRIORITY IS THE $1.4 BILLION
GAGANYAAN MISSION, WHICH AIMS TO LAUNCH
THREE INDIAN ‘GAGANAUTS' INTO SPACE.
ASTRONAUTS FOR THE MISSION WILL BE
TRAINED IN RUSSIA EVEN AS INDIA IS WORKING ON
SETTING UP ATRAINING CENTRE IN BENGALURU

ISRO has come along way in the past
30 years, using every failure to inform
and enrich successive missions. Atan in-
formal meeting of retired ISRO scientists
at the Aeronautics Society of India, Ben-
galuru, two days after India lost contact
with thelander, grey-haired south Indian
gentlemen recountstories of spectacular
failures. The first experimental flight of
SLV-3, in August 1979, launched from
Sriharikota by the then mission director
APJ Abdul Kalam via a manual override
despite a system warning, failed, plung-
ingthe Rohinisatelliteintothe Bay of Ben-
gal. The same team managed tolaunchit
successfully on July 18th, 1980. Through
the 1980s and the 1990s, failure was arite
of passage as India worked to achieve
independent access to space with SLV
and ASLV rockets. “Even in a successful
mission, there are underperformances
that you don't hear about. We learn from
these—thisis how redundanciescome to
be builtinto launch systems,” says G Ra-
vindranath, who worked on SLV, ASLV,
GSLV and the cryogenic project and re-

tired as GSLV project director. Indian sci-
entistsmade basicerrorsthatmomentari-
lysetthespace programmeback.In 1993,
the first PSLV flight ended in failure due
toasoftware overflow—whichwould be
an obvious check today. Ravindranath,
who lost two missions, says the entire
crew got emotional both times. “Thank-
fully,wedidn'thave TV camerashovering
overus. When the GSLV-D3 failed due to
amalfunctioning of the indigenously de-
veloped cryogenicstage, welost the satel-
lite too. It was an expensive mission. But
welearned fromit.”

India’s failure to roll outa moon bug-
gy onits maiden attemptisnot an Icarus
fable. A crash wasn'talikely situation, it
simply was a possible one. Ever fleet of
foot, ISRO remains as eager to strike out
intonewscientificterritoryasitwaswhen
it set out on an impossible voyage to the
red planet. “We will not turn tail,” says a
Chandrayaan-1 mission planner. “Once
we have found the granular element that
mustbegotright,wewillfocusonthenext
project—actually, several—athand.”m
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Inside the technology that thrilled—and failed

By JATAN MEHTA

anding a spacecraft on the
moonishard. Priorto Vikram
lander’s heart-sinking failure
tonailasoftlanding, the Israe-
li craft Beresheet had crashed
on the lunar surface this year. Only two
Chinese missions, Chang'e-3 and 4, have
successfully soft-landed on the moon in
the 21st century. That gives a success rate
of 50 per cent in this renewed moon race.

If 50 years ago we landed humans
on the moon with Apollo and even had
robots bring back soil samples on Soviet
Luna spacecrafts, why isalunar landing
sonail-bitingnow? Theanswertothatand
what Vikram'sfailuremeansare crucialto
our futureinspace.

Theability tosoft-land on extraterres-
trial surfacesiskeytolong-term spaceex-
ploration andsustenance. Rightafter the
ability toget out of earth, thatis, rockets.
Now that the Vikram lander has failed
totouch down as planned, does it mean
thatthe Indian Space Research Organisa-
tion (ISRO) will go back to the drawing
board? To understand the answer, we
need to take a look at Chandrayaan-2’s
full technology stack.

The Rocket
THE FAT BOY

While most people focused on the
landerand rover elements in Chandray-
aan-2, the GSLV Mk IlT rocket that lifted
itoff hasrisen the stature of ISRO’s space
capabilities. Launching Chandrayaan-2
on July 22nd marked the rocket’s first op-
erational flight.
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Called the Fat Boy, India’s most pow-
erful rocket to date was key to be able to
launch not just missions like Chandray-
aan-2, but also heavier communication
satellites, for which India has had torely
on the European Ariane-s so far. Notably,
the Mk I will also be the launch vehicle
of choice for carrying India’s first astro-
nauts to space in 2022. Getting the GSLV
Mk IITupand working hasopened up pos-
sibilities of more elegant space missions
for the ISRO, and for anyone utilising the
rocket. Things that are beyond the reach
of the trusty PSLV.

Itis to be noted however that lifting
10,000 kg to low earth orbit or 4,000 kg
togeostationary transfer orbitisn't much
in the grand scheme of things. Complex
interplanetary missions require me-
dium lift rockets. Such rockets from the
US (Falcon-g, Atlas V), Russia (Proton,
Angara), Europe (Ariane-5) and China
(Long March-3, 7) all outperform the
GSLV MK IIL.

Thepriceargumentisalsorathermoot.
For example, SpaceX’s Falcon-g rocket
costsabout thesameasa GSLV MK 11, yet
it can carry twice the payload. A Falcon-g
could've placed Chandrayaan-2 ina tra-
jectory that goes all the way to the moon
instead of an earth orbit, saving both mis-
sion time and launch cost. Something to
think about while we go about bragging
about our cost effectiveness.

Human deep-space exploration mis-
sions, including human lunar landings,
require superheavy liftrocketsof the Sat-
urn V kind; not even the Falcon Heavy,
ULA’s Delta IV Heavy or Chinese Long
March-s are up to the task. That is why
the US’ National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) is building the
behemoth SLS and China, the Long
March-g, while SpaceXisbetting on Star-
shipand BFR.

So, while India’s homegrown GSLV

Mk Illisamajorstep forwardinthe ISRO’s
launch capabilities, it pales in compari-
son with the contemporaries. Without
India’s space launch capacity growing
significantly overtime,allinterplanetary
missions will belimitedand may likely be
spinned offas cost-effective endeavours.
However, thatis precisely why MkIII's
successful debut is important. Focus has
thus shifted to the future: more capable
rockets that will allow the ISRO to take
on missions as complex and rewarding
asany. Itistherefore clear that the launch
failure of GSLV Mk Il would'veinduceda
largersetback thanafailedlunarlanding.

The Orbiter
THE NAMELESS ONE

The Chandrayaan 2 lander-rover pair
gotso much media attention that most
people didn’t bother about the orbiter
until after the landing failed. Notably, the
ISRO didn't even give the orbitera name,

47
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while the lander and rover got called Vi-
kram and Pragyan, respectively. Ironic,
if the orbiter was supposed to be amajor
chunkofthe “95 percent missionsuccess”.

Butthe factis that the Chandrayaan-2
orbiterisamajorupgrade over Chandray-
aan-1,India’sfirstlunarorbiter. The Chan-
drayaan-2 orbiter carries with it a set of
versatilescientificinstrumentsasit orbits
themoon.It'shigh-resolution cameracan
capture the lunar surface at 0.32 m/pixel
resolution, better than theo.s m/pixel that
theNASA’s Lunar Reconnaissance Orbiter
(LRO)can do, whichisover royearsold.

Chandrayaan-1 has been acknowl-
edged forits excellent mineral mapping
capabilities and elemental composition
determination of the lunarsurface. Noah
Petro, Project Scientist for LRO, recently
noted on Twitter: ‘1o years ago today
Chandrayaan-1 ended. I was so lucky to
beasmall partof that mission. The M3 in-
strument allowed us to take a huge step
forward in learning about the composi-
tion of our 8th continent!”

©® 18&2 An artist’simpression of the Vikram lander in descent 3 The GSLV Mk Il rocket

4 Chandrayaan-2 above the moon crepim: isro
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The Chandrayaan-2 orbiter instru-
mentsbuild Q@l excellent capability.

Ttis als@e noted that the Chan-
drayaaqg iter successfully carried
out gfpital manoeuvres that placed the
Vi ander in the desired orbit, foran

ual descent. Until then, the lander

as attached to the orbiter. The ability to

remotely detach acraftisa useful capabil-

ity formore complex missionslikesample
return and human lunar exploration.

Heavy space systems to the lunar sur-
face are, for practical reasons, expected to
be modular. Their carrier modules will
be key to enabling future space stations
around the moon, like in the case of the
NASA’s Deep Space Gateway.

The Chandrayaan-2 orbiteristhe first
wave thatcanlead toeventual realisation
of such complex missions. And with
the ISRO now claiming seven years of
operational life for the orbiter, troves of
valuable scientific dataare being looked
forward to.

The Lander
THE THRILLER

Of course the successful rocket that
launched Chandrayaan-2 and the orbiter
areonly part of the story. The prime focus
was always on the lander—for a very
simplereason.

India has been building rockets and
orbiting satellites for decades now. Sure,
with Chandrayaan-1 and Mars Orbiter
Missionsince 2008, the ISROstarted build-
inginterplanetarysatellites. Butneverhad
aspacecraft designed to land on another
planetary bodyarrivedinthe picture until
Chandrayaan-2.

Akin to the seven minutes of terror
of Martian landings (for example, the
NASA's Curiosity), the prime test for the
ISRO’s indigenously designed lander Vi-
kramwasduringthe descent phaseofthe
Chandrayaan-2 mission.

The descent begins with extremely
highvelocitiesachievedin lunarorbitand
the lander is faced with a monumental
task of gradually brakingitselfdown until
itgentlydropsonthelunarsurface. Allthe
while having no aid of an atmosphere to

slow itdown, unlike Earth or Mars.

Itwasdesirable that Vikram'smainen-
gines operate at varying thrust levels, to
attain the kind of fine control demanded
during the descent. Chandrayaan-2 thus
marked the ISRO’s first realisation of a
variablethrustspacecraftengine for plan-
etary surface exploration.

The biggest challenge however is
communication. During the descent, the
earth-moon communication lagissignifi-
cant enough to not allow controlling the
lander from earth. As such, Vikram had
to be designed to operate autonomously
during the entire phase, that is, continu-
ally take input from its sensors about its
distance, velocity, acceleration, orienta-
tion, etceteraand orchestrate the firingof
itsenginesinaccordancewith thedesired
trajectory. All until asafe touchdown on
the lunarsurface.

If this nail-biting phase had gone as
planned, it would've made the ISRO as
the fourth organisation in the world to
achieve the feat of a soft lunar landing,
following the US, the former USSR and
China.

Itistrue that orbiters, with theirimag-
ing and mapping capabilities, lead the
way to enable surface exploration. But
landing technologies thus developed are

anentrytosomuchmore:mobileexplora-
tion, insituresourceutilisation, long-term
habitats, etcetera.

With Chandrayaan-2’s failed landing,
Indiaisdealingwithadifferenttechnolog-
ical beast altogether. A successful touch-
downwitharevived Chandrayaan-2 mis-
sion, or 3,can pave the way forward foran
eventual Mars landing mission and on
worlds beyond. Europa,anyone?

¢ The Rover
PRAGYAN'S PATH

Speaking of stepping stones towardsa
multiplanetary future, rightafterrockets
and landing technologies comes plan-
etary surface exploration using mobile
platforms. That is why the Russian Lu-
nokhod rovers from the 1970s were a big
deal,andsoisthe current Chang’e-4 rover
Yutu-2.

Chandrayaan-2's rover Pragyan rep-
resented India’s foray into designing a
platform capable of traversing foreign
landscapes and delivering good science.
Pragyan was to be let out by Vikram on
the Chandrayaan-2 landing site (70.9°S,
22.8°E),whichisa primarily rocky region.

With the exception of the NASA’s
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Apollo-16 and Surveyor-7 landing mis-
sions which landed in rocky regions, all
other missions have descended on the
dark, smoother lava plains. By the virtue
of such rocky lunar regions being rarely
visited, the geology of the Chandrayaan-2
landingsite is deemed interesting.

What made the rover most appealing
tolunar scientists is the age of Chandray-
aan-2’s landing site. Using crater size fre-
quencydistribution,amethod forestimat-
ingaregion’s age, the site was found to be
atleast 3.8billionyearsold. Thismeansthe
region formed during or before thetime of
large crater-forming asteroid impacts in
the solar system. The significance of this
isthatvery few missions have studied ma-
terials from this period up close.

It therefore shouldn’t surprise any-
one that much was expected of the two
spectrometers onboard Pragyan, which
could'vefound pristine material from the
lunar crustin the landing region, formed
at least 3.8 billion years ago. Notably,
Chang'e-4 landed in an even older region
on the moon, the intriguing South Pole-
Aitken basin.

There’salsoanexploratory aspect that
involves the terrain. Since Pragyan was
their first lunar rover, it made sense for
the ISRO to choose a landing site with a

ISRO Chandrayaan-2
landing site
708'S,228E

benign enough terrain and gentle slopes
allowing safe exploration. However, the
ISROtoutsChandrayaan-2 asaSouth Pole-
landing mission, which is technically
incorrect. Conditions unique to polarar-
eas, including eternally dark regions and
long periods of sunlight, are prominent
from the 80° S/N latitude onward, not
fromaround 70° S/N. The ISRO’s claim of
Chandrayaan-2 being the first polarland-
ing mission is wrong.

It is not merely about terminology.
True lunar polar exploration, for which
the global community hasaconsensus of
being the resource and colonisation hub
for humanity’s future in space, requires
versatile mobile exploration platforms.
All paths to using resources in situ and
building lunar habitats go via traversing
steep slopes, crossing potential boulder
fieldsand managing rocky landscapes. As
such, Pragyanexploringa partially rugged
terrain on themoon would've beenagreat
technology demonstration. Alas!

Both Vikram and Pragyan would've
been excellent technology demonstra-
tors, albeit most limited by their 14
earth days lifespan on the lunar surface.
Post-dusk, the cold lunar night kicks in
and peak temperatures can be a harsh
~180°C. So with the lunar day, both

® 5Chandrayaan-2 with the
Vikram lander crepi:1se0
6Chandrayaan-2's
landing site CreDIT: JATAN MEHTA

crafts would've stopped functioning,
permanently. This dictates limits of the
mission’s scientific output. While the
Chandrayaan-2 lander and rover both
were to last just 14 days, the Chang’e-4
lander-rover pair have been surviving
the harsh lunar night for over seven
months now, using radioactive heaters.
The Chang’e-3 lander, which touched
downin 2013, isstillalive the same way.

The Road Ahead
TO THE LAUNCH PAD

We h Tiahl 1 h

things out of our planet, best demon-
strated by the democratisation of access
tospace. Technologies for soft landingon
extraterrestrial surfaces and their mobile
exploration are stepping stones towards
sustained space exploration.

Chinaand the USare currently spear-
heading that space, each with alead on
lunarand Martian landingsrespectively.
The US and Russia, having lost most of
their Cold War talent, essentially need
to rebuild their lunar soft-landing ca-
pabilities. Hence the birth of the NASA
Artemis Program.

Indiacameclosetonailingthelanding.
Nowit'simperativewesetitinstonewith
arevival of Chandrayaan-2intheformofa
newlaunch. Let'snot forget that next year
Chinaissettolaunchasamplereturnmis-
sion to the moon, followed by a Martian
orbiterand rover. Waiting for Chandray-
aan-3 until 2025 ismoot.

Withoutextraterrestrial landing tech-
nologies, there exists a giant hole in our
spacecapabilities. If Indiaisto playalead-
ingroleinsustainedspace exploration, we
needtogobackto thelaunch pad.m

Jatan Mehta s a science
writer and former science
officer of TeamlIndus
Moon Mission
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BROKEN
BRITAIN

When conservatives throw away
the guidebook of tradition

By RODERICK MATTHEWS

NTERESTING TIMES WE live in. So interesting, indeed,
that you need a thesaurus, a crystal ball, several dusty
books on parliamentary procedure and an unlimited
supply of aspirin tomake any sense of itall.

Baffling times. And, forany self-respecting Brit, humiliating
times. Our unwritten constitution has turned into a free for
all, and our political parties, our conventions and our sense of
dignity seem to have dissolved.

Perhaps WB Yeats had it right when he lamented that ‘The
best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate
intensity’. Or, maybe, the Kaiser Chiefs were nearer the mark
when they sang ‘I predictariot’.

How did we get here? The condensed version goes some-
thing like this.

In 2016, we held areferendum on the UK’s membership of
the European Union (EU). The Leave side won. We have not left.

We did have aleaving date, chosen by our then Prime Min-
ister Theresa May—March 29th, 2019—but this wasmoved,

twice,and now standsat October 31st, 2019. May’s government
and the EU negotiated terms foramutually acceptable ‘orderly
exit'—the Withdrawal Agreement—but the House of Com-
monsrejected it three times.

Eversince, angry Leavers, whowere told we would ‘Take Back
Control’,have been on the hunt for culprits, and habitually use
warlike language—collaborators, betrayal, surrender, treason.
Tempers haverisen to worrying levels. Why can't we just leave?

Surprisingly, the culprits who were most demanding about
the conditions of leaving were not Remainers, tryingtocling
ontonurse for fear of something worse, butarch-Leavers, who
considered thatanything less than acomplete, clean, ‘no deal’ exit
wasnotleavingatall. The deadlock brought down Theresa May.

Enter the saviour, long-time Tory maverick Boris Johnson,
afterastay of rather more than 40 days in the wilderness. He
hadled the Leave campaign in 2016, but then left the govern-
ment, because he felt that the Withdrawal Agreementwas not
sufficiently Brexity. Many Leaversalso believed that having
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any hint of connection with the EU did not take back sufficient
control,and the notion of a ‘no deal’ Brexit caughton.

Johnson won the Tory leadership election in July 2019,and
became prime minister, sparking euphoria among Brexiteers.
Atlast! A true Leaver they could trust after the deadlocked days
of Theresa May. Johnson had energy and charisma, and made
bold promises. He soon said that negotiations with Brussels
were going ‘tremendously well’. The poll ratings of the newly-
formed Brexit party, which believes in one thing (no prizes),
began to drop. The one seriousrival to the Tories on the Leave
side had been fatally winged, orso we thought.

But they say a week isalong time in politics, and last week
hasbeen the longest of all weeks in British political history.

On Monday, September 3rd, Boris Johnson had aslim
majority,abuoyant party and arange of options. By Monday,
September gth, he had lost the lot. His majority vanished witha
single defection,and he lost six votes in arow in the Commons.
Meanwhile, he further depleted his parliamentary strength by

Johnson has trust
issues, and his
opponents smelt
avery pungent
rat. They believed
" his strategy was
designed to serve

many more

purposes than
implementing the
will of the people

sacking 21 of his own colleagues, some of whom were the kind
of grandees that Tory leaders usually venerate. Why? Because
they had notsupported him in trying to defeat an opposition
bill that ruled outa ‘no deal’ Brexit. Why didn’t they? Because
many of them, even the ones who actually want to leave the
EU, believe that leaving with ‘no deal’ would be very bad for the
country—an unpredictable leap overaregulatory, legal and
diplomatic‘cliffedge’.

Johnson, ironically, has always professed to agree with them.
Hesays he doesn’t wanta ‘nodeal’ Brexiteither. But,and thisis
the crux, the EU hasto believe that he is willing toleave without
adeal, because this makes it more likely that Brussels will budge
andgive him abetter deal than the one heresigned over.

Thatis why the backbench rebellion was such agrievous
blow to him. His credibility was at stake, having promised he
would getabetter deal than May’s, or leave without. This had
been his pitch to the Tory party,and the thing which probably
won him the leadership. But, but, but. He pressed this message
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so hard—‘we will leave on 31 October, do or die'—that his
whole premi hascome to hinge on this one issue.
‘Whenhy e prime minister back in July, things looked

good f e was generally popularin the country—he has
alw n something of an entertainer—and many people
expectedagood show. Then August wasstrangely quiet. New

als? No, just ‘more oomph!'said the prime minister. No
ils. But the UK’s team in Brussels was quietly, but mas-
sively,scaled down.

Johnson himselfsaid that the chances of a ‘no deal’ Brexit
were ‘amillion toone’, but the absence of new proposals
seemed to tell another story. What was the endgame—deal
ornodeal? Andjustasimportantly, what was the strategy?
Double bluff? Triple? How could Parliament, with its Remain
majority, be persuaded either to tolerate a ‘no deal’, which it
hadalready passed motions to forbid, or toaccept anything
like Theresa May’s deal, which it had repeatedly rejected,
and which Johnson simply did not have the time to modify
insignificant terms. The weakness of his position led many
people tosuspect that he would go foran early general election,
framed as ‘The People vs Parliament’.

With nothing else to write about, the British commentariat
started to speculate. A popularidea was that Johnson would
prorogue—shut down—Parliament, which would leave him
freeto do whatever he wished. This was thought tomakea‘no
deal’ exit more likely, because many people believed that this
wasactually what he wanted. But, of course, Johnson's strategy
prevents him from denying this. The Europeans must keep
believing that heis playing the hardest of hard, hard balls.

ROROGATION IS A routine procedure over the

summer months, and is the conventional way of round-
ing offasession of Parliament. The new session then begins
with an autumn Queen's Speech, setting out the government’s
legislative agenda.

Wouldn'tthat be convenient? A legal cover forasneaky
move toavoid scrutiny and/or obstruction. But who would be-
lieve thatof a British prime minister? And here is the next crux.
Boris Johnson is known to havea ruthlessside, whichisnot
often seen. And one further consideration. Johnson has chosen
ashischiefadviser the man who masterminded the successful
Vote Leave campaign—Dominic Cummings. Had Boris got the
old gang together for one last big heist?

Cummings hasa fearsome reputation asamember of the
new tribe of data-savvy, Svengali advisers—the likes of Steve
Bannon—who might be called ‘institutionoclasts’. With
Dominic Cummings whispering in his ear, what boundaries
would Johnson fear to cross?

Under the banner of ‘the will of the people’, would it not be
legitimate for him to push through Brexit, by whatever means
necessary? To ‘just get on with i, asso many people have been
urging. Buthow wise isit to trash constitutional normsin the
name of the will of the people?

Johnson has trustissues,and hisopponents smelta very
pungent rat. They believed his strategy was designed to serve
many more purposes than implementing the will of the
people. Succeeding by force where others had failed by persua-
sion promised to make him the people’s champion, glue him
into No 1o Downing Street, secure his place in history,and,
incidentally, get the Conservative Party out of a terrible mess.

Butwould he besobold, so blatant?

Of course, the whole idea of prorogation wasimmediately
pooh-poohed, by Johnson himself,and all his cabinet colleagues.
Soeveryone relaxed. Until the day prorogation wasannounced.

Suddenly,all hell,as they say, broke loose. Johnson himself
denied that there was any political motivation, other than
the need for his new government, with its majority of one, to
prepare foraQueen’s Speech. And, ina piece of very fine judge-
ment, he did not prorogue parliament till beyond the October
31stdeadline, butonly forabout five weeks between the second
week of Septemberand the middle of October. Quite routine.
Except thataroutine prorogation lastsabout three days.

Allthe ministers who had denounced the veryidea of
prorogation now fanned out across the nation’s media chant-
ing ‘business as usual’. But many believed that this was simply
abiglie, hidden in plain sight. One prominent right-wing
commentator wrote a gleeful column, applauding Johnson for
lying,and stealing a burger company’s slogan. He waslovin'it.

Around this time,a worm must have turned somewhere.

. The Remainersin Parliament, spanning five political parties,

had had enough. They had long been paralysed by infighting
and arguments about what degree of remaining was Remainy
enough, whether to have asecond referendum or not,and so
forth. Now the mixed whiffof grapeshot and perfidy seemed to
shock theminto unity.

So,in the short time they still had before the doors of Parlia-
ment were locked against them, and fearing that Johnson
actively wants ‘nodeal’, they agreed a plan, which was then
successfullyimplemented. The opposition took control of the
Commons’ order paper,and introduced a bill ruling out ‘no
deal', effectively tying the prime minister’shands,and wreck-
ing hisstrategy.

Thisrepresents the worst series of defeats for asitting prime
minister the country hasever known. And he only suffered
those six defeats because he didn't resign afier the second. He
justified the sacking of 21 of his colleagues because he turned the
vote on the ‘nodeal’ bill into anissue of confidence. Justified in
normal practice, certainly. Butifa prime minister losesa vote of
confidence, the normal practice s toresign, and Johnson did not.

His government fought back. With straight faces, senior
Tories threatened they would talk out the bill in the Lords—
thwarting the will of the elected chamberisalong-standing
taboo—or might refuse to present it to the Queen for Royal
Assent—acomplete outrage. But they did neither,and the bill is
now law.

So the prime minister has had to face humiliation over his
flagship policy, mockery over hisincompetence and torrents
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Dominic Cummings

REUTERS

Johnson has chosen as his chief adviser
the man who masterminded the
successful Vote Leave campaign—
Dominic Cummings. Had Boris got the
old gang together for one last big heist?

of condemnation over his party managementand his behav-
iourin the Commons, where he has revived an unexpurgated
version of yah-boo politics. He is probably the first First Lord of
the Treasury to use four-letter words at the dispatch box that
cannot be reported without asterisks in national newspapers.
It'sall been too much even for his brother, who has resigned
from the government.

Johnsonis now in a very tight corner because what he calls
“thesurrender bill” compels him either to geta deal at the next
EU summit on October 17th-19th, orif he cannot, he must ask
forafurther extension of EU membership till the end of Janu-
ary 2020. The best counter he has come up with sofaristosay
thathe would rather‘diein aditch’than goto Brusselsand ask
foran extension, and to declare that the law is only binding on
him‘in theory’.

And thatsnap election—the one he was going to call after
securing Brexit, the one that would give him five yearsin
Downing Street with a thumping majority? Unfortunately for
him, he needs the cooperation of the leader of the opposition to
getit, because under the terms of the 2011 Fixed-term Parlia-
ments Act,a prime minister can only call an election inside the
five-year term of a parliament by obtaining a two-thirds major-
ity in the Commons.

ButJohnson doesn’t have the numbers. One way and an-
other, his wafer-thin majority has turned into amattress-thick

minority, somewhere around minus 43.So he needs coopera-
tion fromacross the aisle. Would it come? Jeremy Corbyn,
the opposition leader, looked like he wasminded to help out;
hehasspentevery day since the last election, in which he did
much better than expected, calling foranotherone.

But cannier heads prevailed. If Johnson is denied an
election until after the October deadline, he will look like
the most busted of bust flushes. Boris Johnson—the serial
winner—may have toadmit defeat. He could then resign,
and become the shortest serving prime minister ever, or stay
onasazombie premier in azombie Parliament. Or, horror of
horrors, bring back a tweaked version of May’s deal.

And why, for the first time ever, has an opposition leader
refused to go for the earliest possible election? Again, this
is largely Boris Johnson’s own doing. He has been so tricky
in the eyes of his opponents that they are reluctant to leave
him the least wriggle room. If the opposition agreed toan
election on, say, October 15th, this would give them, if they
won,achance to go to Brussels and negotiate their own deal.
Anice prospect. But the prime minister retains a prerogative
power toname the date of an election. So even if October
15th was voted through, signed in blood, and published in
thestreets of Ashkelon, the opposition is not reassured that
Boris Johnson would not find a way of postponingit till after
October 31st,and thus, atastroke, getting back everything he
currently seems to have lost. The game, it seems, is still on.

And we arestill stuck. Nobody knows what s going to
happen next. Everybody is accusing everybody else of under-
mining our democracy, whilst simultaneously advocating

unprecedented, possibly unconstitutional courses of action
themselves. What do you get when politicians say “we are only
resorting to dirty tricks because the other lotdid”? A race to the
bottom is what.

Peopleare beginning to ask what it looks like when democ-
racy dies. If the prime minister is not bound by the law of the
land, then who is? Will prime ministers in future be allowed to
pickand choose the laws they obey? Partisans do not see it that
way; they want to win,and winning ugly isstilla win.

Thingsare going very awry when self styled conservatives
end up determined tosmash institutionsand conventions that
have delivered generations of peace and functioning civility.
Thisseemstobe where Britain, slightly behind the US, hasended
up. When conservatives throw away the guidebook of tradition,
where exactly are we going? Who, then, are the revolutionaries?

IsDominic Cummingsa game-theory genius, orjusta
megalomaniac who has messed up, badly?

Parliament is now closed till October 14th, with no date set
foran election, no deal in sightand no guarantee that the prime
minister will obey the law.

Now, where’s that crystal ball...m

Roderick Matthews is the author of
Jinnah vs Gandhi and Mountbatten and the
Partition of British India
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The quiet death and instinctive art of Bharatanatyam dancer CK Balagopalan (]939 2019)
J{ > v L )

By Gowri Ramnarayan




N AUGUST
25TH, 2019, a
greatdancer passed
awayatage79in
Chennai. How
many people
2 knew whataloss
dpwas? No, CK Balagopalan’s death did
110t make headlines. No matter. He had
made his contribution to the world. As
atrueartist he had fulfilled his responsi-
bility without compromise.
Afewyearsago, I had done detailed
videointerviews of several alumni of
the Kalakshetra Foundation, Chennai.
Spontaneous, impulsive, oblivious
tothe camera, Balagopalan (Balan to
friends) made asplendid raconteur, re-

calling hislife as disciple, repertory artist

and teacherat thisworld-renowned in-

stitution of the performingarts, founded

by Rukmini Devi Arundale.

WhenIreminded him how,asa
pig-tailed studentat Kalakshetra, I
used to peep through the window as
herehearsed hisleading partin Gita
Govindam, Balan smiled,and suddenly
slid from chair to the floor withasingle
order: “Sing!” Inasplit second he had
morphed intoakneeling Krishna beg-
ging Radhato place hertender footon
his head to cool his burning ardour.

Balan was 72 yearsold then, wearing
anold veshtiand alimp kurta. There was
noone towatch his performance on the
verandah except the cameraman, the
sound technician,and astray dog. Did he
care? Why would he? For Balan wasin
Brindavan, sporting with hislove, until
the song ended, and he thudded back
into the present.

Short, dark,small made,somewhat

shy, withaslightsquint to boot, Balan was

hardly thekind of person anyone would
identify asacharismaticstageartist. A
writer or painter, yes. Butadancer playing
larger-than-life rolesasamythic hero?
However, Rukmini Devi, the guruwhom
headored and worshipped, taughthim
agreatsecret; “Anartist playsacharacter,
notwith hisbody, but with themind.”
Rukmini Devi’s firstimpression of
Balan had been most unfavourable.
The childlooked distracted and scatty.
Thevillage boy was in Madras only

because his school master father (whose
passion for the theatre had earned him
thetitle of ‘Malabar Charlie Chaplin’),
entrusted hisson to Chandu Panik-

ker, the eminent Kathakali artistand
resident ashaan(teacher) at Kalakshetra.
Panikker had come talent huntingin
rural Kerala, to find young male dancers
for Rukmini Devi’s Ramayanadance
dramas. As Balan accompanied him to
the big city, Panikker’s friend turned up
on the train and begged the guruto take
hisson Dhananjayan as well. Thatis
how Balan made his friend of a lifetime.

To the boys Madras was another plan-

etaltogether. “And then I'saw Rukmini
Devi! She wasagoddess!” Balan recalls.
“As Ashaan led usin she exclaimed,
‘Here comes Viswamitra with Rama
and Lakshmana!” Closerinspection
changed hermind, “Send the boy with
the squint back,” she said. Balan got to
stay only because Ashaan promised to
get hiseyes corrected with Kathakali
exercises. Which indeed he did.
Theotherboywhojoined by chance
became thestar pupil. Dhananjayan was
smart, handsome, quick tolearnand win
approval. Balan remainedslow-witted. All
thelessonsweresomuch wateroffaduck’s
back. Panikkerwasabrutal task master
whothoughtbeatingswere good forthe
disciple’ssoul. Anappalled Dhananjayan
forced hisfriendto practiseinorderto
prevent the thrashings. Butnothingcould
stop Balanfrom playing truant. Hewas
foundhidingontopofsometree,oronthe
football field playing with theboysofthe
Besant Theosophical School nextdoor.
Theboyswere overjoyedtofindasuperb
goalkeeperin the wiry interloper. He broke
hostel rules when heran offtowatchmov-
ies. Thenextday hewouldentrancethe
boyswith his perfectimitationsof Sivaji
Ganesanand MG Ramachandran.
Balansimply didn't fit in. “After two
years of wasting time, Athai (Rukmini
Devi was the universal aunt on the
campus) decided to send me home. But
Rukmini Devi’sinitial vision had to
come true. When she began to choreo-
graph Sita Swayamvaram, first of the
Ramayanaseries,somehow I became
Lakshmana to Dhananjayan’s Rama,
with Ashaan as Viswamitra! Dhanan-

jayan kept me on my toes, made sure
did enough tosatisfy our teachers!” said
Balan breaking intolaughter.

Butanew trial began. The more he
saw Rukmini Devi choreograph, the
more he fell in love with Bharatanaty-
am. Panikker was enraged by thisswitch
in“loyalty”. Balan explained, “I respect
Kathakali tremendously, Ashaan was
spellbinding on the stage. But Athai
took my heart.1 wanted todo the dance
thatshe had taughtall the wonderful
teachers there—Chinna Sarada, Pushpa,
Jayalakshmi, Thangamani!” However,
personal hurt did not prevent Ashaan
from giving the boy his ultimate acco-
lade. “People will notice you evenifyou
simply run across the stage.”

Playingroleafter role, smalland big,
positiveand negative, Balan madeadis-

Balan’s Krishna was no
stereotype. The enchanting
trickster displayed

varying colours in each
production—romantic,
valorous, divine, impish

CKBALAGOPALAN AS KRISHNA IN
RUKMINI KALYANAM

23 SEPTEMBER 2019

anith azine.com 55 EIEEN



I DANCE I

covery. “Themore I performed themore
Ilearntabout life. Gradually Irealised
thatartisnot Abdut theartistshowing off
hisskills butabout understanding other
peopl€)good and bad, innocent and wily.”
Audiences wereamazed by his versatility
inplaying contrasting characterswith
-¢qual conviction—the clown (in Kali-
dasa’s Sakuntalam) or the tribal warrior
devoted to Siva (Kannappar Kuravanji).
Hebroughtawhole new dimensionto
the traumatised Bharatain the Rama-
yanaseries, as he begged his brother
Ramatoreturn fromexile and accept the
throne. “WhenIfound Rama in the forest
and embraced him, my tears were not the
tears of Balan but of Bharata. Even now
whenIthink of Bharata'sselflesslove

my hairstands on end! Tknew thatonly

Balan could also
switch between
apparent saintliness
and hidden lust, as he

pulled off a cameo of
the Ravana sanyasi,
demon king disguised
as holy monk

sadhana—not rehearsal—could helpme
reach that level of devotion. Yousee,] had
tocommunicate the noblest feelings we
humansare capableof.”

But Balan could also switch backand
forth between apparent saintlinessand
hidden lust, as he pulled offa cameo
of the Ravana sanyasi,demon king
disguised as holy monk. “Idid whatever
Athai wanted me to do. Small and big
madenodifference. Mind you, you have
toreally slog to make the small role
work!”hewould say witha chuckle.

Balan remained the Blue Godin
every Krishna theme—Gita Govindam
(Sanskrit), Rukmini Kalyanam(Telugu),
Andal(Tamil), Kuchelopakhyanam(Ma-
layalam). His Krishna was no stereotype.
The enchanting trickster displayed

varying coloursin each production—ro-
mantic, valorous, divine, impish.

Kalakshetra housed Sanskritschol-
arswho explained the myths, librettos
and dance techniques in detail as part of
performance training. Great musicians
lived on campusand the youngsters
heard them discussstory and character
asthey composed music for the dance
dramas, But Balan’sart sprang more from
instinct than intellectual analysis. He had
theability toinnovate on thespot,and
thistouch of the unpredictable endeared
himtoaudiences.

WhataMachiavellian Sakuni he
made! The master gambler from the
Mahabharata whostrips the righteous
Pandavaking ofkingdom, brothersand
wife. How he turned eachmoveintoa
tauntas he found myriad ways of throw-
ing the dice! Balan had indeed deviseda
wholelanguage of sidelong glancesand
sadistic gestures for this villain.

However, his best role was the one ev-
eryone thoughthe was most unsuited for,
acharacterwith whomhe had nothingin
common, physical ormental. How could
Rukmini Devimake the huge blunder
of castingshortandslender Balanasthe
greatand glorious Hanuman? Balan
himself wasaghast. But sheremained
adamant, reminding him once again
thatstature wasa matter of the mind, not
body.“Tknow you haveitinyou!”she
assured him. Four generations of view-
ersknow she wasright. To them Balan
became synonymous with Anjaneya.

Through the 30 years of playing
Hanuman, Balan practised hisown
personal rituals of abstinence and
purification. Helearnt from his teachers
that Hanuman had animal and divine
attributes, he was unmatched as warrior
and philosopher. To play sucharole de-
manded not just sadhana, but surrender.

“Idon’'tknow how Athaisawagiantin
me!” hemused. “All Tknowisthatin the
scene where take visvaroopam, the gigan-
ticform bestriding earthand sky, I found
anelectric current coursing through my
whole being. My breath became fierce,
potent.Ididn'tsee my fellow artiston
thestage, Isaw Rama, Prince of Ayodhya,
standing before me. When I discovered

theabducted Sita, my griefand rage were
notdramabut whatIfeltinmy pulse
andblood. When Isaid to her, ‘Pasya devi
anguleeyam,look, here’syour husband’s
ring; I trembled with emotionsthat came
from whoknowswhere. Theysay that
Hanuman isalways present when Rama’s
storyistold. Washe presentin me at that
moment?”

Hehad hisregrets—whodoesn't? A
majorone was that Kalakshetradid not
fostersolo Bharatanatyam, which he
loved. He saw his colleagues who left the
institute gain the kind of recognition and
rewards which he neverdid. True, critics
and reviewers raved about his perfor-
mance,audiencesthundered approval,
but Balagopalan wasalwaysidentified
with theinstitutionandits dance dramas.

Nor did a brieflucrative Singapore
stint work; he returned to his guruand
hisalmamater.

When helaunched his own Balan-
rityalayaafter retirement, it wastoolate
to pursue that dream. With support from
wife Leelaand son Pranesh (whoopted
for hotel management) he continued

. todanceinKalakshetra’s productions

and train students, including daughter

Prithvija,a highly talented dancer.
Inhistwilight years, he became

amentor to many seeking students.

. Hewasalwaysready toattend their

performancesand give advice. Though
everyone gave himrespect, the oldand
youngalso felt he wasa friend.

CK Balagopalan belongedtoa
generation with itsown code of satva
and dharma. Art must be practised and
taught ‘untainted’ by commercial trans-
actions. A lifetime’s devotion to the guru
was the disciple’s duty.

Thatis why he swallowed his sorrow
todo his guru'sbidding—she told him
tostay back in Delhi for the Ramayana
performance when atelegraman-
nounced hismother’s death. “Long years
later,Igot over my guilt and grief when
I'waswith my ‘mother’ at her death bed.
Rukmini Devi died with herhead onmy
lap. Didn't she alwayssay I was herson
froma previousbirth? Afterall, Towe
everything to Athai, Ashaan
and Anjaneya!”s

JOPENR-T)
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The MEEK must
TECT the EARTH

Q'Q‘T‘our novels answer the question of justice and law

By Shylashri Shankar

HAT DOES JUSTICE
havetodowiththe
law? Everything,
youmaysay, but
whatif we think of
lawasaset of rules of conduct backed
by state-enforced penalties for their
transgression? Then justice need not
haveanythingtodo with it. You can
havelaws that are considered unjust by
many—think of the Nazi sterilisation
law of 1933 that subjected many toinvol-
untary sterilisation in the name of racial
hygiene. Justiceisajudgement of value
which each of us holdsabout rendering
toeach person what he orshe deserves.
Conceived substantively, justice speaks
to the ‘correctness’ of the outcome of
individual cases. In the books reviewed
here, the characters have differentan-
swers to the question of justice and law.
But forall, restassured, it is only amatter
of time before justice catches the perp.

IG SKY(Random House UK; 368

pages; Rs 599), Kate Atkinson's fifth
instalment of the Jackson Brodie series,
opens with two pretty sisters from
Poland being interviewed via Skype by
an Anderson Price Associates repre-
sentative. They are offered positionsin
top hotelsin London. Atkinson tells us:
“They weren't stupid, they knewabout
trafficking...but APA wasn'tlike that.
They hada professional website...all
kinds of testimonials. They accept. The
representative turns the screen off. Yes,
youguessed right. Fake office, fake jobs.
Only his Rolex was real. Right, the main
plotisabout human traffickingand

otherawful sexual abuses.

Enter Jackson Brodie, ex-military,
ex-Cambridge Constabulary who has
lost the fortune he got fromaclientand

- isnowaprivateinvestigatorinaseedy

seaside village in North Yorkshire. While
workingonaroutine case of shadow-
ingaphilandering husband, Jackson
spotsagirl carryingabackpack with the

. picture ofaunicorn hitchingaride. The
- cardrivesaway before he can warn her

about the dangersof hitchhiking. He
yellsathissurly teenaged son totakea
picture but the number plateis blurred.

- Thenextday Brodie findsa backpack
- washed up on the beach and immedi-

ately goesto the police to find outifany
girls similarto the one he had seen had
been reported missing. If you have a bad

- feelingabout thisone, hangontoit.

Atkinson meanwhile hashad us
hopinto the head of another character,
Vincent Ives,a telecom equipment area
manager going through adivorce, who
ison the green at the Belvedere Golf Club

- withhis‘golffriends’, Tommy the rich

ownerofa haulage company and Andy,
atravel agentwho runsa failing hotel
with his formidable wife Rhoda. This
trio,acanny reader thinks, will have

- linksto the main plot, as will Tommy’s

trophy wife (Crystal), his teenage son
(Harry)and two young police detectives
whoare tying up theloose ends of an old
case, you guessed right, human traffick-

- ing Harry hasasummerjobat the local
- variety theatre, which putsupathird

rateshow with an ageing comedian (also
interviewed by the young detectives
withregard tothe old case),and across-

- dresser who becomes friends with Harry.

lllustration by SAURABH SINGH

Weare off onarollercoasterride
through theriveting emotional
landscapes of these characters who

- view human trafficking from different

and conflicting positions. All through,
Brodie forms the common link. One
of the detectives s from his past; she
rescued him from drowning. Jackson

- rescues Vince from makinga mistake.

Crystal thinks someone s following

- her,and she hires Jackson to investigate

but he doesn’t doa good job. He does,
however, findalink with Crystal’s past.

[OPENR-1:]
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Old secrets emerge.

Atkinson isamasterat playing with
thestory arcs of her characters, each of
whomisata particular pointin their
individual life story. She makes some
arcsintersect at the beginning of their
stories, others converge in the middle,
and forall, thearcscollideat theend
andthestoryisresolved. Old secrets
and hurtsemergeand clichésinvolving
the passiveness of the powerless are up-
ended. Atkinson gives these characters
theability tostrike back, which emerges

from theirstrong sense of what consti-
tutes justice.

Funnily enough, Jackson Brodie is
lessinteresting than the other charac-
ters. By page 11 we learn that Jackson
and the mother of his sonare toe-to-toe

- inthegriefstakes. Byage 13, Jackson’s
. mum was dead of cancer, hissister had

been murdered and his brother had
killed himself, helpfully leaving his

- body forJackson to find. Phew! Julie,
- theactress-mother of his son who edges

forward in the traumastakes: ‘Ohand

BIG SKy

f

don'tforget Daddy’s sexual abuse,’she

. remindshim. ‘Trumpstome,Ithink.

Atkinson’s dark humourand mockery
atthe detective genre’s trope of piling
on tragediesin the protagonist’s life
shines here. Herinsouciance at using
coincidences (Jackson seesa hitchhiker
getintoa predator’s car) to power the
narrativeis part of the send-up.

By the end, we realise that forsome if
notall the characters, law haslittle
connection with justice.

Highly recommended read.

23 SEPTEMBER 2019
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ow CA N YOU resista voice

bed,gz eventof having to be removed
bulance in the Night”? Janina
geing but supremely quirky care-
erin remote southwest Poland strad-

A\ dling the Czech border. She spends her

daysstudyingastrology, translating Wil-
liam Blake, and looks after the summer
homes of the rich Warsaw lot during the
bleak winters. The title is drawn from
Blake’s Proverbs of Hellin The Marriage of
Heavenand Hell. A snippet from Blake’s
book captures Janina’s spirit.

‘Once meek, andina perilous path
Thejust man kept his course along
Thevaleof death.”

Janina haslost her two dogs, ‘my
daughters’, she calls them and is prone
to Ailments (‘for months my eyes had
never ceased to water; my tears would
flow for noreason, out of the blue’). She
is passionate about animals—foxes,
wolves, deer—in the surrounding for-
ests. She abhors hunting inacommu-
nity where the mayor, othernotables
and even the priest are hunters. Not
surprisingly, sheis treated as the village
eccentric, to be humoured but not taken
seriously. Then comes the vale of death.
Bodies are found in strange circum-
stances, starting with her neighbour
whom she calls Big Foot. Nobody be-
lieves Janina’s theory aboutacommon
link between the murders. To help her
prove the whodunit she commandeers
anunruly, free spirited and eccentric
band of friends with monikers such as
Oddball, Dizzy and Good News.

Janina'sidiosyncratic yet deeply
honourable regard for nature lingersin
the mindlong after. The more you chew
ontheideas sparked by the book, the
moresatisfying the taste. Not dissimilar
toacharacterinan earlier Jackson Brodie
novel whoisincensed by the heedless
cruelty of man towards fox cubs. Itisup
tothemeek to protect the earth, forthem
asjustmenand women torageinthe
wilds (Blake).I will leave you to discover

. Janina'sanswer to the question: What

doeslaw have to do with justice?

Driveyour Plow over the Bones of the
Dead (Translated by Antonia Lloyd-
Jones; Fitzcarraldo Editions; 272 pages;
Rs1,757)isabrilliantand deeply reflec-
tive ecological thriller/literary novel by
Olga Tokarczuk, the winner of the 2018
Booker prize.

N JOHN GRISHAM'S The

Accomplice(Hodder; 240 pages; Rs
299) you'd think thata 13-year-old boy
who can't wait for the years of schooland
law school to pass before he can become
alawyer wouldn’t have much in com-

. Rs499)isamoresolid Enid Blyton'’s

Malory Towers meets country house

. murderand Harry Potter. Justice Jones,
. thedaughterofafamousbarrister,
. homeschooled till now by hermother,

begins herfirst term in Highbury House

. Boarding School for the Daughters of
. Gentlefolk.

‘Assoon as she saw the school, Justice
Jonesknew thatit had the potential for
murder. Thisisin the 1930s,an era of
Morse codes and ‘broadsword calling
danny boy’ radio communications.
Hertaxi driver tells her thatachamber-
maid Mary, has died very suddenly. He
hintsat foul play. Justice, who fancies
herselfasasleuth and hasdevoured the

- Inshort, Theodore lives an idyllic Enid

Blytonish life.

His friend Woody is not so lucky.
Woody’s motheris struggling to put the
pizzaonthetable,adadandastepdad
whohave checked out of theirlives,and
ar6-year-old brother whoisalready on
probation. The brother’s friend embroils
theminarobbery witha water pistol,

- whichunder thelaw is armed robbery.

Theodore hasto get Woody out by using
his witsand his knowledge of the law.
Written for children, itssimplelanguage
sometimes veers into talking down
ratherthan talking to. Nevertheless, itis
acharmingread.

GIRL CALLED JUSTICE by
Elly Griffiths (Quercus; 320 pages;

mon with free-spirited mysteries written by
Janinaor gloomy herlate mother, gets
Jackson Brodie. But no. down tofinding out
Theyall seek justice for JUSTICEISA the truth about Mary’s
the meek. For Theo- JUDGEMENT OF death. Justice receives
oseceniuimyers, | VALUEWHICH | S5E00oerte,
- lawandjusticeare EACH OF US midnightto the tower
synonymous. Helives HOLDS ABOUT (supposedly haunted).
andbreatheslaw. He RENDERING TO Asecond murder
haunts thelocal courts, EACH PERSON occurswhen the
knows the local police- WHAT HE OR schoolissnowed in.
men, argues casesin While tracking
Ahn_ im“al gourt (;Nhere SHE DESERVES d(?r}rln tltl; killer.
is clientsare dogs without becominga
and rabbitsaccused of casualty herself, Jus-
- shattering the peace. tice has tonavigate the

usual shoals of boarding school life—
finding friends, dealing with snippy
peers,a brusque Matron, the hearty
games teacherand the mysteriousand

- capable headmistress,and of course,

the soggy grey potato-ish lunchesand
dinners. Add suitably icy surroundings
and Morse Code and we are in a scrump-
tiously eerie boarding school world of
midnight feasts, tuck boxes and ajuicy

| mystery.

Griffiths, who writes the popular
Ruth Galloway series for adults, shows
aknack for writing for children too
by treating them as peers. While

 Grisham's Theodore is still childish,

Justice is more self aware, matter of fact
and intelligent in the way she solves the
mystery.lam looking forward to the
nextinstalment. m
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BREAKING
SILENCE

A&%awta Puni chronicles the lives of
migrants caught in double displacement

By Shikha Kumar

ASHIR MAAN’S HOME
wasin the Punjab province
of British India—a village
called Maan where his
forefathers had lived for
generations. In the weeksafter Partition,
Hindusand Sikhsstarted to flee the
village, packing up their belongingsinto
small bundles, leaving behind homes,
asthey were lived in. Bashirand his
friends tried their best to salvage the
remnants—utensils, beds, sheets—from
looters and transported them to astore-
roominanearby gurudwara.

These would help Muslim refugees
trickling in from India start a new life.
‘People who could not share the same
land would be sharing something even
more intimate: the bed and bed sheets of
the other, writes Kavita Puri in Partition
Voices: Untold British Stories(Bloomsbury;
320pages; Rs 499).

Today, 91-year-old Maan livesin
Glasgow with hisfamily—froma pedlar
selling clothes from asuitcase afterar-
rivingin Glasgow in 1953, he wenton to
become a member of the Scottish Labour
Party.On the wall of his study hangs
an Order of the British Empire, from
the queen, for his work in publiclife in
Glasgow. Maan’s story is one of the many
that Puri has chronicled in her seminal
book based on South Asians who mi-
grated to Britain after Partition.

Thebook isan extension of her BBC
Radio 4 series—Partition Voices—in
2017 that documented these stories
around the 7oth anniversary of
Independence. The BBC journalist
embarked on the project after hearing
herlate father’saccount of what he had
witnessed asa 12-year-old, as his family
fled Lahore for Moga in Punjab. He
immigrated to England in 1959, but
didn’t speak about his experiences
untilafew yearsago.

“Many people like him kept their
silence, it was a survival mechanism of
sorts. Life was pretty hard here in the
’sosand '6os—their generation was
fighting to be accepted in this country,
for equal pay and against racism. Some
of them may have been doingjobs that
were slightly beneath them, so they

[:INOPEN
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also had to fight for promotions. If you
thoughtabout what you had left be-
hind, how w going to progress?
There was! e to dwell on the past,”
i ing on the phone

iderinstitutional silence
t the Partition and the Empire

Britain—it's not even taughtin
schools, Puri adds—meant there was
no platform for them to air theirstories.
With the 7oth anniversary though, the
narrative began to tilt. The generation
that had survived the catastrophic
events wasnow elderly and wanted to
talk about it, have their stories recorded.
Their children and grandchildren too
wanted to know their history—being
second and third generation immi-
grants, their understanding of identity
(in Britain) was complex.

Thebook isstructured in three
parts—End of Empire, Partition, and
Legacy. End of Empire also includes
British colonial accounts like those
of Pamela Dowley-Wise and Kenneth
Miln, both of whom were born during
the reign of the East India Company.

In the introduction to Partition Voices,
explaining how the division was broad-
lyacrossreligiouslines, Puri delves into
how the border wasimagined throwing
aside practical, physical realities. The
new border crossed agriculturalland,
cutoff communities from theirsacred
pilgrimagesites, paid no heed torailway
lines,and separated industrial plants
from the agricultural lands where raw
materialssuch asjute were grown,’ she
writes.

“Itwassoill-thought throughand
rushed. How can you divide a nationin
1oweeks? And the Partition line was
announced two days later, on August
17. People remember literally sitting
around the one wireless the village
had, or waiting fora newspaper to get
delivered or word-of mouth on whether
theirvillage wasin India or Pakistan.
They had suitcases ready in the even-
tuality that they would have toleave,”
shesays, adding, “It was the same formy
dadin Moga. They had packed abagand
wereready toleave, butdidn’t have to.
It'simpossible to conceive thatkind of
situation.”

“This is a British national story. If you
don’t understand Empire and how it
ended, you can’t understand
migration to Britain, why it looks the
way it does today and why there are so
many South Asians in this country”

KAVITA PURI author

Puri says that though their experiences
were vastly different, she wanted to
showcase how the histories of the
British and the Indian subcontinent
were intertwined. “Because I was doing
itfroma British perspective, it wasim-
portant to me that the wider publicin
Britain today realise what it waslike...
many young people don’t know that
the British ran India.”

Inaddition, people who were forced

tocross the border didn't realise that the

move would be permanent. Khurshid
Sultana, one of the interviewees, re-

. countshow hermaternal grandmother
. buriedall theirjewellery in the ground

. thinkingshe would be back. “They

. thought they would be back inafew

weeksso they didn't take that much

i stuffwith them. Many handed their

keysto their neighbours. What's heart-

. breakingisyouspeak to these elderly
. peopleand they say ‘Inever got tosay

goodbye to my best friend, and we could
nevergetin touch.Iwant togoback, I
wanttoseeifhe’sstill alive. t'sso sad,
and these things never leave you, even
whenyou're 85 yearsold.”

Puri writes that the numbers killed
in Partition violence will never be
known, ranging between two lakh and
twomillion, depending on the source.
Gurbakhsh Garcha, an interviewee,
remembers weeding in the fields near
therailway linesand how the ground-
nut crop grew lush in random patches. It
hadbeen fertilised by the bodies of those
who had died on the journey. The collat-
eral damage, says Puri, was staggering.
“It was the largest migration outside war
and famine. The numbersare so huge,
the events so cataclysmic that youcan
be blinded by that. Butonly when you
drill down on the stories, all epic in their
own way, that you realise how utterly

. life-changingitwas.”

Puri references Urvashi Butalia’s
The Other Side of Silencein the book while
delving into the violence meted out

- towomen during the period. When

she waslooking for interviewees, an
overwhelming majority who volun-
teered were men. With women’s bodies
becoming the battlegrounds for settling
religious scores, many of the voices were
consequently lost, shrouded inshame
andlossof honour.

“We never spoke toanyone who had
been raped orabducted. I think these
stories will never emerge in Britain
now. The women we did speak to told
of their visceral fear of sexual violence
and of rape committed against friends.
Afemaleinterviewee spoke about how
her grandmotherstood up to the males
andrefused toallow the women to be
killed in the name of honour. To me, this
wasan unexpected story of empower-
ment,”shesays.

Thestories of the women do emerge
inaccounts of the male interviewees,
many gave eye-witness testimony of
abductionsand bodily mutilations.
Iftkahr Ahmed, who's retelling is
particularly distressing, recounts how
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young women were picked up by Hindu
men,and he had no option but to walk
eant certain death.
remembers the cries
ple feltimpotentto

act,”@ i

ardest stories to tell were of the
‘who had witnessed the violence
-hand, or wereinadvertently party to

it. Fifteen-year-old Swaran Singh, asthe

eldest son in the family, was chosen fora

revengeattack by elderly Sikh members.

While he didn'tharm anyone, he had

to hand over his sword to an adult,and

watchaMuslim man beingkilled. The

sword was then wiped and handed back

to him—the day of killing has never

left him. Puri adds that Khurshid's fear

asawoman travelling by herselfin

the train'sladies’ compartment isstill

palpable today.

“None of these people had any kind
of post-traumatic counselling. The inci-
dentsaffected themallin very different
ways, and just like WW1soldiers, they
hadtodeal withitall on theirown. And
oftenin theirheads asthey weren't talk-
ingtoeven family members aboutit.”

URI SAYS BEING sensitivetothe

interviewees was a prime concern.
She met them in theirhomes, with
family members around so they felt safe.
Itwas Karam Singh Hamdard’s story
thatleft her feeling the most unsettled.
The octogenarian was attacked witha
poisoned spear in hisarm—the scarisa
permanent reminder of the day.

While his father was killed by a
Muslim mob, hissi dby
their Muslim neighbours. “Hesstill can’t
reconcile those two things today. No
one thought it would descend into this
bloodbath,” she says,adding that she
still thinks about him for how upset he
was while narrating the story. “Often
wouldsay in the middle of the interview,
‘let’s stop now’ but he would say no. He
wanted toittobe heard and recorded.
They'd neverseen theirstory in that
kind of big way before,and only later
did they realise they'dlived througha

“In my village we
were like a big
family, whether
they are Hindu,
Sikh... And then
suddenly they
become like
animals. Itis
something very,
very unusual.
You can’t think
of these things”

KHURSHID SULTANA,
born in 1932, Gurdaspur,
and came to Britain in 1961

with the bare minimum—evenifthey
did take something to remind them

of home, it waslost on the way. Some

of the interviewees have visited their
homeland in the yearssince and picked
up little mementos. Mohindra Dhall
gotabrick from his childhood home in
Lyallpur (now Faisalabad),and itnow
sitsinaglass casein his Edinburgh
livingroom. Another interviewee, Raj
Daswani, has stones from Karachi in his
study—he kisses them and says they

hissoil. “These mementos represent so
muchandit'stouching tosee them talk
aboutit,areminder that the land was
theirstoo.”

Puri believes thatit'simpossible to
grasp the make-up of contemporary Brit-
ain without understanding its colonial
past. She writes that the double displace-
ment South Asians went through has
been passed down the generations—the
obsession with owning property, getting
the best marksatschool, becominga
doctor, can be traced back to that feeling
ofinsecurity.

“When yourealise that things can

and notcomplacentabout your place.
ThisisaBritish national story, even ifit's
notbeen framed that way. If youdon't
understand Empire and how it ended,
you can't understand migration to Brit-
ain, why itlooks the way it does today
and why there are so many South Asians
in this country,” says Puri.
Mostimportantly, the refugees’
memoriesand stories of livingin
undivided Indiaare away to ensure that

. future generations can't deny that dif-
make him feel like he'sstill connectedto
- peacefully together for centuries. “Their

ferent religious groups had been living

generationisthelast people that can
say ‘IwasaHindulivingin Lahore’, or ‘I
wasaMuslim living in Amritsar’ That
isnow pretty much relegated to the his-
tory books. When Gurbakhsh's uncle’s
mother,aSikh, died prematurely, her
Muslim best friend breastfed his uncle.
‘What can be more intimate than that?
Thatisanotherside of history that needs
tobetold,”shesays,adding, “And that’s
whatleft me hopeful at the end. They
don't wantjust the stories of violence to
get passed down. In Britain, in India, in
Pakistan, we must listen to these testi-

monumental period in history.” turnsoquickly, likeitdid formyfather's = monies. They are telling us something
During the Partition, refugees left generation, it makesyoumoremindful, ' importantand powerful.” =
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The Radical Classicist

Y atz broke boundaries while remaining
raofed to the ancient traditions of the subcontinent

HE HISTORY OF
T Indianartinthe

early decadesof the
twentieth century seems
peculiarly reticentabout the
role played init by women
artists, though those years of
ferment affected the entire
art worldin the subconti-
nent. Independence from the
British brought inits wake
asense of freedom from
stifling colonial traditions of
art-making—or,atleast,an
aspiration to break away from the fetters imposed by the fusty
syllabus taught in colleges across India.

Arthistorian and administrator EB Havell, for instance, who
actedasthe principal of the Government College of Artin
Calcutta between 1896 and 1905, believed in looking back toIn-
dia’spast to createa distinctly Indian vocabulary in art. However,
with the dawn of independence, theidea of what constituteda
fittingsubject forart altered dramatically. The Progressive Artists’
Group,anall-boys’ clubthat came into being in Bombay in 1947,
began torebel against the academic niceties of colonial art educa-
tion by forgingalanguage that wasrisqué and often abrasive.

The neoclassical elegance of the Bengal School of Art, whose
pedagogical and aesthetic standards were set by the likes of
Abanindranath Tagore, was suddenly subverted by MF Husain,
SH Raza, FN Souza, and VS Gaitonde,among others. These wild
young men began to paint images that were strikingly erotic,
even outrageous in their sexual opennessand depiction of the
body. Influenced by the trends unleashed by European high
modernism, particularly by Pablo Picasso and other cubists,
Indian artists, for the first time, dared disturb the universe of
figurative realism. They decided to break out of the mould that
had been hitherto set by classical notions of beauty and propri-
etyasembodied, for example, in the murals on the Ajantaand
Ellora caves.

Among the women, it was Amrita Sher-Gil (1913-41) who
becamea trailblazer, in spite of her tragically brief life. In
herportraits, especially of women, Sher-Gil captured adark
interiority anda melancholic truth that seemed elusive, even
unyieldingat times. In contrast to the smouldering charge of
Sher-Gil's paintings and herintransigent genius, some of her
younger contemporaries like YG Srimati (1926-2007) remained

By Somak Ghoshal

faithful toan idiom which, even at the beginning of her career,
seemed to have already become deeply unfashionable, if not
commercially obsolete. If artists like Sher-Gil boldly defied
norms by looking west for inspiration, Srimati remained
affixed to her eastern roots—absorbed in the profusion of
mythologies, histories,and folk tales from the subcontinent—
withas much steadfastnessand courage of conviction.

Born in Mysore, Srimati spenther formative yearsin Madras,
where she came under the influence of MK Gandhi. In 1946, at
the heightof the freedom struggle, she would sing devotional
songsat Gandhi’sassemblies. Later in life, she moved to New
York, where she worked asa performingartistalmost till theend
ofherdays. A painter who was an equally gifted vocalist, veena
playerand dancer, Srimati is nearly forgotten now, though some
of her prized musical instruments and paintingsremainin the
holdings of the Metropolitan Museum of Artin New York. Since
herdeath, there hasbeen arevival of interest in herlegacy, leading
topublicexhibitionsin the USaswell asscholarly studies, such
astherecentbook, Artand Independence: Y.G. Srimati and the Indian
Style,by John Guy (Mapin; Rs1,750; 144 pages).

Srimati’s painterly output cannot be adequately appreciated
without understanding its links with the otherarts she was
skilled at—classical dance and music. In the 1940s, when she
was emerging asa painter, choreographers like Ram Gopal and
Uday Shankar were putting India on the global cultural map,
taking Europe and the US by storm. Trained by her brother YG
Doraisami, Srimati internalised the rhythms of dance and mu-
sicin her paintings. Her figures, many of whomare drawn from
the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, are noted for the preci-
sion of their forms, the exactitude with which their gestures are
rendered, and the detailing of their facial expressions.

Parashurama with the Battle Axe, painted in 1946, shows the
formidable mendicant with his face contorted with rage, roam-
ingaround with his vow to wipe out the kshatriyas, the warrior
castes, to punish them for neglecting their duties askings. From
Parashurama’simperious frown to his curling fingersand toes,
Srimati pays closeattention to the body language of her subject.
No less evocative s her depiction of Princess Yashodharaand
Rahul, the wife and son respectively of Prince Siddhartha, look-
ingout of their palace to greet the prodigal ruler,ashe returns
afterbecoming Gautama Buddha. From the lithe contours of
their bodies to the delicate placement of their hands to the hint
ofasmile playing upon their lips,motherand son seem to have
descended from the ancient mural paintings of the Ajanta caves,
traversing thousands of years toarrive in the twentieth century.
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Theappeal of Srimati’s paintings, with their unapologetic fo-
cuson decorative beauty,on thelay viewerisnot hard to perceive.
But to connoisseursand those in the business of art, her subjects
andstyle of rendition often smacked of old-school orientalism. By
thetime Srimati began to publicly exhibit her work in the 1940s,
modernism in India had already made gallantstrides, ridingon
the polemics expounded by Sher-Gil and the Progressives. Jamini
Roy (1887-1972),0neof thelast greatsin theillustrious line from
the Bengal School, remained the most remarkable exception
among the modernists. With his spindly-eyed characters, drawn
from mythsand folklore, he crafted anidiom that wasatonce
commercially viable and criticallyacclaimed.

Some of Roy’s contemporaries, such as Abdur Rahman
Chughtai (1894-1975)and Ram Gopal Vijayvargiya (190s-2003),
werealso noted for their adaptation of Mughal miniatures,
Pahari styles and Rajasthani paintings into idioms that were
suited to the twentieth century. Srimati, in contrast, steered
away from the market forces, painting mostly for her own sake.
Herabiding interest in spirituality and the scriptures became
thefodder for herart, herradicalism was manifested notin
following the lead of the modernists, but by rejecting the trap-
pings ofavant-garde experimentation.

Itis nosurprise that Srimati did some of her most memo-
rable work on commission, based on subjects that suited her

interests and temperament. In the 1960s, for instance, she

Mahakali (left); YG Srimati
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SRIMATI'S RADICALISM WAS
MANIFESTED NOT IN FOLLOWING
THE LEAD OF THE MODERNISTS, BUT
BY REJECTING THE TRAPPINGS OF
AVANT-GARDE EXPERIMENTATION

worked onaset of 15 paintings foraspecial edition of the
Bhagavad Gita. Even as she stayed faithful to the theme, Srimati
took leaps with the execution, drawing on the exuberance of
differentschools of miniature painting. Although water colour
was her chosen medium throughout her life, she managed to
tease out remarkable depth and definition from the relatively
flat texture of the paint. A classic example of her success in this
formatis herstudy of Vishvarupa, which describes the cosmol-
ogy of Vishnu-Krishna, included in the Bhagavad Gita series.
The original painting was so captivating that Indologistand
curator Stella Kramrisch, Srimati’s friend, wanted to buy it off
her, but the artist refused to part with it.
In the 1980s, Srimati painted some of the luminaries of

the Hindu pantheon—Mahakali, the force of destruction, for
instance—as well as a series of miniatures as homage to the
classical ragas. However, one of her most adventurous portraits,
based on the former theme, was Saraswati, the goddess of learn-
ing and music, going back to 1947-48. The four-armed deity, in
this soft water colour, is pictured against a backdrop of dusky
clouds, playing the veena. Her bare breasts are exposed, while
herarmsare bedecked with jewels. Years before Husain incited
theire of the Hindu nationalists for painting the goddess in the
nude, here was an upper-caste Hindu woman making an image
asincendiary as his, though following on cues from temple
carvingsand murals that went back centuries. m
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Star Trading

Inamove thathassurprised filmwalas, the usually non-
controversial Kareena Kapoorhasended the services of
super-agent Reshma Shetty and heragency Matrix, which
hadbeen handling her work for 13 yearsnow. Kareena
hasreportedly jumped ship torival agency Kwan,amove
believed to have been engineered by her former manager

(and ex-Matrix employee) P MalhotraD iajust
weeks after thelatter had a falling out with Shetty, leading to
herexit from Matrix.

Story goes that Kareena contacted Shetty last week saying
she wanted to discuss “important matters”. Shetty, who was
travelling then, sensed trouble, butasked Kareenatoallow
hertoreturn to Mumbai so they could meet and talk. But,
sourcessay, daysafter theirexchange Shetty learnt Kareena
hadalready signed up with Kwan. Notone tolosean
opportunity torubarival'sfaceinthe mud, Kwan
quickly putoutastatementannouncing they would
berepresenting the actress hereon. Insiders say Kwan
and Kareena’s former manager Poonam had already
beenin talksabouta potential job, before the
latter’s exit from Matrix. But once she was out, the
conversation got moreserious. Therival agency
apparently offered asweet role to Poonam only if
she could poach the actress from Shetty.

Somein Bollywood have been quick to point
fingers. Shetty’s camp wasaccused of leaking
thedetailsof former client Salman Khan's
unprofessional behaviour with Sanjay Leela
Bhansalirecently, which led to the shelving of
their film Inshallah.Shetty’s camp hasdenied the
rumours. She hasalsobeen accused of instigating
hercurrentstarclient Akshay Kumarto quickly
claim the Fid 2020release date for hisnext film
after Inshallahwas called off. But Salman, never
pleasedatbeing upstaged, hasannounced he will
havearelease during Fid nextyear—evenifthere
isnoclarity yeton whatfilm he could rushinto
production tomeet thatdeadline.

Aamir’s U-Turn

AamirKhan’sannouncement earlier this week
thathe wasreturning to the Gulshan Kumar
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biopic Mogulhe abandoned last year has created ripples—
especially onsocial media. The actor was set to produce and
starina film based on the life of the slain music baron, but he
publicly distanced himself from the project after he learnt the
film's writer-director Subhash Kapoor had been accused of
sexual misconduct some years ago and after those allegations
resurfaced in the wake of the MeToo movement last year.
Now theactor hassaid that, following arecommendation
from the Indian Film and Television Directors Association
asking him not to deny Kapooraright to work unless he
was declared guilty by acourt of law, he is compelled to take
arelook at the case. Aamir has said his wife Kiran Raoand
hewerealsosatisfied—afterreaching out to several women
who had worked with Kapoor in various capacities—that
thedirector deserved the benefit of the doubt. He told
Hindustan Times he felt especially guilty that Kapoor
hadlostouton other projects too after he dropped out
of Mogulwithoutanyjudgmentin the matter.
Whileseveral in Bollywood have applauded
Aamir’sdecision to not “boycott” Kapoor based on
“unverified accusationsand in the absence ofa
courtverdict”, there have been some brickbats
onsocial media especially from women's
groups who expressed disappointment that
Aamir’sstand takes the MeToo movement back
byafewsteps.

Carping about Love
Aclutchof catty, cynical Bollywoodwalas can’t
even summon up enthusiasm for those that seem
to have found love. Earlier this week, two young
filmismade theirrelationship public through
asocial media exchange,and while many
expressed their wishes to the couple,acamp
comprisinginsiders exchanged WhatsApp
messagesinsisting the actressis merely using
this relationship asafoil to distractattention
from the married man (now separated) whom
she’sbeenreportedly carrying on with for
some time—and, they insist, she’sstill very
much withhim.
Oh, tobe one ofthose who can’t find it
within them to believein love.Sad. m
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